
 

Abstract:

 

The Simple View (SV) holds that for someone to intentionally 

 

A,
he must intend to A. Critics of SV point to intentional actions which, due
to belief-conditions or consistency constraints, agents cannot intend. By
recognizing species of intention which vary with the agent’s confidence in
acting, I argue that the stringency of consistency constraints depends on the
agent’s confidence. A sophisticated SV holds that the species of intending is
related to the degree of intentionality of the action. Finally, I show that where
agents do what they believe impossible, without intending to do so, the action
is not intentional.

 

1. Introduction

According to the Simple View (SV), for an agent to intentionally A, he
must intend to A.1 This is a view that has been variously attacked and
defended. It seems to have a basis in ordinary usage.2 In this paper, I will
defend a sophisticated version of SV. There are counterexamples meant
to show that an agent cannot intend an action which he nevertheless
performs intentionally. I will examine whether intention can be under-
stood in such a way that consistency constraints and belief conditions on
intention do not prevent an agent from having an intention in such cases.
I will show why an alternative defense of the SV does not succeed. Finally,
I will also examine an example of trying to do what one thinks impossible
to determine whether there can arise a special case of intentional action
which is unintended.
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2. Criticisms of the Simple View

Two kinds of counterexamples have been suggested to challenge SV. The
first concerns actions that agents believe they will not do. Should an agent
decide to try anyway, and unexpectedly succeed in doing such an action,
it would be natural to say, given his attempt, that his action was inten-
tional. Suppose, for instance, that a large log is blocking my driveway. 
I want to move it this morning. I however believe that it is too heavy for
me to move, so I have a positive belief that I will not move it no matter
how hard I try. But I make a try anyway, and to my surprise, I succeed.
Given that I move the log in the way which I am attempting to do, my
moving of the log is clearly intentional. But it is commonly held that one
cannot intend that which one believes one will not do.3 For the point of
forming intentions is to motivate actions and enable agents to get what
they want. So the agent in this example acted intentionally without intend-
ing to so act.4

The second kind of counterexample to SV was specially devised by
Bratman.5 Suppose a particularly skillful agent plays two videogames
concurrently, one with each hand. He knows that the games are connected
such that he cannot hit the targets in both games. The games will shut
down as soon as he hits one target, or is about to hit both. When he hits
Target 1, he surely does so intentionally, since he succeeds in the way that
he was trying. Does he have an intention to hit Target 1? Given the sym-
metry between the games, he can have either two intentions to hit Target
1 and Target 2 respectively or neither intention. To have one intention
to hit Target 1 and another to hit Target 2 is inconsistent with his belief
that he cannot hit both targets. It would be criticizably irrational of an
agent to form intentions which are inconsistent in this way, for it should
be possible for rational intentions to be part of a plan that is fulfillable
in a world in which his beliefs are true. For the agent to have both inten-
tions would be a violation of Bratman’s strong consistency constraint,
which is a rational demand on plans.6 But it seems rational of the
videogames player to give both games a try and it might well be his best
strategy for hitting one target of any game. So he does not have an inten-
tion to hit Target 1.

The first kind of counterexample utilized a belief condition on intention
to block an agent who acts intentionally from having an intention to so
act. The second kind of counterexample made use of a rational constraint
on intention, namely a requirement of strong consistency, to rule out an
intention to do what is done intentionally. I will respond first to the second
example, and deal with the first example towards the end of my paper.
But I will now discuss belief conditions on intention in the next section.
For I will argue that belief conditions and consistency constraints on
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intention are linked, and the linkage helps to constitute my reply to
Bratman’s videogames example.

3. Intention and Belief

The account of intention which I am working with is Bratman’s function-
alist account. Intention is distinguished from other mental states such as
desire, by its distinctive role in action and in planning. According to
Bratman, intention involves a characteristic kind of commitment to
action. Unlike desire, intention is conduct-controlling and resists reconsid-
eration. In practical reasoning, a prior intention sets the framework for
deliberation about means to one’s end, and acts as a filter to block incom-
patible options. In fulfilling these roles, intention helps to ensure that the
rational demands on plans, namely means–end coherence and strong
consistency, are satisfied.7

Although ordinary usage seems to support a connection between inten-
tion and confidence,8 Bratman does not think that every intention to A
involves positively having a belief that one will A. “There need be no
irrationality in intending to A and yet still not believing one will.”9

Others have different opinions on this point. We do have, in our lan-
guage, resources for describing the attitudes of those who act with less
than full confidence of success. We may, for instance, say that such agents
intend only to try, or that they hope or wish, rather than intend, to act.
According to Grice, these attitudes are different species of ‘willing’, and
intending is that species of willing which entails the belief that one will
act accordingly as a result of one’s willing that action.10 An agent who is
unsure whether he will act may will the action, but he does not intend it.

