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Sub-Intentional Actions and the Over-Mentalization of Agency
Published in Constantine Sandis (ed.) New Essays on the Explanation of Action (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009): 295-312.
It is remarkably difficult to say anything that is both informative and accurate about 

what actions are. Though it is generally conceded on all hands that actions have something important to do with agents, it is very hard to say anything that is both correct and illuminating about what that important something is. The natural ideas that it might be said that they are doings of things by agents or that perhaps they are causings of events by agents, turn out to be insufficiently specific – for there are many doings and causings by agents which are not actions.
 I may be said to do something when I trip over, for example (I do something silly or careless, perhaps), but tripping over is not an action. And if I break a vase as I trip, I cause an event – the breaking of the vase – but my causing of this event is not an action. Some have also argued, more controversially perhaps, that there are actions which are not causings – Carl Ginet, for instance, has suggested that saying the French word peu mentally to oneself is an action – but that there is nothing here which could count as the event which is effected by that causing.
 And if that were so
, it would scupper entirely what one might have thought initially were good prospects for attempting to build on the causal approach by saying something more specific about the distinctive nature of the causation which is involved when agents act – such as, for instance, that an action of S is a causing of something by S such that that causing may be described as S’s φ-ing, where S φ-ed intentionally. For if Ginet is right, there are actions which simply do not fall into the category of causings at all.
One approach to the characterisation of actions which might seem to enable one to avoid any possible pitfalls that might be involved in the assumption that to act is always to cause something, focuses instead on the idea that what is crucial to an action is that it is a distinctive kind of effortful undertaking (which may, but need not necessarily involve the bringing about of an effect such as a bodily movement). Actions are characterised, on views of this type, as endeavours in which, when successful, one gets a body (or perhaps even a mind) initially at rest into motion (or its mental analogue), or perhaps keeps it in motion, or alters the nature of that motion, by exerting oneself in a distinctive way – actions have been said, for example, to be strivings, or tryings
 – and it might be thought that mental actions of the kind Ginet mentions might involve an effort of the requisite sort, even if they are not causings. Perhaps if I am to succeed in mentally saying the word peu I must at least try mentally to say it, and perhaps it is this effortful character which means that my mentally saying it constitutes an action. The word might on other occasions pop up in my head unbidden, as it were – but in that case, its occurring there would not constitute action on my part because I had not tried mentally to say it. It might be argued, indeed, that Ginet’s own account of the essential features of actions rests, at bottom, on this idea about the effort which characterises active processes. Ginet suggests that actions are either simple mental occurrences having what he calls ‘the actish phenomenal quality’ or else events which consist in the causing of further events by such simple mental occurrences.
 And although this account makes no explicit use of the concept of trying, and highlights the phenomenology of action rather than its striving nature, it might nevertheless be argued to belong in some ways with views of the striving/trying sort, because it is hard to see what the ‘actish phenomenal quality’ might be, if it is not something which has to do with the awareness of an effort. 

But approaches of this type have met with various objections, too. Some opponents have complained that to characterise actions as strivings or tryings in this way is to mistake a particular feature of a number of special sorts of action for the distinguishing feature of the whole class – it is only occasionally, they say, that we have to try or strive to do the things we do. Others feel worried that to think of actions as tryings must be to think of them as ‘inner’ – although, as I have argued elsewhere, it is not obvious, actually, why that should be thought to follow.
 And with respect to Ginet’s account, it has been suggested that it must be unsatisfactory to try to locate the distinctive feature of actions in their phenomenology. For one thing, it is not clear to everyone (it is certainly not clear to me) that actions have a distinctive phenomenology. Actions form a very broad and heterogeneous class - running is very different from talking, for example - and it is not easy to become convinced that there is anything phenomenological in common between them which might explain why we think of them both as active. 

Perhaps it is not surprising, therefore, in view of the difficulties that have been met with by accounts such as these, which seek to characterise actions intrinsically, that it is a more extrinsic approach that now finds itself at the heart of much contemporary philosophy of action. The distinctive character of actions is to be sought, according to this approach, in the sort of explanations which (it is said) they invite – explanations in which the agents’ reasons are cited. Where there is an action, there is something which is to be explained in terms of an agent’s purposes or goals or desires, together with his beliefs about how these purposes or goals are to be achieved, or the desires satisfied. Some philosophers assume in addition that these explanations are causal explanations – but I shall not be concerned with this debate here. What I want to focus on in this paper is the very idea that we can say something about the essential character of actions by saying something about the sort of explanations with which they are associated.

