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Abstract

In this paper, I am concerned with persons’ capacity for joint action. I start by suggesting that approaches which seek to account for that capacity in terms of collective intentionality face a problem: there are actions that seem to clearly qualify as collective even though the involved persons cannot be said to entertain an overarching ‘We’-intention (however one characterises this notion). I then go on to develop an alternative account of action that loosely draws on Elizabeth Anscombe’s action theory and show how this alternative account can be applied to joint action. In so doing, I stress the importance of the phenomenal dimension of agency.

Introduction

Analytic philosophers’ accounts of joint action typically build, in some way or another, on the notion of ‘collective intentionality.’ The motivation for this move is that the analytic tradition, with few exceptions, tends to think of action as a causal concept. One core component of many causal theories of action is the idea, famously marshalled by Donald Davidson (1980),

that action intentions can be invoked to explain an agent’s doings; and what provides such intentions with their explanatory power is the fact that they are causally related to what one does. To say that I did x because I wanted to bring about y is illuminating because, on this kind of account, the intention to bring about y is taken to cause me to x. Notwithstanding the objections of (Neo-) Wittgensteinians such as Charles Taylor (1964) and Elizabeth Anscombe (1969), and regardless of considerable disagreement amongst causalists themselves about the details of a satisfactory causal account of action explanation, this idea remains dominant in analytic philosophy. And it is this idea, I think, that motivates the attempt to understand collective action by considering the notion of a collective intention. 


A variety of strategies are available to characterise this notion, but (apart from simply denying that collective intentions are more than mere sums of individual intentions with the same kind of content as that of the collective) really there seem to be two default positions. One might either suppose, with Searle (1990), that collective intentions are irreducibly basic, and that the collectively involved agents pursue a joint goal by doing their individual parts in the pursuit of that goal. Actions, according to Searle, minimally consist of an agent’s intention that stands in a causally self-referential relation to a bodily movement: I intend to raise my arm, and I intend that my arm go up as a result of that intention. Collective actions are more complex, however, since one needs to explain how a collective intention can cause individual bodies to move. Searle’s solution is that each individual’s collective intention is realized by pursuing an individual action intention as part of the collective act: the various individuals involved in a collective act intend to achieve the (primary) collective goal by pursuing a (secondary) individual goal to do their part in pursuing the primary goal. Nevertheless, collective intentions exist in individual brains, and so they can be entertained by isolated individuals. Organisms that possess collective intentionality are thus capable of entertaining intentional states of a different kind. 
The alternative is to argue, with Bratman (1992), that collective intentions can be reductively analysed in terms of a set of ‘interlocking’ individual intentions whose content involves a ‘meshing’ of particular subplans. Each collectively involved agent possesses an individual intentional attitude whose content is common to these attitudes. Differently from Searle, it is not the case that a single individual could have such an attitude: it is only because the involved parties each have the attitude in question that its content can be common to all of them. This is not to say, however, that these attitudes have to be fully identical: the concerned agents’ plans may differ in the way in which the common goal is to be brought about – their subplans may differ. But in order for collective action to be possible, these subplans have to mesh: they have to be compatible with one another. On this approach, one can explain one’s involvement in a collective project by invoking one’s individual intention to pursue a joint goal by acting on the right kinds of subplans. 

Both approaches have attracted their fair share of criticism.
 However, my goal here is not to engage in a discussion of these various perceived problems. Rather, what I want to do is draw attention to a fundamental difficulty that besets not just the two default positions sketched above, but attempts to account for collective action in intentionalistic terms quite generally. All such accounts, whether they are reductive or not, rely on the idea that what makes an undertaking collective is the participants’ pursuit of some sort of shared goal: that each co-operator intends to bring about, together with the other participants in the project, a particular state-of-affairs. But one might doubt that this strong requirement really needs to be met for an enterprise to qualify as collective. Consider the case of a protest march: you and I and a whole crowd of other people are protesting against the war. We really are jointly engaged: we march in unison, intone a chant, and wave our banners together. If someone asked us what we were doing, we would go about answering the question in collective terms: ‘We are protesting against the war,’ we might say. Yet we can give this description of our doings without being in a position to give a collective answer when asked to explain our joint engagement: when confronted with a particular ‘Why’-question about our protesting. Even though we can describe our doings in collective terms, we might be pursuing very different goals by means of the collective engagement: while you are protesting because you want the war to end, I might be new to the area and, though generally sympathetic to the protest’s purpose, be mainly on the lookout for new friends. It is true, I think, that collectivity concepts have to figure in the intention with which one acted if one is to be able to give a collective answer to a ‘What’-question about one’s doings (this point will be important later). But it is not a necessary condition of a joint action that the involved parties entertain an overarching collective intention: being in a position to give a collective answer to a ‘What’-question about our doings does not entail being able to give such an answer to a ‘Why’-question about them. It is just this idea, however, to which the collective intentionality theorist is committed. 


