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Daniel Demett attempts to provide an adequate explanation of action and agency 

using the strict third-person methodology of science. He describes our ability to interpret 

behaviour as a theoretical predictive strategy that involves the postulation of abstract 

intentional states, Demett argues that this method can also be applied to understand the 

phenomenological character of our mental lives. This forces Dennett to describe agency 

by negotiatiag the seemingly contradictory fact that agents are physicai systems in a 

deterministic universe that understand themselves using conceptions of value, fireedom, 

autonomy, and responsibility. 

1 contrast this methodological approach to agency with Charles Taylor's 

hermeneutic approach to the self Taylor argues that agency must be construed as a 

derkative of ethicai reflection. This involves understanding the self as dialogical in 

nature, entaihg that the self consists as a process of intemalizing and interpreting the 

perspectives of others. By noting the relative importance of the first-person perspective, 

Taylor's methodology is at odds with Dennett's approach. 

In the final analysis, De~e t t ' s  account of agency undermines his entire 

rnethodology. The naturalistic presuppositions underlying a strict third-person 

perspective fail to give adequate recognition to the intimate relationship we have with 

ourselves as agents. Nowhere in Dennett's account is there room for what matters to us. 

I conclude that Taylor is right to maintain that such ethical considerations are what make 

us agents in the first place. 
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This thesis examines a general view in the p hilosophy of mind and action that is 

best-termed "interpretationalism-' Interpretationalism is the view that the attribution of 

mental states to human beings, and hence the explanation of actions, essentially involves 

processes of interpretaîion in which the contents of those mental states and the character 

of those actions are determineci. Accordmg to interpretationalists, this is equally true of 

the attribution of mental States to ourselves as well as to other people; that is to say, it 

applies to the way we make sense of our own mhds as well as the minds of others. A 

strong interpretationalist position may even argue that these interpretive processes 

somehow constitute the very existence of mental states. 

1 will examine the work of Daniel C. Demett and Charles Taylor, both of whom 

approach the question of how we account for human mind and action fiom an 

interpretationalist stance. Demett and Taylor reject a variety of opposing views 

concerning psychology and agency, most obviously behaviourism and mentalism, but 

also psycho-physical reductionism: the idea that a complete explanation of hulnan 

mentality can be offered either by appeal to physical laws or neurophysiology. Both 

share a cummitment to our everyday forms of psychological explanation - or "folk 

psychology" as the exp lanat ions are sometimes coiiect ively called - which explain action 

in terrns of "intentional" states, i-e. the beliefs and desires of agents. 

What brings Dennett and Taylor together as interpretationalists is their cornmitment 

to a third-person perspective towards action. Their point is not the obvious one that 

because the contents of other rninds are unavailable for direct observation, we are obliged 

to take an extemal perspective towards other people's behaviour- Rather, they argue for 



the view that fiill human agency, and the reliable description and explanation of human 

actions, involves incorporating a third-person perspective into any first-person account- 

The positions of Demett and Taylor contrast significantly in the attitude each takes 

towards the third-person perspective. Denneît represents our everyday intentiondistic 

psychology fiorn the third-person perspective of empirical science, as a device to be 

employed in the explanation of behaviour. On this view, the method exercised in 

explanations of human agency and psychology attempts to make sense of us conceived 

essentially as physical systems in a physical reality. For Taylor, agency is properly 

understood through the process of hermeneutic and, ultimately, ethical reflection. 

According to Taylor, the third-person perspective we must take towards ourselves in our 

ethical deliberations and evaluations necessarily entails htemdizing the first-person 

perspective of others. Where Dennett and Taylor differ most dramatically therefore, 

concerns (i) the relative importance of the first-person perspective vis-à-vis the third- 

person perspective when describing intentional action, and (ii) the centrality or 

marginality of moral Wncerns as fundamental (or not) to such descriptions. 

Ln this thesis, 1 argue that Demeît's methodology undercuts the plausibility of his 

own account of what an adequate description or expianation of human agency should 

involve- By placing mord concerns to the side, Dennett leaves out what is most 

important to understanding human agents: w h  matters to them as agents. 1 will argue, 

following Taylor, that moral personhood is not just one dimension of human agency 

mong  others, but central to what makes a human being an agent at all. It will be shown 

that self-understanding and other-understanding are inter-related; one cannot, as Demett 

does, posit the understanding of others first, with self-understanding added on afterwards. 



The result of such a methodology distorts the self to such an extent that human agents can 

no longer recognize themselves in Dennett's account, 



From the Intentional Stance to HeterophenomenoZogy: 
Denneff on How to Intepret (People) 

1.1 The Intentional Stance 

Dennett's understanding of what it is to be a human agent derives fiom his theory 

of action interpretation. This section explores Dennett's systematic view of what is 

involved in an adequate description and explanation of actions. Dennett argues that we 

can apply the same general method of interpretation to explain dl actions in terms of the 

language and conceptual fiamework of folk psychology.' 1 will examine Demett's 

arguments for this claim, and outline the main presuppositions behind it. 

Dennett's cornmitment to common-sense psychology follows fiom his belief that 

the many things îhat need to be said about the mind cannot be said in the restricted 

languages of neuroanatomy, neurophysiology, or behaviouristic psychology.2 It is a 

philosophical commonplace that Our conception of ourselves as "minded beings" - as 

"responsible, eee, and rational agentsy' - seems to be in tension with our conception of 

what it is to be a complex part of the physical world of ~cience.~ Y& Demett argues that 

this incompatibility is only apparent; the mentalistic predicates used when speaking about 

the mind are compatible with the theoretical strategies of legitirnate sciences, for 

example, artificial intelligence research and cognitive psychology.4 According to 

Dennett, understanding human action and agency using the language of folk psychology 

Broadly speaking, folk psychoLogy is a conceptuai framework used by people in everyday cïrmmmces 
to predict, explain, and uudef~tand the behaviour and mental States of themselves and others in terms of the 
states phiiosophers call "propositionai-attitudes" -(e.g, beiie desire, intention, etc.). 
Dennetf "Setting Off on the Righi Foot," The Intentional Stmce (Cambridge: The TullTPress, 1987), 1. 
Dennett, Brainstonnr (Montgwmery; VT: Bradford Book, I978), x 
ibid., fi. 



does not need to be regarded simply as an imprecise, common-sense, rule-of-thumb 

approach. Ou the contrary, folk psychology is a iegitimate theory for the proper 

explanation and description of  human behaviour. This approach, which Dennett terms 

the intentional strategy, is a theoretical, predictive strategy, by which the behaviour of an 

intentional sysfem is explained by describing tkt  system as possessing certain infentionai 

statesy5 i.e. beliefs, desires, and other propositional attitudes. 

The intentional strategy is best widerstood when contrasted with the design and 

physicol stances that can also be employed to describe and explain the behaviour of a 

system, Take, for example, Dennees favorite illustration of the chess-playing computer. 

One way the behaviour of a chess program can be accurately predicted is simply by 

knowing how the computer's program has been designed to fbnction. This is a prediction 

fiom the design stance. If the computer functions without mechanical failure, then 

accurate predictions of the computer's responses can be made from the design stance if 

we understand that the computer has been designed to play chess - that it has been 

programmed to employ various openings, and an array of attack and defense strategies. 

To take another illustration, consider the behaviour of the human hem. We explain the 

behaviour of the heart by saying that itsfunction is to pump blood and it has been 

"designed" by evolution to do s a 6  The essential feature of the design stance then, is that 

behavioral predictions do not have to refer to the specific physical mechanisms that, in 

these cases, constitute cornputers and hearts. 

An intentional sbte is a state of mind tbat is directed ut or about something 
The assigrnuent of "function" to the hart involves a criterion of assesment that is internai to the 

phenornenon under a description from the design stance, but aot frroma description that regards the kart as 
simply a physical object With the -g~ient of fiinclion, thexe is an assignment of value. See John R 
Searie, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: The Free Press, 1995), 13-23. 



In contrast, to make predictions based upon the physical composition of a system is 

to be positioned in thephysicd stance. It is theoretically possible to predict the response 

of a chess computer, or the behaviour of a human hearî, by appeal to purely physical 

laws, Ifwe knew enough about the physical structure of the system at issue, we could 

determine the state it was about to enter simply by appeal to physical Iaws. An essential 

feature of the physical stance then, is that it describes behaviour as essentially a causal 

procesa Of course, performing the necessary calculations would often require an 

exorbitant amount of t h e .  

According to Dennett, a third strategy is possible when a system's behaviour is too 

complex to be dealt with effectively f?om the other stances. This is the intentional 

stance. To predict the behavior of a chess-playing computer fkorn the intentional stance, 

we assume the rationality of program design and the absence of rnalfunction in order to 

make a prediction based upon what we believe the computer oughî to do i f 3  is to make a 

reasonable response. In other words, we can treat the computer like an intelligent human 

opponent According to Dennett, if a system is consistently predictable via the 

intentional strategy, it can properly be described as having beliefs and &sires; that is to 

say, it can be described as an intentional ~ r s e r n . ~  For Demett, the advantage of the 

intentional stance lies with the fact that we can treat any system predictable by this 

strategy as intentionai, without making reference to the system's composition, origin, or 

status in the moral community; nor should we concern ourselves with notions of 

consciousness, self-determination, etc.' The intentional stance can be used for suitable 

Dennett, "True Believers," The Intentionat Stance, 15. 
Denneü, Brainstom, 7. 



"agents" precisely when we are unable t o  deploy the physical and design stances. It is a 

reliable technique for explainhg the bebavior of what are (ultimately) physical systerns. 

Dennett describes the process by which we formulate our general theories of 

interpretation as follows: 

... fist you decide to treat the.objIect whose behaviour . is to be predicted as 
. a rational agent; then you figure outwhat beliefs that agent ought to have, 

given its place in the wortd and its. purpose. Then you figure out what 
desires it ought to have, on the same considerations, and findly you 
predict that this rational agent wËll act -to M e r  its goals in the Iight of its 
beliefseg 

Let us elaborate upon this. In contrast d t h  chess-playing cornputers designed by human 

intelligence, consider organic systems "designed" by the processes of evolution What is 

entailed in figuring out what beliefs a sy-stem ought to have, and what does it mean to use 

its place and purpose in the world as a guide? According to Demett, to deduce what 

beliefs a system ought to have, we "atû-i'ibute as beliefs all the truths relevant to the 

system's interests (or desires) that the system7s experience to date has made a~ailable."'~ 

Dennett also tells us that a system has msstly true beliefs, because simply being exposed 

to certain states of affairs over a period of time is usually the sufficient condition for 

comuig to know those states of affairs." 

The beliefs we ought to attnbute to a system are, Denneît argues, closely reiated to 

the desires a system ought to have. In fast, deducing the desires a system ought to have is 

central to the intentional strategy, because only fiom these can we shape the Iist of beliefs 

. - 

Dennett, The Believers," 17. 
1 O Demetf %e Believers," 18, 
I l  ibid. This is similar to conclusions reached by Donald Davidsonfrom a different route. According to 
Davidson, a person's belief3 must be "Iargely tme'' because we could not interpret someone unless this 
were so. Unless we assume îbat the person we axe interpreting has largely nue belief3 we do-not know how 
-tebnit-the hypotksesabont what they might mean. This precondition of interpretation, Le. of the 
possi'bility of language, is called the Principle of Charity. Sx Donald Davidson, "A Coherence Theory of 



that ought to accompany thern. The findamental d e ,  according to Demett, is to 

attribute the most basic desires to subjects - "suMival, absence of pain, food, cornfort, 

procreation, entertainment."" Redictions are-then based upon whatthe system will do to 

M e r  these "goais" in Light of the accompanying beliefs. 