I want to argue that it is false that it is a necessary condition of something’s being an action that it be associated with a reason-giving explanation. There are, of course, differing accounts of reasons in the philosophical literature – but I want to deny that the availability of a reason-giving explanation is essential to an action on any of the main accounts of what a reason is. Moreover, I shall deny also that it is even a necessary condition of something’s being an action that it have a psychological explanation, as that concept is traditionally understood. The argument I shall offer is based simply on the existence of counterexamples: there are many actions, I shall insist, that are not the doings of things for reasons, and moreover which have no roots at all in any of the related mental phenemena by means of which it might be hoped to bring them somehow within the fold of reasons perhaps more loosely construed - such as motives, desires, purposes or intentions.
 The counterexamples are not new – the existence of the phenomena I shall remark upon has been acknowledged and discussed many times before – but it seems to me that their importance has been enormously underestimated. This is mainly, I think, because it is not sufficiently widely accepted that the counterexamples are counterexamples. Some simply deny that the sorts of phenomena I shall describe are actions in the first place, preferring to reject the examples, rather than the theory with which they seem to conflict; whereas others insist, after engaging in various procrustean manoeuvrings, that these actions are after all associated with the sorts of explanations demanded by the standard model. But I shall try to argue that neither expedient is satisfactory. The counterexamples therefore stand; and we must look elsewhere for our account of the essential hallmarks of agency.

In the second and third parts of the paper, I shall try to say something about the significance of the counterexamples for the philosophy of action. It is easier, I think, to see what sorts of accounts are falsified by their existence, than it is to supply an illuminating account which will serve properly to include them, but I shall try to say something to address both questions. On the negative side, I shall try to suggest that the existence of the counterexamples should alert us to a certain over-intellectualization  - or perhaps it would be better to say over-mentalization - which is involved in many dominant theories according to which actions are linked essentially to paradigmatically mental states like intentions and desires – and to a parallel over-mentalization of the concept of an agent. Encouraged by the correct thought that where actions occur, we agents play a very special role in the unfolding of reality, we have supposed that we must always play that role in the way we sometimes play it – by attempting to bring it about that our purposes are served. But agency, I shall suggest, is a more basic phenomenon than teleological endeavour – it is an animal power that may be harnessed to serve an animal’s ends, and no doubt exists in some sense only because it may be so harnessed – but it is not the same power. And on the positive side, I want to try to suggest that there was, after all, an important insight in the idea that an action is an effortful undertaking. The notion of effort is not quite the right notion to use in order to express the insight, however, for it is itself associated with a certain mistake of over-mentalization. I shall therefore also try to say something about the notion with which I think it should be replaced. 

(i) Sub-Intentional Actions

The counterexamples I want to consider in this section are usually termed ‘sub-intentional actions’. The term ‘sub-intentional action’ was coined originally, I believe, by Brian O’Shaughnessy in his two volume book The Will
 as a way of referring to a sub-class of our doings which seem not to be redescribable as φ-ings such that any sentence of the form ‘S φ-ed intentionally’ is true.
 During any reasonably extended period, for example, one will be moving around in various ways – slightly rearranging oneself, absent-mindedly scratching one’s head, fiddling with one’s jewellery, leaning a bit more this way or that, turning one’s head slightly, jiggling one’s foot. The resultant movements often occur below the level of our conscious notice, and when they do, it seems to be impossible to characterise the events by means of which they are  produced as φ-ings of any kind such that ‘S φ-ed intentionally’ is true - not, at any rate, without doing quite considerable violence to the concept of intention. And certainly it does not seem as though we normally have reasons for doing the things we do sub-intentionally – at any rate, the special sense of the question ’Why?’ which Anscombe noted surely has no application to our sub-intentional actions. Anscombe explicitly notes that the special sense of the question in which she is interested ‘is refused application by the answer ‘I was not aware I was doing that’’, and if it is right to suppose that we are often not aware that we are engaged in the jigglings and twiddlings which constitute our sub-intentional actions, then, self-evidently, they are not associated with reason-giving explanations in Anscombe’s special sense.
 On most dominant conceptions of what an action is, therefore – someone’s doing something intentionally, for example, or someone’s doing something for a reason – it would seem that sub-intentional actions are not really actions at all. 


It might perhaps be retorted that there may be reasons for sub-intentional actions which are of a somewhat different type from those highlighted by Anscombe’s special ‘why?’ question – for instance, it might be said that my shifting around in my seat serves to relieve subliminal discomfort – and that this is the reason for it. But firstly, this is not at all the type of reason-giving explanation which most philosophers have had in mind when they associate actions with reason, and so it does not seem as though this stratagem would in any sense save the standard view. Secondly, there would seem to be reasons of the same type (that is to say purposes of which I may or may not be aware) for all sorts of bodily processes that are not actions, for example blinking, so that this conception of there being a reason for something is not a promising means of distinguishing actions from other, non-actional processes. And thirdly, it seems highly doubtful in any case that purposes of this type really are served by all sub-intentional actions – there seem to exist many sub-intentional actions which have no such underlying point. I conclude, therefore, that there is little hope of salvaging any useful version of the thought that sub-intentional actions are associated with things done for a reason by means of this expedient.
I should like to agree with O’Shaughnessy, though, that despite the lack of any associated reason-giving explanations, at least some kinds of sub-intentional actions are actions. But what reasons might there be for insisting here, that the examples should be permitted to trump a rather well-established and popular theory about what actions essentially are? – rather than rejecting them on the basis of the well-established and popular theory? – or at any rate on the basis of the motivations for the well-established and popular theory? Hornsby, for example, considers very briefly in a footnote the suggestion that perhaps sub-intentional actions ought to be admitted to the class of actions proper on the grounds that they can be revelatory of a person’s psychological states and responds as follows:

To this, the reply can only be that it is doubtful whether we can straightforwardly effect any cut-off between movements which do and movements which do not have a psychological history … and that we have to draw boundaries where we can find significant boundaries to draw. If we take an interest in regarding ourselves as rational creatures much of whose behaviour receives a satisfying explanation when it is seen to issue from our beliefs and desires, interests and concerns, then the restriction of actions to events that can be characterized in such a way that we can see that something was intentionally done when they occurred will enable us to deal with a vast area that we take to matter.
 

In other words, according to Hornsby, we have to decide where to draw the boundaries between movements whose production amounts to an instance of the phenomenon we call action and movements whose production does not – and the dividing line between movements whose production issues from ‘our beliefs and desires, interests and concerns’ and those whose production does not issue from such things is as good a dividing line as any on which to rely. But that dividing line excludes sub-intentional actions from the class.

Some of what Hornsby says here is undoubtedly true. I am sure that it is true, for instance, that there is no clear dividing line between movements which do and movements which do not have a psychological history; and it is also true that it is up to us to delineate concepts which draw boundaries in interesting and significant places. But the case for the inclusion of sub-intentional actions within the category of actions need not rest on the idea that they are revelatory of an agent’s psychology.
 Indeed, it seems to me highly doubtful that more than a small fraction of sub-intentional actions would meet this criterion in any case – there may be a few jitterings and jigglings which can be ascribed to nervousness, for instance – but it seems implausible that the vast generality of the class of sub-intentional actions have any convincing psychological explanation. Rather, the best case for including sub-intentional actions within the class of actions proper, it seems to me, rests on the naturalness with which we ascribe the production of the resulting movements to ourselves. When I fiddle with my jewellery, it seems to me, it is me who is fiddling with it, even if I am not aware that I am doing so. And though it must be admitted that no great weight can be placed merely on the fact that this seems to be a natural thing to say, since, as I have already noted, I can sometimes be said to have done things even in cases where my doings of those things certainly did not count as actions of mine (as, for example, when I trip over – it was me that did the tripping!), I seem to be involved in the production of my fiddling in a much more intimate way than in the tripping – indeed, I do not seem really to be involved in the production of the tripping at all. I am active in the fiddling, though not in the tripping.
 The fiddling seems to be something which is under my control, and I seem to control it in very much the same way that I control many of the processes which constitute my intentional actions (although in the sub-intentional case, the control is not exercised in the service of an end). Bodily actions, one might say, occur when I make my body move in a certain distinctive direct kind of way – a way in which I am normally able to make it move in virtue of my possession of the capacity for bodily control. Often, when I make my body move in this distinctive direct kind of way, I do so knowingly and intentionally in order to carry out some plan or purpose that I have. But the knowingness and the intentionality, I should like to say, are not themselves the things which make it correct to say that it is me who is moving my body in these cases – for it seems to me correct to say that I am moving my body in the distinctive way, even when this knowingness and intentionality are absent. When I fiddle with my jewellery or jiggle my foot absent-mindedly from side to side as I type, or rub my chin while in thought, it seems to me right to say that I am moving my body. I am involved and in a sense clearly present in these processes in a way in which I am clearly not involved in my tripping, or in my digestive processes, or in the reflex that occurs when my knee is hit with a hammer, say. It seems to me that I am producing these movements in the distinctive direct kind of way characteristic of the phenomenon of bodily action, even when I fail to notice that I am doing so and even when I am not producing them intentionally, when I am surprised, for instance, to have it pointed out that I am producing them. That is why they must count as my actions.

