
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Modalities in medieval logic

Uckelman, S.L.

Publication date
2009

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Uckelman, S. L. (2009). Modalities in medieval logic. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam]. Institute for Logic, Language and Computation.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/modalities-in-medieval-logic(1f8f6826-a6b7-42c4-b415-af6c22499669).html


Chapter 3

St. Anselm on agency and obligation

3.1 Agency as a modal notion

In Chapter 1 we said that we reject the narrow view of modality, which treats
only necessity and possibility as real modality, and instead we should embrace the
expanded interpretation ‘modality’, covering notions such as agency, knowledge,
belief, obligation, time, modes of being, and so forth. When we consider this
extended list of modalities, the period between Boëthius and Abelard is not so
devoid of developments as some may believe (cf. p. 13), but instead becomes a
rich and fruitful period of study because of the works of Saint Anselm, archbishop
of Canterbury.

Anselm was born in Aosta, in the kingdom of Burgundy, in 1033. At the
age of 27, he joined the Abbey of Bec, where he served as abbot from 1078 to
1093. In 1093, he was made archbishop of Canterbury. Anselm spent much of
his monastic life teaching and writing. Part of the attraction of the Abbey of
Bec was the school opened there by Lanfranc, where logic, rhetoric, and theology
were taught to all comers, not just those who intended to join the church. Anselm
taught in this school for many years, before beginning to put his teachings into
writing, with his first work, the Monologion, written in 1076. Anselm continued
to write until the end of his life.1

From a logical point of view, the most interesting material can be found in frag-
mentary notes which were compiled and organized by Eadmer, Anselm’s friend
and later biographer, shortly after Anselm’s death in 1109. These notes along
with letters of Anselm’s, collectively called the Lambeth fragments as the primary
manuscript is preserved in the Lambeth Palace, in London, were first edited in
[Schm36] and then partially again in [SoSc69]. The first edition rearranges the
fragments into a more conceptually coherent organization; the second retains the
original arrangement made by Eadmer. The text is partially translated with de-

1For more information on Anselm’s life and works, see [DavLe04], specifically [DavLe04a]
and [Ev04].
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42 Chapter 3. St. Anselm on agency and obligation

tailed commentary in [He67] and completely translated, with little commentary,
in [Hop72]. Among other topics, the Lambeth fragments contain modal analyses
of certain Latin verbs, including facere ‘to do’, velle ‘to will’, and posse ‘to be
able’. It is believed that Anselm composed these parts of the Lambeth fragments
while he was archbishop of Canterbury [Kin2–, p. 1]. In these fragments, Anselm’s
primary focus is on facere, with his analyses of velle and posse being modeled on
the analysis of facere for the most part. In this chapter, we focus on the writings
which deal with concepts of action, agency, and obligation, placing them in the
context of the history of logics of agency.

In his discussion of the meaning and function of the Latin verb facere ‘to do’,
Anselm identifies four types of doing and further subdivides each type into six dif-
ferent modes. The relationships between the four types can be placed neatly into
a square of opposition. According to [BelPeXu01], it is this square of opposition
which “clearly indicates that he [Anselm] had in mind a modal logic of agency”
[p. 19]; they note that Anselm appears to be the first person to consider the
modal interpretation of agency in a rigorous fashion. This modal interpretation
of agency found in Anselm shows that the idea of treating agency as a modal con-
cept is far older than many action theorists might have thought.2 In Chapter 1,
we noted that there are two reasons why a modern logician might be interested in
a historical logical theory. With respect to Anselm’s theory of agency, we can ask
the purely formal question of what the modal logic of Anselm’s theory of agency
actually is, whether it is identical with any of the standard modern agentive log-
ics or whether Anselm’s constraints result in something new. We can also ask
the more philosophical question whether this historical theory has any insights to
offer to modern problems and questions of agency. Our focus in this chapter is
primarily the formal questions. However, in order to answer the formal questions
we must consider the philosophical and theological motivations of Anselm which
underpin various aspects of this theory. We hence start by giving a brief intro-
duction to the theory, followed by consideration of the non-logical motivations in
§3.2.1. After that, we turn to the details of the theory, the four types and six
modes of agency, and the square of opposition in which they can be placed, in
§3.2.2. §3.3 and §3.4 are devoted to considering how the theory might be formal-
ized using modern techniques. In particular, we look at a syntax for Anselm’s
theory proposed by Walton in [Walt76a] and [Walt76b]. We show that because
Walton did not have an adequate semantics, his syntax introduced features which
are not found in Anselm’s original theory, and that given an adequate semantics,
namely that of neighborhood models, we can give formalizations for different in-
terpretations of Anselm’s theory. Additionally, we comment briefly on stit-theory,
for which Anselm’s views are often cited as inspiration. Lastly, in §3.5, we then
see how certain unsystematic comments that Anselm makes connecting actions

2The first modern author to recognize Anselm’s theory as developing a modal interpretation
of agency is Henry, in [He53] and [He67].



3.2. Anselm on facere 43

to goodness could be used to develop interesting deontic notions which take into
account both natural language usage of terms and various theologically-specific
problems.

3.2 Anselm on facere

Anselm’s discussion of facere consists of a dialogue between a teacher and his
student. The opening statement of the teacher contains all the details of the
theory in a nutshell:

Mag. Verbum hoc, quod est, “facere”, solet poni pro omni verbo cuius-
libet significationis, finito vel infinito3, etiam pro “non facere”. Cum
enim quaeritur de aliquo: “quid facit?”: si diligenter consideretur,
ponitur ibi “facere” pro omni verbo, quod responderi potest, et quod-
cumque verbum respondetur, ponitur pro “facere”. Non enim recte
redditur ullum verbum interroganti: “quid facit?”, in quo non intel-
ligitur facere, de quo interrogatur. Nam cum respondetur: “legit aut
scribit”, valet idem ac si dicatur: hoc facit, scilicet legit aut scribit”
[Schm36, p. 25].4

3The terminology of ‘infinite’ vs. ‘finite’ verbs Anselm has taken from Boëthius, and should
not be confused with modern linguistic use of these terms. For Anselm, an infinite verb is one
which is the complement of a finite verb, i.e., one which indicates a finite action. For example,
‘run’ is a finite verb, and ‘not run’ is an infinite verb.

4Teacher : We commonly use the verb ‘to do’ in place of all other verbs, regardless of the
signification of these other verbs and regardless of whether they are finite or infinite. In fact,
‘to do’ may even stand for ‘not to do’. If you think about it carefully, you will see that when
we ask about someone ‘What (how) is he doing?’ here ‘doing’ stands for any verb that can be
given in answer. And so too, these other verbs stand for the verb “to do”. For in a correct
reply to one who asks “What (how) is he doing?” any verb at all will indicate a doing on
the part of the person asked about. If someone were to respond, “He is reading” or “He is
writing”, it is the same as if he were saying, “He is doing this, namely, reading”, or “He is
doing that, namely, writing” [Hop72, p. 218]. Anselm goes on to write: Potest autem omne
verbum reddi sic interroganti. Et in pluribus quidem palam est, ut: cantat, dictat; in aliquibus
vero fositan dubitatur, ut sunt ista, scilicet: est, vivit, potest, debet, nominatur, vocatur. Sed
nemo reprehendit, si interroganti: ‘quid facit?’, respondetur, quia est in ecclesia, aut: vivit sicut
bonus vir, aut: potest super totam civitatem, in qua habitat, aut: magnam debet pecuniam, aut
nominatur super omnes vicinos suos, aut: vocatur ante omnes alios, ubicumque sit [Schm36,
p. 25] (“So then, any verb can be used in the answer. In many cases this is obvious, as for
example when we reply, ‘He is singing’ or ‘He is composing’. In other cases, however, the
substitution may seem somewhat problematical, as for example when we reply, ‘He is’, or ‘He
lives’, ‘He is powerful’, ‘He owes’, ‘He is named’, ‘He is summoned’. But no one would reproach
us if we were to answer someone who asked ‘What (how) is so-and-so doing?’ by saying, ‘He
is in church’ or ‘He is living as a good man should live’, ‘He is powerful (ruler) over the whole
domain in which he lives’, ‘He owes much money’, ‘He is named above his neighbors’, ‘Wherever
he is, he is summoned before all others’ ” [Hop72, p. 218]). It is worth noting here that both
transitive and intransitive verbs are used; this casts some doubt on Dazeley’s claim that “the
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Perhaps the most striking feature of Anselm’s theory is its breadth, namely that
for Anselm, an analysis of facere will encompass an analysis of all verbs.5 Some
may object that it is too broad, and that either it cannot be used in particular
situations or that too many things end up counting as examples of agency. The
objection is essentially this: How can we expect to find a reasonable explication
of what facere means and how it functions, if we will not be distinguishing it from
any other verb? In the succeeding sections, where we present the philosophical
and theological foundations which motivate Anselm’s theory, we will show how
Anselm is able to handle this issue, and show that any more restricted conception
of agency would be untenable for him. While his scope of agency is wider than
many modern theories, this very breadth of his account gives it more flexibility
and allows it to be applied to cases of agency beyond the rather narrow setting
of human agency.

