
Agency and Actualization*

Nicholas Koziolek†

Auburn University

July 27, 2017

Number of words: 2821

Abstract

In the literature on doxastic agency, there has been some dis-
agreement as to whether belief is a state or, instead, some kind
of activity. I argue that, as it stands, this debate is hampered
by a conflation of three different notions of an activity: (i) an
exercise of rational agency, (ii) a durative atelic event (what I
call an activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense), and (iii) an
actualization of rational capacities. I distinguish these three no-
tions, identify their role in the extant literature, and formulate
some important questions that arise as a result.
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I Introduction

1. According to some philosophers—the Process Theorists—your
relation to your own beliefs is one of cause to effect. On their view,
belief is a state that you put yourself in (or take yourself out of)
by performing a certain kind of act, namely, a judgment. As Nishi
Shah and David Velleman put it: “the reasoning that is meant to
issue or not issue in a belief is meant to do so by first issuing or not
issuing in a judgment” (2005: 503). Thus, on this view, coming to
believe something—or, at any rate, coming to believe something on
the basis of reasoning—is a process; one in which, first, you judge
something (on the basis of an appropriate piece of reasoning), and
then, second, your judging it causes you to believe it. Your belief
itself is merely the result of this process.1

2. According to other philosophers—the Activity Theorists—your
relation to your own beliefs is instead one of agent to activity. On
their view, you are directly responsible for your beliefs, and so
believing must itself be something you do, and not merely a state
that you put yourself in (or take yourself out of) by doing something
else. As Matthew Boyle puts it: “my beliefs are in important respects
analagous to my actions themselves, rather than to objects on which
I act” (2009: 121). On this view, your beliefs, like your actions, are
exercises of your rational agency, and so a kind of rational activity.
Coming to believe is thus not a process, but simply the inception of
the rational activity of believing.2

3. An important source of support for the Process Theory derives
from the plausible assumption that belief is a mental state, and so

1Process Theorists include Broome (2013: 77–78), Cassam (2010), McHugh (2011,
2013), Peacocke (1998), Shah and Velleman (2005), Shoemaker (2009), and Toribio
(2011). The label “Process Theory” is due to Boyle 2011.

2Activity Theorists include Boyle (2009, 2011), Hieronymi (2009), Jewell (2015),
Kern (2017), Korsgaard (2009), Marcus (2012: Chapter 2), and Rödl (2007: Chapter
3).



Agency and Actualization 2

is neither an exercise of rational agency nor a rational activity. As
Shah and Velleman explain:

A judgment is a cognitive mental act of affirming a proposition.
[. . . ] A belief, by contrast, is a mental state of representing a
proposition as true, a cognitive attitude rather than a cognitive
act. [. . . ] As an act, mental affirmation is clearly eligible to be
an object of deliberation. (2005: 503, their emphasis)

The implication—of the last sentence in particular—is that, as a
state, belief is not eligible to be an object of deliberation: if it’s a
state, then it can’t be an activity, and so it can’t be an exercise of
rational agency—which an object of deliberation must be. To the
Activity Theorist, however, this conclusion is highly questionable.
Thus, according to Boyle, for example, “a rational subject’s believing
what she does is itself her enduring act”—her activity—“of holding
it true” (2011: 22, my emphasis). The implication here is that, if
belief is understood as an activity, and not as a state, then it will
be eligible to be an object of deliberation—that is, an exercise of
rational agency—after all.

4. The disagreement between the Process Theorist and the Activity
Theorist can thus be represented as a disagreement concerning two
related, and apparently inconsistent, claims concerning the nature
of belief: that belief is a state, and that it is an exercise of rational
agency. In effect, each theorist argues as follows:

the Process Theorist: Belief is a state; no state can be an exercise
of rational agency; so belief is not an exercise of rational agency.

the Activity Theorist: We are directly responsible for our beliefs;
so belief is an exercise of rational agency; but no state can be an
exercise of rational agency; so belief is not a state, but is, instead, an
activity.

