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A Closer Look at Joint Commitments

Abstract
This thesis examines Margaret Gilbert’s concept of joint commitment and 
argues that it cannot serve as its own normative ground without generating 
an infinite regress. Joint commitments presuppose rather than constitute a 
prior “we”: the forms of commitment must already be present in the mind 
before  any  particular  commitment  is  entered  into.  Drawing  on  Carol 
Rovane’s notion of a rational point of view, John Searle’s Background and 
Network,  and Ruth Millikan’s  theory of proper functions,  I  argue that 
joint  commitments  are  best  understood  as  the  refined  outputs  of  a 
cooperative technology embedded in our cognitive and social architecture. 
This  re-conceptualization grounds  political  obligations  not  in  voluntary 
agreement but in pre-existing structures of sociality, showing that political 
obligations  are  a  natural  –  and less  consensual  – outgrowth of  human 
social life.
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Introduction
Joint commitment is an important concept in social ontology. Margaret Gilbert 
grounds  political  obligations  in  joint  commitment,  and  Carol  Rovane  – 
performing  a  similar  function  –  grounds  collective  intentionality,  or  ‘we-
intentionality’ as Toumela (2013) calls it, in joint commitments; in the case of 
Gilbert to a certain set of propositions that can be said to constitute the plural 
person, and in the case of Rovane to a rational point of view which constitutes 
the person (singular or plural).

One problem that  arises  in  the  philosophy of  Margaret  Gilbert  is  that  she 
seems to ground the normativity of the joint commitment in what can only be 
described as joint commitment, creating a regress, or begging the question: i.e. 
she assumes, or relies upon, that which is to be proven or defined. Another 
problem is that the joint commitments, as Gilbert describes them, have a too 
voluntary feel to them to align with everyday experience.

My  aim  with  regard  to  this  is  twofold.  First  I  want  to  show  that  a  joint 
commitment  as  described cannot  be  used to  ground the concept  of  a  joint 
commitment. Second, I want to offer an explanation as to what I suspect is 
happening when we make, or end up in, such joint commitments.

When we operate  with  the circular  joint  commitments,  joint  commitments 
only grounded in other joint commitments, we end up with a view of political 
obligations that is,  on the whole, too voluntary in its nature to square with 
what we can observe in real life. My aim is thus to offer a view of such joint  
commitments  that  will  generate  an  explanation  of,  among  other  things, 
political obligations that is much less consensual or voluntary in its nature.

The explanation will also be more moral. Gilbert makes a point of divorcing 
her concept of the joint commitment from morality since, in her view, we can 
make  normatively  binding  joint  commitments  for  immoral  reasons.1 My 
argument is that joint commitments and morality are so intertwined that this is 
not  possible,  and  that  by  and  large  they  are  two  aspects  of  the  same 
phenomenon.  Note that  this  is  not  a  chauvinistic  argument.  That  there are 
moral qualities to political obligations and that these are not always voluntary is 
in  no  way  an  argument  for  unreflective  obedience  to  power,  but  rather  a 
recognition that political obligations, in the end and as much else, is a question 
of all-things-considered judgments.

The idea here is not in any way to refute the joint commitment as a concept,  
but to go deeper and try to see what is happening on a more fundamental level 
in order to present a version of the joint commitment that aligns better with 
what we can observe.

1 I have a suspicion – but nothing more – that Gilbert wants to separate morality 
from the joint commitment since making morality and political  obligations 
interdependent would render our standing to rebuke those who openly reject 
our  joint  commitment,  and  thus  legal  and  political  obligations,  for  clearly 
immoral acts.
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In the end, I will be able to present a plausible interpretation of what a joint  
commitment is that is grounded in the philosophies of John Searle and Carol 
Rovane. Gilbert’s concept will still be useful, but it will – in a way – be turned 
upside down.

The Theoretical Background
In the following section I will give an overview of the theoretical concepts that 
I will  use in the following presentation. There is,  of course,  much more to 
these concepts and the theories from which they are taken, but I will do my 
best to restrict my descriptions of them to the parts on which I later rely.

Margaret Gilbert on Joint Commitments
Gilbert (2013, p. 348 gives a short definition of a joint commitment as follows: 
“It is possible to describe any joint commitment according to the following 
formula: X, Y and whatever others are jointly committed  to x as a body.” Or 

(Gilbert, 2018a, p. 131) “the parties are jointly committed to ϕ as a body. Here ϕ 
represents a verb or action…” The parties also (Gilbert, 2018a, p. 134) impose a 
normative constraint on themselves. Gilbert (2018b, p. 756) writes “They do 
this  conjointly.  It  is  not  that  each  person  commits  himself,  so  all  are 
committed. Rather all commit all as one.” And, (ibid. p. 757) that “[w]hat is 
required of each is to talk and act as would the representative of a single body 
or person with that goal, belief and so on, aligning his utterances and actions 
with those of the others as needed.”

This  normative  constraint seems  to  be  the  core  of  Gilbert’s  concept.  An 
important part of it is that it is not unilaterally rescindable, so that a member 
can not decide to walk away from the relationship, “unless there are special 
background understandings in place.” (Gilbert,  2018, p.  134) In this Gilbert 
(ibid.) includes that the parties are obligated to co-ordinate their actions with 
each other in order to advance the goal and that the individual commitments  
are  interdependent  “in  the  sense  that  there  cannot  be  a  single  such 
commitment.” (ibid.) 

Such a “body” is also referred to as a “plural subject.” She (Gilbert, 2013, p. 
347) also brings forward the idea that “...the idea that joint commitment is a, if  
not the, source of social unity.” However, as we shall see later, this seems to 
necessitate that joint commitments are grounded in joint commitments, which 
would lead to a regress. Instead, I will argue that it is not “a joint commitment 
to believe as a body such-and-such” that creates sociality, but that it is to believe  
as a body such-and-such that creates the joint commitment. This – to believe as a body  
such-and-such – is what it is to have a common rational point of view, which – 
in the terminology used by Carol Rovane (1998) is what constitutes a group 
person.
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Sources of Normativity
Where do the joint commitments of Margaret Gilbert gain their normative 
force?  It  is,  after  all,  this  normative  force  that  makes  the  rebuke  of  non-
cooperators socially acceptable.

Gilbert  (2013,  p.  347)  writes:  “those  who create  a  given  joint  commitment 
thereby obligate themselves one to the other to act as appropriate to the joint 
commitment, and have corresponding special rights against each other to such 
action.” But this must be qualified. We can note that there are obvious bounds 
on the normative constraints of joint commitments. For example, if a group is 
taking a walk, being thus jointly committed to this, a  member of this group can 
perhaps demand that the others wait, or slow down, so that he can keep up. But 
he cannot – being short of funds – demand the others buy him a suitable new 
pair of shoes so that he can keep up even if this would contribute to the fulfillment  
of the common goal.  The former is reasonable, the latter is not.  So,  there are 
bounds to the joint commitment. Certain actions are within the purview of the 
group, others are not. As Rovane (1998, p. 141) states, “different joint ventures 
would entail commitments to different degrees of rational unity,” just as she 
(ibid. p 140) concludes that as the conditions for a project changes, so might 
the motivation of the agents and thus the attachment to the joint project. So, as  
circumstances change, so the normative constraints posed by the commitment 
changes as well.