3.2.1 Philosophical and theological motivations

We can isolate two non-logical motivations underlying Anselm’s development of
his theory. The first motivation can be classified as methodological. Much of
Anselm’s discussions of logical matters involves separating questions of logic and
logical usage from questions of grammar and everyday usage, separating the usus
proprie from the usus non proprie (also called usus loquendi and usus communis
locutionis). This distinction is the main topic of his De grammatico, many themes
of which are echoed in the Lambeth fragments.6 In De grammatico, Anselm points
out that everyday usage (usus loquendi) of words is often sloppy, and what we say
doesn’t always accurately represent what we mean. The aim of the grammarian is
to explain the usus loquendi of terms; his goal is descriptive. The logician, on the
other hand, has two options. He can either ignore the usus loquendi altogether,
and make his aim strictly prescriptive, by focusing on the proper, logical uses of
the terms involved, even when this explication seems at odds with our everyday
uses of the terms. Alternatively, he can allow his logical explication to be broad
enough to cover and hence to explain to some extent, the usus loquendi.

Parts of Anselm’s logical works take the former route, but in his discussions
on agency he always allows for taking into account the latter route. In discussing

sorts of verbs which can most readily be dealt with in Anselm’s system are transitive” and
intransitive verbs are “the sorts of verbs that seem to be causing the trouble” [DaGo79, p. 77].
It is also interesting to contrast this with [An70, p. 232], where Anderson indicates that a
patient of some sort is a necessary condition for agency.

5This broad interpretation of ‘to do’ has also been noticed by modern philosophers, for
“J.L. Austin told us that ‘The beginning of sense, not to say wisdom, is to realize that “doing
an action”, as used in philosophy, is a highly abstract expression—it is a stand-in used in place
of any (or almost any) verb with a personal subject. . . ’ ” [BelPe88, p. 175]. The quote is from
[Au56–57, p. 178].

6De grammatico is edited in [AoC38–61, vol. 1]; a comprehensive discussion of the text and
its relation to Anselm’s other works appears in [Bosc06]. See also [He60b].
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facere he notes that est et alia consideratio de verbo eodem, scilicet, quot modis
usus loquendi dicat “facere” [Schm36, pp. 28–29]7; as Henry says, these “are to be
codified so that the deviations of these uses from the proper sense become evident”
[He67, p. 123]. We cannot fully understand the proper usage of a term until
we understand how ordinary usage differs from proper usage. Henry says that
Anselm’s discussion of facere “is intended as a means of analyzing the senses of
verbs as they occur in customary utterance (usus loquendi), in non-strict oblique
uses as measured against the standard of their precisive or strict signification,
the latter being shown by exemplifying the simplest overt meaning of the verb in
question” [He60a, p. 377]. The goal, then, is to produce a logical explanation for
the result of the grammarian’s study of the word.

This explanatory motivation is connected to the other motivation guiding
Anselm’s account of agency. As Lagerlund notes, “Anselm’s thinking and writing
is always motivated by his interest in religion and theological problems” [Lag08,
p. 318]. To ignore the usus non proprie is a mistake on the part of the logician:
scriptural usage of terms is often improper. Since it is everyone’s responsibility
to seek further understanding of the scriptures, it follows that logicians should be
interested in providing logical explanations for improper usage of terms. Thus, a
medieval logician should be interested in providing a grounding for the improper
or non-logical usage of terms, and any theory of agency which Anselm proposes
needs to be able to explain why facere is used the way that it is in scripture. An
explication of agency which does not make sense of scriptural usages of facere will
not be adequate for Anselm, because just as usus loquendi is very broad, so too
is scriptural use. Anselm specifies this in the Lambeth fragments: Siquidem et
dominus in evangelio ponit “facere” vel “agere”—quod idem est—pro omni verbo
[Schm36, p. 28]8, and again in De veritate:

Facere autem non solum pro eo quod proprie dicitur facere, sed pro
omni verbo dominus voluit intelligere. . .Usus quoque communis locu-
tionis hoc habet, ut et pati et multa alia dicat facere, quae non sunt
facere [AoC38–61, vol. 1, V, p. 182].9

If our logical theory of agency can provide an explanation of the usus loquendi,
then we will also have an explanation of the theological usage of the word, because
the two combine.

The desire to give an adequate account of the scriptural usage of facere is not

7“We must consider another thing about the verb ‘to do’, namely, the different modes in
which it has a use in our language” [Hop72, p. 221].

8“Indeed, the Lord Himself in the Gospel uses facere and agere—which are the same—in
place of every other verb” [Hop72, p. 220].

9“The Lord wishes to convey that ‘to do’ may be used not only in respect of that which
is properly asserted to constitute ‘doing’ but also in respect of all verbs . . . The ordinary use
of language also has this feature, namely, it treats as ‘doing’ both undergoing and many other
things which are not really cases of doing” [He67, pp. 182–183].
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merely an idle exercise in logic and grammar. Because the concept of agency is
closely connected to issues in responsibility for actions and hence culpability and
sin, an explanation of the proper conditions under which agency can be ascribed
will have implications for ethics as well as logic. These issues can be seen in
Matthew 25:31–46, where on the day of judgment God will separate the sheep
from the goats on the basis of what they did and didn’t do10, and a similar
sentiment is found in De casu diaboli :

Cum enim iste dicitur quia fecit esse nudum aut non esse indutum,
non aliud intelligitur nisi qui cum posset non fecit, ut non esset nudus
aut ut manteret indutus [AoC38–61, vol. 1, I, p. 234].11

Knowledge of correct ascriptions of agency, both in proper usage and in common
usage, is hence important because it gives knowledge concerning eternal culpa-
bility.

It is important to point out that in these cases, we are dealing with active,
human agency. This point hardly seems worth noting; modern agency theorists
focus on explications of ‘x does’ where x is an efficient agent, and indeed many
of Anselm’s examples are of this type as well. But he says that omnis tamen
causa, sicut dixi, facere dicitur et omne, quod facere perhibetur, causa nominatur
[Schm36, p. 29].12 This means that his concept of agency covers more than just
human agency. For example, on this view, if I trip over a tree which has fallen
across the path, then it is perfectly plausible to ask “What did the tree do?” and
respond “It tripped me.” Even though he generally uses cases of human agency
as examples of the logical properties of the theory, this is done only for pragmatic
reasons:

Nota 2. Haec quidem exempla, quae posui de “facere esse” et de
“facere non esse”, de causis efficientibus assumpsi, quoniam in his
clarius apparet, quod volui ostendere. Sicut autem in efficientibus cau-
sis praedicti sex modi cognoscuntur, ita etiam in non efficientibus, si
quis eos diligenter investigare voluerit, inveniuntur [Schm36, p. 32].13

10Matthew 25:40 “The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the
least of these brothers of mine, you did for me’,” and 25:45 “He will reply, ‘I tell you the truth,
whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me’ ”.

