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Abstract

This paper introduces and argues for contrastivism about intentions.
According to contrastivism, intention is not a binary relation between an
agent and an action. Rather, it is a ternary relation between an agent, an
action, and an alternative. Contrastivism is introduced via a discussion
of cases of known but (apparently) unintended side effects. Such cases are
puzzling. They put pressure on us to reject a number of highly compelling
theses about intention, intentional action, and practical reason. And they
give rise to a puzzle about rather than constructions such as ‘I intend to
ϕ rather than ψ’: In side effect cases it can seem wrong to claim that the
subject intends to ϕ, yet acceptable to claim that they intend to ϕ rather
than ψ. This cries out for explanation. Contrastivism provides a unified
response to all of these problems.

1 A Puzzle

Consider the following case:

Poison A billionaire offers to pay Ben $3000000 to pump poi-
sonous gas into a house. It is clear from the contract that Ben’s
payment turns only on his pumping the house full of gas (he’ll be
paid if the house fills up with gas, he won’t be paid if it doesn’t).
Ben agrees, and starts pumping. However, he quickly discovers that
there’s a family inside, and realizes that they will die if he keeps
pumping. He doesn’t wish to kill anyone. However, if he stops
pumping he won’t receive payment. So he begrudgingly continues,
and ends up killing the family.1

Cases like this – so called ‘side effect cases’ - are familiar from the literature
on intentional action and the doctrine of double effect.2 They are also deeply
puzzling. Consider the following sentences:

1C.f. Anscombe (1963: 41-42)) & Setiya (2009/2018).
2Other famous examples include Bennett’s (1980) strategic bomber case, and Knobe’s

(2003) CEO case.
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1. Ben intentionally killed the family.

2. Ben intended to kill the family.

(1) seems true. After all, Ben knowingly killed the family. He was able
to do otherwise, yet he chose to bring about their demise.3 But, there are
strong reasons to reject (2). Firstly, it’s widely taken as a datum that agents
in such cases don’t intend the known but undesirable consequences of their
chosen actions. This judgement is central to the framing of such cases both in
the literature on intentional action, and the related literature on the doctrine of
double effect.4 The most natural explanation for the almost universal judgement
that (2) is false is that it is false.

Furthermore, there are reasons to reject (2) beyond mere intuition:

A. Intention is a pro-attitude. Intending to ϕ involves being pos-
itively disposed toward ϕing. Yet Ben isn’t positively disposed to-
ward killing the family.

Moreover, Ben’s attitude toward the family’s demise lacks three important
features of intention highlighted by Bratman (1987):

B. Intentions pose problems for practical reason. The intention
to ϕ poses the problem of how one will ϕ. Yet Ben isn’t posed the
problem of how to kill the family. There’s no pressure on him to
identify a means that will guarantee their death.

C. Intentions place rational constraints on further intentions. If
one intends to ϕ, and an option opens up which is incompatible
with ϕing, one cannot rationally take that option whilst retaining
the intention to ϕ. Yet Ben isn’t obligated to avoid courses of action
simply because they are inconsistent with killing the family.

D. Intending to ϕ usually leads to one’s endeavouring to ϕ. Yet
Ben does not endeavour to kill the family.

3It is notable that in similar cases where the side effect is either good or inconsequential
subjects tend not to have the intuition that the action was performed intentionally (Knobe
(2003)). This is known as ‘the Knobe effect’. The Knobe effect is not my primary focus
here. However, as I’ll explain in a later footnote, the approach I advocate here does provide
a plausible explanation of the Knobe effect.

4This intuition isn’t only common among philosophers. Knobe (2004) has shown that, in
similar cases where lay participants are happy to say that a foreseen effect ϕ was brought
about intentionally, the majority avoid attributing the intention to ϕ.
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However, there are also compelling reasons to accept (2). First, consider
the Simple View of intentional action (hence forth the simple view):if one
intentionally ϕs one must intend to ϕ. The simple view is attractive largely
due to its simplicity. It initially strikes many as obvious. And it seems to be
entailed by the combination of other intuitive banalities, such as the claim that
the actions we perform intentionally are those we choose to perform, and the
claim that choosing to ϕ involves forming an intention to ϕ. However, according
to the simple view (1) entails (2). So, if (1) I true, and (2) is false, then we
must reject the simple view. Secondly, (2) is entailed by the conjunction of
two highly plausible assumptions about the relationship between deliberation,
decision, and intention:

Decision Intention If an agent decides to ϕ, and they are ratio-
nal, then they will form an intention to ϕ.

Holistic Decision If an agent knows that their ϕing would result
in some additional outcome ψ, and they decide to ϕ anyway, despite
their serious consideration of ψ, then they decide to ψ.

decision intention is highly intuitive. The act of deciding to ϕ is widely
identified with the act of forming an intention to ϕ.5 This makes a great deal
of sense: in deciding to ϕ we settle the practical question of whether or not to
ϕ in favour of ϕing. Intention is the state that results from deliberation about
what to do, much as belief is the state that results from deliberation about the
facts. Just as believing that p consists in settling on p, and being committed
to its truth, intending to ϕ involves settling on ϕ, and being committed to
ϕing (H2005Hieronymi (2005, 2006) Shah (2008, 2013) and McHugh (2013)).
Moreover, even in cases where the question of whether to ϕ and whether to
intend to ϕ have been thought to come apart (for example, in Kavka’s toxin
puzzle (Kavka (1983))), reasons in favour of deciding and intending to ϕ are
indistinguishable. Indeed, it’s hard to make coherent sense of a request to
decide to ϕ without intending to ϕ.6

5See, for example, Kaufman (1966), Hall (1978) Davidson (1980), McCann (1986), Frank-
furt (1988), Mele (2003), Kane (1996), P1996Pink (1996), Searle (2001), Hieronymi (2005,
2006), Holton (2009), and Shepherd (2013). Some theorists reject the act view of decision,
but nonetheless maintain that deciding to ϕ requires intending to ϕ. Examples include Gold-
man (1970), Meiland (1970), Raz (1975), Aune (1978) and O’Shaughnessy (1980). A principle
very close to decision intention is also defended by Goetz (G19951995). Even authors who
deny decision intention often endorse weaker principles that generate the same problem. For
example, Paul (2012) argues that decision and intention only come apart when an agent’s mo-
tivational state radically conflicts with their decision. This suggests a weaker ceteris paribus
version of decision intention that generates the same problem.