On the view expressed in both of these arguments, to say that belief
is a state is to say that it is not an exercise of rational agency. The
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disagreement between the Process Theorist and the Activity Theorist
then arises out of the fact that an exercise of rational agency must be
an act, activity, or process in what I will call the temporal-metaphysical
sense. It follows that, if belief is an exercise of rational agency, then it
is, in this sense, an act, activity, or process. This the Process Theorist
finds unacceptable. So he denies that belief is an exercise of rational
agency. The Activity Theorist, however, is unmoved. On his view,
the conclusion we ought to draw is instead that belief is not a state,
but is, instead, activity. And so we arrive at a standoff.

5. My aim in this essay is to show that, beneath the surface of this
debate, there are really two disagreements. One, which has been the
central focus of the debate in the literature, concerns the question
whether belief is an exercise of rational agency, and therefore an
activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense. The other, which has
remained largely below the surface in the literature, concerns the
question whether belief is an actualization of rational capacities. This
second disagreement is important because, arguably, if belief is an
actualization of rational capacities, then, pace the Process Theorist,
coming to believe—or, at least, coming to believe on the basis of
reasoning—need not be a process. This means that there might
be reason to reject the Process Theory even if belief is not an exer-
cise of rational agency. And so it also means that there might be
room to reject the Process Theory without accepting the Activity
Theory, and, in particular, without accepting the view that belief
is an exercise of rational agency and therefore an activity in the
temporal-metaphysical sense.

II Temporal-metaphysical categories

6. Our central question, on the formulation I have given it, is
whether belief is a state or, instead, an exercise of rational agency,
and hence an activity in what I have called the temporal-metaphysical
sense. I want to focus here, however, not directly on the ques-
tion whether belief is an exercise of rational agency, but instead
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on the subsidiary question whether it is an activity in the temporal-
metaphysical sense—since it is this point that is the source of the
Process Theorist’s resistance. To make progress here, however, we
first need to answer an essentially clarificatory question, namely,
What, exactly, are states and activities in the temporal-metaphysical
sense? I will thus begin in this section by providing a quick sketch
of an account of what I call temporal-metaphysical categories more
generally.

7. States, processes, activities, and acts—as I will understand them
here—belong to distinct temporal-metaphysical categories. The do-
main of temporal-metaphysical categories—of what are sometimes
called situations—divides into (i) the static and the dynamic, (ii) the
telic and the atelic, and (iii) the durative and the punctual.3

8. The distinction between static and dynamic situations—or, as
I will also say, between states and events—is notoriously difficult
to draw precisely. One tempting suggestion is that events, unlike
states, necessarily involve change. But, arguably, some events don’t
necessarily involve change. For example, standing still in order to
avoid being seen is an intentional action (more precisely: an inten-
tional activity), and so an event; but it doesn’t seem necessarily to
involve any change. Better, then, to say something like this: the per-
sistence of a state requires no explanation, while the prolongation
of an activity always requires some explanation.4,5

3For these distinctions, see Comrie 1976: Chapter 2. A similar view is taken by
Mourelatos 1978, though his terminology is different. For more divergent perspec-
tives, see Kenny 1963, Steward 1997, and Vendler 1957.

4This way of drawing the distinction is based on Comrie 1976: 49: “With a state,
unless something happens to change that state, then the state will continue [. . . ].
With a dynamic situation, on the other hand, the situation will continue only if it is
continually subject to a new input of energy.”

5There is some evidence that Activity Theorists rest their objections to the Process
Theory on a much more demanding conception of a state than the one I introduce
in the text. According to Sebastian Rödl, for example: “To a changeable state F any
duration is accidental, so that ‘x is F’ invariably expresses different judgments at
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9. Dynamic situations—events—can then be divided into the telic
and the atelic, i.e., into those that have ends and those that do not.
Telic events (and telic events alone)—which I will call processes—are
describable in the progressive aspect, as in I was walking to the store,
where it is possible for it to be true that I was walking to the store,
but never that I walked to the store—because, for whatever reason,
I never reached the store. Atelic events, by contrast, are not de-
scribable in the progressive aspect, but some of them—the durative
ones, which I will call activities—are nonetheless describable in the
imperfective aspect, as in I was walking (i.e., as we might put it, I was
out for a stroll). Here, there is no possibility of the event’s being “cut
off,” as in the case of a telic event: if I was walking, then I walked
(for some amount of time).