When a prediction is confirme& we are better able to determine what more specific 

beliefs and desires the system bas- These concepts allow Dennett to explain the observed 

behavior of a system in a way that the physical and design stances carmot- The 

intentional strategy has the benefit of being a quick and easy way of processing 

idormation From an evolutionary perspective, the physical and design stances are 

practically inaccessible. For example, in the time it takes to W s h  our prediction of what 

a hungry tiger will do f b m  either the physical or design stance, we will be eaten- 

One of Dennett's key background assumptions is the concept of behavioural 

patterns. Among the .reasons the intentional stance is so successfùl, D e ~ e t t  believes, is 

because any c o h e d  prediction has relied upon existing pattems of behavior that are 

genuinely "real." Complex systems form çomplex patterns, and in this sense the patterns 

are objective since there is something to be detected. But these pattems are not entirely 

independent of us, since they require beings like us to recognize them in the first place. 

Thus, the reason the intentional stance is so successfûl as a predictive strategy is because 

human beings are constituted in such a way as to easily recognize intentional patterns, 

and it is the recognition of these patterns that makes the prediction of intentional 

behaviour possible at aI1- Dennett argues that the intentional stance cm only work 

Tmih and Know1edge," reprinîed in EI Lepore (d) Tmth -and Interpretation. Perspectives on the 
Philosophy of Donald DavidSan, (Oxfôrd: B a d  Biackweü, 1986), 307-3 19, 
l2 De~et t ,  "Tnie Beiievers," 20. 



because such pattems are real, and that someone who rnakes predictions only fiom the 

physicai or  design stances would miss the patterns discernable from the intentional 

stance.13 This is not because the physical and design stances are somehow less effective 

(in theory) in predicting the behaviour ofa given system. Rather, it is because the 

intentional strategy has a unique ability to penetrate the world in a particular way. Thus, 

it is because intentional patterns are "composed partly fiom our own 'subjective' 

reactions to what is out the~-e"'~ that folk psychological concepts are the only tools that 

can be emptoyed properly to explain the observed, intentional behaviour of a system. 

For example, when describing the world f?om the physical stance, certain patterns 

become obvious, but when describing the world in any other way, the sarne pattems 

become invisible, and new mes corne to 1ight.l5 From the physical stance, we describe 

the behavior of a system making reference only to causal facts. But when the system is a 

human being, and the behavior being described is an action, the concepts of cause and 

eEect become limiteci, if not u~eless, '~ and we must resort to an alternative strategy to 

explain this behavior properly. 

Understanding the idea of a real pattern requires that we also recognize the 

incompleteness and imperfection in any intentional pattern. Two important points about 

patterns follow fiom this. First, it is possible correctly to predict the behaviour of a 

system for the wrong reasons. If we explain the behaviour of a system using the concepts 

l3  ibid, 25. 
l4 Dennef %eai Patterns, D ~ p e r  Facts, and Empîy Questions," The Intentional Stance, 39. 
l5 ibid., 3% 
l6 Behaviour can only be considered an action if the purpose of or intention behind the action is assumed, 
otherwise uiere would not be a Merence between actions and the mere mavernent of physical bodies 
tbrough space. Furthemore, hwdiodity mmot be reduced 4~ physicaf km, for îhis would require that 
we can state necessary and ntEicient conditions for action in iritentiond terms, but no pinpose, goaJ, or 
intention has the power to compel ordirect-out- behaviaur in such away. A causai xiesiNon of action 
only makes sense when actions are teleologidy describai, but physicai laws are not teleological. 



of folk psychology, it is always possible to teil another story using difTerent intentional 

States to accommodate the same behaviour. Since "[tlhe objective presence of one 

pattern (with whatever imperfections) does not rule out the objective presence of another 

pattern (with whatever i~n~erfections)"'~ our correct prediction of a system's behaviour 

may in fact rest on a mininderstanding of the Second, we may predict the 

behaviour of a system incondy  even though we had the correct rationale. The 

possibility of a system failure for whatever reason (i-e. malfùnction, design imperfection, 

irrationality, etc.) will lead ïnevitably "to circumstances beyond the power of the 

intentional strategy to des~ribe."'~ It follows fkom these two points that any explanation 

of action fkom the intentional stance will always be an interpretation of a system7s 

behaviour. 

An intentional system is anyttiing that can be consistently predicted by the 

intentional strategy, and anything predicted as such is said to possess certain beliefs and 

desires. Dennett claims that as a theory of action interpretation, the intentional stance and 

its use of folk psychology is as legitimate as a .  other theoretical strategy for the 

explanation of behaviour. This analysis of action interpretation obviously brings forth 

questions of what it is like to be a being that engages in this kind of interpretive strategy. 

Specifically, what kind of beings must we be in order to produce, recognize, and easily 

interpret intentional patterns? Before we tum towards Demett's answer to this, we need 

to explicate an important background assumption that has a direct bearing on such 

questions. 

l7 Demeff, WrNe Beiievers," 29. 
Such a possibility is c0nsid~~"yracticaliy ne.gLigible" by Dennett, since he believes that the more 

cornplex the behaviour, the less chance there is of a dual, systematicaily umelated inierpretatioa See ibid, 
29n. 



1.2 The Assumption of Rationality 

When using the intentional strate=, we are to treat the object whose behaviour is to 

be predicted as a rational agent. What exactly does this require? It requires the 

assumption of rationality. According to Demett, assuming rationality entails that we take 

it for granted that agents believe "al1 the implications of their beliefs and believe no 

contradictory pairs of be~iefs."'~ It seerns however, that this takes us away from the 

question of what is invoived in an accurate description or explanation of human action, 

since it is obvious that no human being is ideaiiy rationaL2' lf this is the case, then the 

intentional stance may seem inadequate because it is premised on a fdse assumption. 

Stephen Stich has raised this objection.'22 If human agents are prone to make mistakes in 

their reasoning, then the intentional stance and its assumptions of ideal rationality will 

fail to incorporate important aspects of what it is iïke to be a human agent, for example, 

human error, idiosyncrasies, and other cognitive shortcomings, as wel as the potential for 

cognitive growth." 

While Dennett does state that we should assume systems to be ideally rational, he 

also admits that "[nlo one is perfectly rational, perfectly unforgetfiil, ail-observant, or 

invulnerable to fatigue, malfùnction, or~de~ignimperfection."~~ Although this statement 

seems to contradict the one quoted above, what Demett Ïs trying to argue is that the 

assumption of rationality is not a description of what a system is acfuaUy like. The 

l9 ibid, 28. 
ibid., 2 1, 

2' For examples and tessons why no<-see Stephen P: Stich, "Couid Man Be an lrrational Animal? Some 
Notes on the Epistemology of R a t i o ~ , "  Nahrraiin'ng Epistemology, Hiiary Kornbtith, ed. (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 1985), 249-266. 
" Stich, r)enneü on Intentional Systems," Philosophical Topics 12 110.1 (Spring 1981). 
23 ibid., 48. 



assumption of ideal ratio* in Demen's theory should be thought of as analogous to 

the assumption of fnctionless surfaces used in the study of rnechanics. Consider 

Dennetî's definition of rationality: 

1 want to use "rational" as a general-purpose term of cognitive approval- 
which requües maintainhg only conditional and revisable allegiances 
between ratiodty, so considered, and the proposed even ~universally 
acclaimed) methods of genlng ahead, cognitively, in the w o r ~ d . ~ ~  

The conception of rationality found in Demett's intentional strategy needs to be adapted 

to real world circumstances. This is because the circumstances which dictate "how one 

gets ahead cognitively in the worid" can Vary from system to system. Demett's 

definition of rationality is a variation of the fùndamental d e  of interpretation aated 

earlier: To attribute the desires and beliefs a system ought to have, given its place in the 

world and its purpose. .Nat only does a system have certain basic wants (for food, 

warmth, health, pleasure, sex, companionship, etc.) it also has the capacity to acquire new 

wants, broadly compatible with these basic wants. Human beings are creatures that can 

even consciously develop desires (e-g. for chastity) that con.£lict with their basic wants. 

Since these aims may be achieved in a number of ways by a variety of systems in various 

circumstances, then to predict behavior accurateiy one must begh with ideal rationality, 

that is, what the system oughf to betieve and desire, and then revise downward as 

circumstances dictate? 

By revising downward fiom Our initial assumptions of ideal rationality, Dennett 

believes we can accommodate our dl-too-human tendency to be less than whoily 

rational. To revise one's theory fkom within the intentional stance, one must either adjust 

one's theory conceming what the system believes, or re-evaluate what the system' s goals 

De- "Makulg Sense of Ourselveg* The Intentionai Stance, 97. 



and desires are. The test case is mistakes. According to Stich, we do aot usualiy "revise 

downward" when we discover that a person has been less than ideally rational, for 

example, when they have made a mistake. We simply assume that the person has ma& o 

mis&, that they made a blunder intheir reasoning." How does this objection impact 

the intentional stance? 

Suppose, using an example of Stich's, that 1 putchase a glass of lemonade from a 

boy who is seiIing it for twelve cents a glass. Also suppose that after handing him a 

quarter, the boy gives me a glass of lemonade, and a dime and a penny change. Now, 

when we point out the error to him, Dennett argues that we canpredict a nurnber of 

That he will exhibit surprise, blush, srnite his forehead, apologize, and 
give me two cents. Why do we expect him to exhibit surprise? Because 
we attribute to him the belief that he's-giuen me the right change - he'ii be 
surprised to learn tbat he hasn't. Why do we expect him to blush? 
Because we attribute to him the desire not to cheat (or be seen to &eat)-his 
customers. Why do we expect him to smite his forehead or give some 
other acknowledgenient afhk lapse? B a s e  we aaribute tu him not 
oaly the belief that 25 - 12 = 13, but also the beiief that that's ûbvious, and 
the belief that no one his age should m&e any mistakes about it.28 

But ifwe now want to describe the error using the language of folk psychology, then 

according to the intentional stance, we must revise downward tiom our original 

assumption of ideal rationality. Here we run into difficul~r. Which belief is to be 

altered? We know that the boy believes that he has given me the right change, but does 

he not believe that 1 gave him a quarter?; that his lemonade costs twelve cents?; that a 

26 Denuett, "Tme Believers," 21, 
Stich, 'Demiett on Intentional Systew" 50. 

" Dennett, TbWchg Sense of OuMlves," 84. 



quater is 25 cents, a dime 10 cents, a penny 1 cent?; that he gave me a dime and a penny 

change?; that 25 - 12 = 13?; that 1 O + 1 = 1 l?; that 1 1 # 1 3?w. It is difficult to understand 

how the boy had the false belief that he had aven me the right change, given all of these 

other hue beliefs. It would not have been possible to attrïbute the false belief to the boy 

in our initial predictions either, since the notion of what a misfake is would then be lost. 

That is, if we had a complete and accurate description of a rational thinker with a single 

false beliec no error could be described as having been made in the first place.30 Are we 

to conclude then, as Stich does, that this action of giving the wrong change elicits no 

description fkom the intentional stance? 

By its very nature, the intentional stance wiil have difficulty explainhg and 

describing irraîional behaviour. For Demett however, this is not a failing of the 

intentional stance but a result stemming f?om the meaning of our folk psychological 

tenns, For Demetf "beiief' and "desire" are terms used to describe a system whose 

behaviour can best be explained by the possession of certain information (or 

mi~information~~). However, it .is impossible to give a rationalizing explanation of the 

lemonade seller's error using folk psychological terms. Attempting to discover what his 

belief-set must have been to make the kind of mistake he did is an attempt to render the 

mistake intelligible under an explanatory scheme of rationality, but with pure errors there 

is no rationale to be found. 

29 ibid., 85. 
ibid., 86. 

