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We – mature human agents in a broadly modern world – are planning agents. Our
practical thinking is shaped in characteristic ways by our future-directed plans. This is a key to
the striking forms of cross-temporal organization that are central to our human lives. It is also, I
think, a key to important forms of our sociality and our self-governance. Somewhat stable prior
partial plans normally provide a background framework within which much of our practical
thinking – including the weighing of reasons – proceeds. This framework-providing role of these
prior partial plans involves distinctive rationality norms – norms of consistency,1 coherence, and
stability over time. And a fruitful way to understand intention is to see intentions as plan-states in
this plan-infused, normatively guided psychic economy. In this way, we can develop a
naturalistically plausible and modest theory of the will.
Or so I have argued in a series of works, beginning in the mid-1980s.2 As this work has
progressed, however, it has become clear that there are unresolved and difficult issues about
practical rationality at the foundations, issues that require further reflection. This collection of
essays is my effort, so far, to respond further to these foundational issues.
<1> 1.
Let me set the stage. I developed some of these ideas about our planning agency in my
1987 book, Intention, Plans, and Practical Reason. I then explored two further ideas. The first
was that this planning framework provides substantial resources for a rich model of our shared
acting and thinking, a model in the space between the work of, among others, Margaret Gilbert
and John Searle. This led to a series of papers beginning in the early 1990s, four of which were
included in my 1999 collection, Faces of Intention; and this then led to my 2014 book Shared
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Agency: A Planning Theory of Acting Together. The second idea was that this planning
framework provides substantial resources for a rich model of our self-governance, one in the
space between the work of, among others, Harry Frankfurt and Gary Watson. This led to a series
of papers – many of which are in my 2007 collection, Structures of Agency -- in defense of a
plan-based model of self-governance. These twin developments added further support for the
idea that our capacity for planning agency is a core capacity, one that supports a wide range of
important practical capacities and is in that sense fecund. (See essay 5.)
But unrest was brewing. Why are the planning norms to which I was appealing, norms of
rationality with a distinctive normative significance or force? In my 1987 book I had proposed a
two-tier pragmatic justification for these norms, one that appealed to the ways in which guidance
by these norms in general supports, both instrumentally and constitutively, much of what we care
about, especially given our cognitive and epistemic limits. And I also tried to block the worry,
traceable to J.J.C. Smart’s forceful concerns about rule-worship, that a direct inference from
pragmatically supported general strategies of thought to a judgment about the particular case is
fraught.3 But as I thought more about this Smart-inspired concern, my confidence waned.4 And
in his criticism of my argument against what I had called the “simple view,” Hugh McCann
challenged the very idea that the relevant norm of plan consistency is a norm of rationality rather
than just a rule of thumb for tracking what really mattered.5 Related challenges later appeared in
work of Joseph Raz and Niko Kolodny who both think that the idea that the cited planning norms
are norms of rationality is a “myth”.6
During the same period, others – including J. David Velleman, Kieran Setiya, and to
some extent R. Jay Wallace -- developed the idea that these norms were the reflection of more
basic norms of theoretical rationality in favor of consistency and coherence of belief. And some
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such – as I called it -- cognitivism could already be discerned in Gilbert Harman’s groundbreaking essay, “Practical Reasoning”.7
I myself was persuaded neither by cognitivism (see essays 2 and 3) nor by the myththeoretic challenge. (See essay 4.) But I realized that I needed to go beyond the (albeit, qualified)
two-tier account in my 1987 book. So beginning in 2009 I published a series of papers in which I
tried to work toward a more adequate view.
One idea that was not available to me was that these norms are constitutive of agency -that it is a necessary feature of agency (or, anyway, intentional agency) that it involves guidance
by these norms.8 This was in part because I wanted to situate the planning theory within a
theoretical strategy that Paul Grice had called “creature construction”.9 The idea is to build up
increasingly rich models of agency and to see planning agency as a specific form of agency, one
that appears in later stages of this exercise in creature construction. Given this multiplicity of
agency, it is not plausible that these distinctive norms of planning agency are constitutive of
agency quite generally.