Perhaps it will be said that it is not me, but rather some sub-personal process going on inside me that must be producing and controlling the fiddling - since there is no connection between the fiddling and any of my conscious purposes and plans, and need not even be any awareness, on my part, of the fiddling. But this seems to me to be quite wrong. Suppose, for instance, that I suddenly become aware of one of these sub-intentional actions – perhaps because I am thinking about the phenomenology of such actions, so that I can say something about it in the paper I am writing, and so decide to see whether there are any going on right now. I might realise, for instance, that I have been twiddling with a piece of my hair for some time. And I might now continue to twiddle with it for a bit, this time attending closely to what I am doing and continuing the process intentionally because I am suddenly interested in it. Something has changed – I am now attending to what I am doing, and I am now acting intentionally. But it seems to me most unnatural to say that the process which was going on while I was twiddling my hair before I focused attention on it was not a process which I was orchestrating and only became one which I was orchestrating once I had focused attention upon it and became possessed of a reason to continue with it – that I was not acting, initially, but then began to act once I began to intend that the process should continue. On the contrary, the natural thing seems to me to be to say that I was orchestrating the process all along, that I was acting from the start – and am now simply newly focused on an activity in which I have been engaged for some time, and have a new reason, which I lacked before, for continuing with it. 
Reflection on the phenomenology of intentional action may help to make it seem less peculiar than it may seem at first to suggest that sub-intentional actions are manifestations of the very same active powers which come to be utilised for our own ends in situations in which we act intentionally. For all intentional bodily agency involves the interweaving of conscious systems of bodily control with more basic, effectively automated or non-intentional systems. When I type, for instance, although I may decide consciously which words I shall use, I do not need to engage in any conscious supervision of my fingers – they just get on with the job by themselves, as it were, now that I have learned to type. An enormous amount of the control of movement in which we are engaged as agents is delegated, inevitably, to processes which are very ill-described as the causing of motions by mental states or events such as desires, choosings, intendings, and the like. But this does not imply that what is controlled by those processes to which the agent delegates is not at the same time controlled by the agent. What the agent normally does in the case of intentional action, it would seem, is to organise and harness a variety of lower-level bodily powers, skills and so on, ensuring that they are smoothly exercised co-operatively in order to achieve certain ends. What I am suggesting is merely that it may be the exercise of those lower-level bodily powers rather than the organising and harnessing for ends that is really the mark of agency. What is truly essential to the power of action is something which, as it were, lies beneath the capacity of an animal intentionally to bring about certain movements of its body, rather than being simply constituted by that capacity.
What can it be, though, it might be asked, which makes it seem so right to suppose that a sub-intentional action bears the intimate relation to the self, the agent, which is the mark of action generally? One might think initially that the key to explaining why it seems so plausible to regard such sub-intentional actions as actions, even though they are not done intentionally, or even knowingly, might lie in the fact that in these sorts of cases I at least have the capacity to prevent altogether, stop in its tracks, reverse, alter, change the direction and speed of, or otherwise affect the motion in question, whether or not I actually choose to exercise it in a given case. This, one might think, will certainly serve to distinguish my fiddlings and jigglings from such things as digestive processes and reflexes, over which I have no direct control at all. But in fact, I do not think this initially attractive suggestion can, in the end, be made to work, just as it stands. For there seem to be processes which I have the capacity to affect, but which nevertheless do not, under normal circumstances, count as exercises of bodily control on my part. Consider processes such as breathing or blinking, for example. I can certainly deliberately affect the processes of breathing or blinking if I choose to do so – deciding, for example, to take particularly deep breaths, or to blink every five seconds. But it does not seem to me to be true that breathing and blinking when they are carried out in the normal, automatic way are actional processes at all. Breathing is not normally something I make happen or control, even though I can control it for a while, if I choose to do so. But if I am not active when I breathe, it cannot be the capacity to affect and to some extent control a process which accounts for the agential character of sub-intentional actions. It may be a necessary, but it cannot be a sufficient condition for an actional process.

What is the difference, then, between fiddling and breathing, in virtue of which I have suggested fiddling should normally counts as acting and breathing normally should not? O’Shaughnessy at one point makes the suggestion, which it might be thought we could utilise here, that we should look to the concept of desire to explain why sub-intentional actions ought to be accounted actions; and certainly, if it were true that desire played a role in the causation or explanation of all actions, including the sub-intentional, it would enable one to make the wanted separation here between sub-intentional actions and automated yet controllable processes like breathing. This stratagem would also offer the prospect of retaining a weak version of the idea that wherever there is an action, there is something that was done for a reason – for it might be argued that desires just are (a kind of) reason.
 However, it seems to me unappealing to insist that all sub-intentional actions are the products of desires, or desire-like phenomena, such as urges. It just does not seem to me very plausible that all the small unintentional movements of which I am the agent are things which in any sense are the products of desires, urges, or like phenomena – though of course, some may be. I do not want to be fiddling with my jewellery; indeed, I may positively not want to be doing so – I may be aware that it is a rather bad habit of mine, which others find irritating. We might try saying, I suppose, that the desire in question is unconscious, or speak of subliminal urges – but there would seem to be no real justification for this stipulation, other than the hope of preserving the thought that it is distinctive of actions that they have psychological causes of a desire-like sort. And the question is, why must we suppose this? Why must we be able to trace the production of a movement to a mental or psychic event or property if it is to be an action? 

