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Abstract

Anscombe defined intentional action in terms of what she called ‘the special ques-
tion “Why?”’ In the first part of this article, we present four objections to defining
intentional action in this way. Then, in the second part, we show that Anscombe’s
special question can instead be used to define a much broader category of conduct,
namely that for which an agent is responsible. We thereby repurpose one of the most
influential ideas in twentieth-century philosophy of action within a novel theory of
responsibility.

1. Intention and the Special Question ‘Why?’

The principal aim of Elizabeth Anscombe’s book Intention is to
define intentional action in terms of what she calls ‘the special ques-
tion “Why?”’— in other words, in terms of a special kind of demand
or request for an explanation.! As she writes towards the end of
Intention:

I have defined intentional action in terms of language—the spe-
cial question “Why?” (Anscombe, 2000, §47)

Anscombe’s definition of intentional action is not like a dictionary
definition of a word. It is the crux of an extensive reasoned answer
to the question: What is intentional action? or What is the nature of
intentional action?, which explains how intentional action is related
to voluntary action, to reasons and reasoning, to knowledge, and

I Anscombe also refers to a ‘special sense of the question “Why?”’

(Anscombe, 2000, §47), using the term ‘sense’ more permissively than is
common in philosophy today.
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to causation.’? However, we shall ignore most parts of Anscombe’s
complex story, and focus on the special question “Why?’ Our prin-
cipal aim in this paper is to explain how the special question can
be used as part of a novel theory of responsibility as answerabil-
ity. There is an irony in this, since Anscombe’s study of inten-
tion was motivated by her interest in defining moral responsibility.
Regrettably, we do not have sufficient space to explore the relation-
ship between the theory of responsibility we defend here and her
own views on the topic.?

1.1 Anscombe’s Definition

Anscombe’s idea that there is a special question “Why?’ reserved for
intentional action draws on a passage in Wittgenstein’s Blue Book,
in which he distinguishes between two ‘uses’ of the word ‘why’. At
the time when Wittgenstein composed this text, the two dominant
theories in the philosophy of action both held that an intentional act
is a movement of the body with a distinctive kind of mental cause,
either something like a conscious decision or choice (generally called
a ‘volition’, ‘act of will’ or ‘intention’) or alternatively an idea of a
movement or a kinesthetic image.*

Wittgenstein attacked both these theories, claiming that inten-
tional acts are normally explained by motives or reasons, neither of
which is any kind of cause: so, not a volition or act of will, nor a
mental image, but something supposedly quite different. And cor-
responding to these two supposedly different kinds of explanatory
factor — causal and rational — are two kinds of explanation, both
of which we can seek with the word ‘why’. We evidently do ask
the question ‘why?’ when we are interested in knowing what caused
someone to behave in a particular way. Anscombe mentions a nice
example:

2 Wiseman (2016) and Schwenkler (2019) contain comprehensive inter-

pretations of Anscombe’s theory of intention, which encompass all of these
concepts.

3 Her initial stimulus was the proposal to award U.S. President Harry
Truman an honorary doctorate of civil law in the University of Oxford,
despite his responsibility — as she saw it — for the mass murder of Japanese
civilians. See Anscombe (1981, pp. 62-71).

*+  Locke, Hume, Bentham and Mill all endorsed the first version of the
theory, whereas James and Russell endorsed the second.
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Someone is asked why they knocked a cup off the table, and they
say in reply “I thought I saw a face at the window and it made
me jump.” (Anscombe, 2000, §5)

But according to Wittgenstein, we can also ask ‘why’ a person did
a certain act in a quite different sense, because we are interested in
knowing their intention or motive or reason for doing it, and this
question is not answered by giving a cause. Instead, ‘Giving a reason
is like giving a calculation by which you have arrived at a certain
result’ (Wittgenstein, 1958a, p. 15).

Wittgenstein did not attempt to define an intentional act in the
Blue Book or the Philosophical Investigations. But Anscombe seized
on his claim that the word ‘why’ has a ‘double use’, and his distinc-
tion between cause and reason, because she saw the opportunity to
employ it for this purpose. Here is her first statement of the idea:

What distinguishes actions which are intentional from those
which are not? The answer that I shall suggest is that they are the
actions to which a certain sense of the question “Why?” is given
application; the sense is of course that in which the answer, if
positive, gives a reason for acting. (Anscombe, 2000, §5)°

Anscombe’s proposal that we define intentional action in terms of
the concept of a reason was highly influential, not least because
Davidson adopted it, despite the substantial differences between his
conception of reasons and reasoning and hers. However, Davidson
suggests that we can simply define an intentional action as one done
for a reason (Davidson 1980, p. 6). This is a bolder definition than
Anscombe’s because it implies that every intentional act is done for a
reason, even if the reason is too obvious or too insignificant to men-
tion. Anscombe, by contrast, accepts that we sometimes do an act
intentionally — quite literally — for no reason at all. She writes:

Now of course a possible answer to the question “Why?” is
one like “I just thought I would” or “It was an impulse” or
“For no particular reason” or “It was an idle action — I was just

doodling”. (Anscombe, 2000, §17)

5> Anscombe immediately adds the comment: ‘But this is not a sufficient
statement, because the question “What is the relevant sense of the question
‘Why?”” and “What is meant by ‘reason for acting’?” are one and the same’
(Anscombe, 2000, §5). We criticise Anscombe’s conception of reasons for
acting below, in §2ff.

133

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162

John Hyman and Maximilian Kiener

This is why Anscombe uses the formulation ‘actions to which a
certain sense of the question “Why?” is given application’, rather
than defining an intentional action simply as one that is done for a
reason, as Davidson does. Anscombe accepts that if we ask some-
one to explain their action, using the special question “Why?’, the
answer may be ‘positive’ or ‘negative’, by which she means that it
may give a reason or it may deny that there was a reason, but she
maintains that the denial does not imply that the question was out of
place.

For example, suppose you are asked why you are tapping your
foot. You may say ‘It had gone to sleep, I was trying to get the feeling
back’ or ‘It’s just something I do occasionally, for no reason’. The
first answer is positive, in Anscombe’s sense, whereas the second is
negative. But Anscombe thinks of both these answers as granting
the legitimacy or pertinence, or as she puts it the ‘applicability’ of
the question.®

Now suppose you reply instead ‘I didn’t realise I was tapping my
foot’, or ‘I can’t help it, I have a tremor in my leg’. These answers,
she claims, reject the question. There is no point in asking for your
reason if the movement is one you were unaware of making, or if it
was caused by a tremor, so ‘I didn’t realise I was tapping my foot’
implies that the special question ‘Why are you tapping your foot?’
was out of place or ‘inapplicable’, whereas ‘It’s just something I
do occasionally, for no reason’, does not imply this. The question
is apposite, but the answer just happens to be ‘No reason at all’.

