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Unconscious Intentions and the Scientific Study of 
Intentional Action

Libet’s (1985) experiments have been the starting point of a large amount of research on actions, 
underlying motor mechanisms, and awareness of intentions and actions (see, e.g., Jeannerod, 
2003; Marcel, 2003; Mele, 2009; Pacherie, 2008; Roessler & Eilan, 2003; Shepherd, 2015). 
One pressing issue is, given that most researchers and philosophers concerned with these 
questions subscribe to the causal theory of action (e.g., Mele, 2009; Pacherie, 2008; Shepherd, 
2015), whether intentional actions are necessarily caused by conscious intentions, or whether 
some intentional actions are triggered, guided, and sustained by unconscious intentions. This 
is the question I will be concerned with in this chapter: can occurrent intentions, those that 
are “suitably at work at that time in producing relevant intentional actions or in producing 
items appropriate for the production of relevant intentional actions” (Mele, 2007, p. 740), be 
unconscious?1 To be clear, the question is not whether standing intentions, intentions that are 
dispositions of a certain kind to have corresponding occurrent intentions (Mele, 2009, p. 4), 
can be unconscious, e.g., my intention to travel to Japan sometime or to visit my nieces next 
week, but whether intentions that at the time play a triggering, guiding, and sustaining role 
can be. If the answer is ‘yes’ it can be accommodated that in Libet-style experiments, where the 
conscious intention seems to occur too late to play an causal role, agents still act intentionally. 
Also in cases of doings that psychological experiments focus on, in which external triggers and 
unconscious states and processes seem to suffice to explain what agents do, the conclusion 
could still be that agents act intentionally. This would make the findings from Libet-style 
experiments and the psychological experiments I discussed in chapter 1 less threatening to 
our self-image and the idea we have that we often do act intentionally.
 There is good reason to think that unconscious states can cause intentional actions. 

1 Mele (2007, p. 740, 2009, p. 4) actually provides another sufficient conditions for the intention be occurrent besides 

the one I quoted here. The other one is “for it to be a conscious intention at that time, provided that the intention is 

not wholly constituted by a disposition to have occurrent intentions to A” (2009, p. 4). Since in this paper the issue of 

whether occurrent intentions are conscious is precisely what is at stake, I will not take this sufficiency condition for an 

intention to be occurrent into account.
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Research on unconscious states and processes suggests that these are also controlled, and can 
guide and sustain goal-directed behavior presumably without the involvement of conscious 
states and processes (e.g., Bargh & Ferguson, 2000, p. 939). However, instead of concluding 
that intentional action might as well be the result of unconscious states, these researchers tend 
to think that this ‘automatic control’ does not amount to intentional action. The suggestion is 
that agents only do things intentionally if they are the result of a conscious intention, and that 
goal-directed behavior that is triggered unconsciously is therefore not intentional. In contrast, 
Marcel (2003) and Mele (2009, chapter 2) think that unconscious states can also cause 
intentional actions. The suggestion is that, independently of whether the agent is conscious of 
the intention or not, it plays the same causal role. Even though the agent is not (yet) conscious 
of a certain intention to act, for example in Libet-style experiments or in cases of automatic 
action, it still triggers, sustains, and guides the intended action (Mele, 2009, p. 37). 
 In this chapter, I will argue that the proposal by Marcel (2003) and Mele (2009) is not 
convincing. After setting out the relevant aspects of the causal theory of action that Mele 
subscribes to in section 1, I argue in section 2 that the proposal that occurrent intentions can be 
unconscious has two disadvantages. First, this would mean that we have to accept that agents 
can act intentionally without being conscious of what they are doing. This goes against the 
common conception that intentional actions are things agents are committed to doing. Second, 
it means that sometimes no one is in a position to determine which accurate descriptions of 
what the agent does are also correct descriptions of what she does intentionally. In section 3 I 
examine Mele’s sufficiency conditions for intentions to be conscious. I argue that, with these  
four sufficiency conditions in place, he does not sufficiently take into account that (1) often the 
occurrent intention and intentional action commence almost at the same time, and (2) that we 
often are not conscious of the intention while acting, but of the objects the intentional action is 
about. Because of this, I propose an additional sufficiency condition for occurrent intentions to 
be conscious. In section 4, I connect this to the examples of unconscious occurrent intentions 
that have been discussed in the literature. On the basis of Papineau’s (2015) understanding of 
basic actions, I provide an alternative explanation of these examples. I argue that either agents 
consciously intend to perform this specific action, or they consciously intend to perform an 
action on a higher level of description, but that this depends on the situation and the skills of 
the agent. In section 5 I explain that this has important implications for the scientific study of 
intentional action, because it shows that we have to be careful in assuming that subjects act 
with a certain intention instead of a different one. Section 6 concludes the chapter. 