So the suggestion is that an enquiry into collective intentions may not be the best way to start building an account of collective action. What we might begin with, rather, is the experiential dimension of joint agency: what it is like to be jointly engaged. On the account recommended here, it is a particular action experience that enables us to give a particular answer to the kind of ‘What’-question mentioned above: it is a sense of us doing something together. And this experience is available even in the absence of overarching collective intentions: that is the consideration on which this paper is based. In order to substantiate this idea, I will loosely (and perhaps rather surprisingly) be drawing on Elizabeth Anscombe’s (1969) ‘Intention’. I shall first propose a quite general interpretation of aspects of this rich and fascinating text which suggests that some of her thoughts can be fleshed out by taking seriously the experiential dimension of agency. In a second step, I will apply that interpretation to joint action. It will thus be helpful for the reader to approach the first part of the paper, which delivers a general Anscombe-inspired sketch of action explanation, by bearing in mind this larger project.

Before embarking on this project, a number of disclaimers are in order. These disclaimers are important, since they narrow the scope of my project in a way that makes it manageable within a journal paper. First, I am not claiming to be engaged in a faithful exegesis of Anscombe’s text. Secondly, I shall not consider the entirety of her views on action. Thus, she starts from the consideration that the concept of intention figures not only in what she calls an ‘intentional action’ and the ‘intention with which’ one acts, but also in the ‘intention to act’. Even though these kinds of future-directed intentions are of obvious relevance for a comprehensive account of action, most importantly in connection with the problem of free will, I shall, for the purposes of this paper, limit my enquiry to the first two notions. Further, I will be concerned only with one aspect of action explanation: I will investigate in what way intentions (rather than reasons, beliefs, or desires) can explain our doings. There are, of course, a variety of attempts to spell out the relation between these notions, such as the idea that one might account for reasons in terms of belief/desire pairs; but since intentions are at the heart of Anscombe’s account, and since my approach builds on hers, I will not attempt to analyse the notion of an ‘intention’. Lastly, I am not claiming that all action explanation is of the kind suggested here: there may well be other kinds, which can be suitably accounted for in causal terms. So I am only concerned with this question: is there a way in which one can make plausible the idea that it is possible to understand collective actions, and the way in which agents may explain them, by stressing, in the first place, the experience of the involved agents rather than their action intentions? 

PART I: ACTION AS AN EXPLANATORY CONCEPT

Intentions and Actions

Elizabeth Anscombe’s ‘Intention’ is sometimes mentioned as a seminal text of the Intentionalist Programme (Ratcliffe and Hutto 2007, p. 5). But one ought not to take her, on those grounds, to be advocating a causal theory of action. In fact, her conception of action stands in direct opposition to the idea that actions can be accounted for in terms of a particular relation between intentions and bodily movements: 

We do not add anything attaching to the action at the time it is done by describing it as intentional. To call it intentional is to assign it to the class of intentional actions and so to indicate that we should consider the question ‘Why?’ relevant to it in the sense that I have described. (…) And in describing intentional actions as such, it will be a mistake to look for the fundamental description of what occurs – such as the movements of muscles and molecules – and then think of intention as something, perhaps very complicated, which qualifies this. The only events to consider are intentional actions themselves, and to call an action intentional is to say it is intentional under some description that we give (or could give) of it. (1969, p. 28f.)

We are thus asked to think of ‘intentional actions’ as descriptions of particular sorts of events that invite ‘Why’-questions about them. And what allows you to conceive of a particular kind of event as an action in the first place are instances of being prompted to account for your doings.

So the description of something as a human action could not occur prior to the existence of the question ‘Why?’, simply as a kind of utterance by which we were then obscurely prompted to address the question. (1969, p. 83)

In order to answer such questions, one takes recourse to the ‘intentions with which’ one performs an action. Such intentions are distinct from the ‘intentional action’ itself. Anscombe suggests that one and the same action can be accounted for in terms of a variety of different intentions: someone may, in a variation of her famous example, intentionally move his arm, thereby operate a pump, replenish the water supply and poison the city’s inhabitants. The first description captures the intentional action, and each following one renders the intention with which the agent acted in the previous description of the action. The last ‘intention with which’ the agent acted thus ‘swallows up’ the previous ones (Anscombe 1969, p. 46). Action explanation, on her account, relies on the possibility of describing the action in question in terms of an ‘intention with’: if no such description is available, it is dubious whether the event qualifies as an action at all (Anscombe 1969, p. 32). So to be in a position to explain your doings, you have to be able to describe the event in question in two quite distinct ways that are systematically interrelated: to describe your doings as ‘intentionally moving your arm’ is possible only because you already have some idea about what goal (operating the water pump, say) you are intending to bring about by means of this action, and because you can describe your doings in these terms also. You could not think of the movement of your arm as intentional if you had no clue what your intention in moving the arm was.
 