11“For when in the latter instance, someone is said to bring it about that the victim is naked,
or that the victim is not clothed, the exact import is that although the person was capable of
doing so, he did not bring it about that the victim was not naked, or that the victim remained
clothed” [He67, p. 184].

12“Nonetheless, every cause (as I mentioned) is said to do something, and everything which
is said to do something is called a cause” [Hop72, p. 221].

13“Note 2. These examples which I’ve given about ‘causing to be’ and ‘causing not to be’
all concerned efficient causation. I adopted these examples of efficient causation since what I
wished to point out can be seen more clearly in them. but the same six modes are also found in
the case of nonefficient causation, as one may discover if he cares to pursue the matter intently”
[Hop72, p. 225].
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This point needs to be stressed. We must be careful to separate the logical
aspects of the theory from those aspects that can be called, broadly speaking, the
applied aspects. For the present purposes, we are interested solely in the logical
aspects of the theory, without regard to their application to discussions of human
agency; as a result, any logic which is developed to address Anselm’s discussion
of facere must not turn on any specifically human (or even sentient) property.
These facts only have a use when we are trying to give a full account of human
agency, in which case an evaluation of velle (‘to will’) will also be necessary, as
Serene makes clear:

Because the analysis of facere is meant to apply to all instances of
agency, whether or not the subject is human, rational, conscious or
even an efficient cause of the outcome, it does not constitute a com-
plete or a specific account of human action. His full theory of hu-
man agency also includes some explanation of the nature of willing
[Ser83, p. 144].

We return briefly to this point at the end of §3.5.

3.2.2 The types and modes of doing

Now that we have seen some of the motivations underlying the informal statement
of the theory, we can turn to the details of the account. Anselm says:

Quidquid autem facere dicitur, aut facit ut sit aliquid, aut facit ut non
sit aliquid. Omne igitur facere dici potest aut ‘facere esse’ aut ‘facere
non esse’; quae duo sunt affirmationes contrariae. Quarum negationes
sunt: ‘non facere esse’ et ‘non facere non esse’ [Schm36, p. 29].14

Henry paraphrases this as: “For all x, if ‘x does’ is true, then x does so that
something either is so or is not so. Hence the analysis of ‘doing’ will in fact be
an analysis of x’s doing so that p, and of x’s doing so that not-p, [where ‘p’ is
a clause describing a state of affairs, and ‘not-p’ is short for ‘it is not the case
that p’]” [He67, p. 124]. Hence, doing will always result in something being or
not being the case. Something can either be or not be the case because it is either
caused or not caused. This gives us four types of agency:

facere esse ‘to cause to be’ (A)

facere non esse ‘to cause not to be’ (B)

non facere non esse ‘not to cause not to be’ (C)

non facere esse ‘not to cause to be’ (D)

14“Now, whatever is said to do (or to cause) either brings about something’s being or else
brings about something’s not-being. Therefore, every doing can be called either (A) causing
something to be or (B) causing something not to be. These are contrary affirmations, whose
negations are, (C) not causing something to be, and (D) not causing something not to be”
[Hop72, p. 221].
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Figure 3.1: Agentive Square of Opposition

In these glosses, ‘to cause [p] to be’ should be understood as a shorthand for ‘to
do such that p is the case’; if an agent x does such that p is the case, then he
causes p to be, and vice versa, so this shorthand is licit. Types (A) and (B) are
called affirmative, and they are contraries. Types (C) and (D) are called negative;
though he does not say so explicitly, they are also contraries. The implication
relationships between these four types of agency form a square of opposition (see
Figure 3.1). The graphical square itself is not present in Anselm’s work, but the
verbal descriptions of the relations fix the graphical square uniquely. Each of the
four types of action can be further divided into six modes, each of which picks out
a different way that the main type of action can be brought about. For example,
of type (A) facere esse:

Sex ergo modis ‘facere’ pronuntiamus: duobus videlicet, cum facit idip-
sum esse aut non facit idipsum non esse causa, quod facere dicitur;
quattuor vero, cum aut facit aut non facit aliud esse vel non esse.
Dicimus namque rem quamlibet facere aliquid esse, aut quia facit idip-
sum esse, quod facere dicitur, aut quia non facit idipsum non esse; aut
quia facit aliud esse, aut quia non facit aliud esse, aut quia facit aliud
non esse, aut quia non facit aliud non esse [Schm36, p. 29].15

that is,

Quidquid enim dicitur facere non esse aliquid, aut ideo dicitur, quia
facit hoc ipsum non esse, aut quia non facit hoc ipsum esse aut quia

15“We speak in six modes of ‘causing to be’: We say that x causes y when x causes y itself
to be; or when x does not cause y itself not to be; or when x causes y to be by causing z to
be, by not causing z to be, by causing z not to be, or by not causing z not to be” [Hop72,
pp. 221–222].
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facit aliud esse aut quia non facit aliud esse aut quia facit aliud non
esse aut quia non facit aliud non esse [Schm36, p. 30].16

Let us illustrate these six different modes with an example, ‘to cause to be dead’
(this is the example that Anselm uses):

Killing directly (facere idipsum esse) (A1)

Not making not dead (non facere idipsum non esse) (A2)

Making the killer have arms (facere aliud esse) (A3)

Not arming the victim (non facere aliud esse) (A4)

Making the victim not armed (facere aliud non esse) (A5)

Not making the killer not armed (non facere aliud non esse) (A6)

This list distinguishes between positive agency (where the agent does something)
and negative agency (where the agent does not do something), as well as direct per
se agency (where the agent brings about the effect himself) and indirect per aliud
agency (where he causes some other being to bring the effect about). There is a
further distinction that can be made in cases of per aliud agency. They divide
into cases where the agent indirectly performs an action and where the agent
indirectly does not perform an action (we can call this ‘proximal’ and ‘distal’,
respectively). Thus, the six types listed above can be classified as follows:

Positive per se (1)

Negative per se (2)

Positive, proximal, per aliud (3)

Negative, proximal, per aliud (4)

Positive, distal, per aliud (5)

Negative, distal, per aliud (6)

Each of the four types of agency can be expressed in each of the six modes, which
means that we have potentially twenty-four types of agency. Within each type,
the six modes are all independent; they can neither be defined by each other nor
do they imply each other. The relationships between the four types do, in a sense,
‘trickle down’ to the modes within each type. For example, (A1) is the contrary
of (B1), (D3) is a contradictory of (A3), and so on. As a result, it turns out that
types (A1) and (C2) are identical, and likewise (C1) and (A2), and the same for
(B1) and (D1), and (B2) and (D2). The other sixteen combinations of modes and
types are all logically independent, hence the result is twenty distinct ways that
agentive statements can be expressed.

16“We say that a thing causes something else not to be either because (1) it directly causes
this other thing not to be, or (2) it does not directly cause it to be, or (3) it causes an intervening
thing to be, or (4) it does not cause an intervening thing to be, or (5) it causes an intervening
thing not to be or (6) it does not cause an intervening thing not to be” [Hop72, p. 223].
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Anselm’s thesis is that any ascription of doing will be one of these twenty-four
forms, but that in ordinary usage, the twenty logically distinct forms are often
used interchangeably, as if they were not distinct but equivalent. He notes that
in usus loquendi, we often use affirmative claims as a short hand when what we
really mean is the negation of the contrary:

Sed affirmatio “facere esse” ponitur aliquando pro negatione, quae
est “non facere non esse”; et conversim “non facere non esse” pro
invicem ponuntur. Dicitur enim facere male esse aliquando aliquis
idcirco, quia non facit ea non esse; et mala non facere non esse, quia
facit ea esse; et facere bona non esse, quia non facit ea esse; et non
facere bona esse, quia facit ea non esse [Schm36, p. 29].17

In a more detailed explanation, Anselm says:

Et notandum, quia in modis negandi primus simpliciter negat nihil al-
iud insinuans; quinque vero sequentes habent negationem pro contrario
suae affirmationis. Qui enim resuscitat aliquem, dicitur in secundo
modo “non facere illum esse mortuum” pro “facere non esse mor-
tuum”, et “non facere non esse vivientem” pro “facere esse viventem”
[Schm36, p. 33].18