That said, guidance by these norms is, on the theory, partly constitutive of, in particular,
planning agency. But given that you can be an agent without being a planning agent, it is not
clear exactly how this – as we might call it, planning-agency constitutivism – helps us defend the
claim that these are norms of practical rationality for such an agent.10
So I sought a path between a myth theory and cognitivism, but a path that did not depend
on agency-constitutivism. I continued to think that it was important that the general guidance by
these norms helps shape our lives in profound ways that are central to much of what we care
about. But I concluded that we needed to supplement these two-tier pragmatic ideas. Such a
supplement should draw on the common view that rationality is at least in part a matter of
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coherence.11 But what I learned from McCann, Raz, and Kolodny was that a mere appeal to
coherence was open to the challenge that we were grounding rationality simply in a kind of
mental “tidiness”.12 We need to explain why the relevant forms of coherence matter in a way
that responds to the concerns of the myth theorist, and we need to understand the philosophical
underpinnings and implications of that explanation.
While I was trying to figure this out I was also developing the approach to a planning
agent’s self-governance articulated in the essays in my 2007 book.13 This led me to the
conjecture that we can forge a path of the right sort between a myth theory and cognitivism in
part by studying the ways in which basic norms of plan rationality reflect conditions of a
planning agent’s self-governance, both at a time and over time. We begin by explaining what is
involved in central cases of a planning agent’s self-governance. We then see the demands
imposed by planning norms as demands to satisfy certain of these conditions of self-governance.
The forms of coherence that are required by these planning norms will be forms of coherence
that are among these conditions of a planning agent’s self-governance.
The idea, then, is to treat central conditions of a planning agent’s self-governance as a
starting point and then see relevant norms as demands in favor of satisfying those conditions. In
this sense these norms track relevant conditions of self-governance. The (perhaps implicit)
acceptance of these norms, once in place, will then support conformity with these conditions of
self-governance. So these norms track conditions of self-governance, and their acceptance tends
to lead to conformity to those conditions.14
These essays constitute an interim report of progress, so far, with this line of reflection.
The essays reveal a progression of ideas, with adjustments along the way. While there remain
many unanswered questions,15 what emerges is, I think, a plausible strategy for steering a path in

4

our understanding of plan rationality between a myth theory, cognitivism, and agencyconstitutivism. This path continues to acknowledge the significance of two-tier pragmatic
considerations but supplements those considerations in an important way. My primary aim in
this Introduction is to pull together, in broad strokes, some of the main ideas about this path to
which I have been led in writing these essays.16 In doing this I leave for those essays many of the
details, complexities, qualifications, references, and credits -- though I will provide pointers to
those essays along the way. And toward the end I will go somewhat beyond these essays, though
in a way that is tied to ideas in these essays.
<1> 2.
As I see it, our main concern is with the reflection of a planning agent on her basic forms
of practical thinking, forms of practical thinking guided by distinctive norms of (as I claim) plan
rationality. How might she make the most sense of these norms, and would they thereby be
reflectively stable? (Essays 2, 9, 10) These queries are motivated both by our interest in the
normative force of these norms and by our related interest in the explanatory significance of
structures of planning agency. If these norms would not be stable under reflection then it would
be to some extent less plausible to say – as the planning theory does say – that these forms of
practical thinking are central to the explanation and understanding of our human action.
A planning agent’s reflection would take due account of the pragmatic virtues, especially
given her epistemic and cognitive limits, of these general forms of thinking. But it would also be
sensitive to the Smart-inspired thought that a direct inference from the pragmatic benefits of
these general forms of thinking to a conclusion about the particular case is fraught. (Essays 8, 9,
10) Our reflective planning agent will want to know how to supplement such a two-tier
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pragmatic account (which is not to say that she will explicitly appeal to such a supplement in
each case of her actual practical thinking).
It is here that (beginning with Essay 4) I try to develop a strategy of self-governance.
This involves two ideas. The first is the tracking thesis: basic planning norms track certain of the
conditions of a planning agent’s self-governance, conditions that are articulated within our model
of that self-governance. The second idea is the reflective significance thesis: the tracking thesis
helps provide the supplemental support for these planning norms that is sought by the reflective
planning agent in justifying her application of these norms to the particular case.