One thing you have to be able to do if you are to explain your doings, then, is to describe the event to be explained as an ‘intentional action’: as one single occurrence with both bodily and psychological properties. Intentional actions have the particular characteristic that these two kinds of properties are integrated: the event is not best conceived as composed of them (and could hence not be reductively analysed in their terms). ‘Intentionally moving one’s arm’ is not, on an Anscombian approach, an event that one could describe as a physical occurrence (a movement of the arm) that is then intentionally qualified: it is an event of a different kind. It is characteristic of intentional actions in this sense that their execution does not, in the moment of the action, depend on the deployment of the kind of conceptual repertoire that could be brought to bear to frame them in a particular way for explanatory purposes: to describe your doings, in response to a particular ‘Why’-question, as ‘cooking dinner’, you may rely on concepts whose application was not involved in the execution of the action itself. You might have chopped up the tomatoes for the pasta sauce without having entertained the thought, ‘I am cooking dinner’ (or even, for that matter, ‘I am chopping up tomatoes’). It is only in the search for an answer to the question why you did what you did that these descriptions are invoked. Your doings were intentional all along: but what the right kind of intentional description is depends on the question you are trying to answer. 

The idea I want to defend is that taking seriously the phenomenal level – the action experience – makes available a promising interpretation of this thought. One question that arises about Anscombe’s account is what the relation is between ‘intentional action’ and the ‘intentions with which’ one acted, given that it isn’t a causal relation (remember that she thinks of both the ‘intentional action’ and the ‘intention with which’ one acted as descriptions of one and the same event). And we might begin to answer that question by considering that on the experiential level, it isn’t the case that any particular concepts are involved in the execution or perception of an action: in the swing of things, you are simply acting. There isn’t anything like one ‘intention-in-action’ whose possession would be a necessary prerequisite of its execution. To see this, consider James’s (1890, p. 232) point that ‘consciousness …does not appear to itself chopped up in bits’
: applying what really is a general point about conscious experience to the phenomenology of action, it isn’t that when you are in the process of preparing dinner, your experience is characterized by a strict sequence of now chopping the tomatoes for the sauce, now heating up the water for the pasta, and now washing the salad. All of these actions are complex: you might describe the action of chopping the tomatoes as now reaching for a tomato, now putting it on the cutting board, and now starting to make the cut. You might describe this action on an even more microscopic level; or you might describe it simply as (part of) cooking dinner. And there is no one single level of description that will appropriately capture the action experience. Much depends on your skill and level of attention in carrying out the task: if you are a skilled dicer, you will experience the whole episode of cutting the tomatoes as one extended action that is carried out in the background of your consciousness; if you are a cooking novice, every cut into the tomato, accompanied as it is by the effort to not slice into your finger in the process, will be experienced as a single event that requires all of your attention. There thus is no way in which one’s experience could be said to carve intentional actions at their joints. It is only when we start thinking about what we are doing, or what we did, that we begin to so individuate our doings. What prompts me to describe my doings in ways that require me to bring to bear a particular range of concepts is a ‘Why’-question directed at me: it is the request for an explanation. So the fact that I am engaged in an intentional action which, when prompted, I could describe as ‘cooking dinner’, does not imply that the concepts that make available that description are involved in the execution of the action itself. We might thus say that intentional actions are doings

(1) whose execution does not depend on the deployment of the kinds of concepts that allow us to address particular ‘Why’-questions about them (the conceptual characteristic)

A parallel consideration pertains to action perception. In the same way in which one can perform actions without having to rely on the concepts one might invoke to account for what one did, a suitably placed observer will be able to perceive your doings as an action without, in the perceptual act, deploying those concepts. The same phenomenal considerations as before apply in the perceptual case: it is not that, when encountering you in the kitchen, I necessarily see you cooking dinner. What I see is that you are performing an intentional action (rather than being subjected to a series of strange fits and starts): but do I see you cooking dinner, preparing the pasta sauce, or slicing tomatoes? What enables me to frame your doings in such terms is, once again, a particular ‘Why’-question about them: it is the search for an explanation of the event. And since the event may be framed in a vast number of ways, depending on what is helpful in the given context, it would be a mistake to suppose that the concepts which, in the pursuit of an explanation, make available a particular description of the event, are also involved in the perception of that event: for it would surely not make sense that all of the concepts that one might draw on in descriptions of my doings as ‘slicing the tomatoes’, ‘making the sauce’, ‘cooking dinner’, and so on, are brought to bear in the perceptual event. So we might say that there is a second, epistemic characteristic of intentional actions: intentional actions are doings