Anscombe makes one further comment in support of her distinc-
tion between the ‘For no particular reason’ answer, which accepts
the question “‘Why?’, and the ‘I didn’t realise’ or ‘I have a tremor’
answer, which rejects it. She compares saying ‘For no particular rea-
son’ to answering the question ‘How much money do you have in
your pocket?’ by saying ‘None’:

Now of course a possible answer to the question “Why?” is one
like “I just thought I would” or “It was an impulse” or “For
no particular reason” or “It was an idle action — I was just doo-
dling”. I do not call an answer of this sort a rejection of the
question. The question is not refused application because the

% Anscombe also claims that there are ‘curious intermediary’ cases,

where ‘the question “Why?” has and yet has not application’ (Anscombe,
2000, §17), but we shall not discuss these cases or Anscombe’s views about
them.
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answer to it says that there is no reason, any more than the ques-
tion how much money I have in my pocket is refused application

by the answer “None”. (Anscombe, 2000, §17)

Anscombe’s thought is that the question ‘How much money do you
have in your pocket?’ is ‘refused application’ if one does not have
a pocket, but not if one has an empty pocket. In both cases, then,
the question (“Why?’ or ‘How much?’) can be given application or
refused application, and if it is given application, the answer can
be positive (some reason/some money) or negative (no reason/no
money).

The meaning of the first passage in which Anscombe presents
her definition of intentional action should now be clear: intentional
actions are ones to which the special question ‘Why?’ is given appli-
cation; and what is special about this “Why?’ is that ‘the answer, if
positive, gives a reason for acting’. We have not attempted to gloss
or explain the idea of a ‘reason for acting’. For the moment we
shall assume that the sense of the question “‘What is/was your reason
for doing that?’ is sufficiently clear. But as we shall see, its precise
meaning matters a good deal.

1.2 Criticism of Anscombe’s Definition

Anscombe’s definition of intentional action has been interpreted,
criticized, and defended in an extensive literature, which we do not
propose to examine or add to here. What interests us is whether
Anscombe’s special question ‘Why?” can be used to define a much
larger category of acts than intentional ones, namely, those for which
the agent is responsible. However, we shall approach this question
by considering a series of objections that can be advanced against
Anscombe’s definition of intentional action, because it seems to us
that these objections cease to bite, and the doubts that motivate them
are allayed, if the special question is repurposed in the theory of
responsibility in the manner we propose.

Four objections are pertinent to our argument. The first is that
the class of acts to which the special question is ‘given applica-
tion’ can reasonably be thought to be either larger or smaller than
Anscombe suggests it is. For what is wrong with saying that if I
am tapping my foot because I have a tremor in my leg, the spe-
cial question is still given application because tapping one’s foot is
the kind of movement that can be made for a reason — unlike, say,
a sneeze? One might add that the reply ‘I have a tremor’ does not
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amount to a rejection of the question in the way that it would if I
said, ‘None of your business!” or ‘Leave me alone!’ Alternatively,
what is wrong with agreeing that ‘I have a tremor’ rejects the ques-
tion but insisting that ‘No reason at all!’ does as well, because it
implies that the question’s presupposition, that I was tapping my
foot for a reason, is mistaken? We shall argue in due course that
the scope of the question is in fact much larger than Anscombe
claims. But what matters for the moment is that Anscombe does
not offer a principled reason for defining its scope in the way she
does.

The difficulty here is that a question may be said to be ‘refused
application’ if it depends on a presupposition that is false. But it is
not obvious what the presuppositions of the special question ‘Why?’
are. The question ‘How much money do you have in your pocket?’
does indeed presuppose that the person addressed has a pocket, at
least in most cases, the presupposition being triggered by the def-
inite description ‘your pocket’. Similarly, the question ‘Is the king
of France bald?’ presupposes that France has a king. But what rea-
son is there to accept that Anscombe’s special question depends on
the presupposition that the act was either done for a reason or for no
reason, rather than carrying one of the presuppositions suggested in
the previous paragraph? None is given in Intention, except for the
analogy with the ‘How much money?’ question. But although this
example suggests that a presupposition can have the ‘some or none’
disjunctive form, it does not follow that the special question does.
Besides, it is also arguable that the ‘How much money?’ question
carries a ‘soft’ or cancellable presupposition that the person
addressed has some money in their pocket, at least in some cases.’

The second objection is this. Suppose the special question is, as
Anscombe claims, ‘given application’ to all and only intentional acts.
Even if this is assumed, Anscombe’s definition is still unsatisfactory.
Her own comparison between the ‘Why?’ question and the ‘How
much money?’ question brings out why. Consider a pocket. It may
be true that a pocket is the part of a piece of clothing of which we

7 On ‘soft’ or cancellable presupposition, see Abrusan (2016). Pamela

Hieronymi and Lilian O’Brien have both addressed this problem. O’Brien
(2023) defends a more robust conclusion, namely, that the special question
‘Why?’ is not given application to intentional acts that are done for no rea-
son. Hieronymi proposes that the presupposition of the special question
‘Why?’ is that ‘the person has, in some sense, settled (positively) the ques-
tion of whether to ¢’. (2008, p. 360). Her proposal is criticised in Hyman
(2025).
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can sensibly ask ‘How much money do you have in it?’, but if so,
presumably the reason for this is that a pocket is, by definition, a
small bag or pouch sewn into clothing, and money can be kept in
a small bag or pouch. Nobody would define a pocket — or explain
what a pocket is — by stating that it is the part of a piece of clothing
that the question ‘How much money ...?" applies to. On the contrary,
the fact that the question applies to it is explained by the definition:
we can ask how much money someone has in their pocket because a
pocket is a small bag or pouch sewn into clothing, and money can be
kept in a small bag or pouch. In the same way, if it were true that
an intentional act is the kind of act about which we can sensibly ask
the special question, the definition of an intentional act would have
to explain why.®

Third, Anscombe’s claim that the special question is ‘given appli-
cation’ to all and only intentional acts appears to be not merely
doubtful and unproven, as per the first objection, but demonstrably
false, because there is a kind of behaviour that plays an ineliminable
part in human life, which is not intentional but often is done for
a reason, namely, the unintentional spontaneous expression of an
emotion such as amusement, gratitude, anger, grief or joy.” Consider
laughter. We sometimes laugh intentionally, to put someone at ease,
or to contribute to a jolly atmosphere. But much laughter is not
intentional, for example, nervous laughter, laughter caused by tick-
ling, and (for the most part) spontaneous laughter at a joke.'” Yet we
may be laughing for a reason, that is to say, the kind of reason that
qualifies as a positive answer to the special question ‘Why?’

Consider laughing at a joke, the kind of laughter that bubbles
out of us without being intentional. Thhere may be laughter that is
both spontaneous and intentional, but we are not interested in that

8 Anton Ford argues that defining intentional action in terms of the

special question ‘Why?’ is more usefully compared to defining a natural
number in terms of the question ‘How many?’ than to defining a pocket
in terms of the question ‘How much money?’ (Ford, 2015, p. 131). Lilian
O’Brien rejects Anscombe’s analogy between the ‘Why?’ and ‘How much
money?’ questions on the grounds that ‘None’ does not reject a presuppo-
sition of ‘How much money?’ whereas ‘No reason’ does reject a presuppo-
sition of the special question ‘Why?’ (O’Brien, 2023, pp. 262-263).

9 In the Philosophical Investigations (§§243ff), Wittgenstein (1958b)
argues that we could not learn to speak or think about our emotions if this
kind of behaviour did not occur.