That is, forms (C2)–(C6) and (D2)–(D6) are often used equivalently with forms
(B2)–(B6) and (A2)–(A6), respectively, even though, strictly speaking, forms
(C3)–(C6), (D3)–(D6), (B3)–(B6) and (A3)–(A6) are all nonequivalent. (As
noted earlier, (C2) is equivalent to (A1), and so on for the first and second
modes of each type.) This is an example of Anselm demonstrating how ordinary
usage of terms can be explained in part by their logical definitions and relations.
The same phenomenon shows up later in the same philosophical fragments, when
Anselm uses his explication of facere as a model for his discussion of esse ‘to be’,
habere ‘to have’, and debere ‘to be obliged, ought’. He says:

17“But the affirmation (A) ‘causing something to be’ is sometimes used in place of the
negation (D) ‘not causing something not to be’, and vice versa. Likewise (B) ‘causing something
not to be’ and (C) ‘not causing something to be’ are sometimes used in place of each other.
thus, someone may on occasion be said to cause evil to be because he does not cause it not to
be; or he may be said not to cause evil not to be, because he causes it to be. In the same way,
he may be said to cause good not to be, because he does not cause it to be; and he may be said
not to cause good to be, because he causes it not to be” [Hop72, p. 221].

18“It must be noted that while the first mode of the negative tables [modes (C) and (D)]
simply negates, without implying anything else, each of the five subsequent modes in the nega-
tive tables contains statements which can be substituted for those statements which appear in
that table which is the contrary of their corresponding affirmative table. For example, whoever
revives someone may be said ‘not to cause him to be dead’ in the place of ‘to cause him not to
be dead’; and we may also substitute ‘not to cause him not to be living’ for ‘to cause him to
be living’. . . ” [Hop72, p. 227].
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dicimus etiam nos “non debere peccare” pro “debere non peccare”.
Non enim omnis, qui facit, quod non debet, peccat, si proprie consid-
eretur. . . Sed si memores eorum, quae supra dicta sunt, sicut dicimus
“non facere esse” pro “facere non esse”: ita dicimus “non debere
facere” pro “debere non facere”; et ideo, ubi est “debere non peccare”,
dicitur pro eo “non debere peccare”. Quod in tantum obtinuit usus, ut
non aliud intelligatur, quam “debere non peccare’ [Schm36, p. 36].19

Nevertheless, we need to remember that though we may use the locutions inter-
changeably, tamen differeunt [Schm36, p. 32], and only the first mode of each
type represents usus proprie.20

Note that this is partially contrary to Serene’s assertion that “only ascriptions
made in mode one are ‘proper’, since this is the only mode in which the agent’s
action directly causes the outcome ascribed to him. Ascriptions in mode two are
‘improper’ because the directly relevant factor is the agent’s failure to act rather
than his directly doing what is ascribed to him.” [Ser80, p. 123]. Ascriptions in
the second mode of the negative types ((C2) and (D2)) must count as proper if
the first mode of the two positive types are to count as proper, since they are
identical. And likewise, if the first mode of the negative types are to be considered
proper ascriptions of agency, then the second mode of the positive types must also
be considered proper, for the same reason.

3.3 Semantics for non-normal modal logics

In this section we introduce a semantics for modal logic which we use in the next
section to examine the syntax proposed by Walton in [Walt76a] and [Walt76b].
It will turn out that the type of modal logic which best expresses the features of
Anselm’s account of agency is a non-normal modal logic. Traditional semantics
for normal modal logics are not adequate for modeling non-normal modal logics,
so we will use instead neighborhood semantics.

Definition 3.3.1. A normal modal logic is any extension of propositional logic
with at least one modal operator � which contains axioms K, M, C, and N of

19“We also say that we are not ‘obliged to sin’ (non debere peccare) as a substitute for saying
that we are ‘obliged not to sin’ (debere non peccare). But properly speaking not everyone who
does what he is not obliged to do sins. . . Now as you remember, we said earlier that ‘not to cause
to be’ may be used in place of ‘to cause not to be’. In the same way, we say ‘is not obliged to’ for
‘is obliged not to’, and ‘is not obliged to sin’ for ‘is obliged not to sin’. But our [Latin] usage is
such that ‘is not obliged to sin’ we really mean ‘is obliged not to sin’ ” [Hop72, pp. 231–232]. In
modern linguistics, this phenomenon is called “negation raising” or “neg raising”. For general
information on negation raising, see [Horn89]. My thanks to Laurence Horn for drawing to my
attention this parallel occurrence concerning debere.

20“[T]hey are different from each other” [Hop72, p. 225]; siquidem ille proprie facit esse, qui
facit, ut sit, quod non erat [Schm36, p. 32]; “Thus, properly speaking, he causes to be who
causes there to be what previously was not” [Hop72, p. 225].
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C: (�ϕ ∧�ψ) → �(ϕ ∧ ψ)
E: �ϕ↔ ¬♦¬ϕ
K: �(ϕ→ ψ) → (�ϕ→ �ψ)
M: �(ϕ ∧ ψ) → (�ϕ ∧�ψ)
N: �>
T: �ϕ→ ϕ

Figure 3.2: Common modal axioms and their standard names [Che80, ch. 1]

Table 3.2, and is closed under modus ponens, uniform substitution, and the rule
of necessitation RN (from ` ϕ infer ` �ϕ).

The minimal modal logic which contains all of these axioms and satisfies these
rules of inferences is called K. The standard semantics for a normal modal logic
are Kripke relational semantics: a structure is a frame F = 〈W,R〉 where W
is a non-empty set and R is a binary relation on W , and a model is a frame
plus a valuation function, e.g., M = 〈F, V 〉, where V is a map from atomic
sentence letters to P(W ) (for a more detailed presentation of Kripke semantics,
see Appendix A.2.)

As we will see in more detail in §3.4, some of the rules of inference and axioms
of normal modal logics are problematic when we try to apply them to agency. We
therefore look at axiom systems which are weaker than K, namely ones that do
not have the necessitation rule and which omit one or more of the axioms listed
above. Since K is characterized by the class of all Kripke frames, these sub-K,
non-normal logics cannot have Kripke frames as their semantics. Instead, non-
normal modal logics are usually modeled with neighborhood semantics (called
‘minimal models’ in [Che80]), developed by Montague and Scott in [Mon68] and
[Sco80], respectively.21

Definition 3.3.2. A neighborhood model is a structure M = 〈W,N, V 〉 where

• W is a set of points, called worlds.

• N is a function from W to P(P(W )), such that N(w) is called the neigh-
borhood of w.

• V is a function from atomic sentence letters to P(W ). If w ∈ V (p), we say
that p is true at w, or V (p, w) = 1.

Here and elsewhere in this dissertation, we will often abuse notation and identify
V with the valuation function V ′ extended from V in the natural way to cover
the boolean operators.

21For the formal properties of logics which correspond to different classes of neighborhood
semantics, including questions of expressivity and completeness, see [Che80]. Because these
formal properties do not affect our analysis of Walton’s syntax in the next section, we will say
little about them here.
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E

EMT

ECT

ECMT ECMNT = T

Figure 3.3: Lattice of logics between E and K containing T

In these models, each formula is associated with a truth set.

Definition 3.3.3. Let M be a neighborhood model and ϕ a formula. The truth
set for ϕ in M is ‖ϕ‖M = {w ∈ W : w ∈ V (ϕ)}

The clauses in the truth definition for the propositional connectives are as ex-
pected. We add the following for the modal operator:

Definition 3.3.4. Let M be a neighborhood model, w a world in M, and ϕ a
formula. Then

M, w � �ϕ iff ‖ϕ‖M ∈ N(w)

The modal logic characterized by the class of all neighborhood models is the logic
E (so called in [Che80]). E has one axiom, E, and one rule of inference RE (from
` ϕ↔ ψ infer ` �ϕ↔ �ψ).