Concerning the tracking thesis, begin with a planning agent’s self-governance at a time
(or, anyway, during a small temporal interval). Here my proposal is a merger of Frankfurtinspired ideas with elements from the planning theory.17 Central to such self-governance is
guidance by the agent’s relevant, suitably coherent practical standpoint. Given the roles of
planning in a planning agent’s temporally extended agency, this standpoint will, for such a
planning agent, be substantially plan-infused. So the plan consistency (including plan-belief
consistency) and means-end coherence required by basic planning norms will be needed for the
agent’s standpoint to be sufficiently unified to play this Frankfurtian role in her synchronic selfgovernance. And this supports the tracking thesis concerning these synchronic norms.
This brings us to the reflective significance thesis with respect to these synchronic norms.
Here I envisage a four-part answer.18 (1) We can now see why the coherence that is tracked by
these norms is, plausibly, a coherence worth wanting: it is not merely mental tidiness but is,
rather, partly constitutive of a planning agent’s self-governance – where I take it that such selfgovernance is itself worth wanting. (2) We have thereby identified an important commonality
across these norms. Indeed, as we will see below, we have laid the foundation for articulating a
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common element that underlies not only these synchronic norms but also a plausible diachronic
norm. (3) The tracking thesis supports the claim that if (a) one has a normative reason in favor
of one’s synchronic self-governance, and (b) one has in the particular case the capacity for such
self-governance, then (c) this normative reason transmits to a distinctive reason of synchronic
self-governance to conform to these synchronic norms in that particular case. (See essay 4,
where I also respond to related concerns about inappropriate bootstrapping of normative
reasons.19) And (4): our reflective planning agent will indeed have a normative reason in favor
of her self-governance.20
Given the tracking thesis, and given (1)-(4), the reflective planning agent will be in a
position to supplement her appeal to a two-tier pragmatic rationale for her synchronic planning
norms in a way that suitably supports her application of these norms to the particular case. But
there remain two issues. First, we are so far without a defense of (4), the claim about a
normative reason for self-governance. And second, we have so far not explored whether – and if
so, how -- this approach could be extended to the diachronic case.
I turn now to this second issue, about the diachronic case. What I say will then be of use
when we return later to the first issue.
<1> 3.
So what should we say about the tracking thesis and diachronic plan rationality? Here we
will need to reflect on a planning agent’s self-governance not only at a time, but also over time.
But first let me note a methodological issue. When we were considering the tracking thesis
concerning synchronic norms of plan consistency and coherence, we took as given the basic
outlines of those norms and tried to see if, so understood, they did indeed track conditions of a
planning agent’s synchronic self-governance. In contrast, when we turn to diachronic plan
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rationality it is less clear, at the start, exactly what the relevant diachronic norm(s) is/are. So in
exploring the tracking thesis about diachronic plan rationality we will need to assess an overall
package that includes both a model of a planning agent’s diachronic self-governance and a view
of the associated diachronic norm (or norms).
That said, how should we model a planning agent’s self-governance over time? (Essays
6, 10, 11) An initial idea is that a planning agent’s self-governance over time involves her selfgovernance at (during) relevant times along the way, together with relevant inter-connections
across those forms of synchronic self-governance. What inter-connections? Here I have been
led to two complementary ideas. The first is that these are the (perhaps implicit) plan-infused
inter-connections that are characteristic of planned temporally extended activity. These include
characteristic forms of continuity of intention, cross-references between intentions at different
times, intended and actual mesh between sub-plans at different times, and inter-dependence
between relevant intentions at times along the way. The second idea is that these plan-theoretic
intra-personal inter-connections are analogues of the (perhaps implicit) inter-personal intention
inter-connections characteristic of shared intention and shared intentional activity – where these
inter-personal interconnections are those articulated in my planning theory of acting and thinking
together. (Essays 5, 11.) These analogies between planned temporally extended agency and
shared intentional agency support the useful metaphor that in diachronic self-governance one is,
as it were, acting “together” with oneself over time. (Essays 10, 11)
So the initial proposal is that a planning agent’s self-governance over time involves her
self-governance at times along the way together with cross-temporal plan-infused intra-personal
inter-connections that are analogues of the plan-infused inter-personal interconnections
characteristic of shared intention and shared intentional activity.21 The next step is to explore
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implications of this proposal for a pair of cases that have received much attention in the
literature. This will lead us to a further element of such diachronic self-governance.