6decision intention has been challenged by Bratman (1987), Rozeboom (2015) and
McGuire (2016). Each point to side effect cases as counter examples. None address the
considerations adduced here in favor of decision intention. Bratman offers an alternative
conception of the relationship between decision and intention: decision is holistic – we de-
cide upon whole scenarios. Likewise, intentions usually encompass the whole scenario as
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holistic decision holds that our decisions encompass more than just our
ends abstracted from their contexts and consequences. We are not able to, and
should not, screen off the known consequences of our decisions. Rather, we
choose between the situations which we have the power to bring about. Like
decision intention, holistic decision has a great deal of intuitive support.
As Bratman says of his own version of the principle:

What the principle requires is only a certain clear-headedness and
intellectual honesty—an absence of “bad faith,” if you will. Once I
seriously consider A’s anticipated effect, E, in my deliberation about
whether to A, I should see that the issue for my deliberation concerns
a complex scenario, one that includes, inter alia, A together with
E. If I am clear-headed and intellectually honest about this, my
conclusion should concern this complex scenario, and not merely my
A-ing simpliciter. Bratman (1987): 151.

Moreover, as Bratman points out, if we don’t compare and decide upon
whole scenarios, and rather weigh our actions against their consequences in a
piecemeal way failing to track the total utility of the scenarios our actions will
likely bring about, then we risk sanctioning irrational decision making. Beyond
this, Rozeboom (2015) emphasizes that decisions resolve practical unsettledness.
If we know that ϕing will also involve ψing, and we resolve to ϕ whilst remaining
unsettled on ψ then we are irrationally treating ϕ as settled and ψ as unsettled
whilst recognising that they come together.

Unfortunately, holistic decision and decision intention, together with
the facts of poison, entail (2). Ben knew that he would, by pumping the house
full of gas, kill the family. This is something he seriously considers, yet he
chooses to keep pumping any way. So, by holistic decision, he decides to kill
the family. However, together with decision intention, this entails that Ben
intends to kill the family.

well. However, sometimes intending certain aspects of a scenario will conflict with prior self-
governing policies we have (for example, Ben’s killing the family may conflict with a policy
he has against killing innocents). In such cases the conflicting aspects of a scenario are not
intended. There are a number of problems with Bratman’s proposal. Firstly, as Bratman him-
self maintains, policies admit of exceptions. One might have a policy to wear a seat-belt and
nonetheless rationally retain that policy whilst violating it in special circumstances. Likewise,
policy violations in side effect cases may constitute exceptions. Secondly, if one genuinely has
a policy against ϕing, one envisages that in ϕing one will thereby ψ, and one chooses to ϕ
anyway, its not clear that one can avoid the charge of irrationality or inconsistency simply
by filtering ϕing from one’s intentions. Rozeboom also takes decision to be holistic, but de-
nies that intentions must likewise be holistic because he denies that intentions constitute the
conclusions of practical reason. He also holds that considerations of cognitive economy speak
against holistic intentions. However, the claim that intentions do not constitute conclusions
of practical reason is a tough pill to swallow. If we wish to hold onto the view that intentions
conclude practical reason (as I certainly do) we should be skeptical of Rozeboom’s position.
Moreover, it is not clear that accepting apparent side effects when choosing a course of action
(as Rozeboom rightfully insists we must) is any less cognitively demanding than intending
them (when these intentions don’t place many new and distinctive demands on our practical
reason. As I discuss in §4, they sometimes will place new demands on our practical reasoning,
but when they do this will generally be for good reason).
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This creates a puzzle. On the face of it, it seems clear that (2) is false. How-
ever, holistic decision and decision intention , not to mention the simple
view itself, are highly plausible. Something has to give. The usual response is
to reject the simple view, together with either holistic decision or decision
intention.7 However, I propose that we can keep the simple view, holis-
tic decision and decision intention, whilst capturing the almost universal
intuition that (2) is false. In order to do so, we must embrace the existence
of contrastive intentions. Contrastivism allows us to deny the entailment from
‘A intentionally ϕed’ to ‘A intended to ϕ’ without denying the most plausible
versions of holistic decision, decision intention and the simple view.

The paper is structured as follows: §2 sketches the basic idea behind con-
trastive intentions, provides a basic argument for contrastivism, and presents a
suggestive argument for the hypothesis that all intentions are contrastive. §3
applies contrastivism to the side effect puzzle. §4 gives the beginnings of a uni-
fied account of intentions within the contrastivist framework. Finally, §5 further
illustrates the structure and explanatory power of contrastivism by showing how
it solves a number of other problems for the Simple View.

2 Contrastive Intentions

2.1 Contrastive intention ascriptions

Not all intention ascriptions have the surface form ‘I intend to ϕ’ (or, ‘I will ϕ’).
We can also make explicitly contrastive intention claims like ‘I intend to eat
salad rather than chips’, ‘I intend to go to the library rather than the party’, or
‘I intend to quit rather than be held accountable’.

We could treat such sentences as meaning ‘I intend to ϕ and not ψ’. So, when
I say ‘I intend to go to the library rather than the party’, I mean ‘I intend to go
to the library and not go to the party’ (call this the ‘and-not’ reading).8 On the
other hand, we could take them to be genuinely contrastive. That is, we could
take intention to at least sometimes constitute a three place relation between
an agent, an action, and an alternative. And we could take such sentences to
make explicit both the intended action, and the alternative.9

There’s a boring version of contrastivism according to which whenever we
intend to ψ we always intend to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ. This approach gains intuitive

7holistic decision is rejected by Goetz (1995), and decision intention is rejected by
Bratman (1987) and Rozeboom (2015).

8There are two potential ‘and-not’ readings: ‘I intend to ϕ and I intend not to ψ’, and ‘I
intend to ϕ and it isn’t the case that I intend to ψ’. This ambiguity won’t matter as both
readings entail that ‘I intend to ϕ rather than ψ’ entails ‘I intend to ϕ’. It’s this entailment
that is problematic.

9In what follows I will be treating contrastivism as a thesis about the metaphysics of inten-
tions. It is not simply a theory about the semantics of intention ascriptions. I will, however,
be using claims about intention ascriptions as evidence for this view of the metaphysics of
intentions. The major selling points of metaphysical contrastivism about intentions include its
ability to vindicate simple view, together with holistic decision and decision intention.
It is not clear to me how a purely semantic contrastivism could do this.
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support from the thought that when one forms an intention one is committed to
not failing. This contrastivism is very much in the spirit of standard approaches
to intention as involving what I’ll call ‘all-out commitments’. An all-out com-
mitment to ϕ, as I understand it here, can be thought of a commitment to ϕ
simpliciter. If one has an all-out commitment to ϕ one is committed to ϕing, and
one cannot do anything inconsistent with ϕing without thereby violating one’s
commitment. This is not to say that subjects who intend to ϕ simpliciter, and
thereby undertake an all-out commitment to ϕ never rationally perform actions
inconsistent with ϕing. It does not commit the subject to ϕing come what may.
However, if such a subject were to knowingly perform an action inconsistent
with their ϕing this would involve abandoning their intention (and thus their
commitment) to ϕ. We can rationally revise our intentions. But we cannot ra-
tionally perform actions inconsistent with our intentions whilst retaining those
very intentions.