1. The Causal Theory of Action and What Agents Intentionally Do 
In this section, I set out the main claims of the causal theory of action that Mele (2009) 
subscribes to and that are relevant to the current discussion. With this theory in the background 
I will be able to assess Mele’s claim that occurrent intentions can be unconscious.
 I already pointed out in chapter 1 that intentional actions are attributed to the agent 
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because they are events that an agent controls, that she does for reasons, and that she is 
committed to performing (e.g., Anscombe, 1957; Clarke, 2010; Davidson, 1963; Mele, 1992). 
In the causal theory of action, the idea that intentional actions are events agents control, 
that they are committed to performing, and that they do for reasons are explained in terms 
of occurrent intentions. First, intentions explain why the intentional action takes place – if 
the agent did not have this intention the intentional action would not have been triggered, 
sustained and guided in this particular way. Second, they explain what it is that the agent did 
for reasons and is committed to doing. That is, the function of intentions in the causal theory 
of action is to give both a causal explanation and a rationalizing explanation of the intentional 
action.
 Importantly, some accurate descriptions of what agents do are not accurate descriptions 
of what the agent intentionally does. Imagine that I am walking to the supermarket and at the 
moment I put my foot down on the pavement I also kill an ant that happens to be there. The 
causal theory of action claims that what I do intentionally in this situation depends on the 
content of the intention that causes my bodily movements. If putting my foot down is caused 
by my intention to walk to the supermarket I intentionally walked to the supermarket, but I 
unintentionally killed the ant. That is, ‘[w]hich intentional actions an intention initiates and 
sustains depends upon the plan component of the intention’ (Mele, 1992, p. 145).
 Furthermore, we need to make a distinction between intentional and intended action. 
Mele (e.g., 1997b) has argued that not all intentional actions are intended, the result of a 
specific intention to perform them, because some intentional actions are intentional in virtue 
of being part of an intended action at a higher level of description. For example, Mele (1997b, 
pp. 242-243) argues that by having an intention to walk to work all individual routine steps 
that one takes can be rendered intentional. He says that it would be odd to think that these 
steps are not intentional, even though they are not produced by specific, distinct intentions. 
Hence, each specific step is still intentional because it is part of the plan that the agent intends 
to execute, even though the specific steps are not intended. This means that ‘in any case of 
intentional A-ing, some pertinent action is intended, but not necessarily an A’ (Mele & Moser, 
1994, p. 44). That means that both intended actions and so-called subsidiary actions that are 
part of this intended action are intentional actions. 

2. Two Problems With Unconscious Occurrent Intentions
In light of this understanding of intentional actions, are there good reasons to think that 
intentional actions are necessarily triggered, guided, and sustained by conscious intentions? 
In this section I put forth two reasons for this claim. First, I argue that it makes sense to 
think that intended actions are things agents consciously do, and for conscious intended 
action agents need to have a conscious intention in so acting. Second, I argue that if occurrent 
intentions are unconscious, no one is in a position to know which accurate descriptions of 
what the agent does are correct descriptions of what the agent intentionally does as well.



52 | Chapter 3

 Let me begin with the first reason, that intended actions are necessarily conscious actions, 
and that for conscious intended action agents need to have a conscious intention in so acting. 
As we have seen, intended actions are things agents do for reasons and they are committed to 
performing. The question is whether an agent can be taken to be committed to do something 
if she is not conscious of what she is doing. And furthermore, if she has to be conscious of 
what she is intentionally doing, doesn’t that mean that needs to have a conscious intention in 
so acting? I start with the first question, whether intended actions are necessarily conscious 
actions. Mele (e.g., 1997b) does think that some intended actions are actions agents are not 
conscious of. He gives the example (Mele, 1997b, p. 240; discussed in Mele 2003; 2013 as 
well)2 of Al, who has a pair of reasons for mowing his lawn this morning. First, he thinks that 
the morning is the most convenient time, and second, he has an urge to repay his neighbor for 
a rude awakening he suffered because of this neighbor turning on the mower early some other 
day. Further, we are asked to imagine that Al mows his lawn this morning only for one of these 
reasons. 
 I first need to make clear that the reason for which Al mows the lawn must be part of the 
plan that is the content of the intention, because what we are concerned with are conscious 
intentions and intended actions. As Mele (2003, p. 43) acknowledges, whether the agent is 
mowing the lawn earlier out of convenience or to repay the neighbor plays a role in the way 
relevant bodily movements are triggered, guided, and sustained. Different counterfactuals are 
true of the agent depending on the intention with which he mows the lawn early, and therefore 
the agent does not have the same intention in both cases. For example, if he mows the lawn 
early to repay the neighbor and the neighbor is not home that morning, he would mow the 
lawn a different day. And since I explained in section 1 of this chapter that according to the 
causal theory of action the content of the intention that causes the bodily movements also 
settles what the agent does intentionally, the suggestion is that either Al is performing the 
intended action ‘mowing the lawn early out of convenience,’ or the intended action ‘mowing 
the lawn early to repay the neighbor’. 
 For the purposes of this chapter the interesting part is what Mele (2013) further says 
about the example. He says that “[c]ausalists contend that if Al were intentionally mowing in 
the actual world […] there would be a fact of the matter about the motive from which he was 
mowing even if no one – including Al – knows what that motive is” (p. 172, emphasis added). 
Since I argued that this motive must be part of the content of the plan, this is an example in 
which an agent performs an intended action without being conscious of the intention with 
which he acts nor being conscious of the intended action under that description. Al probably 
consciously mows the lawn, but is not consciously mowing the lawn out of convenience or to 
repay the neighbor, since he is not aware of doing something under either of these descriptions. 
For Mele this would not exclude the possibility that he is performing one of these two intended 

2 Mele (1997b) uses this example to defend the causal theory of action and argue against agent-causal action theories. I 

only use it here to illustrate his view that intentions can be unconscious, and therefore leave part of the description of 