There is an answer to this question which, I take it, goes something like this: unless there is some reason to suppose that a movement is in some sense the product of something mental, there can be no reason to think it should be associated in any special way with the self, with the agent. In the absence of any mental causation, its connection with the agent could only be the boring one that it is produced by processes which occur in that agent’s body. Unless my mind is somehow involved, the thought goes, I could not be involved either. In the next section of the paper, I want to examine and challenge this line of thinking, which I shall argue is rooted in two deep prejudices of which I think we will have to try to rid ourselves if we are ever going to understand actions properly – one, a Cartesian prejudice about the nature of the self, the other a prejudice about how to conceptualise causation.
(ii) Mentalistic conceptions of action and their source
The concept of the self is apt sometimes to make philosophers feel uncomfortable, particularly in the context of philosophy of action, where the idea that the self might be able to produce bodily movements is apt to prompt ghost-in-the-machine type-imagery and related unease. But let me be clear that in speaking of the self or the agent, I do not mean to speak of a ghost in a machine. I mean merely to speak of an entity such as myself – and that is to say, a human being, an animal of a certain kind, an essentially embodied entity. And I should like to insist that the idea that an animal might be able to produce a bodily movement, so far from being a strange piece of metaphysical lunacy seems to be part and parcel of an everyday picture of the world with which we are very comfortable. It is not at all obvious that there must be something deeply wrong with it. Animals have many powers – what is so strange about the idea that one of the types of powers of which they are possessed is the power to control in certain respects movements (and other changes) in their own bodies?


It is true that a certain form of dualism pervades this common-sensical picture. But it is not dualism of the Cartesian kind. We could call it animal-body dualism; the two distinct things which it recognises are not the animal’s mind and the animal’s body, but rather the animal and its body. We think and speak of animals – especially human ones – as possessed of their bodies, and to a certain extent, as controllers of them. No doubt such animal-body dualism, were it to be transformed from a folk psychological structure into a metaphysical position would be a controversial view, and it would needs defending against reductionist onslaughts of various kinds.
 But my present point is merely that animal-body dualism and mind-body dualism are different kinds of dualism – and so that in speaking of an animal’s production and control of its own movements, we need not be speaking of an animal mind’s production and control of those same movements (whatever sense we think we can give to that idea of an animal mind). For an animal is not identical with its mind – how could it be, indeed, when an animal is a substance and a mind is not?

It is no doubt true that animal-body dualism only appeals in the first place as a way of thinking about certain biological systems because it appears necessary to suppose that those biological systems have mental lives. We do not think that tables or chairs have bodies, nor even that trees do – and if we ask why that is so, the answer must presumably be that there is not that complexity in the behaviour of a table, chair or tree that demands we take what Dennett has called the intentional stance towards it. As we ascend the scale of biological complexity, however, a whole host of related ideas begin to press themselves upon us as requisite for the proper understanding of animal activity. We become increasingly inclined, for example, to imagine the creatures we encounter as we ascend this hierarchy as possessed of mental lives, of rudimentary forms of consciousness, of points of view from which the world can be assessed; we start to wonder whether there is something it is like to be them. We attribute to them such things as simple plans and designs. And as it becomes more plausible to attribute such things as consciousness, such things as plans and intentions to a creature, so it becomes more plausible to think of that creature not merely as identical with, but rather as possessed of its body. For a creature which it makes sense to regard as having some kind of mind, it starts to make sense, too, to regard as something whose body is at its disposal – a tool for the execution of its plans, a bit of the world which can be got to do its bidding. 