A more ambitious contrastivism would hold that we can intend to ϕ without
undertaking an all-out commitment to ϕ. It would hold that one can intend
to ϕ rather than ψ, whilst not intending to ϕ rather than χ, for some known
alternative χ which is incompatible with ϕ. This would allow that one could
intend to ϕ rather than ψ, whilst not intending to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ. This
‘Robust Contrastivism’ can be thought of as follows: When forming intentions
we settle practical questions. That is, we settle the question of what we will
do, and thereby undertake a commitment to a particular outcome. However, we
often fall short of completely resolving these practical questions. An analogy
with theoretical questions will be helpful: Schaffer (2007 p387) points out that
one may be able to answer the question ‘Is that George Bush or Janet Jackson’
without being able to answer the question ‘Is that George Bush or Will Ferrell’
(famous at the time for his George Bush impersonation). In this case, one can
only partially resolve the question ‘Is that person George Bush?’. One is able
to rule out some possibilities incompatible with the relevant individual’s being
George Bush, but one is not able to rule out all possibilities incompatible with
the individual’s being George Bush. Likewise, Ben is only able to partially
answer the practical question of whether to kill the family. He has resolved to
kill them rather than stop pumping. But this is as far as his commitment goes.
Such contrastive intentions are less like desires, and more like preferences. That
is, they involve a preference-like choice between alternatives viewed as possible
outcomes of action. The intention to ϕ rather than ψ involves a ranking of
alternatives which places ϕ ahead of ψ. This is consistent with one’s ranking
other alternatives ahead of, or on a par with ϕ. For example, one may also rank
χ as on a par with ϕ. This ranking is committal. So it would commit the agent
to ϕ over ψ. But it would not commit the agent to ϕ over χ.

To be clear, the analogy with preferences here is purely structural. Tradi-
tional conceptions of intention can be seen as treating intention as desire like
in the following sense: it is possible to desire some outcome simpliciter. One
needn’t rank that outcome relative to alternatives in order to desire it. Simi-
larly, it may be thought that one always intends an outcome simpliciter. The
ranking of the outcome above alternatives is not part of the attitude of intention
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itself (although it may be part of the process that gives rise to an intention).
Preferences are not like this. It makes little sense to talk of a preference for ϕ
simpliciter. Rather, we always prefer ϕ over some alternative ψ. Likewise, the
contrastivist about intention says that at least some (potentially all) intentions
are contrastive in structure: rather than intend to ϕ simpliciter, we intend to ϕ
rather than some alternative ψ. This is as far as the analogy goes. Traditional
approaches to intention do not treat desire for ϕ as necessary for an intention
to ϕ. Likewise, the contrastivist about intention does not treat a preference for
ϕ over ψ as necessary for an intention to ϕ rather than ψ. Rather, it merely
involves a commitment to ϕing rather than ψing. Moreover, preferences and
desires are, unlike intentions, do not require a commitment to the desired or
preferred outcomes.

The ‘and-not’ and ‘boring contrastivism’ approaches encounter problems
when we consider cases like poison. Consider the following:

3. Ben intends to kill the family rather than stop pumping.

Unlike (2), (3) does not seem obviously false. Indeed, this is a natural way
to describe Ben’s intention. This provides some inconclusive support for the
truth of (3). But this will suffice as a starting point. I will assume that (3)
is true, and outline the consequences of this assumption. Following this, I will
show how the resultant view is able to do significant work: it’s able reconcile
plausible versions of holistic decision, decision intention, and the simple
view with the standard intuitions about side effect cases, it’s able to resolve a
number of other challenges to the simple view. These considerations provide
weighty independent support for contrastivism.

2.2 Taking contrastive intention ascriptions seriously

If (3) is true then we must reject the ‘and-not’ reading of ‘rather than’ con-
structions. On the ‘and-not’ reading (3) says that Ben intends to kill the family
and not stop pumping. This entails (2). But (2) is false. Similar considerations
carry over to boring contrastivism. For the boring contrastivist the intention
to ϕ rather than ψ involves an all-out commitment to ϕing. But it’s clear that
Ben does not undertake an all-out commitment to the family’s demise. If the
option arose to keep pumping whilst allowing the family to live he would take
it. This wouldn’t require revision of his prior commitments.

Thus, if (3) is true then we must allow that Ben intends to kill the family
relative to some alternatives but not others. For example, we should allow that
that (3) is consistent with the falsity of (4):

4. Ben intends to kill the family rather than let them live.

Thus, if (3) is true, then we must embrace robust contrastivism.10

10This does’t entail that ‘I intend to ϕ rather than ψ’ is never used to communicate ‘I intend
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If contrastivism is to work, it should be seen as a thesis about the structure
of intentions rather than their contents. It’s unclear what contrastive contents
could be. Contents of attitudes, be they propositions or relatives such as plans
or maps, are typically individuated in terms of their satisfaction conditions –
the demands they place on the world (perhaps in combination with modes of
presentation and structure).11Its unclear what the satisfaction conditions could
be for the content [ϕ rather than ψ]. I can only see two obvious options. The
first is for reality itself to be contrastive, and to be such that [ϕ rather than
ψ]. The alternative is for [ϕ rather than ψ] to demand that ϕ obtain and ψ not
obtain. The first option is hard to swallow. Yet the second would render [ϕ
rather than ψ] equivalent to the proposition that ϕ and not ψ. Thus ‘I intend
to ϕ rather than ψ’ would simply be equivalent to ‘I intend to ϕ and not ψ’.
But we have already ruled out this reading.

Of course, nothing I have said rules out the possibility of analyzing con-
trastive intentions as, for example, a complex of conditional and/or disjunctive
intentions. It would be impossible to rule this out a priori. But no such anal-
ysis seems forthcoming,12and a simpler alternative is available. Attitudes can

to ϕ and not ψ’. This reading is sometimes appropriate. For example, it seems appropriate for
‘I intend to eat the salad rather than the chips’. Other ‘rather than’ constructions also admit
of multiple readings. For example ‘The police officer wants to catch criminals rather than let
them go’ is naturally read as claiming that the police officer desires to catch criminals, and
not let them go. On the other hand, a contrastive reading seems more appropriate for ‘The
police officer wants to quit rather than be held accountable’. This expresses a preference.
Presumably the police officer would rather remain on the force without accountability.

11There are possible exceptions. Grzankowski (2016, 2018) argues that we can have attitudes
toward objects e.g. ‘thinking of a number’. This attitude doesn’t represent the world as being
any particular way. It isn’t the sort of attitude that can be satisfied. Intentions are not like
this. Intentions can be satisfied. Friedman (2013) has argued there are question directed
attitudes. However, once again these attitudes are unlike intentions in that, although some of
them (e.g. curiosity) can be satisfied, their satisfaction does not place demands on the world.

