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Abstract 
 
This paper explores the structural parallels between Gettier’s challenge to the justi-
fied true belief account of knowledge and Chisholm’s problem of wayward causal 
chains in action theory. Despite their distinct domains, both issues highlight the 
necessity of an adequate connection between explanation, justification, and out-
come. Based on this analysis, this paper argues that the distinction between theo-
retical and practical rationality is less rigid than traditionally assumed. The paper 
further contends that, while a solution to the issue of wayward causal chains can 
at least be hypothesized, previous analyses have primarily focused on a causal 
model where causality does not ensure intentionality when a desire and a belief fail 
to produce an action in the right way. However, when considering an alternative 
theory of intention, wayward causal chains no longer appear to pose a fundamental 
challenge to the causal theory. Therefore, Bratman’s Planning Theory is proposed 
as a potential solution, offering an alternative account of intention. 
 
Keywords: True beliefs, Intentional actions, Wayward causal chains, Reliabilism, 

Planning theory. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

The contemporary debate in analytic philosophy concerning the relationship be-
tween knowledge, justification, and rationality has highlighted, among other 
things, profound connections between theoretical and practical rationality1—a re-
lationship whose conceptual distinction has long been presupposed in the history 
of philosophy.2 Descriptively, theoretical rationality pertains to what it is rational 
to believe and is concerned with knowledge, whereas practical rationality pertains 
to what it is rational to do and relates to action (Mele and Rawling 2004). How-
ever, one might legitimately ask whether, from a normative perspective, these two 

 
1 Cf. Dewey 1938; Quine 1963; Popper 1975; Harman 1976. 
2 Cf. Aristotle, Hume and Kant. 
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forms of rationality converge into a broader and unified principle. Accordingly, 
investigations into these two types of rationality have focused on their specific 
characteristics, revealing their interconnection when considering the role of epis-
temic justification in practical decision-making and, conversely, the influence of 
practical considerations on belief formation. 

Within this context, this paper examines two aspects that appear particularly 
relevant to the debate: Edmund L. Gettier’s analysis of knowledge as justified true 
belief, developed in his seminal 1963 paper Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?, and 
Roderick Chisholm’s 1966 discussion in Freedom and Action regarding ‘wayward 
causal chains’. Although these two inquiries may initially seem unrelated, they con-
tribute to reinforcing the hypothesis of a connection between theoretical and prac-
tical rationality, particularly by highlighting the use of arguments that, despite being 
employed in different domains, exhibit a strikingly similar logical structure. 

This structural similarity is not merely a superficial observation but reveals a 
deeper normative analogy: in both cases, a breakdown occurs in the relation be-
tween justification and outcome, where a process that is formally correct fails to 
yield an epistemically or practically valid result due to accidental or deviant fac-
tors. This analogy supports the hypothesis that both theoretical and practical ra-
tionality require more than formal adequacy: they demand an internal normative 
coherence between justificatory grounds and the resulting belief or action. By fo-
cusing on this overlooked parallelism, the article proposes a novel perspective that 
challenges the presumed divide between epistemology and action theory. 

This paper focuses on the counterexamples utilized by both philosophers to 
support their theses; these cases not only share a common formal structure but 
also reveal a fundamental issue affecting both types of rationality—namely, the 
necessity of an adequate connection between explanation, justification, and out-
come. By analyzing Gettier’s and Chisholm’s arguments in parallel, this study 
demonstrates that the distinction between theoretical and practical rationality 
may be less clear-cut than is traditionally assumed. 

The aim of this article is threefold: (1) to identify the structural analogies between 
Gettier’s and Chisholm’s arguments; (2) to formulate a hypothesis that mitigates the 
problematic nature of deviant causal chains, analogous to how the Gettier problem 
has been addressed; and (3) to propose that a strict separation between these two types 
of rationality is not warranted in the relationship between knowledge and action. 

The article consists of multiple sections. The first examines the proposals of 
Gettier and Chisholm, offering a critical reconstruction of their approaches and 
highlighting key aspects relevant to understanding their structural similarity. The 
second section explores the reliabilist thesis proposed by Alvin Goldman as a so-
lution to the Gettier problem (Goldman 1979). This discussion leads to the ques-
tion of whether a similar solution could be applied to the problem of wayward 
causal chains; this constitutes the core inquiry of the article. 