31 Ttiere are rnisîakes that can be expiauied by the intentionai stance,-for emmple,- mistakes that rest on 
misperception We can easily imagine a scenario whereby a lemonade seller &es a nickel for a 
quarter, in which case the intentinnnl sbategist would proceed to explain the bebaviour by incorporating a 
iXse belief into the lemonade seiier's total beiiefset 



Dennett therefore concludes that we must descend fiom the level of beliefs and 

desires to some other level of theory to explain mistakes, since no account in folk 

psychological terms will make complete sense. However by switching to the physical or 

design stance, the description of the agent and its actions are reduced to patterns 

involving causal mechanisms and processes. We therefore lose our ability to use 

intentiomIity as an explanation of action- Thus, Dennett believes that we must think of 

"belief' and "desire" as sense-making t e m  The intentional strategy is our way of 

"making sense" of a system's behaviour. Since mistalces are actions that do not make 

sense they are measonable by definition, and they therefore camot be properly 

expresseci within an explariatory scheme of rati~nality.'~ 

So Stich is correct in claiming that die intentional stance does f ~ f  to provide certain 

information about what it is like to be a human agent, especialiy facts concerning hurnan 

error, idiosyncrasies, shortcornings, and the potential for cognitive growth. This is not a 

concem for D e ~ e t t ,  however, because the intentional strategy is a method to be used for 

the proper description and explanation of intentional acti011s~ A mistake, by definition, 

cannot be considered an action proper, since any behavior described as an action 

presupposes the notion of goals, purposes, or intentions, which is precisely what mistakes 

necessarily lack. 

For Demett, a prediction is made with assumptions concerning what a system 

ought to believe and desire, and what it rationally ought to do to M e r  its goals. Ifthe 

prediction fails, adjustments will need to be made in the original assumptions. Through 

the process of trial and error, one can eventually get the predictions right, and for 



D e ~ e t f  this says something important about the system itself as it confirms what beliefs 

and desires the system can be said to possess. In the process, one leanis something 

important about the system in question, whether that system is a spider, a eog, a 

cornputer, or a lemonade seller. Through the methodology of the intentiond stance, we 

corne to know the agent's world as she "sees" it. This for D e ~ e t î ,  it seems, is al1 that is 

necessary for understanding a particular systern as an agent- Thus, it is Dennett's 

conclusion that this same process can be used to understand what it is to be a human 

agent, 

1.3 True Believers: Do W e  Really Have Beliefs and Desires? 

Demett argues that we can adopt the intentional stance toward many dxerent 

intentional systems: spiders, tiogs, computers, thermostats, human beings. While we can 

desm-be spiders, fkogs, computers, etc., as having beliefs and desires, surely it is only 

hurnan beings who are "hue believers." We believe that only human beings really have 

beliefs, and that talk of propositionai attitudes with regard to non-human systems is just 

anthropomorphism. What then, is the status of propositional attitudes described fiom the 

perspective of the intentional stance? 

When we describe hurnan beings as having beliefs and desires, w e  seem to mean it 

in a non-metaphorical way. But contrary to the view that beliefs and desires are t h g s  to 

be possessed, Dennett argues that propositional attitude descriptions have an ontological 

equivalence to the theoretical posits of science. Intentional predicates (such as beliefs 

and desires) are explanatory devices that are projected onto systems in order to describe 

and explain their behaviour. According to Dennett: "Folk psychology is thus 

ÏmfrumentaZistic in a way the most ardent realist should permit: people reaIly do have 



beliefs and desires, on my version of folk psychology, just the way they really have 

centers of gravity and the .earth.has an ~ ~ u a t o r . " ~ ~  Intentional attmides provide important 

information about cognitive systems, but they do not pick out any intemal states of those 

systems, just as "centers of gravity" and "the Equator" do not pick out any thing in the 

world. Therefore, the status of propositional attitudes when applied to human beings is 

the same for any intentional system On Demett's view, "@urnad belief and desire are 

like fioggy belief and desire al1 the way That is to Say, when we use "belief talk" 

and "desire taW' to describe ourselves and each other as human beings, we are saying no 

more thm when we descnbe spiders, fiogs, and cornputers as having such states. 

If propositional anltudes are theoretical posits, then it may be objected that the 

intentional stance is tw broad in its application to be of any value. Surely the intentional 

stance cannot be applied to just any system. As it has been described thus far, however, it 

does seern that Dennett' s strategy fails to exclude anything whatsoever. If Dennett 's 

methodology can be applied to objects such as rocks or Iectems, then does this not 

constitute a reciuctio ad abmraFum? For example, a lectern could be constnied as 

believing itselfto be in the center of the room, and desiring to remain there, and thus, 

fkom the intentional stance, it seems we could then accurateiy predict that the lectern 

would not move." But when (of course) the lectem does not move, must we now grant 

the Iectem certain beliefs and desires? If the intentional stance is to have any merit as a 

legitimate predictive strategy, Dennett must provide a way of rejecting certain kinds of 

systems as being properly intentional systems. Othenvise, the meanhg of "belief," 

33 Dennett, "Tbee Kin& of Intentirrnal Psychology," The'lntentional~Stance, 52-53. 
34 Dennec 'When Frogs (and mers) Make Mistakesp The IntentianaI Stance, 112. 
35 'T'hk example is taken from Dennett, "Tnie Believers," 23. 



"desire," and "intention" will be difksed to a point where they could serve no 

instrumentai purpose. 

To determine what reaZZy has beliefs and what does not, Dennett draws a 

cornparison between thermostats and human beings. According to Deanett, the reason 

why systems like human beings can properly have beliefs and desires attributed to them, 

while a thermostat c a ~ o t ,  is because there is not a strong enough link between the 

thermostat and the w o r ~ d - ~ ~  Regardless of what environment or circumstance the 

thermostat is placed in, it will function in exactly the same way. For Dennett, the 

attribution of beliefs and desires to a given system must rely heavily upon the way that 

system behaves in a variety of circumstances. I f a  system's performance fails to  change 

under varying circumstances, Dennett believes we should be hesitant in our attribution of 

propositional attitudes. In order for a system to be described as having intentions, it must 

have an mareness of its environment such that we can describe it as having formulafed 

différent desires fkom within differing states of affairs. Along with predictability, 

int entional systems must also have certain "modes of attachment" unavailable to 

functionally impoverished systems iike thermostats?' 

A thermostat woutd have to enrich its modes of attachent to the world to warrant 

an intentional description and according to Dennett, this would require "vast 

complications of its inner ~tnicture~"~~ Ifwe could imagine a thermostat, as Dennett 

suggests, that was able to choose its own boiler &el, purchase it at an economicall y 

desirable rate, and check the weather stripping at the sarne time, then the actions of 

36 ibid., 30. 
37 ibid. 
38 ibid, 



choosing purchasing, and checkkg are patterns of behaviour that can be recognized as 

warranting an intentional description- With regards to the new, refùrbished thermostat, 

Dennett says: 

This adds another dimension of intenial complexity; it gives individual 
belief-like states more to do, in effect, by providing more and different 
occasions for their derivation or dedudion fi-om other states, and by 
providing more and different occasions for hem toserve as premises for 
fürther reasoning~.'~ 

The old thermostat could be placed in any environment and it would do exactly the same 

thing it had always done. Its fùnction is singular, and it could not be expected to fiindon 

dserently in radically diverse enviroments. Systems like the refùrbished thermostat - 

or a human being - are complex mechanisms that are able to form elaborate patterns 

because of their intemal c~rnplexity~ "Eyou change [a system's] environment, it will 

notice, in effect, and make a change in its internai state in its r e ~ ~ o n s e . " ~ ~  We know a 

system red& has beliefs and desires then, because this is the only way a system would be 

able to react to its environment in such a way that it codd elicit a behavior capable of 

being interpreted as "getting ahead in the world." The system must bey in some sense, 

mare of its surroundings for it to be described as acting in a certain way. The action can 

then be exphined using folk psychological terms. 

Human beings are "true believers" because îhey have a complicated huer structure 

that is properly engaged with the world. This intemal complexity allows us to respond to 

our environment in such way as to elicit a complicated pattern of behaviour that can be 

recognized and described by other competent observers as intentional. But human beings 

are therefore just one system among many that can warrant a description of h h n g  beliefs 

39 ibid. 
ibid., 3 1. 



and desires. While human beings are able to express very complicated beliefs and desires 

- due to their ability to use laquage - the intentional predicates ascribed refer to no 

deeper facts than those attributed to spiders, fiogs, and computers. All intentional 

systems are '%me believers" accordhg to Dennett. 

1.4 Dennett's Third-Person Perspective 

With his insistence upon the description of behaviom f?om the third-person 

perspective of science,. we c m  classi@ Dennett as a kind of "post-behaviourist." cLb.ner" 

mental states are not excluded fkom his psychology, as was the case with traditional 

behaviourism, but are kept in play as constructs the intentional theorist posits to explain 

the observed behaviour. If mental states are theoretical posits directly related to the 

physicd constitution and behaviour of a system, then it may be argued that Dennett is 

committed, like the behaviourists before him, to  denying, or at least downplaying, the 

phenomenological character of our mental lives. To say that beliefs and desires are the 

theoretical posits of a quasi-scientific method is one thing, but is the intentional strategy 

supposed to apply to our sensations, moods, and emotions as well? Where exactly does 

the intentional stance leave the issue of phenomenology? 

As we have seen, Dennett employs a strict thîrd-person perspective, and he 

continues to insist upon the third-person perspective when he turns to consider 

phenomenology. This is because, for Demett, a senous examination of phenomenology 

requires the adoption of agreed-upon methods of description and andysis, and naturally, 

De- h d s  such precision in the third-person perspective of science.. Accordhg to 



Demetî, the methodology of science allows himself to be neutra14' about two important 

debates: i) about the subjective and objective approaches to phenomenology, and ü) about 

the physical or non-physical realiîy of phenomenological items. 1 will examine each 

point in turn 

First, Dennett rejects the subjective, first-person approach to the mental in favor of 

an objective, third-person perspective of science because what the first-person 

perspective lacks is a well-established and agreed-upon method of descrïbing and 

analyzing the phenomenological aspects of the muid. Ever since Descartes wrote his 

Medifations ùi the first-person singular, it has been mmmonly accepted that the sense of 

immediacy a person has with respect to their mind entaiis privileged access to their own 

mental States, and therefore special authority over their content. Not only that, what is 

ccobserved" when one introspects is also assurned to be universal - every person seems to 

know and agree upon whaI ii is Iike to be a "minded human being." However, while 

Dennett does agree tbat a person has authority over what the contents of their mind might 

be (phenomenologically speaking), he disagrees as to what authority their subjective 

position represents in actuality- And while we al1 have the ability to introspect and 

discuss what we "see," Demett believes that c'controversy and contradiction bedevil the 

claims made under these conditions of polite mutual agreement."" 

41 Although it is Dennett's t e q i t  does seem d d -  to d e s m i  the methodology of science as "neutral," 
since Ït dismisses the 6irst-person perspectnre out of hand This is explaineci by Bo Dahlbom: "Dennett's 
bebaviourism and fiuictionalismare d e d  to u e n i s m ,  the idea that where there can be no evidence 
to decide an issue, there is no issue. The notion of evidence here isbomwed frwi science: whatever 
naturai scientists in their praqice WU count.asevidence, Dennett fl a q t n  Thus, lleanett's 
methodoIogy is "neutmin oniy h m  the perspective of science, which is the only relevant perspective for 
Dennett See Bo Dahlbom, ed., h e t t  and His C%CS, (Cambridge: Blackweil Pitbiishers, 1993), 5. 
42 Daniel C. Denneü, Consiousness Explomed flmonto: Little, Brown & Company (Canada) Limited, 
1991), 67. 