10 We do not claim that this kind of laughter is unintentional. Perhaps
it is neither intentional nor unintentional.
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now. When our laughter is not intentional, but simply a spontaneous
expression of amusement, it is not the upshot of a ‘calculation’ or
process of deliberation. Giving a reason is definitely not in this case
like giving a calculation by which you have arrived at a certain result.
This is not to say that our spontaneous laughter is always uncontrol-
lable: we can quite often inhibit, modulate, or stop it, if we choose
to. But — this is the key point for our purposes — neither does it mean
that we are not laughing for a reason, or that the special question is
‘refused application’. Remember, the special question is one where
a positive answer gives a reason for doing the thing in question, and
we certainly can give a reason for laughing at a joke, whether we
laugh intentionally or not, and however difficult it can be to explain
exactly what made it funny. Of course, it may be a poor reason,
because the joke was offensive, or deserved a groan rather than a
laugh. But equally, it may be a perfectly good reason, which fully
justifies laughing.

The reasons for thinking that the special question is ‘granted
application’ when we laugh spontaneously at a joke include the fol-
lowing. (1) Our reasons for laughing can be considered good or bad
reasons, depending on how far they justify our laughter, and if they
are good reasons, they show our laughter to be not merely a pre-
dictable response but a reasonable one. (ii) We can normally state
our reasons for laughing, even if we find it difficult to say more than
that the joke was funny. (iii) Stating our reasons will typically have
the same dual function of explaining and justifying as it does when
we state our reasons for doing an intentional act—especially an act in
the present or the recent past. (iv) We normally have the same imme-
diate and ‘non-observational’ knowledge of our reasons for laughing
as we have of our reasons for doing an intentional act. (Which is not
to say we are infallible in either case.)

It can be replied, on Anscombe’s behalf, that the ‘reasons for act-
ing’ that correspond to the special question ‘Why?’ are not merely
justifications, but justifications of a specific sort, ‘reasons why it
would be useful or attractive if the description [of an act or its out-
come] came true’ (§3), as Anscombe puts it in Intention, but our
reasons for the spontaneous action that expresses our emotions, like
our reasons for the emotions themselves, are not justifications of this
kind. For example, a joke’s being funny justifies amusement, and the
laughter that expresses it, because it makes these reactions apt or
fitting, not because it makes them useful or attractive.

However, this argument depends on an excessively narrow under-
standing of reasons for acting, because it ignores a kind of ‘rea-
son for acting’ Anscombe herself draws attention to in Intention

138

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162

Responsibility and the Special Question ‘Why?’

— a ‘backward-looking’ reason, such as ‘He killed my father’, ‘I
promised I would’, or “The light was red’.!! These are all reasons for
doing something intentionally — e.g. killing a man, preparing supper,
stopping at the lights — but, like “T’he joke was funny’, they refer to
a past event or circumstance rather than saying what was ‘useful or
attractive’ about the conduct they explain.

Anscombe’s attitude to this kind of reason may seem elusive. On
the one hand, she says that the avenger’s explanation ‘He killed my
father’ is ‘surely a reason rather than a cause’ (§5) and describes
it as ‘coming in the range of “reasons for acting” (§35). On the
other hand, she claims that ‘He killed my father, so I shall kill him’
does not qualify as a ‘form of reasoning’ (§35). But her position is
not difficult to explain. Evidently, ‘He killed my father’ qualifies
as a ‘reason for acting’, despite not saying what positive value the
agent saw in killing the man, because it allows us to ‘construct’ (as
she later put it) a reason that does say this, such as ‘for the sake of
vengeance’ or ‘in order to avenge his father’s death’.!? Similarly, ‘I
promised I would’ implies that the agent saw promise-keeping as
a positive value and “The light was red’ implies the same about fol-
lowing the Highway Code. So, in these cases too we can ‘construct’ a
description of the agent’s end: ‘keeping one’s promises’ or ‘following
the Highway Code’.

In reality forward-looking reasons do not have this primary role. A
backward-looking reason’s explanatory force — the fact that it makes
an act intelligible — does not depend on our being able to transform
it into a forward-looking one. On the contrary, if Orestes is said to
have killed Clytemnestra in order to avenge his father death, we can
explain what this means by saying that he regarded his father’s death
as a reason for killing her. The backward-looking reason explains
the forward-looking one, not the other way around. As Anscombe
herself acknowledged decades later, the idea that forward-looking
reasons are always primary is a dogma (Anscombe 1981, p. viii).
Hence, the reply to the objection fails. Action that is not intentional,
such as laughing spontaneously at a joke or weeping at sad or joyous
news, can be explained by a ‘reason for acting’ no less than action that
is intentional. Hence intentional action cannot be defined in terms
of the special question “Why?”’

1" The argument that follows draws on Hyman (2025) and is indebted
to Muller (2011).
12 See Anscombe (1981, p. viii).
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The fourth and final objection applies the same reasoning to
a different kind of case. For the special question “Why?’ is also
given application in cases involving unintended but foreseen effects
of intentional action, whether these are caused intentionally or (as
Anscombe maintained) not. She writes as follows:

Something is voluntary though not intentional if it is the
antecedently known concomitant result of one’s intentional
action, so that one could have prevented it if one would have
given up the action; but it is not intentional: one rejects the
question “Why?” in its connexion. (Anscombe, 2000, §49)

Setting aside the controversial question of whether acts of this kind
are or are not done intentionally, it is puzzling that Anscombe holds
that one rejects the special question “‘Why?’ in such cases. Consider
the case of harming a patient’s immune system by administering
chemotherapy, which Anscombe claims is done voluntarily but not
intentionally. Surely there is an intelligible answer to the special
question ‘Why?’, namely, that one causes the harm for the sake of
the curative effect the therapy is intended to achieve — not as a means
or as an end, but as a sine qua non."* Hence, it is legitimate to put the
question: it is ‘given application’.!* The opposite view relies on the
mistaken principle that the only ‘reasons for acting’ (including act-
ing intentionally) are ‘reasons why it would be useful or attractive if
the description came true’ (§3).

2. Responsibility and the Special Question ‘Why?’

Taken together, the four arguments set out in section 1 present a
prima facie case that it is not possible to define intentional action in
terms of Anscombe’s special question “Why?'"® However, we shall

13 An anonymous referee suggested that ‘for the sake of” refers specif-

ically to a means. According to the OED, it means ‘on account of’ or ‘on
account of one’s interest in’, which applies to both foreseen side effects and
means, and to other cases besides these two, e.g., ‘for God’s sake’, ‘for my
sake’, etc. This is the sense of the phrase we have in mind.

14+ If Anscombe is right in thinking that side-effects are not caused
intentionally, this kind of case is further evidence that the special question
‘Why?’ extends beyond the class of intentional acts. But we are not taking
a position on whether Anscombe s right about this.

15 Michael Thompson (2011) claims that the special question “Why?’ is
merely part of a ‘fixing of the extension of the term [“intentional action”]’,
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now argue that if that is so, the question may still correspond to an
important category of acts, namely, the category of acts for which
the agent is responsible. We shall now defend this view, and thereby in
effect repurpose Anscombe’s special question ‘Why?’ within a novel
theory of responsibility.