It is argued that while a solution to the issue of wayward causal chains can 
at least be hypothesized, this has not been thoroughly addressed. The problem 
has predominantly been analyzed within a causal model in which causality does 
not guarantee intentionality if a desire and a belief fail to cause an action in the 
right way (Goldman 1970). However, when considering an alternative theory of 
intention, wayward causal chains no longer appear to pose a fundamental chal-
lenge to the causal theory. Consequently, the second section assigns a crucial role 
to the Planning Theory (Bratman 1987) and evaluates how far it is capable of 
resolving the issue of deviance. 
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The third and final section presents the article’s conclusions, demonstrating 
how the initial hypothesis concerning the commonality between the two types of 
rationality remains plausible, particularly considering the argumentative struc-
tures that have been analyzed.3  
 

2. Justification and Intention 

In his seminal 1963 paper Is Justified True Belief Knowledge? Gettier challenges the 
traditional definition of knowledge, which is based on three conditions: truth, be-
lief, and justification. The connection between these three notions stipulates that 
genuine knowledge consists only of beliefs that can be regarded as true based on 
evidence that substantiates their justification. According to Gettier, this definition 
of genuine knowledge is both too permissive and inaccurate, a claim he supports 
through two counterexamples that directly challenge the general assumption: “S 
knows that P if and only if: (1) P is true, (2) S believes that P, (3) S is justified in 
believing that P” (Gettier 1963: 121).4 

He posits two specific conditions for justification: (1) based on the third 
premise of the knowledge definition, anyone could be justified in believing some-
thing to be false; (2) if a certain proposition P, believed to be true, logically entails 
another proposition Q, then anyone aware of this deduction and who performs it 
would also be justified in believing Q. These conditions are significant because 
they demonstrate that one could believe a false proposition P and deduce a true 
proposition Q while remaining justified in believing it. 

This issue raises an important epistemological question: can justified true be-
lief be considered genuine knowledge if its justification depends on chance—that 
is, if our reasoning or justification is the result of accidental factors? To address 
this question, Gettier presents a now widely known counterexample which can 
be summarized as follows (Gettier 1963: 122–123).5 

Smith has strong evidence to believe proposition (a) “Jones owns a Ford”. 
This evidence is based on Smith’s recollection that Jones has always owned a 
Ford and that he recently invited Smith for a ride in that car. Now, let us assume 
that Smith has another friend, Brown, whose whereabouts are unknown to him. 
At this point, Smith randomly selects the names of three different locations and 
constructs the following propositions: (b) “Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in Bos-
ton”, (c) “Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in Barcelona”, and (d) “Jones owns a 
Ford or Brown is in Brest-Litovsk”. All three propositions are logically deduced 

 
3 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for drawing attention to the potential am-
biguity regarding the methodological status of this paper. The aim here is not to offer an 
exegetical interpretation of Gettier’s or Chisholm’s original intentions. Rather, the paper 
presents a rational reconstruction of their arguments, focusing on the structural parallels 
between them. The purpose is to extract philosophical insights from these analogies and to 
challenge the traditional dichotomy between theoretical and practical rationality. The 
comparison is therefore conceptual rather than historical and is not intended to attribute 
to the authors any unified view of rationality. 
4 In his paper, Gettier also discusses the similar formulations of Chisholm (1957) and Al-
fred Ayer (1956). 
5 As previously described, Gettier has two counterexamples, both of which focus on the 
two conditions of justification. For the purposes of this paper, we will consider only the 
second counterexample, as it is deemed more relevant in fulfilling an explanatory role in 
the connection we intend to highlight with Chisholm’s work. 
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from the belief that (a) “Jones owns a Ford”. Suppose Smith realizes that each of 
these propositions follows logically from (a) and decides to accept them. Since he 
has correctly deduced (b), (c), and (d) from (a), for which he has solid evidence, 
Smith is justified in believing these three propositions, even though he remains 
unaware of Brown’s actual location. 

However, unbeknownst to Smith, Jones no longer owns a Ford, having re-
cently sold it, while Brown happens to be in Barcelona. In this case, the proposi-
tion that Smith believes—(c)—is true, yet his justification is coincidental. Jones 
no longer owns a Ford, yet Smith continues to believe that “Jones owns a Ford”, 
and his belief remains unjustifiably justified. In this scenario, Smith’s belief is true, 
but his justification is based on a fortuitous coincidence—namely, that Brown 
happens to be in Barcelona. The key epistemic error in this case is that, although 
Smith is justified in believing (c), he does not possess knowledge because the truth 
of his belief is due to an accidental factor unknown to him—the mere coincidence 
that Brown is actually in Barcelona. Thus, his belief does not constitute 
knowledge, despite being both true and justified. Beyond highlighting the insuffi-
ciency of the tripartite definition of knowledge in determining its authenticity, 
what is particularly noteworthy in this counterexample is the ‘deviant’ pathway 
it delineates: a justified true belief may arise from a coincidental circumstance. 
When, then, is a belief truly justified? Only when it is justified in ‘the right way’? 
Before considering Goldman’s compelling proposal, it is essential to underscore 
how the argumentative structure of this counterexample already presents a prob-
lematic formulation akin to those raised in causal reasoning concerning inten-
tional attribution. Identifying a deviant structure within epistemic reasoning al-
lows us to draw a parallel with a fundamental issue in practical rationality and 
causation: the problem of wayward causal chains.6 