Demett's main reason for dismisshg the fkst-person perspective is his contention 

that it "is a treacherous hcubator of e r r ~ r s . ' ~ ~  Demett cites numerous scientifk and 

psychological experiments that show that the assumptions of an authoritative est-person 

perspective, and the accuracy of its representations, are misguided. For instance, before 

the rise of scientific inquj., it was not known that the human visual field has b h d  spots, 

that we "hear" the sound of bass through our feet, that we taste with the help of our noses, 

and that we have an enormous deficiency in our penpheral vision." Likewise, in 

experiments displayhg what is hown as'the colour phi phenomenon,45 for example, our 

perception of what is o c c ~ g  (what it seems like to us) is significantly different fkom 

what is acfually occurring. According to Demett, a pre-theoretical account of 

phenomenology that focuses only upon experiences, and not upon the causes and effects 

of those experiences, is significantly lacking as a complete explanation of 

phenomenology. Not only does a focus on causes and effects ailow for extemal criteria 

of assessrnent to be established, it also dows for a carefiil, inter-subjective collection of 

information, 

This is not to champion the third-person perspective as an objective stance claiming 

to know and tell us whczt it is Iike to be a "rninded human being." According to Dennett, 

one has to wait and see what a scientific theory says before either accepting or rejecting 

it? However, the scientific methodology is the only approach to the mental that allows 

43 ibid, 70. 
ibid, 68. 

45 OriPjllSlly conceived by Max Wertheimer (1912), but adoptai by Paul Kolexs and Michael von Grunau 
(1976)- Two distinct coloured spots are lit for 150msec each with a S(hnsec intemiL- The 
phenomenological account givea by the subject is dmt the fi& spot seems to begin moving anci uien 
changes colour abmptly in the middle of its illusory passage towards the location of the second spot, For 
this and other expeximents, see Demien, Consciousness wlar'ned, L 14. 

ibid., 71. 



phenomenological data to be collected and describeci without a bias towards what it 

might actually represent in the "real world." Demett believes that observing the behavior 

of subjects, recording what they say about their experiences, and then organiting and 

analyzing the data using the principles of science, is the only way the "abjects" of 

phenomenoIogy can be carefùlly catalogued without prejudging the issues of the debate- 

Dennett believes the third-person perspective also allows him to be neutral with 

respect to the physical and non-physical reality of phenomenological items. So 

ontological and metaphysical commitments conceming various mental events are set 

aside. Although Demett is proposing a theory of mind f?om the third-person, 

materialistic perspective of contemporary science, folk psychology is being used 

ahtrac?&, "in that the beliefs and desires it attributes are not - or need not be - presumed 

to be intervening distinguishable States of an internal behaviour-causing ~~stern."~' Just 

as the concept of belief has the same explanatory role as centers of gravity ("the 

calculations that yield the predictions are more like the calculations one performs with a 

parallelogram of forces than like the calculations one perfoms with a bluepruit of 

internal levers and ~ o ~ s " ~ ~ ) ,  so phenomenological items are products of interpretation, 

and their "reality" rests only in their role in the prediction and explmation of behavior. 

Using the scientiflc method, one tests various hypotheses through prediction and 

experimentation in order to develop a working theory of the mind. 

1.5 Heterophenomenology 

How is the third-person perspective of science to understand the phenomenological 

- - .- - - 

47 Dennett, "Three Kinds of Intentionai-Psychology," 52. 
ibid. 



character of our mental lives? Folfowing William James, Dennett believes that to do 

psychology one needs to determine the reIationship between '%e semantic properties of 

the intemal events and structures under examination" (the subject's "mental 

representations") and the subject's environment." The former component seerns to 

indicate that there must be a necessary contribution f?om the perspective ofthe subject 

for any psychological explamtion of that subject's actions or experiences. In this regard, 

Dennett argues that an intentional theorist can posit a "notional worki" based upon the 

behavior (including verbal behaviour) and physical constitution of a subject, which can 

then be used as a m d e l  for the subject's interna1 representations. Dennett explains: 

A notional world should be-viewed as a sort offictiom2-world devlised by 
a theorist, a third-party observer, -in order to characterize the narrow- 
psychological states d a  subject. A notional world can be supposed to be 
full of notional objects, a d t h e  scene of notional events - al1 -the-objects 
and events the subject believesjn, you might say.'' 

Eventually, the notional world of a subject is the world that a subject "believes" in, which 

we posit, fiom a third-person perspective in light of the subject's behaviour. According 

[tlhe notional world we describe by exîrapdation fiom current state is thus 
not exactly the world we-take to have created that state, even if we h o w  
that actual world, but rather the apparent w d d  of the creatwe, the world 
apparent fo the creature as manifesteci in the creature' s current totd 
dispositional state." 

Some examples should help to ciar@ this idea. The psychology of a woman 

suffering fiom A n o x i a  nenosa, for example, can be explained nom the third-person 

perspective by postulating a notional world that we interpret the worrian's behaviour to 

49 Dennett, "Beyond Belie" 154. 
ibid., 153. '' ibid., 157. 



involve- We know that the womanperceives herself to be overweight - even though in 

actuaiity she is not - and we also know that her actions will be based upon this 

phenomenological experience. We can then predict and explain the woman's behaviour 

by attributing to her a belief in Our constnicted notional world- That is, the woman's 

desire not to eat is explained by her belief in a notional world, the content of which 

contains, fkom the third-person perspective, the false perception that she is overweight, 

and that not eating is the means to satisQ her desire to be thin. This process by which an 

intentional theorist describes the phenomenology of a subject based upon the behavior 

observed Gom a third-person perspective, D e ~ e t t  caiiç "'heter~~henornenology~~~~~ 

Here is another example, this one &om Demetî, involving the placement of stereo 

speakers: Due to the balance of the volume and their respective outputs, a listener will 

project the resulting sound to a point between the two speakers.53 It is obvious that there 

are no litetal projections of audio properties. The point between the two speakers is just 

a part of the Mener's phenomenology ir just seems to the agent that the sound is 

coming fiom that point. This is what the system has projected into its "phenomenal 

space,"" and is what is descrïbed by-the heterophenomenologist as an element in the 

subject's notional world. Thus, the behavior of the agent in this case constitutes a space 

that enables a third person properly to interpret the actions within it. This includes 

making predictions about how the agent will behave in light of this space, predictions that 

will explain the exhibited behavior by making reference to the beliefs and desires the 

agent bas, or seems to bave, concerning the world around her. 

'* Demeü, Conscioumess Expiained, 72. 
" The example is from Consciolcsness~Im'ned, 130. 
" ibid. 



Thus, accordhg to-Demett's position, proper psychology entails rejecting the 

unreliable, first-person phenomenological account in favour of an objective, third-person, 

heterophenomenological account The first-person perspective is not being ignored on 

this view, it is simply being subjected to the imagination and crïticism of what Dennett 

believes to be a more tnistworthy power. Demett's analogy between the 

heterophenomenologist's task of interpreting a subject's behaviour, and the reader's task 

of interpreting a work of fiction, nicely summarizes the point: 

[Olur experimenter, the heterophenorneno.logist, lets the subject ' s text 
constifute that subject's heteru-phenomenological world, a world 
determined by fiat by the text (as interpreted) and indeterminate beyond. 
This permits the heterophenomenologist to postpone the knotty problems 
about what the relation mïghî be between that (fictional) world and the 
real world, This permits theorists to agree in detail about just what a 
subject's he te rophenoqlogid .  world is, while offering entirely 
différent accounts of how heterophenomenological worlds map ont0 
events in the brain (or the soul, for that matter). The subject's 
heterophenomenological world will be a stable, intersubjectively 
confïrmable theoretical posit,.having the same metaphysical status as, Say, 
Sherlock Holmes's London, or the world according.to ~ a r ~ ?  

The ccsubject's text" is the observer-postdated phenomenology of the subject. For 

Demett? if a subject's behaviour continuously mirrors the notional environment, then a 

heterophenomenologist can Say that there is an accurate representation of that 

environment implicit in the organization of the abject? A subject's notional world will 

overlap, though will never completely agree with the real world. The idea of a notional 

world allows an intentional theonst to posit the many "mistaken identities, chimeras and 

persona1 bogeymen, factual errors and distortions" that can be responsible for a subject's 

actions, especially if that subject is a human being.57 

55 ibid., 8 1. 
56 De~ett, "Tme Beliwers," 3 1- 
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It seems that we have cornpletely explicated Dennett7s answer to what is involved 

in an adequate exphnation o f  action interpretation. It was shown that this entailed a 

third-person methodologicaf approach to the mental. However, it is still unclear how to 

describe a human agent on this view. Does this entail applying heteroptienomenology to 

ourselves? If so, how can we do this? And if we can, how does this form of other- 

understanding affect self-understanding? 



Chapfer Two 

n e  Evolution of Selfand Agency: 
Minxi as Arrifact and Narratnte 

Two strands of thought converge in D e ~ e t t ' s  conception of agency: i) the question 

of the evolution of consciousness, and ii) the issue of deter-sm and free will. An 

important question that underlies both is how a physical system Iike the brain is able to 

develop a conscious sense of seE That is, how is it possible that a configuration of 

atoms can become a "minded human being," complete with a sense of self, moral 

responsibilities, and conceptions ofvalue? The short answer for Dennett is that this is nor 

possible, it just seems like it is. 

Nevertheless, Dennett is not a reductionist when it cornes to understanding the 

concepts of agency and action. A conception of the self that relies heavily on 

evolutionary theory to account for how phenomena, such as the mind and the self, arise 

through the evolution of physical structures must be understmd in a way that does not 

reduce them to those structures. However, this conception forces D e ~ e t t  to 

accommodate such notions as agency and fke will, even though the causally 

determined5* universe of evolutionary theory seems to undermine such concepts. 

The first two sections of this chapter bnefly trace Demett's understanding of how 

the self can be incorporated within evolutionary theory. This entails an outline of 

Dennett's theory of the evolution of mind. The evolutionary story Demett tells is not 

intended to be one offact, but one that is supposed to be plausible, given what we know 

about the brain, phenomenology, and evolution. The third section then shows why 

'' Determimsm is the view which holds tbat a i l  physicai events are causaiïy determineci by pnor events. 



Dennett believes it is possible for human selves to be agents, in a way that is compatible 

with our understanding of both the physical world and what it is like to be a conscious 

human agent. 

2.1 The Evolution of Mind and Self 

According to Demett, there were three evolutionary processes required for the 

development of a conscious mind. The first is the establishment of a boundary between 

self and world. In order to "avoid the 'bad7 things and seek the 'good' things" - 

necessary for acts of self-preservation - a line between "self' 2nd 'tvorld" must be 

drawn- For Dennett, the "distinction between everything on the inside of a closed 

boundary and everything in the extemal world . . . is at the heart of al1 biological 

pro cesse^."^^ 

The second process is the establishment of new and better ways ofproduchg 

f u h ~ - ~ O  Den- postdates an evolutionw development of nervous systems fiom pain 

receptors, to "hard-wïred" automatic response mechanisms (i.e. para-sympathetic nervous 

systems), to anticipatory components (Le. sense organs), and eventually, in mammals, to 

a division of labor in the brain, i.e. left hemispherelright hemisphere specializations. 

Eventually, by enhancement through natural selection, which inchdes ever-increasing 

brain plasticity, we reach the brah of Homo sapiens, the size and shape of which is the 

same now as it was 10,000 years ago. 

Before addressing the third process, it is important to note that according to 

Demett, evolution occurs whenever three conditions are met: variation in abundance and 

59 Denneît, Consciousness EpIained, 174. 
TO producefihrre is to -elctract anticipations in order to stay one step ahead of disaster." See 

Consciousness ExpIuined, 144. 



number of elements; that the possibility of replication exists within those elements; and 

that the number of copies of an element that are created at a given time varies with 

respect to conditions of the environment and features of the element (dzflerenrial 

'ptness ").61 While this is a blueprint for naturd selection, it is not necessarily so for 

genes @NA molecules) only. On D e ~ e t t ' s  story, the developrnent of human 

consciousness relied, not only upon advances made in brain design, but also upon another 

set of repiicators that fit this scheme: ideas. 

