
Behavior and Philosophy, 43, 86-103 (2015). ©2015 Cambridge Center for Behavioral Studies 

 

86 

 

“GOOGLE AND THE ARMY ARE PLANNING CAMPAIGNS”; 
MENTAL STATES AND MENTAL AGENCY IN GROUPS 
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ABSTRACT: I argue that groups of people (not just individuals) can literally perform 
mental act such as strategizing and deciding.  I do this by, first, explicating what it is for an 
entity to have mental states and perform mental acts. I then show how certain arrangements 
of groups of people could meet the criteria for doing so.  
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Collective Mental Actions 

It is not unusual to read about groups of people acting and behaving as a unit.  
Often, these groups are not only acting, but performing mental actions.  “The U.S. 
military is considering deploying additional defenses against enemy ballistic 
missiles...” began a recent article in National Defense magazine. “What Was 
Volkswagen Thinking?” asked a recent Atlantic Monthly headline.  Google is said, 
not only to do things to neutralize their competitors, but to strategize about how to 
gain more market share.  Such talk is easily dismissed as figure of speech, a loose 
way of speaking about what the individuals within a collection do.  I want to argue 
here, that, whatever speakers actually have in mind when they talk about groups 
this way, there are no good reasons to think that groups cannot literally be engaged 
in these activities.  I claim that groups of people can literally represent that the 
world is a certain way and think about what to do about it.  

If groups can literally be agents that think and act, does that mean that the 
social scientists should think about certain groups this way?  That’s a trickier 
question that I’ll say more about later.  It’s certainly the case that if groups 
couldn’t really perform mental acts, that would be an obstacle to science treating 
them as if they could.  My main aim is to show that a lack of true group-level 
thinking is not a problem here.  And if groups can be truly described this way, 
there are some prima facie reasons to think they should be so described, and that 
doing so will be scientifically useful.   It is true that some behaviorists, 
neuroscientists, and nearly all eliminative materialists believe that we are better off 
not using intentional psychological concepts to understand even individual 
behavior (see Ramsey 2013).  But at this junction most of the cognitive science 
community has not been convinced that intentional terms should or can be done 



MENTAL STATES AND MENTAL AGENCIES 

 87 

away with.  Throughout psychology, economics, and in most of the social sciences 
we understand the behavior of individuals by conceptualizing their thinking and 
activity in intentional “folk” psychological terms.   In this paper, I’ll be arguing 
that the same features of intentional terminology that make it helpful in 
understanding individual behavior, should, analogously, help us understand group 
behavior.  Ultimately, of course, we might find that it is not very helpful to try to 
understand group behavior using the intentional psychology we use to understand 
individuals.  But with a few exceptions (e.g., Hutchins 1995, Cox & Hayne 2006), 
such understanding is rarely tried.  I would argue that, if groups can literally 
perform mental actions, it’s well worth seeing if we can improve our 
understanding of social phenomena by conceptualizing group activity using the 
folk psychological terms usually used to understand individual thinking and 
behavior.  

What Is Meant by Literally Being Something 

What does it mean to say that something is literally an X, rather than it being 
figuratively or metaphorically so?  I think the best way to cash out this notion is 
that something that is literally an X has nearly all the features we think are 
necessary and sufficient for (or prototypical of) being an X.  This contrasts with 
something that we think of as merely resembling an X -- something having many 
of X’s characteristics, but not enough to actually be an X.  We might sometimes 
call such a near-X an ‘X’, but it is so only metaphorically (as when we speak of a 
car wanting more gas). 

How do we know what the necessary and sufficient conditions of being an X 
(e.g., belief, pain, alive) are?  We start with looking at ordinary language usage, 
which can tell us a lot about the general kind of thing we are speaking about.  We 
then look at what our best, most useful scientific understanding of this realm says.  
This will usually lead us to add or subtract features from the concept.   Looking at 
this science-supplemented ordinary concept gives us our understanding of what an 
X is.  Entities that have most of the essential features that X’s are supposed to have 
are X’s. 1 

                                                
1 We might find that there is nothing in our scientific understanding of a realm that 
corresponds closely to our ordinary concept.  We could also eventually find that there are 
not really things in the world that have enough of the features of X required by our 
scientific understanding of the notion. (This is what happened with phlogiston or luminous 
ether.)  When this happens, we should be eliminativists about X, concluding that X’s don’t 
really exist.   Some in philosophy hold this eliminativist view about beliefs and desires.  In 
this essay I am proposing that there are things in the world close enough to what we think 
of as representations (perhaps even beliefs) and various mental actions to label them as 
such, and that such things can exist in a distributed way in groups.  
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 The issues we will be looking at here are whether groups (and not just the 
individuals in them) can literally have representations of the world and can 
perform mental actions like strategizing   So we need to begin by looking at what 
mental states and mental actions are.   We will then look at whether groups can 
realize such states.2 