For a group of people taking a leisurely Sunday afternoon walk, this is obvious 
before they set off and there is no need for negotiations. Thus, the concept of 
‘going for a walk’ was already clear to the members before they committed to  
it, as must have been the nature of what a joint commitment is. Thus the joint  
commitment  corresponds  to  a  bounded  rational  point  of  view which  includes 
actions such as waiting and adapting walking speed, but that does not include 
paying for shoes or other transactions. As circumstances change, so does the 
force of the normative constraint. This is yet another important modification 
that must be made to Gilbert’s concept of joint commitments. An unbounded 
joint  commitment  that  indeed  committed  the  parties  to  act  as  one  body 
towards some goal without any such constraints, would commit the parties to it 
to become, for all practical purposes, one single person.

Morality v. Normativity

Gilbert  seems  to  make  a  disjunction  between  morality  in  general  and  the 
normative constraints of the joint commitment,  while at  the same time she 
make a conjunction for all the various states that operate under that normative 
constraint.  I  do  not  think  that  neither  the  disjunction  or  the  conjunction 
stands.  The only real  difference between the concepts posited by Gilbert is 
scope: 1) the number of people involved and the nature of their connection 
and 2) the bounds of the rational point of view underlying the commitment.
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The difference – in this respect – between morality (as generally understood) 
and the normative constraint (as used by Gilbert) is that morality cannot be a  
matter of negotiation between two or more parties. Morality is the sum of the 
demands that the society and the culture places on us as members of it. While 
this can change over time, it is not up for renegotiation between the parties. To 
put  this  in  the  language  of  joint  commitments,  morality  is  the  joint 
commitment we all have regarding our behavior towards other, the demands 
that  third  parties  can make on the contracting parties.  This  is  why,  in  the 
emergency situation analyzed by Held (1970), the single individuals can have a 
responsibility to act jointly; they are not committed to each other or to the 
potential victims, but to the greater encompassing commitment we call society. 
We, as a society, have demands on ourselves as private individuals; to pay taxes, 
to drive on the correct side of the road, and to not cause disturbances and so  
on. Some of these demands seem to include helping strangers in need. But, as  
everything  else  in  this  field,  they  are  not  absolute.  No  one  is  expected  to 
contribute more than his or her fair share, and no one is expected to sacrifice 
life or limb for someone else.

A  joint  commitment  between  some  groups  have  narrower  boundaries  than 
morality. That is why morality usually trumps joint commitments, but not the 
other way around.

We can look at the normative constraints in a joint commitment as described 
by Gilbert (2018, p. 763): “They understand themselves to obligated to another 
to comply with the commitment.  In other terms,  they  owe each other such 
compliance. Correlatively, and equivalently, they have rights against each other 
to compliance.” [emphasis in original] How, we may ask, is  this in any way 
different from ordinary morality, except for the bounds and the content of the 
commitment? It only confers extra rights and duties above those of morality to 
a smaller group of people, thus being more detailed and more bounded with 
respect to both scope and content.

In conclusion, Gilbert (2018, p. 764) is wrong when she writes that it is not 
clear that the joint commitment involves any moral step at all. The source of 
normativity for the normative constraint – which is what her concept of joint 
commitments seem to reduce to – is the same as for morality.

An Impossible Agreement
One interesting thing to note is that with the mechanics proposed by Gilbert 
there is no clear anchor, though it seems to me that one should be needed.  
Because, what is it that the parties to the commitment are in agreement about? 
“X, Y and whatever others are jointly committed  to x as a body.” What is the 
nature and the importance of x? What happens when x is changed? 

There is a line in Gilbert (2013, p. 347) that is revealing: “those who create a 
given joint commitment thereby obligate themselves one to the other to act as 
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appropriate to the joint commitment,  and have corresponding special  rights 
against each other to such action.”

Let us take a step back and unpack this. What is it that they are agreeing upon? 
Put simply, to act in accordance with the agreement.

She  is,  as  has  been  noted,  adamant  that  part  of  the  nature  of  a  joint 
commitment in its basic form is that it cannot be rescinded by any other group 
than the whole collective. No matter what happens. If one person, or group of 
persons,  rescind  the  commitment  unilaterally,  it  does  not  make  the 
commitment go away but rather confers the rights of rebuking the deviants 
upon those who remain.

One  central  theme  of  those  regular  contracts,  to  which  it  is  periodically 
referred,  is  that  in  those  there  are  always  provisions  for  dealing  with  the 
unexpected;  with  unexpected  external  events  as  well  as  with  consequences 
internal to the contract that could not be foreseen at the time the contract was 
entered into. These can be explicit referrals to boards of arbitration or to the 
courts, stipulating according to which set of contractual rules the dispute is to 
be settled. If no such clauses are provided, there are general rules in the law 
that can be applied to the contact whether so is stipulated or not (in Sweden, 
§36 of Avtalslagen is one such rule). A contract is always made subject to rules 
concerning its interpretation.

Gilbert’s conception requires something more that just the commitment to x: it 
requires a shared understanding of 1) what a commitment is and, which seems 
more important, 2) an understanding of the end (in a teleological sense) of the 
commitment. Because, in order to “act as appropriate to the joint commitment, 
and have corresponding special rights against each other to such action” the 
parties need to have an understanding not only of x, but of what x is supposed 
to  achieve  and  how  to  balance  the  needs  of  x against  other  needs  and 
restrictions. The commitment clearly has a purpose, and that purpose will be 
contingent  upon  other  factors,  such  as  other  commitments,  and  thus  be 
embedded in a larger network. To fully act rationally for the purposes of  x 
requires an understanding of that network. In this is included an understanding 
of the concept of joint commitments.

In  the  case  of  joint  commitments,  one  possible  conclusion  is  that  it  is  the  
commitment itself that carries this normative function of interpretation as the parties 
are  bound  to  “act  as  appropriate  to  the  joint  commitment,  and  have 
corresponding  special  rights  against  each  other  to  such  action.”  The 
commitment is above all a commitment by the parties to commit to each other, 
a commitment that then in its particulars can take a variety of forms. But this is 
self-referential and leads to regress.

It  could,  it  must  be  pointed out,  be  argued that  this  is  not  impossible.  An 
evolutionary argument could be made that since 1) survival is paramount and 
since  2)  the  formation of  coalitions  usually  beat  strategy in competitive  n-
person games,  a  natural  outcome would be that  we as  evolved creatures  3) 
prioritized the formation of large and competitive coalitions above everything 
else.  It  is  thus  not  inconceivable that  at  its  very  root,  a  joint  commitment  is 

5



nothing more than a “commitment to commit to each other” and to keep those 
not needed out; then, of course, modified to take genetic relatedness et cetera 
into account. But can we really talk about them in contractual terms?