Although the causal connection is not explicitly invoked in Gettier’s argu-
ment,7 the necessity and sufficiency of traditional epistemological criteria appear 
to align with the necessity and sufficiency conditions required in the causal expla-
nation of intentional action. This similarity becomes particularly evident in 
Chisholm’s analysis of deviance. In a consideration of Donald Davidson’s causal 
theory of action, which posits a causal relationship between reasons and actions 
(Davidson 1963), Chisholm questions whether the desire-belief pairing8 consti-
tutes a condition that is both necessary and sufficient for an action to be inten-
tional. According to Davidson’s theory, beliefs and desires are explanatory due 
to their causal power: they rationalize an action because they are causal elements 
that determine a bodily movement, which in turn qualifies as an action only if it 
is appropriately described through those attitudes possessing causal efficacy. In 
other words, for an action to be intentional, it must be caused by the desires and 
beliefs that rationally explain it. 

 
6 Albeit for reasons different from those presented by Shane Ward in his 2024 article, where 
he argues that what connects the Gettier problem and wayward causal chains is the nature 
of how a belief is formed through a causal chain which, while generally reliable, may be-
come ‘deviant’ due to an erroneous initial step. 
7 Alvin Goldman, in A Causal Theory of Knowing (1967), would later consider the causal 
connection as a condition to be included in the traditional definition of knowledge. 
8 It would be more accurate to speak of a ‘pro-attitude’ rather than desires, as it refers to a 
favorable attitude—a general set of conative states, i.e., dispositions to act—which includes 
desires, volitions, intentions, social conventions, rules, moral principles, values, and nor-
mative practices (Davidson 1963). 
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Chisholm identifies a fundamental problem with this thesis: describing be-
havior via the desire and belief that caused it may still be a non-intentional de-
scription. This raises a crucial question: can a desire and a belief cause behavior 
without rationalizing it? If so, these mental states would not be sufficient condi-
tions but merely necessary ones for attributing intentionality to an action, and 
rationalization would erroneously attribute intentionality to behaviors that lack 
it. This issue, known as the problem of wayward causal chains, challenges the 
adequacy of the causal model. Essentially, wayward causal chains describe situa-
tions in which an agent’s mental states cause her behavior, but in an indirect, 
often accidental manner—closely resembling the way Gettier’s Smith arrives at a 
justified true belief through coincidental reasoning. 

The case presented by Chisholm in his now well-known counterexample is as 
follows: suppose a man (1) desires to inherit a fortune and (2) believes that by killing 
his uncle, he will obtain the inheritance; (3) this desire and belief agitate him to the 
extent that he drives recklessly, loses control of the car, and ‘accidentally’ runs over 
a pedestrian, killing him. He later discovers that the pedestrian was none other than 
his uncle, the intended victim. Paraphrasing Chisholm, we could say that the stand-
ard definition of purpose given by causal theory would require us to say, incorrectly, 
that the nephew killed the uncle to inherit the fortune (Chisholm 1966: 30). 

Thus, although the desire and belief in question led to the nephew’s killing of 
his uncle, it did not occur with the intention of doing so. The uncle was not delib-
erately killed by the nephew but rather was killed as a fortuitous consequence of the 
nephew’s action. Since desires and beliefs could lead to similar situations, it follows 
that such mental states are not sufficient, in addition to being necessary, conditions 
for the rationalization—and therefore causation—of intentional actions. 

It is noteworthy that although Chisholm identifies this issue within the causal 
theory of action, he does not abandon a causalist position. Instead, he distances 
himself from the view that attributes the cause of behavior to specific mental 
states. The theory he endorses is agency theory, which locates the cause of behavior 
in the agent herself—the subject performing the action—to balance determinism 
with moral responsibility and avoid the problem of the disappearing agent.9 

Conversely, Gettier distances himself from traditional epistemological the-
ory by observing that the rigorous criteria a theory should adhere to fail because 
knowledge appears to be based on accidental events. While both Gettier and 
Chisholm rely on structurally similar counterexamples, it may be helpful to dis-
tinguish between their methodological roles: Gettier’s case highlights the limits of 
a traditional definition of knowledge, whereas Chisholm’s case problematizes the 
applicability of a causal theory of action. Despite this difference in function, the 
underlying logical form of the arguments remains remarkably parallel. Both coun-
terexamples are grounded in accidental and fortuitous events, in which, on the 
one hand, there is no awareness of the underlying reasons, and on the other, there 
is—apparently—no intentionality. 

The fundamental point is that both objections develop within a framework 
that undermines the normativity expected of a theoretical model; the concept of 
sufficiency, which alongside necessity defines a model, is weakened. Moreover, 
if we were to push this argument further, we could hypothesize that both lines of 
reasoning unfold along an almost deductive linearity—a particularly problematic 
notion when considering practical reasoning. Indeed, just as in epistemological 

 
9 Cf. Mele 2003: Chap. 10; Velleman 1992; Melden 1961; Hornsby 2004. 
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theory, what deviant causal chains challenge is the linearity of the causal pro-
cess—if we take Chisholm’s example into account—but also the role of the agent. 
This issue will be further examined in the next section, where I will analyze po-
tential resolutions to the identified problems.  