10. Events can also be divided into the durative and the punctual.
Durative events are those that have intrinsic temporal parts. Punc-
tual events are those that lack such parts. To have intrinsic temporal
parts in this sense is to be describable in the imperfective (which in-
cludes the progressive as a species), which allows for the location of
other events as occurring within the time of the event so described,
as in While I was walking (to the store), I saw an eastern bluebird.
Thus, processes and activities are both durative, since they are both
describable in the imperfective. Punctual events—which I will call
acts—on the other hand, lack intrinsic temporal parts in the sense
that they are not describable in the imperfective, but are describable
only in the perfective—hence the absurdity of, for example While I
was noticing that the light was red, I lit my cigarette. Noticing that the
light is red is thus an example of a punctual event, i.e., an act.

different times” (2007: 77–78). (As far as I can tell, there is no significant distinction
in Rödl’s text between “states” and “changeable states.”) The idea here seems to be
that the persistence of a state is always accidental, so is always in need of explanation.
This radically Humean conception of a state has certainly been accepted by some
philosophers, most notably David Lewis. But to ascribe it to all Process Theorists is
patently unfair, given that there is a more general, and less contentious, notion of a
state available that would justify all of the Process Theorist’s claims about states.
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Figure 1: temporal-metaphysical categories
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11. The complete classification of situations, or of temporal-meta-
physical categories, can thus be given as in Figure 1. Again, situ-
ations divide into the static (which I call states) and the dynamic
(which I call events). Dynamic situations then divide into the telic
(which I call processes) and the atelic. Telic situations, I have as-
sumed, are all durative (since only durative situations can be inter-
rupted). Atelic situations, finally, divide into the durative (which I
call activities) and the punctual (which I call acts).6

III Is belief an activity?

12. We can return, now, to our central question: Is belief a state or
an activity, in the temporal-metaphysical sense of these terms?

6I treat acts as atelic simply because they vacuously pass the test for atelicity,
according to which φing is atelic just in case x was φing entails x φed, i.e., just in case
the imperfective entails the perfective.
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13. Activity Theorists seem to be tempted, at least, to deny that
belief is a state in the temporal-metaphysical sense, and to maintain
instead that it is an activity. Boyle, for example, says in one paper
that “a persisting belief is [. . . ] an activity in stasis” (2009: 141, his
emphasis). And while he does say at one point in the same paper
that belief is a state, he immediately adds, in a footnote, that it is
a state only “[i]n a very abstract sense of ‘state’,” because, as he
explains, he doubts that “beliefs are rightly classified as states if this
classification is understood to imply inactivity” (2009: 131n17, my
emphasis). The implication, of course, is that belief is active. And
one natural assumption is that this means that it is an activity.

14. In other contexts, however, Boyle seems to be at pains to dis-
tance himself from the view that belief is an activity in the temporal-
metaphysical sense. In particular, he stresses that, whatever kind
of activity belief is, it is “not occurrent—it need not involve any
bustle or commotion, whether in the subject’s consciousness or else-
where” (2009: 143–144). Here he appears to deny that belief is an
activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense. For to say that belief
is an activity that is not occurrent is, arguably, to say that it is not
an activity (in the temporal-metaphysical sense) at all. This is true,
at least, if the occurrence of a belief (i.e., an “occurrent belief”) is
an event of some kind, as the notion of occurrence would seem to
suggest—‘occurrence’ is, after all, just another word for event.