One response to Grice’s point is to assert that the belief that one will
act is only conversationally implicated by the reporting of an intention to
act, and is cancellable without falsifying the truth-claim that there is such
an intention.11 It is therefore less misleading for one to say that one hopes
to A or that one intends to try to A when one is less than fully confident
that one will A. But in not avowing an intention to A, one is not denying
that one has the intention. In other words, those states of willing that do
not entail a belief that one will act still count as states of intending.
Accordingly, Grice is wrong to deny that such willings are intentions.

How are we to choose between the two opposing views? Grice criticizes
Davidson for not recognizing the diversity of expressions contained within
what he calls the ‘wanting-family’.12 One way to interpret this criticism is
to take it to mean that the difference between (what for Grice are) various
species of willing needs to be properly recognized. The difference between
a Gricean state of intending and other kinds of willing should, I think,
be marked out by way of an account of how a belief-condition on intend-
ing can affect the roles of intention in planning and action.
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It must be borne in mind that in setting out his account of intention
as a species of willing, Grice was arguing against Davidson who identifies
intending an action with an all-out evaluative judgement in favor of the
action.13 To judge an action as all-out favorable requires only a belief (call
it ‘Belief M’) that there is a minimal chance that one will do it. So for
Davidson, intentions may range over different beliefs regarding one’s
greater or lesser (but non-zero) likelihood of success in acting, all of which
are conversationally implicated and cancellable except for the Belief M.

In speaking of species of willing, what do the other species have in com-
mon with intention? It seems to be some kind of commitment of the will.14

This is what distinguishes all willings from mere desires. But although
one can commit oneself to an action that one is less than sure of success-
fully performing, Grice does not want intention to be just any state of
committing the will, but a special state that involves full confidence in
acting. But without an account of commitment,15 it is unclear what the
payoff, if any, is for restricting intention in this way.

It is Bratman who does provide a fuller account of the meaning of com-
mitment. But unlike for Grice, states of intending on Bratman’s account
may encompass a whole range of degrees of confidence in success, ranging
from the Belief M to a belief that one will act. Let us call a ranking of
intentions on the scale of confidence the B-ranking. It is my aim to show
that there is a payoff in recognizing different species not of Gricean
willing, but of intending. Instead of seeing intending as a special kind of
willing, we should count the other species of Gricean willing as species
of intending which have their own places in the B-ranking.16 But, keeping
in mind Grice’s criticism of Davidson, not all intendings are equal – for
where they stand on the B-ranking matters, as I will show.17

4. Strong Consistency

Strong consistency is defined by Bratman as the requirement that one’s
intentions be consistent with one’s beliefs. So in the videogames example,
if one believes that one cannot hit both targets, one cannot intend to hit
Target 1 as well as intend to hit Target 2. McCann18 defends the SV by
arguing that the example is a legitimate exception to the consistency con-
straint on intention. Given that it is rational for the player to adopt the
strategy of playing both games in order to maximize his chances of hitting
a target, applying the consistency constraint rigidly to this case would render
irrational a strategy that best achieves the player’s objectives. This goes
against the pragmatic rationale of such constraints on rational intentions.

McCann also criticizes the ‘intention surrogates’ introduced by
Bratman. Since the videogames player will still have to do some planning,
and his action will still have to be guided towards his goal, Bratman
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provides for a ‘guiding desire’ to play the necessary roles in the absence
of intention. A guiding desire is like an intention, except that it is not
subject to the demand for strong consistency which blocks an intention
to hit the target.19 McCann points out that intention surrogates, if they
were to facilitate planning, would themselves be subject to consistency
constraints.20 I may add that Bratman owes us an explanation for why
there should be this difference in rational constraints between two states
that play essentially the same role in action.21

A better way to avoid introducing problematic intention surrogates is
not by doing away with guiding desire, but by recognizing that not all
intentions are subject to consistency constraints to the same degree of
stringency. Bratman’s account of guiding desire can be reconciled with
McCann’s objections, as soon as what Bratman calls a guiding desire is
taken to be a species of intention. Instead of surrogates that replace inten-
tion, we should allow for species of intention which we can rank according
to the stringency with which they are subject to consistency constraints.
Let us call this the C-ranking.

It is my thesis that the C-ranking is related to the B-ranking in the
following ways – intentions which one has the fullest confidence in acting
upon (call these intentions par excellence) are subject to the most stringent
demand for consistency, whereas intentions which one has a lower confi-
dence in successfully executing are subject to a lesser stringency in consis-
tency constraint. Why is this?

Let us give the B-ranked intentions numerical values ranging from 1
for fullest confidence to a minimal non-zero decimal (0.0_) for the lowest
confidence level compatible with the formation of an intention. If one
intendsB1 to X, then one believes that one will definitely X. One cannot
then rationally intend (of any species) to Y if one believes that Y cannot
be performed with X. For to intend to Y is to believe that there is a chance
that one will Y, and this belief is inconsistent with the other beliefs that
one has (that one will definitely X and one cannot both X and Y). So
there is a very stringent consistency constraint on intentionB1.