The comparison between Gettier and Chisholm reveals a surprisingly similar 
argumentative structure: in both cases, a formally valid process (inference or cau-
sation) fails to yield a valid epistemic or practical outcome because of accidental, 
deviant, or uncontrolled factors. In Gettier’s case, the justification fails to ensure 
knowledge due to the accidental truth of the conclusion; in Chisholm’s, the causal 
link between intention and action is undermined by an unintended path. 
This parallel failure points to a deeper analogy: both theoretical and practical rea-
soning require not only formal correctness (truth and justification; desire and be-
lief), but also a form of normative coherence that secures the appropriate connec-
tion between means and ends. This structural and normative analogy suggests 
that the divide between theoretical and practical rationality is less rigid than tra-
ditionally assumed. Both domains appear to be governed by similar conditions of 
success: internal consistency, resistance to deviance, and reliability of the justifi-
catory path. This idea provides the philosophical basis for the article’s main claim: 
that rationality, whether theoretical or practical, operates under shared con-
straints that can be fruitfully analyzed through common conceptual tools. 

 
3. Reliabilism and Planning 

There have been numerous attempts to resolve the problem raised by Gettier con-
cerning justified true belief.10 The same can be said for the issue of wayward causal 
chains.11 In his 1979 essay What is Justified Belief?, Goldman offers a particularly 
robust solution to the Gettier problem by reconsidering the concept of epistemic 
justification through reliabilism: a belief is justified only if it is produced by a reli-
able cognitive process. Reliability is defined as a general property of the process, 
based on its capacity to generate accurate beliefs across a wide range of situations. 
While reliabilism does not strictly specify which causal processes should be con-
sidered, its central idea is that the justification of a belief is linked to its origin in 
a reliable process. 

However, the broad scope of reliabilism renders it overly rigid, leading Gold-
man to propose a more moderate conception by introducing an element of con-
ditionality: a process is thus considered reliable if, when its premises are true, it 

 
10 Examples include the proposal to strengthen the justification condition put forward by 
Chisholm himself (1977: chap. 6), and the attempt to amend the analysis by adding a suit-
able fourth condition (Goldman 1979). More recently, a third approach has been proposed: 
the knowledge-first approach, which argues that it is more fruitful to forgo analyzing 
knowledge and instead assume it as a basic, non-reducible concept (Williamson 2000). 
11 Attempts to resolve the problem of deviant causal chains include mathematical, statisti-
cal, and philosophical approaches. From a philosophical perspective, the solution involves 
a combination of reflections on the nature of causality, the possibility of counterfactuals, 
determinism and indeterminism, as well as the conception of natural laws governing cau-
sality. Various philosophers have proposed theories that seek to integrate causality within 
a framework of natural or probabilistic laws, while others, such as Lewis (1973) and Tooley 
(1987), have attempted to develop solutions using possible worlds or counterfactual varia-
bles. For a comprehensive review, see Aguilar and Buckareff 2010; Armstrong 1973; Da-
vidson 1973; Goldman 1970; Mele and Moser 1994; Menzies 2004; Moore 2010; My-
lopoulos and Pacherie 2019; Searle 1983. 
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tends to produce true beliefs. He distinguishes between belief-dependent and belief-
independent processes. The former, for instance reasoning, rely on the subject’s 
existing beliefs, whereas the latter, for instance perception, do not require beliefs 
as inputs. He then reformulates his definition of justification, distinguishing be-
tween two cases: (1) reliable processes that justify a belief directly, without a de-
pendence on other beliefs, and (2) processes that justify a belief only if the initial 
beliefs are already justified. This emphasis on systematic reliability eliminates 
problematic Gettier cases, where truth emerges coincidentally or comes about as 
a result of defective cognitive processes. 

Consider the case of Jones, who observes a clear and well-defined object un-
der optimal lighting conditions and forms the belief p that “there is a mountain 
goat in front of me” (Goldman 1979). The perceptual process generating this be-
lief is highly reliable since, under normal circumstances, vision is a valid means 
of acquiring true beliefs. Conversely, an identical belief formed from a confused 
observation—such as seeing an indistinct shape in the distance and identifying it 
as a mountain goat—is not justified, given that the underlying process lacks reli-
ability.12 This approach allows for the exclusion of Gettier cases, where the truth 
of a belief is often accidental or the result of an inadequate process, such as an 
inferential chain compromised by errors or coincidences. 

In the introduction to Reliabilism and Contemporary Epistemology: Essays 
(2012), Goldman reinforces his thesis by asserting that he had already intro-
duced—back in 1979—the concept of undefeated justification: for a belief to be jus-
tified, it must not be invalidated by contrary information that the subject possesses 
but either neglects or ignores. For instance, if a person forms the belief that “this 
liquid is water” based on visual observation—a generally reliable process—but 
deliberately ignores a warning on the container indicating the possibility that it is 
another substance, the justification is defeated by this ignored information. Conse-
quently, the belief cannot be considered justified. This requirement strengthens 
the robustness of the theory, as it ensures that the process is not only generally 
reliable but also integrates relevant information available to the subject. 