Mental States and Mental Actions 

What does it mean to be a mental action, like strategizing, deciding, or 
imagining?  Mental actions seem to be actions that an agent undertakes to try to 
shape an internal state (such as a goal or representation). Mental actions, like other 
actions, are things that an agent does intentionally, rather than things being done to 
an agent.  By intentional, I mean action done in accordance with a certain sort of 
the agent’s goals.3  Our ordinary concept of a goal is vague and ambiguous; there 
are activities which satisfy an agent’s goals, in some sense, but which won’t count 
as actions (e.g., hitting a bulls-eye by luck in darts or falling asleep shouldn’t count 
as an intentional action). The kind of goal-oriented activity that counts as acting 
must be the type where we achieve our ends as the result of trying to achieve them 
(see Proust 2001 on the “try” test), when we have the skills to do so reliably (see 
Mele & Moser 1994).  The notion of goal I will be describing and making use of 
here explicates the concept along these lines.  

A more fundamental question is what it means to be a mental state at all, and 
how groups, or anything else, for the matter, can come to have them. Let’s begin 

                                                
2 Over the years, many many scholars have suggested that collective groups of people 
could have mental states. See, for example,  French 1979,  Clark 1994,  Hutchins 1995,  
Tollefsen 2006,  Jones 2010, Theiner,  Allen, & Goldstone 2010,  List & Pettit, 2011.  
Some have argued for particular sorts of groups having interesting particular types of 
mental states.  Schweitzgable (2013), for example, has argued that even groups like the 
United States can be conscious. Hess (2015) has recently argued that corporations can have 
reactive attitudes of guilt and shame.  What I focus on in this paper is arguing that groups 
can perform mental actions like strategizing.  I also hope to be more specific than many 
others have been about how groups can have mental states like goals and representations.  
3 There are numerous scholars (e.g., Bratman 1987) who do not think intentional actions 
can be defined in terms of things like beliefs and desires.  (Others like the early Davidson, 
and more recently, Sinhababu (2013), have thought they could be.)  I suspect that 
something at least very close to intentional actions might be so characterized, but not in 
terms of just any desires – they have to be certain types of, and sometimes certain 
arrangements of sets of desires.  I think that trying to explicate intentions in terms of things 
like desire is preferable to just taking intention as emergent and primitive.  Meanwhile, my 
own characterization of action is not in terms of desires, but of goals – which I think form a 
much more intuitively appropriate basis for the notion of intentional action.  Goals also 
have the advantage in that they can be explicated in a perfectly naturalistic way.  
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with the bare bones of our common sense folk theory of the subject. Jonathan 
Bennett describes the core idea of our common sense view this way:  An 
intentional system is one that “does what it thinks will bring about what it wants” 
(1990: 176).  What does this mean?  How does any system do this?   We should 
start by getting clear about what it is for a creature to want something, or to have a 
goal.  The basic idea of goal-seeking is that there are some entities in the world 
that have a robust disposition to do some activities that (in the right circumstances) 
result in some (fairly narrow) state, G, despite facing different types of obstacles to 
that state.  However else one would describe a person who picks up a variety of 
litter from an area and puts it in a trash can, we say that that person has the goal of 
putting litter in the trash can.  A frog that flicks its tongue and moves various small 
dark objects to its stomach is said to have the goal of eating them (or to “want” to 
eat them, or to be “trying” to eat them).  The early MIT robot that roamed the 
rooms and halls, scanning them for electric sockets and plugging itself in, 
recharging its batteries, is often described as having the goal of charging its 
batteries.    

A second central characteristic of a system said to have a goal is not merely 
that it has a robust disposition to produce a similar range of end states (raindrops 
always make things wet without having that as a goal) but that it has the ability to 
respond to feedback and change its activities if what it is doing is not getting it 
closer to the G-result.   The term “goal” seems to be most prototypically used to 
describe systems that use a number of different tricks to get to similar end states. 
We would be hesitant to say that a mousetrap that guillotined mice (and everything 
else) that poked their heads in had a mouse-killing goal.  John Haugeland points 
out, however, that we’d feel little hesitation in using goal language to describe a 
“supertrap” that used numerous different mechanisms for killing mice in different 
circumstances (1990). If a battery-charging robot that did not locate an outlet 
began moving furniture and scanning behind it, or finally drilling holes and 
tapping electric lines, we’d be even more inclined to talk about its behavior in 
teleological terms.  In general, the more different ways a system has of producing a 
certain end state from a variety of initial states, the more comfortable we are of 
speaking of the system’s “goals” and “wants” (see Bennett 1990 for a similar 
account of goals).   