We define EM to be the smallest logic containing both E and M (cf. Table 3.2)
and closed under modus ponens and uniform substitution, and similarly for EN,
EC, ET, ECM, ECMT, etc. The logics between E and K extended by M, N, and C
form a boolean lattice where each combination is distinct and ECMN = K. Each
of these with T as a further axiom are also all distinct logics (see Figure 3.3). We
prove a few of the cases. The other proofs are either straightforward or found in
[Che80, pp. 214–217].

Theorem 3.3.5. EMT 2 C

Proof. Let M = 〈W,N, V 〉 where

W = {0, 1, 2}
N(0) =

{
{0, 1}, {0, 2}, {0, 1, 2}

}
N(1) = ∅
N(2) =

{
{0, 1, 2}

}
V (p) = {0, 1}
V (q) = {0, 2}

Then C is falsified at 0, because ‖p‖M = {0, 1} ∈ N(0) and ‖q‖M = {0, 2} ∈ N(0),
but ‖p‖M ∩ ‖q‖M = {0} /∈ N(0). Further, E, M, and T are true everywhere. (In
addition, note that this model also does not satisfy N, because of 1.)
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Theorem 3.3.6. ECT 2 M

Proof. Let M = 〈W,N, V 〉 where

W = {0, 1}
N(0) =

{
{0}

}
N(1) =

{
{1}

}
V (p) = {0, 1}
V (q) = {0}

Then, since �p is true nowhere, both T and C are satisfied everywhere, but
0 � �(p ∧ q), and hence M is falsified. (It should also be clear that this model
also does not satisfy �>, either.)

As we’ve introduced them, these neighborhood models are mono-modal. If
we wish to introduce a ‘does’ modality for each agent, then we need to work
within a multi-modal setting, which requires us to modify slightly the definition
of neighborhood model given above, with a corresponding modification to the
truth conditions for agentive formulas.

Definition 3.3.7. A multi-modal neighborhood model is a structure

M = 〈W,A,Na for a ∈ A, V 〉

where

• W is a set of points, called worlds.

• A is a set of agents.

• Each Na is a function from W to P(P(W )). We call Na(w) “the neighbor-
hood of w for a”.

• V is a function from atomic sentence letters to P(W ). If w ∈ V (p), we say
that p is true at w, or V (p, w) = 1.

Definition 3.3.8. Let M be a multi-modal neighborhood model, w a world in
M and ϕ a formula. Then

M, w � δaϕ iff ‖ϕ‖M ∈ Na(w)

where we read δap as ‘a does so that p’.
In the next section we apply these different classes of models to the syntax

developed in [Walt76a] and [Walt76b] to see whether certain questions which he
leaves open can be settled.
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3.4 The syntax of agency

In this section we look at modern syntactical representations of Anselm’s theory,
focusing on the one based on standard modal logic given by Walton in [Walt76a]
and [Walt76b].22 Walton introduces his syntax without providing any semantics,
and he leaves open some questions about which axioms can be legitimately in-
troduced, because he has no semantic theory to decide the question. We answer
these questions with the help of the semantics presented in the previous section.
We start with a classical propositional language with the following signature (we
will throughout this dissertation identify languages with their signatures, always
giving the syntax explicitly):

LA := {P,A,∧,∨,¬,→, ↪→, , δa}

where P is an infinite set of propositions and A is a non-empty (and possibly but
not necessarily infinite) set of agents. We let G ∈ A stand for the agent ‘God’.
We define the well-formed formulas of LA as:

ϕ := p for p ∈ P | ¬ϕ | ϕ ∧ ψ | ϕ→ ψ | ϕ ↪→ ψ | ϕ ψ | δaϕ for a ∈ A

where ↪→ is causal implication,  is per aliud causal implication, and the opera-
tors δa, one for each agent in A, are our ‘does’ modalities.23 When the specification
of the agent is not necessary, we drop the subscript; δp is read ‘someone does such
that p’. Note that in this syntax, we have just one type of modal operator; be-
cause there is no good natural language expression that corresponds to the dual
notion of agency, we do not introduce a separate operator for the dual ¬δ¬.

22We omit from discussion the syntax introduced by Danto in [Dan73], which is both cursory
and unfortunate. Danto says very little about Anselm; there is a brief mention and then a
footnote. He uses Anselm as a justification for introducing the expression mDa, to be read “m
makes happen the event a by doing a”. He says that

the locution mDa covers the stiltedness of the expression ‘. . .makes . . . happen
by . . . -ing’ and permits us to treat actions in a generalized manner by treating
‘does’ for the moment as an auxiliary of action verbs, much as ‘knows’ may be
an auxiliary of cognitive verbs. In doing so, I follow the illustrious precedent of
Anselm of Canterbury who in discussing the Latin verb facere treats it in similar
auxiliary fashion [Dan73, p. 7].

Danto then quotes Anselm, and footnotes this with a reference to the Lambeth fragment, and
notes that a translation of the fragment by Ernst Van Haagen was “scheduled for publication
in the American Philosophical Quarterly” [Dan73, p. 199], but I have unfortunately not been
able to find any further record of this publication.

This is an unfortunate case where symbolic notation is introduced as a method of clarifying
the underlying structure of the sentences being discussed but where in fact the notation ends
up merely hiding the relevant issues without explaining them.

23We make no assumption about any of the properties of these agents, other than that they
are agents, in as weak a sense as possible. This is in line with what we discussed at the end
of §3.2.
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(A1) δp
(A2) ¬δ¬p
(A3) δq ∧ (q  p)
(A4) ¬δq ∧ (q  ¬p)
(A5) δ¬q ∧ (q  ¬p)
(A6) ¬δ¬q ∧ (q  p)

Figure 3.4: The six modes of type (A)

facere esse δp
facere non esse δ¬p
non facere esse ¬δp
non facere non esse ¬δ¬p

Figure 3.5: The four proper modes of agency

With this syntax, we are able to represent all six modes of the four different
types of agency introduced in §3.2.2. As an example, we give the six modes of
type (A) (facere esse) in Table 3.4. Recall that, for Anselm, only the first two
types of each mode count as proper, from a logical point of view. This means
that, for discussing just the logical aspects of the theory, we need not say anything
about how the relationship expressed by q  p is to be interpreted, since this
only shows up in the four improper forms. The four proper forms are listed in
Table 3.5.

There is an important respect in which using a language like the one we’ve
outlined, and like the one Walton uses in his reconstruction, is best described
as Anselmian, and not Anselm’s actual ideas (beyond the surface difference that
Anselm never gave this type of formalism). Anselm explicitly allows as answers
to the question “What is he doing?” only atomic actions and negations of atomic
actions. Because our language allows any type of formula to be substituted in
for p in δap, this system cannot be taken as being a reconstruction of Anselm’s
actual ideas.24 However, because Anselm himself says that the answer to “What
is he doing?” can be any verb, this extension of our syntax is not unreasonable,
because it makes just as much sense to say “He is reading and sitting” and “He
makes it the case that if he reads he is sitting” as it does to say “He is reading”
or “He is sitting” (see footnote 4).

After Walton introduces his syntax, he considers different possible candidate
theorems for a logic of Anselmian agency. The first he proposes is both necessary
and obvious:

24Walton is aware of this: “St. Anselm did not, to my knowledge, take the next step that
would be of interest to a student of modern sentence logic, namely extension to conjunctive,
disjunctive, and materially conditional states of affairs” [Walt76b, p. 301].
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Axiom 3.4.1 (Success). δap→ p

This is the agentive parallel to the axiom T introduced in the previous section.
Its intuitive plausibility follows from the fact that after agent a does so that
p, then p must be the case; to say otherwise would be to that a succeeded in
bringing about p, even though p is still false, which makes no sense. Beyond
its intuitive plausibility, there is second reason to adopt this axiom. This axiom
implies ¬δap ∨ ¬δa¬p, which in turn is equivalent to ¬(δap ∧ δa¬p), the truth
of which is required for the relations in the square of opposition to hold (cf.
[Seg92, p. 349]).

