SHARED INTENTIONS AS MENTAL STATES
A NATURALISTIC CRITIQUE OF BRATMAN’S THEORY OF
SHARED INTENTIONS

A challenge in the philosophy of action has been to account for action on the collective level, so-called shared, joint
or collective actions. Particularly, there have been difficulties in accounting for collective intentions, as these should
both in a sense be shared between individuals and be understood in terms of mental states, which are essentially
individual. In this paper I explore this difficulty and one influential solution to the problem proposed by Michael
Bratman. I argue that Bratman’s theory solves the classical problem of accounting for collective intentions in terms
of individual mental states, but that the theory is nevertheless naturalistically or psychologically implausible.
By Erik Kjos Fonn

C

ollective action seems to be a ubiquitous feature of
human life. Simply put, people do things together. It
therefore seems natural that any complete philosophical
theory of action should not only be able to account for
action on the individual level but also on the level of the
collective. As the concept of intention is central to the study of action, philosophers have accordingly suggested that
there should be intentions of a special kind corresponding
to collective actions, namely, collective or shared intentions
(see Gilbert 2009; Bratman 1993; Searle 1990). But on a
natural (however, not entirely uncontroversial) interpretation, intentions are mental states. This leads to an apparent
tension: How can intentions, as mental states, be collective or shared? This constitutes a challenge for naturalistically and scientifically inclined philosophers who want to
give an account of intentions in terms of individual mental states. In this paper I am going to explicate this issue
further, as well as presenting and evaluating a philosophical account of collective intentions that seeks to avoid
this problem: the account of collective intentions given
by Michael E. Bratman in his paper “Shared Intention”
(1993). I will start out by further clarifying the nature of
the problem and show how it applies to a particular theory
of action, that is, Donald Davidson’s early view of action.
From there I will go on to give a presentation of Bratman’s
account and explicate how it avoids the aforementioned
34