(2) whose intentionality can be perceived even though the concepts that may be deployed to describe them are not involved in the perceptual event (the epistemic characteristic)

Action experience and perception, on this account, is thus not constitutively tied to a deployment of the concepts that may be invoked to describe a person’s doings in pursuit of an answer to a ‘Why’-question about them. The approach does not entail the strong claim that no concepts are involved at all in the perceptual or kinesthetic experience of an action. It does, however, entail the weaker claim that concepts may be involved in action description and explanation that are not deployed in their execution or perception. Starting from the phenomenal level is one way of substantiating Anscombe’s insistence that ‘the description of something as a human action could not occur prior to the existence of the question ‘Why?’’ (32). The quote suggests that the intentional description of an action – the very possibility of framing some event as an action at all – depends on one’s also being able to invoke the intentions with which one did it. And one might make sense of this idea by taking it that the ‘Why’-question – the search for an explanation – provides the frame of reference within which the description of an event as an intentional action is possible. What allows us to individuate some event as an action is that it is the kind of thing about which ‘Why’-questions are possible: it is the kind of thing that we can carve out from our experienced engagement with our surroundings by subsuming it under intentional terms.

Explanation as ‘Highlighting’ 

On this account, the kind of action explanation that is concerned with an agent’s psychology isn’t a causal enterprise. The account operates with three levels: the phenomenal level of the action experience, the level of the intentional action, and the level of the intentions with which one acted. And neither the relation between action experience and the description of one’s doings as an intentional action nor the relation between intentional actions and the intentions with which one acted is helpfully conceived in causal terms. To see this, consider the following thought: whatever the details of the kind of causalism about action at issue, one necessary feature of any causal account is that cause and effect are, in some sense, discrete objects: one must be able to draw a conceptual distinction between an event A and another event B, the first of which is causally responsible for the occurrence of the second (whatever we may take that to mean). That is to say, one must be in a position to give an individuating description of A without invoking B in that description, and vice versa. But that is just what is not possible, on the account promoted here, in the case of an intentional action. We cannot think of an action experience in terms other than those of an intentional action: to think about aspects of such an experience already is to think about it in terms of an intentional action. So the idea that action experiences might be conceived as standing in a causal relation to intentional actions cannot be defended. 

A similar consideration applies to the relation between intentional actions and the intentions with which these actions were performed. I said that one’s ability to carve out an aspect of one’s experience as an intentional action depended on a (however dim) grasp of the intentions with which one acted. What allows you to describe an event as a particular action is having at least some idea about the intentions with which you did it. So the description of your doings as an intentional action depends on your being in a position to say more about the intentional aspect of your doings. You cannot say ‘I intentionally moved my arm’ if you have no clue what the content of that intention might be. You cannot give an individuating description of your intentional action without invoking (or at least being in a position to invoke) the intentions with which you acted. And hence the relation between intentional action and the intention with which you did it ought not to be thought of as a causal relation.


But if action explanation, of the kind at issue, isn’t causal explanation, we need an account of the explanatory power of the alternative approach marshalled here. One point of Davidson’s influential argument that reasons are causes of action, and that intentions may constitute such reasons, is that intentions are what enables us to explain our doings: to say that I did x because I intended to bring about y is to say that that intention caused x. Along those lines, the suggestion that ‘intentional actions’ are individuated in terms of the ‘intentions with which’ one acted is unattractive because it effectively deprives one of the possibility to account for the explanatory role of such intentions. So it is vital to respond to the concern of the causalist.  

On the approach presented here, Anscombe’s ‘intentions with which’ are psychological devices that enable one to propositionally individuate particular aspects of one’s experienced mental life. They are not, as we have seen, causally linked to intentional actions. Rather, they allow an agent (or his audience) to think in a particular way about what he is doing. One might say that such intentions make it possible for the agent to ‘highlight’ aspects of his doings. And it is this highlighting that is explanatorily helpful. What makes it helpful is the asymmetry between the kinds of access to the intentions with which one performs an action that is enjoyed by oneself versus the access enjoyed by other persons. I have, in typical cases, an understanding of my doings that is quite distinct from yours; I am immediately acquainted with my intentions in a way in which you are not (though ‘immediate acquaintance’ here ought not to be taken to imply infallibility). Going by the epistemic condition of an intentional action, we are able to make sense of the idea that intentional actions can be directly perceived as such; but describing the action in intentionalist terms is possible only in response to a ‘Why’-question about it.
 While I may have some idea about the intentions with which you acted, perhaps most typically on contextual grounds, I will need to rely on your testimony in order to really understand why you did what you did.  And the thought is that action explanation is sometimes concerned with that: one way of explaining one’s doings to others is to highlight those intentional aspects of one’s doings that aren’t disclosed in the act to the observer (and enquirer). The agent’s grasp of the action’s epistemic context will differ quite substantially from that of the audience: and to explain an action is just to enlarge the scope of that context so as to put the audience in a position to understand why one did it. To explain an action by invoking the intentions with which one performed it is to familiarize the audience with aspects of one’s psychological life that its members were previously unacquainted with. It is a description of an event in terms that are novel to, and hence of explanatory value for, one’s audience. 


