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to an end by the very avant-gardists who thought they’d opened up its new 
road. This idea that art was at an end was again Danto’s philosophical 
spin on the tenor of the times. He looked around and intuited in the art 
of the 1980s a moment of liberation from the heavy burden of driving the 
project of art further, a moment of diversity and game playing, and called 
it “posthistorical.” Having taken art to its historical conclusion, the avant-
gardes had paradoxically freed it to be anything and everything, liberated 
it into the condition of postmodernism. Danto the critic can be fi erce (if 
always insightful) about the pitfalls of some of this art. Always on the cusp 
of things, Danto voiced what many were feeling was in the air—a moment 
of realization, of freedom—and gave it an astonishing philosophical riff by 
incorporating the moment into his own grand narrative. 

 At the core of this “pretty conservative kind of philosopher”’s approach 
has always been the Leibnitzian problem. His theory of action is motivated 
by the question of what makes a hand moving an “action” as opposed to 
a mere refl ex. His theory of history is motivated by the question of what 
makes time of signifi cance to it, given that (to recall Bertrand Russell’s 
quip) collapsing the history of the world into the last fi ve minutes would 
make no difference to perception, to how we “look back” on the past from 
the present. This question is, Danto argued, about narrative sentences, 
about the way human and natural history get told/understood. Related, 
therefore, is the Kantian question: how does a story of natural causes (the 
story of events told as part of physics) get recast as a story about human 
history (about actions and consequences, society and economy)? The key 
to narrative sentences turns out to be their mutability, their liability to 
change over time, their truth conditions relativized, as it were, to time of 
utterance. As events unfold and assignment of temporality shifts, as the 
context of interpretation alters, narrative truth shifts (at least about hu-
man history). It was not possible to call the Civil War a “war of emancipa-
tion” until the Emancipation Proclamation was set forth. Nor (to refer to 
Danto’s own philosophical practice) was it possible to describe the end of 
art as an “end” until Warhol and the diverse/playful art of the 1980s came 
about. Subsequent postmodernism has cast the end of art in a less deco-
rous, certainly less utopian perspective, which Danto has himself pointed 
out in essays subsequent to those of the mid-1980s. What makes the de-
scription of history  historical  is its temporality, and the mark of temporality 
is descriptive change (about past, present, future), meaning subsequent 
revision. Danto’s is a kind of Nietzschean perspectivism. 

 It is also a theory of action writ large, or a theory deriving from the 
theory of action. For all description of all action is historically datable, and 
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hence revisable. The kind of thing that makes an event appear as an ac-
tion is precisely the kind of thing that makes it part of history. Historical 
stories are simply descriptions of actions and their consequences in nar-
rative form. Indeed, narration is central to action since actors are always 
self-describers (however implicit): people who take themselves to be do-
ing things for a reason, in the light of a past and in the name of a future. 
From the moment action happens, it happens in the form of narrative 
representations. History is the remaking of these. And so Danto’s work on 
action, on history, on Nietzsche, and on art becomes fi nally a single, vast, 
analytical text. 

 This book is a recounting of Danto’s philosophical trajectory in its 
broadest and most controversial scope. It is also a map of his fl uent capac-
ity to move between philosophy and contemporary culture. Were Danto’s 
writing more overtly political, he might be called the Diderot of his time—
except that instead of an encyclopedic mentality, his is one that seeks to 
revel in its times and expand them. In an age when the humanities are 
all too often consumed by bitter complaint, Danto’s work is that of a Ni-
etzschean personality surprised and delighted by his times and ready to 
convert that surprise into an audacity worthy of them. Being surprised, he 
wishes to be philosophically surprising. Danto’s is perhaps the philosophi-
cal personality Nietzsche wanted to have but couldn’t. To take one’s times 
and make of them something as rich as possible, that is a kind of philo-
sophical goal. To speak for the future as it is crystallizing all around, to 
speak before the crystals of the future appear: this is something as critical 
for philosophy to do as anything. No one has succeeded more admirably 
than Danto, nor with as much graciousness and generosity of spirit. It is 
for this monumental ability that he is admired and loved. 

 Daniel Shapiro, Danto’s friend and companion in art, generously joined 
Columbia University Press in making the production of this book pos-
sible. We all thank him. 
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Arthur Danto at Columbia 
and in New York
Akeel Bilgrami

In the places where Arthur Danto worked for many decades—Columbia’s 
philosophy department and the Journal of Philosophy—which have come 
together now to celebrate his work, there has always been a general feeling 
that, as much as he loved and labored here, he found us too confi ning. 
Perversely, this is a source of pride rather than hurt. Actually, if I may take 
a moment to congratulate ourselves, it is even a measure of the modesty of 
our intellectual self-conception that we take so much pride in having 
among us someone whose talents and intellectual appetites far surpass 
the nourishment that a mere department or journal, or even a profession-
alized discipline such as philosophy, can offer.

The larger space that Arthur occupies with such relish is, of course, the 
city of New York. In fact, his whole style is so supremely metropolitan that 
one gets no sense at all of where he was born and bred. One might easily 
conclude, looking at the style of the man and of his speech and writing, 
that everything about his life has been striking, even his birth, which was 
on New Year’s Day of 1924—but we mustn’t forget that it was, after all, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan where he was born and Detroit where he was bred. 
But like all good New Yorkers and good Columbia men and women, Ar-
thur gives the impression, however wrong, that he really only began to 
fl ourish after he came to New York and to Columbia.



His early fl ourishing took the form of successive books on analytic phi-
losophy, which contained original and substantial ideas on the nature of 
history and human action, ideas that have been widely discussed and as-
similated into the tradition of thought on these subjects. Then there were 
books with invaluably clear and novel interpretations of the thought of 
philosophers outside the mainstream of analytic philosophy, Nietzsche 
and Sartre in particular, which brought him wider fame, and, as he likes to 
say, a summer home in the Hamptons. But it was not until he began a 
study of the nature of artworks and art worlds that he poised himself for a 
major defection, or “transfi guration,” to use a word that he has almost 
made his own.

Premonitions of that defection were there for some years before, when 
in his editorial judgments and in his stray remarks he would betray a mild 
weariness with the way philosophy had gone: the tedium of some of its 
professional protocols, the barbarous idiom of some of its writing, the lack 
of chivalry in some of its argumentative combat, and the routines of its re-
invention of familiar and tired ideas. It was not that he was nostalgic for 
some earlier way of doing it, and it was not that he failed to recognize that 
there were pockets of creative and exciting work; it’s more, I believe, that 
he was just yearning for himself, for some more human and gallant creed. 
So the defection fi nally came when that great old fox and facilitator, 
Ben Sonnenberg of the old Grand Street, urged various commissions of es-
says about art upon him, to which he responded with the passion of long-
simmering intellectual tendencies being released; and then it was Ben 
again, if I remember correctly, who persuaded The Nation and Arthur to 
come together in what has been an extraordinary career of art criticism, 
though “career” seems wholly the wrong word for what The Nation makes 
possible for its writers as well as for the attractive life Arthur has led in the 
last decade or more.

I say this was a defection, but I should by no means give the impression 
that it was something complete or dramatic, away from philosophy. All the 
great modern writers on art have an accent. Clement Greenberg’s zeal for 
the modern had a distinct New York tone, Harold Rosenberg’s shrewd in-
sights had the cultivated chattiness of The New Yorker (when The New 
Yorker was cultivated), and even Meyer Shapiro’s vast learning had many 
hints of his progressive politics and humanity—and the special quality of 
Arthur’s reviews in The Nation is that they are unmistakably the writings 
of a philosopher, revealing often how a line, image, or stone was the stim-
ulus or the station of some idea, even sometimes of an argument. The Na-
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tion has, as a result of his essays, managed to become something of a phil-
osophical magazine, and that is no bad thing.

And conversely, in philosophy, what he has managed to assert in public 
ways in these last twenty years is a personality that makes him quite un-
usual, if not unique, among analytic philosophers—a genuinely cultured 
man. Not just someone grabbing every week the offerings of a prodigious 
metropole, but someone whose ideas and perceptions are tuned by a daily 
awareness of how the city and its arts have come to be what they are, and 
how they stand among the productions of other cities in America and the 
world. Culture, in Arthur’s thinking, is perhaps more important than any-
thing else, and this emerges in ways that are sometimes amusing—and 
appalling. I remember once how Isaac Levi and I were struck dumb when 
we asked him, after his visit to Calcutta, how he had managed to cope with 
the awful condition of its suffering, and he replied in a trice: “Oh, that was 
nothing; you see, poverty is part of the culture of Calcutta.”