problem. In the final section, I will present some arguments against Bratman’s view of shared intentions: Here I
will argue that, even though Bratman is able to avoid the
classical problem of invoking mental states that are literally
shared, it is in important ways naturalistically or psychologically implausible.
Davidson and the problem of collective intentions
as mental states
There is an apparent tension between the idea that intentions are mental states and the idea that intentions can be
collective or shared. That is, we typically take mental states to belong to individuals. If intentions are both mental
states and shared, then it seems like the concept of shared
intentions indicates that what we normally take to be individual mental states must be shared between individuals.
In this section I will show how this problem applies to
Donald Davidson’s original account of intentional action,
using his classic paper “Action, Reasons, and Causes”
(1963). In this paper, Davidson provides both a very simple and a very influential account of intentions to which
the aforementioned problem applies. Davidson has later
revised this account (see Davidson 2001), but his original
view has been influential in framing the debate over shared
intentions. Finally, I will provide a very brief discussion
about the nature of the challenge.
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The concept of intention in Davidson’s original account is intimately tied to action. That is, there are no pure
intentions in Davidson’s original account – there are only
intentions playing a part in intentional action. Therefore,
I will start out with giving a brief sketch of Davidson’s
original account of action and from there go on to explain his account of the concept of intention. In “Actions,
Reasons, and Causes” Davidson starts out with the assertion that what causally explains an action and what constitutes the agent’s reason for acting, is indeed the same thing
(Davidson 1963, 685). And what serves this role is what
Davidson calls a primary reason (ibid., 686, 693). Since
primary reasons are both to fill a rationalizing (i.e. reasongiving) and a causal role, it is perhaps not surprising that
primary reasons are identified with certain types of mental
states by Davidson. Specifically, having a primary reason is
a matter of having a pro attitude towards a property of an
action and a related belief that the action has that property
(Ibid., 687). Davidson of course provides further details
about what must characterize these beliefs and pro attitudes, but I will set these issues aside for ease of exposition.
Thus, intentional action requires pro attitudes and
beliefs, which are mental states. Intentions, in turn, are
understood in terms of primary reasons: “To know a primary reason why someone acted as he did is to know an
intention with which the action was done” (Ibid., 689).
We must take caution, however, not to understand this as
Davidson providing a definition of intention, as Davidson’s
claim is seemingly epistemological. Furthermore, the converse relation does not hold: We do not necessarily know
the primary reason of an action just because we know
the intention (Ibid., 689). To complicate things further,
Davidson claims that sentences using the term intention
“cannot be taken to refer to an entity, state, disposition,
or event” (Ibid., 690). Therefore, one might start to doubt whether there really are such things as intentions at all
on Davidson’s account. But plausibly, what Davidson is
denying is not that there are intentions, but rather that intentions can be understood independently of intentional
action (for discussion, see Stout 2005, 100).
I will therefore, tentatively, take it to be the case that,
insofar as an action is intentional, it is in Davidson’s account preceded by what we might characterize as an intention. What we call intention is furthermore very closely
related to the action’s primary reason, which consists of
certain beliefs and pro attitudes, and these beliefs and attitudes must of course be mental states. The problem for
Davidson’s account arises if we want it to account for cases
of joint action. Seemingly, then there would need to be
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shared or collective pro attitudes and beliefs. As both pro
attitudes and beliefs are mental states, the crude interpretation is that the theory needs to invoke mental states that
are literally shared or collective, if it is going to account
for collective intentions. In other words, it seems that the
theory, as it stands, cannot account for collective action
without committing to the existence of inter-individual
mental states. This is obviously something many contemporary philosophers would want to avoid.
Importantly, we should not take this as solid evidence that all philosophical theories taking intentions to be
mental states necessarily need to commit to the existence of
inter-individual mental states in order to account for collective intentions. That is, the argument above is seemingly based on an analogy: If there are individual intentions
corresponding to individual action, then there should be
collective intentions corresponding to collective action. If
one accepts this premise, conjoined with the premise that
intentions are mental states, it still does not immediately
follow that the collective intentions are literally collective
mental states. What seems to be required is that there
should be intentions (understood as mental states) that
correspond to collective action. In giving such an account,
the challenge is, among other things, to avoid relying on
inter-individual mental states.
Indeed, there are several accounts of collective action
that explicitly view collective intentions in terms of, or
constitutive of, individual mental states (Bratman 1993;
Tuomela and Miller 1988; Searle 1990). But in all of these
theories, the concept of collective intentions is specifically
tailored to account for joint action. The problem of shared
intentions, as applied to Davidson’s theory, might therefore indicate that we cannot assume accounts of “individual” intentions simpliciter automatically to account for
collective action. Making what is essentially individual,
intentions (understood as mental states), account for what
is essentially social, collective action, seems to require some
philosophical work. The specific difficulties of avoiding
inter-individual mental states alluded to above might therefore be understood as a specific symptom of this more
general challenge.
Bratman’s account of shared intentions