Another  possible  conclusion  is  that  there  are  rules,  or  rather  mechanisms, 
governing joint commitments, that underlie them. The joint commitment is 
then one level of analysis (LoA) in a gradient of analysis (GoA). In studying a 
subject area, we can construct a model with a certain level of granularity, taking 
certain concepts as basic. We can then move up or down, either grouping such 
concepts to larger concepts, or breaking them down into smaller constituting 
parts. The aim here it to, finally, analyze the concept of joint commitments at a  
smaller granularity.

We will see that if we explain what appears to be a joint commitment to “x as a 
body” by instead viewing the joint commitment as the visible expression of a 
body that shares a commitment to x being committed to x, things become more 
clear.

Carol Rovane on Rational Points of View
Carol Rovane (1998, p.  21–6) develops her concept of the rational point of 
view as part of her effort to define what a personality or a personal identity is.  
If  we  look  at  the  literature  on  social  ontology  with  regard  to  political 
obligations or collective action – such as Toumela (2013) and Gilbert (2006) – 
we see that there is much talk about being committed as a body or acting in a 
we-mode and to act as one person towards a certain goal. Rovane centers her 
conception of personal identity around what the terms a rational point of view. 
Such a point of view can then be shared by many people, in effect making them 
all part of the same group person (Rovane, 2020, p.52); and each individual can 
encompass more than one such rational point of view, enabling the individuals 
to be members of several group persons. As Rovane (ibid.) writes, “[t]he group 
constitutes itself by thinking and acting as one, from its own rational point of  
view… it sets the boundaries within which it thinks and acts...” 

This  is  not  more complicated than to  say that  an individual  can be both a 
policeman – one part of a larger organization with a distinct view of the world 
– and a board member of his local  chess club,  another organization with a 
slightly different view of the world, and function well in both settings. That he 
is able to do so is to a large extent explained by that these points of view are 
bounded, i.e. they do not encompass everything in existence. As a policeman, he 
acts within the bounds of the police rational point of view; as a board member 
he acts within the chess club’s point of view.

There is a natural affinity between the concepts of the joint commitment and 
the bounded rational point of view. According to my understanding, entering 
into a joint commitment is the same as establishing – or recognizing – a group 
person and then to act according to this point of view. To do so will be the 
same, as stated by Gilbert, act as one body. But instead of the metaphor of the 
physical  body, we have the concept of the more abstract  group person and 
shared rational point of view.
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My argument is that if we conceive of a joint commitment as being based in a 
common rational point of view, it then becomes natural to situate that concept 
– the rational point of view – in what John Searle termed the Background and 
the Network. This then leads to the idea that many of the collective activities  
that  we  engage  in  –  such  as  going  for  walks  and  painting  houses  –  are 
reflections or adaptations of pre-existing patterns already present in our minds.

Normativity of the Rational Point of View
It  appears  that  Rovane  (1998,  pp.  137–60)  locates  the  normativity  of  the 
rational point of view (or what Gilbert would term a joint commitment) in the 
commitment to overall rationality that the point of view represents. Again, we 
find  a  central  component  of  Gilbert  –  the  normative  character  of  the 
commitment – grounded in a lower level, in something more basic. Just as the 
unifying  project  sets  the  boundaries  for  the  rational  point  of  view,  so  its 
rationality sets its normative constraints. We should think of it as if it is the 
structure of rational relationships within the point of view that constitutes the 
group person. I would argue that a point of view has to be rational in order to 
persist over time and to be shared by several human beings, as a non-rational 
point of view would not be able to propagate itself over time, neither inside 
nor between human beings. I would even go so far as to argue that the drive 
towards rationality is a proper function of the human mind, and instrumental  
for survival. No animal could act contrary to its own interests and survive.

There seems to be in Gilbert’s concept of a joint commitment a tendency to see 
it as basic and fundamental, and I suspect that she might see my rendering of 
the  phenomenon as  undermining  the  normative  constraint  inherent  in  her 
version and denying the participants the right to rebuke defectors and deviants. 
But we must not forget that the normativity which Gilbert references only 
exists in our minds, and thus has to be explained within the mind. As far as I 
can  see,  it  will  then  reduce  to  one  of:  1)  innate  feelings  produced  by  the 
Background2; 2) learned social behavior (processed through the Background, 
and manifesting as feelings); or 3) rationality (again, manifesting as feelings 
through processing by the Background). What Gilbert seems to be doing is 
choosing explanation 1).

Two Kinds of Groups
Carol Rovane (2020, p. 52) makes a distinction between two kinds of groups: 
those in which the members have a shared rational point of view and those in 
which the  members  act,  in  the  interest  of  their  common good,  from their 
individual rational points of view. We can think of this as, in the first case, a 
single nation made up of persons in a joint commitment collectively acting in 
the interest of the nation and in the second case as an alliance made up of 
several nations each acting in its own interest. 

It can be tempting to compare this group without collective agency to the joint 
commitments as described by Gilbert, but this would be in error as one of the 

2 Se below for a description of this concept, introduced by John Searle (1995).
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defining characteristics of such a commitment is to act as a body. This is clearly 
absent  from  a  group  whose  members  each  act  according  to  their  own 
conception of rationality (including personal interests). We could also use a 
market transaction as an example to capture both aspects; the parties in such a 
transaction might not have any commitment to each other apart from their 
mutual benefit from the transaction, but they would have a joint commitment 
to the market as such and the rules that govern it.

Some, like Martin-Lewis (2022:283), make a distinction between group agents 
as  individuals  that  are  distinct  from  their  environment  and  the  actions  of 
attitudes of which do not depend on those of their members (such that the 
actions of large corporations are on the whole insensitive to the attitudes of 
their employees) and those, groups in name only, that are “nothing but the sum 
of their parts [such as] reading groups, friend groups and romantic couples.” 
Such a view seems to assume that the “metaphorical groups” (non-agent) are 
formed de novo, without recourse to preexisting forms. A central part of my 
argument is  that  this  is  not  the case,  but that  all  these,  what Martin-Lewis 
(2022) terms ‘metaphorical groups’ represent preexisting forms, forms that are 
encoded in out Background and Network. It is thus wrong to say that a reading 
group is nothing more than the sum of its participants when it, in reality, is made 
up  of  those  members  acting  according  to  those  preexisting  forms  of 
commitments and cooperation.

John Searle on Background and 
Network
Searle offers two concepts which are important and useful here: the Network 
and the Background. He (Searle, 2010, p. 31) writes: “My intentional states do 
not come to me as isolated units. I cannot intend to go to the movies unless I  
have a whole lot of other beliefs and desires.” These intentional states are what 
Searle refers to as the Network. 

We will begin by observing the findings of Nisbett and Wilson (1977:231) that 
“that  there  may  be  little  or  no  direct  introspective  access  to  higher  order 
cognitive processes”3 which aligns  with Mehtas’s  (2019) suggestion that  our 
minds  include  many  non-conceptual  systems  to  which  we  do  not  have 
conscious  access,  but  who  delivers  intelligible  outputs  to  our  conscious 
processes.  All  this  aligns  with  the  above  quoted  characterization  of  neural 
networks given by Searle (1995), which in turn provide the function of the 
Background.

