


















130 Intention and Agency 

to such supposedly simpler or more basic constituents as bodies and their 
colourless movements. 

As I sit in the pub, I see and bear other people engaged in their various 
activities; buying drinks, chatting, playing darts. I see Ian having an argu­
ment with Pat, and see him punch ber in the face; this is what I tell the 
police when they ask me what I saw, and the court when I appear as a 
witness at Ian's trial. On the dualist view, these descriptions of what I 
observed report the multiple inferences which I made from the physical 
bodies, movements and sounds which, strictly speaking, I directly 
observed: but we should rather say that they report what I directly 
observed; other people and their actions. I saw Ian assau!t Pat 'with my 
own eyes'; I heard their argument with my own ears: I di d no t need to 
infer an intention to bit Pat from the bodily movements which I observed, 
and thus infer that this was an assault; I saw the assau!t, Ian's intentional 
action, itself. 

My description ascribes to Ian an intention to bit Pat, but does not refer 
to something happening in the hidden realm of bis mind. I do not need to 
know what passed through bis mind as or before he bit ber, since I see bis 
intenti o n in action; the intention is identica! with, no t something separate 
from, bis observable action of hitting Pat. But this is not to say, with the 
behaviourist, that in ascribing that intention to him I am simply describing 
or predicting a pattern of colourless bodily movements: if I saw only such 
movements, I could not ascribe an intentional action to him at ali; but what 
I see is an intentional action. 

To remind ourselves in this way that we do typically claim to see and 
bear people and their actions is to remind ourselves not just, as the dualist 
must argue, of the mistaken beliefs which we hold about what can be 
direct!y observed, but of the meanings of the concepts of person, action 
and intention: for the meanings of those concepts are given in their ordin­
ary usage; and ordinary usage shows that persons and intentional actions 
are directly observable. Persons and actions, that is, are logically basic 
categories; these concepts cannot be explained by an analysis which seeks 
to reduce them to supposedly simpler elements. 

There is, of course, a sense in which persons or actions consist of bodily 
and menta! aspects: we can describe the physical or the menta! aspects of a 
person (she weighs seven stone; he thinks of Jeannie) or an action (bis arm 
moved; she intends to bit that target). But to do this is not to isolate 
distinct ingredients which make up a person or an action; rather, it is to 
abstract certain aspects of the unitary concept of a person as an embodied 
thinking being, or of an action as an intentional engagement with the world. 
The concepts of person and action are not constructed out of some more 
basic notions which are given to us in experience: we do not begin with the 
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concept of a body or bodily movement, and then add further ingredients to 
reach that of a person or action. Our ef'perience and observations are 
structured by such concepts as those of person and action: to see persons 
merely as bodies, or actions merely as bodily movements, involves a 
difficu!t process of abstraction from what we initially see and know, not 
one of analysing out the simpler ingredients of a complex whole. 

This anti-dualist (and anti-behaviourist) view clearly requires more ex­
planation than I can provide here:8 but it can be clarified by looking again 
at the features of our ordinary thought which seemed to favour a duàlist 
vtew. 

First, there is, of course, often room for doubt or mistake about a 
person's intentions, even in simple cases like that described above. I am not 
sure whether Jane is moving towards the combatants with the intention of 
stopping or of joining in the fight: even my belief that Ian intended to bit 
Pat could be mistaken; perhaps they were talking about the title fight, and 
he bit ber accidentally in demonstrating the champion's left hook. When 
there is room for doubt about what an agent intends, we may bave to infer 
bis intentions from the available evidence - from 'what he did, what he 
sai d, an d ali the circumstances of the case'; an d our inferences may be 
mistaken. But such inferences are neither from colourless bodily move­
ments, nor to the contents of a hidden menta! realm to which only the 
agent has direct access: they are from the actions, or aspects of actions, 
which we observe, to the broader patterns of meaning of which they are 
p art. 

To discern an agent's intentions is to grasp the relation between ber 
action and its context (including what else does); what she will count as 
success or failure in what she does; and the truth of a range of hypothetic­
als about what she would do if ... ; and we may be uncertain or mistaken 
about ber intentions in so far as we are ignorant of or mistaken about any 
of these matters. 