With this we reach Demett's third process, the one that makes the development of 

the mind possible: cultural evolution, Dennett argues that complex ideas formed 

themselves into distinct mernorable units (which he calls memes, following Richard 

Ilawkins6') through processes of social interaction These processes of social interaction 

occurred through particular languages in the form of sayings, pictures, books, as weli as 

buildings, tools, and other artifaçts. Basically, any social institution can be considered a 

meme-vehicle. Examples of such complex ideas or "cdtural units" are: wheel, vendetta, 

alphabet, the Odyssey, chess, Impressionism, "Greensleeves," right triangle, etcg The 

cufturai evolution of memes, according to Demett, fouows the laws of naiural seledon 

[J-Just as the genes for animals could not corne into existence on this planet 
until the evolution of plants had paved the way . . . so the evolution of 
memes codd not get started until the evolution of anirnals had paved the 
way by creating a species - Homo v i e n s  - with brains that could provide 
shelter, and the habits of communication that could provide transmission 
media, for memes? 

a ibid., 200. 
Rjchard Dawkins, The Serfish Gene, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,. 1976). 

" The examp1s are taken h m  Denuetî, Consciousnes WIained, 20 1. 
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Whether or not memes get cupied, persist, and multiply, depends on selective forces that 

act directly on the meme-vehicles that embody them? 

The development of language makes specific aspects of cultural evolution possible. 

According to Dermett, "there was a t h e  in the evolution of Ianguage when vocalizations 

serveci the function of eliciting and sharing useful inf~rmation."~~ The "interna1 

dialogue," with which human beings are so weli acquainted, arises as a natural side effect 

of this sharingkommunicating with others. Once a brain has built entrance and exit 

pathways for vehicles of language it then becomes "parasitizecf7 by memes, creating an 

organized structure of cornplex ideas: a tnrman rnznd. From a certain perspective, in the 

same way "a scholar is just a library's way of making another library," a human mind is 

just an idea's way of maintainhg and promulgating that 

On De~mett's evolutionary story then, the human mind becomes an artifact, created 

'khen memes restructure a human brain in order to make it a better habitat for memes." 

The greatest difference between individual minds lies not in the physical structure of the 

brain, but is found in the variation among the memes that make them up. As Dennett 

notes, "native Chinese minds differ dramaticdly Erom native French minds, and literate 

minds dBer fiom illiterate mind~."~' Thus, a conception of mind cannot even in theory 

be built by simply examining the structure of the brain, since the mind, and everything 

that can be said about it, is an artifact constructed by memes: 

It cannot be "memes versus us," because earlier infestations of memes 
have already played a major role in determinhg who or what we are. The 
"independent" rnind struggling to protect itself f?om d e n  and dangerous 
memes is a myth; there is, in the basement, a persisting tension between 

ibid., 204. 
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the biological imperative of the genes and the imperatives of the memes, 
but we would be foolish to "side with" our genes . . . 69 

Although the brain is subject to physical laws, the incorporation of memes into the brain 

allows it to produce the illt~sion of mind and the corresponding sense of agent 

~ausatron.'~ 

2.2 M i d  and Self as Illusion 

For Demett, the brain is a syntactic engine that mimics the competence of a 

semantic engine." When mechanical push cornes to shove, a brain will always do what it 

is caused to do by antecedent physical circunstances. Thus, al1 a brain can do is 

c'approm-mate responsivity to meanings that wepresuppose in our everyday mentalistic 

disco~rse."~~ We can now see how Demett believes this to be possible: the brain could 

be designed by evoiutionary processes "to do the nght thing (fiom the point of view of 

meaning) with high reliability."n Thus, there is no such rhing as a minci, but this does not 

mean that min& are not real. From Demete's third-person perspective, the "puzzling 

legerdemain" of consciousness is the effect of interactions between the brain and memes. 

This is what allows human beings to have the phenomenological experiences they have. 

However, the mind as an individually existing entity is an illusion. From the third-person 

perspective, the brain is performing a cognitive illusion that leaves us understanding one 

another and ourselves as ifeach of us had such an individually existing entity, a "mind." 

Dennettas understanding of how the development of a self is possible parallels his 
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story of how the evolution of mind is possible, dong with similar conclusions. For 

Demetî, the human self and ail of its facets are simply extensions of the biological self 

that distinguishes the boundary between "insidey' and "outside." Many other creatures 

have evolved to extend their boundaries in an analogous way. Following Dawkins, 

Demett adopts the term "extended phenotype" to describe the extension of boundaries 

exhibited by, for example, the beaver who builds its dam, the spider who spins its web, 

the snail that produces its shell, etc. These creatures, obviously, do not understand what 

they are doing when they extend their phenotypes, nor do they understand what benefits 

accompany them. Through the process of evolution, many creatures have developed in 

ways that make "good" border crossings easier and 'üad" border crossings more ~ c u l t .  

The human self is no different &om these other extended phenotypes, according to 

Dema.  The human brain extends its phenotype by spinning a self out of words and 

deeds. And, just like other creatures, the human brain does not have to know wbat it is 

doing when it does this. However, a human being's ability to use Ianguage marks a sharp 

contrast between the other creatures of this world and ourselves, not only in how a self is 

formed, but also in how the selfis maintained. 

The raw material used to create the extended phenotypes of any non-human 

creature is found in the external world. For example, the spider spins a web of si15 the 

snail builds a shell fiom calcium, the beaver's dam is made fiom sticks and mud, etc, 

However, the human environnient differs fiom the "natural" external environment in that 

it contains "words, words, words," the building blocks of a human self: 

These words are potent dements of our environment that we readily 
incorporate, ingesting and extruding the- weaving them iike spiderwebs 
into self-protechve strings of narr&e." 



The se& like the minci, is an artifact. It is created by the brain using meme-vehicles 

known as words. 

To state that the selfexists as a narrative structure is to Say something quite vague. 

A narrative is obviously a story, and the narrator the one who tells it, To say h t  a self is 

produced through strings of narrative is to say that through the stories we tell others and 

ourselves, we corne to define and represent ourseives as persons, and as persons of a 

certain kind. As we have seen, the seK, like the mind, is an abstraction- The very suzirce 

of self-definition and representation is itself a fiction, one that gets posited as a result of 

the processes of interpretation, (including self-interpretation). The brain performs a sort 

of cognitive illusion, wrapping the words of our world around us in such a way that the 

narratives we incorporate, ingest, and produce, seem to point inward towards an author. 

The self becomes a "center of narrative gravity :" 

These strings or streams of narrative issue forth as iffiom a single source 
- not just in the obvious physical sense of flowing fiom just one mouth, or 
one pend or pen, but in a more subtle sense: their effect on any audience 
is to encourage them to (try to) posit a unined agent whose words they are, 
about whom they are: in short, to posit a center of m a f i v e  gravitytu75 

Just as the heterophenomenologist attributes beliefs and sensations to a systern whose 

behavior surrounds a certain point between two stereo speakers, so she also attributes a 

self to any system whose words surround and emanate &om a certain gravitational point 

in the world. Our words "force" others (as a matter of habit, for interpretation can only 

begin by assuming something is present to be interpreted, i.e. intentionality) to posit a 

"doer behind the deai," or a "center of narrative gravity." Because the brain is a 

syntactic engine that can mimic the cornpetence of a semantic engine, here the brain 



mimics the behavior of a Cartesian '5' a homuncuius, a pontifical neuron, a Central 

Meaner, or any other concept you prefer to use to describe this phenornenon. This does 

not entail, for Dennett, that the self can then be identified with the brain, for reasons 

aheady outlined in the discussion of the mind- The brain cannot be considered the 

mator ,  since w h t  makes a selfwhat it is are processes of interpretation involving 

cultural memes (specifically words). Just as a focus on the brain will leave out 

everything that is important to a min& so it is also with the self. 

According to Dennett, we, as selves, "do not conscious1y and deliberately figure out 

what narratives to teil and how to tell tl~ern"'~ As human beings we do not plan on 

doing this, it just happens to us; it is a normal brain h c t i o n  that has developed over 

thousands of years. Just as enormous termite colonies seem to be the work of a single 

& r a t  artist, but are actualiy the r e d t  of many independently working termites, no 

individual consciousness spins our "selves;" the words and st0r.k~ spin us. Therefore, 

just as there is no such fhing as a mind, there is no such thing as a selfeither; it just seems 

iike there is. As Dennett sumarizes: 

A seE, according to my theory, is not any old mathematical point, but an 
abstraction defined by the myriads of attributions and interpretations 
(including self-attributions and self-interpretations) that have composed 
the biography of the living body whose Center of Narrative Gravity it is." 

The third-person methodology adopted by Demett throughout his philosophy 

forces him into this account of the self. Thus, a personai understanding of ourselves as 

selves entails, for Dennett, applying the intentional strategy and the process of 

heterophenornenology to ourselves for an accurate and reliable description of who we 
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are. On Dennett's view, because it is our brain that is responsible for ingesting and 

producing strings of narrative, it is also our brain that is responsible for the derivatives of 

this process, which include the illusions of mind and self As biological entities we 

produce and interpret narrative strings as a matter of evolutionary habit. We do not know 

what we are doing when we do this, nor do we understand the benefits of it; the process 

just kppem- The course of evolutionary history has shaped our processes of 

interpretation and their effects. The fact that we make sense of others and ourselves 

using the intentional strategy, in which the self and the mind play crucial roles, is a fact of 

brain evoiution on Demett's theory, and nothing more. 

2.3 Re-calibrating Agency 

Ifthe self is a fiction, a cognitive illusion, then what becomes of the thought that 

our selves are self-originating sources of action? That is, if human beings really are just 

physical systems going through the causal motions of absorbhg and producing strings of 

narrative, then must we not conclude that notions such as fiee will, agency, and 

responsibility are cognitive ilIusions? According to Demett, a self is a 'clocus of self- 

~ontrol-"~* Yet, if we reaZZy are physical systems operating in a causal universe - that is, 

syntactic engines that mirnic "mindedness" and selfhood - then we are not really in 

control; it just seems like we are. This surely undermines our entire conception of 

ourselves as autonomous and responsible agents. What has Dennett to say in reply? 

One of the true marks of agency is the ability to make decisions, to will, and not 

simply be on the receiving end of things happening to us. We have the experience of 

Dmett, Elhw Room: The Varieties ofFree W i l  Worth Wanîing (Cambridge: The MIT Press, L984), 
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being in control of much ofwhat happens in our lives. The big question for D e ~ e t t  then, 

is how do we get a responsible agent capable of making autooomous choices fkom a 

causal, non-responsible mechanism? In what way, if any, is an agent the result of acts of 

self-creation, and not simply the effect of normal brain processes? The short answer for 

Demett is that simple decisions and choices are based upon maximizing satisfaction, and 

our deliberations in such situations eventually lead to an ability to resolve harder choices, 

including moral decisions. The deliberations we engage with in making these more 

dEcult decisions Sien create our selves in a special kind of way. Let us examine the 

details and consequences of this claim. 

According to Dennett, much of the ccfiee-will structure7' is set before moral 

considerations even arise. Thus, moral çoncerns are notfundianental to agency. Just as 

the mind and the self developed gradually through the evolution of the brain, a human 

agent's ability to engage in the evaluation of her beliefs, desires, intentions, etc. evolves 

over a Wetime. As we move fkom childhood to adulthood, we move fi-om "easy meta- 

level problems of controi" to more sophisticated problems that require strïking boldly 

"into the territory of risky, heuristic reas~ning."~~ Dennetî, again using the analogy of a 

chess game, argues that children solve their problems with "by the book solutions:" look 

before you leap, a stitch in time saves nine, don't cry WOE etc. But once we reach the 

"rniddle game7' of adulthood, life is much more complicated, requiring agents to move 

"out of book" in order to make complicated decisions involving our basic projects and 

goals.80 



According to Dennett, we are always at the mercy of the brain's decision-making 

processes at a certain level? However, the consideration ofdeeper problems that often 

surround one's goais or life projects, as opposed to the resolution of immediately 

codicting desires, requires agents to "weigh" various alternatives. In any decision of 

this kind, Dennett believes that agents must make "relatively blind leaps," but that they 

can take steps to ensure that they "uiink the right sorts of things at the nght tir ne^."'^ 

Perhaps this means learning fiom trial and error, learning from our past mistalces, or 

leafning from the mistakes of others, etc. The point is that too much thinking, self- 

reflection, and self-criticisrn is overkill; it is cleary irrational "to embark on a limitless 

round of self-eval~ation-"~~ One must eventually act, but if we are deciding, for example, 

between one of two homs in a complicated moral dilemma, the consequences of which 

may deepty affect our lives, there is "no feasibie 'decision procedure"' for determining 

what the right answer, if there is one, might be. So how do we decide? 