On the other hand, if one intends to X with very little confidence in
success, and this is, say, an intentionB0.1, the intention is subject to rela-
tively loose consistency requirements. One would still be prevented from
intendingB0.1 to X and intendingB1 to Y, where one believes that one cannot
both X and Y. But one can without irrationality intendB0.1 to Y, and even
intendB0.5 to Y.22 This is because a belief that there is a 10 percent chance
that one will X is not inconsistent with a belief that there is a 50 percent
chance that one will Y, and a belief that one cannot both X and Y. For
the two former beliefs to hold, it is not required that there be a world in
which one does both X and Y. One can imagine that every case in which
one successfully does X is a case in which one fails to Y, and vice versa.

A VIEW OF INTENTIONAL ACTION 5

© 1999 University of Southern California and Blackwell Publishers Ltd.



An intention which is ranked between intention par excellence and inten-
tionB0.1 will be subject to a stringency of consistency constraint intermediate
between those which apply to those two species of intention respectively.

The relation between the B-ranking and the C-ranking which I am sug-
gesting can be summed up in the form of a Principle of Confidence and
Consistency Covariance (PCCC):

The greater the degree of confidence that one has that one will do what one intends to do,
the more stringent is the consistency that is required between one’s intention and one’s other
intentions and beliefs.

With this principle, we can cash in on the first payoff for distinguishing
between different species of intention. Where an intention stands on the
B-ranking matters, because this determines the stringency of consistency
constraints on it, which in turn determines what else the agent can
rationally intend, given his beliefs, without inconsistency.

5. Defense of SV against Bratman

The second payoff is in defending SV. As McCann has pointed out, by
relaxing the application of consistency constraints on intention, there is in
Bratman’s example no obstacle to attributing to the videogames player an
intention to hit Target 1. What is required is that he does not intendB1,
subject to the most stringent consistency constraint, to hit Target 1. The
example as set out is one in which playing both games simultaneously is
the player’s best strategy for hitting one target. If the player had been fully
confident of hitting Target 1, then his best strategy would have been to
play only Game 1, without having to risk both the games shutting down
as he is about to hit both targets. So he must have some doubts about his
success and should be attributed with neither an intentionB1 to hit Target
1 nor an intentionB1 to hit Target 2. As we saw, it need not be inconsistent
of him to say, intendB0.4 to hit Target 1 and intendB0.4 to hit Target 2 while
believing that it is not possible to hit both targets. That is to say,
intentionsB0.4 are subject to looser consistency constraints than intentionsB1.

My solution differs from that of McCann, who merely argues for excep-
tions to the consistency constraint, without connecting the degree of strin-
gency of consistency with the degree of confidence of the agent in
successfully acting on his intention. On the other hand, Bratman, who
unlike Grice does not limit intending to cases where the agent believes that
he will definitely act accordingly, fails to allow for lesser stringency in the
consistency requirement on intention, and is willing to make room for
exceptions to consistency only in the case of a guiding desire. The novelty
of my solution lies first in the link it establishes between the belief (attached

6 PACIFIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

© 1999 University of Southern California and Blackwell Publishers Ltd.



to the intention) that one will act accordingly, and the issue of consistency
between intentions and beliefs;23 and second in recognizing that confidence
in acting and stringency of consistency both admit of degrees.

An objection to my solution is that it works only for players with low
levels of skill or confidence.24 If a highly-skilled player who is confident of
hitting the target were to play the videogames described in Bratman’s
example, he would both intendB1 to hit Target 1 and intendB1 to hit Target
2. But these intentions would be strongly inconsistent with his belief that
he cannot hit both targets. It seems that in the case of the highly skilled
and confident player, Bratman’s counterexample to SV still works.
Moreover, it seems strange that such a player is guilty of criticizable irra-
tionality for doing something just because of his greater skill and confidence.

I do not however think it to be so strange. For it is not rational for the
highly-skilled and confident player to adopt and carry out a strategy of
playing both games at the same time. This strategy enables the less-skilled
player to maximize his chances of hitting one target. But the highly-skilled
player who adopts this strategy would be unnecessarily risking the shut-
ting down of both games as he is about to hit both targets. For him, the
best way to maximize his chances is to play any one game at a time.

It is not all that surprising that differences in skill entail differences in
what it is rational for agents to do. Suppose that there is a special golf
club that improves accuracy but limits the distance the golfer can hit the
ball. It may be rational for a poor golfer to use the club. But it would
not be rational for a good golfer to do likewise.