Before closing, I just want to say one little thing about his quality as a 
leader, from which I and others, alas, learned little, and that is his gift, not 
so much of what is called, in that charmless phrase, “consensus building,” 
which no department with character will attain, but rather, in the face of a 
lack of consensus, of nevertheless avoiding all confl ict with a sort of genial 
defl ection. Indeed, as his earlier appalling remark just cited suggests, he 
would have managed to defl ect all confl ict, were he even the mayor of Cal-
cutta! Adversity never seemed to toughen him, it merely brought out his 
likeable humors. I don’t know where Arthur learned these arts, which seem 
to come so naturally to him. I only know that I want to go to school there.

I have used words like “geniality” and “defl ection,” but they seem to 
only skim what I think goes very much deeper—down to depths of a 
touching kindness of temperament, which made him a most appealing 
colleague and is no doubt part of his appeal as a critic. I can’t put it better 
than he himself does in a short essay that I recently read (“From Philos-
ophy to Art Criticism,” American Art 6, no. 1 [Spring 2002]: 14–17):

There is a lot I like and a lot I don’t like, but these preferences do not give 
me reason either to defend or attack. I must some time discover why art 
criticism and criticism generally is so savagely aggressive against its tar-
get, almost—as Chekhov once wrote—as if the writer or artist had com-
mitted some crime. When I fi rst began to write, there was a certain amount 
of negativity in my pieces, but I increasingly believe that that is a form of 
cruelty, and that cruelty is never permissible.
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Notice that even the condemnation of the cruel here is gentle and incom-
plete, for as he says only (and I especially like this): “I must some time dis-
cover” why we are like that. . . . That is Arthur Danto all over. Is it a wonder 
that people, even cruel people, love him—here, and in the art world, and 
everywhere else that he is known?

To no one, not even to those whom he knows well—even, I am sure, his 
wonderful wife and companion, Barbara—does he ever give the impres-
sion that he quite believes in the remarkableness of his achievements. It’s 
not as if he thinks it’s all a dream. He is just having too much fun to stop 
and take it in.

A Note on My Responses

ARTHUR C. DANTO

Michael Kelly was very much the organizing spirit behind the conference 
for which the papers in this volume were conceived and written, and I ap-
preciate beyond measure the imagination, the judgment, and the energy 
with which he invested it. Though my philosophy was the occasion for the 
event, and often, though not entirely, the subject of most of the papers, I 
think it a matter of consensus that the conference itself was remarkable for 
the level of the contributions and for the generosity of the speakers, who 
took the time to prepare papers of such quality and to travel to New York to 
participate in three days of wonderful philosophical interchange. I am 
grateful to Akeel Bilgrami for recognizing this by proposing that as many 
as possible of the papers be published, and that I be given the opportunity 
to respond to them; and to Daniel Herwitz, who, together with Michael 
Kelly, convinced the other authors to allow their writing to be used for this 
purpose. The conference itself was made up of nothing but high points. It 
is sheer gluttony on my part to regret the absence of the papers that, for 
whatever reason, were unavailable for publication here. No one who experi-
enced the conference will have forgotten the papers by Daniel Dennett, Ro-
salind Krauss, and Richard Wollheim, nor the marvelous panel on philoso-
phy and art criticism, organized and moderated by Daniel Shapiro, that 
concluded it. But the nine papers that were made available are as rich and 
rare as anyone could wish, and I am exalted by their existence. It has been a 
joy and privilege to be able to think through the ingenious arguments, ex-
amples, and objections that have been offered me as gifts.
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I had originally imagined writing a long essay, weaving my responses 
together into some integral summation. But each paper was so striking, 
each trailed so different a history and expressed so different a personality, 
that I felt it would somehow be unsuitable to dissolve them into some 
larger entity. I thought it better to respond to them singly, engage with 
them one on one, so that the reader could rethink the paper through my 
reaction to it and treat each exchange as a separate dialogue. I may perhaps 
be forgiven for noticing that the number of contributors maps exactly to 
the number of suitors in the bottom compartment of Marcel Duchamp’s 
masterpiece, La Mariée mise á nu par ses célebataires même, with the bride 
isolated in the upper compartment. That had always emblematized for me 
a highly unsatisfactory arrangement—a depiction of unfulfi llable yearning 
in both directions. A somewhat better matrimonial condition is projected 
in the Mahabharata, where Arjuna and his brothers return home with 
what they describe as a treasure—the princess bride won by Arjuna’s 
prowess as an archer—and their mother tells them to share it equally. The 
ideal situation is simultaneous monogamy with nine partners, and while I 
know this is impossible, one must always try to live by the principle of 
having one’s cake and eating it too. Only Duchamp could have pictured 
that, but alas, he didn’t.

A NOTE ON MY RESPONSES 5
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Danto’s Action
Donald Davidson

When I was invited to participate in this fi ne Dantoesque orgy I thought I 
could write, if I wanted, about Danto on art. I rushed out and bought a 
beautiful pile of books from Amazon.com and started to read about Brillo 
boxes. What fun! I had in mind for a title “Art on Art.” But then I was told 
I should talk about Danto on action. Long ago I had read some of Arthur’s 
seminal essays on action and had acquired The Analytic Philosophy of Ac-
tion. I should not have worried that I would be entirely starved of Arthur’s 
take on art. The fi rst paragraph of the book asks us to remember six panels 
among that galaxy of Giotto’s frescos in the Arena Chapel in Padua. Each 
panel depicts Christ doing something by raising his arm, for example, 
blessing people at the Jerusalem gate, admonishing the elders, or expel-
ling the lenders from the temple. As I went on, I discovered there were 
about as many allusions to art in this book on action as there were pages. 
Cruising through Arthur’s encyclopedic output, I could not help noticing 
the extraordinary way everything fi t into a grand pattern. Epistemology, 
philosophy of history, philosophy of art, and theory of action illuminate 
one another, patterns recur, and themes have variations. Not only were 
there many artistically animated books on philosophy but there was also a 
book on art as philosophy. Arthur has many arts. Now I had my title: “Art’s 
Arts.” Much better than “Arthur’s Actions.”
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I learned from The Body/Body Problem that when Arthur turned from 
art to philosophy (as he misleadingly puts it), he already had the ambition 
to write a number of books on various topics that would present an orga-
nized picture. Santayana’s fi ve-volumes The Life of Reason was the model. 
I fi nd the purpose and skill with which Arthur has carried out his plan ad-
mirable. I also fi nd it amazing, perhaps because my own trajectory through 
philosophy has been the precise opposite. (I have fi nally fi nished a small 
book.)

Given what I have just said, it is not surprising that Arthur begins his 
book on action by relating the structure of action to the structure of knowl-
edge. The comparison is apt. In perception, which roots knowledge in the 
world, outside events cause such events within as the formation of beliefs. 
Some of these beliefs in turn become reasons for acting, thus changing the 
world. It is these points where thought affects the world and the world af-
fects thought, where hard questions arise. It seems (at least to me) natural 
to say Christ in his infi nite goodness knows it is his role to confer bless-
ings, and that he can play this role on occasion by raising his arm. This ex-
plains why he acted as he is depicted as acting. If one tries, as I have, to spell 
this out much as Aristotle did, by saying that a positive attitude toward be-
stowing a blessing, plus a belief that raising an arm would effectuate the 
desired end, explains the action by revealing the light in which the agent 
viewed it and caused the action, then it is tempting to try to defi ne an inten-
tional action as one that can be explained in this way. But it is not always so 
simple. My favorite counterexample to the defi nition was invented by 
Daniel Bennett (wild pigs). One must at least add to the defi nition that the 
relevant reasons caused the desired end more or less as the agent intended. 
But this addition uses the notion of intention, which was to be defi ned. My 
conclusion is that there is no way to perfect the defi nition, and that part of 
the reason for this failure is that the defi nition tries to bridge the gap be-
tween states and events described in nonintentional terms and states and 
events described in intentional terms. (“He raised his arm in order to bring 
it about [cause it to be the case] that the crowd was blessed,” “He moved his 
arm in order to cause the rock to be moved,” or, to put it more nearly as Ar-
thur does, “He brought it about that the rock was moved by moving his 
arm.”) Perception raises the same problem in reverse: if I see that the sky is 
gray, the grayness of the sky brings it about (causes it to be the case) that I 
believe the sky is gray. But of course this leaves out something: my belief 
must be caused by the sky in the right way. But try to say what the right way 
is without begging the question. I think you can’t.
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Arthur sees the analogy between epistemology and action in a different, 
though not confl icting, light. He notes the standard way of defi ning knowl-
edge as true belief for which one has adequate evidence, and Arthur knows, 
of course, that this won’t quite do: someone may have a true belief, and 
that belief may be justifi ed by things he knows, and yet the justifi ers cause 
the true belief in such a way that the result is not a case of knowledge. In 
the book on action, Arthur compares the claim (with which he agrees) that 
nothing can be known by the appeal to further knowledge unless some-
thing is known without further knowledge with the claim that nothing can 
be done by doing something else unless some things can be done di-
rectly—that is, not by doing something else. Actions that are done directly 
Arthur calls basic actions, and much of his book is devoted to elaborating, 
defending, and exploiting the distinction between basic actions and all the 
other actions that depend on, that are done by performing, basic actions.