How we decide, according to Dennett, involves not only our basic rational 

decision-making procedures, but also our understanding that who we are as individuals 

depends upon the decisions we make. Dennett wants to Say that by attempting to resolve 

complex problems, "we define ourselves in the process, by making 'articulate' and more 

definite that which had been inchoate and ill-for~ned."~~ Therefore our conceptions of 

responsibility and moraiity stem fiom i) our capacity to make rational decisions, and ii) 

knowledge that our decisions create who we are. 
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Two objections can be made here- First, it might be cornplained, as Demett notes, 

that moral agency therefore depends a great deal on luck, since one's ability to make 

ratioml decisions may be determineci by events beyond one's control. The second 

objection we have seen before. If our brain is responsible for much, if not dl, of our 

rational decision-making structure, then it seems that a causal structure is still in control 

of our deepest moral considerations, in which case, we cannot reaiiy be responsible for 

who we are as agents. This would undermine any sense of autonomy we believe we have 

in creating ourselves as certain kinds of people. How does D e ~ e t t  respond? 

He argues that the reason we can take credit and responsibility for our rational 

deliberations is because the ability to deliberate is not a matter of luck at dl, but talent. 

In the course of the evolutioaary procesq our genes have become "skilled;" they have 

won contest after contest in the game of genuine prowess throughout the eons. The 

reason we are here, with an ability to deliberate and control ourselves, is not because our 

genes "got lucky:" 

. . . [Slince the skills of self-control and deliberation have been put to a 
fairly severe test over the eons, there is a r d  basis in fact for our having 
high expectations about the deliberative skill, and more generally the 
capacity for self-control, of our fellow human being S. If you weren7t very 
well equipped in that department, you wouldn't have made it to this round 
of the tournament, Of course some unfortunates, though born of skilled 
self-controilers, are defective, through no fault of their own. We do not 
consider them responsible. They are excused. But we do expect a lot 
fkom the rest of us, and for good reason. We are not just luce; we are 
skilled. 

Sure there will be some dserences in luclq initial strengths and weaknesses, luclq 

breaks, etc., but these, Dennett argues, are negligible, once we realize that Life is like 



running a marathon and not a hundred yard dash: "luck averages out in the long run."86 

The reason we take responsibility for making the "right decisions" is because we are 

expected to do so as skilled deliberators, and therefore, we must also take responsibility 

for when our actions are based upon deliberations that are not-so-skilled. 

For Dennett, "there is no incompatibility at dl  between determinism and 

deliberation."" Expanding upon this claim, he cornments on the nature of oppomuiity, 

and the idea of what it means to aspire to avoid certain future events. The crux of these 

considerations depends upon which conception of possibility one is applying in 

discussions of agency. There are at least three varieties of possibility : i) ZogicaI 

possibifity, where something is logically possible if it is consistently describable; ii) 

physicalpossibility, where something is physically possible if it does not violate the laws 

of physics; and iii) epistemic possibiïity, which concerns possibiIity as relative to a 

person's knowledge. Something is epistemically possible for an agent if it is consistent 

with everything that agent aiready l~nows.*~ 

To determine which conception of possibility we should apply in our descriptions 

and expIanations of agents, Demett works backwards and considers whether or not it is 

possible for evolution, or an artificial intelligence researcher for that matter, to design a 

deliberator with legitimate "open branches" for the fiture. He says this is possible. 

According to Demett' any type of deliberator wiIl have to be equipped with specific 

ways of partitioning information - specifically a way of recognizing and separating what 

sets of things can be broken down into an array ofpossible alternatives (raising an 

-- 
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appendage, turning lefi or right, etc.), and what sets of things can be broken down into 

impossible-to-change background states (the speed of iight, the acceleration force of 

gravity, etc.). The concept ofpossibilify for a system must therefore be an epistemic 

concept, one that regards only "the states of things that are possible-for-all-the- 

deliberator-knows-or-~ares."~~ That is, ifx is controllable by the deliberator, then the 

fùture is open as far as that system is concerned- 

This brings us back to the question of real choice versus apparent choice. It seems 

that if we are to be autonomous agents, we need the potential to make real choices. 

Dennett responds to this in two ways. First, according to Demett, concepts such as 

"choiceY" ccavoidance7"   op port unit^" "prevention," "responsibility," etc. are 

macroscopic and not microscopic concepts: 

Al1 the verbs of "making a ciifference" involve a tacit cornparison between 
the way the world was apparently going to go, and the way it tumed out to 
go. To "change the course of history" is to be the agent whose acts (and 
before that, whose deliberations) make a salient ("pivotai") contribution t O 

the actual trajectory of the world - as judged by contrast with the 
projected or anticipated (or retrospectively judged) likely trajectory of the 
world. The use of this concept invokes something like a principle of the 
inertia of the normal; it relies on the existence of a tacit background of the 
way things are expected to go "other things being equal," against which an 
agent's act, bein a case of some other thing not being equal, "makes al1 F the differen~e."~ 

Thus, the human concept of possibility with regard to choice cannot mean logrcaZ 

possibility orphysical possibility, only epistemic possibility. On Demett's view, it does 

us much philosophicd harrn to consider these other varieties of possibility in discussions 

of agency, since a non-episternic use of possibility requires an objective separation £tom 

- -  - -  . - 
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the everyday bsrckground agents find themselves i n  Since agents can only make use of 

the concept of epistemic possibility in their deliberations, this can be the only type of 

possibility that matters when discussing agency. 

One might object that this response favours the est-person perspective of the 

agent, something Demett has dismissed fiom the begimhg. By considering only 

epistemic possibility in discussions of agency, do we not legitimate how the world seems 

to the deliberator? R e d 1  however, that De~e t t ' s  promotion of the third-person 

perspective is not intended to tell us "what it is like" to be a human being. It is intended 

to be a neutrd method for collecting data. Wîth science we have found an alternative 

way to describe our place in the universe, but we cannot use it to describe ourselves as 

agents, since agency and action are rnacroscopic terms. According to Dennett: 

The manifest image of human beïngs is the everyday world of colored 
things (not swanns of molecules); our eyes are macroscopes, not 
microscopes. We dso perceive only ccmiddle-sized" rates of change; 
things that happen faster or slower are imperceptible to our naked eyes and 

9 1 ears. 

We lose the macroscopic concepts associated with agency if we move to an alternative 

perspective (either the design or physical stance). The macroscopic concept of action is 

what forces Dennett to articulate the intentional strategy in the first place, and therefore, 

the adoption of epistemic possibility to account for agency does not cunflict with the 

third-person perspective. Just as we cannot help but recognize intentional patterns, we 

cannot help but act as ifwe have an open fiture. Heterophenomenology therefore 

dictates that we use the concept of epistemic possibility in our construction of notional 

worlds, since this is the phenomenal space the subject obviously "believes" in. It is 

-- 
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helpful to thinL of the intentional strategy and heterophenomenology as an explanation of 

action fiom the third-person perspective using rnacroscopic concepts as tools. 

Does this mean that in order to think ofourselves as agents, we must keep 

owselves under the illusion of agency? Dennett asks us to imagine a robot that is 

designed for a specific mission. It is designed to rnake the most ofits opportunities, 

which simply means that it can be described as having interests, and therefore beliefs and 

desries, in a way that is required by the intentional stance. A robot has a robot- 

opporfuni~ "whenever it is caused by such special-interest events to "consider," and if it 

so decides, to plan and execute, a timely project designed by it to further its interests in 

the light of those event~."~' This simply derives from how we formulate our general 

theones of interpretation according to the intentional strategy- Here, we decide to treat 

the robot whose behaviour is to be predicted as a rational agent; then we figure out what 

beliefs the robot ought to have, given its place in the world and its purpose. Then we 

figure out what desires it ought to have, on the same considerations, and finally we 

predict that this rational robot will act to fiirther its interests in the iight of its beliefs. 

In order for the robot to perform certain tasks, it must be prograrnmed to follow 

specific rules. Thus, the robot is detennined - the program is the cause of all of its 

"choices" and "actions." The crucial objection turns on just this point. Surely, it will be 

argued that while the robot can be descnbed as having opportunities, choices, and the 

ability to perform actions, only human beings can be considered to have the true marks of 

agency - real opportunities and real choices, not just the uppearmce of them. This 

objection recalls one we have heard before. It was argued that while other systems can be 



alesm-bed as having beliefs, o d y  human beings can be considered to be the m e  

believers. Demett's response here is exactly the same as it was previously. Just as folk 

psychology explains action in terrns of the intentional states of the agent, the evayday 

explanation of agency must rest on a similar conception of ccfolk-autonomy," where the 

explanation of opportunity and choice is made in terms ofepistemic possibility, i-e. 

choice "as it seems to the agent." If opportunity and choice are to be anything, on 

Dennett's view, they must have this deflated rneaning. Demett wants to think of human 

choices and opportunities as being exactly like that of our designed robot. 

Thus, on Demett's view, responsibility is not exady what we thought it was or 

would expect it  to be: 'W- we are to be found responsible at ail, it will have to be a 

modest, naturalized, slightly diminished re~~onsibil i ty."~~ We cannot escape the fact that 

we live in a deterministic universe, and therefore o w  sense of responsibility must 

accommodate this fact. Consider: 

Knowing that 1 wifl always be somewhat at the mercy of the 
considerations that merely happen to occur to me as time rushes on, 
howing that 1 cannot entirety control this process of deliberation, 1 may 
take steps to bias the likelihood of certain sorts of considerations routinely 
"coming to mind" in certain critical situations, For instance, 1 might try to 
cultivate the habit of counting to ten in my mind before saying mything at 
al1 about Ronald Reagan, having leamed that the deliberation time thus 
gained pays off handsomely in cutting down regrettable outbreaks of 
intemperate cornmentaqc . . . The main thing is to see to it that I will jolly 
well do otherwise in sunilar situations in the fi~ture.~~ 

On Dennett's view, being responsible means taking it upon yourself to avoid certain 

firture outcornes. 
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But what is our motivafion for being responsible, good, moral, etc.? For Dennett, it 

is simple: "Mt zs rational for us to esteern fke will and covet re~~onsibility."~~ Thus, not 

ody  is being responsible acting out of "rational well-designedness," but our motivation 

for taking responsibility is based upon rational considerations as well: 

Why then do we want to hold people - ourselves included - responsible? 
"By holding someone responsible and acting accordingly, we may cause 
him to shed an undesirable trait, and this is usefiil regardless of whether 
that trait is of his makingg" (Gomberg 1978, p. 208) Once again, the utility 
of a certain measure of arbitrarhess is made visible- -. - we are rewarded 
for adopting this strategy by the higher proportion of ccresponsible" 
behavior we thereby inculcate- 
-. . By somewhat arbitrarily holding people responsible for their actions, 
and making sure they realize that they will be heId responsible, we 
constrain the risk-taking in the design (and redesign) of their characters 
within tolerable b o ~ n d s . ~ ~  

It is in our best interest to be responsible. Ifwe act responsibly, then not only do we 

avoid making embarrassing mistakes, we also avoid being punished by our community 

for the irresponsible actions that fiequently lead to the harm of others. 