Neil Mehta (2019) observes that many of the explanatory gaps in philosophy 
seem to come from the fact that the processing of the inputs are made in non-

3They show that: “Subjects are sometimes (a) unaware of the existence of a stimulus 
that  importantly  influenced  a  response,  (b)  unaware  of  the  existence  of  the 
response, and (c) unaware that the stimulus has affected the response.” If you are  
not aware of the stimuli that affect your decision process, you are not aware of 
your decision process.
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conceptual systems to which the conscious mind does not have access.  Mehta 
(2019, p.19) writes that: ”our minds include many specialized non-conceptual 
systems each dedicated to a particular evolutionarily important task, as well as a 
centralized conceptual system for more general-purpose processing.”

This description by Mehta of the non-conceptual systems (which of course are 
instantiated in the brain) dovetails nicely with the description given by John 
Searle (1995, p. 140–1) of what he calls the Background: a “...  neuronal net 
modeling, where there is a meaningful input and a meaningful output, but in 
between there are no symbol-processing steps; rather, there is just a series of  
nodes with different connection strengths between them, and signals pass from 
one node to another, and eventually changes in the connection strengths give 
the  right  match  of  inputs  and  outputs,  without  any  set  of  rules  or  logical  
principles in between.” This, nota bene, is the description of a neural network as 
implemented in modern LLMs, or more plainly in artificial intelligence. There 
are clear differences between LLMs and the brain, e.g. that the algorithm that 
operates  in a  LLM could never be implemented by neurons.  But there are 
proposed alternatives,  such as  predictive  coding,  that  could  fulfill  the  same 
functions in a living brain. So, the concept of AI could serve as a useful model 
for thinking about these systems and parts of the brain that are addressed by 
Searle and Mehta.

One characteristic that has been noted of AI models  (e.g.  by Cappelen and 
Dever, 2021) is the inability for us to understand what they are doing. They 
appear as a black box; while the inputs and the outputs are intelligible,  the 
process that leads from the former to the latter is unintelligible. They are, as  
observed by Searle above, the results of a series of nodes with different signal 
strengths.

As the Background – all the capabilities, skills and assumptions that enable us 
to  form  intentional  states  –  is  crucial  to  our  formation  of  collective 
intentionality and collective actions, it can be argued – and so it is here – that  
the processes that lead to the formation of groups, of our joining them, and of  
the generation of political obligations and the like happen to a not insignificant 
part  outside  of  our  conscious  experience  and  thus  outside  out  conscious 
control. These neural networks, the non-conceptual systems, develop and are 
trained during our formative phases in life, much by trial-and-error, so that 
they conform to the expectations of the surrounding society and the groups 
that constitute it.

Human beings, being trained to conform to society as it is, then forms groups 
and  associations,  and  perform  collective  actions  that  are  within  the 
expectations of their training, their experiences of society, and in line with that 
society’s ethos.4

The  Network  is  the  network  of  interconnected  beliefs  that  make  up  our 
understanding of  the world,  “a  set  of  intentional  states,  most  of  which are 

4It can be noted that rebels rarely act alone. Protests against the collective order 
are,  too,  a  collective  action  where  individuals  act  together  conforming  to  a 
common rational point of view.
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unconscious most of the time.” (Searle, 2010, p. 31). For our purposes here, the 
Network is made up of – among other things – all the concepts that in turn 
make up for example a joint commitment, or all the beliefs and understandings 
we have of what it means to go for a walk together.

A rational point of view, as defined by Carol Rovane (which is discussed above) 
would  then  –  according  to  my  understanding  –  correspond  to  a  certain 
Network structure of beliefs, desires, and priorities and certain Background 
skills  and  dispositions.  When  two  or  more  persons  come  to  share  such  a 
rational point of view with an intention towards action, we have – again in my 
understanding – a necessary condition for the situation that Margaret Gilbert 
tries to capture with the concept of a joint commitment. But there still has to 
be  the  impetus  towards  action  and  the  formation  of  the  group  person,  as 
described by Canetti (see below).

Ruth Millikan on Proper Functions
This  is  an  important  part  because,  as  it  will  be  shown,  forming  a  joint 
commitment is a proper function of the human being, and joint commitments 
are a higher-order reproductively established family. There is, or seems to be, a 
prototype in our minds of what a joint commitment is, and with that prototype 
in place we can create new such joint commitments. And it is centered around 
sharing a common rational point of view.

Millikan  (1984,  p.  30)  notes  that  the  exercise  and  development  of  proper 
functions are dependent on the environment. A speaker who received random 
feedback from his listeners would soon stop speaking. “No child, brought up in 
such a community, would bother to utter any more than those random sounds 
that happened to amuse him… since he would have no way of learning how to 
make language sounds publicly producing unpredictable and sometimes very 
unwanted reactions and results.” (ibid.)

Viewing  joint  commitments  through  the  same  lens  as  language,  we  can 
hypothesize that joint commitments are something that, like language, human 
beings must train to form and to keep. Just as a child cannot learn to speak  
without competent and predictable listeners,  so it is likely that a child needs an 
set of equally competent counter-parties to learn how to make and deal with 
joint commitments.

It also clear that these commitments must, on the whole, be honored, or they 
would soon be extinguished. Thus the concept of a joint commitment has the 
property that it must have a normative force, or a normative force behind it, in 
order for it to it to continue existing. Again, we see that joint commitments as a 
concept cannot stand entirely on its own.

However we view the nature of the joint commitment – as innate or as learned 
behavior – it is clear that the concept will be present in the mind – in the 
Network and the Background – of the parties before they jointly commit, or 
chose to enter into such as preexisting commitment. And as Millikan (1984, p. 
32) writes: “A language device that lacked a standardizing proper function or 
functions would simply die out.” This same reasoning can be applied to joint  
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commitments;  they have a  proper function,  and that  function stabilizes  the 
concept and make humans return to it again and again.

It is not inconceivable, but rather quite likely, that one of, if not the main, 
proper  functions  of  language  itself  is  to  ensure  that  we  are  able  to  form 
extended  group  persons,  engaging  in  collective  intentionality,  in  order  to 
enhance  cooperation  over  time  and  coordination  of  ever  larger  groups  of 
cooperators. 

The Argument
Gilbert (2017, p. 758) states that not all joint commitments are entered into 
through  explicit  agreement,  but  that  some  can  be  made  by  virtue  of 
preliminary expressions. “One can also be made without any preliminaries at 
all, as when one person starts a quarrel with by speaking in a quarrelsome way 
to another, who then joins in…” (ibid.) (We can note the implied voluntarism 
in this statement, as it  could be rephrased as “...who then  chooses to join in” 
without any real change in meaning.) This argument seems awkward to me, 
like an attempt to fit a square peg into a round hole. Also, if we were to accept 
this,  we would have to  either accept  a  multitude of  very different  sorts  of 
commitments,  or  to  shift  the  emphasis  onto  the  normative  constraint  and 
reduce the demands on how the commitments are negotiated or entered into. I 
lean towards the latter.