Goldman’s proposal also distinguishes itself by incorporating the historical 
dimension of justification; this does not depend exclusively on the mental states 
present at the moment of belief formation but rather on the epistemic history of 
the process that generated it. This aspect allows for the identification and exclu-
sion of beliefs that, though true, stem from unreliable or coincidental processes. 
Goldman thus differentiates between two modes of justification: ex ante and ex 
post (Goldman 1979: 47–48). The former pertains to situations in which an indi-
vidual is justified in believing a proposition before the belief is actually formed, 
whereas the latter concerns a belief that is justified after its formation. A compre-
hensive definition of justification, therefore, accounts for both the availability of 
reliable cognitive processes in the present moment and their applicability in de-
termining long-term justification, recognizing that the subject may not always 
have conscious access to the justifiers of her belief. 

 
12 Goldman’s main idea is that justification depends on the ‘tendency’ of a process to pro-
duce true beliefs—a concept that is inherently vague: “The purpose of my present theoriz-
ing is to capture our conception of justifiedness, and since our ordinary conception is vague 
on this matter, it is appropriate to leave the theory vague in the same respect” (Goldman 
1979: 38). 
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Essentially, the emphasis on the reliability of cognitive processes, combined 
with the requirements of undefeated justification and a historical dimension, pro-
vides a solid and comprehensive response to the problem of justified true belief, 
and offer a more robust theoretical foundation in its regard. 

When it comes to the problem of deviant causal chains, however, the issue 
is more complex. The previously cited attempts at resolution are unconvincing 
and give rise to further complications. Chisholm’s example, rather than demon-
strating the non-intentionality of behavior caused by desires and beliefs, appears to 
show that these mental states initiate a causal chain whose endpoint is the acci-
dental occurrence of the intended result: the nephew’s agitation may have led him 
to kill another pedestrian or even himself, but it does not provide information 
about the behavior he would have deemed necessary to kill his uncle and thereby 
achieve the intended goal. The statement “X wanted to obtain Y’s inheritance” 
can describe an intentional action such as premeditated murder, but not an acci-
dental event like Y’s death, which is caused by an unintentional car accident. 

Indeed, for desire and belief to be considered the cause of an action, they 
must include a specific reference to the behavior and means chosen by the agent 
to achieve the desired end. If the nephew had not anticipated killing his uncle by 
running him over with a car, his desire and belief, while initiating a causal chain 
that accidentally leads to the intended outcome, do not determine an intentional 
action. It follows that behavior can be deemed intentional only if it occurs pre-
cisely in the manner the agent considers necessary. 

This interpretation of the counterexample aligns closely with the counterfac-
tual analysis, which holds that in wayward causal chains, movements do not re-
spond to variations in initial conditions, unlike in the case of intentional action. 
For instance, had the uncle not been in the street, the nephew would have had to 
devise an alternative strategy to intentionally kill him. The ability to adapt to 
changing conditions is an essential characteristic of intentional actions but is ab-
sent in cases of deviant causality (Smith 2012). 

Davidson himself, examining a proposal by David Armstrong (1973), hypoth-
esized that the distinction between genuinely intentional behavior and merely prima 
facie intentional behavior could be based on conformity to the steps of practical rea-
soning. Consequently, for a desire and a belief to be considered the appropriate 
causes of an intentional action, the action must have been carried out according to 
a plan consistent with practical reasoning regarding the necessary means to achieve 
the desired outcome. It is therefore essential that this plan was meticulously fol-
lowed and that the expected result was indeed realized; otherwise, one would be 
unable to assert with certainty that the behavior was intentional. 

While this solution proves useful in addressing counterexamples such as 
Chisholm’s, Davidson himself acknowledges that in some cases adherence to 
practical reasoning is an insufficient criterion when the deviance originates from 
the agent’s internal states. He expresses this concern through a now-famous coun-
terexample: 
 

A mountaineer may wish to free himself from the burden and danger of supporting 
another climber on a rope and may know that loosening his grip on the rope would 
allow him to do so. This belief and desire may make him so nervous that he invol-
untarily loosens his grip, yet he may never have consciously decided to do so, nor 
have acted intentionally (Davidson 1973: 79). 
 



True Beliefs and Intentional Actions 9 

This example complicates the matter further, raising issues concerning the agent’s 
role. Davidson himself admits that he finds no convincing solution to cases such 
as this. 