12The simplest possibility along these lines would be to hold that an intention to ϕ rather
than ψ is a conditional intention to ϕ if one’s only options are ϕ and ψ. But this can’t be
right. If you mistakenly believe that ϕ and ψ are your only options and you ϕ in light of
this then your conditional intention will not be satisfied. Yet, as long as you do not also ψ
your intention to ϕ rather than ψ will be. There are more complex variants of the conditional
intention view that avoid this problem. For example, it might be suggested that one intends to
ϕ rather than ψ if one intends to ϕ so long as one believes one’s only options are ϕ and ψ. Such
views face problems of their own. But rather than list every conceivable problem for every
conceivable modification of the conditional view I’ll simply point to a general problem faced
by the majority of such approaches: Conditional intentions produce actions by issuing all-out
intentions when the antecedent is satisfied. But Ben acts on his intention to kill the family
rather than stop pumping without forming an all-out intention to kill the family. This tells
against (although doesn’t completely rule out) the possibility of straightforwardly reducing
contrastive intentions to conditional intentions. This said, it wouldn’t be the end of the world
if contrastive intentions could be reduced to conditional intentions. Certainly this would
render contrastive intentions easier to understand. And it would not force us to give up the
thesis that contrastivism is a view about the structure of intentions rather than their content.
After all, conditional intentions are not intentions with conditional content. Rather, they are
structurally conditional. That said, this would perhaps weaken the force of my suggestion
that admitting both contrastive and non-contrastive intentions results in an uncomfortably
disunified picture of intention. After all, it looks like we already have to draw a distinction
between conditional and non-conditional intentions. Adding in contrastive intentions would
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be structurally contrastive. Preferences constitute an uncontroversial example
such an attitude. Thus, we should take contrastive intentions to be contrastive
in structure, rather than a structurally non-contrastive attitude which can take
contrastive contents.

2.3 Are all intentions contrastive?

The argument presented so far suggests that at least some intentions are struc-
turally contrastive. As we will see, even this limited contrastivism is able to
do substantial work: it’s able to save the simple view, along with plausible
versions of holistic decision, and decision intention. However, it’s worth
briefly considering a stronger view: that all intentions are contrastive. The
reason for this is simple: the view that only some intentions are structurally
contrastive is disunified. It holds that there are two kinds of intention, and
that they differ not only in content but also in structure. The view that all
intentions are contrastive is unified. It sees all intentions as structurally alike.
In the remainder of this section I will present a linguistic argument that picks
up on this theme.

There’s a well-known strategy for generalising contrastivist analyses beyond
explicitly contrastive cases: If ‘intend’ isn’t always at least implicitly contrastive,
then ‘intend’ is ambiguous. Yet there’s little independent reason to believe that
‘intend’ is ambiguous, and ‘intend’ fails standard tests for ambiguity, such as the
coordination across conjunction test (employed by Schaffer (2007) and Snedegar
(2013) in defence of contrastivism about knowledge and reasons respectively).
To apply the coordination across conjunction test we conjoin two sentences
containing potentially different uses of a term, whilst only explicitly using the
term once. If the term is ambiguous then the sentence should sound infelicitous,
or at least require some interpretative effort. Consider the following examples
(C.f. Sennett (2016)):

i. The colours are light.

ii. The feathers are light.

iii. The colours and the feathers are light.

The conjunction here is semantically anomalous. It requires some interpre-
tative effort. We cannot take the same sense of ‘light’ to apply to both the
colours and the feathers. By contrast, consider the following:

not introduce any further structural disunity to the class of mental states we call ‘intentions’.
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5. I intend to pay my debts, and to kill the family rather than
stop pumping.13

This sentence is neither infelicitous nor anomalous. It doesn’t require any
interpretative effort. Yet the single occurrence of ‘intend’ attaches to both
conjuncts. And the second conjunct is explicitly contrastive. So ‘intend’, in
this case, is contrastive. However, the first conjunct isn’t explicitly contrastive.
Thus, ‘I intend to pay my debts’ must be implicitly contrastive. If this is right
then we have a reason to believe that all intention claims are contrastive. How-
ever, this doesn’t entail that all intention claims are interestingly contrastive.
When somebody asserts ‘I intend to ϕ’, without qualification, and without any
contextual cues to suggest otherwise, we usually take them to be undertaking
an all-out commitment to ϕing. This suggests that the default contrast for ‘I
intend to ϕ’ is ‘¬ϕ’. That is, ‘I intend to ϕ’ will be interpreted as meaning ‘I
intend to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ’. I will, from here on out, call such intentions ‘all-
out intentions’. Whereas a merely contrastive intention to ϕ involves a partial
ranking where ϕ is ranked above some alternative, an all-out intention involves
a total ranking where ϕ is ranked above all alternatives. All-out intentions,
unlike merely contrastive intentions, involve all-out commitment.14

These considerations suggest that not only some, but all intentions may be
structurally contrastive. This is, of course, a strong hypothesis. And, as we will
see in §3 and §5, much of the work that can be done by contrastive intentions

13The intentions here are closely related. But it is easy to construct similar felicitous cases
in which the intentions are unrelated. Suppose Ben’s partner is interested both in his decision
regarding the pumping of gas, and his decision regarding some other practical question (e.g.
what he’s having for lunch). Ben’s partner asks him ‘Do you have plans for X? And will you
kill the family?’, to which Ben can respond ‘I intend to X1, and to kill the family rather than
stop pumping’.

14It might be thought unrealistic to suggest that we ever form all-out intentions in this sense
- we don’t rank our selected alternative over all alternatives. We don’t even consider most
alternatives. There is too much uncertainty involved in decision-making for us to ever fully
commit to a single course of action. Similar considerations apply to the notion of intention
simpliciter, and have lead some (e.g. Ferrero (2009)) to suggest that all intentions are funda-
mentally conditional. There are two responses available here. The first is to treat the above
account as an idealization: when we form an ‘all-out intention’ to ϕ we don’t really rank our ϕ
over all alternatives. We merely rank it above all the alternatives in some privileged set (e.g.
realistic or relevant alternatives). A merely contrastive intention to ϕ would rank ϕ above
some but not all of these alternatives. This strategy is similar to Ferrero’s, and the reasoning
in the following sections would be unaffected by a shift to this de-idealized approach. The sec-
ond approach, to which I am sympathetic, points out that our ranking of alternatives depends
on how fine grained our partition of the space of possibilities is. Under constraints of time
and cognitive load we might conceive of our space of options in a coarse grained way - perhaps
partitioning the space of possibilities into the ϕ possibilities and the ¬ϕ possibilities. Relative
to such a partition we might rank ϕ above ¬ϕ. Since all the ¬ϕ possibilities are contained
within the ¬ϕ cell of our partition this will involve ranking ϕ above all ¬ϕ possibilities. It
would involve undertaking an all-out commitment to ϕ. However, circumstances may change.
Previously unconsidered possibilities may arise that induce a more fine grained partition of
the space of possibilities. And, relative to this new partition, the subject may no longer rank
ϕ above all ¬ϕ alternatives. This would trigger a revision in the subject’s intentions, and thus
a revision in their commitments. This seems to be an ordinary feature of decision-making: we
often make plans and then revise or relinquish them as previously unconsidered possibilities
become salient.
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does not require us to endorse anything so strong. Nonetheless, I believe that for
the sake of maintaining a unified theory of intention we should take it seriously.
We will return to this issue in §4 where I provide the beginnings of a unified
view of intentions in the contrastivist framework. However, before doing so we
must return to the puzzle with which we started, as the solution informs the
positive view I present in §4.

