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Actions

1. Actions as transitions between states, or situations:

s t

a

2. Actions restrict the set of possible future histories.
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J. van Benthem, H. van Ditmarsch, J. van Eijck and J. Jaspers. Chapter 6:
Propositional Dynamic Logic. Logic in Action Online Course Project, 2011.

Logic and Artificial Intelligence 3/23

http://www.logicinaction.org/docs/ch6.pdf
http://www.logicinaction.org/docs/ch6.pdf
http://staff.science.uva.nl/~jaspars/logicinaction/


6-10 CHAPTER 6. LOGIC AND ACTION

Converse Some actions can be undone by reversing them: the reverse of opening a
window is closing it. Other actions are much harder to undo: if you smash a piece of
china then it is sometimes hard to mend it again. So here we have a choice: do we assume
that basic actions can be undone? If we do, we need an operation for this, for taking the
converse of an action. If, in some context, we assume that undoing an action is generally
impossible we should omit the converse operation in that context.

Exercise 6.1 Suppose ˇ is used for reversing basic actions. So ǎ is the converse of action a, and
b̌ is the converse of action b. Let a; b be the sequential composition of a and b, i.e., the action that
consists of first doing a and then doing b. What is the converse of a; b?

6.3 Viewing Actions as Relations

As an exercise in abstraction, we will now view actions as binary relations on a set S of
states. The intuition behind this is as follows. Suppose we are in some state s in S. Then
performing some action a will result in a new state that is a member of some set of new
states {s1, . . . , sn}.

If this set is empty, this means that the action a has aborted in state s. If the set has a
single element s0, this means that the action a is deterministic on state s, and if the set
has two or more elements, this means that action a is non-deterministic on state s. The
general picture is:

s

s1

s2

s3

sn

Clearly, when we extend this picture to the whole set S, what emerges is a binary relation
on S, with an arrow from s to s0 (or equivalently, a pair (s, s0) in the relation) just in case
performing action a in state s may have s0 as result. Thus, we can view binary relations
on S as the interpretations of basic action symbols a.

The set of all pairs taken from S is called S ⇥ S, or S2. A binary relation on S is simply
a set of pairs taken from S, i.e., a subset of S2.

Given this abstract interpretation of basic relations, it makes sense to ask what corresponds
to the operations on actions that we encountered in Section 6.2. Let’s consider them in
turn.
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Propositional Dynamic Logic

Language: The language of propositional dynamic logic is
generated by the following grammar:

p | ¬ϕ | ϕ ∧ ψ | [α]ϕ

where p ∈ At and α is generated by the following grammar:

a | α ∪ β | α;β | α∗ | ϕ?

where a ∈ Act and ϕ is a formula.

Semantics: M = 〈W , {Ra | a ∈ P},V 〉 where for each a ∈ P,
Ra ⊆W ×W and V : At→ ℘(W )

[α]ϕ means “after doing α, ϕ will be true”

〈α〉ϕ means “after doing α, ϕ may be true”
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M,w |= [α]ϕ iff for each v , if wRαv then M, v |= ϕ

M,w |= 〈α〉ϕ iff there is a v such that wRαv and M, v |= ϕ
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Union
Rα∪β := Rα ∪ Rβ6-12 CHAPTER 6. LOGIC AND ACTION

s

s1

s2

s3

sn

s01
s02
s03

s0m

Then performing action a [ b (the choice between a and b) in s will get you in one of the
states in {. . . , sn} [ {s01, . . . , s

0
m}. More generally, if action symbol a is interpreted as

the relation Ra, and action symbol b is interpreted as the relation Rb, then a [ b will be
interpreted as the relation Ra [ Rb (the union of the two relations).

Test A notation that is often used for the equality relation (or: identity relation is I . The
binary relation I on S is by definition the set of pairs given by:

I = {(s, s) | s 2 S}.

A test ?' is interpreted as a subset of the identity relation, namely as the following set of
pairs:

R?' = {(s, s) | s 2 S, s |= '}

From this we can see that a test does not change the state, but checks whether the state
satisfies a condition.