Next Walton considers the following pair of potential axioms:

Axiom 3.4.2 (Conjunction Elimination). δa(p ∧ q) → (δap ∧ δaq)

Axiom 3.4.3 (Conjunction Introduction). (δap ∧ δaq) → δa(p ∧ q)

These are converses of each other. Walton argues that we cannot accept both of
these as axioms or theorems. He claims that adding

δa(p ∧ q) ↔ (δap ∧ δaq)

is too strong, because this equivalence plus the T axiom is provably equivalent to
the standard normal modal logic T [Walt76b, p. 303, fn. 17]. He says that this is
unacceptable because T, being a normal modal logic and hence an extension of K,
both proves versions of the paradoxes of strict implication and also validates the
rule of necessitation RN. From an agentive point of view, RN violates intuitions
that we have about agency and tautologies. It should not be the case that any
agent can cause it to be the case that a tautologous state of affairs is obtained.
Such states of affairs will obtain vacuously, whether or not we ever do anything,
and even in spite of our actions. The problems with this rule also apply to
adopting either δap ↔ p (material equivalence) or δap ⇔ p (strict or causal
equivalence) as theorems.

Walton is wrong in rejecting the acceptance of both Axiom 3.4.2 and Ax-
iom 3.4.3 out of hand, for two reasons. The first is that

δa(p ∧ q) ↔ (δap ∧ δaq) + δap→ p

is equivalent to
δa(p→ q) → (δap→ δaq) + δap→ p

only in the presence of the further axiom δa>. Without δa>, RN is not sound. If
we wanted to take both Axiom 3.4.3 and Axiom 3.4.2 as axioms, we can without
sacrificing our intuitions about doing: The resulting logic is ECMT.

The second reason is that his objection to RN relies on a certain narrow
conception of agency. Under such a narrow conception, agency is always active
and causal. But insisting that we interpreted Latin facere as ‘to cause’ is too
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restrictive. If we remember that the analysis of facere is an analysis of doing, not
of causation, then it wouldn’t seem that unreasonable if someone said ‘agent a
does such that p ∨ ¬p’. In fact, I myself am doing such that an infinite number
of tautologies are true. Here is a case where the ordinary usage (usus loquendi)
of terms contradicts some intuitions about their potentially more narrow logical
functions.25 For insofar as tautologies are necessary, ¬δa¬p (‘it is not the case
that a brings it about that not p’) will always be true when p is a tautology; and
then, as mentioned earlier, it does follow that δap holds whenever p is a theorem.
If we are interested in the logical properties of facere at the possible expense
of ordinary usage, then the necessitation rule is unacceptable and we must look
elsewhere for axioms and rules. If, however, we are interested in explaining in
logical terms our ordinary usage of facere, as Anselm appears to be doing, then
T presents itself as a most plausible choice.

That being said, we will continue to focus on the more strictly logical, rather
than common usage, analysis of doing. Walton concludes, incorrectly, that one of
Axiom 3.4.2 and Axiom 3.4.3 must be given up. He gives up the latter, because
this is the route taken in [Fitc63]26, but his argument for accepting Axiom 3.4.2 is
simply to state what it says, and note that adopting it plus axiom T “would give
us the rudiments of a seemingly not very contentious, if rather minimal, system
of agency” [Walt76b, p. 302]. But the same could be said if we took Axiom 3.4.3
instead of Axiom 3.4.2.

After accepting Axioms 3.4.1 and 3.4.2, Walton next proposes, and quickly
rejects, the following:

Axiom 3.4.4. (δap ∧ (p→ q)) → δaq

His reason for rejecting this is that this axiom is even stronger than Axioms 3.4.3
and 3.4.2 combined. In this he is correct, both in his rejection of the principle and
his reason for doing so. Axiom 3.4.4 is stronger than the axiom K (and in fact

25This case is similar to one presented by Anderson, when he notes the two possible answers
to the question of “Who (wrongly) left the door open?”:

Devotees of quantification theory might immediately point out that if the door
was left open, then everyone left the door open, on the grounds that no-one closed
it. But it ought to be clear that the questioner does not want to hear “everyone”
in response to his question.

Just who left the door open may depend on lots of moot questions, and certainly
it depends on the rules governing the situation [An70, p. 240].

Putting Anderson’s answers in Anselmian terms, the answer “everyone” is the correct answer
according to usus proprie, and the more palatable answer, say, “Bob”, is correct according to
usus communis or loquendi.

26Fitch gives no argument for why we should take this over Axiom 3.4.3. He claims outright
that he’s assuming it’s true: “We assume that the following concepts, viewed as classes of
propositions, are closed with respect to conjunction elimination: striving (for), doing, believing,
knowing, proving” [Fitc63, p. 137]. He makes no argument for the truth of this assumption.



3.4. The syntax of agency 59

its alethic counterpart �p ∧ (p → q)) → �q is invalid in many standard modal
logics), as it implies (δap ∧ q) → δaq. This is clearly too strong, so Axiom 3.4.4
should be rejected.

Instead, Walton offers a version of the K axiom as an alternative to Ax-
iom 3.4.2:

Axiom 3.4.5. (δap ∧ δa(p→ q)) → δaq

He says that the system combining Axiom 3.4.1 with Axiom 3.4.5 is stronger
than that containing just Axioms 3.4.1 and 3.4.2, because Axiom 3.4.5 implies
Axiom 3.4.2 but that “the converse implication does not seem to hold. [The
claim] is inconclusive, in the absence of a δa-semantics” [Walt76b, p. 304]. As we
noted earlier, he is wrong in saying that Axiom 3.4.5 implies Axiom 3.4.2; it does
so only in the presence of the further axiom δ>, which we have reason to reject
when modeling the proper, logical usage of facere. However, now that we have
provided a type of δa-semantics, we can confirm that his second claim is correct;
Axiom 3.4.2 does not imply Axiom 3.4.5.

Finally, Walton puts forward one further possible axiom or theorem:

Axiom 3.4.6 (Causal implication). (δap ∧ (p ↪→ q)) → δaq

The reason that this axiom is formulated as causal implication instead of just
standard implication is because Walton wishes to block (δap∧ (p→ q)) → δaq as
a theorem, as this implies (δap ∧ q) → δaq, which has as an unfortunate instance
the following: “If Socrates scratches his head and Plato dies, then Socrates brings
it about that Plato dies” [Walt76b, p. 304]. Walton discusses this theorem in the
context of agency per aliud. Agency of this type only becomes relevant when we
are trying to give an analysis of the usus loquendi of the term facere; it plays no
role in the analysis of the strict logical usage of the term. A full analysis of the
improper usage of the term is much more difficult, and as it is one best left to
the grammarian or linguist, we do not pursue it further here.

There is a relevant sense in which Walton’s approach, in developing the syntax
and leaving any questions of semantics behind, more adequately captures what
is found in the Anselmian texts, and in which our semantical proposal is irre-
deemably anachronistic. As Serene notes, Anselm in the texts discussed above
“presents the modes as a disjunctive necessary condition for ascriptions of agency,
but he does not to my knowledge assert that any relationship, no matter how re-
mote, between a subject and a state of affairs provides a sufficient condition for
agency” [Ser83, p. 146] (emphasis added). This is a crucial feature of his theory.
If there were such a sufficient condition for ascriptions of agency, then given how
encompassing his theory of action is, it would be possible to make practically
every person (or indeed, every object) an agent for every action, because failure
to act counts, in his theory, as action. With the ensuing consequences such a
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move would have for personal culpability and sin, this is clearly a move we do
not want to take.27

Walton’s syntax can be seen as an extension of Anselm’s necessary conditions,
in which any ascription of agency will have one of twenty distinct possible syn-
tactic constructions. When we add semantics, we are essentially adding sufficient
conditions; we can say that when such-and-such conditions hold, we can then
make a true statement about agency.