3 Contrastivism, Decisions, and Side Effects

We are now in a position to re-examine side effect cases in light of contrastivism.
It’s easy for the unified contrastivist (i.e. those who see all intentions as fun-
damentally contrastive) to explain the intuition that (2) is false. Unqualified
statements of the form ‘S intends to ϕ’ are, by default, interpreted as meaning
‘S intends to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ’. Thus, (2) is most naturally understood as
attributing an all-out intention to kill the family. Yet, although Ben has an
all-out intention to keep pumping, he does not have an all-out intention to kill
the family. After all, were the family to leave the house Ben would make no
attempt to stop them. And this would require no revision of his prior intentions.
Thus, he is committed to killing the family only insofar as this is a consequence
of his continued pumping. His commitment goes no further. So (2), on its most
natural reading, is false.15

Contrastive intentions also help us with holistic decision and decision
intention: Consider the type of decision Ben makes when he resolves to keep
on pumping: He realizes that, if he keeps pumping, he will kill the family.
He considers this fact, and he decides to continue pumping anyway. There is,
thus, a clear sense in which he decides to kill the family. If asked ‘what have
you decided to do, kill the family or stop pumping?’ he would answer ‘I have
decided to kill the family.’

However, his decision to kill the family is essentially tied to his decision to
continue pumping. He is only settled upon killing the family insofar as this
is a necessary consequence of his continued pumping, and only insofar as he
maintains a commitment to his continued pumping. That is, he chooses the
death of the family over the cessation of pumping. But this is the full extent of
his commitment. His decision is, thus, qualified. It’s more naturally described
as a decision to kill the family rather than stop pumping.

This distinction between all-out and qualified decisions allows us to capture
the sense in which Ben decides to kill the family without bringing holistic
decision into conflict with the truth of decision intention and the falsity of
(2). In order to see this, we must consider two versions of holistic decision:16

15It might be objected that Ben is not really committed in any sense to killing the family. It
is merely an accepted consequence of his action. I believe there is an intuitive sense in which
he is committed to this outcome. I will make it clearer in exactly what sense he is committed
to this outcome in §4 when we turn to the nature of contrastive intentions.

16Where left unqualified I take ‘decision’ to mean ‘all-out decision’ in these principles.
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Holistic All-Out Decision (HAOD) If an agent knows that
their ϕing would likely result in some additional outcome ψ, and
they decide to ϕ anyway, despite their serious consideration of ψ,
then they make an all-out decision to ψ.

Holistic Qualified Decision (HQD) If an agent knows that
their ϕing would likely result in some additional outcome ψ, and
they decide to ϕ anyway, despite their serious consideration of ψ,
then they at least make a qualified decision to ψ.

We can see that haod is false. Ben seriously considers the fact that his continued
pumping will result in the family’s demise. But his decision to kill isn’t all-out.
hqd is all we need to capture the sense in which Ben decides to kill the family.

Now consider decision intention: We are told that if an agent decides to
ϕ, and they are rational, then they will form an intention to ϕ. However, this
principle is ambiguous between all-out and qualified decisions, and all-out and
merely contrastive intentions. Since Ben’s decision is qualified, we need only
consider the analogues of decision intention for qualified decisions:

Qualified Decision, All-Out Intention (QDAI) If an agent
makes a qualified decision to ϕ, and they are rational, then they will
form an all-out intention to ϕ.

Qualified Decision, Qualified Intention (QDQI) If an agent
makes a qualified decision to ϕ, and they are rational, then they will
form a qualified intention to ϕ.

qdqi is the most plausible rendering of decision intention for qualified
decisions. qdai is too strong. If one settles upon ϕing only insofar as one
maintains a commitment to ψing, then it makes little sense to undertake an
all-out commitment to ϕing, as this would hold even in circumstances where
one’s ψing was precluded.

Ben’s decision to kill the family is a qualified one. Thus, by qdqi, we should
infer only that Ben intends to kill the family rather than stop pumping. His
decision does not bring with it an all-out commitment to the family’s demise.
Thus, the contrastivist is able to maintain holistic decision and decision
intention without endorsing (2) (on its most natural reading).

This also allows us to maintain a version of the simple view, whereby
an agent intentionally ϕs only if, relative to some alternative ψ, they intend
to ϕ rather than ψ. This version of the simple view does not require an
all-out intention to ϕ. Thus, it’s consistent with the apparent falsity of (2).
Importantly, the vindication of holistic decision, decision intention, and
the simple view does not require that all intentions are contrastive. Those
who favor a disunified view of intention can capture the falsity of (2) by holding
that it expresses a non-contrastive intention (in which case it’s false). Moreover,
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those who favor a disunified account can (and should) still draw the relevant
distinctions discussed above between haod and hqd, together with qdai and
qdqi. This reasoning can be replicated with all-out intentions (i.e. intentions
to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ) replaced by unqualified non-contrastive intentions.

4 The Nature of Contrastive Intentions

In the previous two sections I introduced and argued for contrastivism about
intentions. However, the reader may still, at this point feel adrift. I have
argued that intentions have a particular structure, but I have not said much
about what intentions fundamentally are. And without any commitments here
it’s easy to worry that the solutions I have provided are hollow. Moreover, I
have suggested that all intentions may be fundamentally contrastive. Although
this strong hypothesis was not required to solve the puzzle with which we began,
it is worth taking seriously. Finally, I have suggested that contrastive intentions
constitute a kind of ‘partial commitment’. Yet, it may be unclear in what sense
subjects like Ben undertake such a partial commitment. Indeed, it might not
be obvious that Ben is really committed in any sense to killing the family in our
example.

With this in mind I will, in this section, provide the beginnings of a unified
approach to intentions within the contrastivist framework. Doing so will also
allow me to explain why the reasons we observed in §1 for rejecting (2) (i.e.
the failure of Ben’s apparent intention to satisfy the functional roles laid out by
Bratman) don’t apply to (3).