How could a goal-seeking system, readily describable in teleological terms 
but difficult to describe in mechanical terms, come to develop in nature?  The basic 
story of how nature builds these sorts of entities is the familiar one from 
evolutionary biology:  During the course of its history, some entity or entity cluster 
randomly undergoes a change which makes it behave in a manner that helps 
prevent it from being destroyed -- or helps it create a replica of itself.  The 
persistence of the entity or its replicas helps ensure that the source of the helpful 
behavioral disposition also survives.  Eventually, various entities continue to exist 
because they have come to acquire a number of such mechanisms, which help 
them in various ways.  If the number of mechanisms an entity has is large enough, 
and different enough in different circumstances, we begin to speak of an 
“organism” with a “goal” of survival.   
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The mechanisms helping an organism to survive are likely to be ones that 
enable it to engage feeding, fleeing, fighting, and reproducing (the four F activities, 
as the old joke goes).  Each of these activities achieve certain end states via 
mechanisms that lead to some or other portion of that end state, or mechanisms 
that create an intermediate state launching pad for reaching that end state.  Each 
portion or intermediate stage is subjected to the same evolutionary pressures as the 
organism itself.  Over time, through trial and error, the organism can come to be 
structured such that the attainment of these portions or intermediate stages can 
themselves come about via a number of different mechanisms.  When this happens, 
we begin speaking of each of these “sub-system” mechanism sets as having its 
own goals, or alternatively about the organism having a “subgoal.”  An organism 
that eludes predators in a number of ways is said to have not merely the goal of 
survival, but a subgoal of eluding predators.  An organism that develops a number 
of means of hiding comes to have what we’d call a subgoal of hiding.  An 
organism that develops a number of ways of locating and identifying rocks to hide 
behind has a subgoal of finding rocks.  This process can continue indefinitely.  
Over millennia, there emerge complicated machines, best described as organisms 
with the overall goal of survival and with numerous subgoals, and sub-subgoals, 
the pursuit of which normally helps (or helped) insure each organism’s successful 
interaction with and survival in its environment.  

Things can also develop new goals in a relatively short period of time if they 
can do what we colloquially call “learn.”   Some learning takes place via processes 
similar to the way species of organisms develop over millennia.  Some organism, 
via various causes, can begin making certain non-genetically specified movements 
following the presence of certain sensory input combinations.  The practice of 
making these movements in the face of that sensory information can become 
“fixed” in the organism for a long period of time -- if the organism has some sort 
of feedback mechanism which enables such input-output dispositions to remain 
operating in the system when (and only when) they help satisfy higher-level goal-
dispositions. (Familiar parts of such mechanisms in ourselves are pleasure and 
pain.)  Over time, an organism can come to be disposed to make different 
movements that also result in that end state.  Or it can come to be disposed to make 
those same end-state-producing movements in response to a number of different 
sensory inputs.  With a variety of different mechanisms involved, it becomes 
useful to describe the organism as having acquired the goal of producing that end 
state in those circumstances.      

In organismic evolution, the ability to achieve certain goals is enhanced when 
a number of alternative routes come to exist for ensuring a resulting portion of the 
end state (or a certain intermediate state).  Similarly, in learning, various subgoals 
come to exist when an organism “fixes” a number of movement mechanisms that 
all result in the creation of that intermediate/portion state. An organism, for 
example, can come to have the goal of identifying and consuming nuts as part of 
its diet.  Over time, as part of this process, it can come to develop a number of 
different mechanisms for achieving an intermediate stage of this end -- it can 
develop a number of mechanisms for cracking the shells of nuts.  It has thus 
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acquired the subgoal of cracking nuts. As with species evolution, an individual 
organism over time can develop more and more sophisticated subgoals enabling it 
to successfully interact with the world. 

Our world, then, is structured such that through trial-and-error processes, an 
entity can come to acquire complicated clusters of dispositions to make 
movements that usually enable it to achieve certain ends, or, as we say, “to try to 
achieve certain goals.” This, then, is how it is that certain entities in the world have 
the capacity to do something like want certain things.  

Representation 

Our intuitive notion is that a creature possesses intentional states when “it 
does what it thinks will bring about what it wants.”   I have claimed that talk of 
wants or goals is a way of describing a state of having numerous dispositions that 
usually bring about a certain end state.  Now in order to successfully achieve its 
goals, an entity must interact with the obstacles in the world that are in its way, by 
achieving a set of fine-grained subgoals and sub-subgoals.  We can describe this 
fine-grained system for interacting with a particular world state as being “tuned to” 
W or as “having information about” W, or having “knowledge of” W, or 
“representing” W, or “being a representation” of W. I submit that these fine-
grained steering signals in pursuit of subgoals are the essence of representation.4  

Presumably, the evolutionary and learning processes described above can get 
more and more sophisticated, enabling the organism to overcome an inordinate 
amount of different types of obstacles that stand between it and the end-state goals 
(or subgoals) that it’s disposed to try to achieve. It can do so by developing a large 
number of nested “if-then” dispositional mechanisms. These can emerge in this 
way: Through trial and error (in evolution or learning), mechanisms develop for 
registering different kinds of energy signals from the external environment. (For 
example, an organism can come to have carbon-atom arrangements called 
rhodopsin molecules, which react to the presence of certain colors by absorbing 
light at longer wavelengths.)   Through trial and error, the organism can also 
develop different kinds of behavioral responses, moving various appendages to 
produce movements. Through feedback mechanisms, it develops pathways that 
coordinate certain input signals with certain responses that are appropriate for 