To see the result of combining a test with another action:
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Sequence

Rα;β := Rα ◦ Rβ

6.3. VIEWING ACTIONS AS RELATIONS 6-11

Sequence Given that action symbol a is interpreted as binary relation Ra on S, and that
action symbol b is interpreted as binary relation Rb on S, what should be the interpretation
of the action sequence a; b? Intuitively, one can move from state s to state s0 just in case
there is some intermediate state s0 with the property that a gets you from s to s0 and b gets
you from s0 to s0. This is a well-known operation on binary relations, called relational
composition. If Ra and Rb are binary relations on the same set S, then Ra � Rb is the
binary relation on S given by:

Ra � Rb = {(s, s0) | there is some s0 2 S : (s, s0) 2 Raand (s0, s
0) 2 Rb}.

If basic action symbol a is interpreted as relation Ra, and basic action symbol b is inter-
preted as relation Rb, then the sequence action a; b is interpreted as Ra � Rb. Here is a
picture:

s

s1

s2

s3

sn

s11

s12

s13

s1m

If the solid arrows interpret action symbol a and the dashed arrows interpret action sym-
bol b, then the arrows consisting of a solid part followed by a dashed part interpret the
sequence a; b.

Choice Now suppose again that we are in state s, and that performing action a will get
us in one of the states in {s1, . . . , sn}. And supposse that in that same state s, performing
action b will get us in one of the states in {s01, . . . , s

0
m}.
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Test
Rϕ? = {(w ,w) | M,w |= ϕ}

6.4. OPERATIONS ON RELATIONS 6-13

s

s1

s2

s3

sn

t

t1

t2

t3

tm

The solid arrow interprets a test ?' that succeeds in state s but fails in state t. If the
dashed arrows interpret a basic action symbol a, then, for instance, (s, s1) will be in the
interpretation of ?'; a, but (t, t1) will not.

Since > is true in any situation, we have that ?> will get interpreted as I (the identity
relation on S). Therefore, ?>; a will always receive the same interpretation as a.

Since ? is false in any situation, we have that ?? will get interpreted as ; (the empty
relation on S). Therefore, ??; a will always receive the same interpretation as ??.

Before we handle repetition, it is useful to switch to a more gereral perspective.

6.4 Operations on Relations

Relations were introduced in Chapter 4 on predicate logic. In this chapter we view actions
as binary relations on a set S of situations. Such a binary relation is a subset of S ⇥ S,
the set of all pairs (s, t) with s and t taken from S. It makes sense to develop the general
topic of operations on binary relations. Which operations suggest themselves, and what
are the corresponding operations on actions?

In the first place, there are the usual set-theoretic operations. Binary relations are sets of
pairs, so taking unions, intersections and complements makes sense (also see Appendix
A). We have already seen that taking unions corresponds to choice between actions.

Example 6.2 The union of the relations ‘mother’ and ‘father’ is the relation ‘parent’.

Example 6.3 The intersection of the relations ✓ and ◆ is the equality relation =.
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Iteration

Rα∗ := ∪n≥0R
n
α
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Propositional Dynamic Logic

1. Axioms of propositional logic

2. [α](ϕ→ ψ)→ ([α]ϕ→ [α]ψ)

3. [α ∪ β]ϕ↔ [α]ϕ ∧ [β]ϕ

4. [α;β]ϕ↔ [α][β]ϕ

5. [ψ?]ϕ↔ (ψ → ϕ)

6. ϕ ∧ [α][α∗]ϕ↔ [α∗]ϕ

7. ϕ ∧ [α∗](ϕ→ [α]ϕ)→ [α∗]ϕ

8. Modus Ponens and Necessitation (for each program α)
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5. [ψ?]ϕ↔ (ψ → ϕ)

6. ϕ ∧ [α][α∗]ϕ↔ [α∗]ϕ (Fixed-Point Axiom)

7. ϕ ∧ [α∗](ϕ→ [α]ϕ)→ [α∗]ϕ (Induction Axiom)
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Actions and Ability

An early approach to interpret PDL as logic of actions was put
forward by Krister Segerberg.

Segerberg adds an “agency” program to the PDL language δA
where A is a formula.

K. Segerberg. Bringing it about. JPL, 1989.
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Actions and Agency

The intended meaning of the program ‘δA’ is that the agent
“brings it about that A’: formally, δA is the set of all paths p such
that

1. p is the computation according to some program α, and

2. α only terminates at states in which it is true that A

Interestingly, Segerberg also briefly considers a third condition:

3. p is optimal (in some sense: shortest, maximally efficient,
most convenient, etc.) in the set of computations satisfying
conditions (1) and (2).