It is important not to read this as the suggestion that the ‘intentions with which’ one performs an action are radically private items that one possesses privileged access to and is thus at liberty to disclose to an audience for explanatory purposes. Sometimes other people will have a better grasp of one’s intentions than one does oneself; sometimes one will only arrive at an understanding of why one did something long after the fact. Sometimes those motives will remain foggy forever, even to oneself; sometimes they will be such that one finds it impossible to couch them in words. The idea is thus not that one makes one’s audience party to some private inner realm when trying to account for one’s actions by drawing on the intentions with which one acted. The idea is, rather, that one attempts to make sense of one’s doings by putting them in a larger psychological context. 

On this picture, action explanation is not conceived in terms that are broadly parallel to the function of explanation in science; for it is this stance that provokes the worry of the causal action theorist. What may make causal arguments attractive as candidates for the scientific explanation of an event is the search for a mechanism, if you want – some previously hidden order of events that, once exposed, gives us a reason for why the event to be explained should have occurred.
 Explanations of actions in terms of causally efficacious intentions can be seen as revealing such a mechanism. But at least some action explanations aren’t of that kind. Good action explanations of the kind discussed here provide the audience (which may, on occasion, include the agent herself) with a kind of understanding that wasn’t previously available to its members – they enable the audience to see one’s doings from a new perspective. To that extent, what is called action ‘explanation’ really is perhaps better thought of as an exercise that is broadly hermeneutic in character. Accounting for one’s action by invoking the intentions with which one acted means to put them in a context which enables the audience to gain what Weber (2001) called an ‘empathic understanding’: it is about acquiring a grasp of the intentional perspective of the agent, an Einfühlung into his psychology, rather than about unearthing causal chains to arrive at new quasi-scientific knowledge.
 

The Role of the First Person

The result so far is that in order to answer ‘Why’-questions about one’s doings, one must be in a position to propositionally individuate aspects of one’s action experience. But this ability requires one to be able to ascribe action predicates to oneself, or to others. I can only entertain the thought, ‘I am cooking dinner’, if I am both in a position to think of my doings as ‘cooking dinner’ and to think of myself as cooking dinner. And just as the propositional individuation of the action latches on to aspects of the action experience, the possibility of the ascription of this action to myself builds, in some way, on my awareness of myself as acting. Elisabeth Pacherie writes about the (minimal) phenomenology of action experiences:

(…) even this minimal sense of agency is not monolithic; it includes a number of distinguishable aspects. One way to draw these distinctions is in terms of the component elements of the content of our awareness of our current actions. First, some aspects of the phenomenology of agency concern the action itself, what is being done, while others concern the agent of the action, her awareness that she is acting or that she is the agent of the action. (2007, p. 6)

And correspondingly, the ability to ask, and answer, ‘Why’ questions of an Anscombian kind depends on one’s ability to ascribe action predicates to oneself and others. You could not ask why someone sliced the tomatoes if you did not have the concept of her as the agent – as the doer of the action. You have to grasp the conceptual roles of the first and third person in order to be in a position to explain why you sliced the tomatoes: you have to be able to entertain the thought, ‘I sliced the tomatoes because I was cooking dinner.’ And this, in turn, requires that you be able to also think, ‘He sliced the tomatoes because he was cooking dinner.’ So it isn’t sufficient that you have the concept of an action; if action explanation is to be possible, you also have to be in a position to ascribe action predicates to yourself and others.
 This requirement is reflected on the level of action experience: you experience yourself, or perceive another person as acting.

The picture that emerges, then, is this. Anscombe’s ‘intentional actions’ are events that can be described in terms of a conceptual and an epistemic characteristic: events whose execution does not depend on the deployment on the kind of conceptual repertoire required to address particular ‘Why’-questions about them, and whose intentionality can be perceived even though the concepts that may be invoked to individuate, and explain, them are not directly involved in the perceptual act. But in order to explain one’s doings, one has to be able to propositionally individuate aspects of one’s action experience; and what enables one to do this is the ability to say something about the intentions with which one acted. Further, in order to respond to particular kinds of ‘Why’-questions, one has to have mastered the conceptual roles of the first and third person. There is, then, a direct connection between the phenomenology and the intentionality of action: one ‘highlights’ relevant aspects of one’s action experience in order to embed the action in a larger intentional context, thus enabling the audience (if all goes well) to make better sense of one’s doings – to see them in the same kind of light as one does oneself. In the remainder of this paper, I am going to make the case that this view of action explanation can be employed to elucidate the idea of a ‘joint’ action – of an undertaking that is carried out by a plurality of agents. 