                                                
4 My claim here is that having a disposition to interact with features of the world in a goal-
achieving way is a central aspect of being a representation in our world.   My claim is not 
that this is necessary part of our concept of representation.  I think we can conceive of 
celestial beings that can represent, but not act.  But I think we have few such creatures in 
the actual world  
   Note that we also typically associate the idea of a representation with the notion of a 
symbol.  But associating a set of dispositions with a separate symbol is not strictly 
necessary for the dispositions to be a representation. 
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achieving goals.  Over time, organisms develop regular sensory-motor repertoires 
such as this one:  If a light occlusion occurs above (a likely predator), move your 
tail muscles in a way that gets you away from the occlusion, unless it is a very 
small occlusion (likely prey), in which case, you should move your tail muscles to 
move in the direction of the occlusion, and move your jaw muscles in a way that 
enables you to ingest its source (see Churchland 1980).  Creatures may also learn 
that the best thing to do at a given time is nothing, save to be in a state of 
“readiness” to make particular movements when, in the near or distant future, 
certain conditions arise.  

 Now how can we describe the set of conditional dispositional mechanisms an 
organism has developed?  The most elaborate description would be to actually 
name the sets of physical mechanisms involved in these activities. We could, for 
example, describe the entire physiological process that enables a fish to detect, 
track, and ingest its prey.  A very minimalistic way of describing these 
conditionals, on the other hand, is to simply refer to them as... ‘Those mechanisms 
disposed to achieve XYZ end states.’ Giving a minimalistic description saves us 
time but gives us little information about the exact ways in which the organism 
will be interacting with the world or cogitating about how it will interact. The 
middle way is to give people a fair amount of information about the internal 
mechanisms indirectly by describing the sort of world with which the creatures are 
set up to make appropriate interactions. One of the phrases we use for describing a 
state of being set up to interact effectively with that kind of world is “having a 
representation” of that world.  When a thirsty creature has mechanisms that enable 
it to push a rock, gage how far it has moved, dig under the rock, stick its tongue 
there, and move its throat muscles in a certain way, we describe this by saying that 
the creature believes or has the representation “water is under the rock.”  

Why would we describe a set of internal steering signals using words we 
typically use to describe states of the external world (e.g., a representation of a tall 
tree)?  The answer is that this terminology provides a very efficient way of 
communicating to people what an agent’s inner state is like.  What’s inside the 
agent is an organized set of steering signals enabling it to maneuver through the 
nooks and crannies of the world to fulfill its goals and subgoals.  It’s very difficult 
to describe these inner states directly.  We don’t directly see the millions of 
(usually neural) inner connections and couldn’t easily describe them if we did.  But 
it is relatively easy to convey rough information about what these mechanisms do.  
Giving the name of the things an agent interacts with, when we talk about it’s 
having a representation (or some cognate term) of X, directs us to think about the 
many familiar features of X’s.  From a knowledge of this external structure and a 
knowledge of the agent’s goals, we can infer much about what kinds of subgoals 
an agent would have to have to be able to successfully interact with this part of the 
world.   We also have information about this based on knowledge of our own inner 
reactions to these external structures.  We have reason to think that people we talk 
to also have this information based on their experiences with these structures. The 
fact that one knows lots about one’s own (and other’s) dispositions regarding X, 
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allows a speaker to communicate a lot about what’s inside an agent with just the 
name of X and terms like “representation.” 

Note that in talking about representations, it needn’t be the case that the world 
a creature has come to be “tuned to” matches the world it’s currently in.  It can be 
prone to dig for water under a rock because that’s where water has been in the past, 
even if there is no water there now. In these cases we are still often inclined to say 
it “believes” there is water under a rock.  Indeed, the term “belief” seems to be 
used more prototypically to describe situations in which the real world doesn’t 
match a creature’s tunings.  The “internal” aspect of belief is more highlighted in 
these cases.  

Over time, then, along with developing goals, creatures come to have fine-
grained internal dispositions, which guide them through particular worlds in order 
to get their goals.  When we want to describe these internal systems, we call them 
“representations” and portray them quickly and indirectly by describing the sort of 
world that the creature has come to be wired up to navigate through.   Entities with 
such systems can be said to have intentional states.  

I have now given my account of what mental actions are, what intentional 
systems are, and of how some such systems could have developed in the natural 
world.  The next question is whether a group of people could come to be such an 
intentional system, according to this theory?  Before answering this question, let us 
note some important features of this theory of the mental.  This is a theory of 
intentionality where goals and even representations are largely explicated in terms 
of dispositions to act.  People who hold behaviorist theories of the mental should 
appreciate how central behavior is to the theory I am proposing.  But it is not a 
fully behaviorist theory, as what makes something the state it is also partly a 
function of it’s inputs and of its relation to other mental states (which themselves 
only lead to behavior after a long chain of producing other states).  This makes it a 
type of functionalist theory of the mental. Most current cognitive scientists believe 
that being a state with a certain functional profile is sufficient for intentionality.  
On such views, a mental state does not need to be made of any particular sort of 
material.   It might be possible for robots, Martians, or organized groups of people 
– things that are not brains -- to have intentional states.  