The idea of body possession and the idea of mindedness, then, are certainly closely connected with one another; it is only of systems that we think of as possessing a capacity to represent the world and to respond by acting to those representations, that we accord the special privilege of body possession, and therefore conceptualise in accordance with the dualistic agent/body scheme. But it does not follow from this that each individual exercise of power by an animal must be an exercise of the power of control over its body by something we are inclined to think of as its mind. That there is a general connection between the attribution of mindedness and the attribution of the power of agency does not imply that each manifestation of that power must imply that causation which is in some sense mental must be always involved whenever the agent acts. No doubt it is normally true that exercises of agency involve such things as intentions, motives, purposes and desires; there is not much point, after all, in having the power to move and control a body unless one is able to do so in the service of some of one’s ends. But must it always be true? Why might it not be that sometimes this power, a power possessed by all animals which have attained a certain degree of complexity, is exercised for no particular end? – why might it not just be exercised, on occasion, for no reason and out of no desire? Surely we are not creatures so totally governed by rationality and teleology that it is straightforwardly inconceivable that we might exercise a power we have without any purposive intent at all?
What stops us from being easily able to accept this thought, I think, is that the philosophy of causation which modern philosophy has mostly come to embrace actually has no proper place for the idea, of which I have just made use, of an exercise of a power by a substance.
 An exercise of power has to be conceptualised, on the dominant Humean view of causation, according to which the only true relata of the causal relation are such things as events and perhaps also states, as itself an event, and therefore as something which must itself be caused by prior events and states. The exercise cannot just be thought of, unreduced, as just that, an exercise of a power by a substance, for the notion of an exercise of power by a substance is deemed unintelligible, unless is can be shown to be equivalent to the notion of an event occurring within that substance producing an effect. Our inclination to suppose that we sometimes make things happen, therefore, gets reinterpreted in the terms of this conception of causation – we may say that we sometimes cause movements of our own bodies, if we like to say so, but we must recognise that in saying this, we are really talking about certain movements in our bodies being made to happen by such events as our choices and decisions, or perhaps ultimately by such states as our beliefs and desires and intentions. That is what the causal role of the agent has to consist in because ultimately, to talk of a substance exercising a power to produce an effect is unintelligible. Truly irreducible substance causation is not permitted in the ontological scheme of most modern metaphysics. 
 It will be allowed, of course, that we humans (and perhaps other animals) are different in many respects from other substances which have powers, and that these differences may even legitimate talk of the exercise of powers, to some extent, in our case. Paper, for example, has the power to burn – but paper cannot choose whether or not to burn; it cannot decide to burn; it cannot burn if and only if it wants to burn more than it wants to do anything else. But where we have the power to bring about events of certain kinds, whether or not they will occur depends on such things as our choices, our decisions, our wishes. We can exercise our powers, then, it might be said, because we can choose whether or not the events which we have the power to produce will occur or not. I can choose, for example, whether to raise my arm or not – and because I have that power of choice, I am not like paper. This account is likely initially to raise worries about what the causes of the choice itself might be – but those worries are supposed to be allayed when it is said that the choices are caused, when things are as we want them to be, by our reasons (which are in turn to be thought of as such things as beliefs and desires). But this is of course a way of dealing with the distinction between our actions and the actualisations of the powers of paper mentalistically. It is to reduce the concept of an exercise of power by S to the concept of a causal relation between causes which are thought of as events and states – such as beliefs, desires, intentions, choices, etc., and an event-like effect, a movement of some sort. And it is because of the mentalistic nature of these causes, it will be said, that we are inclined to suppose that we are involved in what goes on when an action occurs.
 What I think is so valuable, though, about reflection on the existence of sub-intentional actions is that it reveals that this answer must be wrong. We do not choose to act when we act sub-intentionally; we do not decide to do so; we do not intend or want or wish to do so. We do not act intentionally, and there is no reason-giving explanation for what we have done. We just act. There need be no mental cause of the resultant movement at all – unless of course one wishes to say, as perhaps it would be perfectly proper to say, that the mental cause of that movement is myself – an animal with mental properties. The power of action might indeed still be accounted a mental power – for we might, if we wished, choose to associate the concept of mentality with the concept of the self, rather than with the standard range of states and events by reference to which what is mental is typically defined which one finds strewn across the literature in philosophy of mind. But the point is that we seem to need in order to account for these actions, the concept of an exercise of power by an animal which does not reduce down to the concept of causation of a movement or change in that animal by one or more of that animal’s mental states or events. And that, I suggest, is a powerful and radical realization to which the philosophy of action ought to respond. 
(iii) Actions as Exercises of the Two-Way Power of Bodily Control
 But how might it respond? If we cannot say anything about what actions essentially are by reference to the sorts of explanations they introduce, or by appealing to the idea that when an action occurs, a bodily movement is made to happen by some kind of  mental cause, what on earth is there left to say? What are actions? It is at this point that I think we need to reach for the insight that is present in views which take note of the striving character of action. Let us return to the phenomenon of breathing. Breathing is not normally a form of action. Why not? Not because I am not breathing for a reason; not because I am not breathing intentionally; not because my breathing has no mental cause – for all these things may be said also of many actions – viz., the sub-intentional ones. But what about the idea that there is no trying, no striving in normal breathing? There is something about this idea that seems quite plausible. Breathing, one might say, is something I do, but it is not something I (normally) have to do.
 I do not (in normal circumstances) have to try or strive to do it. Could that be the reason it does not count as a form of agency? 


As it stands, this cannot quite be the right answer. I do not try or strive to fiddle with my jewellery – indeed, I may be trying quite hard not to do so – and yet when I do so sub-intentionally, I act. So trying or striving as such cannot be the mark of agency. Nevertheless, I think there is a notion in the vicinity of trying which may serve our purposes. The trouble with trying is that it would seem that one cannot really try to do something without knowing one is trying to do something. One can, I suppose, try to φ without knowing one is trying to φ – for example, I may be trying to break up my former boyfriend’s relationship, though I am unaware that that is what I am trying to do when I keep attempting to persuade his girlfriend to go back to live in the US where I know he will not want to follow her. But I can hardly be trying to do this if I am unaware even that I am attempting to communicate with his girlfriend. There surely has to be something that I know (or at least believe) I am doing, or trying to do, if I really am trying. And so the notion of trying seems unsuitable for capturing what it is that seems to make our sub-intentional actions actions. For I may be engaged in sub-intentional activity without being aware at the time that any relevant activity is going on at all. Like other notions that we have discussed, the notion of trying is too mentalistic to constitute the basic characteristic which all actions share. 