I once criticized several earlier articles by Arthur in which he seemed to 
say that if one moves a stone by moving one’s arm, then the act of moving 
one’s arm causes the action of moving the stone. I was not alone in criti-
cizing this view. But did Arthur actually hold it? I wonder, because the 
book does not seem to say this, but rather that by moving one’s arm one 
causes it to be the case that one has moved the stone, which is different, 
and no longer sounds as if, when a nonbasic action has been performed, 
it must always be correct for the agent to say, “I made me do it.”

In any case, the question I will concentrate on is whether there really is 
a distinction to be made between basic actions and the further actions that 
are done by performing them. The issue is one of identity: Arthur says that 
if a man moves a stone by moving his arm, he performs two different ac-
tions; I say he performs one.

A theme that runs through Arthur’s work and relates his views on ac-
tions, epistemology, language, and ontology to his interest in art is the im-
portance of the notion of representation. Thinking, like art, is representa-
tional. This fact can infect the concept of identity. Arthur grants that Frege 
was right that although “the morning star” and “the evening star” are one 
and the same thing—the planet Venus—the descriptive phrases represent 
Venus in such different ways that someone may consistently believe the 
morning star is not the evening star. But he thinks that being thought by 
someone to be the morning star is not a property of Venus: “Certain things, 
then, may be true of something without being a property of it” (67). His 
argument is brief: if so much as one person thinks the morning star is not 
the evening star, and being thought to be something were a property of the 
thing thought about, then the morning star and the evening star could not 
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be identical objects, for one would have a property the other does not. I’m 
afraid this is not a good argument. The identity of the morning star and 
the evening star will not suffer if we take someone’s faulty thinking that 
they are not identical to be an objective property of a single object.

Arthur’s conception of causality falls prey to a similar mistake. He ap-
parently accepts that events are entities, and that actions are events of 
some kind. But he thinks the verb “caused” in a sentence like “His moving 
his arm caused the motion of the rock” is not, as it appears to be, a two-
place predicate true of pairs of events, but a three- (“or more”) place predi-
cate. The reason the third place is needed, he says, is that if two events are 
causally related, there must be a law that covers the case. I agree that if c 
caused e, there must be a law. However, it seems to me there is no way to 
make this a semantic feature of singular causal claims. If c caused e, then 
according to Arthur, there exist descriptions of c and e, for example d and 
f, such that the statement “If d then f” instantiates a law. I agree. But this 
is a much-debated metaphysical claim, and it does not follow that “c caused 
e” says something about descriptions and language or that it refers to a law 
(97). Quoth Arthur: “Only under certain of its descriptions is e causally 
dependent on c.” Surely what he means is that only under certain descrip-
tions of two events does a singular causal claim follow from a law, for na-
ture does not care how we describe it. Causal dependence is not up to us. 
How we describe and explain is our work, but having described and ex-
plained, whether what we say or think is true is up to nature. Long before 
there were languages in which to describe anything, the presence of ox-
ygen was necessary for combustion. This is not to deny that when we ask 
for the cause of some event we usually want more than any old description 
of the cause; we want a causal explanation, and explanations are inten-
tional. But we can understand a singular causal statement although it in-
stantiates no law, and even though it fails to explain.

Let’s get back to basic actions, those actions Arthur defi nes as not being 
done by doing something else. What should we count? Raising one’s arm 
is a favored example, as long as one does not do it by using a block and 
tackle. But doesn’t one have to move the muscles in the shoulder and arm 
in order to raise it? Why isn’t moving one’s muscles in the right way the 
basic action? Arthur says it is not because in the normal case we do not 
know how to fl ex our muscles in the right way—except by raising our arm. 
I’m not sure I understand exactly why this rules out saying we raise our 
arm by fl exing our muscles in the right way, but it certainly does not rule 
out our saying that fl exing our muscles that way is raising our arm, so 
fl exing our muscles couldn’t be an action separate from raising our arm. 
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We would just have two ways of describing the same action. Arthur doesn’t 
say this, however. He allows that when we raise our arm intentionally, 
some events take place in our brain that cause our muscles to fl ex in the 
right way, which causes our arm to go up. This series of events as a com-
plex whole is the action, but no proper part of the whole is an action. I 
think this is a perfectly plausible position, and I have no better. In fact, I 
have written, in agreement with Arthur, that basic actions are bodily mo-
tions. The trouble is, I have also argued that all our actions are basic, and 
so there is no ontological distinction to be made between basic actions and 
other actions.

One of the fi rst things I read when I became interested in the philos-
ophy of action was Elizabeth Anscombe’s wonderful little book Intention. 
In it she asks, “Is there any description which is the description of an in-
tentional action, given that an intentional action occurs?” and she gives 
the following example: a man is moving his arm up and down in order to 
pump water into the cistern that supplies the drinking water of a house in 
order to poison the inhabitants of the house (for he knows the water is 
poisoned) in order to kill the inhabitants in order to rid the world of some 
evil people, etc. “What,” she says, “is the description of what he is doing?” 
First, she says, any description of what is going on: he is earning wages, he 
is wearing away his shoe soles, he is sweating, he is poisoning the inhabit-
ants of the house. But we can narrow down the list by considering only 
what he is doing intentionally, and thus draw the “in order to” list of the 
sort I just gave, provided the man is succeeding in his purposes. So if he 
is poisoning the inhabitants of the house, for example, and this is his in-
tention in pumping the water, then “he is poisoning the inhabitants” is 
one way of describing what he is doing. Anscombe’s opinion is that we 
have here just one action “under many different descriptions.” The man’s 
moving his arm (on that occasion) was identical with his pumping the 
water, poisoning the inhabitants, and so on. The action Arthur calls “basic,” 
the man moving his arm, is identical with his further actions, which Arthur 
calls “mediated” and believes are numerically distinct actions. If Ans-
combe is right, there is no ontological distinction between basic actions 
and the rest, though of course there remain many distinctions among the 
descriptions. Once more it is a question of identity that is at stake. To make 
the issue clear: according to Arthur, if a man poisons the inhabitants of a 
house by moving his arm, there are (at least) two actions, moving the arm 
and poisoning the inhabitants; according to Anscombe and me, there is 
just one action twice described. Arthur’s view, as I understand it, is that 
the action of the man moving his arm is a proper part of his action of poi-
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soning the inhabitants of the house. There cannot be any objection to the 
idea that one action can contain many others. Playing a game of tennis is 
an action that clearly contains many other actions. The question is whether, 
when a man poisons the inhabitants by moving his arm, moving his arm 
is contained in the action of poisoning, or is there is only one action twice 
described.

I have always thought Anscombe’s view was right. One thing puzzled 
me, though: if there are many descriptions of an entity, there must be an 
entity to describe. Yet sentences like “he moved his arm” mention only a 
man and his arm, and these are certainly not what is mentioned in a sen-
tence like “he poisoned the inhabitants,” which mentions the man again 
and now the inhabitants, but says nothing about the arm. There seems to 
be nothing in the grammar of these sentences that justifi es the claim that 
they describe some one thing in different ways. I dealt with this problem 
by proposing that such sentences do not wear their logical form on the 
surface: there is a reference to one or more events, and these events are the 
entities—actions, in the cases we are interested in here—that are variously 
described. The introduction of events is also essential to straightening out 
our talk about causality. As we shall see, here the issue of identity of events 
and the concepts of agency and causality come together.