the case out.
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actions (as well, besides only consciously mowing the lawn).
 However, even if it were true that Al’s bodily movements suggest that he is trying to 
repay the neighbor by waking her up, for example going over the same patch of grass near 
her house very often, and even if there is some unconscious state, for example an unconscious 
goal representation (e.g., Custers & Aarts, 2010) that causes the bodily movements to be 
performed this way, I do not think that we should conclude from this that the agent was 
performing an intended action of repaying the neighbor. There is good reason to think that 
bodily movements being triggered, guided, and sustained by some goal-directed state of the 
agent should not be taken to be sufficient for the bodily movements to count as an intended 
action, even though this is necessary according to the causal theory of action. As I put forth 
earlier, intended actions are those things that agents are committed to doing. Furthermore, 
Mele thinks that intended actions are strongly connected to free will: if mentally healthy 
people act intentionally and rationally in the absence of compulsion and coercion, they act 
freely (e.g., Mele, 2009, pp. 154-155). In the example, above both possible intended actions 
might be rational and performed by a mentally healthy person who is not coerced. However, if 
Al is not aware of what he is doing, even if the bodily movements seem to be triggered, guided, 
and sustained in light of some unconscious goal, my claim is that we should not conclude that 
it was an intended action. I do not see how an agent can be committed to doing something if 
she is not conscious of it. If there are no good reasons to think otherwise, this is a reason to 
limit intended actions to those things agents do consciously. 
 Mele (2009) disagrees and says that “[o]ne who claims that intentionally A-ing entails 
being aware of A-ing is considering too narrow a range of examples of intentional action” 
(p. 39). However, I do not need to argue that agents need to be consciously performing all 
intentional actions - only that they do need to consciously perform all intended actions. If 
that is true then all intentional actions are in fact caused by a conscious intention, namely the 
conscious intentions that triggers, guides, and sustains the intended action. I acknowledge that 
while cycling to work I do not consciously make every specific movement with my legs, neither 
do I claim that all these specific movements need to be caused by specific conscious intentions. 
My claim is that, for them to be intentional, all these specific intentional movements are 
necessarily caused by a more general conscious intention that triggers, guides, and sustains 
the intended conscious action of cycling to work. I suggest that in every case of intentional 
action, there has to be something, either this intended action or an intended action at a higher 
level of description, that I am consciously performing. 
 Mele (2009) gives the following example from earlier work (Mele, 2001, p. 36) against 
this claim that intended actions are necessarily conscious actions. The example is about Al 
sending a funny e-mail message about cows to his daughter with the intention of making her 
laugh. Since he is not aware that she is laughing, he is not aware that he is actually making 
her laugh. Still, if she laughs about it, Al made her laugh intentionally. However, even though 
agents might not always know whether they succeed in executing their plan that does not 
mean that they can have an unconscious plan in acting intentionally. For an agent to act 
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intentionally, she at least must have a conscious intention in so acting or a conscious intention 
to perform the intended action at a higher level of description. The question is not whether 
consciousness is sufficient for doing something intentionally but whether it is necessary, and 
my claim is that it is. If Al actually makes his daughter laugh, he did so intentionally only if 
he consciously intended to send the pictures to make her laugh. Claiming that intentions are 
conscious or that intended actions are necessarily conscious actions does not commit one 
to the view that the agent should also be conscious of the effects or whether the plan was 
executed successfully.
 A different possible response to my reason for thinking that occurrent intentions have to 
be conscious intentions might be that agents need to act consciously to act intentionally, but 
the intention does not have to be conscious.3 There might be a distinction between the two. 
See for example Mele (2009): 
  

One response is that in this example the agent does not have a specific, distinct (conscious) 
intention to unlock the door and walk into the kitchen. Rather, unlocking the door and 
walking into the kitchen are intentional in virtue of being part of the larger intended action, 
for example to walk to the living room. Here Mele (2009) and I agree: we are often not aware 
that we are about to do these things and we do not have a conscious intention, because we 
are discussing a case in which there are no specific (conscious) intentions to do these things. 
However, what is at stake is whether the intended action can be conscious even if the intention 
is not. That is, can I consciously and intentionally walk to the living room, assuming that this 
is the level at which it is an intended action, without having a conscious intention to do so? 
 There is good reason to think that for conscious action we need to have a conscious 

3 An example that Marcel (2003, pp. 72-73) discusses to argue that awareness of intention is not necessary for awareness 

of an action is the following: “Prior to certain surgical operations, Hécaen, Talairach, David, & Dell (1949) electrically 

stimulated the patients’ central thalamic nucleus on one side, producing in the contralateral hand clenching and un-

clenching of the patients’ fist or ‘pill-rolling’ movements. The patients ‘asserted the wilful character of such induced 

movements’ and described them as actions, saying that the movements had a goal-directed and voluntary character, 

but had no idea why they had made them. The question arises as to whether thalamic stimulation merely induces move-

ments and some aspect of will (e.g. effort) or whether it produces an unconscious intention in some sense. Certainly the 

patients never said that they felt an urge to do the action, but did say that the action had a willful character. Nor did they 

disown them. Apparently, one does not need to be aware of an intention to experience an action as an action.” But if we 

are talking about intentional actions, there are several reasons to think that this does not count as one. First, subjects 

do not act for reasons in these cases which, as we have seen in section 1 of this chapter, is necessary according to many 

philosophers of action. There is a distinction between doing something intentionally and making bodily movements that 

you experience as willful and do not disown. Thus, this does not count as an example in which it is shown that awareness 

of intention is not necessary for awareness of intentional action. 

When, in normal circumstances, I unlock my door and walk into my kitchen after 
driving home from work, the claim that I am aware of unlocking the door and 
walking into the kitchen certainly is significantly less controversial than the claim 
that I was aware of being about to do these things. (p. 36)
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intention. Mele (2009, p. 27) claims that normally we cannot be aware of what we are about to 
do based on non-introspective observation alone. For example, we cannot become aware that 
we are about to go to the living room by observing the bodily movements we are making. But 
similarly, how can I be conscious of my intended action by merely observing what I am doing? 
I cannot observe that what I am intentionally doing is walking to the living room. Observing 
my bodily movements does not suffice to conclude that I am performing this intended action 
(see chapter 2). This suggests that in order to perform an intended action consciously I need 
to have a conscious intention in making these bodily movements. 
 This brings me to the second reason for thinking that occurrent intentions are conscious 
intentions. As I explained in section 1, what the agent is intentionally doing depends on the 
intention that causes the bodily movements, and not all accurate descriptions of the situation 
are correct descriptions of what the agent is intentionally doing. Then, if we accept that 
occurrent intentions can be unconscious, intentional actions can be performed of which no 
one, not the agent nor an observer, is in a position to say what it is. Let me explain this in more 
detail by using the example of playing a drop volley that Marcel (2003) uses:

If in this example the tennis player really has no conscious intention in playing the drop volley, 
it follows that the tennis player, the opponent, nor any other observer of the match is in a 
position to know or find out whether the tennis player indeed intentionally played the drop 
volley. It is an accurate description of what is taking place, but from this description it is 
inferred that the agent must have had the unconscious intention to play a drop volley. This 
seems to be the wrong way around. Again, many descriptions of what the agent is doing might 
be accurate descriptions, but what the agent is intentionally doing depends on the causal 
history according to the causal theory of action. In this case the starting point is giving a 
description of what the agent is presumably intentionally doing, after which the causal history 
is posited to explain the action being intentional under that description. As Falvey (2000, 
p. 28) states, from observing what a person is in fact is doing, we are not in a position to 
conclude what a person is doing intentionally. For example, the tennis player might be making 
a mistake: perhaps he intended to hit the opponent in the face but failed to do so or, to make 
the example a bit more friendly, play the volley in such a way that the opponent could hit it 
back, for example because the opponent is one of his students. However, he failed at this by 
hitting the ball too hard. 
 Furthermore, intended actions are not reducible to the motor mechanisms or bodily 

The expert acts intentionally but may be unaware of the specifics of tactical 
intentions, for example, in tennis whether one intends to play a drop volley or a 
drive volley even when the postural aspects of one’s approach to the net is a selective 
preparation for one rather than the other. Indeed, this is why even when such experts 
sincerely claim unawareness of their intention, their opponent can anticipate the 
shot, though the opponent himself may not know how he did so. (p. 61)



56 | Chapter 3

movements. We cannot conclude by observing these happenings what it is that the agent 
intentionally does. Consider another example that Marcel (2003, pp. 60-61) gives in which 
an agent picks something up from a low table but is “unaware whether [she intends] to 
do it by bending at the waist or at the knee”. However, for the intended action ‘picking up 
something from a low table’ (assuming that the agent intends to do that), it is irrelevant how 
the agent bends or which hand she uses. The intended action is ‘picking up something from 
a low table’ irrespective of how this is precisely executed by the agent. Why think that the 
specific intentional bodily movements involved in accomplishing the intended action need to 
be caused by a specific intention as well? Moreover, the same bodily movement can amount to 
a different intended action, depending on the intention with which the agent does it. If at the 
same time a taxi moves by and a friend walks on the other side of the street, the same bodily 
movement could be me performing the intended action ‘hailing a cab’ or ‘waiving to a friend’. 
Of course, it could be something I was doing in some sense of the term as well, for example if 
the friend waves back, but from that we cannot conclude what my intended action was.
 This suggests that without knowing the intention we cannot know what the intended 
action is the agent performs, that is, which of the accurate descriptions of what the agent does 
is also a correct description of what she does intentionally. Of course, both observers and the 
agent can infer what she is doing intentionally by observing what she does, but my claim is 
that in normal circumstances (1) the observer does not have the final say in this, and (2) the 
agent cannot conclude from observing her own bodily movements what the intended action 
is that she is performing. If for example a psychotherapist concludes, by inference to the best 
explanation, that Sara is really trying to have her parents approve of her instead of working 
hard because she enjoys it, my conclusion is that she is not intentionally trying to have her 
parents approve of her. Even though it might be an accurate description of what she is doing, 
this is not sufficient to conclude that she does it intentionally. Of course, agents can lie or deny 
that they acted with a certain intention, but this does not mean that we have to leave open the 
possibility that an external observer can correct you and provide the real description under 
which what you did was intentional. Agents cannot find out or be told what they were doing 
intentionally, even though they might find out or be told (and be surprised or ashamed) about 
what they were doing unintentionally. Similarly, an agent cannot find out about herself or 
infer that she is intentionally working hard for her parents’ approval. If she is not committed 
to doing that she is not doing it intentionally, not before or after finding out about this. Of 
course, this leaves open the possibility that after finding out she might commit to working 
hard for her parents approval, and do that intentionally from that moment on.
 This shows that I take the perspective of the agent and intentional action to be strongly 
connected. A critic of my view might put forth that this perspective is often unreliable, as 
for example cases of confabulation show, and that because of that we should not rely on 
the perspective of the agent too much. Confabulation studies suggest that agents do not 
(always) have conscious access to the causes of their behavior, and therefore make up reason 
explanations and intentions to be able to report and explain what they were doing and why. 
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This implies that the perspective of the agent and her judgment of whether she did something 
intentionally is not reliable either, and that what agents take to be their intentions are merely 
post-hoc rationalizations. Earlier in this section I emphasized that triggering, guidance, and 
sustaining by some state, for example an unconscious goal representation, is not sufficient 
for intentional action, because the agent has to be committed to this plan or goal as well. 
However, the agent merely claiming to have an intention does not amount to intentional action 
either, this intention also has to trigger, guide, and sustain what she does. Where I argued 
that in the case of unconscious intentions the commitment to the plan is missing, in case of 
confabulations the causal explanation part is missing. These subjects think or report that they 
act with a certain intention while in reality a different state causes their bodily movements. 
The subjects do not act with the intention that they claim they do. Thus, on my view cases of 
confabulation do not amount to intentional action either. 
 Of course, it would be a problem if cases of confabulation are widespread, because then 
I perhaps end up concluding that often we do not act intentionally. In section 4, after which 
I have said more about conscious intentions and the scientific study of intentional action, I 
will provide an alternative explanation of why subjects sometimes seem to be wrong about 
what they are doing in these experiments. I explain why the judgment of the agent on whether 
she acts intentionally might be more reliable than these studies suggest, and that at least 
sometimes there is a different explanation of why the agents make up intentions and reasons. 
For now, it is important to point out that I do not want to suggest that the perspective of the 
agent is sufficient for making claims about what the agent intentionally did, only that it is 
necessary.
 To conclude, there are good reasons to think that all intentional actions are triggered, 
guided, and sustained by conscious intentions, either because the agent consciously intends 
to perform them or because they are intentional in virtue of being part of a larger intended 
action.