Wayward causal chains in fact pose a dual problem: on the one hand, deter-
mining when an action and its outcome are intentional; on the other, understand-
ing why desires and beliefs, when disrupted by interfering elements, may fail to 
generate any intentional behavior, instead triggering a causal chain entirely be-
yond the agent’s control. In some cases, fear of consequences, moral constraints, 
or intense emotional reactions may better explain the agent’s state of agitation 
than mere reference to desire and belief. In any case, the most appropriate expla-
nation inevitably depends on the agent’s motivational structure, the specific situ-
ation, and her overall behavioral profile. 

A holistic Davidsonian approach to mental architecture helps clarify the 
problem, suggesting that the conditions for intentional action depend on the abil-
ity of desires and beliefs to remain free from interference. However, identifying 
causal laws that connect mental states and actions remains problematic. We need 
to determine whether such a hypothesis can also contribute to defining sufficient 
conditions for intentional action. If we assume that deviant causal chains arise 
from interference among mental states, then any attempt to specify such condi-
tions must account for all factors that could alter the proper development of an 
intentional causal chain. This would require us to precisely determine the strength 
that desires and beliefs must possess to resist interference from other mental states 
and effectively cause action in the appropriate manner. However, this type of 
specification is closely tied to the difficulty of identifying causal laws that link 
desires, beliefs, and actions. For this reason, Davidson presumably hypothesizes 
that the solution to the problem of deviant causal chains may only be found at the 
neurophysiological level, through the identification of physical laws capable of 
establishing the precise conditions that govern intentional causation. 

Goldman shares this perspective, acknowledging the impossibility of provid-
ing a complete philosophical explanation of the right way (Goldman 1970) in 
which desires and beliefs cause intentional actions. Accordingly, both Davidson 
and Goldman converge on the idea that the solution to the problem of deviant 
causal chains must be sought in empirical sciences rather than in philosophical 
analysis alone. 

Frankfurt’s (1978) account is relevant. Here the problem of wayward causal 
chains, as expressed in Davidson’s example, stems from an excessive emphasis 
on the causal history of actions. He argues that possessing a specific causal history 
is neither necessary nor sufficient to distinguish an action from a mere event. In 
his view, what truly matters is the notion of guidance—that is, the agent’s capacity 
to direct her own behavior throughout the various phases of action, actively in-
tervening when necessary. 

The guidance thesis thus raises a further issue related to the agent’s awareness; 
an objection also found in Gettier’s proposal. Smith’s ignorance regarding the 
reason his belief turns out to be true seems to undermine the subject’s role in ep-
istemic reasoning. The same holds even more strongly in the cases of Chisholm 
and Davidson, where causation depends on factors beyond the agent’s control. 
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This leads to the well-known problem of practical knowledge13 (Anscombe 1957), 
now reconsidered in relation to the disappearing agent14 argument, which, although 
not addressed in detail here, warrants mention.15 According to Anscombe, prac-
tical knowledge is a necessary feature of intentional actions, as without it, an ac-
tion would not qualify as intentional under the preferred description. However, 
the relationship between practical knowledge and intentional action appears to be 
conflated with the agent’s awareness. Actually, practical knowledge can exist 
without conscious awareness, as demonstrated first by Davidson and later by Mi-
chael Bratman (Davidson 1978; Bratman 1987). This suggests that awareness is 
not a necessary condition for rendering an action intentional; otherwise, it would 
exclude actions that involve uncertainty or trial but are nonetheless intentional. 
What, then, is the role of the agent in executing an action? Here, the issue inter-
sects with the disappearing agent argument. Without delving into specifics, it is 
worth noting that anticausalists16 argue that the agent does not actively control 
the events unfolding in their cognitive domain (Melden 1961). However, as Da-
vidson observes, this objection contains an inherent contradiction: the anticausal-
ist accepts the dilemma inherent in a form of agent causation,17 wherein actions 
coincide with bodily movements that have causes, yet these causes are not 
properly the causes of the actions themselves (Davidson 1963). 

What is of interest here is not so much the broader response to the role of the 
agent—and thus the anticausalist dilemma—but rather Bratman’s specific ap-
proach. In a sense, Bratman integrates Frankfurt’s guidance concept with Da-
vidson’s proposal regarding intentional determination through adherence to the 
steps of practical reasoning. 

Bratman’s Planning Theory provides a systematic and convincing solution to 
the problem of deviance by proposing a causal model distinct from the traditional 
desire-belief framework. In Bratman’s theory, intentions not only determine ac-
tion but do so in a structured, coherent manner that resists accidental deviations. 
According to Bratman, for an action to be intentional, it is not sufficient that it be 
caused by desires and beliefs; rather, it must be the result of a deliberative plan 
that governs action over time. Unlike broader causal approaches such as Da-
vidson’s, Bratman introduces the concept of self-governing policies, which are tem-
porally extended mechanisms that regulate which mental states function as rea-
sons for action at various points in the deliberative process. These policies ensure 
continuity between the agent who formulates plans and the agent who executes 
them. Self-governing policies play a normative role in action, establishing rational 
constraints that ensure self-governance. In this way, Bratman expands the causal 
theory, highlighting an autonomous function of intentions that is distinct from 