But there is something present, I think, which at any rate resembles trying, or striving, when we act sub-intentionally. What is present is an exercise of the power we have to move or change our own bodies, and an exercise of a power is a bit like an attempt, in that it is up to the agent (though not necessarily, of course, up to the mentalistically construed agent) whether or not it occurs. That power is exercised and not merely actualised for it does not have to be exercised at the time at which it is in fact exercised, in the way that the power of paper to burn has to be actualised when a flame is present under the right conditions. The power in question is what Reid called an active or two-way power, the power to do something or not, a type of power which is never possessed by any non-minded agent. And it is because of the presence of this factor, I believe, that we are inclined to ascribe these actions to ourselves, which makes us feel that they are, in the requisite way, our doings, even though they are not the products of our intentions. 
What an action is, then, it might be said, according to this view, is an exercise of bodily control on the part of its agent - the bringing about of a bodily movement or change by that agent by means of the exercise of its two-way power to do so. I see no reason to suppose that this account will not serve also to encompass mental actions such as mentally saying the word ‘peu’, for it would seem that when I do so, I exercise a certain power over the part of my body which is my brain, though I have less insight, in this case, into the physical nature of the change that I have effected. And the point on which I should like to insist is that the exercise of such bodily control by the agent need not involve specifically mental causation at all. The picture I would like to endorse attempts to take more seriously the thought that the agent who is doing the controlling is a bodily, as well, of course, as a mental being, equipped in fact with a multitude of means by which to effect its own movements, as well as certain sorts of changes within itself, not all of which are equally deeply connected to that agent’s conscious life. For an animal to be exercising control over its body is merely for it to be able, in the actual context in which it finds itself, both to bring about a particular movement of its body, and to be able not to bring it about. But nothing is said or implied by this conception of bodily control specifically about any antecedent thinkings, wishings, plannings, or the like. There is nothing as yet in this picture of what control involves to imply that something which genuinely counts as the animal’s  controlling things cannot take place by means of bodily systems which do not involve any antecedent role in the voluntary causation of bodily movement for mental states, as those things are usually conceived. The animal body, on this conception, is then not merely the instructed instrument of that animal’s will. On the contrary, an important sub-set of the complex set of embodied systems which enliven it become constitutive themselves of the phenomenon of willing. The agent that controls the body is not to be conceived of as a pure will – not even a physical version of one which can be located, roughly, in the physical brain. It is to be conceived of as a whole, functioning animal whose systems of agent control are various, and only some of which involve the paradigmatically mental phenomena often said to be essential to the causation of action. 


It might, perhaps with some justice be said that it is not very illuminating to say that an action is an exercise of a two-way power of bodily control by an animal since even if it is right to say so, the idea of an exercise of power is connected via a very small circle to the concept of action, and so that we have not really got anywhere. For what, it might be asked, is an exercise of the power of bodily control by an animal? Does not that word ‘exercise’ just contain all the mystery that was originally contained in the concept of action? In some ways, it seems to me that this accusation is perfectly fair – I think it is true that the concept of an exercise of a two-way power is not much of an analytical advance on the concept of an action. But I want to end by defending myself against the allegation that to say that an action is an exercise of a two-way power to move or not to move or change or not to change some part or aspect of one’s body is really to say nothing that is of any use to the philosophy of action at all. 
The first thing to say, I think, is that is it easy to be beguiled into supposing that theories of action which forsake the concept of power for the concept of cause are not subject to a similar difficulty. We forget that if the question were posed: But what is it for one event to cause another? we would likely have nothing to say. We have become happy to accept the thought that the concept of cause is a basic one about which we can say very little, and which will not submit to any illuminating analysis. But then why might we not say the same about the idea of agency, about the idea of an exercise of power by an animal? I am inclined to think that it, too, is a basic notion, one in terms of which we cannot help but think about the production of events in the animal – and especially the human – world. And if it were thus basic, it would be wrong to expect that there would be very much in the way of analytical decomposition to be done, and so the criticism that not much had been done would be moot.
Still, it might be said, we do not want two basic notions floating around in an area where we might have one. And surely, we animals are just mechanisms, at the end of the day – vastly complex machines, in which causal processes ultimately explain everything there is to be explained. An exercise of causal power on the part of the animal just has to be identical with a neural firing, or something similar – it has to be a mere event, like any other, something with its own causes and effects. To suppose that we need an unreduced notion of agency alongside the notion of cause is, then, surely a ludicrously anti-naturalistic suggestion, with about as much to recommend it as a proposal to restore dormitive virtues to their proper place in the explanatory resources of biochemistry.
It seems to me, though, that this argument prejudges the question how biology will ultimately explain the remarkable phenomenon which is constituted by animal activity. That a whole system may affect its own parts is an idea that is coming slowly to gain acceptance in the biological sciences – and so the idea that an exercise of power on the part of an agent must be identical with some small neural occurrence is by no means mandatory. Biology may find that it, too, requires, in the end, a notion of agency, which it will understand as the highest-level manifestation of a general biological phenomenon of downward causation which it is already beginning to think it needs.
 I do not doubt that scientific light will come to be shed on the question how it is possible for an agent to exercise a power to affect its own body by the developing biological sciences. What I object to, though, is the thought that we philosophers should tidy up the area beforehand, by translating the notion of agency into what is alleged to be the scientifically preferable notion of event causation. We do not know how it is that we have the power to control movement and change of certain sorts in our own bodies – so let us not second-guess the question what resources will turn out to be necessary to explain it by insisting on forcing the phenomenon of action into an event-causal mould which simply does not fit it. 
I have tried to suggest, then, that we should take a good deal more heed than we have so far done of the phenomenon of sub-intentional actions. We should not do with them what Hume famously did with his ‘missing shade of blue’ example, and be content to regard them as marginal phenomena which ought not to be allowed to overturn a theory for which there is so much, otherwise, to be said.
 For they show us something important about actions; they show us, indeed, that most of what we have said about what is truly essential to them is incorrect, in that it imports into their characterization what I have called an over-mentalistic conception of the agent. And though I concede that I have defended a conclusion which is in some ways disappointing – i.e. that it is not possible for philosophers to say a very great deal about what is essential to actions without invoking concepts to which the concept of action bears in any case a very tight relation – it is better to say a small amount that is true, than a very great deal that is false.
� See e.g. Donald Davidson (1980).