Suppose we know that Mrs Hyam set light to petrol which she had 
poured through Mrs Booth's letterbox, but are as yet unsure what 
intentions were in doing that (note that we begin with knowledge of ber 
intentional action of setting light to the petrol, not merely of ber colourless 
movements; had we been there we would bave seen ber set light to the 
petrol). To discern ber further intentions in acting thus, we must grasp the 
context of that action (ber relations with Mrs Booth and Mr Jones); the 

8 See J:--Cook, 'Human beings'; L. Reinhardt, 'Wittgenstein and Strawson on 
other minds'; A.I. Melden, Free Action; I. Dilman, Matter and Mind, PartII; and 
pp. 158-63, 201-4 below. 
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broader pattern of actions of which it is a part (her journey to and from 
Mrs Booth's house; her precautions against being detected, her failure to 
alert the fire-brigade); what she will count as the success or failure of the 
action (that she will count it as a success only if it sets fire to the house and 
frightens Mrs Booth); what she would do if, for instance, she found that 
Mrs Booth had moved away; how she would react if, for instance, the 
house di d no t catch fire. W e discover her intentions by locating this 
particular action within a broader pattern of actions and reactions; by 
relating it to an end (frightening Mrs Booth into leaving town), and by 
relating that to its own wider context. 

That wider context includes, of course, her own beliefs, desires and 
responses. But these are themselves shown, or could in principle be dis­
cerned, in her actions: in what she does, in what she says (or would say), 
and in how she responds or would respond to what happens. We may of 
course get things wrong, either because we misinterpret her actions, or 
because she deceives us. But our mistakes do not concern the contents of a 
menta! realm which is, in principle, always hidden from us; they concern 
what could in principle be adequately known, if we knew more about her 
actions and their context. For we are mistaken or deceived about the 
meaning of her actions; and that meaning is, in principle, discernible in the 
larger pattern of her actions and her responses: we may not in fact be able 
to discern it, but this is not because it is necessarily hidden from us in a 
separate menta! realm. 

Dualism portrays the interpretation of human actions on the mode! of 
the scientific explanation of empirica! phenomena, as a matter of discover­
ing the unobserved causes of observed effects. A better mode! would be the 
interpretation of books or works of art. When I read a philosophical book, 
what I see are not mere marks on paper, but words and sentences. In 
working out the book's meaning, I am not trying to make inferences from 
what I read to some separate realm of meaning: I am trying to identify the 
pattern and direction of thought which can be discerned in the book, given 
the wider context of thought in which it is set; and my account of its 
meaning will show how its parts are related to each other and to that 
wider context. So too, in trying to understand a person's actions (what he 
is doing and why), I am trying to see what they mean; to discern the 
pattern of which they are part, their relation to their context, and the 
direction in which they are moving. 

That pattern may be manifest in what I can see, as when I see Ian hit 
Pat. Even here there is room for error, as we have seen; I might see as a 
deliberate bio w w ha t was in fact a pugilistic demonstration which misfired: 
but my error then consists in misreading the action and its role in their 
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discussion; and I correct it, not by learning what was happening in the 
hidden realm of Ian's mind, but by gaining a better understanding of the 
action's context and of its character in that context. In other cases we must 
infer an action's meaning (an agent's intentions) from more limited evi­
dence: we do not have ali the pages of the book, and must reconstruct its 
meaning from what we have. Sometimes this is quite easy: if we know that 
a person waited on a bridge with a block of concrete, and pushed it off the 
bridge when he saw a car about to pass underneath, we could ask 'what 
else could a person who pushed such objects have intended but to cause 
really serious bodily harm to the occupants of the car?' (Hancock and 
Shankland, p. 469); given what we already know of the action and its 
context, we can readily discern the end towards which it is directed. 
Sometimes the task is more difficult, or even impossible, if we know little 
of 'what he did, what he said, and ali the circumstances of the case' - as 
when we try to reconstruct a book and its meaning from only a few pages, 
and without any full knowledge of its context: but the character of the task 
remains the same; it is that of finding the meaning which is, albeit incom­
pletely, manifest in his actions. 

Second, we must of course explain not only intentions as they are 
revealed in actions, but bare intentions which have not yet been put (and 
may never be put) into action. I hav~ argued t~at we ~a~not portray ~are 
intentions as inner menta! states wh1Ch are logically d1stmct from acuon: 
for intention is logically parasitic on action; it is necessarily directed 
rowards action, and can be understood only in terms of its relation to 
action. A thought of the form 'I will do X' amounts to the expression of an 
intention (and not merely an idle thought about the action) not in virtue of 
its intrinsic character as a menta! occurrence, but only in virtue of the way 
in which it is related to the actual doing of X. 