I will center my argument around an example of a trivial altercation in a bar,  
the  point  of  which  is  to  show  that  Gilbertian  joint  commitments  are  not 
necessarily voluntary but that they can be entered into by accident and that it is  
the framework that has to be assumed in order to give such commitments their normative  
force,  if  they  are  seen  as  basic,  that  leads  to  regress .  In  short,  to  make  a  joint 
commitment  the  parties  must  have  a  joint  commitment  to  what  joint 
commitments are and how they are to be handled, and so on. And that is a 
problem.

If  we  instead  take  a  step  back,  or  down,  and  attempt  to  ground  the  joint  
commitment in what Searle described as the Network and the Background, we 
will be able to explain the concept of joint commitments without regress and 
the  concept  that  emerges  from that  explanation  will  have  a  much  reduced 
dependence on voluntary agreements. Rather, we will see that its normative 
force emanates from the same sources as that of our morality.  Also, by not 
separating  joint  commitments  and  morality,  the  model  becomes  more 
parsimonious on the whole.

A Quarrel With a Perfect Stranger
The thesis defended here is that not only is the joint commitment, or the forms 
signified  by  that  term,  are  preexisting,  but  that  so  are  the  conditions  for 
entering into them. Here my goal is to show that a person, or two really, can 
end  up  in  what  would  be  characterized  –  according  to  the  terminology 
employed by Margaret Gilbert – as a joint commitment with another person 
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without  any  one  of  them  personally  expressing  any  commitment  or  even 
desiring  the  commitment.  In  fact,  in  the  following  example  it  is  not 
inconceivable that both parties would prefer to forget the whole thing, but that 
given the circumstances they do not have the choice to do so.

Imagine  that  a  stranger  attacks  you  verbally  out  of  nowhere.  You  will  be 
shocked, and later you will be enraged. “How dares he?” you will exclaim for 
yourself. “What gives him the right?” you will ask. Now you are the offended 
party.

But, instead imagine that you have just spilt a good amount of beer on the same 
stranger in a crowded bar. The circumstances are that someone has bumped 
into you, causing you to spill your beer. Now the stranger attacks you verbally 
in the same manner as before, but now you will not feel enraged or shocked, 
but you might actually agree with the man and you will interact with him in a 
far more deferential manner. The difference is that now you both, him and 
you,  recognize  that  the  man  has  standing  to  engage  you  in  a  quarrel  and 
demand satisfaction (or at least vent his anger).

In  the  first  case,  that  man  engaging  you  was  obviously  mistaken  about 
something, or quite possibly mad. No normal person engages another person in 
a quarrel over nothing. You would certainly not do it because you do not feel  
that you have the standing to do so. But in the latter case, the man clearly has 
the standing to rebuke you.

If you were to ignore the man, or simply told him that “Sorry but no, I am not 
looking for a quarrel tonight. Good bye!” he would probably not take that ‘no’  
for an answer, but on the contrary would become even more enraged. In his 
mind, you would not have the standing to end the quarrel without his consent.

We can also analyze the situation from the other man’s perspective. He is out 
with his friends having a few drinks, watching football in the bar, having a 
great time when some clumsy stranger out of nowhere pours beer in his lap. 
What is he to do? Sit there and pretend as nothing happened, or issue some 
sort of verbal challenge? Most likely, he will chose the latter. Most likely he 
will  not  be  looking  for  any  physical  confrontation,  but  simply  an 
acknowledgment that you did something wrong, an excuse, and that he is not at 
fault. It can also be imagined that in the absence of his friends, he would not 
have felt  any  need  to  antagonize  you.  However,  if  you disrespect  him and 
refuse to acknowledge your wrongdoing, especially in front of his social circle,  
he might feel the need to escalate.

If this example is found to be reflective of a real-world situation, we have here 
a  case  where  a  situation  matching  the  joint  commitment  as  described  by 
Margaret Gilbert (2013, pp. 28–33) has been entered into by accident. You – as 
the protagonist – never intended to initiate a quarrel with the other man at the 
bar, but there you are. A situation arises in which one person feels entitled to a  
response, an excuse or some form of compensation from another person, and we 
have a preexisting pattern for handling that situation. In an ideal world, both 
parties act out their parts, the offended party vents his anger and the offending 
man offers his excuses, after which the offended man’s honor has been restored 
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and both can go on enjoying the evening.

In Gilbert’s  account of  joint  commitments (Gilbert,  2013,  p.  33),  there is  a 
requirement that both, or all, parties to the joint commitment indicate their 
commitment to each other: “…that each party must express something to the 
others,  something  that  is  expressive  of  readiness  to  participate  in  the  joint 
action.”  In  the  example  with  the  quarrel  above,  it  is  clear  that  you  are 
committed to the action (having the quarrel) whether you want to or not.

It could be argued that you became committed to the quarrel when you spilt  
the beer on the other man, but the retort to that is that you were pushed by  
someone else so it was neither your decision to spill the beer nor you will to do 
so. It was an accident that happened to you as much as it happened to the other  
man, but still you were committed to the quarrel simply by being put into that situation. 
The very least that is expected from you in that situation is to apologize and 
explain that it was an accident, if only to shift the blame to where it belongs.  
That is very different from what Gilbert states above. Here we can see that our 
commitment to the quarrel is determined by social norms over which we have 
no influence in the situation.

It  could  be  argued  that  in  this  situation  there  is  nothing  joint  about  the 
commitment, but that from the moment the beer was spilt it was a one-way 
street with the offended party seeking recompense. But just as the offended 
man has rights and can make demands on you, so you too have rights and can 
make certain demands on him. It could be reasonable for him to demand for 
you to cover his dry cleaning bill, and maybe even taxi fare home, and we all  
know that that would be reasonable. But if the demands were to escalate from 
there, we all know that they would be unreasonable and you would have every 
standing to reject them. So, you – the two of you – are in a situation where you 
both have rights and standing to make certain claims on the other party. In 
other words, you both are jointly committed to have the quarrel and to resolve 
the conflict.

The social norms at play here aim at resolving a social and potentially violent 
conflict in a peaceful manner, and that is the action or outcome to which both 
parties are bound. Allowing a socially undesired action to pass is just as socially  
unacceptable  as  ignoring being called out  to  account  for  having committed 
such an act.

We can note that quarrels and disagreements even between total strangers tend 
to  follow  certain  set  rules.  For  example,  even  if  the  altercation  ends  in 
violence,  it  is  usually  initiated  with  a  verbal  challenge  of  some questioned 
behavior or displayed attitude. It is very rare that an aggressor goes directly to a 
violent solution without presenting a verbal challenge first. There is obviously 
a shared set of rules and norms for how unacquainted individuals interact with 
each other even in violent confrontations; norms which have developed so that 
potentially violent confrontations can,be resolved if not without violence so at 
least with minimal violence. Even if the quarrel over the spilt beer escalates 
into fisticuffs, there are – again – social norms for how that is to be resolved. It  
can e.g. be observed that most bar fights are relatively timid as the goal seems to 

13



be to compare strength, commitment and skill in order to reach a solution that 
is as peaceful as possible.