It should be noted that what I have described as the payoffs in distin-
guishing between species of intention does not show that there has to be
a variety of intentions, depending on the agent’s degree of confidence. It
may well be possible to say what I have said in my Principle of Confidence
and Consistency Covariance, and in my solution to the problem posed
by the videogames example, by having just one kind of intention accom-
panied by differing degrees of confidence in success.25 I grant that there
can be more than one way to conceptualize intention to draw the same
implications in a theory of action. Short of conclusive proof, I can offer
some reasons for having species of intention. To begin, there is not just
one kind of “plain old intending” on which everyone agrees. Examples
can be found that elicit opposing intuitions about intention,26 supporting
both the stronger belief-condition that one is sure to act, and the weaker
belief-condition that there is a minimal chance that one will act. But to
have one kind of intention accompanied by different beliefs in success is
to assume the weaker belief-condition. Whereas my account, while it
accepts the weaker belief-condition for intentions in general, also recog-
nizes the distinction between intentions to which the stronger belief-
condition applies, and other species of intention. Second, as we have seen,
a difference in stringency of the consistency constraint affects the role
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that an intention plays in planning and acting, such as in the filtering out
of incompatible intentions. Since the applicability of the consistency con-
straint is, on Bratman’s account, one of the distinctive features that mark
out intention from other mental states, we have functionalist grounds for
distinguishing between species of intention.27

6. Degrees of Intentionality

In solving the difficulty for SV raised by Bratman’s videogames example
in the way that I have done here, another problem may arise. To say that
the player merely believed that there is a 40 percent chance of hitting
Target 1 implies that doing so is not entirely within his control. One may
then be reluctant to describe hitting Target 1 as an intentional action.28

It is clear from cases of deviant causality that it is possible to do what
one intends to do with so much luck that the resultant action is not inten-
tional. It is not easy to give an account of intentional action which can
clearly separate the intentional from the non-intentional.29 However, 
I would think that there is enough skill, planning and guidance involved
in what the player is doing to minimize the contribution of luck. However,
the difference in his confidence as compared to one who intendsB1 can be
accommodated if we say of him that his action is intentional to a lesser
degree. Since we do not limit intentional actions to performances by fully
confident agents (and it was this limitation which left room for the alleged
counterexamples to SV), we can recognize lesser agent control by reducing
the intentionality of the action accordingly.30

We now have arrived at a version of SV that holds that an agent’s 
A-ing is more intentional the higher the B-ranking of his intention to A.
Not only does the agent intend to A whenever he A’s intentionally, but
the degree of intentionality of his action corresponds to the degree of his
confidence that he will so act.

7. An Alternative View of Bratman’s Example

Thus far, my defense of SV took seriously the problem posed by
Bratman’s videogames example, and proposed a way of overcoming it.
There is however an alternative view of the example that dismisses the
challenge that it supposedly poses for SV. Bratman asserts that in hitting
Target 1, the videogames player does so intentionally. On the alternative
view, what the player does intentionally is to hit one of the targets. By
SV, he intends to hit one of the targets. But this intention is strongly
consistent with his belief that he cannot hit both targets. He has neither
an intention to hit Target 1 specifically, nor an intention to hit Target 2
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specifically. There is then no need to relax the consistency constraint on
intention in order to defend SV. On this interpretation, the videogames
example does not succeed as a counterexample to SV.

Bratman has a reply to this objection to his example.31 He says that the
attribution of a less specific act of intentionally hitting one of the two
targets is appropriate only in cases which are importantly different from
his example. If one supposes in one case that the game is played with a
single target labeled on the back as either Target 1 or Target 2, or in
another case that Target 1 and Target 2 are two targets placed so close
together that the player’s skill only enables him to aim at the vicinity of
both targets, then it is plausible to say that the player, in hitting Target
1, intentionally hits one of the targets but not specifically Target 1. But
in Bratman’s example, the player’s attempt to hit Target 1 is guided specif-
ically by his perception of that target, and his success depends on his skill
at guiding the missile towards Target 1. Moreover, what terminates his
attempt to hit Target 1 is his perception that he has hit it. Given all of
these features of his example, Bratman finds it too weak to describe the
player in his example as intentionally hitting one of the targets, rather
than intentionally hitting Target 1 specifically.

Bratman’s point is a valid one, which becomes all the more convincing
when we consider another example of his, that is similar in structure to
the videogames example.32 A person M wants to marry each of two
women, S and J, but can only marry one. Not having made up his mind
as to which woman to marry, he continues to plan on ways of persuading
each to marry him. Bratman argues that the conflict need not be resolved
by M prior to carrying out sub-plans to woo S and to woo J respectively,
even though M knows that he cannot marry both of them. He could “let
the world decide,” so to speak. Suppose that M’s plan to woo S meets
with success and S agrees to marry him. It seems plausible to describe M
as intentionally getting S to marry him, not just as intentionally getting
one of the women to marry him.33 For M was trying to get S to marry
him, and his attempt consisted in actions aimed at persuading her and
dependent on his skill in carrying these out. And what terminated his
attempt was his perception that S had agreed to marry him.

Contrary to the alternative view of the example, Bratman’s videogames
example, given that the player does hit Target 1 intentionally, indeed poses
a problem for SV. Thus, it is necessary to defend SV as I have done here.