The axioms:

1. [δA]A

2. [δA]B → ([δB]C → [δA]C )
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Actions and Agency in Branching Time
Alternative accounts of agency do not include explicit description
of the actions:

t0 t1 t2 t3

· · ·

· · ·
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STIT

I Each node represents a choice point for the agent.

I A history is a maximal branch in the above tree.

I Formulas are interpreted at history moment pairs.

I At each moment there is a choice available to the agent
(partition of the histories through that moment)

I The key modality is [i stit]ϕ which is intended to mean that
the agent i can “see to it that ϕ is true”.

• [i stit]ϕ is true at a history moment pair provided the agent
can choose a (set of) branch(es) such that every future
history-moment pair satisfies ϕ
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STIT

We use the modality ‘♦’ to mean historic possibility.

♦[i stit]ϕ: “the agent has the ability to bring about ϕ”.
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STIT Model

A STIT models is M = 〈T , <,Choice,V 〉 where

I 〈T , <〉: T a set of moments, < a tree-like ordering on T
(irreflexive, transitive, linear-past)

I Let Hist be the set of all histories, and
Ht = {h ∈ Hist | t ∈ h} the histories through t.

I Choice : A× T → ℘(℘(H)) is a function mapping each agent
to a partition of Ht

• Choiceti 6= ∅
• K 6= ∅ for each K ∈ Choiceti
• For all t and mappings st : A → ℘(Ht) such that

st(i) ∈ Choiceti , we have
⋂

i∈A st(i) 6= ∅
I V : At→ ℘(T × Hist) is a valuation function assigning to

each atomic proposition
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Many Agents

The previous model assumes there is one agent that “controls” the
transition system.

What if there is more than one agent?
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STIT Language

ϕ = p | ¬ϕ | ϕ ∧ ψ | [i stit]ϕ | [i dstit : ϕ] | �ϕ

I M, t/h |= p iff t/h ∈ V (p)

I M, t/h |= ¬ϕ iff M, t/h 6|= ϕ

I M, t/h |= ϕ ∧ ψ iff M, t/h |= ϕ and M, t/h |= ψ

I M, t/h |= �ϕ iff M, t/h′ |= ϕ for all h′ ∈ Ht

I M, t/h |= [i stit]ϕ iff M, t/h′ |= ϕ for all h′ ∈ Choiceti (h)

I M, t/h |= [i dstit]ϕ iff M, t/h′ |= ϕ for all h′ ∈ Choiceti (h)
and there is a h′′ ∈ Ht such that M, t/h |= ¬ϕ
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STIT: Example
The following are false: A→ ♦[stit]A and
♦[stit](A ∨ B)→ ♦[stit]A ∨ ♦[stit]B.

h1 h2 h3

K1 K2

A

¬B
¬A
B

¬A
¬B

t

J. Horty. Agency and Deontic Logic. 2001.
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STIT: Axiomatics

I S5 for �: �(ϕ→ ψ)→ (�ϕ→ �ψ), �ϕ→ ϕ, �ϕ→ ��ϕ,
¬�ϕ→ �¬�ϕ

I S5 for [i stit]: [i stit](ϕ→ ψ)→ ([i stit]ϕ→ [i stit]ψ),
[i stit]ϕ→ ϕ, [i stit]ϕ→ [i stit][i stit]ϕ,
¬[i stit]ϕ→ [i stit]¬[i stit]ϕ

I �ϕ→ [i stit]ϕ

I (
∧

i∈A ♦[i stit]ϕi )→ ♦(
∧

i∈A[i stit]ϕi )

I Modus Ponens and Necessitation for �

M. Xu. Axioms for deliberative STIT. Journal of Philosophical Logic, Volume
27, pp. 505 - 552, 1998.

P. Balbiani, A. Herzig and N. Troquard. Alternative axiomatics and complexity
of deliberative STIT theories. Journal of Philosophical Logic, 37:4, pp. 387 -
406, 2008.
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Recap: Logics of Action and Ability

I Fϕ: ϕ is true at some moment in the future

I ∃Fϕ: there is a history where ϕ is true some moment in the
future

I [α]ϕ: after doing action α, ϕ is true

I [δϕ]ψ: after bringing about ϕ, ψ is true

I [i stit]ϕ: the agent can “see to it that” ϕ is true

I ♦[i stit]ϕ: the agent has the ability to bring about ϕ
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