We can start with some remarks by Bratman (1987), who distinguishes in-
tentions from beliefs and desires by reference to their functional role. They are
he tells us:

conduct-controlling pro-attitudes, ones which we are disposed to re-
tain without reconsideration, and which play a significant role as
inputs to [means-end] reasoning. Bratman (1987): 20 (cf. Setiya
(2009/2018))17

This is not the only role of intentions of course. They can also, like beliefs,
serve as stable points for non-practical reasoning about the future (and other
things, such as assertions about what one will do in the future). The difference is
that the intention to ϕ, because it involves a commitment to ϕ, poses a problem
for practical reason: the problem of how one will ϕ.

I depart from Bratman in a number of ways. Firstly, Bratman treats in-
tentions as analogous to desires. They are like desire like in structure, except
that they involve commitment. It’s the fact that intentions are committing that

17This is a slight modification of what Bratman actually says, found in Setiya (2009/2018).
Bratman (1987) does not strictly speaking state that intentions are inputs to means end
reasoning, but rather inputs to reasoning ‘to yet further intentions’. Nonetheless, the context
and later discussion makes it clear that he has means-end reasoning in mind. Thus, I take
Setiya’s modification of the quotation to be appropriate.
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allows them to play their volitional role, and their role as inputs to practical
reasoning. I take intentions to be analogous to preferences rather than desires.
That is, when one intends to ϕ rather than ψ one is committed to ϕing rather
than ψing. But one’s commitment need not go any further than this. We can,
of course, intend to ϕ rather than ¬ϕ. This will involve an all-out commitment.

Secondly Bratman takes all intentions to be conduct controlling (in the sense
that if one intends to ϕ then one is disposed to ϕ when given the opportunity),
and he takes intentions to filter out incompatible alternatives (in the sense that
if one intends to ϕ one is disposed not to intend things incompatible with ϕ).
I take these to be features of all-out intentions. But they are not features of
merely contrastive intentions.18

The final respect in which I depart from Bratman regards the sense in which
intentions frame our practical reasoning. Bratman’s thought is roughly this:
when I intend to ϕ I am thereby posed the task of identifying and committing
to a way in which I will ϕ.

I believe that all-out intentions, due to the fact that they incorporate all-
out commitments, do pose such problems for means-end reasoning. All-out
intentions can be thought of as a subspecies of a more general kind. They
are characterized as involving all-out commitments. It’s this feature of all-out
intentions which allows them to play the functional roles Bratman assigns them.

Moreover, I am sympathetic to Bratman’s general claim that intentions
frame practical reasoning. And it’s clear that some merely contrastive inten-
tions do pose problems for practical reason. However, it isn’t clear that all
contrastive intentions pose problems for means end reasoning. So I deny that
it’s a core aspect of the functional role of intentions that they serve as inputs
to means-end reasoning. Rather, I hold that intentions function as inputs to in-
strumental practical reasoning, and that not all instrumental practical reasoning
is means-end. This can be illustrated by returning to our core example.

In §1 we observed that Ben was not posed the problem of how to kill the
family. That is, he was not forced to identify a means to this end. He was already
fully committed to the means, and he was only committed to the killing insofar
as it was necessitated by his commitment to the means. Thus, his intention to
kill the family rather than stop pumping did not pose a distinct problem for his

18It might be objected that, since merely contrastive intentions do not have these features,
they are not really intentions. This is at best a terminological worry regarding whether or not
anything less than all-out intention is deserving of the label ‘intention’. I think it is fitting
to treat merely contrastive intentions as intentions since they are a species of mental state
that (as I will shortly explain) play important roles in planning, they are commonly referred
to with intention ascriptions (as discussed previously), they are (unlike all-out intentions)
necessary for intentional action, and they can be seen as a species of the same genus as all-
out intentions. If one prefers to save the label ‘intention’ for all-out intention then one can
take ‘merely contrastive intention’ to be a newly identified type of mental state that plays
important roles in planning, that we commonly refer to with intention ascriptions, that is
(unlike all-out intention) necessary for intentional action, and that can be seen as a species
of the same genus as all-out intention. Very little of substance turns on this. If we go this
way we do have to say that the simple view is strictly speaking false. Likewise for holistic
decision and decision intention. But they turn out to be so close to the truth that we are
delivered a straightforward explanation of their intuitive appeal.
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means end reasoning.
However, there’s another sense in which it does pose a problem for his in-

strumental reasoning: For most able-bodied agents the act of pumping a house
full of gas will be fairly trivial. However, the act of killing innocents is far from
trivial. Most people will have a hard time doing this. It requires significant
strength of will. Thus, there’s a sense in which the question of ‘how will I kill
the family?’ is a pressing one for Ben. He isn’t faced with the problem of iden-
tifying a strategy which will guarantee the family’s death. He is, however, faced
with the problem of overcoming his moral scruples and following through on a
course of action which will result in the deaths of several innocent people. That
is, he is faced with the problem of resisting predictable weakness of the will (in
the sense of Holton (1999)). This is no trivial matter. Without a strategy for
overcoming his moral impulses he will likely fail. Thus, Ben is required, if he
is to follow through on his plan, to identify such a strategy. His strategy could
be something as simple as gritting his teeth and putting all thoughts out of his
mind. He may look away, try to block out the family’s screams, or visualize his
life after he has received his payment. He may even try to reason his way out
of his moral scruples. None of these strategies constitute means to his end, at
least not in the standard sense. Looking away, or visualizing a happy problem
free life ahead, isn’t a way of pumping gas, or of killing a family. However,
the application of such strategies, and the identification of the need for them,
is essential if Ben is to complete his plan. And the need for such strategies
is prompted by the fact that his plan involves the killing of the family, even
though this isn’t one of his ultimate ends. This constitutes a second way in
which intentions frame our practical reasoning.19,20

More generally, this illustrates why it makes sense to at least form a qual-
ified intention to ϕ upon deciding to ϕ. Known effects of our intended actions
can raise obstacles which must be planned around, especially effects which, in
Harman’s terms, ‘raise alarm bells’, meaning that they are factored into our

19Perhaps this functional role can be fulfilled just as well by beliefs about side effects? Beliefs
also frame our practical reasoning, and the belief that continued pumping will bring about the
family’s demise places similar demands on Ben’s planning. However, we can modify the case
to eliminate the possibility that such beliefs are playing this role. Suppose that Ben expects
the family to smell the gas and escape, but that he also considers it a live (but unlikely)
possibility that they will remain and perish Furthermore, suppose that he resolves to keep
pumping in this eventuality. This will pose a similar problem for his instrumental practical
reasoning. However, this version of the case does not involve a belief that a particular side
effect will occur.