8. An Objection, and a Point on Agglomerativity

An objection may now arise against my solution by redeploying the very
considerations raised above in the failed alternative defense of SV. This
objection goes by way of arguing that although the player hits Target 1
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intentionally, his intention is to hit one of the targets and not Target 1
specifically. Therefore, SV is false because the player hits Target 1 inten-
tionally without intending specifically to do so. What would be true is a
version of Bratman’s Single Phenomenon View (which replaces SV),
whereby the intention required to make an action intentional is not neces-
sarily an intention to perform that action in particular, but the intention
which is acted upon is only required to have that action within its ‘moti-
vated potential’.34 The videogames player acts on an intention to hit one
of the targets. His intentional action of hitting Target 1 is within the
motivational potential of this intention.

Consider that in Bratman’s example, there is a reward for hitting either
target, and the player does not have to hit a specific target in order to
claim the reward. So what he wants to do is to hit any one of the targets.
The point of the objection to SV is that it seems implausible to say of the
player that he has an intention to hit specifically Target 1 as well as an
intention to hit specifically Target 2. If he were fully committed to hitting
Target 1 and equally committed to hitting Target 2, then he should switch
on the machines again after he has hit Target 1 and try now to hit Target
2. But given that he can claim the reward just by hitting one of the targets,
he has achieved his objective by hitting Target 1. There is no remaining
intention to hit Target 2 to be satisfied through further action. He would
not be disappointed if he was not given the chance to play the game again.

To reply to this objection, I can argue for an intention to hit Target 1
along the same lines as the earlier argument that hitting Target 1, and
not just hitting one of the targets, is intentional. If the game containing
Target 1 is played with the player’s left hand, it seems that what he does
with his left hand is guided specifically by the location of Target 1. The
player will think about the best movements to make to guide the missile
towards Target 1, and he will not consider it an option to hold a cup of
coffee with his left hand; whereas holding a cup of coffee with his left
hand is not an inadmissible option if his intention is to hit one of the
targets, since his right hand is still available to play the game containing
Target 2. Similarly, in the example where M seeks to persuade each of S
and J to marry him, his choice of flowers for S is guided specifically by
what S likes. He will not consider it an option to ignore S while he concen-
trates on J, although such an option is compatible with an intention to
get one of the women to marry him. Clearly then, his actions are motivated
by an intention to get S in particular to marry him, as well as another
intention to get J in particular to marry him.

Is there a problem with unsatisfied intentions? Why is the player not
disappointed in not having the chance to hit Target 2 after he has hit
Target 1? The answer is simply that he no longer intends to hit Target 2.
With the information that Target 1 has been hit and the reward achieved,
it is no longer rational to continue with a plan to hit Target 2. Giving up

10 PACIFIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

© 1999 University of Southern California and Blackwell Publishers Ltd.



the intention once the larger goal is achieved is similar to what a general,
who has ordered two attacks on the enemy, does in cancelling one attack
when the other has succeeded in defeating the enemy. Knowing that the
attack may become unnecessary before it can be successfully carried out
does not reduce the commitment to making that attack as long as the
other attack has not yet succeeded.

We should note that the videogames player would not try to hit both
targets simultaneously since he knows that when he is about to hit both
targets, the game will shut down. It would surely be contrary to his inten-
tions if the game were to shut down when he was about to hit both targets.
We can imagine him moving the missile away from Target 2 to avoid
shutting down the game in this way. This does not mean that up to that
moment, he had not been intending to hit Target 2, or had not been fully
committed to such an action. Rather, it seems appropriate to attribute to
him, in addition to intentions to hit Target 1 and Target 2 respectively,
an intention not to hit both targets simultaneously. In order to satisfy the
latter intention in a situation in which he finds himself about to hit both
targets simultaneously, he gives up one of his intentions (namely, to hit
Target 2), thereby allowing him to successfully execute his other intention
(to hit Target 1).

Does he not also have an intention to hit both Target 1 and Target 2
(though not simultaneously)? Although agglomerativity of intentions need
not be assumed in setting out Bratman’s example,35 our discussion of the
variability in stringency of the strong consistency constraint does have
implications for agglomerativity. We have seen that a belief that there is
a 40 percent chance of hitting Target 1 is not necessarily inconsistent with
a belief that there is a 40 percent chance of hitting Target 2, and a belief
that there is no chance of hitting both targets. This is because we can
imagine that every case in which one hits Target 1 is a case in which one
fails to hit Target 2, and vice versa. There would not be rational pressure
on the agent to agglomerate intentionsB0.4 to hit Target 1 and to hit Target
2 respectively into a larger intention to hit both targets, for there are no
means to achieve the latter.36 The way to carry out each intention is to
find means for each intended action separately. Thus, the videogames
player does not have to be attributed with an intention to hit both targets,
and is not irrational in not having such an intention. Given that one
cannot intend what one believes one will not do, this is a welcome result.