15. The overall effect is that the Activity Theorist seems to be
trying to have it both ways. Because he thinks that belief is an
exercise of rational agency, the Activity Theorist is led to deny that
it is a state, and thus to claim, instead, that it is an activity in the
temporal-metaphysical sense. But then, recognizing the prima facie
implausibility of the latter claim, he tries to distance himself from
certain implications of the view that belief is an activity. But, so far,
it seems that, in doing so, he is merely taking back with one hand
what he has given with the other.
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IV Belief as an actualization of rational ca-
pacities

16. There is, however, some evidence that the Activity Theorist
actually means something else by “activity.” For example, in a later
paper, Boyle summarizes his view by saying that “for a rational
subject to believe something is for him to have his power to be
persuaded by reasons actualized in a present and persisting act”
(2011: 22, my emphasis). Admittedly, the phrase “present and
persisting act” again suggests the view that belief is an activity in
the temporal-metaphysical sense. But Boyle also introduces another
idea here, namely, that belief is an actualization of a person’s “power
to be persuaded by reasons.” And the presence of this idea opens
up space for an alternative characterization of the Activity Theory.
On this way of describing the view, to say that belief is an activity is
not to say that it is an activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense;
it is to say only that it is an actualization of rational capacities.

17. The claim that belief is an actualization of rational capacities
raises an interesting question. Does an actualization of rational
capacities need to be an event? Or could it instead be a state?
If it could be a state, then we would have a way of reconciling
the Process Theory with the Activity Theory—at least partly. On
this conciliatory position, we could accept the Process Theorist’s
view that belief is a state, but add—what the Process Theorist at
least doesn’t claim—that this state is an actualization of rational
capacities. This possibility is even more interesting if, as I suggested
in §I, the view that belief is an actualization of rational capacities is
compatible with the rejection of the view that coming to believe is a
process. For, in that case, to say that belief is a state is not thereby to
accept the Process Theory.

18. Could an actualization of rational capacities be a state? It would
seem so. Consider, for example, an infant’s capacity to learn to speak
a language. This capacity is second-order: it is a capacity to acquire
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the capacity to speak, say, French. Its actualization is thus itself a
capacity: the capacity to speak French. And so for the infant’s adult
self to have actualized this capacity is for her to have the capacity
to speak French. But having the capacity to speak French is a state,
in the temporal-metaphysical sense. So there is no reason to think
that belief could not be both a state and an actualization of rational
capacities.7

19. Again, however, there is nonetheless good reason for thinking
that the Activity Theorist is committed to the view that belief is an
activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense. For he says not only
that belief is an actualization of rational capacities, but also that it
is an exercise of rational agency—as it must be, he says, if we are to
be directly responsible for our beliefs. But it’s overwhelmingly plau-
sible that an exercise of rational agency—unlike an actualization of
rational capacities—needs to be an event, and so cannot be a state.
So the alternative characterization of the Activity Theory proposed
here is not available to the Activity Theorist unless he gives up the
view that belief is an exercise of rational agency.

V Conclusion

20. I conclude with two questions. First: Is belief an exercise of
rational agency? If it is, then the Activity Theory would seem to be
the only option. But this view comes at a significant cost. If we say
that belief is an exercise of rational agency, then we need to say that
it is an activity in the temporal-metaphysical sense. But even the
Activity Theorist himself seems to shy away from this conclusion,
at least when he faces it directly. So maybe, instead, we should give
up the view that we’re responsible for our beliefs in a sense that
would require them to be exercises of rational agency. But perhaps

7On higher-order capacities, see, for example, Kosman 2013: 57–62 and Molnar
2003: 30–33.
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this retreat won’t seem so bad once we recognize that we can still
maintain that belief is an actualization of rational capacities.

21. Second: Is coming to believe a process (in the temporal-meta-
physical senes)? The Process Theorist seems to assume that, if belief
is a state, it follows immediately that coming to believe is a process.
But it isn’t entirely clear how this argument is supposed to go. And,
as I said in §IV, we need to be sure that it doesn’t rest on blindness
to the possibility that belief is an actualization of rational capacities.
So it would be worth spelling out this part of the Process Theorist’s
argument in greater detail.

22. In order to answer these questions, theorists of belief will need
to pay more attention to the possibility that belief is an actualization
of rational capacities. In particular, Process Theorists will need to
stop ignoring that possibility, and Activity Theorists will need to
stop conflating exercises of rational agency with actualizations of
rational capacities.8
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