My position, that the man’s moving his arm and his poisoning the in-
habitants of the house are one and the same action, seems odd, if not plain 
absurd, while Arthur’s counting two actions here is attractive. It is obvious 
that moving one’s arm, or even pumping water, is not generally intended 
to kill people, and doesn’t generally result in deaths. Moving an arm, 
pumping water, and poisoning people are different sorts of action. Yes, but 
any entity has endless properties and so belongs to many different sorts. 
As types or classes of actions, we have here three. Yet single objects or ac-
tions always fall into many different classes. (The class of people in 
America is not identical with the class of people in this room, but all of you 
belong to both classes.) The thesis isn’t that every pumping is a poisoning, 
but that in the story a particular action is both. And, come to think of it, 
doesn’t it sound odd to say that if a man moves his arm for a few minutes, 
thus intentionally pumping water, poisoning the drinking water, killing 
the inhabitants of a house, and saving the world from despotism, he has 
performed at least fi ve actions? Wasn’t his action over when he stopped 
moving his arm?

One issue I think we can set aside concerns the relations between what 
a person intends to do and what he actually does. There are of course many 
times that we intend to do something by acting in a certain way and we fail; 
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we sign the check, put it in an envelope and then in the mail with the inten-
tion of paying a bill, and it never gets there. It is not such cases that pose a 
problem. But there clearly is a diffi culty in a case like the one I described 
earlier of the faulty marksman who nevertheless causes the death of his 
victim through an utterly unexpected turn of events: a stampede of wild 
pigs. Should we say the marksman killed the victim? Did he murder him? 
He intended to, and what he did with that intention—shoot his gun—
caused the desired death. How devious or unexpected should the series of 
events that intervene between the shooting and the death be for the 
marksman to escape blame, or the law? Here is an actual legal case (I think 
I read it in Hart and Honoré’s Causation in the Law): the scene is a West Af-
rican country when it was still a colony of Great Britain. A man (the “agent”) 
hits another man (the “victim”) over the head with the intention of killing 
him. The agent then disposes of the body by stuffi ng it in an anthill. The 
law that applied defi ned murder as doing something with the intention of 
killing someone, where that very act kills the victim. But in the case at hand, 
these conditions were not satisfi ed. The blow to the head, which was in-
tended to kill the victim, merely knocked the victim out—unbeknownst to 
the agent, who then stuffed his live victim in an anthill, which did kill him, 
though he did not intend it to, thinking the victim already dead. I do not 
know what the court decided. It is clear that what we say an agent did de-
pends not only on what the agent caused but also on how the causal chain 
evolved. Unintended consequences are different in important ways from 
intended consequences, but the same issue arises. I recently read in a 
newspaper that the inhabitants of a village were fi ring their guns in the air 
to celebrate some occasion and a bullet from one of the shots injured a 
child in the next village. If we knew who fi red the unlucky shot, should we 
say he injured the child?

These borderline or puzzling cases raise questions about the interrela-
tions between the notions of causality, action, responsibility, and blame, 
and they are puzzling whether you think there are one, two, or many ac-
tions performed. So let us suppose such questions settled one way or an-
other, and limit ourselves to the plain cases where the outcome of an ac-
tion was intended and where we have no doubt that the agent brought 
about the intended result by acting as he did. The last scene of Hamlet pro-
vides enough homicide to keep us busy. In what is supposed to be a friendly 
joust, Laertes intentionally takes up a poisoned rapier and wounds Hamlet. 
Hamlet dies; Laertes has murdered him. Laertes killed Hamlet by stab-
bing him. There are two events: the stabbing by Laertes and the death of 
Hamlet. These two events are clearly discrete; the fi rst caused the second, 
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but the fi rst was fi nished enough before the second to allow for some con-
versation and a few other events, such as the death of the queen, then of 
the king, and the fatal stabbing of Laertes by Hamlet. There are about sixty 
intervening lines of the play.

So, two discrete events, Laertes’ stabbing of Hamlet and Hamlet’s con-
sequent death. Where should we place Laertes’ act of killing Hamlet? Ar-
thur says it is a third event (and second action), which begins with the stab-
bing and ends with the death. I say there is no such third event because 
Laertes’ act of stabbing is identical with his killing Hamlet. You can see that 
there is something to be said for each answer. Arthur will say it is absurd to 
suppose Laertes has killed Hamlet until Hamlet is dead; I will say that after 
he did his stabbing, Laertes did nothing more to kill Hamlet.

Arthur will point out that if Laertes’ stabbing of Hamlet was identical 
with his killing Hamlet, then Hamlet must have been dead before he killed 
Laertes and made his fi nal speech, “—the rest is silence.” Curiously, Ham let 
and Laertes are both on my side. Well before he dies, though he has already 
been fatally stabbed, Laertes says, “I am justly killed,” and adds for good 
measure, “Hamlet, thou art slain.” Hamlet agrees:

I am dead, Horatio. Wretched queen, adieu!
You that look pale and tremble at this chance,
That are but mutes or audience to this act, [note the singular]
Had I but time—as this fell sergeant, Death,
Is strict in his arrest—O, I could tell you—
But let it be. Horatio, I am dead. . . . (V.2.333–38)

When I fi rst confronted this puzzle, which became known as The Time 
of the Killing, I bit the bullet and decided that when Laertes had stabbed 
Hamlet he had already killed him (after all, Hamlet said so), but I was cor-
rectly jeered at. People talk that way only in the movies and in Shake-
speare. There is a better way to defend the view that the stabbing and the 
killing were one and the same action. Here is an analogy: my father’s 
father was a bit of a scoundrel, but he was just one person. At one time 
he was not even a father, then he became one; later his son became a 
father; later still that son became my father. By this time my great-
great-grandfather had become describable as such. So with actions: Laertes’ 
stabbing became a killing when Hamlet died. Events collect a history as 
time goes by, just as people do. At the time of the stabbing, Laertes had not 
killed Hamlet. Shortly thereafter, his single act acquired a son, and the act 
became a killing. In Arthur’s terms, Laertes’ basic action was, perhaps, his 
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moving his body; this begot a movement of his rapier, which begot Ham-
let’s wound, which begot Hamlet’s death. He did not perform another ac-
tion with each begetting; his one action just accrued intended along with 
unintended consequences, as did my grandfather. I am one of the latter.

As Arthur notes, many verbs are causal. The verb “to break,” when tran-
sitive, is an example. “The stone broke the window” must mean something 
like “There was a motion of the stone and a breaking of the window, and the 
fi rst event caused the second.” It must mean this because we infer from 
“The stone broke the window” that the window broke. Similarly, if Paul 
broke the window, Paul must have done something that caused the window 
to break. We then call whatever he did his action of breaking the window: a 
new description for what he did. Notice that it is not true that Paul broke 
the window until the window was broken, just as it was not true to say that 
Herbert Clarence Davidson was my grandfather until I was born.

There is an interesting variant on this theme. Just as there at fi rst seems 
to be a puzzle when we ask of some actions when they were performed, so 
we can ask where. This was a legal case: a man in Massachusetts shot dead 
a man in Rhode Island. Where did the killing take place? It mattered be-
cause the answer to this question would determine the state in which the 
case was heard, and the laws differed. Or another true story (which also 
may be from Hart and Honoré): Two seamen on a ship had a fi ght, in the 
course of which one man pushed the other overboard with the intention of 
drowning him. He succeeded. Once again there was a legal dispute about 
where the murder took place, on the ship or in the sea. Once again it mat-
tered, for if the murder took place on the ship, the case would be decided 
by an Irish court, since the ship was Irish, but if it took place in the ocean, 
then the crime occurred in international waters and would be tried under 
a different jurisdiction.

No one asked me to decide these cases; if they had, I would have ex-
plained that the fi rst murderer performed the act of killing in Massachu-
setts, and the second murderer did the deed on board the ship. Arthur 
would, I think, say the fi rst crime was in both Massachusetts and Rhode 
Island, and the second on board the ship and in the water. I do not know 
whether he would say it also took place in the areas in between shooting or 
pushing and death. But surely in both cases the assailant intended all that 
came between the original action and the resulting death.

Perhaps this is enough homicide. Here is a diffi culty for the monistic 
view of action I have been touting. It centers on Arthur’s key word “by,” as 
in “He turned on the light by fl ipping the switch.” The critic remarks that 
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if fl ipping the switch and turning on the light are one and the same action, 
why do we say he turned on the light by fl ipping the switch but not say he 
fl ipped the switch by turning on the light? The reply should, I think, be 
much the same as before. Two events (at least) must have occurred if he 
turned on the light by fl ipping the switch: an action of fl ipping the switch 
and the light coming on. The relation between these events is not sym-
metrical, since it is causal; the fi rst event, the fl ipping, caused the second, 
the light coming on, not vice versa.