Agglomerativity has its application to intentionsB1. If by committing
oneself to an action, one is sure to bring it about, then it must be possible
to combine the intention to do this with any other rational intentions that
one has. The latter would not include any intention that can only be
satisfied in possible futures where the former is not satisfied (since all such
futures are ones in which the agent does not have the former intention).
But I have explained why the videogames player does not have intentionsB1
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to hit each of the targets. Similarly, M does not have an intentionB1 to
persuade S to marry him. If he did, it would not be rational for him to
form another intention to woo J, as a plan to do so would be a waste of
time to carry out, given that he cannot get both S and J to marry him. If
he is sure that he can get S to marry him, the practical conflict of choosing
between the two women has to be resolved first, and there is no question
of ‘letting the world decide’ for him. He has to make up his own mind.

9. Trying to Do the Impossible

The bulk of my paper so far has concentrated on rebutting the objection
to SV posed by Bratman’s example. But the first counterexample, that
one can try and succeed in doing intentionally what one believes it is
impossible for one to do, has not been dealt with. We have allowed for
a range of intentions, but this does not include intending to act while
believing that there is no chance that one will so act. But if one can try
to do what one thinks impossible, and one unexpectedly succeeds in doing
it, the action seems to be an intentional one. By SV, one must have been
acting with an intention to do what one thinks impossible. If there are
no such intentions, SV is false.

We do not have in mind here an example where the agent believes of
the action that there is a remote chance of success, so that he judges it
worthwhile to give it a try.37 Consider instead this example: I park my car
in front of Smith’s driveway one evening and am threatened with physical
violence the next morning unless I drive it away immediately. I recall that
the car battery is dead, but Smith is too excited to reason with. I decide
that I can convince Smith that I cannot start my car by making a sincere
attempt to do so. To my surprise, the car starts.38

Should one defend SV by extending the range of intention to include
an intentionB0? McCann argues that to try to A is to act with the purpose
of A-ing, which is to act with the intention of A-ing.39 In other words, my
attempt to start my car shows that I had an intention to do so, notwith-
standing my belief that I will not do so. He is, I think, wrong about this.40

My trying to start the car consists in my putting into action a plan for
starting the car. Among the things that I do intentionally are sitting in
the driver’s seat, slotting in the key, and turning the key. These are actions
that I would do if I intend to start the car, for I would then have carried
out the very same plan.41 But my adopting this plan is not sufficient to
show that I intend to start the car. For my intention in the example is to
convince Smith that I cannot start my car by making a sincere attempt
to do so.42 What I do in trying to start the car in this case is exactly the
same as what I would do if I had the intention to start the car because a
plan for trying to A sincerely is always a plan for A-ing. What I intend
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is to try even though I believe success to be impossible, because there are
benefits to be gained from trying, namely convincing my neighbor so that
he does not beat me up. I do not intend to start the car because I do not
believe it can be done in this way.43

SV can instead be defended by showing that the action of starting the
car was not intentional. First, it was not my goal to start the car, even
though I adopted a plan that would normally have led to my starting the
car. I may even be disappointed that the car started as I may enjoy Smith
getting his come-uppance. Second, starting the car was not the means to
my goal of convincing Smith not to beat me up. That goal was achieved
by my sincere attempt to start the car. Finally, starting the car was not
a foreseen side-effect of my attempt to start the car. It was totally unex-
pected and too fortuitous to be intentional.

It is therefore not a counterexample to SV that we sometimes succeed
when we try to do what we genuinely believe we will not do. We do not
need to introduce intentionsB0. We make those attempts not because we
think there is a remote chance of success but because there is a reward
for trying. What we intend only is to try.44

10. Conclusion

In conclusion, SV stands unrefuted once we allow for a range of intentions
with different belief conditions, related to actions which are intentional
to varying degrees. My not-so-simple version of SV continues to hold
intention to A to be a necessary condition of intentionally A-ing, which
can be used to distinguish actions which are intentional from those which
are not.45 I have shown furthermore that the belief that an act is impossible
for me to do will block both an intention to do it and the intentionality
of the action should it be unexpectedly done.46

Department of Philosophy
National University of Singapore

NOTES

1 The name comes from Michael Bratman, Intention, Plans, and Practical Reason.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 112.

2 As noted by Alfred R. Mele, “Intention, Belief, and Intentional Action,” American
Philosophical Quarterly 26 (1989), p. 19.

3 Proponents include Mele and Bratman. Mele suggests that the negative confidence
condition reflects ordinary usage (ibid, p. 28).

4 Bratman, op. cit., p. 39, introduced this example, but it is Hugh J. McCann, “Settled
Objectives and Rational Constraints,” American Philosophical Quarterly 28 (1991), p. 27,
who uses it in this way as a potential counterexample to SV.
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5 Op. cit., pp. 113–5. This has become a well-rehearsed example and the bulk of my
paper focuses on it.