Here we can tie together Demett's positive account of self and agency and its 

consequences for his view for self-understanding. Given the third-person approach 

towards the explanation of action and agency, we saw Dennett proceed with an 

evolutionary account of how the brain produces the cognitive illusion of mind and the 

fiction of self-hood. This forced Demett to re-evaluate the notions of agency - 

autonomy, responsibility, and morality. However, because Dennett focuses almost 

exclusively on the evolution of the brain, which is a physical system causally deterrnined 

in a physical universe, the third-person perspective that attempts to make new sense of 

the macroscopic world of human beings must stiu cling to the deterministic physical 
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world. By keeping detenninism in play, Demett must deflate our moral concepts to fit 

this scheme. Some problems with this method for understanding human agency will now 

be addressed, and in chapters 3 4  we will see why an alternative approach is superior. 

2.4 Problems with Dennett's Account 

We can make two strong objections against Dennett, with the underlying prernise 

behind each being a criticism of his methodology as an adequate approach to the subject 

of action and agency. 1 want to argue that the account of self and agency that derives 

f?om Demett's theory of action interpretation undermines his entire position since i) we 

are Ief? with a view of the self in which we cannot recugnize ourselves, and ii) the ethical 

dimension associated with Dennett's account of agency is deflationary to a fault. While 

these two objections are related, they warrant separate discussion- I shall examine each 

in turn before considering a more convincing account of action and agency. 

The first objection concerns the plausibility of seeing ourseives as "centers of 

narrative gravity-" By defining the self as a center of narrative gravity, Demett seems to 

have oversimplified the relationship between agents and interpreters. Recall that as 

centers of narrative gravity' Our selves are abstractions ctefied by the myriads of 

attributions and interpretations (including self-attributions and self-interpretations) that 

compose the biogrqhy of the living body whose center of narrative gravity it is. 

However, this is not al1 a seifis defined by, and for this reason, the concept of a self as a 

center of narrative gravity is one-dimensional. 

The content of our biographies must be distinguished £kom the namator of that 

content- The subject matter that composes a biography of a self does not reveal what is 

most important to us as selves; the most important distinctions between selves can be 



found only by looking at the teZZing of the biography. Deborah Knîght, taking issue with 

this feature of Dennett's thoughc mites: 

[T]he self can be produced in the telling because it is the telling of the tale 
that matters, regardless of the ostensible content ofthe tafe as told. In this 
wax the tales 1 tell about others are also important in constituting myself: 
even though 1 may not figure at aU as an agent within the tale, and may not 
refer to myself in the first-person at all  in the recounting. It is not the 
content of the stories we teil, but the telling, that constitutes one self as 
opposed to another A's gossip about B may be fa more revealing about, 
for example, A's envy, thaa it is about B?' 

Dennett seems to miss an important role for any interpreter: to recognize the speaker as 

the teiler ofthe tale. This is not an aspect that is simply overlooked by Dennett. The 

omission follows necessarily fiom his third-person methodology As we have seen, 

De~e t t ' s  project consists, in part, in debunking any theory of mind or action that rnakes 

reference to the mind or the self as entities or things. These are philosophical errors, 

according to Dennett, rooted in the first-person perspective. Thus, the third-person 

perspective relegates the mind and self to the level of abstraction. However, if there is no 

such fhhg as a mind or se& then there can be no such thing as a teZZer of the tale either. 

But clearly, as Knight argues in the quote above, who we are as persons depends heavily 

upon our interpreters for self-definîtion, not solely for reasons of content, but aiso for 

reasons of recognition. An interpreter's recognition of herself m a teller, regardless of 

whether "'telier" refers to an independently existing entity or not, can and does define us 

in a way that is essential to understanding ourselves as persons. 

This leads to a stronger point. Since we need to understand ourselves as occupying 

the position of "telIer," we cannot see ourselves as wholly constituted by stories told 

about us Recall that for Demett no individud consciousness spins our "selves;" rather, 
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the words and stories spin us. as Knight argues, we need to understand ourselves as 

occupying the position of "teller," then we are recognizuig something pior to and not 

whoiiy detennined by the stories that are told- Dennett c a ~ o t  account for this because, 

on his view, the self is a fiction, a cognitive illusion - there is norhrilg pnor to the stories 

told. But Our everyday practices of interpretation contradict this claim. Demet's 

methodology is unable to account for the entire process of self-definition, as well as the 

facets of agency that surround our conception of ourselves as tellers. As Knight 

concludes: 

D e ~ e t t  offers no insight hto the poetical activity which is central to the 
narrativization of an agent's life, nor any sense of how the basic cognitive 
abilities that characterite intentional agents support the interpretive 
activities directed toward trying to make sense of such agents.98 

Knight argues that if anyone's biography is told tiom an omniscient third-person 

perspective - which seems to be what Demett recommends - then the content of that 

biography must include eve'yfhing- The purpose of such a third-person perspective is to 

collect data in a neutral marner, and therefore, nothing can be omitted since to leave 

some things out and others in would require a reason for doing so, which would be biased 

on any consideration. But Knight rnakes the point that who we are as persons is no& and 

cannot be, the whole story: 

W h a t  we Iong for is not the Whole Unabridged Story; it is the Whole 
Unabridged Story of Me. That story, of whatever interest to the subject in 
question, would only be an insignificant bit of background detail in the 
Whole Unabridged Stoiy. The WhoIe Unabridged Story is not what we 
were lookuig for; we wanted-our own volume devoted to our~elves.~~ 

Who we are is what matters to us. But while this is only a negligible part of the Whole 

* ibid., 284. 
ibid., 279. 



Unabridged Story, it is the most important part in coming to understand who we are as 

persons. We cannot incorporate this fact into Dennett's account since there is no room in 

an evolutionary story for mattering- Thus, attempting to understand the self by focussing 

on narrative does not necessarily render a complete understanding of the self, especially 

when the focus of the narrative concerns only biographicai content. What matters in a 

narrative of the self, as we have seen, is not merely the other characters involved in the 

t e l h g  but the teller herself and what matters to her. It is authorship that we are most 

concerned with in trying to understand ourselves. We want our own story because this is 

how our life seems for us, and this is what an understanding ofthe self should entail. 

If what is important to being a self is the telling of our own story, then this gives us 

the elbow room required for the kind of self-creation and autonomy we are al1 familiar 

wlth, yet it is the same khd that cannot find its way into Demett's account. According to 

Demett, there is no "I" to weave a selÇ and therefore by definition there cannot be an 7" 

to spin our own narrative; as we observed, the words and stories of the world spin us. For 

Deme#,-diis gives us the qugearmce of a self, but not an independently existing entity. 

Although it might seem to us that we are the self-originating sources of our actions, lying 

outside the causal Stream with our speciai kind of autonomy, we cannot escape the fact 

that we are always at the mercy of our brain's decision-making structure. Thus, as we 

have seen, autonomy and responsibility are present in Demett's account, just not in the 

form we are most famiiiar with. 

But wait a minute. From the beginning, Dennett's approach to action and agency 

has been anti-reductionist. The point of the intentional stance was to be able to speak 

about the mind without having to speak about the brain. Tbis is because "rnind" is 



associated with the category of terms we use to make sense of ourseIves, in particular, the 

macroscopic concepts of "action" and ccagency." However, i fa  theory of agency and 

action is being based upon how we actually go about making sense of ourselves (using 

macroscopic concepts), then should we not have an account that makes sense to us, as the 

agents the theary is supposeci to be about? 

For example, recall Demett's account of responsibility. We saw that for Demete 

being-responsible means taking it upon oneself to avoid certain fùture outcornes. We 

count to ten before saying anything about Ronald Reagan, because a forced deliberation 

like this prevents regrettable outbursts. But why is the outbreak regrettable? Perhaps 1 

may offend a strong Reagan supporter, or~erhaps a loud outburst will convince others 

that 1 am arrogant and pompous. It would be a good thing ifthese were avoided in the 

fbture, and so 1 count to ten. 

But why should 1 care about the fbture? Isn't it because it is me, and therefore, my 

fùture? Isn't it because 1 will be the one experiencing embarrassment, humiliation, 

shame, guilt, etc. upon making an ill-timed comment about Reagan? Not only do 1 not 

want-te-fieel these negative emotions, but 1 also do not want others thinking of me as 

conceited, immodest, and smug. Demett cannot address this aspect of self- 

understanding, Wïth the self as an abstraction, the focus must inevitably turn towards 

action, and not what matters to the agents themselves. By omitting our experience as a 

self, as agents with concerns, we lose what is centrai to our experience as human beings: 

Z ' h Z  ïi$e is happening to me! There is no room in D e ~ e t t ' s  theory for me as the teller of 

my taie, for my me-rzess. We are therefore left with a theory that does not make sense of 

us at 211- By relying on an evolutionary theory of the brain in order to explain human 



action and agency, D e ~ e t t  - who wants to stay in the worid of the macroscopic - leaves 

out the most important macroscopic concept: Our eqerience of mrselves ar mi& 

beings. It is this -rience that we want to explain. Not how it came to be this way 

(which is a scientific/evolutionary explanation), but how we should explain ourselves to 

each other in order to understand ourselves ar the beings we seem to be. If we cannot see 

ourselves in Dennett's account, surely this must undermine any complete understanding 

or explmation of agency that he envisioned. 

The second main objection against Demett stems from the ethical dimension of his 

acccumt ofagency Recall that for Demett our ethical deliberations follow from a pattem 

of rational deliberationq where "rationality" is defïned as "getting ahead cognitively in 

the world." But let us examine how this conception fares in some simple examples, such 

as weakness of the will. Consider acts of uifidelity, betrayal of a loved one, stealing, or 

something s idar .  On Demett's account, since ethical deliberations follow from rational 

deliberations, how can he explain cases where an agent acts immorally irrationally 

(e-g. they commit adultery koowing that they have more reason to be faithful)? 1 will 

argue that Dennett cannot properly account for these cases. This makes his conception of 

rnorality defiationary to a fault. 

First, recall that being responsible is identified with being a skilled deliberator, for 

Demett. The reason we take responsibility for making the "right" decisions is because 

we are expected to, as skilled deliberators. Consider Demett's conparison between 

himself and some "tough young hoodlum:" 

The day sorneane happens to make the mistake of hsulting [the young 
tough hoodlum_l. is the day his life of violent crime begins. Ifthe sort of 
temptation that wouid turn him into a murderer were to flash before my 
eyes, however, 1 wodd almost certaidy resist it, I would have no one but 



myself to blame. I am supposed to be good at resisting such temptations - 
and in fact most of them are child's play. I'm so good at them, I don '1 
even notice them as opporfunifies- Consider fine chess players, who never 
even notice the stupid move opportunities. It is not just luck that keeps 
them fiom making the 'patzer" plays. 'O0  

As a skilled deliberator, Dennett is quite good at staying out of trouble. In fact, he is so 

good that he does not even recognize certain temptations as opportunities. Does the 

skilled deliberator always avoid weakness of will? 

An agent has a weak will if he acts intentionally against his own best judgement, 

that is, against what he knows or believes to be a better course of action. Consider one of 

Donald Davidson' s descriptions of the experience of incontinence: 

The image we get of incontinence fiorn Aristotle, Aquinas, and Hare is a 
battle or a struggle between two contestants. Each contestant is armed 
with his argument or principle. One side may be labelled 'passion' and 
the other 'reason'; they fight; one side wins, the wrong side, the side 
called 'passion (or 'lust' or 'pleasure'). . . , Here there are three actors on 
the stage: reason, desire, and the one who lets desire get the upper hand. 
The third actor is perhaps named 'The Willy (or 'Conscience')- It is up to 
The WiIl to decide who wins the battle. Lf The W111 is strong, he gives the 
palm to reason; if he is weak, he may allow pleasure and passion the upper 
hand. 'OL 

As skilled deliberators, we are supposed to choose reason, what we ozight to do, over 

impulse or pleasure. This is what keeps us out of trouble, and prevents us from acting 

wrongly or immorally. But how does Dennett explain when Our deliberations fail, that is, 

when we succumb to desire against our own better judgement? 