First, there are cases highlighted by John Broome in which one makes a decision in the
face of non-comparable considerations and then reflects later on whether to stick with that
decision.22 Since, on the model, a planning agent’s diachronic self-governance normally involves
relevant plan continuities and connections, it will normally involve sticking with one’s earlier
decision in such cases of non-comparability over time. (Essays 6, 10, 11)
Second, there are cases highlighted by Richard Holton of potential willpower in the face
of temptation.23 Here the implications are more complex, and this because of a complex
interaction between synchronic and diachronic self-governance. (Essays 7, 10, 11.)
Suppose that you know you will be tempted to drink a lot at tonight’s party. Since you
now think that would be a bad idea, you decide now to stick with one drink tonight. You know,
however, that at the party your judgment will temporarily shift and you will at least initially
judge that it would be better to have many drinks – though you also know that if you did give
into this temptation you would later regret that. If at the party you stick with your prior onedrink intention there will be a salient continuity in intention; in contrast, if you give into
temptation there will be a break in this continuity. However, such continuity of prior intention
helps constitute diachronic self-governance only given synchronic self-governance at times along
the way. But if your judgment shifts at the time of the party it seems that sticking with your
prior intention would not be a case of synchronic self-governance: given the judgment shift,
where you stand at the time of the party seems to favor drinking more. So it is unclear whether
such cases of willpower can satisfy our model of a planning agent’s diachronic self-governance.
It seems to be built into such cases that there is a breakdown in coordination between self-
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governance at the time of temptation and the kind of cross-temporal continuity characteristic of
self-governance over time. Yet it seems a plausible, commonsense thought that willpower can
sometimes be a central case of governing one’s life over time.
The solution I propose is to supplement our model of a planning agent’s self-governance
over time by appeal to an end of the agent’s that favors relevant intention continuity and thereby
can potentially help re-shift her standpoint at the time of the party back in favor of a single drink.
What end? We don’t want just to appeal to an end of simple diachronic continuity. That would
threaten to be an end in favor of mere cross-temporal mental tidiness; and that would expose our
associated account of diachronic rationality to a version of the myth theoretic charge that these
norms are simply tracking mental tidiness. I also think that we should not follow J. David
Velleman in appealing here to a theoretical end of self-understanding.24 Given our pursuit of a
uniform account of plan rationality that tracks self-governance, this would return us to
cognitivism about plan rationality – a view I have offered reasons to reject. (Essays 2, 3)
My proposal is instead to appeal to the end of one’s diachronic self-governance itself.25
(Essays 10, 11) This would help us explain how willpower can sometimes be a form of
diachronic self-governance; it would avoid the charge that we are appealing to mere mental
tidiness; and it would put us in a position to provide an alternative to a cognitivist account of
diachronic plan rationality. So – by way of a kind of inference to the best explanation – I infer
that the end of one’s diachronic self-governance is itself an element in basic cases of a planning
agent’s exercise of her capacity for diachronic self-governance. Further, given that diachronic
self-governance essentially involves relevant synchronic self-governance at times along the way,
the presence of this end of one’s diachronic self-governance will normally bring with it an end in
favor of relevant synchronic self-governance.
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This supplemented model of a planning agent’s diachronic self-governance in hand, we
can return to our effort to support a norm of diachronic plan rationality by way of the strategy of
self-governance. The first step is to consider an extended tracking thesis: as synchronic plan
rationality tracks conditions of a planning agent’s synchronic self-governance, diachronic plan
rationality tracks conditions of a planning agent’s diachronic self-governance. This extended
tracking thesis would have a pair of implications. First, there would be rational pressure in favor
of continuity of intention over time, so long as that continuity coheres with self-governance at
times along the way. Second, there would be rational pressure in the direction of an end of one’s
diachronic self-governance. We could then put these ideas together with our earlier, partial
account of synchronic plan rationality and synchronic self-governance.