20Contrastive intentions might not merely pose the problem of how to resist weakness of the
will. They may also constitute part of the solution. Following Holton (2004), we might hold
that we can overcome or plan for weakness of the will by resolving to ϕ. Thus, in addition to
triggering further practical reasoning, our intentions may serve as triggers for the will. It’s our
faculty of the will that explains our ability to stick to our plans (Holton (2003)). As already
noted, it would not make sense for Ben to resolve, or fully commit to killing the family. But
forming a contrastive intention constitutes a sort of partial resolution. He resolves to kill the
family rather than stop pumping. And this would be enough to trigger his will, and thus
allow him overcome weakness of the will. So, in this sense contrastive intentions might often
solve the very problem they pose.
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practical reasoning (Harman (1986)).21 The resultant planning may not be
means-end. It may involve identifying means for bringing about background or
facilitating conditions. These background conditions may, for example, include
being of a mental constitution whereby one can overcome one’s moral scruples.22

This also illustrates the sense in which Ben really is committed to killing
the family. This is not simply some anticipated outcome of his action that
he can passively accept. It would be irrational for him to simply accept this
consequence, in much the same way that it would be irrational to simply accept
that one will ϕ after forming an intention to ϕ without ever planning the means
via which one will ϕ.

The general idea here can be summarized as follows: In deciding to ϕ we
thereby accept the considered consequences of ϕing. We accept (however grudg-
ingly) the whole situation encompassed by our ϕing. But our acceptance of these
consequences can place fresh demands on us. And these demands need to be
approached via practical reasoning. With this in mind, I propose that we can
think of intentions, as action guiding preference-like commitments that pose
problems for instrumental practical reasoning. All-out intentions are a sub-
species of intention involving all-out commitment (akin to a preference over all
alternatives), and this feature allows them to play functional roles not played
by other types of intention.

We are now in a position to return to the considerations (A)-(D) discussed
in §1 for rejecting (2), and show that they don’t undermine (3).

A. Intentions as pro-attitudes: Intentions are pro-attitudes. How-
ever, all an intention to ϕ requires is, at best, a preference for ϕ
over some salient alternative. Ben has no desire to kill the family.
However, he does prefer their death to the cessation of his pumping.

B. Problems for practical reason: Ben isn’t posed a means-end
problem. However, he is posed a problem for practical reason in the
broader sense identified above.

21This is suggestive of an explanation of the Knobe effect: when an apparent side effect
of an action violates a norm this sets off alarm bells for the agent. The norm violation is
factored into the agent’s practical reasoning, as it has the potential to constitute an obstacle
to be confronted and overcome during the execution of the plan. Effects which are normatively
neutral do not raise such alarm bells, so they do not factor into the agent’s practical reasoning,
and are not intended. A similar solution is advocated by Scaife and Webber (2013). These
remarks are, of course, merely suggestive. A full exploration of and response to the Knobe
effect would take us beyond the scope of this paper.

22Suppose the killing of innocents holds no significance for the Ben. Then, it won’t raise a
problem for Ben’s practical reasoning and he won’t intend to kill the family. This may seem
problematic. However, if the killing isn’t factored into his practical reasoning, then it isn’t clear
that we should say that Ben intentionally kills the family (Anscombe (1957) denies that the
poisoning is intentional in an analogous version of the case). I concede that it’s hard to accept
that somebody could knowingly but unintentionally kill a family. However, it’s also hard to
imagine somebody for whom the killing of a family genuinely holds no significance whatsoever
(even psychopaths have to live with the risks associated with the killing of innocents).
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C. Rational constraints on intentions: Ben’s intention to kill the
family rather than stop pumping requires that he avoid courses of
action which conflict with his killing of the family insofar as they
also conflict with his continued pumping. Ben’s intentions are con-
strained in this way. His intentions are not constrained beyond this
since his commitment is only partial.

D. Endeavoring: All-out intentions, because they involve all-out
commitments, give rise to endeavorings. However, merely contrastive
intentions don’t involve all-out commitments. Thus they won’t in-
evitably give rise to endeavorings.

So, the reasons provided in §1 for rejecting (2) don’t apply to (3). In the
remainder of the paper will further illustrate the structure and explanatory
power of contrastivism by showing how it allows us to resolve to two more
objections to the simple view.

5 Contrastive Intentions and the Simple View

5.1 Contrastivism and consistency

We have seen that contrastivism allows for a version of the simple view which
is resistant to the objection from known side effects. However, the simple
view faces other challenges. By exploring the contrastivist response to these
challenges we are able to better grasp the structure and explanatory power of
contrastive intentions.

The most influential objection to the simple view turns on cases in which
an agent intentionally and rationally ϕs even though it seems irrational for them
to intend to ϕ. Consider the following case:

Games Michael is presented with two identical video games. In
these games one uses a joystick to guide a missile to a target. Each
game is difficult, and there’s a prize for hitting one of the targets.
However, one cannot hit both of the targets. If one hits the target
on game A then game B shuts down, and vice versa. Moreover, both
games shut down if one is about to hit both targets at the same time.
Michael knows all this. Yet, being ambidextrous, he decides to play
both games. He reasons that his chances of hitting either target are
low, so by playing both games he maximises his chance of winning a
prize. Michael’s strategy ultimately pays off. He hits target A and
thereby wins a prize (cf. Bratman (1984: 381-383)).

Michael hit target A intentionally. It was no accident that he hit it. His hit-
ting target A was the result of a great deal of concentration and effort. However,
as Bratman points out, if we say that Michael intended to hit target A then we
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should say that he also intended to hit target B. His attitudes toward the two
targets were, after all, symmetrical. However, he knew that it was impossible
to hit both targets. Thus, if he intended to hit target A, and he intended to hit
target B, then he had inconsistent intentions. But this would render Michael’s
intentions irrational. This is the wrong result. Bratman concludes that the
simple view is false. Intentionally ϕing doesn’t require an intention to ϕ.

This reasoning assumes that intention is always a two place relation between
an agent and an action. Once we introduce contrastive intentions it becomes
clear that the simple view isn’t threatened. Michael would be irrational if he
had an all-out intention to hit target A, and an all-out intention to hit target
B. Since hitting target B is known to be incompatible with hitting target A,
an all-out intention to hit target A would commit Michael to intending to hit
target A rather than target B. Michael has symmetrical attitudes toward A
and B, thus he would also intend to hit target B rather than target A. This is
inconsistent. However, to capture the fact that Michael intentionally hit target
A the proponent of the simple view need only point out that Michael had an
intention to hit target A rather than neither target. This is consistent with his
also intending to hit target B rather than neither target. And it’s consistent
with his having no preference for A over B, and vice versa.