In recent years, many philosophers have claimed that responsibil-
ity is about answering for one’s conduct. For example, John Lucas
claims that ‘the central core of the concept of responsibility is that
I can be asked the question “Why did you do it?” and be obliged to
give an answer’ (Lucas, 1993, p. 5); Tim Scanlon holds that some-
one is responsible for his conduct when ‘it is appropriate in a general
sense to ask him to defend it or to disown it’ (Scanlon, 2000, p. 289);
Angela Smith says that ‘a morally responsible agent is one who
can intelligibly be asked to “answer for” her attitudes and conduct’
(Smith, 2015, p. 103); and David Shoemaker claims that responsibil-
ity ‘is something agents have in virtue of their ability (in principle)
to “answer for” their actions’ (Shoemaker, 2015, p. 64).1°

What is more, these philosophers agree that ‘answering for’
one’s conduct does not involve providing just any kind of expla-
nation. Thus, Smith says that for a person ‘to answer for’ her
conduct means ‘to give her (justificatory) reasons for thinking, feel-
ing, or acting in the way she has’ (Smith, 2015, p. 103); Scanlon
talks about ‘defending’ or ‘disowning’ what one did (Scanlon,
2000, p. 289); and Shoemaker explains that ‘to answer’ means to ‘to
respond to ... demands for justification by citing [one’s] judgments
about the worth of some reasons over others’ (Shoemaker, 2015,

p. 64).

her ‘real definition’ being in terms of practical knowledge. If this inter-
pretation is correct, the order of explanation argument can be set aside,
and the remaining ones can be considered as objections to the ‘fixing of
the extension’. The conventional and more widely accepted interpretation
we present here is defended in detail in numerous books and articles, e.g.
Teichmann (2015) and Hyman (2025).

16 Tt should be noted that there are significant differences between these
authors’ theories of responsibility. In particular, Shoemaker adopts a plu-
ralist view, identifying three types of responsibility with answerability as
only one, whereas Angela Smith sees answerability as the sole form of
responsibility. However, they agree that answerability is a key concept in
the theory of responsibility.
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This conception of responsibility — call it responsibility as answer-
ability!” — shares two salient features with Anscombe’s theory of
intentional action: first, the idea of a person’s being appropriately
asked to explain their conduct; and second the interest in a particu-
lar kind of explanation, namely, one that purports to justify conduct,
as opposed to merely explaining what caused it to occur. '®

We suggest that these parallels are no coincidence. In fact, we shall
argue that Anscombe’s special question ‘Why?’ can be repurposed
within a theory of responsibility that defines answerability in terms
of this question.!” To support this proposal, we shall argue, first,
that if the special question is repurposed in this way, its use is no
longer exposed to the objections discussed above; and second, that
repurposing the special question in this way sheds new light on the
concept of responsibility.

2.1 Previous Criticisms Disappear

We have criticised Anscombe’s use of the special question ‘Why?’ to
define intentional action on four main grounds. As we shall now see,
once the special question “‘Why?’ is repurposed in the way we have
proposed none of these objections applies. For ease of exposition, we
shall consider the second objection first. But first, a brief comment
about the special question “Why?’

First, every question “‘Why?’ —whether special or not—is a request
or demand for an explanation, but not every apposite response to it
provides or offers an explanation. For example, it may offer an apol-
ogy —1.e., one that does not include an explanation —instead. Second,
although we shall speak freely — and correctly — about explaining

17 Smith and Shoemaker use the term answerability, whereas Scanlon

talks about attributability. But the core idea is the same.

18 Philosophers interested in responsibility also commonly distinguish
between reasons and causes, but this need not involve a commitment to
Anscombe’s particular views about the distinction.

19 Inalater paper, Anscombe distinguishes between what she calls three
‘levels’ of responsibility, namely, causation, ‘callability to account’, and
guilt. Regarding ‘callability to account’, she explains, ‘someone responsible
in this sense may have to answer the question of guilt’, but they will not be
guilty if they have ‘an exonerating answer’ (Anscombe, 2005b). Callability
to account is therefore akin to answerability, but Anscombe does not con-
nect it with the special question “‘Why?’. See also (Bierson & Schwenkler,
2021, p. 330, n. 55).
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conduct and about the special question “Why?’ being given applica-
tion to an act, it should always be borne in mind that what we can be
asked to explain, and what we can be responsible for, is doing or not
doing such and such a kind of act, for example, giving or not giving
the baby a bath. It necessarily involves a specification or description
of what we are supposed to have done or to have left undone. Thus,
‘Why did you/didn’t you kill the old man at the crossroads?’ and
‘Why did you/didn’t you kill your father?’ are not the same question,
even if they concern one and the same act.

Explanatory Ovder

Intentional action cannot be defined as action to which the special
question “‘Why?’ is given application. For even if it were true that
the special question is given application to every intentional act and
to no act that is not intentional — which is doubtful — the defini-
tion of intentional action would, we have argued, have to explain
why. However, one concept that the special question can be used to
define is the concept of answerability, because an answer can only
be defined as a response to a question, or in very similar terms. (See
for example OED, answer, 1.a.: ‘A spoken or written reply, or some
other response, to a question.’). In fact, question and answer stand
in converse relations to each other; but like ‘offence’ and ‘defence’,
and unlike ‘buy’ and ‘sell’ or ‘above’ and ‘below’, there is a defini-
tional asymmetry between ‘question’ and ‘answer’, since the latter
is defined in terms of the former, and not the other way round.
The reason why this definitional asymmetry exists is that something
counts as an answer (or a defence) only because it stands in a certain
relation (e.g., being an intended response) to a presumed question
(or a presumed offence), but not vice versa.

Furthermore, a specific kind of answer corresponds to a specific
kind of question. Thus, suppose we are interested in knowing a
person’s reasons for acting in a certain way. The question we would
use to elicit this information is the question why they conducted
themselves as they did, as opposed to, say, where or when. But it is
not just any why.?’ It is a why that seeks their justificatory reasons
for their conduct (Smith, 2015, p. 103), as opposed to non-rational
causes. In other words, it is the special question “Why?’ But giving
justificatory reasons is precisely how people answer for their con-
duct. Hence the answer that an answerable person gives, or ought

20 Answers to the questions ‘where’ and ‘when’ may be relevant as well,

but only because they contribute to answering the question ‘why’.
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to give, is not a response to just any question about their thoughts,
feelings, or conduct; it is a response to this question: the special ques-
tion ‘Why?’ That is why the special question can be repurposed
in the way that we propose, within a theory of responsibility as
answerability.

The ultimate reason why the special question “Why?’ can define
answerability but not intentional action is that there is a fundamental
connection between the special question ‘Why?’ and answerability,
but not between this question and intentional action. The basic idea
behind intentional action has been explained historically in differ-
ent ways, e.g., in terms of a goal or aim or plan, in terms of wanting,
willing or volition, in terms of guidance or control, and so on. But
none of these explanations is properly spelled out in terms of any
kind of why-question. By contrast, the same is not true for the con-
cept of an answer, or the concept of answerability. We cannot refer to
an answer without thereby implying the existence of a question, and
we cannot describe a person as answerable without thereby implying
the existence of the special question ‘Why?’?!

Thus, once we repurpose the special question ‘Why?’, the criti-
cism about reversed explanatory order loses its force.

Applicability of the Question ‘Why?’