3. Sufficiency Conditions for Conscious Intentions
So how does Mele (2009) come to the conclusion that occurrent intentions can be unconscious? 
As I pointed out in the introduction of this chapter, Mele (2009, chapter 2) argues for the 
possibility of unconscious occurrent intentions, partly as a means to deal with the threat from 
Libet-style experiments. Even if the subjects’ flexing of their wrist is not caused by a conscious 
intention with that plan as content and even if subjects only become conscious of the intention 
after it already triggered the bodily movements, that does not necessarily mean that those 
bodily movements cannot be intentional actions. Just like automatic actions, actions that we 
no longer have to perform consciously because we did it so many times, the bodily movements 
can be explained by unconscious intentions playing the same functional role as conscious 
intentions do; even though the agent is not conscious of them they still trigger, sustain, and 
guide the intended action (Mele, 2009, p. 37). In this section I explain what Mele means 
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by conscious intentions and set out his argument for the claim that occurrent intentions 
might be unconscious. I argue that in the four sufficiency conditions he provides, he does 
not sufficiently take into account that (1) often the occurrent intention and intentional action 
commence almost at the same time, and (2) that we often are not conscious of the intention 
while acting, but of the objects the intentional action is about. Because of this, I propose an 
additional sufficiency condition for occurrent intentions to be conscious.
 According to Mele (2009), intentions can be conscious in several ways, and the important 
question is whether intentions must be conscious in one of these ways in order to “play a 
significant role in producing intended actions” (p. 22). As I already made clear, his answer 
is ‘no’. Mele takes the issue of whether subjects are conscious of intentions to be about 
reportability, which is in line with how it is defined and measured by neuroscientists. The 
standard measurement in the neuroscientific studies is the “reports subjects make to the effect 
that they were conscious of certain intentions at certain times” (Mele, 2009, p. 21). But what 
should the agent precisely be able to report for the intention to be conscious? Mele gives four 
sufficiency conditions for conscious intentions.
 The first sufficiency condition is “the agent’s having a proximal intention to A together 
with a type 1 awareness that he is about to A” (Mele, 2009, p. 28).4 For example, in the case of 
the intention to walk to the living room, this proximal intention is conscious if I have it and I am 
aware that I am about to walk to the living room (p. 36).5 Mele does not give a positive account 
of this ‘about to’ other than that it differs from what he calls the predictive awareness we have 
when we are ‘being about to hit the car in front of us’. That is, we can predict something that is 
about to happen in a way that differs from the way in which we are conscious of being about to 
perform a certain intended action. I interpret this as meaning that for an occurrent intention 
to be conscious we need have it (of course), and we need to be aware that we are about to act 
according to the plan that is contained in its content. The second sufficiency condition is “the 
agent’s being aware of his proximal intention to A or of some appropriate part or expression of 
its content” (Mele, 2009, p. 27). The third sufficiency condition is “the agent’s being aware that 
he intends to A now” (p. 27) and the fourth is that “the agent consciously makes a proximal 
decision to A” (p. 28). On the basis of these four sufficiency conditions, Mele argues that an 
agent might have “at a time t, an occurrent intention to A without being conscious of it (or any 
part of it) at t and without being aware at t that he intends to A” (pp. 24-25). The question 
then is whether agents can have an intention that at that time triggers, guides, and sustains an 
intended action, while the agent is not aware of being about to act according to the plan, is not 
aware of any part of the intention, that she intends to act now, and did not consciously make 

4 Proximal intentions are intentions about something to do straightaway (Mele, 1992, p. 72) and should be distinguished 

from distal intentions, intentions for the nonimmediate future (Mele, 1992, p. 137). Mele does not distinguish between 

conscious and aware, I use ‘conscious’ as much as possible.

5 Given that I concluded in the previous section that unlocking the door might not be caused by specific intention to do so 

and that it is only intentional in virtue of the larger intended action to walk to the living room, I will not use this example 