PART II: JOINT ACTION

Collective Phenomenology

The consideration I start from is that what makes an action collective is a joint experience. It is an important feature of the approach I have advocated that one needs to accommodate the phenomenal perspective – the experience of the agent – when accounting for actions, since it is from that perspective that particular intentional aspects of the experience – the intentions with which one acted - can be highlighted in an attempt to explain one’s doings. Efforts to elucidate the notion of collective action which take this insight seriously will hence not begin with collective intentions, but rather with joint action experiences. And certainly we can make sense of the notion of such an experience. Searle writes: 

The problem with believing that you believe that I believe, etc., and you believing that I believe that you believe, etc., is that it does not add up to a sense of collectivity. No set of ‘I Consciousnesses,’ even supplemented with beliefs, adds up to a ‘We Consciousness.’ The crucial element in collective intentionality is a sense of doing (wanting, believing, etc.) something together (…) (1995, p. 25)

This strikes me as exactly right: what constitutes joint activities is a particular experience – Searle’s ‘sense of doing something together’. Remember the protest march I mentioned earlier: it is precisely the joint involvement of the protesters that makes the event what it is. Were we, unbeknownst to one another, each staging individual protests which merely happened to co-incide (and were we, admittedly rather improbably, not aware of this co-incidence), the resulting event wouldn’t be of the same kind at all, even if it looked indistinguishable to a detached observer. As in Searle’s (1990) scenario of the park people, what is lacking in the second case is a shared experience.  

To make this a bit more vivid, consider the following two versions of the protest march scenario. Suppose, first, that we are jointly engaged in a protest march against the war: an undertaking that is collective in a very strong sense. If we are protesting together, it is not just that you are protesting against the war, and I am protesting against the war, and that we are mutually aware of our respective engagements. If we are really protesting together, there is something our joint engagement feels like; and it is this feature, rather than the joint pursuit of a joint goal, that is constitutive of the event as a collective enterprise. It is because of a particular kind of action experience –Searle’s ‘sense of togetherness’ - that an intentional event involving a number of persons qualifies as collective.

Now contrast the scenario of a number of jointly engaged protesters with a case in which a spy has infiltrated the protest march, perhaps with the aim of reporting the protesters’ views to the government. The spy is not collectively involved with the protesters: he is not experiencing the ‘sense of togetherness’ I described above. And he will not be in a position to share easily in the protesters’ joint engagement: in fact, he will have to be highly alert in order to create an impression of blending in; he will have to pay great attention to his every move so as to not arouse suspicion. So there seems to be a direct connection between collective action experience and the ability of jointly engaged agents to effortlessly co-ordinate their doings. What goes for the spy is also true of couple dancing, playing in an orchestra, jointly repairing a leaking roof, or going for a walk together: if there is no ‘sense of togetherness’, the effortless co-ordination of action that is a hallmark of joint engagements comes under threat. And in such cases, it will not be possible for the involved persons to think of their doings in (however minimal) collective terms: the spy is not in a position to describe his actions as part of us protesting together. The availability of an action description in such terms depends on the existence of a joint experience. What seems promising about such an experiential approach to joint action is that it allows us to accommodate the consideration put forward at the beginning of this paper: jointly engaged persons need not be in a position to give overarching collective responses to ‘Why’-questions about their doings for their undertaking to be collective. It suffices that they be able to so respond to ‘What’-questions about them. We might pursue very different aims with our respective involvements in the march, and hence have very different reasons for participating in the event, but nevertheless think of it as collective. If we start from the consideration that what renders an action collective is a jointly entertained collective intention, it is not clear how we are to make room for this thought. But on the experiential approach recommended here it presents no problem, as I will argue below.  

Joint Intentional Actions

In the first part of the paper, I suggested that we might understand the ‘intentions with which’ one acts as psychological devices that allow one to individuate, for explanatory purposes, relevant aspects of one’s mental life as intentional actions. There are, I claimed, two strands to that capacity: in order to entertain thoughts about one’s doings, one has to be able to individuate aspects of the action experience; and one also has to be able to ascribe such intentions to an agent. So there is a natural connection between the two components of the sense of agency that Pacherie is concerned with and the Anscombian account of joint action I am advocating: action explanation requires both an understanding of one’s doings as an action and the ability to ascribe action predicates to oneself (or another). I am going to start by relating the first requirement to joint action in this section, and will continue with the second requirement in the rest of the paper. 