Now some are inclined to think that from functionalism, it follows trivially 
that some or other arrangement of paper, stone, human beings, or anything else can 
create a computational intentional system (as in Block’s (1980) famous “Republic 
of China” human computer example). But this is not quite correct. Functionalism 
says there are not a priori restrictions on all sorts of materials being able to realize 
an intentional system.  It says nothing about whether or how this or that kind of 
material in this or that kind of arrangement actually could actually realize the 
system.  Whether or not it could depends on the details of the materials and their 
arrangement. It also depends on the details of exactly which sort of functional 
arrangement counts as being a truly intentional one.  So what must be asked is 
whether a group of human beings could be arranged to implement the kind of 
specific system here that I (with good reason) describe as intentional.  This is what 
we will be looking at in the next section.  
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The theory of intentionality I’ve described then, tells us what it would take for 
groups to have certain sorts of mental states.  It does not yet tell us whether any 
particular groups have these mental states, or even whether any groups can. For 
that, more work must be done.  This theory also does not tell us about other sorts 
mental states, such as emotional states or phenomenal states.  This theory focuses 
on goals, representations, and various mental actions.  Our best cognitive science 
currently gives us something of a handle on how creatures could have such states.  
Not so with phenomenal states.  Cognitive scientists still do not have a clue about 
how organisms can produce conscious phenomenal states.  There is not the tiniest 
bit of consensus on how consciousness is created.  This is why this issue continues 
to be termed, in Chalmers’ (2006) terminology “the hard problem.”   So Eric 
Schweitzgable can argue, as he does in a recent interesting essay (2013), that even 
groups like the United States can be conscious.  But he does so without giving any 
theory of what it means or how one could show something is conscious.  The 
theory I am presenting here, then, only allows us to help say whether groups can 
have representations and goals and preform mental actions.   Let us see if they can.  

 

The Possibility of Groups Having Intentional States 

The criteria of having a goal I’ve described here, hold that a system with a 
robust disposition to produce a certain end state, by switching movement-
producing mechanisms when it is not getting closer to that end state, is a goal 
seeking system.  Things that can act this way can be said to be a goal-seeking 
system.   There do not seem to be any obstacles to groups having such states.  If a 
group of people can be arranged so it robustly acts in this manner, then that group 
of people is acting as a goal-seeking entity.   Whether or not a given group actually 
meets this criterion, in practice, is a question that needs to be looked at on a case-
by-case basis.  But I see nothing preventing a group of people being arranged like 
this.  Let me sketch how it could be done.  

Various processes could lead a group of individuals to be arranged so that the 
group has a robust disposition to produce a particular end state.  Various processes 
could arrange that group such that, if one set of activities weren’t producing this 
end state, another set of activities would ensue.  A group acting in this manner 
would be implementing the same sort of system we’d have no qualms calling “an 
entity with a goal,” were such a system to be constructed out of smaller, less 
cognizant units (such as neurons). 

Consider an army doing various sorts of activities that tend to have the effect 
of destroying an enemy army.  An army like this is a prime candidate for the kind 
of group that can be organized as a goal seeking system.   There are usually clear 
end states that this group’s activities produce.   Armies usually have many 
redundant means for achieving the same end, and if one means is not achieving the 
end, another means will be substituted.  If an army that is thwarted in engaging the 
enemy in a ground-based invasion would switch to a sea landing, and then to an air 
barrage, continuing until the enemy is destroyed, that army has the goal of 
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destroying the enemy army.   The people making up an army can easily be 
arranged to do various activities and to stop doing them, in favor of others doing 
different kinds of activities, since every individual can easily be steered toward 
doing a specific activity that will help the goal be achieved.  Furthermore, in a 
group like an army, the people comprising a system can also be arranged so that 
numerous ways of bringing about a portion of the end state are activated.  Or there 
are numerous ways of bringing about an intermediate state that’s required for 
bringing about the end state.  When a system made of smaller parts is disposed to 
produce an intermediate state in a large number of ways, we recognize this to be a 
system with subgoals.   Different army units can readily be said to have subgoals.  
An army unit which tries to remove an enemy’s heavy artillery, first by bombing 
the grounds where the big guns are stored, then by blasting annoying music, then 
by trying to get the guns to fire until the ammunition runs out, is a unit that has the 
subgoal of removing the threat from the enemy artillery.  