What should we say about such a package of views about plan rationality and selfgovernance? Well, given this overall package, norms of both synchronic and diachronic plan
rationality are tied together and unified, and thereby made more intelligible, by the ways in
which they track conditions of a planning agent’s self-governance. Further, given this overall
package we can conclude that if one has a normative reason in favor of one’s self-governance,
both synchronic and diachronic, and if one has the capacity for relevant self-governance, then
one will have a distinctive normative reason of self-governance to conform to these norms.
(Essays 4 and 6 address potential worries about unacceptable bootstrapping of reasons.)
This returns us to the question postponed earlier: why think that a reflective planning
agent has a normative reason in favor of her self-governance? Now, we are asking about the
reflections of a planning agent who is considering the norms that are guiding her practical
thinking and wondering whether to continue to think in these ways. And I think that in such
reflections a planning agent will be primarily concerned with considerations that are anchored in
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ends of hers that are desirable. So, for our purposes, it will be reasonable to think of normative
reasons as anchored in ends of the agent that are desirable.26
So: what to say about a normative reason in favor of one’s self-governance? We can, I
think, suppose that self-governance is desirable pro tanto, though a specific instance can be onbalance bad. (An example from essay 4 of self-governance that may well be on-balance bad is
Iago.) So our question turns on the question: what is the status of the end of one’s selfgovernance?
And here we face a dilemma. If our theory says only that
(a) the end of one’s self-governance is a contingent, rationally optional end
it would not be in a position to account for the general normative force for us of basic planning
norms. But an account that said that
(b) the end of one’s self-governance is essential for all intentional agency
would, I think, overburden our theory of intentional agency: there are too many cases of
intentional agency that is not plausibly motivated by some such end.
Is there a path between (a) and (b), one that would suffice for our defense of the
normative force of basic planning norms? We might try here to appeal to our earlier conclusion
that the end of one’s diachronic self-governance is involved in central cases of the exercise of the
capacity for such self-governance. But it is not clear how this is to work. It seems that at most
what we can infer is that a planning agent with the capacity for diachronic self-governance must
have the capacity for the end of her diachronic self-governance. So we do not have an argument
that a planning agent with the capacity for diachronic self-governance must in fact have that end.
There are, however, two important truths in this neighborhood. (Essay 10) Consider a
planning agent who does have this end in favor of her diachronic self-governance (and so, in
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favor of related synchronic self-governance). This end grounds a normative reason for such selfgovernance; and, as we have seen, this reason helps support the application of norms of plan
rationality to the particular case.27 And here it is important to note that one of these norms is the
cited norm of diachronic plan rationality, a norm that itself supports the presence of this very end
(given the role of this end in the normal exercise of the capacity for such self-governance). So in
this way this end of self-governance – where that includes both diachronic and, so, synchronic
self-governance -- is, if present within the planning framework, rationally self-sustaining: it
supports a norm of diachronic plan rationality that in turn supports it. Further, given this
rationally self-sustaining end, the agent’s package of plan-infused practical thinking, planning
norms, ends, and reasons would be reflectively stable: this would be a rationally stable reflective
equilibrium. This package would be reflectively stable even if it were in some sense possible
(though pragmatically problematic, and perhaps not even psychologically possible) for the agent
to give up being such a planning agent.
So this end of one’s diachronic (and so, synchronic) self-governance is, if present within
the planning framework, rationally self-sustaining and a keystone of a rationally stable reflective
equilibrium. Let’s call this observation about a rationally self-sustaining end of self-governance
over time, and an associated rationally stable reflective equilibrium involving the norms of plan
rationality, the keystone claim. And now we need to ask: How should we understand the
significance of this keystone claim?28 In particular, does this claim help us find the path for
which we are looking, a path between the idea that (a) the end of self-governance is just one
among many rationally optional ends, and the idea that (b) the end of self-governance is essential
for all intentional agency? While essay 10 provides support for this keystone claim, it stops short
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of a full answer to these further questions. And my hope is that we can make progress here by
returning to, and further developing, an idea initially introduced in essay 2.
<1> 4.