Just like episodes of individual agency, joint actions are not experienced as chopped up in bits but rather as continuous. I experience our game of football not as a series of disjointed individual events – as you passing me the ball, followed by the separate action of me kicking it forward, followed by the goalkeeper’s attempt to catch it. Rather, the whole complex undertaking is experienced as one temporally extended stream of collective goings-on, within which I can shift my focus of attention (from the ball to the doings of the goalie and back, say). But as before, the ability to individuate particular episodes as actions comes with one’s capacity to entertain thoughts about them. It is only when one starts asking, and responding to, ‘Why’-questions about one’s doings that one singles out particular aspects of the action experience: to that extent, the phenomenology of joint actions is on a par with that of actions carried out by single individuals. What is different is that there is a sense of joint involvement to such experiences: one has a sense of acting together with another in collective undertakings; and, along the line of thought developed in the previous section, it is that sense which is constitutive of the joint character of the event. 

I now want to recommend that we think of events that can be individuated in response to particular ‘Why’ questions as joint intentional actions: such events, so the claim, possess both the conceptual and epistemic characteristics of an intentional action. Consider being engaged in a joint project – ballroom dancing, carrying a sofa up the stairs, or just kicking a football along with someone while being engrossed in a conversation: you do not have to be in a position to think about your actions in those terms while being engaged in them. You might, when being asked what you are doing, put it in those terms: but having the concepts necessary to respond in a particular way is not a prerequisite of the kind of joint engagement in question. The reason is, as before, that you can describe your joint doings in any number of ways, depending on the question at issue, and there just doesn’t seem to be the intentional, rock-bottom level of description of the deed whose possession makes it possible for you to perform the action. And so jointly engaged agents’ doings meet the conceptual condition of an intentional action.    

As to the epistemic characteristic, consider observing a football team, a couple engaged in ballroom dancing, or two people carrying a sofa in action: there really is a way in which you can see the group’s engagement as one complex event. You don’t just see that the quarterback is passing the ball to the midfielder who has stormed ahead, keeps running with the ball and scores a goal. Of course you may see these individual actions: but you see them in the context of the collective undertaking. You see two teams involved in a joint project that you might describe, when prompted, as playing a game of football. In some cases, you might even be able to see a joint undertaking while not being able to make out any individual actions – for instance, when you look at a football field from a distance (maybe from a helicopter hovering far above). So joint action perception is possible without bringing to bear the whole range of concepts that one might draw on to describe the perceived event. Thus joint activities meet the epistemic condition of an intentional action also. 

However, and importantly, this is not to say that the action experience of jointly engaged persons could always be exhaustively characterized as collective. For complex undertakings at least, it isn’t that the sense of joint agency is in the foreground of such experiences at all times; at the moment where I focus on the ball that you just kicked in my direction it will almost certainly not be, for instance. On the other hand, there clearly are moments in which the joint character of our doings is at the centre of our attention, perhaps when we, the members of a football team, come together in one giant hug to celebrate our victory. So what I want to draw attention to is that if you look carefully at the phenomenology of joint action, you will not be tempted to think of individual and joint actions as starkly distinct: this isn’t an all-or-nothing affair. Apart from the consideration that there are many actions which involve individual and collective components (for example, my reliance on a fellow rock climber for help when navigating a particularly treacherous bit of terrain), we ought to accept that even actions we would want to call collective in a fundamental sense, such as playing football together, involve experiences in which the collective element is a background condition rather than at the centre of attention. We might say, for such cases, that the sense of a joint involvement provides an experiential frame of reference which colours even the individual aspects of the action experience. But this is not to say that this joint experience somehow replaces or overrules my awareness of myself as involved in the joint undertaking.

Collective Action Explanation
I am now facing a particular challenge. I said that jointly engaged agents, though they must be able to describe what they are doing in collective terms, can nevertheless be so engaged on the grounds of intentions that differ substantially, and hence may not be able to give a collective answer to ‘Why’-questions about their doings. But I also said that the ability to individuate aspects of an action experience as an intentional action required the agent to draw on the intentions with which she acted: it was precisely the possession of such intentions that enabled her to describe her doings as intentional in the first place. So the question that arises is this: how can an agent’s grasp of her individual, non-collective intention, of some goal she is pursuing with her doings, enable her to latch on to an aspect of her joint experience and thus to individuate it as a collective action? It might seem that there is a discontinuity here: a gap between collective engagement and individual intention. But, as I am going to suggest below, this impression is quite mistaken.

I have already pointed out that you will, in a joint undertaking, still have a sense of your own involvement in the undertaking: you typically don’t abandon your awareness of yourself as an agent when you become collectively engaged (exceptions notwithstanding). And this complexity of joint action experiences is reflected on the conceptual level. One important consideration here is that the concepts whose possession enables you to ascribe intentional actions to yourself and others on the one hand, and to collectives on the other, are not independent: one could not conceive of creatures that possessed collectivity concepts but not concepts of the individuals of which the collectivity was composed. It just seems to be a necessary component of the meaning of collectivity concepts that collectives are composed of individuals. In order to possess a grasp of the conceptual role of ‘we,’ you already have to have mastered the roles of ‘I’ and ‘He’ or ‘She’. You cannot think of us as making music together if you are not in a position to think of me as making music with you, and you as making music with me. So we ought to take it that collective concepts are what one might call sophisticated: it is only possible to grasp them if one already possesses a range of other, more primitive concepts. 