as Mele does in explaining the sufficiency conditions for intentions to be conscious.
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a proximal decision to act.
 Mele (2009) argues for this possibility by taking the functional role of intentions as a 
starting point: independently of whether the agent is conscious of the intention or not, it still 
triggers, sustains and guides the intentional action (p. 28 & p. 36). One way he argues for this 
is by comparing the real Libet experiment, in which subjects are asked to report when they 
first became aware of the urge or intention to flex, to an imaginary experiment in which the 
task is simply to flex whenever you feel like it. He argues that the intentional action is the same 
in both experiments and caused by a proximal intention to flex my wrist now. Furthermore, 
Mele suggests, on the basis of his experience as a subject in a Libet-style experiment, that in 
both experiments it seems the subject is not aware of an antecedent to the flexing. There is no 
intention ‘to be found’. However, in the real experiment he was asked to report something and 
because of this, he consciously decided to flex his wrist now by silently saying ‘now!,’ which 
means that, in line with the fourth sufficiency condition, he did have a conscious intention 
that caused the bodily movement in the real experiment (Mele, 2009, p. 36). And since in both 
cases, with and without a conscious intention, there is the intentional action of flexing “[t]he 
supposed result is consistent with the view that proximal intentions to flex […] are at work 
in me in both experiments, provided that proximal intentions are not necessarily conscious” 
(Mele, 2009, pp. 35-36). That means that by comparing the real and imaginary experiment, 
both in which subjects flex their wrists, Mele suggests that the difference between them is that 
in the real experiment he had to make a proximal decision to flex now and therefore formed a 
conscious intention to flex now, while in the imaginary experiment an unconscious proximal 
intention caused the flexing of the wrist. 
 Similarly, if we would ask experienced drivers when they first became aware of their 
intention to flip their turn indicator, something they normally do automatically and 
unconsciously, the drivers would be encouraged to ‘search their minds’ for intentions to flip 
their turn indicators. Normally, this intention would do its work unconsciously. Mele (2009, 
p. 30): “[O]ne hypothesis is that what they become aware of are states of a kind – proximal 
intentions – that would have been present under normal circumstances without their being 
aware of them.” And since probably a lot of our intended actions are like flipping turn 
indicators, it is no surprise that often intentions produce actions without these intentions 
showing up in consciousness (Mele, 2009, p. 34). A similar explanation can be given of the 
tennis player intentionally playing the drop volley and the agent picking something up from a 
low table without being aware of how to exactly do it: a proximal intention caused the bodily 
movements and plays this functional role, no matter whether the agent is conscious of it or not 
(Mele, 2009, p. 38).
 If we connect this to the reasons I gave in section 2 for occurrent intentions being 
necessarily conscious, what is the verdict? Indeed, it seems that for example in the case of the 
drop volley the agent does not have a conscious intention based on the sufficiency conditions 
that Mele proposed. Think of all those things we do regularly: making coffee, watering 
the plants, preparing lunch, traveling to work, getting dressed and so on. I hardly ever am 
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conscious of (part of) the intention to do these things or of being about to do these things, 
intending to act now, nor do I consciously decide to do it. Should we conclude from this, in 
line with Mele’s sufficiency conditions, that very often we act from unconscious intentions? I 
think not. There are two limitations of Mele’s sufficiency conditions that I want to point out.  
 First, by putting emphasis on being conscious of the intention as a state or an experience 
separate from and before the intended action as Mele (2009) does in his sufficiency conditions, 
intentions end up being unconscious in many cases. Often we more or less directly respond 
to the situation and start acting intentionally. We are not conscious of being about to do 
something, of intending to something, or some aspect of the intention, we just consciously act 
with this intention. The intention and the intended action commence almost at the same time. 
Second, the second and third sufficiency condition are about the agent being conscious of 
(part of) the intention itself, and the question is whether that is the best way to understand 
intentions being conscious. Pacherie’s (2006) distinction between first- and second-order 
consciousness is of relevance here. She states that the notion of a conscious state can be 
understood in two ways. In the case of first-order consciousness, “the creature whose state it is 
is conscious of the object, property, or state of affairs the state represents or is about” (p. 160), 
while in case of second-order consciousness, the creature “has a representation of that state as 
a specific attitude of hers toward a certain content” (p. 160). If we connect this to Mele’s (2009) 
sufficiency conditions, he seems to suggest that for an occurrent intention to be conscious the 
agent should be conscious of that state, of the experience of being in that state, or actively 
forming that state, which suggests that we have to be conscious of (part of) the intention itself 
for it to be a conscious intention. However, this is not the only way in which intentions can be 
conscious. Of course, we sometimes have conscious intentions in the second-order sense, but 
we can also have first-order conscious intentions, and those seem to be at work in the most 
common examples of conscious intentions. Similarly, Pacherie (2006, p. 160) suggests that 
“the issue of mental causation is first and foremost concerned with whether or not conscious 
states understood in the first of these two senses are causally efficacious in the production of 
actions.”
 Therefore, my suggestion is to add a fifth sufficiency condition for an occurrent intention 
to be conscious on top of Mele’s (2009) proposed four conditions. To use the example of 
walking to the living room again, a fifth sufficiency condition for an occurrent intention to 
be conscious is the agent having a proximal intention to walk to the living room and being 
conscious of intentionally walking to the living room. 
 My analysis has implications for conscious control as well. This term is often used in 
relation to the neuroscientific and psychological experiments, but is often not defined by the 
researchers. A definition of conscious control in line with the causal theory of action can be 
found in Shepherd’s 2015 paper, in which he states that conscious control is “an exercise 
of overt action control for which conscious states or processes make critical contributions” 
(p. 328). While Mele (2009) and Shepherd (2015) think that sometimes action is controlled 
automatically without conscious states making critical contributions for the successful 
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execution of the action, in my line of reasoning it follows that all intentional actions are 
consciously controlled.6 Even if motor mechanisms respond to feedback and adaptations to 
bodily movements take place outside of conscious awareness, I take it that it is only in light 
of the conscious intention with which the agent acts that these adaptations are made this 
way (see chapter 2 of this book). My claim is that if conscious intentions do not make critical 
contributions to what we do we do not have a case of intentional action, and therefore we do 
not have this kind of conscious control. From now on when I discuss conscious control, I mean 
this kind of conscious control that we have when we act intentionally. Of course, this does 
not exclude the possibility that unconscious states and processes make critical contributions 
to intentional action as well. As Shepherd (2015, p. 328) states, “[m]ost human exercises of 
overt action control require rich collaboration between conscious and non-conscious states 
and processes.”

4. Basic Actions and Libet-Style Experiments
So what does this imply for the examples that were used to defend the existence of unconscious 
intentions, for example the tennis player playing a drop volley, the experienced driver flipping 
the turn indicator, or the case of the imaginary Libet experiment? Are these cases of reflexes 
or goal-directed behavior instead of intentional actions? Or does the agent have a conscious 
intention in so acting? In this section my aim is to develop an alternative proposal of what 
is going on in these cases on the basis of Papineau’s (2015) understanding of basic action. 
Although his proposal resembles Mele’s (1997b) distinction between intended and subsidiary 
intentional action, I show that it leaves room for a different interpretation of intentional 
action and its relation to conscious intentions. Papineau claims that, different from what 
Marcel (2003) and Mele (2009) think, it is not the case that the same intention causes the 
bodily movements of the agent, independently of whether it is conscious or not. Instead, when 
(aspects of) the intentional action become automatic, they are directly produced by other, 
sub-personal, states and processes and indirectly by a more general intention.
 In line with Mele’s (1997) proposal, Papineau (2015) argues that as soon as an agent can 
execute a ‘basic’ action directly on a higher level of description, the subsidiary actions, or 
‘components’ as Papineau calls them, are produced by sub-conscious motor processes and 
states. Papineau (2015) describes these basic intended actions as “things that you know how 
to do, in the sense that you can decide to do them directly, without deciding to do anything 
else” (p. 296).7 The suggestion is that on the highest level of description the agent has a 

6 I do need or want to claim that only intentional actions are consciously controlled. For example, on the basis of Fischer 

and Ravizza’s (1998) account of guidance control a different definition of conscious control could be developed. 