The same logic that applies to friends taking a walk applies when two unknown 
persons get into an unexpected altercation in a bar, because we have pre-existing 
and shared  norms and patterns for interactions that are certainly part of our 
Network and Background as defined by Searle (1995).  We can speculate to 
what extent they are innate or socially learned behaviors5, but the fact that they 
are there is undeniable.

It can therefore be argued that when to people interact in a way that leads to 
the  establishment  of  a  joint  commitment,  the  forms  of  that  commitment, 
including the conditions for its coming into existence, are preexisting, they are 
already  there  waiting  to  be  activated  and  implemented.  Therefore  we  can 
expect that the group, or the group-person as such, will be formed first before 
it is filled with the specific content that we later come to associate with that 
group.

A Crowded Point of View
This perspective of group formation, that there is a preexisting pattern for the 
formation  of  a  joint  commitment  explains  observations  made  on  crowd 
behavior by Elias Canetti (1960).

Canetti (1960) writes about a discharge when the individuals become part of 
the crowd, when all inequalities and differences between the individuals seem 
to go away and “everything at once occurs as within one single body” (Canetti, 1960, 
p.  23,  my  translation).  This  moment  can  then  be  interpreted  as  when  the 
individuals assume and shift over to a new collective point of view and the 
collective comes to form a new personality acting as if it were one body. This 
discharge is then the formation of a new group-personality with a potential or 
extremely narrow point of view, that then has the potential to be filled with 
content. We should note his use of “one single body” as a metaphor for the 
crowd.  Gilbert  (2013,  p.  41)  emphasizes  exactly  this  aspect:  “[1e]  Joint 
commitments are always commitments to ‘act as a body.’” Carol Rovane (1998) 
writes about a single rational point of view, but this too is in the context of a  
body.

Canetti writes about the social hierarchies and mores that organize the social 
world and, hence, circumscribe and limit human freedom. He then notes that it 
is  only  if  all  act  jointly  that  they  can  transcend  the  limitations  on  their 
freedom. The discharge is when all collectively throw off their limitations and 
become equals, or – as I would put it in light of the theory defended here – as  
yet  undifferentiated parts  of  the greater collective personality.  In becoming 
part of the crowd, the individual switches to a new rational point of view that 
is unburdened by all the limitations that society – for good reasons – put on 
individuals. Herein also lies the explanation of the unrestrained and destructive 
behaviors of crowds:  they represent a primitive and unrestrained form free 

5 The same confrontational  behaviors,  aimed at as peaceful settlements of conflicts as 
possible can be observed in all animal species.
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from all the limitations and restraints that have developed to protect society 
from this very lack of restraint.

If a  rational point of view is  to persist  over time and to have a prominent 
position in its social world, it has to expand and come to encompass all that is 
necessary for it and the society that serves as its host to survive over time and to 
develop restraints and limitations that prevents it from committing actions that 
will endanger its survival. But in the moment that a crowd is formed, none of 
this has yet happened (hence the unrestricted freedom).

The important fact to note for the present conversation is that the crowd is 
formed without negotiations, planning or express consent of all involved. So, 
also  in  the  formation  of  crowds  we  find  that  the  prerequisites  for  the 
formation of a group-person with its own rational point of view is pre-existing.

Going for a Walk

We can now revisit one of Margaret Gilbert’s (2006, p. 103–4) paradigmatic  
examples about going for a walk. But now we can give in a slightly involuntary 
twist. The point is that when two people decide to go on a walk, the terms and 
conditions for that walk, or joint commitment, has already been determined in 
advance. They both know this concept of ‘going for a walk’ to which they are 
committing. We can imagine Jack and Jill meeting on the street, both going 
the same way, and exchanging a few words. Suddenly they both know that 
they now are in a situation that they cannot terminate in any way they choose. 
If Jack wants to go off, he needs to thank Jill for her time and excuse himself; 
and vice versa. They both fell into a joint agreement and are now bounded to 
each  other  without  having  intended  to  be  so.  This  is  not  only  common 
politeness, but behavioral patterns into which we have been schooled.

Committed to Commit
As a social being, human success is predicated on the formation of groups. It 
has been noted that in competitive n-person games (games with more that two 
participants, see e.g. Rapoport, 1970) the outcome is much more sensitive to the 
formation of coalitions within the game than to the actual strategies pursued by 
these coalitions. Thus it is important for both human individuals and groups of  
such individuals to be able to form coalitions, or groups, and to enter into them 
as members.

The formation of group-persons is a proper function of the human person. As 
we saw in the case of crowds, we have a preexisting readiness to form a group 
person with its own rational point of view, and as we saw in the example of the  
quarrel  with  a  stranger,  we  have  a  preexisting  commitment  to  a  joint 
commitment to safer and less injurious forms of confrontation.

Gilbert  (2013,  p.35)  makes  an  important  distinction  between  joint 
commitments and moral rights in that joint commitments only require the will 
of the parties to come into existence and that it therefore could be misleading 
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to describe them as moral obligations.  I  am not entirely in agreement with 
Gilbert  on  this  point.  It  is  certainly  true  that  there  does  not  need  to  be 
anything particularly moral about the joint commitment that has been made – 
a condominium association might have made arrangements taking care of its 
gardens  –  but  rescinding,  without  a  proper  reason,  on  a  commitment  to 
participate in such an event is clearly immoral once it has been made.

The  actions  which  we  perform may  be  morally  neutral,  but  honoring  the 
commitments we have made towards them is a moral act.

There is also the argument brought forward by Virginia Held (1970) that we 
under certain conditions can be morally obliged to act  together with other 
people just as we can be morally obliged to act alone. The situation places a 
demand on the actors to form a plural subject and to cooperate in bringing 
about some action X. But: that we have a moral obligation to form a plural 
subject does not in any manner entail or imply that that plural subject is pre-
existing. Or does it?  Or is  it the moral obligation to form the plural subject that  
creates it? Could we say that the fact that a collective responsibility to act would attach  
to  a  group  person  if  it  existed,  entails  that  there  is,  prima  facie, a  collective  
responsibility to form such a person? Or does the very presence of such a responsibility,  
in effect, form it?

A weakness in the Argument?
There is a potential weakness in the argument above that must be addressed. As 
defined by Gilbert (2013, pp. 40-41) a joint commitment has the property that 
it cannot be unilaterally rescinded by any of the parties. But in the case above, 
we can imagine a situation where the offended stranger simply shrugs it off or 
–  worse  –  apologizes  for  being  in  your  way  and  leaves.  He  is  in  no  way 
committed to arguing with you.

We can, however, analyze this in light of the examples offered by Gilbert about 
talking a mutual walk. The first person offers an invitation to the other, and by 
answering or acting in the affirmative the second person accepts the invitation, 
which created a binding joint commitment. The same applies here, the spilt 
beer is an invitation to have an argument, just one that you did not wish to extend. 
The other person can then choose to take you up on your “offer”, or not.

