
Essay Questions: Philosophical Issues in
Behavioural Science

Bespoke Questions We encourage you to devise your own question through dis-
cussion with s.butterfill@warwick.ac.uk, or to adapt one of the questions below
to your interests. Your question must then be added to this list and formally
approved. However you may also use one of the questions below if you wish.

Lecture Materials Each question draws on specific sections of the lecture material,
which also provide sources. You do not have to use the lecture material but
your essay will probably be marked down if it could have been improved by
making better use of the lecture material. It may be prudent to ensure that you
understand the sections relevant to your chosen question before answering it.

Glossary The lecture materials include a glossary to facilitate communication
between us. You may deviate from the glossary providing you explicate your
terms and providing you have good reason for doing so.

Reading The reading included here is mainly for students who will not use the
lecture notes (which are online at https://philosophical-issues-in-behavioural-
science.butterfill.com/). You should check the lecture notes for reading, and per-
haps identify additional reading in the course of your independent research.

Difficulty Level Some questions permit answers that are relatively straightfor-
ward to establish. In general, you should not limit yourself to establishing a
straightforward answer if aiming for a high mark.

Support Planning The final seminar for this course will provide you with an op-
portunity to discuss your plans.

Marking Criteria This course uses the standard philosophy marking criteria. Ide-
ally your essay will demonstrate an awareness of a philosophical issue in be-
havioural science. We are aware that students taking this course may come from
a variety of disciplines. Your essay can be written in the style of an essay from
any of the disciplines covered on this course.
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Part I: The Mark of Action

Questions
Are any human actions consequences of two (or more) dissociable processes? If
so, what (if any) are the consequences for philosophical theories of action?1

Are any human actions consequences of two (or more) dissociable processes? If
so, what are the consequences for decision theory?

Are there any good reasons to reject the claim that human actions are
consequences of two (or more) dissociable processes, one habitual another
goal-directed?2

Hint: If answering any of the above questions, be sure you understand what
habitual processes are, and what goal-directed processes are.

How, if at all, should a philosophical theory of action incorporate scientific dis-
coveries about the control of action?

Could some motor representations be intentions?

What is an interface problem? Consider one case in which an interface problem
arises. How could the problem be solved?3

Are the processes targeted by Dickinson’s dual-process theory of instrumental
action distinct from the processes targeted by dual-process theories of reason-
ing?4

Sources
Balleine, B. and Dickinson, A. (1991). Instrumental performance following rein-
forcer devaluation depends upon incentive learning. The Quarterly Journal of
Experimental Psychology Section B, 43(3):279–296.

Davidson, D. (1971). Agency. In Binkley, R., Bronaugh, R., andMarras, A., editors,
Agent, Action, and Reason„ pages 3–25. University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

1You may take the first of these questions only as your title. Please be aware that this is a
particularly difficult option. You should not normally do this unless you have approval from your
seminar tutor.

2No such reasons are discussed in the lecture materials because I am not yet aware of any.
This question is included because you may have some insight that I have missed.

3Variant: The Interface Problem and Executive Function [requires prior discussion and special
permission]

4This question concerns material that goes beyond the course; you should not attempt it
without prior discussion.
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Reprinted in Davidson, D. (1980) Essays on Actions and Events. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Dickinson, A. (1985). Actions and habits: the development of behavioural auton-
omy. In Weiskrantz, L., editor, Animal Intelligence. Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Dickinson, A. (2016). Instrumental conditioning revisited: Updating dual-
process theory. In Trobalon, J. B. and Chamizo, V. D., editors, Associative
learning and cognition, volume 51, pages 177–195. Edicions Universitat
Barcelona.

Dickinson, A. and Perez, O. D. (2018). Actions and Habits: Psychological Issues
in Dual-System Theory. In Morris, R., Bornstein, A., and Shenhav, A., editors,
Goal-Directed Decision Making, pages 1–25. Academic Press.

Frankfurt, H. (1978). The problem of action. American Philosophical Quarterly,
15(2):157– 162.

Klossek, U. M. H., Yu, S., and Dickinson, A. (2011). Choice and goal-directed
behavior in preschool children. Learning & Behavior, 39(4):350–357.

Schwabe, L. and Wolf, O. T. (2010). Socially evaluated cold pressor stress after
instrumental learning favors habits over goal-directed action. Psychoneuroen-
docrinology, 35(7):977–986.

Sources: Motor Representation
Bach, K. (1978). A representational theory of action. Philosophical Studies,
34(4):361–379.

Brozzo, C. (2017). Motor Intentions: How intentions and motor representations
come together. Mind and Language, 32(2), 231–256

Butterfill, S. A. and Sinigaglia, C. (2014). Intention and motor representation in
purposive action. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 88(1):119–145.

Davidson, D. (1971). Agency. In Binkley, R., Bronaugh, R., andMarras, A., editors,
Agent, Action, and Reason„ pages 3–25. University of Toronto Press, Toronto.
Reprinted in Davidson, D. (1980) Essays on Actions and Events. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Haggard, P. (2005). Conscious intention and motor cognition. Trends in Cogni-
tive Sciences, 9(6):290–5.

Hornsby, Jennifer. “Personal and Sub‐personal; A Defence of Dennett’s
Early Distinction.” Philosophical Explorations 3, no. 1 (2000): 6–24.
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https://doi.org/10.1080/13869790008520978.

Jeannerod, M. (2006). Motor Cognition: What Actions Tell the Self. Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Oxford.

Rizzolatti, G. and Sinigaglia, C. (2008). Mirrors in the Brain: How Our Minds
Share Actions, Emotions. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Rizzolatti, G. and Sinigaglia, C. (2016). The mirror mechanism: A basic principle
of brain function. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, advance online publication.