We also argued that Anscombe’s distinction between cases in which
the special question “‘Why?’ is given application and cases in which it
is refused application lacks a convincing rationale. However, once we
use the special question “‘Why?’ to define responsibility, the distinc-
tion between cases does have a rationale, because the cases in which
the question is refused application are those in which the agent has
adequate grounds either for an exemption from responsibility or for
a denial that they did the alleged act, etc., and it is given application
in all other cases. The grounds for an exemption or a denial may be
any of the following (stated simply here and discussed in more detail

below):

2l Anscombe claims that ‘the concept of voluntary or intentional action

would not exist, if the question “Why?”, with answers that give reasons
for acting, did not’ (Anscombe, 2000, §21). This is speculative but not
implausible. It is certainly hard to imagine the concepts of intentional
and voluntary conduct being used and understood without the practice of
seeking and giving explanations of conduct being in existence, though it
is equally hard to imagine the reverse. Nothing follows about the correct
explanatory order.
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i. the agent concerned lacks capacity or competence (a) at the time
of the demand for an explanation or (arguably) (b) at the time
of their alleged conduct;

1. the agent lacks physical control (e.g. a tremor).

1. the party requesting or demanding an explanation, or the forum
or institution in which it is being requested or demanded, does
not have the required standing;

iv. the agent did not do the act or omission, hold the belief, etc., in
the first place

(1), (11) and (ii1) are generally regarded as different kinds of exemp-
tions, whereas (iv) is termed a denial. But the distinction between
exemptions and denials is not essential for our purposes. What we
want to emphasise is what exemptions and denials have in common,
namely, that both imply that there is nothing that the individual con-
cerned can be legitimately required to answer for.?? In this regard,
they differ from justifications and excuses, which admit answerabil-
ity but avert liability, e.g., to blame or censure. In our view, this
difference explains the distinction between those cases in which the
special question is given application, and those in which it is refused
application.

We shall now consider the four grounds for an exemption or
a denial in greater detail and argue that in each of these cases
the special question “Why?’ is refused application, as our proposal
predicts.

(1) Exemptions, unlike denials or excuses, are generally due to a
lack of capacity, competence, or capability. For example, focusing for
the moment on the criminal law, it is uncontroversial that a defen-
dant can be exempt from responsibility, understood as answerability,
because they are not fit to plead. And in this case the special ques-
tion ‘Why?’ is not given application.?® But there is controversy over
whether lack of competence at the time of the alleged offence, such
as when the defendant meets the M’Naghten test for insanity, also
provides the basis for an exemption.

The standard view in the juridical literature is that lack of compe-
tence at the time of the alleged offence does not provide the basis for
an exemption from responsibility, and that instead it either provides
the basis for a denial or for an excuse, depending on the details of

22 'This statement needs to be qualified in some cases of exemptions, as

we shall see.
23 Tadros defends a different view about the scope of exemptions in
Tadros (2005, p. 143).
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the case.’* However, Duff argues that exemptions also apply in cases
where a person is incapable of being guided by reasons at the time
of the alleged offence. According to Duff, exemptions of this kind
apply when the defendant was ‘incapable of functioning as a ratio-
nal agent — of operating within the realm of reasons’ (Duff, 2009, p.
286). He writes:

To get it wrong, as the person offering an excuse admits to have
got it wrong, is to fail in the exercise of one’s capacities for ratio-
nal deliberation and actions; it is to operate within the realm of
practical reasons, but do so deficiently. The seriously disordered
agent does not “get it wrong” in that sense, since he is not oper-
ating within the realm of reason: he is not insufficiently sensitive
to the reasons that should guide him, since he is not within their

reach (Duff, 2009, p. 287). (See also Gardner, 2007, p. 134.)

To illustrate the difference between Duff’s view and the standard
juridical view, consider the Canadian case R v Parks ([1992] 2 S.C.R.
87). Kenneth Parks drove 14 miles to his parents-in-laws’ home,
entered the house using a key they had given him and bludgeoned his
mother-in-law to death. His defence team argued that he was sleep-
walking — technically, in a state of ‘non-insane automatism’ —and he
was acquitted. According to Duff’s view, Parks may have an exemp-
tion, on the basis that he was not ‘operating within the realm of
reason’ at the time of the alleged offence. For although he struck his
mother-in-law repeatedly with a tire-iron for the reason that doing
so was likely to cause her death, it seems that he was not capable of
being guided by the moral and legal reasons to desist. By contrast,
according to the standard view, an exemption cannot be based on
lack of capacity at the time of the alleged offence. Rather, Parks may
have either an excuse or a denial, the latter on the basis that an attack
conducted while sleepwalking does not qualify as a voluntary act, in
the sense employed in the criminal law.

We shall remain neutral on Duff’s disagreement with the standard
juridical view. What we insist upon, and explain further below, is
that however this is decided, the distinction between these kinds of
cases is aligned with the distinction between cases where the special
question ‘Why?’ is refused application and cases where it is given
application. (We have introduced this idea within a legal framework,

2+ The same is not true of the philosophical literature. For instance,

Watson treats lack of competence as an exempting condition (Watson,

20053).
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but we should emphasise that according to our view, the concepts
and distinctions explained here apply to moral responsibility no less
than to criminal responsibility.)

(11) A second kind of case in which a person is exempt from
responsibility is also one in which they are not capable of being
guided by reasons not to do the act or make the movement in
question. But in this case, it is not because of any intellectual
impediment or psychological disorder, but rather a lack of physical
control. Typically, the lack of control in such cases is due to a dis-
ease or pathological condition, such as a tremor, an epileptic seizure,
Tourette Syndrome, eic.

However, suppose a clumsy dancer steps on his partner’s toes. He
is not normally exempt from responsibility for doing so, although
he may have an excuse that diminishes or even eliminates his culpa-
bility, say, that the floor was slippery or the room was dark. This is
because the clumsy dancer, unlike the person experiencing a seizure,
is still required to conform to certain norms and standards in his
dancing. As Horder explains:

Guiding reasons — in the form of reasons not to tread on some-
one’s toes — clearly have a particular moral salience when one is
dancing with a partner; and one can seek to guard against acci-
dents. So, there will always potentially be an issue about whether
the dancer could reasonably and should have done more to avoid
tripping, bearing in mind the need, in context, to keep his or
her dance movements fluid, spontaneous and well timed, etc.
(Horder, 2007b, p. 10)

By contrast, a person experiencing a seizure ‘does not stand to be
judged in the light of guiding standards, in terms of what ought
to have been done or not done’ (Horder, 2007a, p. 47). A person
may stand to be judged for how they deal with their epilepsy — what
adjustments they make because of it — but not for the seizure itself.
Thus, they are exempt from responsibility rather than excused.
The applicability of the special question ‘Why?’ tracks the dis-
tinction between this second class of exemptions (as in cases of
epileptic seizure) and excuses (as in cases of clumsy dancing). The
question is refused application in respect of the seizure, but it is
given application when a person is asked to explain why they trod
on their partner’s toes. For in this case, it is legitimate to challenge
the agent to provide a justification or (more likely) an excuse for their
conduct, which they might provide by showing for example that they
took reasonable steps (no pun intended) to ensure that they would
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not harm their partner, say, by practicing carefully, not wearing steel-
capped shoes, and so on.” It is true that they might respond to the
challenge without providing either a justification or an excuse, e.g.,
by apologising for their clumsiness, but as we have seen, this would
not amount to a rejection of the question.