In this section I will describe Michael E. Bratman’s view
of shared or collective intentions as expressed in his paper
“Shared Intention” (Bratman 1993), as this can be seen as
one way of dealing with the problem explicated in the last
section. On this account, shared intentions are understood
in terms of individual attitudes and how these attitudes
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are interrelated among individuals (Ibid., 99). To clarify,
shared intentions are not on this picture inter-individual
mental states, nor are they strictly speaking individual
mental states. We could perhaps say that shared intentions
on this view are something people have together in virtue
of their individual mental states. Central to Bratman’s
account is that these interrelated attitudes must be such
that they actually make joint action possible (Ibid., 99).
That is, shared intentions are to fulfill certain functions. In
the following, I will give a fuller description of both these
functions and the interrelating attitudes Bratman has in
mind. I will start out with the functions and then present his view on the interrelated attitudes. In parallel with
presenting Bratman’s view of the interrelating attitudes, I
will show how Bratman thinks these attitudes support the
aforementioned functions, that is, how they do the job
they are set out to do.
There are three functions shared intentions need to
fulfill if they are to support joint action, according to
Bratman (Ibid., 99). First, they need to coordinate the
activities of the agents participating in the joint action.
Second, they need to coordinate the agents’ planning in
joint action. And third, they must provide a background
framework structuring relevant bargaining between the
agents. Bratman provides examples showing the significance of all these three criteria (Ibid., 99): (1) If two agents
are going to paint a house and one of them is going to scrape before the other applies the new paint, then the agents
need to be coordinated and make sure that the activities
happen in the appropriate order. (2) If, say, one agent plans
to get the paint and not the brushes, then she needs to
check whether the other agent plans to get the brushes if
the joint action is going to be successful. And finally, (3)
having the shared intention of painting the house together
sets certain limitations on what it is reasonable for the
agents to argue about. If the agents have a shared intention of painting the house, then their bargaining should be
about how to paint the house, not whether to do it at all.
According to Bratman, “[a]n account of what shared
intention is should explain how it does all this” (Ibid., 99).
In addition, Bratman proposes an additional requirement,
namely that we must be able to have some control or influence over the joint action that we intend (Ibid., 102), as
we cannot intend what is not up to us. In the main part of
the paper, Bratman proposes several definitions of what a
shared intention is and refines them using the three functions as a benchmark. Even though only the fourth and
final definition actually is Bratman’s definition of shared
intentions, I will present all four of them in order to show
36
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how Bratman develops his final definition step-by-step, as
this best exposes how the final definition can accommodate the three aforementioned functions. Bratman’s first
definitions is as follows:
View 1: We intend to J if and only if I intend that we
J and you intend that we J.
(Ibid., 103)
According to Bratman, this definition is too weak (Ibid.,
103). That is, it seems to ensure the bare minimum requirement that the individuals having a shared intention are
committed to the joint action. But in order for there to
be any coordination – of activities, planning or bargaining
– it seems necessary that the individuals having the shared intention actually know that the other has the relevant
intention. The above definition is clearly compatible with
the involved agents knowing nothing about the others’
commitment towards the joint action.
In addition, one should note that Bratman in the definition above uses both the formulations “intending to” and
“intending that”, and this is something he does throughout
all four of his definitions. This is one of the ways Bratman
tries to satisfy his requirement that one person cannot intend to do what she cannot herself control or accomplish,
since whether to perform a collective action does not seem
to be entirely up to the individual alone and her intentions
(Ibid., 101-102). Thus, Bratman proposes that any individual intention partaking in a shared intention must be an
“intention that” rather than an “intention to” (Ibid., 102).
On the other hand, it seems natural that two agents can
have a shared intention to J, as a properly defined shared
intention requires that both individuals have certain kinds
of individual intentions that ensure that the collective action indeed can be accomplished.
Due to the problems related to common knowledge in
the first definition, Bratman’s adds common knowledge as
a requirement in his second definition:
View 2: We intend to J if and only if
1. I intend that we J and you intend that we J, and
3. 1 is common knowledge between us
(Ibid., 103)
Even though this definition now seems to invoke a necessary condition for Bratman’s coordinating functions,
Bratman argues that this too is insufficient (Ibid., 103–
104). In order to show this, he provides the following
example: “[Y]ou and I each intend that we go to New
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York together; and this is common knowledge. However,
I intend that we go together as a result of my kidnapping
you, throwing you in my car, and forcing you to join me”
(Ibid., 103). Bratman further argues that even though the
two persons will actually travel to New York together, the
action “bypasses” the relevant intentions of one of the
agents, and we would not think of this as “the kind of
unified agency characteristic of shared intention” (Ibid.,
104). This point is perhaps not very clearly formulated by
Bratman, but with respect to the three functions we might
easily conceive of how the intentions of the two agents
might lead to difficulties with respect to coordination of
activities and planning (beyond the mere fact of travelling
to New York) as well as bargaining. According to Bratman,
the problem implicit in this case is that the two persons
have not formed the shared intention with reference to
each other (Ibid., 104): It seems necessary, Bratman argues, that the two parties having a shared intention form