� Ginet (1990), pp.11-12. It might perhaps be doubted whether mentally saying the word peu always constitutes an action – but it seems to me incontrovertible that it sometimes may. I might, for instance, resolve that I will mentally say the word peu 10 seconds from now – then, if I do so in response to that prior resolution, I shall surely have acted. 


� As will become clear later, I do not agree with Ginet that there is nothing which could count as the event which is caused by the agent in a case like this.


� The term ‘striving’ is associated, in particular, with O’Shaughnessy (1980); the view that actions are tryings is defended by Hornsby (1980) and Pietroski (2000). McCann (1974) also defends what may be regarded as a variant of the view.


� Ginet (1990), pp.11-22.


� For an argument that it does not follow, see my (2000), pp. 122-4.


� I speak of actions being ‘associated’ with reason-giving explanations, rather than being explained by such explanations, because I do not accept that typical reason giving explanations are explanations of actions, considered as particular events, A reason-giving explanation is typically an explanation of why some agent S φ-ed. But this is an explanation of a fact – that S φ-ed – not an explanation of a particular. The connection between reasons and actions, then, if there is one, must be this: that where there is an action, there is something describable as S’s φ-ing such that a true, reason-giving explanation of why S φ-ed is available. This is the relationship I mean to encode by speaking of actions being ‘associated with’ reason-giving explanations. 


� It is therefore a different sort of objection from that which is made to the standard view by Rosalind Hursthouse (1991), for Hursthouse’s arational actions remain intentional.


� O’Shaughnessy (1980), Vol II, ch. 10.


� Or, as the (inaccurate) jargon has it, which are not intentional ‘under any description’. The jargon is inaccurate because it does not make any sense to characterise an action itself as intentional or unintentional, so I have employed a more laborious formulation.


� See Anscombe (1957), pp.9-15.


� Hornsby (1980),  p.37.


� Indeed, there is a sense in which the idea that this would have to be the basis on which they are to be included is guilty of the same mistake of over-mentalization which I will shortly discuss.


� Though I may quickly become active after the initial stumble, as I try to save myself, recover my balance, and so on.


� It would only be a weak version because, as I remarked earlier, the special sense of the question ‘why’ which Anscombe helpfully elucidates has no application here. We are looking precisely for a reason which is not a reason in Anscombe’s sense – since we may not be aware of our sub-intentional actions.


� One might hope, in doing so, to take a leaf or two from the work of those who have defended what has come to be known as animalism in the field of personal identity e.g. Wiggins (1980), Snowdon (1995, 1996), for in that area too, a distinction is often made between an animal and its body.


� I mean to use the word ‘substance’ here in its Aristotelian sense – that is, to encompass such things as horses, and oak trees, not such things as milk and castor oil. 


� Of course, the word ‘do’ is only of limited help here – but emphasized in the way I have emphasized it it can perhaps serve to elicit some of the wanted intuitions.


� As recognised by the newly burgeoning field known as ‘systems biology’. 


� See Hume (1975), p.21:


‘This instance is so singular, that it is scarce worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our general maxim’.
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