It is easy to hear this thought as embracing some sort of reductionism about collectivity; but that would be a mistake. We must not conclude, on the grounds that collective concepts are sophisticated, that they can be reductively analysed: it isn’t true that every sophisticated concept can be exhaustively accounted for in terms of those more basic concepts whose possession constitutes a necessary condition for the possession of the sophisticated concept.
 To say that ‘we are making music together’ isn’t to say quite the same thing as ‘I am making music with you, and you with me.’ The first description of the event highlights a different aspect of our action experience – the collective aspect - even though it individuates the same event. And it is this consideration that allows us to substantiate the idea that one can draw on an individual intention to describe a collective event. When saying ‘I participated in the protest march to make new friends’, I am highlighting an individual aspect of the joint experience: I am, after all, talking about my participation in it. This fact doesn’t make the event any less collective: it still is the case that the experience is joint in the sense described - it fundamentally is an experience of us protesting together. It is just that, in explaining my participation in the event, I am describing it in a way that stresses the role I played in it. And so we can make sense of the idea that we can describe an intentional event in collective terms even though the intention that explains our participation in it is an individual one. We are, in so doing, familiarizing the audience with aspects of our individual mental lives; but these aspects are bound up in the joint action experience. There are, of course, also genuinely collective responses to ‘Why’-questions about our joint doings: and such responses, on the account developed in this paper, highlight aspects of a collective psychological life. This raises the interesting question whether the account is committed to the existence of a ‘group mind’ - but it is not a question I can fruitfully address here.

� I am grateful to the participants in the conference Collective Intentionality VI in July 2008 at UC Berkeley for helpful comments on this paper. I also wish to thank the participants in John Searle’s Social Ontology Seminar, in which an earlier version of this paper was presented. Thanks are due to Robert Frederick and Joel Yurdin, as well as to two anonymous referees for this journal, for instructive comments. Finally, I am grateful to Bentley University for a summer grant that enabled me to write this paper.


� See Tollefsen (2004) for a good overview.





� By this I do not mean to make the strong claim that we can only think of our doings as intentional if we have a firm grasp of what our intentions are in carrying out a certain action. There may not always be an obvious answer to a ‘Why’-question about one’s doings (see Hursthourse 2000, p. 90). The point really is a weaker one: if you have absolutely no idea why you did something, it is dubious whether the event you are trying to account for can be understood as an action at all. 


� I must acknowledge my debt to Matthew Soteriou’s (2007) paper that greatly furthered my thinking on content individuation.


� For an account of the neurological basis of the context-dependence of action perception, see Iacoboni et al. (2005). For a critical account of the conclusions about the role of mirror neurons in the perception of actions and intentions promoted in that paper, see Borg (2007).


� It is worth noting, however, that contemporary accounts of causal explanation in the Natural and Social Sciences tend to deflate the search for this kind of ‘mechanism’: for an overview, see Cartwright (2006).


� A reviewer of this paper suggested that one might think of action explanations (that is, responses to ‘Why’-questions) in narrative terms, and that along those lines intentions with which one acts could be thought of as ‘part of a sequence of events that make up a person’s biography’. On that proposal, such intentions could be seen as ‘historically related’, and hence one might think of them as causally linked to actions in some weak sense. I am, in fact, very sympathetic to the idea that action explanation is a narrative process; but I don’t think that invoking a causalist account of action, however weak, is helpful in fleshing out that idea. While narratives – stories – may present intentions and bodily events as temporally related – ‘I wanted to operate the pump and so I pushed the lever’ – the point of the account presented here has been that different aspects of an agent’s intentional life can be ‘carved out’, so to speak, to make sense of her doings. And what is being so highlighted depends on the ‘Why’-question one is attempting to answer. But the temporal ordering is imposed only in the construction of the narrative: it isn’t that the action experience itself is presented in a historical sequence. Thinking of the intentions with which one acted and the action itself as temporally related would thus run counter to my proposal. 





� This thought goes back to Strawson (1959). For a more detailed account, see Seemann (2008a).


� This claim goes directly against Jeannerod’s and Pacherie’s (2004) notion of ‘naked intentions’ – the idea that one can be aware of an intention without being aware whose intention it is. See Gallagher (2006) for a critical evaluation of this idea. 


� Just consider familiar arguments from the Philosophy of Social Science: for a good account, see Kincaid (1997).
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