their relevant individual intentions with reference to the
effectiveness of the other’s intentions. In addition, Bratman
argues that it is also natural to suppose that both parties
should take the effectiveness of their own relevant individual intentions into consideration, even though he points
out that this is not strictly speaking necessary in order for
his account to be workable (Ibid., 103–104). To amend
the problems inherent in the second definition, Bratman
proposes a third definition:
View 3: We intend to J if and only if
1. (a) I intend that we J and (b) you intend that we J
2. I intend that we J because of 1a and 1b; you intend
that we J because of 1a and 1b
3. 1 and 2 are common knowledge between us
(Ibid., 104)
The main problem of this definition is according to
ERIK KJOS FONN
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Bratman that it does not require a shared conception of
how the J-ing is to be achieved (Ibid., 105). Therefore, if
two persons have a shared intention to paint a house, the
third definition would not be incompatible with one of
the parties intending to paint it blue and the other intending to paint it red. This would impede both coordinated
planning and activity. Bratman points out that we might
require too much if we are to assume that two persons
need to agree on all details before actually forming the
relevant shared intention (Ibid., 105–106). What seems
necessary is rather that the relevant intentions provide a
framework for bargaining (Ibid., 106) (cf. the third function Bratman thinks shared intentions need to fulfill).
Therefore, Bratman adds in the final requirement that
we should intend that relevant subplans mesh (Ibid., 106).
What this means is that the agents forming a shared intention should intend that they will eventually come to agree
upon the subplans in such a way that neither of the agents’
subplans violate each other. That is, the agents need not
agree upon the subplans in advance—they only need to
intend that they will agree. Furthermore, the agents only
need to intend to agree upon those cases where the two
agents’ subplans are likely to conflict. Thus, incorporating
this requirement, which would seem to secure the three
functions properly, Bratman finally ends up with the following definition of shared intentions:
View 4: We intend to J if and only if
1. (a) I intend that we J and (b) you intend that we J
2. I intend that we J in accordance with and because
of 1a, 1b, and meshing subplans of 1a and 1b; you
intend that we J in accordance with and because of
1a, 1b, and meshing subplans of 1a and 1b.
3. 1 and 2 are common knowledge between us
(Ibid., 106)
Now, Bratman also seems to assume one more thing, namely that as soon as these requirements are in place, the
shared intentions will be subject to what he refers to as various rational pressures (Ibid., 108). Some of these rational
pressures are non-social: Bratman argues that intentions
in general are “subject to demands for consistency and
means-end coherence” (Ibid., 110), and this will help ensure that appropriately coordinated planning, bargaining
and activities will actually take place. Intentions are also
subject to a general pressure towards stability, according
to Bratman (Ibid., 100). In addition, Bratman argues that
there is also a rational social pressure specific to shared
intentions—a social pressure towards stability of our in38
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dividual intentions partaking in shared intentions (Ibid.,
110). That is, one who “too easily reconsiders her prior intentions” (Ibid., 110) will be seen as a less reliable partner
in social coordination than one who sticks to her plans.
This latter argument is especially relevant in Bratman’s
discussion of Margaret Gilbert’s competing view of joint
action, as she argues that joint action necessarily involves
nonconditional obligations, i.e. obligations that the individuals involved in the joint action cannot themselves
choose to repeal (Ibid., 110). What secures the stability
and predictability of shared intentions (and this should
perhaps be seen as a prerequisite of having an intention in
the first place) is in Bratman’s account a combination of a
pressure towards consistency and means-ends coherence,
a non-social pressure towards stability, and a tendency for
intentions partaking in joint intentions to be stable due to
social pressure. But shared intentions are not infallible and
they might not always lead to the joint actions originally
intended actually being executed (Ibid., 111).
To sum up, and briefly return to the problems discussed in the first section of this paper, Bratman proposes an
account of joint action in which individual intentions,
understood as mental states, are constitutive of shared intentions. In this way, shared intentions are not intentions
in the same sense as individual intentions are, but they are
rather made up by individual intentions. Thus, Bratman
accomplishes to keep the familiar idea of individual intentions as mental states, and he makes these central to his
account of shared intentions, but he avoids the pitfall of
committing to the existence of shared or inter-individual
mental states. By carefully specifying how these individual
mental states and attitudes are to be interrelated, as well as
appealing to demands of rational consistency as well as social pressure, Bratman manages to make shared intentions
plausible sources of genuine action, in the sense that they
enable individuals to do things together on the basis of what
they intend to do.
Two naturalistic arguments against Bratman’s account of shared intentions
In the following, I will assess the question of whether
Bratman’s account is successful or not. In summing up the
last section, I indicated that the strategy of understanding