In no way, then, should the discussions in the preceding two sections be taken
as a formalization of what Anselm said, as it is not. The formalizations should be
viewed as inspired by, and hopefully capturing, the brilliant insights of his theory
of agency. We have seen that the breadth of Anselm’s conception of agency is a
point in its favor, and not a reason for discard. Further, Walton’s extension of
Anselm’s discussion of agency to non-atomic actions seems thoroughly plausible,
and we can provide both syntax and semantics to accommodate this extension.
If we are content to divorce the logical theory from any ethical theory, there is
no problem with the addition of semantics from the formal point of view.

With that caveat expressed, we draw the following conclusions about Walton’s
syntax of Anselm’s agentive logic. Depending on specific ideas about agency, there
are a number of different choices for logics:

T The normal multi-modal logic T, which has as axioms both δa(p∧ q) ↔ (δap∧
δaq) and δa>, corresponds to at least some aspects of our ordinary usage of
the word facere.

EMT, ECT These both block the unwanted inference of δa>, which is desirable
from the standpoint of the logical usage of facere, as well as barring the
equivalence found in T, thus satisfying the syntax provided by Walton.

ECMT This blocks the unwanted inference of δa> but allows for the equivalence
noted above, for which the only argument against was the incorrect claim
that it caused the logic to collapse into T, and for which arguments in favor
can be provided.

With this we have answered one of the questions mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter. We have shown that each of these logics is characterized by
a class of models, and hence that each system is sound, and that they are all
distinct. Which class of models should be preferred depends on the context of
usage. From the point of view of proper logic, ECMT is the most expressive logic
capturing Anselm’s views. We show in §3.5 that if we wish to consider the usus
loquendi, especially as exemplified by theological usage, then T becomes a natural
candidate.

27We would also be faced with a variant of the problem of evil, namely that God, because
he does not do so that it is the case that people always do good, thereby does such that evil
exists.
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Before we move to adding moral concepts to the logical theory, we comment
briefly on the second question raised at the beginning of §3.2, namely whether
Anselm’s logical theory is identical with any standard modern logics. One natural
candidate would be a member of the most prevalent class of modern agentive
logics, namely variants on stit-theory. Belnap and Perloff introduced stit-theory
in [BelPe88] in an attempt to “augment the language with a class of sentences
whose fundamental syntactic and semantic structures are so well designed and
easily understood that they illuminate not only their own operations but the
nature and structure of the linguistic settings in which they function” so that
we can “progress toward a deeper understanding of an agent doing an action”
[BelPe88, p. 175]. However, despite the fact that Anselm’s modal conception
of agency is regularly referred to in literature on stit-theory (e.g., [HortBe95],
[Xu95], [Mü05], and [TroTryVi06]), often in the context of offering a justification
for certain aspects of the theory, stit-theory is actually a remarkably poor choice
for modeling Anselm’s logic. In the presentation of Anselm’s logic given above,
we have that δa(p ∨ q) ↔ (δap) ∨ (δaq), but this equivalence does not hold in
standard stit-theory.28

3.5 Human agency, obligation, and goodness

We have just seen that when we consider the purely logical aspects of Anselm’s
agentive theory, these do not pick out a unique logic, but rather a class of logics,
each of which has different features and applications. In §3.2.1, we noted two
features of Anselm’s purely logical theory of agency, namely that the usus proprie
of facere is insufficient to explain the theological use of the term, and that the
theory was not a theory of human agency. In this section we comment briefly
on both points, in the context of developing some of the deontic notions found
in the Lambeth fragments. We show that by combining comments about the
theological usage of the word facere with certain statements Anselm makes about
obligations we can give a formal analysis of the usus commune of the terms via
their usus proprie. Such an analysis gives a formal justification for Anselm’s
informal arguments that improper uses of agentive and deontic terms in scripture
can be grounded in proper, logical usage.29

28[BelPeXu01, pp. 84–85] notes that [α stit p] ∨ [α stit q] follows from [α stit p] but that
[α stit(p∨ q)] does not, so [α stit p]∨ [α stit q] and [α stit(p∨ q)] cannot be equivalent. However,
variants of stit-theory which do not have the usual clause in the truth condition of the operator
could allow for this equivalence. Such a variant can be found in [Hort01]. My thanks to Thomas
Müller for pointing this out to me.

29The formal analysis could also be used to provide a framework for Anselm’s views of free
will as discussed in De libertate arbitrii. According to King, in this work Anselm “defends
a unilateral normative conception of freedom according to which an agent is free when two
conditions are jointly satisfied: (a) she has the ability to perform a given action; and (b) that
action is the one she ought to perform”, and one of the purposes of the material in the Lambeth
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The result is of twofold interest, both logically and historically. From the log-
ical point of view, the system is essentially different from standard contemporary
deontic logics because we must be able to model uniquely theological aspects,
such as the role God plays in forming obligations. From the historical point of
view, the present investigations are of interest because they allow us to extend
the history of deontic logic by a couple of centuries. Modern interest in deontic
logic can be traced back to von Wright’s article [vW51], though his paper was
by no means the first on the subject. Knuuttila in [Knu81] argues that Dagfinn
Føllesdal and Risto Hilpinen’s identification of Ernst Mally as the first person to
study normative language from a logical point of view, in his monograph [Mal26],
is mistaken and that in fact we can find discussions of deontic concepts from a
logical standpoint in some of the 14th-century logicians, such as Robert Holcot
and William of Ockham. Knuuttila even goes so far as to say that “discussion of
the logic of norms comparable with the modern deontic logic started only in the
fourteenth century” [p. 226] and not earlier. In the following we will show this is
not wholly the case.

Anselm cites scriptural usage of facere as an example of the usus loquendi or
usus improprie of the term. We already saw a comment on this from De veritate
(cf. p. 45). When he makes the same point early in his discussion of facere in
the Lambeth fragments, he does so in the context of discussing the obligations of
(human) agents:

Siquidem et dominus in evangelio ponit “facere” vel “agere”—quod
idem est—pro omni verbo, cum dicit: “Omnis qui male agit, odit
lucem”, et “qui facit veritatem, venit ad lucem”. Male quidem agit,
qui facit, quod non debet, aut non facit, quod debet; quod similiter
intelligitur de omni verbo. . .Veritatem autem facit, qui facit, quod
debet, et qui non facit, quod non debet. . .Hoc modo redigit dominus
omne verbum positivum vel negativum in “facere” [Schm36, p. 28].30

While Anselm’s purpose in this quote was to provide an argument for discussing
the non-logical usage of facere as a part of his logical account of agency, the
passage is independently interesting because it is talking about human agency

fragments was to track “connections among ascriptions of ability, responsibility, and the cause
of an action” [Kin2–, p. 6]. However, we do not explore the use of agent ability here.

30“Indeed, the Lord Himself in the Gospel uses facere and agere—which are the same—in
place of every other verb when He says, ‘Whoever does evil hates the light’ and ‘Whoever does
the truth comes to the light’ (John 3:20–21). For he who does what he ought not or does
not do what he ought does evil. And any other verb can be substituted for “does” in this
sentence. . . But he does the truth who does what he ought and who does not do what he ought
not do. . . In this way the Lord reduces every verb, whether positive or negative, to a form of ‘to
do’ ” [Hop72, p. 220]. In these verses, and in the verses from Matthew cited earlier, the original
Greek has a form of poiew; this word has the same generality that facere has in Latin and ‘to
do’ in English, in that it can be used to stand in for any type of doing or making action.
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specifically. Here, Anselm’s account of human agency differs radically from tra-
ditional modern accounts. Serene notes that:

Many modern theorists assume that an important part of the prob-
lem of human action is to explicate the contrast between what an
agent does and what merely happens to him. One line of response
is to explain human agency in terms of intentionality, or in terms
of the characteristic causation of action by our desires and beliefs
[Ser83, p. 149].

This is not the solution that Anselm takes. Instead, he disagrees that the problem
even exists. The argument is roughly this:

• The theological usage of terms such as facere, agere, and debere is often
improper.

• This means that not doing such that not p is the same as doing p (¬δ¬p↔
δp); and that not doing such that p is the same as doing such that not p
(¬δp↔ δ¬p).

• This means that we cannot separate what an agent does from what he fails
to do. Since what happens to him is what he fails to prevent, we cannot
separate what an agent does from what happens to him.