There are cases where it may seem harder to spot the asymmetry of 
events that the word “by” suggests. If I sign a check by writing my name in 
the right place, writing my name and signing the check are not two actions, 
though of course they are different types of action. So one cannot be the 
cause of the other. Yet I cannot say I wrote my name there by signing the 
check. The same issue arises if someone signals to another by raising her 
arm (but doesn’t raise her arm by signaling). In these two cases, I imagine—
hope—that Arthur agrees that there is only one action: in the fi rst case, 
writing my name (under the appropriate circumstances) and signing the 
check are the same; in the second case, her raising her arm (in appropriate 
circumstances) and signaling are the same action. In both cases there is an 
end state that has been produced (caused) by the action (the name is there, 
the check is signed, the arm is up, the signal made). But this seems no help 
in explaining the asymmetry of “by” in such cases. However, I do cause the 
check to be signed by writing my name there. Of course, I also cause my 
name to be written there if I write it there. But it is a trivial truth that if I 
write my name there, I have caused my name to be written there; it is not 
trivial that if I have caused my name to be written there, I have caused it to 
be the case that I have signed a check. This logical difference echoes the 
fact that I wrote my name in order to (with the intention to) sign the check, 
and not vice versa, and explains the asymmetry of the “by.”

Samuel Guttenplan has suggested that when we add to a bald statement 
that someone has done something that he has done it by doing some-
thing—for example, adding to the statement that I signed the check that I 
did so by writing my name there, or to the statement that someone went 
around the world without making use of a propelling engine that they did 
so by getting in a balloon and making use of the winds—we are amplifying 
and making more precise what we add. We are also, in part, explaining it. 
In most cases the explanation has two aspects: it is psychological, because 
it tells us more about the motives of the agent, and it is causal. Our normal 
descriptions of actions thus look to the past, to the mental workings and 
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states that prompted our actions, and to their consequences. Adding to 
such descriptions further descriptions that are answers to the question 
“Why did you (or he) do that?” we don’t add further actions, but place the 
original action in a larger psychological and historical setting.

Placing an action in its psychological and historical setting is just what 
the opening paragraph of Arthur’s book on action was about. No other book 
does this so comprehensively, wittily, imaginatively, and, well, artfully.

 � � � �  �

Response

Whether, in turning on the light by fl ipping the switch, one action or two 
is involved, is Donald Davidson’s way of framing a question that divided 
us in the 1960s, when action theory fl ourished, and still divided us when 
he presented an earlier version of this paper at our conference at Colum-
bia in 2002. Something evidently came out of our exchange after the pre-
sentation, however, since the written text differs from the one presented, 
so far as my memory of it can be trusted, and I am moved by the fact that 
the paper incorporates what turns out to be the fi nal exchange between us 
on an issue we had both written about forty years earlier, when the analyti-
cal theory of action was on the cutting edge of philosophy. But I wondered 
whether the question was really any more alive for him that it was for me. 
Donald had hoped to write on art when he agreed to participate in the con-
ference, and had ordered some of my books from Amazon in preparation 
for what he obviously thought would be fun to do. But Akeel Bilgrami told 
him that he was to speak instead on the theory of action, so he went back 
to my Analytical Philosophy of Action, and to the unresolved—I would say 
irresolvable—division between us. And though this is simply a guess, I 
take that as evidence that he, as I, would have had to dig through a fairly 
thick bed of ashes in search of some living ember in a body of thought that 
at one time had excited the two of us greatly.

I was glad to be reminded—as he was glad to discover—that Analytical 
Philosophy of Action begins with an extended example from the history of 
art. When I was writing the preface, I had been reading about Giotto’s 
Arena frescoes in Padua, which had something like the impact on me that 
they had had on the character of Charles Swann in Proust’s great novel—
as a visual encyclopedia of how human beings express moral feelings. I 
had been struck by the fact that in a whole band of paintings in the middle 
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register of Giotto’s narrative of the life of Christ, Jesus is shown with one 
arm raised, performing what I called a “basic action.” My aim in the book, 
I told the reader, was to “erase” the various contextual cultural factors that 
make one raised arm a blessing and another a driving of money lenders 
forth from the temple, and to just immerse myself in this issue: in virtue 
of what is a raised arm an action at all? This was what had primarily en-
gaged me when I fi rst got involved with the theory of action. Wittgenstein 
had famously asked what remains if, from the fact that I raise my arm, I 
subtract the fact that my arm goes up. I think we both learned from Eliza-
beth Anscombe’s powerful little book, Intention, that Wittgenstein’s an-
swer would have been: nothing. Nothing remains over. For a man with 
such a rich interior life, he seemed eager in effect to empty the head of 
anything mental and explain the response by external differences of lan-
guage or, in Anscombe’s view, to descriptions. Thus “blessing” and “expel-
ling the money lenders” are the same kind of event—raising an arm—
“under . . . different descriptions.” Donald, not as intimidated by the 
mental, would have said that what made the difference were reasons that 
explained the raised arm. That was the gist of his celebrated Presidential 
Address to the American Philosophical Association. My interest in the 
book lay elsewhere. I thought there was a deep difference between an ac-
tion like raising an arm and what need not be an action at all, like my arm 
going up without my intending it, say as a kind of tic. I thought there are 
two kinds of event that might outwardly appear the same.

And that is what I meant by erasing everything external and cultural. 
All the paintings, I felt, were of Christ performing a basic action. What ac-
counted for the differences between blessing and expelling—or greeting—
began further up the line, when the question of what made any of them 
actions in the fi rst place was answered. I was interested in basic actions 
versus mere bodily movements, just as, later, I was to be interested in the 
difference between a work of art and a mere real thing, when nothing out-
ward marked the difference between them. Driving the money lenders 
forth was a bit more complex than turning on the lights, but it gave me a 
certain pleasure to use an example from high art to raise an issue in the 
philosophy of action. Had I known at the time more about contemporary 
art, I could have cited a work by the composer George Brecht, a member 
of Fluxus, to much the same end. Around the same time that Donald and 
I were opening up the theory of action, Brecht made of turning on the 
lights by fl ipping a switch a work of art, overcoming thereby the gap be-
tween art and life and closing the gap between art and action. George 
Maciunas, the founder of Fluxus, felt that Brecht had gone beyond Du-
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champ with this piece. “That’s the piece,” he said in a 1978 interview with 
Larry Miller. “Turn the light on and then off. Now you do that every day, 
right? Without even knowing you’re performing Brecht.” I mention the 
matter to emphasize at the outset that the method of indiscernibles was 
the way I always did philosophy. Find two things that are outwardly alike 
but momentously different, and then account for the differences.

This explains, I think, why I never tried to deal with Donald’s question, 
which applied pressure at a point beyond anything that concerned me fun-
damentally. Consider a subsidiary question that Donald draws from Hart 
and Honoré’s book on causation and the law: where does a killing occur? 
If someone, as the result of a murderous action, dies on board a ship, that 
falls under one jurisdiction; if he dies overboard, it falls under a different 
jurisdiction. Those are fascinating issues, but what was of concern to me 
could not be a matter of jurisdiction. The difference between a basic action 
and a bodily movement was never a matter of convention and legal negoti-
ation, but of how the universe is made up. It does not depend upon mere 
law. I was in that way a pretty old-fashioned philosopher. How many ac-
tions take place in turning on the lights? That is likely to strike the unphi-
losophical reader—or the philosophical reader who came of age after the 
era in which the analytical philosophy of action was ascendant—as almost 
frivolous, like the chestnut about how many angels dance on the point of 
a pin. It could hardly matter greatly whether the answer might be “one” 
(Davidson) or “two” (Danto)—and if it did matter, how long, really, would 
it take to decide the issue?