(ii1) The third kind of exemption is one where the party request-
ing or demanding an explanation, or the forum or institution in
which it is being requested or demanded, does not have the required
standing, for example, where an acquaintance asks me an intrusive
question and I tell him that it’s none of his business, implying that
I am not responsible to him. The equivalent of this class of cases
in the criminal law is immunity to prosecution. But whether we are
concerned with legal or moral responsibility, this is another class of
cases in which agents are exempt from responsibility and the spe-
cial question “‘Why?’ is refused application. This reflects the fact that
responsibility in the sense of answerability is not just for X but also
to Y, that is, to the individual or group or institution that has the
standing to request or demand an answer to the special question
‘Why 2

Notice that lack of standing differs from lack of competence and
lack of physical control inasmuch as the latter exempts an agent
from responsibility absolutely whereas the former exempts them
relatively, that is, relative to the individual or institution lacking
standing.”” As an anonymous referee helpfully pointed out, this
is because lack of standing is a fact about the one requesting or
demanding an explanation whereas lack of competence and lack of
physical control are facts about the one of whom it is requested or
demanded. Anscombe herself did not consider standing, presum-
ably because it has no bearing on whether a person’s conduct was
intentional or not. By contrast our proposal includes it in a com-
prehensive theoretical framework and explains its relationship with
other grounds for refusing application to the special question ‘Why?’

25 A tremor or epileptic seizure can also provide the basis for a denial,

rather than an exemption. See for example, Hill v Baxter [1958] 1 QB 277
at 183 and Bratty v A-G for Northern Ireland [1963] AC 386 at 409. For our
purposes, this is not an important difference because the special question
‘Why?’ is refused application in either case.

26 John Gardner (2011, 2003) and Angela Smith (2015, p. 108) contest
this claim. We return to it below, §2.2.

27 Hence, as we noted earlier (n. 23), the general rule, that exemptions
imply that there is nothing the individual concerned can be legitimately
required to answer for, needs to be qualified in these kinds of cases.
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(iv) Finally, the fourth class of cases are denials rather than
exemptions, that is, denials that one engaged in the conduct in ques-
tion, where such conduct could be an act, an omission, or neither
(e.g., being drunk in charge of a motor vehicle). Since responsibil-
ity is always responsibility for something, not having engaged in the
conduct in question precludes being responsible for it. For instance,
the question ‘Why did you steal the car?’ is rejected by the answer ‘1
did not steal it’.

However, understanding this kind of case also requires a more
nuanced approach to ignorance than Anscombe provides. Anscombe
says that the special question is always refused application by a plea
of ignorance, such as ‘I was not aware I was doing that’ (§6). In
Anscombe’s own example, a man is pumping water into a house
without being aware that it is poisoned. Anscombe maintains that in
these circumstances, the question “Why are you pumping poisoned
water?’ (interpreted in the special way) is refused application.

However, in our view a person who unknowingly poisons the
water supply in this way can be required to answer for their con-
duct, and if they claim that they were not aware that the water was
poisoned, this will not amount to a rejection of the question or imply
that it was based on the mistaken assumption that they did so inten-
tionally. It is true that ignorance may avert or reduce liability to
blame or punishment, although it does not exclude negligence. But
if it does avert liability, because it is not itself culpable to any degree,
it qualifies as an excuse as opposed to a denial or an exemption and
does not imply that the question was not pertinent or applicable.?®

So, the special question is not always refused application by a plea
of ignorance. In some cases, ignorance provides an excuse, and in
others it is the basis of a denial. Which kind of case we are concerned
with depends on whether knowledge or belief is a constitutive ele-
ment of the conduct under consideration. The special question is
refused application when it is such a constitutive element, and when
ignorance can therefore form the basis of a denial.

For example, compare the water case with a case of lying. The man
in the water case is not exempt from responsibility for his conduct
because he did not lack the capacity for rational thought or agency,
nor is he in a position to deny that he pumped poisoned water into
the house. So, on our view, the special question s given application,

28 Anscombe was of course aware that ignorance can be culpable. See

for example “Murder and the Morality of Euthanasia” (Anscombe, 2005b)
and “Action, Intention, and ‘Double Effect”’(Anscombe, 2005a).
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but the man may be able to avert liability by pleading ignorance,
depending on whether he was negligent. By contrast, if one does
not know or believe that what one is saying is false, one does not
lie. For instance, someone who answers a question incorrectly out of
ignorance or by mistake is entitled to reject the question why they
lied because they did no such thing. Hence, in this case ignorance
can be the basis of a denial. Similarly, ignorance will provide a basis
for the denial of a criminal offence if the mens rea condition for the
offence is knowledge or belief, as in the case of handling stolen goods.

So, if we use the special question “Why?’ to define responsibility
instead of intentional action, the distinction between cases in which
it is given application and cases in which it is refused application has
a convincing rationale.

Non-Intentional Action

Our third criticism of Anscombe’s use of the special question
‘Why?’ to define intentional action was that the question is in fact
given application to conduct that is not intentional, because it is acci-
dental, inadvertent, or automatic. Anscombe considers the question
‘Why did you knock the cup off the table?” answered by ‘I thought
I saw a face at the window and it made me jump’ (§5) and the ques-
tion “‘Why did you jump back suddenly like that?’ answered by “The
leap and loud bark of that crocodile made me jump’ (§8). In these
cases, she says, the special question ‘Why?’ (‘Why did you knock the
cup off the table?” or ‘Why did you jump?’) is refused application.
But even an automatic reaction to seeing a face in the window or to
a sudden noise may be subject to legitimate criticism or challenge
— e.g. in circumstances where a heightened level of self-control is
vital to avoid detection — and this may take the form of the special
question “‘Why?’?* Hence, the special question is given application in
some cases of these kinds, though not in all.

However, if we employ the special question instead as part of
a theory of responsibility, this objection disappears. For we are
responsible not only for intentional acts and omissions but also for
acts that are not intentional, and for attitudes, emotions, and even
beliefs. As we saw earlier, someone who spontaneously laughs at a

29 Anscombe acknowledges that an involuntary reaction may be due

to a pathological hypersensitivity. (She imagines someone saying, ‘Noises
should not make you jump like that: hadn’t you better see a doctor?’
(Anscombe, 2000, §15)). But she ignores the fact that it might be subject to
legitimate criticism.
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joke is responsible for their laughter, which may have been inappro-
priate, say, because the joke was tasteless or offensive; and if they are
unable to provide a justification or an excuse for laughing, they may
become liable to an adverse judgement or reaction. Similarly with
attitudes and emotions: even if they are not intentional, they can be
justified or unjustified and we can be answerable for them (Smith,
2005). Moreover, we also believe things for reasons and it is plausible
that we can be answerable for beliefs. Finally, as noted above, we can
be responsible for accidental, inadvertent, or automatic behaviour
too, including in situations similar to Anscombe’s example of the
startled person who jumps when they see a face at a window or hear
a loud bark.

In sum, repurposing the special question ‘Why?’ in the context
of a theory of responsibility allows us to offer a more convinc-
ing account of when the question is refused and when it is given
application. It is refused application when a person has adequate
grounds either for an exemption from responsibility or for a denial.
In other cases, including many acts that are accidental, inadver-
tent, or automatic, the special question ‘Why?’ is given applica-
tion. Furthermore, the repurposed special question ‘Why?’ not only
ranges across actions, emotions, and beliefs. It can also capture both
moral and non-moral answerability. And this is a further virtue of

the account we propose, since answerability is not confined to the
moral domain (Shoemaker, 2015, p. 78; Smith, 2015, p. 107).