While this may be grossly in contrast with our (modern) intuitions, when there
is a conflict between what scripture says and what our intuitions say, Anselm is
happy to sacrifice intuition. For him, it is part of the business of the logician to
give rational foundation to theological problems, and to do so we must take what
scripture says seriously. That is, we must be prepared to take

δap↔ ¬δa¬p

as an axiom. Adding this as an axiom automatically implies that the N axiom δa>
is valid, which means that the correct logic of the usus commune of human agency
will be an extension of T. It also causes the square of opposition to collapse, since
types (A) and (C), which properly are distinct, are made equivalent, as are types
(B) and (D).

The passage is also interesting because of the connections that are drawn
between between doing, obligation, and good and evil. When we consider these
issues, the first point of note is Anselm’s contrasting of “doing evil” not with
“doing good” as one would expect, but rather with “doing the truth”. For Anselm,
“all truth either is God or somehow reflects God” [ViWi04, p. 205], and God
is both truth and goodness. Anselm explicitly equates the two in Chapter V of
De veritate, where the student and the teacher discuss what it means for an action
to be true or false. The teacher again quotes the passage from John, saying:
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Nam si male agere et veritatem facere opposita sunt, sicut ostendit
dominus cum dicit: “qui male agit, odit lucem”; et: “qui facit veri-
tatem, venit ad lucem”: idem est veritatem facere quod est bene facere.
Bene namque facere ad male facere contrarium est. Quapropter si ver-
itatem facere et bene facere idem sunt in oppositione, non sunt diversa
in significatione. Sed sententia est omnium quia qui facit quod de-
bet, bene facit et rectitudinem facit. Unde sequitur quia rectitudinem
facere est facere veritatem. Constat namque facere veritatem esse
bene facere, et bene facere esse rectitudinem facere. Quare nihil aper-
tius quam veritatem actionis esse rectitudinem [AoC38–61, vol. 1, IV,
p. 181].31

Pragmatically, equating the two is also the easiest option, since it makes more
sense to speak of agents doing good and evil than it does to speak of them doing
the truth or doing the falsity. Thus we are justified, both pragmatically and
theoretically, for substituting “good” for “the truth”.32 If we want to add “doing
good” and “doing evil” to our model, we must address the question of what the
nature of “good” and “evil” is. Are good and evil states of affairs or properties?
If properties, are they properties of actions, states of affairs, or agents? If we
want to make good and evil properties of actions, then we have to represent
actions explicitly in our model. The central tenet of Anselm’s theory is that we
do not have to specify the action being done, we can simply use the general term
“does”. If we introduced explicit actions into our model, we would be removing
this rather distinctive feature of Anselm’s agentive theory. If actions are not
specified explicitly (an agent does such that p results or does not result, without
any further specification of what he does to do this), then it is most natural to
interpret “evil” and “good” as designated propositions. Thus, when we construct
our model, we will speak of agents doing such that there is good and such that
there is evil, rather than doing actions which are good or bad.

31“Since to do evil and to do the truth are opposites—as the Lord declares when He says,
‘He who does evil hates the light’ and ‘He who does the truth comes to the light’—doing the
truth is the same thing as doing good. For doing good and doing evil are opposites. Therefore,
if doing the truth and doing good have the same opposite term, namely, doing evil, then they
are not different in their signification. But everyone maintains that whoever does what he is
supposed to do does what is good and what is right, or correct. So it follows that to do what is
right, or correct, is to do the truth. For it is evident that to do the truth is to do what is good,
and to do what is good is to do what is right. Therefore, nothing is clearer than that the truth
of an action is its rightness” [AoC67, p. 98].

32Of course this is a very simplified version of the issue; we do not go into further detail here
because most of the details are theological or ethical, and not logical, in nature. One point is
worth commenting on briefly, and that is what Anselm sees is the relationship between “doing
good” or “doing evil” and being good or being evil. Following Augustine, Anselm believed in
salvation sola gratia; without the grace of God, no amount of doing good would make a person
be good, at least, not good enough to merit salvation. Anselm’s primary discussion of these
issues is in Cur deus homo [AoC38–61, vol. 2, II].
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We represent this formally by adding two designated propositions to our lan-
guage, e and g. We also add a new propositional operator O ‘it is obligatory
that’. The resulting language is LD

A := LA ∪ {e, g,O} (with e, g /∈ P ), and we
extend our syntax. The set of well-formed propositional LD

A formulas is defined
as expected, and the set of well-formed modal LD

A formulas is defined as:

ϕ := δaψ | Oψ for a ∈ A and ψ propositional

The set of well-formed LD
A formulas is:

ϕ := ϕ propositional | ϕ modal

Definition 3.5.1. Let M = 〈W,A, {Na : a ∈ A}, V 〉 be an agentive model as
defined in §3.3. We make an agentive-deontic model MD by augmenting M with
an obligation function O : W → P(P ∪ ¬P ), where ¬P = {¬p : p ∈ P}, such
that O(w) is consistent.

Intuitively, the function picks out for each world w a state of affairs which is
obligatory at that point. Theoretically, O could be any function such that O(w)
is consistent. However, there is a natural way to define O given that God is the
root of both goodness and obligation, and that is to let O = NG the neighborhood
function of God.33 Then w � O p ‘p is obligatory’ iff V (p) ⊆

⋂
NG(w). We will

use this definition of O in what follows.

We add to our truth definition the following clause. If MD is an agentive-
deontic model, w a world in MD, and p, q ∈ P , then

MD, w � O p iff p ∈ O(w)

The truth conditions for Oϕ where ϕ is complex are defined recursively in the
expected fashion.

We can now formalize the material in the passage quoted at the beginning of
this section. It is clear that we are given four axioms connecting obligation, action,
failure to act, and moral consequences. A näıve paraphrase straightforwardly
results in the following four principles:

• If you ought not do p, and you do p, then you do evil.

• If you ought to do p and you don’t do p, then you do evil.

• If you ought to do p and you do p, then you do good.

• If you ought not do p and you don’t do p, then you do good.

33This definition is supported by Monologion 9, where God’s being supreme goodness is
given as the cause of created beings’ obligations. I’m indebted to Prof. Marilyn McCord Adams
for this reference.
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In English, ‘ought not do p’ is ambiguous between ‘ought not do p’ and ‘ought
do ¬p’, in precisely the same way that facere is in Latin. However, because we
have adopted δap ↔ ¬δa¬p as an axiom, this ambiguity is not problematic. We
can formalize the axioms as:

1. O¬p ∧ δap→ δae

2. O p ∧ δa¬p→ δae

3. O p ∧ δap→ δag

4. O¬p ∧ δa¬p→ δag

Note that if we have uniform substitution, we need only the first and third axioms.
The axioms above only give sufficient conditions for doing good and doing

evil. However, given that we’ve defined the obligation function in terms of God’s
neighborhood, and that God is the source of all goodness, it makes sense to extend
these principles to also be necessary conditions, and hence offer a definition of
doing good and doing evil. We can thus offer the following truth conditions for e
and g:

MD, w � g iff ∃a ∈ A, p ∈ O(w), MD, w � δap
MD, w � e iff ∃a ∈ A,¬p ∈ O(w), MD, w � δap

If we define goodness and evil solely in terms of obligation, then there should be
some actions which result in states of affairs which are neither good nor evil: That
is, we want to allow that some states of affairs are obliged, some are obligated
not, and some are neither. By defining O as NG, we automatically ensure that
this is the case, for not every state of affairs or its negation will be obligated by
God. We are also able, in this framework, to express things like that if the state
of affairs resulting from some action implies evil, then the agent was not obliged
to bring that state of affairs about, e.g., (δaϕ ∧ (ϕ → e)) → ¬Oϕ, and other
natural statements connecting obligation to goodness and agency.

While we have not developed the deontic extension of the models in full detail
and generality, the sketch above shows various ways how this could be done. This
is sufficient to show that the roots of “deontic logic” can in fact be traced at least
as far back as the late 11th century.