Gilbert (2013, p. 40) writes about the creation of joint commitments that: “In 
some  cases  there  may  be  a  special  background  understanding  or  explicit 
preliminaries involving all the parties that allow, in effect, the creation of a 
joint commitment by some proper subset of the parties.” This is applicable in 
political settings, where we have designated some subset of the population, i.e. 
parliament, to create joint obligations (laws, international treaties) to which we 
are all bound. We can extend this to impersonal rules, that there are rules (to 
which we are bound by our joint  commitment)  that  dictate  that  in certain 
situations, under certain conditions, joint commitments are created ipso facto.
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Infinite regress
There is  a  problem with the joint  commitment,  a  true problem.  Reasoning 
from the existence of such ipso facto joint commitments, the concept of a joint 
commitment – as defined and used by Gilbert – leads to an infinite regress. 
What needs to be explained then is how we reach a first joint commitment 
without the concept of a joint commitment already being represented in our 
Network  or  Background  (used  in  the  Searlian  sense).  We  can  look  at  an 
interesting  part  of  Gilbert’s  (2013,  p.  41)  own  description  of  a  joint 
commitment: “they cannot be unilaterally rescinded, and one is answerable to 
all for their violation.” In other words, in order to form a joint commitment all 
parties  must  have  entered  into  a  joint  commitment  concerning  how  joint 
commitments are to be formulated and interpreted. This is an advanced social rule  
that presupposes the very normativity it is supposed to underpin.  This is what I mean 
by infinite regress.

Breaking the Circle
To avoid this regress, we must ground the concept of joint commitments in 
more  primitive  social  functions.  These  functions  are  not  ‘commitments’  in 
Gilbert’s sense, but rather the underlying structures of the Background that 
allow  social  reality  to  get  off  the  ground.  Whether  these  structures  are 
primarily biological or social in origin is secondary to the fact that they must 
exist as a pre-commitment foundation for sociality.

It may be that we use our pre-existing political and social obligations as models  
for the joint commitments we construct in daily life – such as taking a walk or 
forming a company – rather than the other way around. While a small group 
can always reach an agreement, this ‘bottom-up’ approach may lack the warrant 
to explain political obligations. We might be projecting the structure of macro-
level social institutions onto micro-level interactions, treating the latter as if 
they  were  the  foundational  joint  commitments  when  they  are,  in  fact, 
derivative models.

Following Hanno Sauer’s (2023) view, morality can be seen as a cooperative 
technology  that  has  evolved  to  manage  social  complexity.  From  this 
perspective,  the  most  fundamental  element  of  any  co-operation  is  the 
normative  joint  commitment.  However,  for  this  technology  to  function,  it 
cannot rely on the advanced, self-referential rules Gilbert describes. Instead, it 
must  be  anchored  in  the  more  basic  social  structures  that  precede  explicit 
agreement.  Morality-as-technology  suggests  that  our  capacity  for  joint 
commitment is not something we ‘invent’ through reason in every instance, but 
a foundational framework that allows us to act as a ‘we’ in the first place.

By integrating Millikan’s (1984) concept of proper function, we can argue that 
the structures of the Network and the Background are teleologically oriented 
toward  cooperation.  These  functions  have  been  shaped  by  evolutionary 
development; and given the rapid pace of this progression, it is likely a matter 
of  social  rather  than  genetic  evolution.  This  allows  us  to  see  the  joint 
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commitment not as a logistically impossible ‘starting point’ (the regress), but as 
the refined output of a cooperative technology that has become a fundamental 
feature of our social Background.

Growing into Commitments
As noted, Gilbert (2013, p 347) writes about “...the idea that joint commitment 
is a, if not the, source of social unity.” If we were to take her on her word here,  
that would imply that the concept of joint commitment is basic to the mind in 
the  use  employed  by  Mehta  (2019),  i.e.  that  there  are,  in  the  mind,  non-
conceptual  systems  that  analyze  our  social  reality  and  then,  once  certain 
conditions are fulfilled, notifies the conscious mind that a joint commitment 
has been made.

However, there is still a contractual feel to her formulation. However, if we 
were to analyze joint commitments and the political obligations that they lead 
to, such as citizenship, as the result of a process leading to the establishment of 
a  common  rational  point  of  view,  as  defined  by  Rovane  (1998),  which  is 
manifested  in  that  which  Searle  (1995)  termed  the  Network  and  the 
Background,  we  see  a   picture  emerge  which  is  much  closer  to  what  we 
recognize from reality.

My  argument  –  as  concerns  this  part  –  is  that  once  we  have  a  joint 
commitment,  we can then proceed to fill  it  with content.  In this view, the 
formation of the political body we know as society or the state precedes, at  
least analytically,  the laws that govern it  and according to which it  governs 
itself. Once the political body is formed, its development might run along the 
lines proposed to Gerald Gaus (2021), i.e. each political decision might be made 
during great  controversy,  but  in the end the decided outcomes come to be 
accepted and seen as legitimate.

The Normative Remainder
Gilbert starts with the concept of joint commitment as it is defined in what she 
terms the normal case, often two people agreeing to do something like going 
for a walk or deciding to paint a house. Then it is extended to encompass less 
and less voluntary situations, ending in examples like the one about a quarrel in 
a bar. As we go from the former to the latter, agreement and voluntarism are 
peeled away and what remains is the normative constraint.

If  we  take  a  step  back  and  view  this  multifaceted  concept  of  “joint 
commitments” we see that we can discern some distinct types. We have, for 
example,  the  actual  agreement  that  imposes  normative  constraints  on  the 
parties, and we have the unexpected and unwanted quarrel on the other that 
imposes its own constraints. Adding in the fact that people, as analyzed by Held 
(1970) can be morally obliged to act collectively, and noticing that morality 
indeed is a normative constraint on behavior and actions we see yet another 
concept being added to the mix.

It is becoming clear that the relevant factor that all of these – what I claim to 
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be  –  different  concepts  have  in  common  is  the  normative  constraint  that 
channels and directs behavior. The plural subject is a group that is being held 
together  by that  normative  constraint,  whether the group was  entered into 
voluntarily, implicitly or by accident (i.e. by a moral imperative).

Synthesis
To bring it all together, the argument is that collective intentionality – or we-
mode –  is  a prerequisite for the formation of the joint commitment which 
then lead to  the  formation of  recognizable  groups  and things  like  political 
obligations;  as  well  as  that this also,  which is  perhaps more important,  that 
group affiliations like nationality and the political obligations that goes along 
with  this,  is  not  something  we  choose  or  choose  to  assume  (even  out  of 
necessity or comfort), but something into which we grow. We do not “choose” 
to become committed to the political obligations that we have, but we grow 
into them and they become part of us.

We live  in  a  society  governed by  rules.  As  in  the  example  of  Searle  with 
children learning to play baseball without being told the rules, only learning 
the game from feedback, so we learn to act in society. This learning takes place 
in the neural networks that make up the non-conceptual systems described by 
Mehta (2019), which also display black-box characteristics (primarily not being 
consciously available to us through introspection).