 
13 The thesis proposed by G.E.M. Anscombe in Intention (1957) concerns how an agent 
knows she is performing an intentional action. Practical knowledge is the knowledge we 
possess when we are directly engaged in action; it draws on Aristotle’s distinction between 
theoretical and practical knowledge and is closely tied to competence and experience 
14 An interesting paper on the problem of the disappearing agent is The Disappearing Agent 
and the Phenomenology of Agency by Jingbo Hu (2024), which addresses the issue from the 
perspective of a phenomenological challenge that salva causal theory. 
15 In this brief reference, we refer to Schlosser 2010 and 2019. 
16 Cf. D’Oro and Sandis 2013. 
17 For a more detailed discussion regarding alternatives to agent causation see Velleman, 
1992. It should be specified that Davidson himself strongly rejects this formulation, starting 
from the statement of intent in Action, Reasons and Causes. 
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beliefs and desires—an aspect overlooked in Davidson’s approach. Unlike beliefs 
and desires, intentions do not merely conclude practical reasoning; rather, they 
play an essential role in coordinating and stabilizing future plans, acting as mech-
anisms that resist the constant reconsideration of previously made decisions. 

Correction plays a fundamental role in this process: the planning system al-
lows the agent to modify her intentions based on new information without com-
promising the stability of the overall plan, as the entire process is governed by 
internal and external normative coherence criteria. This structure excludes cases 
in which accidental causal deviations lead to a desired outcome without the ac-
tion being genuinely intentional. Reinterpreting Davidson’s mountaineer case 
through Bratman’s framework eliminates deviance because the intention is not 
isolated but is instead part of a hierarchical system that integrates action into a 
broader, coherent plan. Bratman does not reject causalism; rather, he adopts a 
moderate ontological stance regarding plans and intentions, developing a theory 
in which these elements function as primitive psychological states. This reaffirms 
the causal sequence: desires and beliefs are remote causal conditions, while inten-
tion precedes and accompanies the entire deliberative process, guiding and con-
trolling behavior until the goal is achieved. 

Plans are intentions writ large (Bratman 1987: 29), characterized by an inher-
ent incompleteness: they do not exhaustively specify all the steps necessary to 
achieve the final goal but instead adapt to contextual changes, which are typical 
of the agent’s limited epistemic capacity. This incompleteness necessitates a dy-
namic form of reasoning in which initial intentions are progressively specified 
through the definition of appropriate means, intermediate steps, and more de-
tailed courses of action. 

This hierarchical structure of planning allows for a distinction between dif-
ferent levels of intentions: primary plans give rise to sub-plans and sub-goals, each 
justified within a coherent network. Coherence is the fundamental criterion that 
governs the entire system. Furthermore, Bratman distinguishes between two di-
mensions of intention: (1) the volitional dimension, which concerns the control 
of action by intention, ensuring that the agent persists in her choice unless there 
are significant reasons to reconsider it; (2) the reasoning dimension, which estab-
lishes the link between the formation of the intention and its actual realization, 
ensuring that it is guided by a coherent reasoning process (Bratman, 1987). In the 
context of deviance, this distinction is crucial: while other causal models struggle 
to explain how desires and beliefs can determine action without accidental devi-
ations, Bratman’s theory incorporates the concept of planning rationality. 
Through the structuring of plans and the control of intentions over time, the risk 
of an action occurring randomly is mitigated. 

A similar perspective, though with an explicit and direct reference to the 
problem of deviance, is found in John Searle’s work, where he develops a thesis 
that distinguishes between prior intention and intention in action (Searle 1980 and 
1983). The former establishes the action plan, while the latter guides and corrects 
the action during its execution. While this distinction is useful for addressing the 
problem of deviance, it focuses on real-time control of action rather than long-
term planning. Bratman, on the other hand, places the control mechanism at the 
initial stage of intention formation through self-governing policies, which establish 
rational criteria for action and ensure its coherence over time, making intentions 
stable and resilient to accidental interferences. In this sense, his theory can be seen 
as a broader generalization of the problem of deviance, offering a solution that 
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integrates both the normative stability of action and its dynamic adaptation to 
circumstances. 

Moreover, it should be noted that the solution found in Planning Theory dif-
fers from that proposed by Mele and Moser, who do not incorporate the concept 
of correction into intention. Instead, it appears to align more closely with Har-
man’s view, although Harman does not explicitly propose it as a solution to the 
problem of deviance. 

Bratman’s model thus appears to offer a more robust solution, as it directly 
challenges the concept of causation in the right way, which had traditionally been 
attributed to the desire-belief pairing. If intentions are part of an articulated, hier-
archical, and corrigible plan, then the risk of deviance can be eliminated, as the 
process leading to action is regulated by constraints of internal coherence. From 
this perspective, intentional action is not merely a causal relation between desire 
and action but the result of a system of self-governance that structures and stabi-
lizes the agent’s decisions over time.18 Through this framework, Bratman’s theory 
not only clarifies the role of intention in action control but also provides an ex-
planatory model capable of overcoming the limitations of simpler causal models, 
offering a compelling response grounded in a theory of intention rather than in 
the mere simplicity of the desire-belief model. 