If the intentional theory described above is adequate, then one can see how 
groups of individuals can come to have representations as well.  A representation, 
on this account, can consist of numbers of fine-grained subgoals that are set up to 
appropriately interact with the world in order to succeed at the goals and subgoals.  
We describe this set of subgoals by describing the world they are tuned to.   In the 
case of the army, then, we can imagine units that have sets of fine-grained sub-
subgoals for achieving their end goal – subgoals that constitute a representation of 
the terrain of obstacles that will need to be overcome in order for the subgoal and 
overall goal to be met.  Imagine a unit charged with kidnapping the enemy king.  
Suppose this unit has a number of plans about how to enter the palace, go down the 
secret passageways, seal off the exits, engage the guards in certain types of 
combat, and capture the king.  This unit could be said to represent the king’s 
whereabouts and the ways in which he might try to avoid capture. 

I see nothing that shows we can’t use terms like “goal” and “representation” 
to describe the dispositions of the army group I’ve described.  The system is 
composed of a cluster of entities that employ different mechanisms to produce a 
particular end state.  It is able to do so by being able to engage in fine-grained 
“subgoal” activities that enable it to overcome the obstacles in its environment – 
with these stored subgoals being a kind of representation of the environment.   
Now one thing that might make us hesitate to say a group like this one has goals 
and representations of its own is that we already use terms like “goal” and 
“representation” to describe the thinking and behavior of the component parts of 
that system.  Each of the people involved in the group’s goals has goals and 
representations of their own -- representations at a grain size that is quite familiar 
to us. It’s tempting, when we hear talk about group goals or representations, then, 
to think in terms of the goals and representations of the people within the groups.  
But note that there can be two sets of goals here – those defined by what the group 
as a whole is disposed to do, and those based on what the individuals within the 
group are disposed to do.  Furthermore, it’s quite possible that the goals of some of 
the people in the group happen to be roughly the same as the goals that our theory 
of intentionality would lead us to identify as the group’s goals.  In this case, the 
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army commanders will probably have the same goals as the army. It’s even 
possible that all the individuals in the army have this same goal as well. But an 
interesting aspect of the intentionality given above is that the goals (and 
representations) of the group and those of the people in the group need not be the 
same.  In the theory of intentionality I’ve given, the goal of the entity is what it has 
a robust disposition to achieve through multiple means.  It doesn’t matter what 
each of the parts is doing (or, in the case of groups of people, what each of the 
people is thinking). As long as it’s got a robust disposition to produce this end state 
through these various means, that’s the goal it has, irrespective of what the parts 
within are doing to help enable this end-achieving. This means that it’s perfectly 
possible for a group to have a goal or representation that none of the people in that 
group has.  The point can be made in a straightforward way with the military case 
just considered.  We can see that the group’s goals here need not be identified with 
those of any of the people in it when we realize that we would still be inclined 
toward giving descriptions like “that unit is trying to knock out the enemy 
artillery,” even if every soldier and commander were gradually replaced by ones 
with different beliefs and desires as long as overall activities remained highly 
similar.  Indeed, imagine we replaced each soldier with three soldiers, each with a 
third of the previous soldier’s knowledge of what he or she was supposed to do 
(along with better information about how to coordinate with one’s fellow soldiers).  
Each commander could also be replaced by three commanders, each having a third 
of the knowledge and plans. Imagine, further, that each of these replacements is 
eventually himself replaced by three replacements -- with the end result that each 
of the soldiers could have goals and representations that were unrecognizable to 
the original soldiers.  But as long as the overall end states and intermediate states 
they accomplish are the same as before, we would not say that the goals of the unit 
have changed, even though the particular representations and goals of each of the 
people involved has changed.  Most of the replacements might even be conscripts 
with little interest in destroying the enemy. Yet destroying the enemy could remain 
the robust disposition/goal of the army nonetheless.  (See Lahroodi 2007, and 
Mattiesson 2009 for other arguments that a group can have goals or beliefs that are 
different from its members.)  

With the above definition of an intentional system, as in functional role 
theories generally, it doesn’t matter how the requisite activities are performed -- 
with metal parts, organic parts, individuals, or groups of individuals -- it just 
matters that they get performed.   Again, I see no obstacle to a group or a group of 
groups fulfilling all the criteria for being an intentional system.  

How Such Groups Might Be Formed in the World 

So what are the general ways in which groups of people might come to be 
organized so that they implement the sorts of intentional systems described above?  
Organisms with intentionality come to exist and continue to exist when systems 
appear that have a robust disposition (through various means) to produce end states 
that happen to help that system continue to exist or reproduce itself.  Intentional 
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system groups, then, could come to exist and continue to exist when there is a 
group of individuals that collectively have a robust disposition (through various 
means) to produce end states that happen to help that arrangement of people 
continue to exist or reproduce itself.  As with organismic evolution, exactly how 
the various parts (in this case people) first come together in a certain arrangement, 
and what makes them stay there is unimportant.  What matters is that something 
moves a person who does a certain activity into the right place, where he or she 
happens to contribute something to the activities of a set of actors who collectively 
help produce a certain end state.  And something keeps that actor doing that 
activity.  Eventually, what helps keep these activities continuing is the fact that 
such activities contribute to the survival of the group in that form, and with it, the 
survival of those activities that the group has come to be disposed to do.  This 
process of groups continuing to exist because of the way that clustering enhances 
the survival of that cluster happens in non-human, as well as human groups (see 
Wilson & Sober 1994) for a review article in which they mention over 200 articles 
which discuss group selection). Writes biologist Tom Seely: 