Foreseen but Unintended Side-Effects

Finally, our fourth criticism of Anscombe’s use of the special ques-
tion “‘Why?’ concerned the difference between foreseen and intended
outcomes, or between direct and oblique intention. As we have seen,
Anscombe holds both that the special question ‘Why?’ is only given
application to intentional action and that foreseen side-effects are not
caused intentionally. But the special question is not refused applica-
tion to acts that consist in causing foreseen side-effects, regardless of
whether Anscombe is right in thinking that it is refused application
to acts that consist in causing unforeseen side-effects, and so these
two claims cannot both be true. But once we repurpose the special
question ‘Why?’ in the way we have proposed, this problem disap-
pears. For we are normally responsible for the foreseen side-effects
of our intentional conduct, regardless of whether we are respon-
sible for causing their unforeseen side-effects. Hence, we should
expect the special question “‘Why?’ to be given application in these
cases.
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2.2 Responsibility and Language

It is striking to discover that these four powerful objections to defin-
ing intentional action in terms of the special question “Why?’ all
lose their bite when we use the question to define responsibility
instead. But even if this is granted, doubts about our proposal may
remain. First, is the question we employ to define responsibility
really Anscombe’s special question ‘Why?’? Second, supposing that
it is, does our approach represent a significant advance in the theory
of responsibility, or is it merely a footnote, linking the concept of
answerability to Anscombe’s account of intention? We shall address
these questions in turn.

Regarding the first question, philosophers who find Anscombe’s
theory of intention more plausible than we do may feel tempted to
concede that responsibility can be defined in terms of a question
‘Why?’ while insisting that it is not the same question as Anscombe’s.
After all, we are morally and legally responsible for a wide range
of conduct that is not intentional — as Anscombe is well aware® —
and so our question ‘Why?’ is ‘granted application’ in a wide range
of cases in which Anscombe tells us hers is not. So, are we really
using Anscombe’s question? Or is our disagreement with her merely
terminological, and capable of being resolved simply by recognising
a third kind of question “‘Why?’?

Our reply is that our disagreement with Anscombe is not merely
terminological, it is about the scope of the special question ‘Why?’
(z.e., the range of conduct to which it is ‘granted application’) and
hence the philosophical purpose it can serve (i.e., the kind of con-
duct we can use it to define). Remember, Anscombe defines her
special question “‘Why?’ in terms of a ‘reason for acting’: ‘the sense
is of course that in which the answer, if positive, gives a reason for
acting.” (Anscombe, 2000, §5) As we have argued, this means that
the special question is in effect a request or demand for a justify-
ing explanation of a person’s conduct. We argue that this request or
demand is ‘granted application’ precisely to the conduct for which
we are responsible — that is, answerable — even though we can some-
times respond with an excuse, an apology, or a confession instead.
Furthermore, rethinking the scope of Anscombe’s question in this
way allows us to explain the vague idea of being ‘granted application’
precisely, by means of the concepts of exemption and denial.

30 See, for example, “Two kinds of error in action” in Anscombe

(1981, p. 5).
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As we have seen, Anscombe’s belief that the scope of the spe-
cial question ‘Why?’ is restricted to intentional action is partly the
result of her adherence to the Aristotelian doctrine that a reason for
acting must explain what is ‘useful or attractive’ about the act or
activity concerned, which (she believes) excludes various kinds of
behaviour for which we are responsible, such as unwittingly poi-
soning the inhabitants of a building, harming a patient’s immune
system, or laughing spontaneously at a joke. And it is supported by
her analogy with the ‘How much money?’ question. We have chal-
lenged both of these ideas. But whether or not our arguments are
accepted, our disagreement with Anscombe is about the nature of
‘reasons for acting’ and the scope and philosophical use of the special
question ‘Why?’

The second question was whether our approach represents a sig-
nificant advance in the theory of responsibility or whether it merely
links existing ideas about responsibility with Anscombe’s theory of
intention. In our view, it does advance the debate about responsi-
bility, mainly because of the way in which it frames the topic. To
see this, take a step back to Anscombe’s theory of intention. Unlike
simpler definitions couched in terms of reasons, such as Davidson’s,
Anscombe’s definition of intentional action in terms of the special
question ‘Why?’ immediately places intentional action in the context
of a linguistic practice — in Wittgenstein’s terminology, a language-
game. As we have seen, Anscombe summarises her theory with the
remark that she has defined intentional action in terms of language
— the special question “‘Why?’; preceded, a few paragraphs earlier in
the same section, by the following comment:

In fact the term “intentional” has reference to a form of descrip-
tion of events. What is essential to this form is displayed by the
results of our enquiries into the question “Why?” Events are
typically described in this form when “in order to” or “because”
(in one sense) is attached to their descriptions: “I slid on the ice
because I felt cheerful”. (§47)

Thus, in Anscombe’s view, the way to explain ‘what distinguishes
actions which are intentional from those which are not’ is not to
identify a special kind of thought or feeling that causes or accom-
panies intentional action; it is to describe the kind of dialogue
or exchange — again, the language-game — to which this ‘form of
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description of events’ belongs, and the phrasal structures in which it
occurs.”!

Our approach to the theory of responsibility retains this key
feature of Anscombe’s theory of intention. So, in common with
many contemporary philosophers, we believe that we need to think
about responsibility in the context of a social practice — or var-
ious social practices — in order to theorise about it effectively.
But the language-game approach is distinctive is several ways, of
which two are especially notable, because they set our views apart
from those of other philosophers who think of responsibility as
answerability.

First, we depart from the widely held view that an agent is
only answerable for conduct that reflects their quality of judge-
ment or quality of will.* This is not to say that these kinds of
attitudes play no part in the practice of assessing conduct, but
they pertain to a person’s culpability rather than their answerabil-
ity. Thus, ‘I didn’t mean to’, ‘I couldn’t have known’, etc. — pleas
that implicitly deny a defective quality of judgement or quality of
will — do not deny answerability. On the contrary, they implicitly
acknowledge it, but seek to avert or reduce culpability by offering
an excuse. Answerability depends on a person’s ability to participate
in a language-game that includes demanding and responding to the
demand for a justification of our conduct and on their relationship
to an interlocuter, rather than on an attitude their conduct may or
may not express. For as we have seen, the special question ‘Why?’
is given application in the absence of grounds for an exemption or a
denial. The scope of answerability, as we understand it, is therefore
not defined by a special kind of attitude that can cause or accompany
our conduct, and it is broader than generally supposed.