I don’t think either Donald or I ever bothered to defi ne “action.” I 
somehow remember Donald saying that it was a primitive concept, but we 
both more or less felt that what we meant by the term was too familiar for 
anyone to be in doubt as to what we were talking about—that anyone with 
a normal body had examples available whenever one might be needed. Un-
like “art,” where the issue of defi nition was made necessary by the internal 
evolution of the concept, with action one was dealing with something too 
familiar for analysis. My interest was in any case less in the analysis of the 
concept than in drawing attention to the difference, immediately available 
to experience, between a certain class of actions and a certain class of mere 
bodily movements. Winking an eye would be a good example of a simple 
action, as over and against an eye involuntarily closing, as in a certain ner-
vous tic. My sense was that winking an eye was an action if done by the 
agent, whereas the same movement—an eyelid shutting and then opening 
again—would not be an action if not done by him. I had a piece of notation 
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I used: an event a is an action when mDa is true. In my early papers on the 
subject, m was read as “man” and D was a kind of operator and a was an 
event that was an action when mDa was true. When (a and not-mDa) was 
true, a was an action of m’s. I’ll talk about the notation in a moment, but m 
calls for some comment. It is somewhat shocking to read those early pa-
pers and see “man” written brazenly out, as if action was, as we say today, a 
“guy thing.” My stern prose of the time seems retroactively sexist, but it 
was, for better or worse, commonplace practice, not just in philosophy, to 
employ the word “man” without qualifi cation. Thus the painter Barnett 
Newman, in an interview with David Sylvester in 1965, said, “One thing I 
am involved in about painting is that the painting should give a man a 
sense of place: that he knows he’s there, so that he’s aware of himself” (In-
terviews with American Artists, 1965). I don’t think anyone would have found 
it odd or biased that people expressed themselves this way—even women, 
like Elizabeth Anscombe did. Already by the end of the decade there were 
pressures in the culture to say “man or woman” and to fi nd ways around 
gendered pronouns. Or even, as in current journal usage, to use the pro-
noun “she” as a matter of principle. As a feminist I go along with this, 
though it is not a practice I especially follow.

But in fact I often had the male body in mind, and in this I suppose I 
was a bit ahead of my time in thinking of embodiment as a gendered fact: 
human beings are sexed. And the example I made central in discussing 
the issue was penile erection—a bodily event of immense signifi cance in 
intimate relationships and human happiness. Like many of my philosoph-
ical views, my philosophy of action arose directly from life. I was struck, as 
only a male could be, that a bodily event that resembled the raising of an 
arm, namely the erection, was something one had very little control over—
it happened when one didn’t want it to, and didn’t happen when one 
wanted it to. The comedy of the sexed body is part of being male. In the 
Salon of 1767, Diderot narrates a sweet episode between himself and Ma-
dame Therbouche, a painter. It is well known that historical painting was 
the highest category recognized by the Academy in France, which meant 
that women were excluded from the highest commissions and prizes, 
since they were not allowed to study the male nude. Diderot offered to 
pose for Madame Therbouche in the buff. But “Since the fi rst sin of Adam,” 
he writes, “we no longer have as much control over all our body parts as 
we do over our arms, seeing that there are some that will do one thing 
when the sons of Adam will it to do another, and that sometimes fail to re-
spond to the bidding of the sons of Adam.” Though fearful that he might 
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involuntarily stiffen, Diderot stripped. “I was nude, completely nude. She 
painted me and we conversed with a simplicity and innocence worthy of 
the fi rst centuries.” Obviously there are limits to the use of “she” in aca-
demic journalese: “his or her erection” is a joke of political correctness.

I thought the mark of the kind of action that concerned me was that one 
does it without there being an answer to how: one simply raises the arm. I 
called such actions basic actions, and defi ned a basic action as one we per-
form without performing another action through which it happens—“Non 
hay reglas,” as Goya said about painting. It is easy to see what a nonbasic 
action would be—an action we perform through performing another one. 
We crack an egg by knocking it against a hard surface—but knocking, I 
thought, would be something we learn to do by moving a hand. To be sure, 
there are recipes of sorts. Grasp the egg fi rmly in one’s fi ngers, and hit the 
egg against a hard surface. But sooner or later there are things we do for 
which there are no recipes. There have to be, on penalty of infi nite regres-
sion. So unless there are basic actions, there are no actions. The nonbasic 
action is what bothered Donald Davidson in my writing, and what con-
tinued to bother him in this last paper. To say there are actions we perform 
by doing something else suggested that in such simple performances as 
cracking an egg, I am performing (at least) two actions. Since that seemed 
excessive, he claimed there are no nonbasic actions. And there the matter 
stood.

The “D” operator I more or less borrowed from Jaakko Hintikka’s use 
of “K” as standing in for “knows” in a notation he developed for talking 
about knowledge: mKs would in effect assert of somebody that he knows 
that s. I guess it is worth refl ecting on the fact that there is a feminist posi-
tion that there are certain things women alone know—or there are ways of 
knowing uniquely available to women. So gender would have to be taken 
into consideration in epistemic logic as well as the logic of action sen-
tences—a consideration that lay over the horizon in the middle ’60s. In 
any case, the idea of basic action was suggested to me by the use of the 
term “basic sentence” in positivist epistemology. A basic sentence is one 
that would be known directly, without, that is, there being something 
through which it is known. The parallels between basic actions and basic 
cognitions excited me beyond measure, and the books I dedicated to the 
two concepts refl ect an effort to exploit their structural parity. If there is 
only one kind of action, of course, the term “basic” loses its intended sys-
tematic meaning. But when I was presenting these ideas in talks for var-
ious departments, I felt my sense of parity was confi rmed by the fact that 
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when someone raised an objection to basic actions, I could pretty well pre-
dict that they would have a structurally parallel objection to a corresponding 
proposition in epistemology. And I gradually got the idea that I was dealing 
with parallel philosophical structures that defi ned a mode of thought—a 
kind of system wired into thinking philosophically. The reason I stress the 
systematicity with which I was working all this out is to make the point 
that whether there is one action or two cannot easily be answered, as if it 
were a question of simple counting. The concept of a basic action was too 
embedded in a system to detach it from the system. I grant that there 
would be awkwardnesses in passing from mDa into vernacular English.

I became obsessed with questions that objections against basic sen-
tences on antiformalistic grounds never dealt with. I supposed there is a 
normal repertoire of modes of cognitive access to the world, viz “the fi ve 
senses”—natural cognitive gifts most of us are born with. There are nega-
tive abnormalities—cognitive defi cits, like blindness or deafness. And 
there are positive abnormalities—cognitive gifts, whereby someone knows 
immediately and, as we say, intuitively, what others at best can eke out in-
directly. I imagined a world in which the sense of smell was something 
rarely conferred, but if someone possessed it and most did not, they would 
be capable of astonishing feats. They would know there was ham for 
supper by merely smelling that unmistakable aroma. Such a person could 
not answer, “How do you know that?” since presumably “smell” would not 
be in the language. So he or she would be able at most to say, “I simply 
do”—the way clairvoyants would when it turned out they “knew” what the 
rest of us could only guess at. Oddly, the idea came to me from an observa-
tion by Galileo, who says that we can know whatever God knows, with the 
difference that God knows everything through a sudden simple intuition, 
whereas we have to have science, and build our understanding of the world 
by means of evidence and inference.

It was a simple matter to develop the idea of a normal repertoire of ac-
tional gifts as well, like moving arms and opening mouths and maybe 
swallowing, but in any case opening our mouths and closing our eyes. 
There are positive abnormalities, like wiggling our ears and, I guess, 
erecting at will. There are negative abnormalities like paralyses and physi-
ological impotence—though the fact that we cannot erect at will means 
that sexual potency is a gift of a different order. In his autobiography 
(Killing Time), Paul Feyerabend describes being sexually incapacitated be-
cause of a war wound, so he would have been unable to “know” a woman. 
But that did not keep him from fi nding ways around this (which he does 
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not describe) and satisfying women sexually, even if, as he says, he had no 
way of knowing what it was like to be sexually satisfi ed (which I suppose 
meant that he was a virgin at the time of his wound, and did not have a 
history of masturbation). I got the idea for all this from Saint Augustine, 
who, noticing all the freaks in the world, inferred that in the Garden of 
Eden, Adam could have been in complete control of his body—which 
meant erecting at will, impregnating Eve as if planting a seed, rather than 
being “blinded by passion,” which Augustine understood very well. And, 
to fi nd a theological position parallel to the one Galileo describes, it was 
not diffi cult to consider that whatever God does is done as a basic action. 
Samuel Clarke advanced such a view in his correspondence with Leibniz. 
So when the Bible says, “God said, ‘Let there be light,’” there was light. 
God did not, as it were, fl ip a switch. He just made it be that there was light 
as a basic action. Anyone can fi nd ways of illuminating a room. But doing 
that as a basic action is a mystery, as any positive abnormality would be—
like retracting our fi ngernails the ways cats retract claws.

I developed all this as far as I could, and more or less took it for granted in 
such subsequent writing as Connections to the World. The two connections 
were causation and truth. The basic model for knowing was having a given 
representation made true by what caused it, as I discuss in my response 
to Gregg Horowitz. My basic model for action was causing the world 
to underwrite my representation of it, counting intention as a representa-
tion. Two components—representation and reality—and two relations—
causation and truth—served, I believed, as the armature for framing all the 
fundamental questions of traditional philosophy, East and West.