shared intentions as constituted by individual intentions
might be fruitful. Nevertheless, I will in this section argue
that Bratman’s account has certain shortcomings. However,
my argument will not be concerned with Bratman’s general strategy. Rather, I will argue that Bratman’s theory
makes some quite specific assumptions that are naturalisti-
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cally implausible. In order to explore this hypothesis, I will
try to spell out some of the psychological implications of
Bratman’s account. Indeed, Bratman’s account is not psychological in the sense that it specifies any psychological or
cognitive mechanisms. Still, some cognitive mechanisms
must clearly be invoked if Bratman’s “psychological web”
is to be realized. In parallel with this, I will make two arguments which I think both call for revisions in Bratman’s
theory: First, I will argue that Bratman’s account seems
to misconstrue the process of forming shared intentions
as less fallible and context-dependent than it probably is
and thereby improperly framing its explanatory power.
Second, I will argue that Bratman’s account requires that
individuals having shared intentions have higher-order representations of their own mental states, the mental states
of others, and the relation between all these mental states.
Further, by appealing to the spontaneity of joint action
among adults as well as very young children, I will argue
that this requirement is cognitively implausible, at least for
most cases of joint action.
First, I will argue that Bratman seems to misconstrue
the process of sharing intentions so that it seems less fallible
and less context-dependent than what is probably the case.
Essential to this argument is Bratman’s requirement that
the agents having a shared intention form their intentions
because of the intentions of the other. That is, setting the
intentions to mesh subplans aside for the ease of exposition,
Bratman is requiring that having the intention that we J is
something I come to have because you have the intention
that we J (cf. the first and second requirement in the fourth definition). This seems to indicate that your intentions
must be the reason that I form my intentions. In other
words, the requirement seems to presuppose some more
or less direct route between your intentions and mine. But
if such a route existed, then social life would be far easier than it actually is. In most situations, intentions are
conveyed on a subtle, non-verbal level, so that “intention
reading” involves a great deal of interpretation. But even
in seemingly unambiguous cases, such as when an agent
tells another “I think we should go and have an ice cream”,
we cannot actually know whether this is the agent’s real
intention. In order to make a judgement about this, we
are likely to take many contextual factors into account:
for instance, whether the agent in question is a friend or a
stranger, has a good or bad reputation, or whether the sentence is uttered in the good or bad part of town. Plausibly,
my intentions are not formed because of your intentions,
but rather because I believe that you have certain intentions, and this belief is again determined by many factors
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that have little to do with your actual intentions. To sum
up my argument thus far, it seems that Bratman, by claiming that an agent’s intention must be formed because of
the intention of the other, is assuming that intentions are
arrived at with less fallibility and context-dependency than
what is reasonable to assume.
However, even if we assumed that such a direct route between the intentions of agents existed, the notion
because would become problematic in another related
respect: That is, Bratman presupposes that both agents
having a shared intention form their relevant intentions
because of the intentions of the other. But this seems impossible, as the intentions of both of the agents must exist
before they can be formed. Again, it seems more likely that
both of the agents start out with making “interpretations”,
in a broad sense, of each other’s intentions and general
trustworthiness.
I do not think this generally undermines Bratman’s account. As everyday experience suggests, we are in most cases able to make correct judgements about the intentions
of other agents, and a slight reformulation of the theory,
perhaps alluding to beliefs about others’ intentions, would
probably suffice to amend these problems. The discussion
above might therefore seem somewhat trivial. But I do not
take this to be a wholly trivial issue: That is, the account
presents the process of forming shared intentions as very
clean and context-free, and thus it might seem like it has
more explanatory power than what might actually be the
case. As my discussion above suggests, a lot of psychological and contextual factors are likely to affect our “intention reading”, and most of these fall outside the scope of
Bratman’s account. In other words, my argument, if it is
correct, does not render the theory inadequate, but rather
exposes properly the scope of its claims.
I will now turn to my second argument. First, I will
argue that Bratman’s account requires the agents to have
higher-order representations about their own intentions,
the intentions of the other parties, and how these relate to
each other. I take this to be a consequence of the fourth
requirement in Bratman’s theory, in which the two former
requirements are assumed to be common knowledge among
the parties. Therefore, I must not only know that you have
the intention that we J and I have the intention that we
J, but also that you have the intention that we J because I
have the intention that we J and you have the intention