6 Ibid, p. 31. The videogames example has sometimes been interpreted to utilize a prin-
ciple of intention agglomeration such that an agent who has a rational intention to A and
a rational intention to B can be attributed with a larger intention to both A and B. It is
then argued that the videogames player cannot have an intention to hit both Target 1 and
Target 2, given that he believes he cannot do such an action. The example becomes a version
of the first example. But the second example does not require us to assume an agglomeration
principle. As described in the text, the strong consistency constraint can be directly applied
to uncombined intentions to A and to B, leaving us with a different kind of example.

7 Ibid, pp. 31–5.
8 Mele, op. cit., p. 19. Suppose an incompetent golfer putts the ball into the hole from

a difficult position. It seems not just a misleading statement, but a false one, for him to say,
“That’s just what I intended to do.” For surely he did not sincerely believe that he would
do it.

9 Bratman, op. cit., p. 38. Donald Davidson, “Intending”, in Essays on Actions and
Events. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), p. 92, provides an example of someone who intends
to produce ten legible carbon copies while being unsure of success. Bratman goes on to say,
“In contrast, there will normally be irrationality in intending to A and believing one will not
A,” which is a point that the first counterexample to SV relies on (see note 3 above).

10 H. P. Grice, “Intention and Uncertainty,” Proceedings of the British Academy 57 (1971),
p. 278. Robert Audi (1986). “Intending, Intentional Action, and Desire”, in Joel Marks
(ed.) The Ways of Desire. (Chicago: Precedent Publishing, 1986), also distinguishes between
hoping and intending (p. 18), and argues for intending to A entailing the belief that one
probably will A (p. 25).

11 David Pears, “Intention and Belief”, in Bruce Vermazen and Merrill B. Hintikka (eds)
Essays on Davidson: Actions and Events. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), pp. 84–5. His
view seems to be shared by Davidson. Both Pears and Davidson (in his reply to Pears in
the same volume) do accept that an intention is “conceptually” connected to a belief that
there is a minimal (non-zero) chance that the agent can and will act as he intends.

12 “Reply to Davidson on ‘Intending’,” unpublished manuscript.
13 Davidson is of course skeptical of intending as a mental state in its own right, which

he associates with “mysterious acts of the will” (op. cit., p. 83). The identification of intending
with an evaluative judgment is his attempt to reduce intending to a species of ‘pro-attitude’,
on a par with desire.

14 Gilbert Harman, Change in View. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), p. 94. Harman
holds a version of Grice’s view on intention and belief. Commitment to (future) action is
similarly used by Bratman, op. cit., p. 4 and p. 15, to characterize intention.

15 Grice’s concept of willing seems to be derived from Prichard, in which case commitment
would be some kind of mental act of the sort derided by Davidson. But Davidson is himself
mistaken in giving a reductionistic account of intention. In “Why Do Volitionalists Say
Strange Things?” (unpublished), I explain the advantage of Bratman-type intentions over
Prichardian willings.

16 A caveat is needed here. Fred Adams has correctly pointed out to me that although
hoping and wishing are, for Grice, species of willing, they should not be counted as species
of intending. Unlike intentions, hoping and wishing are not limited in their objects to actions.
Their status as Gricean willings may be due to the influence of Prichard on Grice, resulting
in willings that are more volitional in nature than intentions.

17 Davidson cannot explain the different roles of different species of intending since for
him, they are equal in being all-out favorable judgements and the same species of pro-attitude.
Grice has a point in criticizing Davidson, but his point does not require restricting intending
to cases where the agent has full confidence in acting. That is my point against Grice.
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18 McCann, op. cit., p. 28.
19 In a reply to an earlier version of McCann’s paper which was presented at the 1989

Central Division meeting of the APA, Bratman, sounding remarkably Gricean, holds that
guiding desires and intentions are different species of the same genus, differentiated only
by the consistency requirements to which each species is subject.

20 Moreover, they open the way to a reductionist to claim that desires can do the work
of intentions. Unless of course, they are a species of intention, not desire.

21 Bratman, op. cit., p. 137, does have an explanation in terms of situations where one
need not resolve a practical conflict between two incompatible options in advance of taking
steps to achieve each of the two options. One may, guided by guiding desires, pursue sub-
plans for each option, and ‘let the world decide’ between the options. I think guiding desires
need a stronger motivation for their introduction than this. For my account of species of
intention will show that, under certain circumstances, one can intend both of two incom-
patible options.

22 One may be tempted to say that one can go so far as to have an intentionB0.9 to Y. But
I do not wish to commit myself without further reflection to a calculus in which the equations
are linear.

23 Such a link is already implicit in Bratman’s account of strong consistency: “it should
be possible for my entire plan to be successfully executed given that my beliefs are true”
(op. cit., p. 31). This means that the way to test for such consistency is for the agent to ask
himself whether his belief that he will succeed in acting on his intentions is consistent with
all other relevant beliefs of his.