I don’t know to what degree Donald Davidson had worked out in com-
parable detail his philosophy of action, but I think at the very least he had 
a tacit system different from mine. But that would have meant that any 
question between us consisted in the confrontation of, as Galileo would 
have put it, Two Chief Systems of Action and whatever else. I don’t know 
if there would have been any extrasystematic way of settling the issue he 
raises in his paper. I believe in truth that there are two deeply different sys-
tems of philosophical thought, between which it is all but impossible to 
arbitrate without begging the question. But that is about as far as I know 
how to take the matter here. So let’s say that from his system there is just 
one action and from mine there are two.

Donald was certainly a great philosopher, and among my contempo-
raries the one whose writing stimulated me the most. His discussion of 
primitive predicates and learnable languages put an end to a kind of irre-
sponsible logicizing, and I know I could never have written the paper in 
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which he laid all that out. But I do not need to proclaim his accomplish-
ments here. I consider it an immense gesture of collegiality that he was 
willing to participate in the conference, and to have written—and re-
written—a paper. He had great humanity as well as great philosophical 
gifts, and I am grateful to have walked the same world with him.



3
Crossing Paths
Stanley Cavell

Celebrations inspire reminiscences, and those that follow are as much 
concerned with keeping similar paths from crossing as they are with rec-
ognizing the fact that different paths have crossed and keep crossing. Ar-
thur Danto and I are perhaps the only American philosophers of our gen-
eration—I know of no others—about whom the following four descriptions 
can all be said to be true: fi rst, our itineraries contain a period, beginning 
in our youth, in which our lives had been devoted to the practice of an art 
(painting and printmaking in Arthur’s case, composing music in mine), 
and we discovered philosophy as if by accident, after moving to the East 
Coast for college, or postcollege. Second, on the basis of an education in 
analytical philosophy, and without ever forgoing an identifi cation with the 
dispensation of American philosophy, we both came to spend extraordi-
nary amounts of liberating, productive time writing, in ways whose philo-
sophicality we had explicitly to insist upon (in the introduction to a collec-
tion of his articles as art critic for The Nation, Arthur calls this writing also 
a contribution to literature, and I sometimes describe some of what I do as 
calling for philosophy), in part for those beyond the world of professional 
philosophy who were invested in one or another of the arts, or to what we 
had to insist were arts, perhaps endeavors that revised the idea of art. 
Third, we each found ourselves in large part philosophizing in connection 
with work intimately related to the place we had moved eastward to and 



found also to be home (for Arthur, the exploding world of painting in the 
1960s in New York; for me, the remote world of Emerson and Thoreau in 
Cambridge and Concord). And fourth, a recurrent motivation in Danto’s 
writing about art after modernism, and in my writing about fi lm, was to 
express both admiration for the achievement of Clement Greenberg as the 
dominant theorist of modernism, and a fundamental dissatisfaction, and 
break (in my case, building on conversations with, and in reading, Michael 
Fried), with Greenberg’s idea of the essence of the medium of art, repre-
sented as painting, and most particularly with his identifi cation of that es-
sence with the use of paint on a two-dimensional fl at surface—a dissatis-
faction and break precipitated, however differently understood by us, by a 
kind of revelation of a break in the history of the arts that linked the fate of 
art with that of philosophy.

Yet for all the affi nities suggested in these four descriptions, and in 
great measure because of different accents in our inheritances of the dis-
course of philosophy, we may not often have seemed to fi nd helpful details 
in each other’s writing. But Arthur had begun publishing books years ear-
lier than I, and his example of independence of mind was a signal encour-
agement in my beginning years of a certain strife with the diffi cult and in-
dispensable profession of philosophy. The spirit of my contributing to 
these days of celebration is to express my sense of gratitude for his 
achievement.

It pleases me, in that spirit, before noting certain differences in our 
work made interesting to me by those similarities—brought home in my 
recent weeks of renewed companionship with Danto’s writing—to com-
memorate two early encounters in which our paths literally crossed, in 
1964 and 1965, years decisive for each of us in determining the ensuing 
decades of our writing. They were the years in which Danto’s The Transfi g-
uration of the Commonplace was prepared, in which Andy Warhol’s Brillo 
box revelation had played a defi ning role in demonstrating for Danto that 
there are no sensuous criteria for distinguishing art objects from what he 
called ordinary or mere real objects. They were also principal years of my 
writing or drafting the bulk of the essays making up my fi rst book, Must 
We Mean What We Say?. In those essays, I confessed that the signifi cance 
of the ordinary for philosophy was a revelation for me, especially in the 
work of J. L. Austin, and the problematizing of the ordinary (sometimes 
meaning the commonplace)—as it was made extraordinary in, for ex-
ample, the writing of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame and shown tragically un-
achievable in Shakespeare’s King Lear—struck me as literature’s taking on 
the condition of philosophy’s self-criticism, and at the same time as phi-
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losophy’s chance, or obligation, to face the return of the repressed (both in 
the form of literature’s contesting of philosophy’s early dominance, in 
Plato, in assessing the state of the soul, and of philosophy’s contempt for, 
or impatience with, the everyday).

The fi rst of the encounters I have in mind was the result of a phone 
call—I cannot remember whether it was from Arthur or from Sydney 
Morgenbesser—saying that they were both driving up to Cambridge in the 
company of a philosophy student of theirs who was a fi lmmaker and who 
wanted, as part of a fi lm he was working on, to shoot a scene of philoso-
phers having an informal philosophical exchange in a location in the 
countryside near Cambridge, and that they would all like me to join them. 
Moved by the idea of these teachers wanting to spend a vigorous weekend 
helping a student with a project that, while in an extended sense in service 
of philosophy, risked making fools of themselves, I found the invitation ir-
resistible. The idea of the fi lm, I vaguely recall, seemed to be, beginning 
on the West Coast, to follow a young man’s spiritual adventures hitch-
hiking across the country, ending on Cape Cod; the late adventure, in or 
near Cambridge, consisted in being given a lift by three philosophers who 
were driving to a philosophy conference, and who would persist in pur-
suing an impassioned philosophical conversation regardless of their sur-
roundings. It would turn out that virtually all of the footage shot that day 
was technically, unusably fl awed. The screening of the fi lm I attended, one 
midnight in Boston, did include ten or fi fteen seconds of blurred red 
footage capturing three almost recognizable grown men inexplicably 
playing kick-the-can in a large meadow. So three careers as fi lm stars van-
ished like a dream. But something else that remains from that day is my 
impression that each of the philosophers, in the exoticism of the event, 
had found pleasure in the sheer sound as well as in the fact of earnest and 
playful philosophical conversation, and were willing to go, by academic 
standards, to extravagant lengths to convey this to strangers. It seems to 
me that I have been fi nding an enviable, refi ned version of such a willing-
ness, or say generosity, in the outpouring of Danto’s work as a philosoph-
ical critic of art, and of the concept of art—the aspect of his work that I will 
confi ne myself to on this occasion.

This fl uency relates to the second of our early encounters, again in a car, 
this time as Arthur was driving the two of us, the summer we both taught 
classes at the University of California at Santa Barbara, to a roundtable 
discussion on, as it happens, philosophy and fi lm. Out of the blue, Arthur 
said, getting better acquainted: “You haven’t published much, have you?” 
I admitted glumly that I had not. He persisted: “What’s the matter, Stanley, 
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don’t you like to write?” This version of shock therapy, I have come to 
think, going over it more than once, had a benefi cial effect upon me. I 
could not protest that I had written more than I had published, because I 
seemed to recognize that that might only prove the truth of Arthur’s sur-
mise—not that I hadn’t in some sense written, but that what kept me from 
offering it to strangers was not simply my fear that it wasn’t good enough 
but, compounded with that, the fear that my pleasure in it would show—
which for some reason would constitute a worse exposure. I guess it is not 
news that philosophy is as forbidding as it is attractive.

Perhaps the central cause of difference, of paths parting, within the 
similarities I have described, can be articulated by taking the circumstance 
Danto describes in his later essay, “The Philosopher as Andy Warhol,” in 
the following way:

It is perhaps of some value to pause and refl ect on some parallels between 
what Warhol was doing and what some of the advanced philosophers of 
the time were doing. The latter, largely under the infl uence of the late phi-
losophy of Wittgenstein, were making a certain return to ordinary lan-
guage the center of their thought; precisely, the language of the market-
place, the nursery, and the street, the language everybody knows how to 
use in the commonplace situations that defi ne the common life. This re-
quires some explanation.