Second, the responsibility language-game has different vari-
ants, including the informal, customary language-game of moral

31 Lilian O’Brien makes the point nicely. Anscombe, she explains, offers

‘insight into intentional action that stems, not from mental states and causal
relations, but from an independently identifiable social practice.” (O’Brien,
2023, p. 260)

32 Shoemaker claims that ‘{o]ne is an answerable agent ... in virtue of
one’s quality of judgment’ (Shoemaker, 2015, p. 82). Smith claims that ‘in
order for an agent to be answerable for something, ... the thing in ques-
tion must in some way reflect her own judgment or assessment of reasons’
(Smith, 2015, p. 103). Hieronymi’s approach is closer to ours, but she
remains committed to the view that answerability depends on quality of
will (Hieronymi, 2008, 2014).
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responsibility and the institutionalized and more tightly structured
language-games of legal responsibility, which are played out in
courts of law. But it is invariably an interpersonal language-game,
because moral responsibility relates one person to another — those
they are responsible to — while legal responsibility places a defendant
in a similar relationship to a plaintiff, a court, or perhaps to their
fellow-citizens or peers.*® In Lucas’s phrase, responsibility, in this
sense, is a ‘web of dialectical obligation’ (1993, p. 11). Accordingly,
it not only relates a person to the conduct and perhaps the attitudes
or beliefs for which they are responsible, but also relates them to
those others — be they individuals, institutions, or groups — who are
owed that responsibility, in other words, those with the standing to
request or demand an answer to the special question ‘Why?’ Gardner
and Smith both deny this. Gardner defends the claim that ‘basic’
responsibility is the ability to give an account of oneself (Gardner,
2011, 2003), regardless of whether anyone is in a position to demand
it. Similarly, Smith claims that ‘questions of basic moral responsi-
bility need to be distinguished from ... questions about the standing
of particular individuals to take up specific moral responses to oth-
ers.’” (Smith, 2015, p. 108) Perhaps this claim is motivated by the
assumption that responsibility is a necessary condition for fault or
culpability, since these do not depend on anybody’s standing in the
same way.’* Be that as it may, our view differs from theirs because
we recognise lack of standing as grounds for an exemption from
responsibility.

Thus, repurposing Anscombe’s special question “‘Why?’ in the
theory of responsibility and adopting Wittgenstein’s language-game
methodology, which shaped her theory of intention, illuminates
the subtle architecture of exemptions, justifications and excuses,
and transforms our conception of responsibility in fundamental
ways. "

3. Conclusion

Anscombe defines intentional action in terms of what she calls the
special question “Why?” We have explained and criticised this def-
inition. But instead of discarding the special question, we have

3 Duff defends a similar view to ours in Duff (2009).

3 Smith’s phrase ‘take up specific moral responses’ suggests that she
has culpability in mind.

35 See also Hubbs (2013).
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argued that it can be used to define responsibility, understood as
answerability, instead. Our proposal retains the three principal ele-
ments of Anscombe’s conception of the special question: her use of
Wittgenstein’s distinction between reasons and causes; her idea that
the special question can be given or refused application; and her use
of the question to define an important category of human conduct.
Above all, it retains the language-game methodology, which she also
inherited from Wittgenstein, and was one of his most original and
consequential philosophical ideas.

Once the special question is repurposed in this way, the main
criticisms against its use no longer apply and important connec-
tions between the special question “Why?’ and responsibility come
to light. In particular, the distinction between excuses and justifi-
cations on the one hand and exemptions and denials on the other
hand neatly tracks the applicability of the special question “Why?’,
and our overall approach offers a new framework for the study of
responsibility.’

References

Marta Abrusan, ‘Presupposition Cancellation: Explaining the
“Soft—-Hard” Trigger Distinction’, Natural Language Semantics,
24:2 (2016), 165-202.

G.E.M. Anscombe, The Collected Philosophical Papers of G.E.M.
Anscombe: Volume III: Ethics, Religion and Politics (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1981).

G.E.M. Anscombe, Intention, 2nd Edtn. (Cambridge, MA; London:
Harvard University Press, 2000).

G.E.M. Anscombe, ‘Action, Intention and “Double Effect”™, in Human
Life, Action and Ethics: Essays by G.E.M. Anscombe, ed. by M. Geach and
L. Gormally (Exeter; Charlottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2005a),
214-233.

G.E.M. Anscombe, ‘Murder and the Morality of Euthanasia.” in Human
Life, Action and Ethics: Essays by G.E.M. Anscombe, ed. by M. Geach and
L. Gormally (Exeter; Charlottesville, VA: Imprint Academic, 2005b),
265-281.

36 We are grateful to audiences at the 2024 Joint Session of the

Aristotelian Society and the Mind Association and at Thomas Schmidt’s
research colloquium at Humboldt University for valuable feedback on an
earlier draft. We also wish to acknowledge the generous support of the
Leverhulme Trust (ECF-2021-176) and the European Research Council
(Horizon 2020: ID 789270).

156

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162

Responsibility and the Special Question ‘Why?’

Marshall Bierson & John Schwenkler. “‘What is the Bearing of Thinking on
Doing?’ in The Anscombian Mind ed. by A. Haddock and R. Wiseman
(London: Routledge, 2021), 312-332.

Donald Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1980).

Antony Duft, Answering for Crime: Responsibility and Liability in the
Criminal Law (Oxford: Hart, 2009).

Anton Ford, “The Arithmetic of “Intention”, American Philosophical
Quarterly 52:2 (2015), 129-143.

John Gardner, “The Mark of Responsibility’, Oxford Fournal of Legal
Studies 23:2 (2003), 157-171.

John Gardner, Offences and Defences: Selected Essays in the Philosophy of
Criminal Law (Oxford University Press, 2007).

John Gardner, ‘Relations of Responsibility’, in Crime, Punishment, and
Responsibility: The Furisprudence of Antony Duff, ed. by R. Cruft, M.
H. Kramer & M. R. Reiff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011),
87-102.

Pamela Hieronymi, ‘Responsibility for Believing.” Synthese 161:3 (2008),
357-373.

Pamela Hieronymi, ‘Reflection and Responsibility’, Philosophy & Public
Affairs 42:1 (2014), 3-41.

Jeremy Horder, ‘Excuses in Law and in Morality: A Response to Marcia
Baron’, Criminal Law and Philosophy 1:1 (2007a), 41-47.

Jeremy Horder, Excusing Crime (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007b).

Graham Hubbs, ‘Answerability Without Answers’, fournal of Ethics and
Social Philosophy 7:3 (2013), 1-15.

John Hyman, ‘Intentional Action and the Special Question “Why?”’ in
Engaging Raz: Themes in Normative Philosophy, ed. by A. Marmor,
K. Brownlee & D. Enoch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2025).

J. R. Lucas, Responsibility (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

Anselm Winfried Miiller, ‘Backward-Looking Rationality and the Unity
of Practical Reason’, in Essays on Anscombe’s Intention, ed. by A. Ford,
J. Hornsby & F. Stoutland (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2011), 242-269.

Lilian O’Brien, ‘Actions and Questions’ Analysis 83:2 (2023), 260-268.

T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2000).

John Schwenkler, Anscombe’s Intention. Oxford Guides to Philosophy (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2019).

David Shoemaker, Responsibility From the Margins, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015).

Angela Smith, ‘Responsibility for Attitudes: Activity and Passivity in
Mental Life’, Ethics 115:2 (2005), 236-271.

Angela Smith, ‘Responsibility as Answerability’, Inquiry, 58:2 (2015),
99-126.

Victor Tadros, Criminal Responsibility (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005).

157

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162

John Hyman and Maximilian Kiener

Roger Teichmann, ‘Why “Why?”? Action, Reasons and Language’,
Philosophical Investigations 38:1/2 (2015), 115-132.

M. Thompson, ‘Anscombe’s Intention and Practical Knowledge’, in Essays
on Anscombe’s Intention, ed. by A. Ford, J. Hornsby & F. Stoutland
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 198-210.

Gary Watson, ‘Responsibility and the Limits of Evil’, Free Will Concepts
and Challenge, (LLondon: Taylor & Francis, 2005), 106—135.

Rachael Wiseman, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Anscombe’s Intention
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2016).

Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1958a).

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, ed. by G.E.M.
Anscombe, 2" Edtn. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958b).

158

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101162

