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Abstract:
I argue that so-called automatic actions—routine performances that we successfully and
effortlessly complete without thinking such as turning a door handle, downshifting to
4th gear, or lighting up a cigarette—pose a challenge to causalism, because they do not
appear to be preceded by the psychological states which, according to the causal theory
of action, are necessary for intentional action. I argue that causalism cannot prove that
agents are simply unaware of the relevant psychological states when they act automati-
cally, because these content-specific psychological states aren’t always necessary to make
coherent rational sense of the agent’s behaviour. I then dispute other possible grounds
for the attribution of these psychological states, such as agents’ own self-attributions. In
the final section I introduce an alternative to causalism, building on Frankfurt’s concept
of guidance.

1. Introduction

“[. . . ] und schreib getrost ‘Im Anfang war die Tat’” (Wittgenstein, On
Certainty, §402)1

We think less than we think. An awful lot of what we do either is automatic or
it involves automatic performances and processes. Think of what you have done
so far today: getting out of bed, going to the toilet, putting the kettle on, turning
on the radio, brushing your teeth, getting dressed, walking to your office. These,
in turn, involved a lot of turning handles, taking steps, raising arms, pushing
buttons.

What all those sets of movements have in common is what one could call
mindlessness: you did not think about these movements, nor did you need to.
Mindlessness then distinguishes these movements from others: finally confess-
ing to a wrong-doing; holding on to the rope from which your best friend is hang-
ing; driving through a snow-storm on a mountain road, at night. Those actions
are not automatic: they require a lot of thinking, wondering, pondering, delib-
erating, and hesitating; much attention, care, controlling, making sure. They