 

By virtue of its greater size and mobility and other traits, a multicellular 
organism is sometimes a better gene-survival machine than a single eukaryotic 
cell.... Likewise the genes inside organisms sometimes fare better when they 
reside in an integrated society of organisms, rather than in a single organism 
because of superior defensive, feeding and homeostatic abilities of functionally 
organized groups.” (1989, p. 546)   

 
Dawkins (1976) calls any stable interacting assembly of traits a vehicle on 

which natural selection can operate.  The example he uses to explain this concept 
is instructive for our purposes.  “A vehicle”, he writes, “is like a rowing team in 
which the success of any individual member is dependent on his coordinating 
activities with others in a way that enables the team as a whole to win the race” 
(1976, p. 38). An intention-system group could continue to exist because of the 
way that the clustering of individuals, as a vehicle, enhances the continued survival 
of that cluster. 

What kinds of things typically move people to the “right” places where they 
contribute to the goal-seeking activities of a group?  At one extreme, we have the 
activities of independent self-interested individuals, rewarded for doing the 
activities they do by impartial forces of nature.  At the other extreme, we have 
hierarchical groups behaving as they do because other people direct them to do 
certain activities and punish them for not doing them. (In general, entity A has 
power over entity B, when A can make it costly (in terms of goal-achievement) for 
B not to do what A wants it to.  An A-entity can make activities costly to a B-
entity by its ability to inflict punishment, or its ability to deny rewards that it is in a 
position to give  (see also Emerson 1962).  In between these two extremes we have 
groups of socially minded individuals, without bosses, who do what they do 
specifically because they want the group to achieve certain goals.  
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Various forces, then, can direct individuals to do certain activities, and 
reinforce their dispositions to do so.  Some types of the resulting organization of 
activity-doing are such that in the short or long term they do what goal-seeking and 
representing entities do: they have a robust disposition to produce a certain end 
(changing what’s done, if that end isn’t being achieved), and keeping track of 
what’s needed to overcome the obstacles in the way of achieving that end.  
Clusters of cellular materials (creating cells) and clusters of cells (creating 
individual organisms) all do this. We see that clusters of organisms, including 
clusters of people, can work along the same principles.   

Groups and Mental Actions 

I’ve argued that groups can have intentional “mental” states.  And according 
to the earlier definition of actions I discussed, entities that can do some activities 
intentionally (on the basis of goals) can perform actions.  The army unit we spoke 
of earlier, because it is guided by the right sort of goals, can intentionally act to 
take out the enemy’s artillery. Can a group like this perform mental actions?  An 
action in the world is the intentional creation or modification of a world state.  A 
mental action is intentionally creating or modifying one’s own goals, 
representations, and other internal activities that help one steer through the world.  
There’s no reason a group couldn’t try in a goal-oriented intentional way to modify 
its own internal steering states, just as I’ve argued it can intentionally act on the 
world.  

Consider the important mental action of planning.  We speak about groups 
planning all the time, as in  “Google has been planning a month-long campaign to 
promote Chromebooks in schools.”   In some cases, it could well be the group as a 
whole that, in planning, performs a mental act.  To think about how, let’s start by 
thinking about what individuals tend to do when they plan.  An individual army 
commander, making a plan about how he might remove an enemy army’s artillery 
unit from a hill in the upcoming week, is going to create a set of instructions that 
the various soldiers under his command will eventually receive.  If he is 
intentionally planning, he will do things to try to generate and evaluate these 
instructions—rather than having the plan just suddenly appear to him one day.  
Someone intentionally planning will alter the original instructions if they do not 
seem to be capable of reaching the end state goal.  There are many ways a planner 
might go about creating a plan. He could start by picturing the destroyed or 
removed enemy artillery, then picture various close antecedent states that might 
lead to that.  He might picture various states antecedent to each one of these states.   
He might then start working from the opposite direction.  He could think about the 
current activities of his own army, then of several different subsequent states they 
might enter into on his command.  He could evaluate each state, considering how 
much closer it would bring his army to the goal of removing enemy artillery, how 
costly it would be, and what the risks are.  The same thing could be done for a 
“plan tree” of subsequent states.  Ultimately, after reviewing many possible moves, 
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a plan of attack is constructed (see Shallice 1982, and Morris & Ward 1995 for 
good discussions of planning strategies).  