It might be worried that if one intends to ϕ rather than ψ, and to χ rather
than ψ, then one must intend to (ϕ & χ) rather than ψ. This inference is
sometimes acceptable. If I say ‘I intend to go to the gym rather than the party’
and ‘I intend to go to the library rather than the party’ it seems reasonable to
infer that I intend to go to the gym and the library rather than the party. If
this inference is valid then we have not resolved Bratman’s challenge: Michael
intends to hit A rather than neither target, and intends to hit B rather than
neither target, thus he must intend to hit A and B rather than neither target.
This would render his intentions inconsistent.

However, this inference isn’t valid. Contrastive intentions involve preference-
like rankings of alternatives viewed as possible outcomes of action. Forming an
intention involves making a choice between these alternatives. The fact that ϕ
is a possible outcome, and that χ is a possible outcome, does not entail that
(ϕ & χ) is a possible outcome. There are cases in which ϕ and χ are both
individually possible outcomes, but (ϕ & χ) isn’t a possible outcome due to the
incompatibility of ϕ and χ. games is such a case.

Moreover, the inference breaks down even when the outcomes are compati-
ble. Consider the following:

Suit I am going out in my fancy suit. I know there’s a chance
of wind and rain, and that the rain would ruin my suit. I have an
umbrella and a coat. The coat does not suit me. Still, I would
rather wear the coat than get rained on. My best option is to use
my umbrella. However, the wind may prevent my umbrella from
functioning. So, I set out with both my umbrella and my coat. I
intend to wear my coat rather than get rained on. And I intend to
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use my umbrella rather than get rained on. However, if I am able to
use my umbrella I have no reason to don my ugly coat. I will only
wear my coat if my umbrella is unable to function. So I don’t intend
to both wear my coat and use my umbrella rather than get rained
on.

Here we see that one can consistently intend ϕ rather than ψ, and χ rather
than ψ, without intending (ϕ and χ) rather than ψ, even when (ϕ & χ) is an
open possibility. So, why does the inference sometimes sounds reasonable? My
diagnosis is as follows: In suit and games the relevant actions were ways of
achieving the same ultimate end. Moreover, in each case performing one of the
actions precludes the obtaining of the contrasting possibility. If one hits target
A then one has not hit neither target. And if one utilizes one’s umbrella then
one has avoided getting wet. Thus, hitting target A, or utilizing one’s umbrella,
effectually renders one’s intention to hit target B rather than neither, or to wear
one’s coat rather than get rained on, inert.23

The situation is different when we consider tasks such as going to the gym
or library. Gym and library attendance are standardly associated with very dif-
ferent ultimate ends. One attends the library in order to become more learned.
One attends the gym in order to get fit. One won’t, by attending the gym,
become more learned. And one won’t, by attending the library, get fit. Thus, if
one succeeds in attending the library rather than the party one does not thereby
render inert one’s intention to go to the gym rather than the party, as this latter
intention was formed (we will generally assume) as part of a different plan: one
with the improvement of one’s physical well-being as its end. So, it’s natural
to infer that when somebody expresses an intention to go to the library rather
than the party, and an intention to go to the gym rather than the party, they
intend to go to both the library and the gym rather than the party.

Once again, the reasoning in this section can be replicated by the disunified
theorist by replacing talk of all-out intentions with talk of unqualified non-
contrastive intentions.

5.2 Disjunctive intentions

Bronner and Goldstein (2018) have presented a new challenge to the simple
view. They offer the following case:

Mail Bomb Millie mails a bomb to the Smith residence, intending
to kill either Mr. Smith or Ms. Smith. As it happens, Mr. Smith
opens the package and is killed. Bronner and Goldstein, (2018): 794.

Millie intentionally killed Mr Smith. However, it seems wrong to claim that
she intended to kill Mr Smith. After all, her intention would seem to be satisfied

23Note that this isn’t the same as the intention being satisfied. Rather, it’s akin to a
conditional intention such as the intention to ϕ if ψ being rendered inert by the preclusion of
ψ.
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equally well by killing Ms Smith. She is, thus, not committed to bringing about
Mr Smith’s demise. Her commitment is weaker than this. She is only committed
to killing either Mr Smith or Ms Smith.

mail bomb is clearly problematic for versions of the simple view formulated
in terms of all-out intentions. After all, such formulations would require that
Millie have an all-out intention to kill Mr Smith. She clearly lacks such an
intention. However, the contrastivist has a response: Millie intends to kill Mr
Smith rather than neither Mr nor Ms Smith (call this intention ‘mr’), and she
intends to kill Ms Smith rather than neither (call this intention ‘ms’). But she
does not intend to kill Mr Smith rather than Ms Smith. Nor does she intend to
kill Ms Smith rather than Mr Smith.

This takes us some way toward dissolving Bronner and Goldstein’s challenge.
However, it does not get us all the way. After all, Bronner and Goldstein
point out that Millie’s intention would seemingly be satisfied by killing either
Mr. Smith or Ms. Smith. When Mr. Smith opens the package and is blown
to smithereens mr is satisfied. But what about ms? To resolve this issue
we must recall that the satisfaction of one contrastive intention can render
another such intention inert if they are both relativized to the same alternative
(which is precluded when one intention is satisfied), and they are both formed
relative to the same ends. This was the lesson of suit. It applies equally here.
Although MS goes unsatisfied, it’s rendered inert by the satisfaction of mr,
as the satisfaction ofmr precludes the contrasting possibility (that neither Mr.
nor Ms. Smith perish), and it’s formed relative to the same end (the desire to
harm at least one Smith). In addition, her all-out intention to either kill either
Mr or Ms Smith is satisfied. The proponent of the simple view should, thus,
deny that all of Millie’s intentions are satisfied. However, they can capture the
intuition that her intentions are satisfied by pointing out that her ultimate end
is achieved, and those intentions which go unsatisfied are rendered inert - they
are in no way frustrated.

This concludes my application of contrastivism in defense of the simple
view, together with holistic decision and decision intention. The po-
tential explanatory power of contrastivism provides substantial support for the
view that at least some intentions are contrastive. Moreover, as already in-
dicated, considerations of theoretical unity suggest that if some intentions are
contrastive then all intentions are contrastive.

Conclusion

I have developed and defended a contrastivist view of intentions according to
which intention is a ternary relation between an agent, an action, and an alterna-
tive. I have presented a number of considerations in favour of this contrastivist
view, some of which have featured more prominently than others, but all of
which are worth noting:

1. Contrastivism solves the puzzle generated by side effect cases, and the
principles holistic decision, and decision intention.
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2. Contrastivism allows us to mount a defence of a plausible version of the
simple view against a number of objections.

3. Contrastivism explains the appropriateness of ‘I intended to ϕ rather than
ψ’ in cases where ‘and-not’ readings seemed inappropriate.

4. In §4 we saw that contrastive intentions are able to play important roles
for limited planning agents.

The implications of contrastivism go far beyond those discussed here. But,
further exploration will have to wait.
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