Both  the  system  itself,  the  neural  network,  and  its  programming  can  be 
analyzed  in  terms  of  proper  functions  and  reproductions  as  presented  by 
Millikan (1984), and be shown to be evolutionary products.

The  associative  nature  of  our  minds  allow  us,  as  physical  human  beings 
(human-sized  agents  to  use  the  terminology  of  Carol  Rovane)  to  assume a 
bounded rational point of view associated with a group person and generate a 
commitment to this point of view, which then appears as a joint commitment.

This view has some appealing aspects to it:

• It  shifts  the  explanatory burden.  The interesting question is  no longer 
”How did I come to be obligated?” but ”How did I come to understand 
and inhabit the obligations that were already structurally present in 
the  we-relation  I  was  born  into?”  The  nature  of  the  political 
community is something that we largely have to accept as it is – much 
like the weather or physics – but then can work to change.

• It  handles  the problem of political  obligation for the non-consenting better. 
The standard objection to consent theory is that almost no one actually 
consents,  tacitly  or  otherwise,  in  any  meaningful  sense.  Gilbert 
partially answers this by making joint commitment less individualistic, 
but  there’s  still  a  residual  voluntarism  in  her  framework.  The 
obligation isn’t waiting for your endorsement because the we-relation 
precedes and enables your capacity to endorse anything politically at 
all.
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• It  introduces  a  learning or  socialization dynamic that  Gilbert’s  framework  
lacks. Gilbert’s  joint  commitments  are relatively  static  once formed. 
This view gives us  a developmental trajectory:  political obligation is 
not a discrete state you arrive at but something you grow into through 
progressive  understanding  of  the  we-relation  you  already  inhabit. 
Political  legitimacy  then  becomes  a  matter  of  emerging  from  the 
collective Network (in Searle’s sense).

The ability to exercise collective intentionality and to form group persons is 
not set in stone, but rather – apparently – rather malleable. Sauer (2023) notes 
that the trend in morality – what here can be seen as the composition of the 
group person that we call “us” – is that the in-group is growing over time, so as 
to enable more and deeper cooperation across more people. 

The hardest thing to pin down is the group or mass formation as described by 
Canetti, and then integrate that with a rational point of view. But, according to 
my thinking, the group is first formed by the discharge and then takes as its 
contents – its rational point of view – items in the participants’ Network, as 
mediated by their Background. In this model, the “we-feeling” is sui generis 
and  basic.  But  at  the  same  time,  if  the  rational  point  of  view  were  to  be 
dissolved,  surely  the  “we-feeling”  would  disappear;  because  in  order  to  be 
shared and propagated, a point of view must be rational.

Discussion and Implications
It cannot be ignored that this view of the human mind, as being composed of  
non-conceptual systems for information processing and centralized conceptual 
system for general – or final – processing has clear implications for areas such 
as  ethics  and  meta-ethics as  well  as  for  social  ontology  and  political 
philosophy. 

We cannot – and should not – conceive of society as a monolith, as one single 
rational point of view shared by all. That is obviously not the case. Instead we 
should see the rational points of view as more or less bounded. A less bounded 
point of view is more restricted with respect to its content and thus able to be 
shared  by  more  people.  For  example,  most  political  parties  engaging  in 
parliamentary politics, however much they might disagree on certain topics, do 
share  the  same  democratic  point  of  view  and  thus  share  in  the  same 
commitment towards the parliamentary process, rule of law etc. As the bounds 
widen, the point of view becomes less and less inclusive.

We can view the situation with the democratically inclined political parties as 
persons just as we view the physical person encompassing different points of 
view. One larger person, the body politic, composed of several smaller persons, 
the individual  parties,  which in turn are composed of internal  cliques with 
their own agenda, and in the end of individual persons.

We should also be open to the possibility that, when it comes to groups – be it  
political parties or football clubs – group belonging precedes the exact content 
of the rational point of view represented by that group. Drawing on Lipset  
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(1960,  pp.  185–6 and p.  249)  it  can  be  argued  that  political  affiliations  are 
sociologically  over-determined,  and  sometimes  more  reflective  of  personal 
identity than rational interest. Domestic servants, for example, tend to be more 
influenced in their political orientation by their close physical proximity to 
their employers, as compared to factory workers who are more likely to vote in 
accordance with their class interest.  This suggests that group belonging and 
social proximity shape political orientation at a level prior to, and sometimes 
overriding, rational interest calculation. One possible explanation for this is the 
way in which the Background and the Network are affected by the immediate 
social environment of the individual. There is a certain critical mass needed for 
class consciousness – or a separate rational viewpoint – to arise.

Summary
I  have  tried  to  analyze  the  concept  of  joint  commitments  as  described  by 
Margaret Gilbert, and to deepen the analysis by speculating about the deeper 
functionality.

As has been shown by references to Searle’s Background and Mehta’s theories 
about  explanatory  gaps,  we  are,  in  my  opinion,  dealing  with  a  mind  that 
essentially  functions  like  a  black  box  whose  inputs  and  outputs  we  can 
categorize, but whose operations are at best opaque to us.

From the fact that if joint commitments were to stand on their own that would 
lead to a regress tells us that the is, and must, be something more behind them. 
There are distinct theoretical advantages to be gained by extending the analysis 
in  the  manner  proposed  here.  By  shifting  the  locus  of  normativity  from 
abstract  normative  constraints  in  general  to  the  constraints  of  overall 
rationality,  the  phenomenon  seems  to  become  more  analytically  tractable. 
Furthermore, by focusing on the rational point of view, we move away from 
potentially arbitrary social contracts toward an architecture firmly grounded in 
both  the  cognitive  capacities  of  the  mind  and  the  relational  structures  of 
society – and, crucially, the dynamic interplay between them.

Above  all,  it  can  show  how,  among  other  joint  commitments,  political 
obligations to the existing order are not arbitrary but a natural outgrowth of  
human and social life, and how the political obligations that we have are not 
voluntary  or  the  result  of  some  contract,  but  social  realities  that  we  are 
schooled into. Talk about ‘contracts’ gives rise to misleading associations.

A rational point of view is a naturally occurring phenomenon. It is realized in 
the neural networks that constitute Searle's Network and Background, and it is 
the  product  of  an  evolutionary  development  –  plausibly  social  rather  than 
genetic – that has established its role as a proper function in Millikan's sense.  
This locates the point of view, and with it the political obligations that rest on 
it, in structures that are not themselves joint commitments. That is what breaks 
the regress.

A political obligation is a directed normative constraint, one that others have 
standing to enforce, incurred by inhabiting the encompassing rational point of 
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view of a society rather than a bounded one. That point of view determines its  
content  and  its  limits;  its  binding  force  comes  from  the  pre-conceptual 
structures of the Background and the proper functions they realize, which is 
also what grounds morality. We come to inhabit it neither by explicit nor by 
tacit choice, but by being schooled into it. 
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