7 I should point out here that the common use of basic action in action theory is different from how Papineau (2015) uses 

the term. As Clarke (2010, p. 525) states, basic actions are understood as things agents do without doing any other thing 

as a means to doing it. An example he gives of this is raising one’s arm. This kind of basic action is often is the starting 

point for action theorists, and on the basis of this they build their theory to account for non-basic actions, for example 
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conscious intention in so acting, and because of this the intended action and components 
are the result of a conscious intention. What an agent can intend (or decide) to do, and thus 
which basic actions she can perform, depends on the skills of the agent, the situation the 
agent is in, and what is asked of the agent in this specific situation. This, what counts as a 
basic (intended) action is agent-relative: once you acquire the relevant skills and know-how 
you are able to perform more complex and larger basic intended actions. Events that used 
to be intended basic actions, like flipping the turn indicator, become components of more 
complex basic intended actions, like driving to work, once the agent is an experienced driver. 
That means that experts, in sports or in day-to-day activities like driving a car, can perform 
more, different, and ‘larger’ basic intended actions than others. After training all the sub-steps 
sufficiently, “the components will get ‘chunked’ into a subpersonally integrated sequence, and 
the performer will no longer have to think about what movements to make” (Papineau, 2015, 
p. 296). 
 In contrast, it seems that Mele (1997b), by suggesting that intended actions that were 
once caused by conscious intentions can later be caused by unconscious intentions that play 
the same functional role, takes this distinction between intended and subsidiary intentional 
action to be more or less ‘fixed’. Whether some event is intended or an intentional subsidiary 
action does not, or only to a limited extent, depend on the skills of the agent or the situation 
the agent is in. We intend to button our shirt or to walk to the library, but we do not intend to 
make all these specific movements. Then, flipping the turn indicator or playing a drop volley 
are things that we intend to do, and are not small or specific enough to count as subsidiary 
intentional actions.
 This means that which basic intended action the agent performs, which conscious 
intention she has, and which conscious intentions she no longer ‘needs,’ is much more flexible 
in Papineau’s (2015) view compared to Mele’s (1997b). Depending on the agent’s skills, her 
bodily movements can be triggered, guided, and sustained by a different intention with 
a different level of complexity, and the intended action is a different one because of that. 
Experienced drivers no longer perform the intended action ‘flipping the turn indicator,’ but 
instead perform the intended action ‘driving to work’. Flipping the turn indicator is no longer 
caused by a distinct intention. After acquiring the required skills, the agent can just intend to 
perform this higher-level intended action and leave the specific adaptations to sub-personal 
mechanisms. In Papineau’s (2015) words: “[o]nce you have learned to perform some complex 
basic action, its execution will proceed differently – more automatically – from performing 
its components in sequence as separate basic actions. In effect, there are two quite different 
actions here for the trained performer” (p. 296).
 Papineau (2015) discusses a case of a tennis player as well, and claims that the tennis player 
could have formed the intention to “play attackingly” (p. 302). However, this interpretation of 

signaling one’s confederate by raising one’s arm, as well. In contrast, Papineau (2015) would claim that signaling one’s 

confederate is the basic action. One can decide or intend to do this directly, without deciding or intending something 

else first. 
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the tennis player’s actions does suggest that Papineau (2015) holds a definition of conscious 
intentions in the second-order sense as well. In light of the additional sufficiency condition 
for conscious occurrent intentions I proposed, according to which the occurrent intention is 
conscious if the agent has a proximal intention and is conscious of intentionally doing that, 
I most likely end up with more basic actions and less components than Papineau does. With 
this fifth sufficiency condition in place, it is not at all clear that I do not act with the conscious 
intention to play a drop volley. This might very well be a basic action and not a component 
of the basic action to, for example, ‘play attackingly’. However, again, this depends on the 
individual agent. Hence, there are two ways to interpret Marcel’s (2003) examples. Either the 
agents do have a conscious intention in line with the fifth sufficiency condition (or one of the 
others), or these are cases in which the intentional action is intentional in virtue of being part 
of a larger basic action, and is therefore not caused by a specific, distinct conscious intention. 
 This proposal can also accommodate Mele’s (2009) experience as a subject in a Libet-style 
experiment. As I pointed out in section 3, Mele suggests that in the real Libet experiment we 
have a conscious intention to flex because we are asked to do so, while otherwise this intention 
would play its causal role without the agent being conscious of it. However, if we look at how 
Mele describes his experience in the experiment I am inclined to draw a different conclusion. 
Mele states that he found it difficult to locate a specific urge, intention, or feeling of being 
about to flex, and because of that “hit on the strategy of saying ‘now!’ silently to [himself] just 
before beginning to flex” (Mele, 2009, p. 34). He needed this to have a mental event to report 
(p. 35). Because of this, I think there is good reason to think that there is no unconscious 
intention to become conscious of. Instead, Mele had to actively form a conscious intention to 
be able to report something. Therefore, I think Mele’s experience better fits with Papineau’s 
(2015) proposal. It seems that in the imaginary Libet experiment in which agents did not have 
to report there is no intended action of ‘flexing your wrist’. Rather, this can be conceived as 
an intentional action that is part of the larger intended action of ‘flexing your wrist whenever 
you feel the urge to do so’. Subjects in such an experiment might not have an unconscious 
intention to flex their wrist, but let sub-personal mechanisms take care of the details of this 
larger intended action that they performed in the experiment. This can also be applied to 
Mele’s (2009) claims about ‘Libet-style reporting’ in real-life situations: 

A different hypothesis, inspired by Papineau’s (2015) proposal, is that perhaps these 
experienced drivers have to ‘search their mind’ because there is no specific intention to flip 
the turn indicator to be found. It suggests that in real Libet-style experiments, by making the 

The instructions would encourage subjects to search their minds, as it were, 
for intentions to flip their turn indicators. If they do become aware of proximal 
intentions to flip them, one hypothesis is that what they become aware of are states 
of a kind – proximal intentions – that would have been present under normal 
circumstances without their being aware of them. (p. 31)
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subjects report on a conscious intention, the subjects’ intended action changed from ‘flexing 
your wrist whenever you feel the urge to do so’ to ‘flexing your wrist’. Suddenly, what was 
normally a component of a larger basic intended action had to be performed with a specific 
conscious intention to do so, and became a separate intended action, because subjects were in 
a way forced to form this specific intention.