that we J, and that I have the intention that we J because
I have the intention that we J and you have the intention
that we J. In order for my argument not to depend on
any specific understanding of the concept of knowledge, I
ERIK KJOS FONN
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will just assume a very minimalistic requirement: If I am
to have knowledge that you intend that we J, then I must
represent these affairs cognitively and it must be the case
that you intend that we J.
The next step in my argument is to point out how this
requirement seems to imply a very demanding cognitive
process. Indeed, we can easily imagine how this becomes
very complicated in situations in which an intention is
shared by more than two agents—imagine the cognitive
resources demanded in the scenario of five persons playing
improvised music in a jazz band. Plausibly, this scenario
would not only require that all the agents know the relation between their own intentions and the intentions of
the other agents involved, but also that all agents know
the relation between the other agents’ intentions, as these
are also relevant if the band is to achieve coordinated joint
action.
Finally, I will argue that this requirement becomes
even less plausible when taking into consideration that
joint action is something humans do spontaneously and
effortlessly all the time, and furthermore, that even very
young children are known to engage in joint action. I do
not think the former of these points needs much further
justification. With respect to the latter, there is now much
evidence to indicate as infants as young as 12 months old
engage in joint action in ways that should indicate joint or
shared intentions (see Tomasello et al. 2005 for review).
For example, in a study by Warneken, Chen and Tomasello
(2006), 18-24-month-old children were successful in solving cooperative problems and partaking in cooperative
games together with an adult experimenter. In some of
these problems and games, roles were complementary, so
that the children needed to adjust their own actions to
the actions of the adult experimenter. In addition, when
the adult experimenter, as an experimental manipulation,
stopped participating in the activity during the experiment, all of the children made communicative attempts
to reengage him or her, seemingly trying to reengage the
experimenter with respect to a shared goal.
To this one might object that these sorts of activities
are still less complex and require less planning than those
alluded to by Bratman. To be sure, going to New York is a
more complex joint activity than the sorts of joint activities that infants are able to perform. Indeed, Bratman does
emphasize the importance of planning (Bratman 1993,
101), an ability that is much less developed in young children than adults. Furthermore, Bratman concedes (at least
with respect to individual action) that activities can be coordinated without antecedent planning: “A tiger hunting
40
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her prey may exhibit wonderfully coordinated activity without being capable of such planning. But for creatures like
us – [...] ‘creatures ... of will’ – planning is an important
coordinating mechanism” (Ibid.,101). Taking into account that planning is seen as one of the essential functions
of shared intentions in Bratman’s account, then one might
speculate that it is the case that infants and children utilize
another sort of shared intentions, a cognitively simpler
sort which does not lead to extensive planning. If this is
the case, then we should perhaps expect the effortless and
spontaneous joint action witnessed in adults to be supported by the same kind of shared intentions. At least, these
speculations would not be inconsistent with the premises
that Bratman’s theory is cognitively demanding, that very
young children are able to perform some kinds of joint
action, and that adults often engage in joint action quite
spontaneously.
However, if it is indeed the case that there are two types of collective intentions, then it would still seem that
Bratman’s account is much more limited in scope than it
purports to. Even among adult human beings—or what
Bratman calls creatures of will, just a small sub-set of what
we take to be collective actions seems to be accounted for.
This sub-set would seem to exclude many of the phenomena discussed in the philosophical literature devoted to
the same topic, as going for a walk (Gilbert 1990) or helping to push a stranger’s car (Searle 1990). Both of these
activities would seem to require little planning and little
effort, and both of them are likely to be accomplished by
young children. In other words, the scope or explanatory
power of Bratman’s account would be quite limited, and
it seems that it might not be able to account for cases that
are normally taken to be relevant in the philosophical literature on collective actions and intentions.
But even if one concedes that the scope of the theory is narrow, I think the aforementioned considerations
should lead us to question whether Bratman’s account can
be correct even in this regard. My objection is that I think
it should be questioned whether the difference between
“complex” joint activities, such as painting the house,
and “simple” joint activities, such as going for a walk, is a
qualitative matter rather than a matter of degree. The idea
that two distinct sets of cognitive processes should underlie qualitatively similar phenomena seems to me quite implausible, or at least something to be justified.
Here is an example: One can assume that two persons
going for a walk have certain shared plans, share a relevant background for bargaining and of course are able to
coordinate their activities. I think this would hold even

