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While on the subway home, your mind may drift from one thought to another. At first you picture 
a meal you could make tonight. You can almost taste the velvety squash soup, then your attention 
wanders to the faint music playing from another passenger’s headphones. You feel like you 
recognize the song then, smiling, remember a joke you heard yesterday… 
 
Mind-wandering—the mental activity illustrated in this vignette––occupies up to half our waking 
thoughts and has emerged as a central topic in cognitive science. Surprisingly, philosophers of 
mind and action have only just begun to discuss the wandering mind. My dissertation develops 
one of the first systematic philosophical theories of mind-wandering, which I define as unguided 
attention. I then use mind-wandering as a lens on core philosophical topics, including mental 
action, attention, and thinking. 
 
My dissertation begins by identifying two core tasks for the philosophy of mind-wandering. 
First, we must resolve a dilemma. Mind-wandering seems essentially passive. Yet it is under the 
influence of our goals in a way that seems active: having a goal (e.g. planning dinner) can 
causally motivate your mind to wander to goal-relevant thoughts (e.g. potential recipes). Second, 
theories of mind-wandering should account for its characteristic dynamics. When someone’s 
mind wanders, her attention is unstable: her focus drifts from one topic to the next (e.g. from 
dinner to an objection). Mind-wandering is thus antithetical to dynamically stable forms of 
cognition such as rumination (e.g. being fixated on one’s distress) and absorption (e.g. being 
engrossed in an intellectual idea). Current theories, including ground-breaking treatments by 
philosophers Carruthers, Metzinger, and Sripada, cannot accomplish these tasks. 
 
I argue that mind-wandering is unguided attention, reviving a theory first proposed by Thomas 
Hobbes. Roughly speaking, an individual’s attention is guided when she would feel pulled back, 
were she distracted from her current focus. In contrast, a wandering attention drifts from topic to 
topic unchecked. I resolve the aforementioned dilemma by distinguishing between two core 
features of agency––guidance and motivation––that often track together. Although our 
wandering thoughts are never guided, they are frequently motivated, in that their causal 
antecedents include the agent’s beliefs and goals. I therefore use mind-wandering as a case study 
to pull motivation and guidance apart, whereas philosophers of mind and action typically 
conflate them.  
 
Through the lens of mind-wandering, I then investigate the relationship between attention, 
consciousness, and action. I argue that mind-wandering is a rare choice-point between 
philosophers who define attention in terms of consciousness versus agency. These philosophers 
should classify mind-wandering as a form of attention and inattention, respectively. Drawing on 
White’s monograph Attention (1964), I reconcile these competing pictures of mind-wandering––
and by extension, of attention. Each picture illuminates a distinct notion of attention: spectator 
attention is focused consciousness, which becomes agent or patient attention when it is guided. 
Mind-wandering is pure (i.e. unguided) spectator attention.  
 



Finally, I use mind-wandering to put pressure on dual process theorists who classify thinking 
either as unconscious and automatic (Type 1) or conscious and analytic (Type 2). Here’s the 
rough problem: our wandering thoughts are neither unconscious nor automatic; yet standard 
cases of Type 2 thought (e.g. arithmetical reasoning) are controlled in a way that mind- 
wandering is not. To accommodate mind-wandering, we must enrich dual process theory in a 
novel way: among Type 2 processes, we must distinguish between those that are guided (e.g., 
reasoning, planning) and those that are unguided (e.g., mind-wandering, brainstorming).  