Rosenbaum, D. A. (1991). Human Motor Control. Academic Press, Cambridge,
MA.

Sources: Interface Problems
Balleine, B. and Dickinson, A. (1998). Consciousnes - the inferface between af-
fect and cognition. In Cornwell, J., editor, Consciousness and Human Identity.
Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Burnston, D. C. (2017). Interface problems in the explanation of action. Philo-
sophical Explorations, 20(2):242–258.

Butterfill, S. A. and Sinigaglia, C. (2014). Intention and motor representation in
purposive action. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 88(1):119–145.

Jackendoff, R. (1996). The architecture of the linguistic-spatial interface. In
Bloom, P., Peterson, M. A., Nadel, L., and Garrett, M. F., editors, Language and
Space, pages 1–30. The MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, US.

Mylopoulos, M. and Pacherie, E. (2016). Intentions and Motor Representations:
The Interface Challenge. Review of Philosophy and Psychology, forthcoming:1–
20.

Mylopoulos, M. and Pacherie, E. (forthcoming). Intentions: The dynamic hier-
archical model revisited. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Cognitive Science,
0(0):e1481.

Shepherd, J. (2018). Skilled Action and the Double Life of Intention. Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research, forthcoming.

Sinigaglia, C. and Butterfill, S. A. (2015). On a puzzle about relations between
thought, experience and the motoric. Synthese, 192(6):1923–1936.
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Part II: Acting Together
What distinguishes joint actions from merely individual actions performed in
parallel?

Which psychological structures enable agents to coordinate their plans? What
if anything do these mechanisms reveal about how acting together differs from
acting in parallel but merely individually?

How, if at all, should a philosophical theory of acting together incorporate scien-
tific discoveries about the interpersonal coordination of action?

Is there a counterexample to Bratman’s theory of shared agency?

What is team reasoning? Why, if at all, must an account of acting together invoke
team reasoning?

Sources
Bratman, M. E. (1992). Shared cooperative activity. The Philosophical Review,
101(2):327– 341.

Bratman, M. E. (2014). Shared agency: A planning theory of acting together.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Butterfill, Stephen A, and Corrado Sinigaglia. ‘Towards a Mechanistically Neu-
tral Account of Acting Jointly: The Notion of a Collective Goal’. Mind, 24 Febru-
ary 2022, fzab096. https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzab096.

Knoblich, G., Butterfill, S. A., & Sebanz, N. (2011). Psychological research on joint
action: Theory and data. In B. Ross (Ed.), Psychology of learning and motivation
(Vol. 51, pp. 59–101). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Ludwig, K. (2016). From Individual to Plural Agency: Collective Action. Oxford
University Press.

Pacherie, E. (2013). Intentional joint agency: Shared intention lite. Synthese,
190(10), 1817–1839. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-013-0263-7

Sebanz, N., Bekkering, H., & Knoblich, G. (2006). Joint action: Bodies and mind
moving together. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 10(2), 70–76.

Sinigaglia, Corrado, and Stephen A. Butterfill. ‘Motor Representation in Acting
Together’. Synthese 200, no. 2 (9March 2022): 82. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-
022-03539-8.
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Tomasello, M., & Rakoczy, H. (2003). What makes human cognition unique?
From individual to shared to collective intentionality. Mind and Language, 18(2),
121–147.

Vesper, C., Knoblich, G., & Sebanz, N. (2014). Our actions in my mind: Motor im-
agery of joint action. Neuropsychologia, 55, 115–121. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2013.05.024

Sources: Joint Commitment
Alonso, F. M. (2009). Shared intention, reliance, and interpersonal obligations.
Ethics, 119(3), 444–475. https://doi.org/10.1086/599984

Gilbert, M. P. (2013). Joint commitment: How we make the social world. Oxford:
OxfordUniversity Press. Retrieved fromhttp://0-dx.doi.org.pugwash.lib.warwick.ac.uk/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199970148.001.0001

Roth, A. S. (2004). Shared agency and contralateral commitments. The Philo-
sophical Review, 113(3), 359–410.

Sources: GameTheory
Dixit, A., Skeath, S., and Reiley, D. (2014). Games of Strategy. W. W. Norton and
Company, New York.

Hausman, D. M. (2011). Preference, value, choice, and welfare. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Osborne, M. J. and Rubinstein, A. (1994). A course in game theory. MIT press.

Ross, D. (2018). Game Theory. In Zalta, E. N., editor, The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy. Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, fall 2018 edition.

Sanchez-Amaro, A., Duguid, S., Call, J., and Tomasello, M. (2016). Chimpanzees
coordinate in a snowdrift game. Animal Behaviour, 116:61–74.

Sinervo, B. and Lively, C. M. (1996). The rock–paper–scissors game and the evo-
lution of alternative male strategies. Nature, 380(6571):240–243.

Sources: Team Reasoning
Bacharach, M. (2006). Beyond Individual Choice. Princeton University Press,
Princeton.

Bowles, S. and Gintis, H. (2011). A Cooperative Species: Human Reciprocity and
Its Evolution. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.
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Gold, N. and Sugden, R. (2007). Collective intentions and team agency. Journal
of Philosophy, 104(3):109–137.

Misyak, J. B. and Chater, N. (2014). Virtual bargaining: A theory of social
decision-making. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological
Sciences, 369(1655):20130487.

Nowak, M. A. (2006). Five Rules for the Evolution of Cooperation. Science,
314(5805):1560– 1563.

Paternotte, C. (2014). Minimal Cooperation. Philosophy of the Social Sciences,
44(1):45– 73.

Sugden, R. (2000). Team preferences. Economics and Philosophy, 16:175–204.
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