In section 9 of essay 2 I began to explore a parallel between the framework of planinfused practical thinking and the framework of reactive emotions, as understood by Peter
Strawson.29 And my conjecture here is that by further developing this parallel we can find an
appropriate path between (a) and (b), a path supported by the keystone claim.30
Strawson famously highlighted the role of the reactive emotions in our practices of
holding morally responsible, and so in our understanding of moral responsibility. As Strawson
saw it, this framework of reactive attitudes is not strictly necessary for agency or mind; but it is a
deeply entrenched framework for us, one that is integrated within much that is humanly
significant, and one we may well not have the capacity to change at will. This framework has
very many good consequences; but it is also important that built into this framework is an
entrenched concern with quality of will, one that helps make sense of the normative structure of
the reactive emotions including, in particular, the relevance of excuses of ignorance and absence
of control.
Analogously, the planning framework is not strictly necessary for agency; but it is a
deeply entrenched framework for us, one that is integrated within much that is humanly
significant, and one we may well not have the capacity to change at will. This general
framework has very many good consequences; but it is also important that built into this
framework, at least for us, is an entrenched end of one’s self-governance over time, an end that
helps make sense of the normative structure of our plan-infused practical thinking including, in
particular, the application of basic planning norms, both synchronic and diachronic, to the
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particular case. This end of one’s self-governance over time is (within the planning framework)
rationally self-sustaining, favors a central, organizing commonality across the planning norms,
and is thereby a keystone of a rationally stable reflective equilibrium involving the agent’s planinfused practical thinking. This is all true even if it is in some sense possible (though
pragmatically problematic, and perhaps not even psychologically possible) for the agent to give
up being such a planning agent.
Basic planning norms are, for us, embedded in such a rationally self-sustaining and stable
reflective equilibrium. Whereas the keystone of the Strawsonian framework of reactive attitudes,
and associated practices of holding responsible, is a concern with quality of will, the keystone of
our framework of plan-infused practical thinking is a rationally self-sustaining end of one’s selfgovernance over time. In each case the keystone helps make reflective sense of the normatively
guided functioning of relevant attitudes – in one case, the system of reactive emotions; in another
case, the system of plan-states. In each case the keystone – concern with quality of will/end of
diachronic self-governance -- while not essential to mind or (intentional) agency per se, is also
not merely one among many rationally optional, potential ends. After all, these keystones help
make reflective sense of what are, for us, fundamental, pervasive, fecund, and entrenched webs
of normatively guided thought and action. And, turning in particular to the planning framework,
this puts us in a position to say that while basic planning norms are not (given the multiplicity of
agency) essential to (intentional) agency per se, characterizing their purported special status as a
“myth” fails to appreciate their keystone-supported status.
This allows that we can sometimes put to one side the end of our diachronic selfgovernance.31 As Carlos Núñez has emphasized (in conversation), Strawson noted that we each
have the power sometimes to bracket our concern with quality of will, perhaps as “a relief from
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the strains of involvement”.32 But it remains true, according to Strawson, that our normatively
guided practice of holding morally responsible is to be understood in terms of the expression of
reactive emotions that involve this concern with quality of will. Analogously, we each perhaps
have the power sometimes to bracket our concern with our own diachronic self-governance. But
it remains true that our normatively guided plan-infused practical thinking is to be understood
within an overall framework that involves that basic concern.33
This does not rule out the possibility of a thin kind of planning agency in the absence of a
concern with self-governance. Perhaps this is how we should think about the planning of young
human children, or the great apes, or certain artificial intelligence systems.34 About such thin
forms of planning agency the myth theorist might be right to say that it involves no distinctive
form of practical rationality that goes beyond a two-tier pragmatic rationale, with its limits in
supporting the application of general modes of thinking to the particular case. But such a thin
planning agent would not be in a position to make direct sense to herself, on reflection, of her
direct application of her planning norms to the particular case. In contrast, a planning agent who
does have the cited concern with her own self-governance would be in a position to make
reflective sense to herself of this basic aspect of her plan-infused practical thinking.
And my conjecture is that we ourselves are such reflectively successful and reflectively
stable planning agents. While the myth theory may be right about, say, very young children, it is
not right about us – mature human agents for whom structures of planning play a reflectively
supportable and stable role in our cross-temporal organization, our sociality, and our selfgovernance. These pervasive and fecund forms of plan-infused practical thinking are not only in
general extremely useful, though they are that. They are for us also in part supported by our
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entrenched, reflectively stable end of our own self-governance over time, and in that way by who
we in fact, and on reflection, are.35
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