5. Implications for the Scientific Study of Intentional Action
This analysis has implications for the scientific study of intentional action. Since which 
intended actions agents perform and with what intention they act depends on the situation 
and the skills of the agent, this suggests that researchers should be careful and avoid positing 
intentions agents presumably have without taking their perspective and judgment into 
account. Since basic actions are agent-relative, it is not at all clear ‘from the outside’ with 
which conscious intention the agent acts.
 In experiments on intentional action, like in Libet-style experiments, by asking subjects 
whether they were conscious of certain intentions at certain times (Mele, 2009, p. 21), these 
researchers assume that there is this intention, or assume that they know what the intended 
action of the subject is. But since, as we have seen, intentional action depends on the skills of 
the agent, the researchers cannot assume that they know with which intention their subjects 
act. They do not allow for the possibility that the agents simply do not have an intention to flex 
their wrist or to bend in a certain way. Rather, by asking them to report whether they had a 
certain intention, they assume that they are in a position to decide that the subjects have this 
intention but might not be aware of it. Even more, they might conclude that the subject was 
wrong about having or not having this intention. However, it might as well be the case, in line 
with Mele’s (2009) experience in a Libet-style experiment, that subjects are in some sense 
forced to actively form this intention instead of report something. Importantly, this might 
not be the same for all subjects. For example, some may use a different strategy from Mele’s 
and do intend to flex their wrist. This suggests that the question that is normally asked in 
these studies, whether the subjects were conscious of certain intentions at certain times (Mele, 
2009, p. 21), is the wrong question to ask. It is not up to the researcher to say what the subject 
intended to do. They should be careful in claiming that they are studying certain intentional 
actions if they do not take the perspective of the agent into account.
 A similar point can be made about confabulation studies. At least in some cases of 
confabulation the subjects are asked to give reason explanations or explain what they are 
doing in cases in which there does not seem to be a reason explanation or intention. One of the 
most discussed examples of confabulation is the experiment in which subjects had to choose 
a pair of nylon stockings out of four identical pairs (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977, p. 233). The 
experimenters asked the subjects which article was the best quality and, after choosing one, 
why they had chosen the pair they had. Most subjects tended to pick the right pair, but none of 
the subjects mentioned the position of the pair as the reason. Instead, they made up reasons 
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for why they picked that pair and even denied that the position had an effect when asked. But 
why think that subjects intentionally picked the right pair? It might be that they were asked to 
give reasons for something they did not intentionally do. Then, because of how the experiment 
has been designed and by asking them what their reasons were, subjects seem to be triggered 
to make up reasons and intentions. Since they did not have a reason to pick the right pair 
these questions might invite them to confabulate, which suggests that confabulations at least 
sometimes are a consequence of the questions the researchers ask and the assumptions they 
hold about reasons and intentions the agent has while acting. However, since a lot has been 
written more specifically about these experiments and what confabulations precisely are (e.g., 
Bortolotti & Cox, 2009; Doris, 2015; Roser & Gazzaniga, 2004; Sandis, 2015; Sie & Wouters, 
2010), I do not want to make conclusive claims about these experiments. 

6. Conclusion
In this chapter I argued against Marcel’s (2003) and Mele’s (2009) claim that occurrent 
intentions, those that trigger, guide, and sustain intentional actions, can be unconscious. I 
pointed out that this proposal has two disadvantages. First, this would mean that we have 
to accept that agents can act intentionally without being conscious of what they are doing. 
This goes against the common conception that intentional actions are things agents are 
committed to doing. Second, it means that sometimes no one is in a position to determine 
which accurate descriptions of what the agent does are also correct descriptions of what she 
does intentionally. After that, I argued that in the four sufficiency conditions Mele provides 
for intentions to be conscious, he does not sufficiently take into account that (1) often the 
occurrent intention and intentional action commence almost at the same time, and (2) that we 
often are not conscious of the intention while acting, but of the objects the intentional action is 
about. Because of this, I proposed an additional sufficiency condition for occurrent intentions 
to be conscious. On the basis of this and Papineau’s (2015) understanding of basic actions, I 
provide an alternative explanation of the examples of intentional actions that are presumably 
caused by unconscious occurrent intentions. I argued that either agents consciously intend to 
perform this specific action, or they consciously intend to perform an action on a higher level 
of description, but that this depends on the situation and the skills of the agent. I also argued 
that this implies that external observers (including scientists) should be careful in assuming 
that they know what it is that agents intend to do and what the content of their intention in 
action is. By holding this assumption they might invite subjects to make up intentions that 
they in fact did not have.
 Based on chapter 2 and 3, I conclude that causally efficacious conscious intentions are 
necessary for doings to count as intentional actions, and that they are therefore necessary for 
free will. Furthermore, I conclude that intentional actions are things that agents consciously 
control. My next task is to examine what the neuroscientific and psychological experiments 
exactly show. If we really have to conclude from these studies that causal explanations of what 
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we do in terms of external triggers and unconscious (neural) states and processes replace 
explanations in terms of conscious intentions, we have to conclude that free will does not exist 
or is severely limited. In chapter 4 and 5 I first take up the neuroscientific studies, after which 
in chapter 6 I will be concerned with the psychological experiments. 


