
Syllabus 
 
Name of the course: Philosophy of Action 
Instructor: Ferenc Huoranszki  
Number of credits: 4  
Semester: 2018, Winter, Monday 15.30–17.10; 17.20-18.50 
Course level: MA, elective course  
Teaching format: Seminar 
Course level: PhD and MA 
 
Course description: The purpose of this course is to introduce students into some fundamental problems 
concerning the knowledge, explanation, and metaphysics of intentional human action. Accordingly, the topics 
of the course divide into three major groups. First, we shall discuss the issue concerning the explanation of 
actions: whether reasons explanations of intentional actions are causal-nomological or irreducibly teleological. 
Second, we shall discuss the problem of intentions and the nature of agents’ knowledge of their own 
intentional actions. Third we shall address the metaphysical problem of how agents by doing thing intentionally 
bring about changes in the world.   
 
Goals of the course: Students attending this course are expected to familiarize themselves with the most 
important issues concerning the philosophy of action such as the difference between actions and other events, 
between rational and irrational action, between causal and non-causal theories of action. They are also expected 
to learn the major philosophical positions about the nature of intention and intentional actions and about the 
metaphysics of agency.  
 
Learning outcomes: Students are expected to acquire the ability to reconstruct and analyze philosophical 
arguments or positions. These involve the understanding of validity and soundness of the arguments, the ability 
to identify background principles and assumptions as well as the ability to draw out the consequences of certain 
philosophical commitments. They are also expected to acquire certain oral communication skills such as the 
ability to formulate arguments concisely and accessibly in words, and to give short critical comments. They 
should also learn how to identify and execute an appropriate writing project. Finally, they should be 
familiarized with the main contemporary debates about philosophy of action. Learning outcomes shall be 
measured by term papers and oral presentations on the relevant topics.   
 
Assessment: Students’ performance shall be evaluated on the following grounds. First, students are required to 
attend classes regularly and to participate actively in seminar discussions. 30 % of their final grade shall be given 
on the basis of this in-class activity. Second, students are required to give one or two short presentations of 
some chosen topic(s). The choice of topic is optional, but overlap should be avoided. This will make up 
another 30 % of their final grade. Thirdly, students are required to submit a max. 4 000 word long term-paper. 
The chosen topic should be approved by the instructor and presented in the last class of the course. The term 
paper’s contribution to the final assessment of students’ performance is 40 %.   
 
Deadline for submitting term-papers: January 5, 2015. 
 
Topics and readings by weeks:  
 
Explanation of Actions (weeks 1–3) 
 

1. Davidson, D. ‘Actions, Reasons and Causes’, in Essays on Actions and Events (OUP, 1980): 3–19; 
McLaughlin, B. P. ‘Why Rationalization Is Not a Species of Causal Explanation’, in Reasons and Causes 
(Palgrave, 2013): 97-123.  

2. Ginet, C. ‘Reasons Explanation of Action’ Philosophical Perspectives 3 (1989) 17–46.; Wilson, G. 
‘Teleology and Reasons for Actions’ The Intentionality of Human Action (Stanford UP, 1989): 168-204. 

3. Thompson, M. ‘Naïve action theory’ in his Life and Action (Harvard University Press, 2012): 85–146. 
 
 
Intention and Action (weeks 4–8) 
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4. Davidson, D. ‘How is Weakness of the Will Possible?’ and ‘Intending’; in his Essays on Actions and 
Events (OUP, 1980): 21–42, 83-102. 

5. Searle, J. ‘Intention and action’ in his Intentionality (CUP, 1983); 79–111; Mele, A. ‘Springs of Action 
(OUP, 1992): 181–187 and 203–210.  

6. Bratman, M. ‘Two Faces of Intention’; McCann, H. ‘Settled Objectives and Rational Constraints’, 
both in Mele, A. R. (ed.) Philosophy of Action (OUP, 1997): 178–222. 

7. Velleman, J. D. Practical Reflection (Princeton UP, 1989): 15–77. 
 
Metaphysics of Agency (weeks 9–12) 
 

8. Davidson, D. ‘Agency’ in Essays on Actions and Events (OUP, 1980): 43–61; Alvarez, M. – J. Hyman 
‘Agents and their Actions’ Philosophy 73 (1998): 219–245.  

9. Ginet, C H. ‘The Nature of Action’, ‘Voluntary Exertion of the Body’, in On Action (CUP, 1990): 1–
44; McCann ‘Intrinsic Intentionality’ in The Works of Agency (Cornell UP, 1998) 127-156. 

10. Wilson, G. ‘The Irreducibility of Intention in Action’, in The Intentionality of Human Action (Stanford 
UP, 1989): 231-258; Mele, A. R. ‘Teleological Explanation of Actions: Anticausalism versus 
Causalism’, in Aguilar, J. H. and Buckareff A.A. (eds.) Causing Human Actions (MIT Press 2010): 183–
198. 

11. Frankfurt, H. ‘The Problem of Action’; in his The Importance of What We Care About (CUP,1988): 69–
79; Velleman, D.  ‘What Happens When Someone Acts?’ Mind 101 (1992): 461–81.  

12. Setiya, K. ‘Practical Knowledge’ Ethics 118 (2008): 388–40; Paul, S. P. ‘Deviant Formal Causation’, 
Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy 5 (2011): 5/3. 

 
 

 
Assessment and grading criteria: Assessment: Students’ performance shall be evaluated on the following 
grounds. First, students are required to attend classes regularly and to participate actively in seminar 
discussions. They should be able to make comments on the texts they have read and respond to the 
presentations of other student. 15% of their final grade shall be given on the basis of this in-class activity. 
Second, students are required to give two short presentations of some chosen topic(s) which must include the 
logical reconstruction of the main arguments of the text and, possibly, interpretative remarks or questions for 
discussion. They are also expected to prepare and distribute a maximum two page long hand-out that they 
distribute before their presentation. The choice of topic is optional, but overlap should be avoided. This will 
make up another 15% of their final grade. Thirdly, students are required to submit a 4 000 word long term-
paper. The topic of the paper can be either a careful critical reconstruction of a particular and important 
argument for some position discussed in the course; or a comparison between competing arguments about 
alternative solutions to a problem; or a defense of some particular position/argument against some relevant 
criticism. The chosen topic should be approved by the instructor and presented during the course. References 
can, but need not, go beyond the material included into the compulsory readings. The term-paper’s 
contribution to the final assessment of students’ performance is 70 %.  
 
Deadline for submitting term-papers: April 23, 2018 
 