ARTIKKEL

for young children: Imagine that Jack, who is four years
old, is going for a walk with his parents and his sister.
They have agreed that they will walk for thirty minutes in
the neighborhood before buying an ice cream in a nearby
shop. In other words, their plans are coordinated. Jack
might start to argue that he wants a bigger ice cream when
arriving in the shop, and this would seem like a proper
thing to bargain about. I think one should expect that he
would be less likely to stop after fifteen minutes and argue
about whether to continue the walk at all. If Bratman’s
account is to account for this activity, then Jack would
need higher-order representations of his own intentions’
relation to that of three other agents, which I have argued
seems to be cognitively demanding – perhaps more demanding than what can be expected from a four-year old.
Of course, painting the house would require considerably
more planning and a more complex framework for bargaining than going for a short walk. However, it would
seem implausible that two completely different processes
would underlie the two activities if they are different only
with respect to the amount of planning and the complexity
of the bargaining frameworks involved. It could of course
be the case that two such distinct sets of processes exist,
and nothing I have said thus far can definitely exclude this
possibility. Nevertheless, I think these considerations challenge Bratman’s account, as this seems to be something
that cannot be accepted at face value.
To sum up, I have argued that Bratman’s theory is naturalistically or psychologically implausible in two ways:
First, because it presents the process of forming shared intentions as less context-dependent and fallible than what
is probably the case. Second, because it requires very complex higher-order representations that are unlikely to underlie much joint action. Of course, my arguments partly
depend to empirical assumptions that have not been conclusively settled, but I hope my discussion have indicated
that it is implausible that these matters will be settled in
favor of Bratman’s theory.
Conclusion
In this paper I have discussed the problem related to analyzing collective intentions in terms of mental states, and I
have presented and discussed Bratman’s account of shared
intentions, as this can be seen as an attempt to avoid this
problem. Even though Bratman’s account seems to avoid
the specific problem of invoking inter-individual mental
states, I have argued that it has certain other shortcomings,
namely, that the theory is naturalistically implausible.

SAMTALE & KRITIKK

SPALTER

BREV

LITERATURE
Bratman, Michael E. 1993. “Shared Intention.” Ethics 104 (1): 97–113.
doi:10.2307/2381695.
Davidson, Donald. 1963. “Actions, Reasons, and Causes.” The Journal
of Philosophy 60 (23): 685–700.
Davidson, Donald. 2001. “Intending.” In Essays on Actions and Events.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Gilbert, Margaret. 2009. “Shared Intention and Personal Intentions.”
Philosophical Studies 144 (1): 167–87.
Gilbert, Margaret. 1990. “Walking together: A paradigmatic social
phenomenon.” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 15 (1): 1–14.
Searle, John R. 1990. “Collective Intentions and Actions.” In Intentions
in Communication, edited by Phillip R. Cohen, Jerry
Morgan, and Martha E. Pollack. Cambridge, MA.: MIT
Press.
Stout, Rowland. 2005. Action. Chesham: Acumen.
Tomasello, Michael, Malinda Carpenter, Josep Call, Tanya Behne, and
Henrike Moll. 2005. “Understanding and
Sharing Intentions: The Origins of Cultural Cognition.”
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 28 (05): 675–91.
Tuomela, Raimo and Karlo Miller. 1988. “We-Intentions” Philosophical
Studies 53(3), 367-389.
Warneken, Felix, Frances Chen, and Michael Tomasello. 2006.
“Cooperative Activities in Young Children and Chimpanzees.” Child
Development 77 (3): 640–63.

ERIK KJOS FONN

41