24 Thanks to Fred Adams for bringing up this objection.
25 This point was suggested to me by the anonymous referee.
26 Grice, “Intention and Uncertainty,” op. cit.; Davidson, “Intending,” op. cit.
27 I will argue later that agglomerativity is applicable only to intentionsB1. This would

constitute further grounds for distinguishing this species of intention from the others.
Perhaps the reluctance to allow for species of intention is due to the lack of a specific name
for each species. But this is the reverse of the fallacy of thinking there are two things because
we have two words to describe one thing.

28 This is not directly an objection to SV, which claims that an intention to so act is a
necessary, not a sufficient condition for intentional action. An objector could however argue
that by bringing in a less than confident belief in acting, I have changed the example from
one in which hitting Target 1 is clearly intentional, to one in which it is not intentional. I
have explained why for the example to make sense, the player must doubt his success. I will
go on to show why the action is still intentional.

29 Alfred R. Mele and Paul K. Moser, “Intentional Action,” Nous 28 (1994), have recently
argued that in any characterization of intentional action, vagueness is unavoidable. They
also discuss causal deviance and lucky actions.

30 The phrasing “more intentional” and “less intentional” is already in ordinary language.
J. L. A. Garcia, “The Intentional and the Intended,” Erkenntnis 33 (1990), p. 192, says that
an action is more or less intentional depending on the match between the way I came to
do something and the way I intended to do it. I think there could be a greater mismatch
when agents are less in control of their actions.

31 Bratman, op. cit., pp. 117–8.
32 Ibid, p. 137.
33 I do not say “intentionally marrying S”, because that phrase would describe a different

set of actions (such as saying “I do” in church) from that of success in wooing. The former
set would be akin to the videogames player intentionally collecting his reward, rather than
his hitting the target. There may now seem to be a dis-analogy between the two examples,
in that it is not possible for the videogames player to hit both targets, but it is possible for
both S and J to be persuaded to marry M, although he cannot by law go on to marry both
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of them. But we can assume in our example that M knows that each woman will immediately
get to hear about the other’s agreeing to marry M, and will not then agree to marry M,
and further that M cannot get both of them to agree at the same time.

34 Ibid, p. 112 and p. 119.
35 As pointed out earlier in note 6.
36 Which does not mean that one cannot try to hit both targets. See the next section on

trying to do the impossible.
37 Hugh J. McCann, “Rationality and the Range of Intention,” Midwest Studies in

Philosophy 10. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 206, seems to think
in this way of actions that one believes one cannot do.

38 I borrow this example from Kirk Ludwig, “Impossible Doings,” Philosophical Studies
65 (1992), p. 262.

39 Hugh J. McCann, “Rationality and the Range of Intention,” op. cit., p. 201.
40 Alfred Mele, “She Intends to Try,” Philosophical Studies 55 (1989), pp. 101–6, objects

to McCann’s thesis along somewhat similar lines. The anonymous referee has drawn my
attention to note 20 of McCann’s paper where he writes of “trying” in a secondary sense
where the person is aiming at something else rather than success. In such a case, McCann
would deny that the person has the intention to do what he “tries” to do. However, my
example is one of genuine trying, not trying in this secondary sense (see note 42 below).
The trying is one which, for McCann, entails an intention to succeed.

41 Note that I do not use ‘plan’ here as Bratman does to mean “intentions writ large,”
but rather in the sense of a blueprint or recipe such as can be stored on computer disks.
Mele also uses ‘plan’ with this latter meaning.

42 On this point, I disagree with Fred Adams, “Cognitive Trying”, in G. Holmstrom-
Hintikka and R. Tuomela (eds.) Contemporary Action Theory, 1. (Dordrecht: Kluwer
Academic Publishers, 1997), p. 301, who thinks that I am “going through the motions as
if trying to start the car” and that doing so “will not constitute a genuine attempt to start
it.” But someone ‘going through the motions’ would not be making a sincere attempt to
start the car. Although it may be sufficient to simply go through the motions in order to
convince my neighbor, there are other examples where it is necessary to make a sincere
attempt and not merely go through the motions, even if one’s goal is not success and one
believes success impossible, e.g., when one tests the ‘foolproof’ security system of a nuclear
power plant. Thus, it must be possible to try without intending to do what one believes 
is impossible.

43 Given what I believe, I would adopt a different plan if I did have the intention to start
the car: a plan that involves changing the battery.

44 If we use ‘plan’ in Bratman’s sense of intentions writ large, we can say without paradox
that it was not part of my plan (intention) to try to start the car that I start my car.

45 Frederick Adams, “Intention and Intentional Action: The Simple View,” Mind and
Language 1 (1986), p. 285, points this out as one of the attractions of SV.

46 A shorter version of this paper was read first at the National University of Singapore,
and then at the 1998 Central Division Meeting of the APA in Chicago where Fred Adams
contributed very helpful comments and Kirk Ludwig raised some pertinent questions.
Michael Bratman read and commented on a very early draft which contained many of the
ideas presented in this paper. I thank all others who have helped me to improve the paper,
especially an anonymous referee for this journal.
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