And how might a group do similar sort of planning?  One thing that can help 
us in thinking about this is that scholars actually often describe how planning 
works in individuals in terms of the activities of groups of little homunculi, or 
homunculi-like boxes.   To see how a group can plan, one needs only imagine this 
sort of process undertaken not by homunculi-like units– but by groups of actual 
people.   With the functionalist construal of mental activity I gave earlier, there’s 
no reason that the mental states here can’t be realized by groups of actual people, 
instead of groups of homunculi, or neurons.  A group that does some planning for 
removing enemy artillery in the next week is a group that intentionally tries, that 
has the goal of creating a sequence of dispositions in its members to behave a 
certain way at a certain time in the future.  Note the goal we are talking about here 
is not merely the one of producing a certain end state on the battlefield.  This goal 
is the goal of creating a new plan, a new set of dispositions for bringing about this 
end state.  The creation of the plan could involve hundreds of individuals making 
suggestions regarding possible moves or portions of moves.  It could involve 
hundreds of individuals making comments about the costs and benefits of various 
moves.  Feedback regarding potential moves must be processed in a way such that 
suggestions that would do a superior job of moving the group closer to the end 
state goal are accepted and put into place, and moves that take the group further 
from the end state goal are modified or removed.  There are various organizations 
of people that could accomplish this decision-making. Some are hierarchical and 
some are decentralized.  In hierarchical organizations, the rulers of each layer of 
the hierarchy could be autocratic individuals, or they could be oligarchies.   It 
might be hard to imagine a large group of people organized in such a way that they 
can collectively create a plan without at least some members of the group needing 
to have the entire plan in their individual minds. But nothing makes this 
impossible.  Furthermore, it is actually very unlikely for all the components of a 
very large complex plan involving very large groups of people to be in the mind of 
a single individual, instead of being distributed throughout whatever hierarchy 
there is.  And even if there were individual leaders who had the entire plan in their 
minds, that need not mean that it couldn’t be the group as a whole that creates the 
plan and has the goals.  It might only mean that the goals of the leader (including 
the goal of creating a plan), were the same as or similar to the goals of the group as 
a whole.  If the goal-seeking process could continue to work in a similar manner, 
even if the leader were killed and replaced by a team of other soldiers, then the 
group as a whole has these goals, even if certain group members happen to share 
them.  

Conclusions 

Can groups as a whole literally think about things and perform mental 
actions?  If mental actions are intentionally creating, modifying, or sustaining 
internal steering states in accordance with the agents’ goal-seeking dispositions, 
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then yes; they could.  Whether groups often do and, if so, which ones, are other 
questions.  We often informally discuss group activity in intentional terms.  And 
many theorists have suggested that groups could be intentional agents.  What I 
hope to have done here is discuss a theory of intentional mental action, and group 
activity, whereby we can go beyond giving groups a loose intentional 
characterization.  This theory should allow us to explicitly verify or falsify any 
given claim that this or that group is literally doing this or that mental activity.  Is 
the U.S. Congress really considering repealing the Affordable Care Act?  Or is this 
just a loose metaphorical way of speaking?  The theory discussed here should be 
able to tell us.  

Still another question is whether this way of talking is the most useful way of 
thinking about how groups act.  How useful it is to conceptualize group activity 
this way is an important question to ask since, as Ramsey (2007) has pointed out, it 
is always possible to adopt the intentional stance, and also always possible to 
eschew an intentional description for any system.  On the one hand, there are some 
reasons for believing that thinking about groups in intentional terms (if they are 
intentional agents) is useful.  There are numerous analytic truths about intentional 
agents.  The discipline of economics is full of theorems about agents with a certain 
degree of rationality. Such theorems should be true of groups in certain situations, 
if they are rational agents.   

On the other hand, there might well be disadvantages in using intentional 
terminology for discussing group activity.  While it might be easy to loosely 
ascribe intentional states to groups, it is not easy for a group to come to have the 
requisite level of organization that it takes to actually have goals or beliefs of much 
complexity.  Social scientists who increasingly use intentional terminology might 
tempt others to use such terminology more ubiquitously, thinking it has some 
scientific respectability -- even for groups that have no real thoughts of their own.   
Another disadvantage is that, while a group might meet the minimal criteria for 
literally strategizing, there might still be many things it is doing differently from 
what most of us do when we strategize.  We also likely do many additional things 
that a group does not, and a group likely does things that we do not.   When we use 
the same terminology to describe what we do and what a group does, we might 
easily slip into thinking our mental states are more similar than they actually are.  
(See Rupert  (2014) and Kirk Ludwig (2014) for good discussions of other 
disadvantages of thinking about groups as intentional agents.) 

Will such disadvantages outweigh the advantages of describing group activity 
with intentional mentalistic terminology?   I submit that a way to find this out 
would be for social scientists more explicitly try to use mental terminology to 
understand the behavior of groups.  We wouldn’t have many reasons to try to 
scientifically understand the behavior of groups this way, if we thought that 
describing groups in intentional terms was just a loose metaphorical way of 
talking. I have argued here, however, that groups can literally have mental states 
and preform mental actions.  This gives us reason to try systematically understand 
and further study group behavior, by thinking about their mental activities.  
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