W e can compare bare intentions to promises, as ways of committing 
myself to an action. A declared intention to do something ('I intend to 
mark your essay by tomorrow') may indeed be intended and taken as a 
promise to do it (you will rightly complain if I fai! to mark your essay by 
tomorrow): but even when I do not announce my bare intention to others, 
or so qualify i t ('I intend to do it, but ... ) that i t does not amount to a 
promise, to form a bare intention to do X is stili to commit myself 
(perhaps only qualifiedly) to doing X; hence the fact that if I do not car_ry 
out that intention I may be criticized for, or at least be asked to explam, 
my failure to do what I intended to do. To portray bare intentions as 
commitments is to emphasize the centrai point that their meaning consists, 
not -in their intrinsic character as menta! occurrences, but in the way in 
which they relate an agent to a future action: a bare intention is a bond by 
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which I tie myself to a future action, or the shadow which that future 
action casts into its past (see M.H. Robins, Promising, lntending, and 
Mora/ Autonomy). 

Bare intentions, and intentional actions, of course often involve various 
kinds of thought about the intended action: I may think about what I am 
going to do, and about what I am doing as I do it; and some of my 
thoughts may indeed express my intentions. But it remains true that no 
particular thought (or feeling or other menta! occurrence) can amount to an 

. intention in or by itself: just as particular acts (raising my arm) have their 
character and meaning as actions only in virtue of their role within a wider 
structure of action an d context ( signalling to turn left, or waving to a 
friend), so my thoughts take their character and meaning as expressions .of 
intention from their relationship to the action which I intend or in which I 
am engaged. 

Third, we must also explain an agent's authoritative knowledge of her 
own intentions. I surely do have an immediate knowledge of what I intend 
to do - both of my bare intentions and of the intentions with which I now 
act; a knowledge which does not depend, as an observer's knowledge must 
depend, on observing and interpreting my own conduct (I shallleave aside 
here those problematic cases in which we ascribe to an agent an intention 
of which she is unconscious, or about which she is deceiving herself). The 
dualist explains this knowledge as a matter of my privileged access to 
a menta! realm which is necessarily hidden from others; how can it be 
explained if we reject Dualism? 

It can be explained by drawing a sharper distinction between the kind of 
knowledge which I have as an agent and the kind of knowledge which I 
can have as an observer. The dualist portrays my knowledge of my own 
intentions, like my knowledge of the intentions of others, as being based 
on observation: the difference between them is just that I can directly 
observe my own mind, whereas I can observe only the external behaviour 
of others. We should rather say, however, that I know my own intentions 
not as an observer of my own mind, but as the agent whose intentions they 
are: I know my intentions in forming and acting on them. There are not 
two distinct processes involved, one of forming intentions and acting on 
them, and another of observing those intentions and thus coming to know 
what they are: rather, to form and act on an intention is itself to know, as 
an agent, what I intend. An agent's authoritative knowledge of her own 
intentions thus has to do, not with her privileged status as a direct observer 
of her own mind, but with her privileged status as the agent of those 
intentions and of the actions which are structured by them. 

I have in this chapter offered only a bare sketch of some of the objec­
tions which, I think, undermine Dualism; and of an alternative view which 
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insists (against both Dualism and Behaviourism) that what we directly 
observe are not bodies and their colourless movements, but people and 
their actions. Both the objections to Dualism and the alternative view 
require far more discussion than I can offer bere: butI hope at least to have 
cast some doubt on the dualist view which many jurists presuppose, and to 
have pointed the way towards a better way of understanding intention and 
its relation to action. 

The issues discussed in this chapter do not impinge directly on the 
questions about the meaning of intention, and about its role as the key 
determinant of criminal liability, with which the last three chapters were 
concerned, since the answers which I have suggested to those questions do 
not depend on the arguments against Dualism which I have offered in this 
chapter. These issues do bear on the question of how intention is to be 
proved; and they are also relevant to the orthodox distinction between 
actus reus and mens rea, in so far as that distinction reflects dualist assump­
tions: but these are not matters which we can discuss here (though the 
discussion of recklessness and of criminal attempts in the next two chapters 
will depend in part on the argument that we should not draw as sharp a 
distinction between 'mens' and 'actus' as many jurisprudents draw). We 
must instead move on to consider some of the ways in which criminal 
liability may be extended beyond the paradigms of responsible agency with 
which we have so far been concerned. 