In the period up to and following World War II, philosophical attitudes 
toward common sense and common speech were by and large contemptu-
ous. . . . The task of philosophy was to construct an impeccable ideal lan-
guage suited to house the truths of science, and mathematical logic of-
fered a magnifi cent tool for this rational reconstruction. . . .

All this changed abruptly in the 1950’s, in a shift as dramatic and as 
climactic as the shift later in that decade from abstract expressionism to 
pop. . . . There was nothing internal to either art or philosophy that ex-
plains the shift—it seems to have come from outside, from exactly “the 
spirit of the times.” All at once the prospect of an ideal language seemed 
as preposterous as the claims of the New York School seemed pretentious. 
(Philosophizing Art 77–78)

Let’s remember that there was a further element often playing a role in 
the characteristic reception of each of these two shifts, or turns, namely 
the sense of the ending of something—in the case of art, of the end, or in-
ertia, of painting; in the case of the work of Wittgenstein and of Austin, of 
the end of philosophy. I did not share this quite widespread feeling about 
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the signifi cance of these philosophers, and if I did not fi nd Danto’s articu-
lation of the subsequent course of art perfectly satisfying, I was less satis-
fi ed by what various of his philosophical critics were saying in response. 
Even if I had been moved, and free, to enter into that debate then, it would 
have been pointless (I felt) apart from living a New York life—I mean 
living with the work, and with conversations about the work—that Danto 
was responding to.

But in fact I was not free, since what was claiming my attention was 
that other half of the coincidence of developments in art and in philosophy 
that Danto had pointed to, namely the attempt to inherit what seemed to 
me right, and irreversibly innovative, in Wittgenstein’s later work and in 
the work of my teacher Austin. (I am not relying on the report, and in fact 
I do not know what to make of it, in a volume of interviews of American 
philosophers done in the 1990s in which Danto and I both participated, of 
his saying, “The later Wittgenstein strikes me as hazy: it is beautifully 
written, marvelous thought, but philosophically of no signifi cance whatso-
ever” [in G. Borradori, The American Philosopher (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 90].)

Writing philosophy has not, I believe, presented itself as an open 
problem for Danto, philosophically or artistically, as making art has done; a 
new age of philosophy still to be articulated did not beckon to him as he 
felt drawn to articulate a new age of what he called pluralism in art, against, 
primarily, Greenberg’s monism; a new language did not have to be in-
vented in which to understand and participate in what one found new in 
philosophical thinking, as he found to be called for by the new art. (I think 
here of Danto’s repeated expression of his devotion to analytical philos-
ophy as expressed in the writing of it he most admires, principally that of 
Russell and of Quine.) It was essential to my attraction to the work of Witt-
genstein that for him philosophy is an incessant problem, in a sense is the 
essential problem of philosophy, expressed in its quintessential human 
wish to escape the conditions of human knowing and speaking, to escape, 
as I sometimes put the matter, the human. (It is not science or art that 
Wittgenstein contrasts with the ordinary, but metaphysics, especially as an 
answer to skepticism.) Wittgenstein was not the fi rst to see this predica-
ment of human self-dissatisfaction. Kant built systematic bulwarks against 
it, perhaps increasing the temptations but at the same time diagnosing 
and locating the points at which human restlessness, let us say, makes its 
gravest assaults upon reason (in metaphysics, in skepticism, in magic, in 
fanaticism). Wittgenstein’s innovation, to my mind, was to perceive this as 
a drama enacted in philosophy’s dissatisfaction with or disappointment 
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with ordinary language, one in which ordinary language both rejects itself 
and assumes the obligation to come to itself. In this way of looking at 
things, the “return” to ordinary language is rather seen as a return of it, not 
as to a place of stability, but as to a place of inevitable loss. In particular, it 
is not to a place of common sense or shared belief—the thing Emerson 
calls conformity—but is equally to be understood as an attack on settled 
beliefs. It is the possibility, or necessity, of this self-dissatisfaction, this 
battle of the human with itself, that creates the possibility, and necessity, 
in philosophy, of skepticism.

I express this in the fi rst part of The Claim of Reason, in chapters adapted 
in a later decade from my doctoral dissertation, as the discovery of the ab-
sence of criteria for distinguishing the real from the imaginary—Descartes 
says from dreams, I say also from simulacra (though I did not use the 
word): characteristic examples I employ (taken from Wittgenstein and 
from Austin) were pretended pain and a painted goldfi nch, which must 
exhibit the same criteria of identity as real pain and a real goldfi nch, since 
otherwise it would not be pain that was pretended and not a goldfi nch that 
was painted. The conclusion I drew from such cases was, unlike all other 
accounts of Philosophical Investigations that I knew of then, that Wittgen-
stein had not in fact or in intention provided a refutation of skepticism but 
had articulated a source of it. Human language is such that dissatisfaction 
with it can never be stilled; the question is not so much whether we can 
live within our fi nite means (which those who have respected skepticism, 
from the ancient Greeks to thinkers through Descartes and Hume to such 
as Bertrand Russell, have in different ways recommended) as whether we 
can become responsible for our infi nite desires.

Danto somewhere uses the term “skepticism” once, as I recall, as an in-
stance of what he calls the duplication that Warhol and Duchamp had in-
troduced into art, making explicit the inherent philosophicality of art. I 
might ask: has Danto shown Warhol, fi rst among others, to have made art, 
in linking its fate with philosophy, at the same time an illustration of a 
form of skepticism? Put another way: is the discovery that real things and 
their images (in perception or dream) are, in Bishop Berkeley’s phrase, 
sensuously indistinguishable, a general version of the specifi c discovery 
that a real thing and a work of art are sensuously indistinguishable?

One difference is that in skepticism we discover that we know less than 
we thought we knew, indeed perhaps nothing; whereas in Danto’s pro-
posal we know, as it were, twice as much as everything we thought we 
knew, that any and every object (or artifact, any object that refl ects the 
hand of man or woman) may be a work of art. This is a proposal whose 
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power I do not question—Danto has, I believe, been convincing to others 
beyond any predicting in realizing his desire to show the postmodernist 
world of art accessible to philosophical criticism, that is, in his wish to do 
for postmodernism what Greenberg did for modernism, and to do it by 
turning art and the ordinary toward each other. I have said that I have 
never felt suffi ciently experienced in the world of that development of art 
to debate his achievement, even if I had wanted to. A reason I might have 
wanted to is my sense of not sharing what I might call his taste for the ob-
jects he champions; but there again I cannot dismiss the doubt that the 
same lack of experience disqualifi es this sense of mine from serious atten-
tion. (It is a lack magnifi ed by the fact that my main experience of art has 
been with literature and music, in neither of which has modernism, how-
ever challenged, been thought to be eclipsed by a worldwide movement 
that tends to make, say, Schoenberg or Bartók or Proust or Joyce unlisten-
able or unreadable.)

Of course I have to take my lack, which is to say, my experience, seri-
ously. So I notice the number of times, in response to Danto’s assertion, or 
revelation, that there need be no sensuous mark distinguishing an art ob-
ject from a real or mere object, that I have felt the question begged: his as-
sertion would be true on the condition that there is an object of art here, 
which is just what is contested. Perhaps it will be replied that that is the 
point, to show that art now begs the question of art. But in this mood, 
Danto’s suggested two criteria for the existence of art, namely that the ob-
ject is “about” something and “embodies” what it is about, seem quite 
elastic enough to fi t equally well how one is to take modernist, not alone 
postmodernist, works. The series of paintings called Unfurled, by the mod-
ernist Morris Louis, is for example about blankness and diagonals and 
corners, and embodies these. But at some stage I realize that Danto, or 
anyone I have read who follows his thought, never, or almost never, puts 
things as I have been doing, speaking of distinguishing an art object or a 
work of art from a real or mere object.

Danto speaks rather of the presence of an “artwork,” sensuously indis-
tinguishable from, for example, this box or this snow shovel or this bottle 
rack or, most lingeringly, this urinal. I do not know the provenance of this 
use of the English word “artwork” (which those born before a fairly recent 
date would have taken to mean the visual material, other than written copy, 
in a glossy magazine or on a printer’s layout; or perhaps what Desdemona 
means by saying of the terrifi c handkerchief that she had thought to have 
the “work ta’en out,” that is, its design or decoration copied), nor whether 
that revised use has been part of a familiar discussion that has passed me 
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