 
4. Conclusion 

The purpose of the present analysis lies not merely in observing a formal analogy 
between two well-known counterexamples, but in drawing a deeper philosophical 
conclusion from it. By showing that both theoretical and practical reasoning can 
fail in structurally identical ways—despite satisfying their respective formal con-
ditions (justification and truth; belief and desire)—this paper proposes that both 
domains depend on a shared normative structure that governs how justification 
leads to valid outcomes. 

This suggests that the traditional boundary between theoretical and practical 
rationality may rest on contingent historical distinctions rather than on funda-
mental conceptual differences. Recognizing this continuity opens new avenues 
for a unified account of rational agency—one that integrates epistemic and prac-
tical norms within a common framework of inferential and causal coherence. 

The analysis conducted in the preceding paragraphs has highlighted that the 
initial hypothesis regarding the connection between theoretical and practical ra-
tionality finds support in the argumentative structure of Gettier’s and Chisholm’s 
counterexamples. These counterexamples reveal a disruption in the normative 

 
18 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for highlighting the important issue of habitual 
actions, which—though beyond the scope of this paper—represent a valuable direction for 
future research. While Bratman’s Planning Theory provides a robust account of structured, 
temporally extended intentional action, it may appear to face challenges in accounting for 
actions that lack a clear deliberative moment yet are still commonly regarded as inten-
tional. A more flexible interpretation of Bratman’s framework might view habitual actions 
not as merely automatic, but as strategies embedded within broader planning structures. 
Such actions could be guided by prior intentions that no longer require conscious activa-
tion on each occasion. Although a full development of this interpretation lies beyond the 
aims of the present paper, I appreciate the opportunity to reflect on how planning structures 
might incorporate habitual behaviors as an integral part of an agent’s intentional life. 
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link between premise and conclusion, demonstrating that the sufficiency of tradi-
tional conditions—for both knowledge and intentionality—is not ensured by a 
mere relational connection. In other words, the epistemic reliability of an inferen-
tial process and the causal adequacy of an intentional action both necessitate an 
additional normative criterion to guarantee the coherence of the rational process. 

In Gettier’s case, the argument demonstrates how a belief can be true and 
justified without constituting knowledge, as its justification depends on a contin-
gent factor external to the agent’s epistemic control. Similarly, Chisholm’s argu-
ment shows that a belief and a desire can generate an action leading to the desired 
effect, but in a way that is accidental rather than intentional. In both instances, 
the issue arises from a disruption in the normative linearity between justification 
and outcome, whether in the epistemic or practical domain. 

This parallelism is not merely formal but suggests that the two forms of ra-
tionality share common principles: the epistemic reliability of an inferential pro-
cess and the causal adequacy of an intentional action both require an additional 
normative criterion that ensures coherence in the rational process and an appro-
priate connection between premises and conclusions, as well as between inten-
tions and actions. 

The solutions that have been proposed, ranging from Goldman’s epistemic 
reliabilism to Bratman’s Planning Theory, further reinforce this interconnection. 
Reliabilism establishes that a belief can be considered justified only if it is pro-
duced by a reliable process, thereby eliminating the accidental nature that under-
mines knowledge. Similarly, Bratman’s planning theory introduces a hierarchical 
and normatively constrained structure of intentions, preventing the outcome of 
an action from being generated by a random mechanism. It is precisely the strong 
correspondence between these solutions that underscores once again the necessity 
of a shared normative principle capable of governing both belief formation and 
the execution of intentional actions. 

In conclusion, the counterexamples presented by Gettier and Chisholm not 
only challenge traditional definitions of knowledge and intentional action but, 
when analyzed together, reveal a profound intersection between theoretical and 
practical rationality. Their argumentative structure suggests that rationality 
should not be conceived as a rigid dichotomy between theory and practice but 
rather as a continuum governed by shared normative criteria. These considerations 
support the thesis that theoretical and practical rationality mutually influence 
each other through common structures of justification and normativity. The dif-
ficulty of establishing necessary and sufficient conditions for both knowledge and 
intentional action suggests that a strict separation between these two forms of ra-
tionality is problematic. Their intersection may thus represent not an exception 
but rather a general principle underlying our capacity to reason and act appropri-
ately. This perspective opens up new avenues for research, ones in which the re-
lationship between epistemology and philosophy of action can be further explored 
through integrative models that acknowledge the structural coherence between 
the two domains.19 
 
 

 
19 I wish to express my sincere appreciation to the anonymous reviewers for their meticu-
lous and constructive evaluations. Their thoughtful critiques have been invaluable in refin-
ing the core argument and enhancing the overall clarity and coherence of the paper. 
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