Recall that the intentional stance will have dificulty explaining and describing 

errors. We saw that the attempt to describe and explain the mistake of the lemonade 

seller using folk psychological terrns fails, because it is an attempt to deliver a 

'Oo ibid., 99. 
'O1 Donald Davidwn, "How is Weakness of the W U  Possible?" fisays on Actions and Evenis (Oxford: 
CIarendon Press, 1980), 35. 



- .  
r a t b a h m g  explanation of an error, which, by definition, precludes any rational 

understanding. Thus, it was concluded that we must descend fiom the level of beliefs 

and desires to some other level of theory to explain mistalces. It seems that this is 

therefore a possible explanation for cases of weakness of the will. Since incontinence by 

definition means going against reason - one's betterjudgement - a weak will can be 

explained by descending beneath an explanatory scheme of rationaiity. Therefore, as it is 

with mîstakes, explaining incontinence requires switching to either the physicai or design 

stance. Thus, for Dennett, any immoral behaviour resulting fkom weakness of the will 

has nothing to do with our state of mind, but rather our state of brain, since this is where 

the physical or design stance takes us. On this view, being incontinent, like making a 

m i d e ,  must be the resuit of a "system failure." 

However, instances of incontinence must be distinguished fiom the occurrence of 

pure errors. Mistakes, like giving incorrect changese errors of reasoning that occur 

beneath our level of awareness, but acts of incontinence are perfonned intentionally. We 

know what we are doing when we reach for that second doughnut while on a diet, and the 

man who has intercourse with his best *end's wife knows it is wrong to do so, but does 

it anyway Explaining these actions as "system failures" does not work for weakness of 

the will, since we choose, intentionally, to do something that we know is wrong or 

irratioaal. Thus, it seems we have an example of an intentional action that does not fit 

Demett's explanatory çcheme, since we have an example of an intentional, irrational 

action. 

Demett disagrees. According to Dennett, incontinence is a "universal pathology," 

an inescapable case of "local fatalism." In such cases, deliberation is fùtile, but our 



course of action is not necessarily determineci, it is just "informationdly insensitive. 17102 

Since deliberation is g e n e d y  effective, Demett believes we can ignore cases of 

weakness of the will which are just instances where deliberating does not make a 

difference. We are simply l u c b  that such occurrences are "abnomal to our w ~ r l d . " ' ~ ~  

Basically, Demett is denying the possibility of an intentional, irrational action. If 

what we observe looks to be like such a case, we are mistaken. For an action to be 

considered intentional that is, capable of receiving a description using "belief' and 

"desire," it must at least be possible to act on those beliefs and desires; it must be possible 

to describe an agent as having beliefs and desires that caused him to act. But with 

incontinence, we do not have this situation. To use Dennett's example, a man who is 

"madly and helplessly in love" cannot use reason to convince himself otherwise "since 

there is a compensating rnechanism at work that wiil convert any supposed blemish into a 

virtue: she's not stupid, she's down-to-earth; she's not selfish, she's spirited. 9~104 

Somehow, the deliberation process is being rernoved fiom the causal order of things, and 

therefore, weakness of the will cannot elicit an intentional description. 

It is Dennett's contention then, that an act of incontinence cannot be described 

using the intentional stance because the action cannot be described as being rationalized 

by a certain set of beliefs and desires. But then, how is that action to be described? 

According to Dennett's theoxyi, we must descend corn the levei of beliefs and desires to 

another Ievel of theory (the physical or design stance) in order to obtain the proper 

description. However, the physical and design stances operate fiom a causal perspective, 

'= Dennett, Elbow Roorn, 105. 
'O3 ibid., 106. 
'O4 ibid., 105. 



not an intentional one- If true, then it does not make any sense to call acts of 

incontinence "intentional," since they cannot be described fiom the intentional stance. 

Incontinent acts must therefore be caused, but does this not bring us back to describing 

these acts as causally-cietennined, and therefore as a system failure? It seems that 

Dennett must aoncede that acts of incontinence are caused at the ievel of  the brain, since 

there is no intentionai description that makes any sense. Perhaps, since our rational 

decision making procedures seem to be disconnectecl fkom the part of the brain that 

moves us to action, acts of incontinence are the result of a "system failure," although of a 

slightly different sort than pure errors. 

Recdl Dennett's own statement that ifthe sort of temptation that wodd tum a 

young tough haodlum into a murderer were to flash before his eyes, he, Dennett, would 

almost certainly resist it. Therefore, being moral in this instance is the result of being a 

good deliberator. But if not resisting such a temptation is considered weakness of the 

will, then Dennett's c l a h  is not that apoor deliberation occurred, but that no deliberation 

occurred. Demett cannot clairn that a poor deliberation occurred because cases of 

incontinence seem to involve intention& actions. But on Dennett's view, intentiond 

actions are assumed rational as a hction of the intentional strategy. Therefore, the idea 

that an agent would choose to  do something against his better judgement - against what 

he knows to be a better decision - is not a poor decision, but a decision that makes no 

sense because it is by definition irrational, and cannot be given a rationalizing 

explanation (with beliefs and desires)- Therefore, not resisting temptation becomes the 

result of a causal fauxpas within the brain. 



However, ifnot resisting the temptation is a part of the deterministic universe, then 

why not a h  Our resisting temptation? It seems that if we resist temptation on Demett's 

view, then we were deliberating, but if we do not, then we were not deliberating- This is 

not absurd on Dennettys view, since what is required for autonomy is only an epzstemic 

possibiIity between choices. Ifthe alternative in a case of weakness of the will is 

between resisting and not resisting temptation, then even though there is only one fùture 

branch that is reaIZy open, this counts as a legitimate choice for Demet, because we are 

only concerned with possibility for-dl-the-agent-knows-or-cwes. 

This cannot be right however. If an agent resists temptation, the action gets 

described as making a choice, and the agent receives accolades for being a "strong" and 

"morally respmsible7' person Ifthe agent does not resist temptation however, the action 

is described as a system failure, and the agent does not get described as "weak," but as a 

victim of causal processes that were beyond his control. But it rnakes no sense to claim 

that the choice of an agent is based upon epistemic possibili~; and then in circumstances 

of w-ess of the will describe that choice on a level of theory focussing on physical 

possibility. What is the point of trying to approach a theory of the self using macroscopic 

concepts when you must continually purge these concepts (first for errors, and now, 

incontinence) for a complete understanding of agency? It seems a consistent theory of 

agency requires that we explain our moral behaviour based upon a sense of self that is 

necessariiy irrational at times, which is impossible on Dennett's account. 

In chaptars 3-4 we will examine the work of Charles Taylor. Taylor gives an 

explanation of agency and action that accounts for our experience as rninded human 

beings in a way that is able to respond to the objections raised here. 



TqIor 's hescapable Horizons: 
M d  Agency and SelfInterpretation 

Charles Taylor's account of the self stems fiom his interest in self-interpretation. 

Taylor maintains that who we are as selves - and this includes our abilities to think and 

act - is socially defmed: our persond identities are the result of processes of 

interpretation. Following Herder, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, Taylor believes that we are 

required to treat the self as situated in the world. Not only must an understanding of the 

world begin with the recognition that knowledge is pursueci in Light of human goals and 

needs, but an understanding of the self requires that we see ourselves as inseparable f?om 

the world. 

This chapter outlines Taylor's hermeneutic approach to the seK and explicates his 

view of the connection between self-interpretation, ethical reflection, self-identity, and 

responsibility. IfTaylorys analysis is correct, this has important consequences for 

Dennett's methodology. In Chapter Four, I hope to show in more detail why DemettYs 

understanding of the self is flawed, specifically why the methodology Demett employ s 

inevitably undermines his entire account. I will argue that Taylor's approach 

encompasses precisely what is required in any understanding of human agency. His 

position offers us a more plausible understanding of the self, which accounts for human 

experience in a way that cannot be captured by Dennett's third-persona1 approach. 



3.1 Important Distinctions 

We cm trace the development of Taylor's account of the self back to an important 

distinction he deploys between first-order and second-order desires- Having a first-order 

desire means simply desiring some or other object or outcome (I want to eat an ice 

cream), whereas a second-order desire has as its object a specific first-order desire (1 

want to stop desiring to eat ice cream). Following Harry Frankfurt, who originally 

marked this distinction, Taylor believes that the formation of second-order desires is 

unique to human beings, since it involves an evaIz~afio~i offirst-order desires, something 

which requires self-reflection. 

However, to understand what is unique to agency, Taylor argues, requires that we 

make a fùrther distinction between forms of evduation. For Taylor, reflective self- 

evaluations can be further distinguished as either weak or ~ t r o n ~ . ' ~ ~  Weak evaluation 

involves a person weighing two desires in light of preferences or interests that are 

basicall y self-interested, pragrnat ic andfor utilit arian in nature, such as convenience, 

pleasure, etc. For example, 1 might decide between chocolate and strawberry ice cream 

by considering what I am "in the mood" for. Or 1 may decide to take the boring but 

efficient four-lane highway to the cottage, even though an alternative route passes 

through beautifirl Algonquin Park, since saving time is more important to me than 

aesthetic appreciation. 

In contrast, if a person is engaged in a strong evduation, then the motivation for 

105 Charies Taylor, " What 1s Human Agency?" Human Agency and Language (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), 16. 
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choice contains a consideration of quality. Our actions and desires are evaiuated as "high 

or low," "noble or base," "good or bad," etc. To say that the motivation for a first-order 

desire by a strong evaluation is qualitative is to say that it is not simply motivated by the 

satisfaction of that first-order desire. For example, my desire for ice cream rnay be 

motivated simply by my desire for something sweet, and therefore, my motivation for 

eating the ice cream is the satisfaction of my craving. However, if 1 try to refiain fiom 

acting on my jealousy because 1 consider such an act to be "ignoble" or "unworthy," then 

1 have been motivated by a consideration of quality, and not sirnply a craving. T refiain 

Eorn acting out of jealousy because 1 do not want to  be the kind of person who does that 

sort of thing. 

Of course, in the above example, we can describe the choice of route to the cottage 

as "good," but here our evaluation is simply linked to the satisfaction of a specific 

outcorne, and does not involve what Taylor calls "qualitative distinctions." The 

motivation behind the choice of route is concerned only with the idea of saving time. We 

want to get to the cottage quickly, because we want to have more time to relax, swim, 

golf: etc. This reason, however, is sirnply pragmatic. But if we are motivated to take the 

efficient route to the cottage because we abhor anything associated with ineficiency and 

sloth, then Our choice of route can be described as a "good" one in a strong evaluative 

sense, because it is being contrasted with a "poorer" form of life, and here there is a 

consideration of quality. 

Decisions based upon strong evaluations are descnbed as "nobley7 or "base," "good" 

or "bad," "worthy" or c?mworthy," etc., because the motivation behind the desire is itself 

considered valuable or value-less. According to Taylor, the desire for each choice in a 



strong evaluation contains an intrinsic conception o f w o r ~ h . ' ~ ~  So while both weak and 

strong evaluations involve deliberating between desires, in strong evaluations we are 

considering the worlh of a choice; our primary concern is not whether it is efficient, 

pleasurable, etc, 

Taylor observes that strong evaluations have two notable properties. The first is 

that in order for the choice to be described using evaluative terms of worth, such as 

"virtuous" or "noble," that choice must be more than simpty desired by an agent. Note 

the difference in being motivated to choose something because it tastes good, or saves 

time, for instance, and being moved towards something because it is "noble," 'tirtuous," 

"higher," etc. There is no intrinsic worth found within the choice of chocolate ice cream 

itself: because the motivation behind the choice is the satisfaction of a persona1 pleasure. 

But performing a courageous act, for exampte, is not motivated in the same way, even if 

one finds pleasure in acting courageously- There is already a conception of worth 

attached to the ierms that are used to describe acts of courage, because the motivation 

behind acting courageously is seen as worthy, whether one's persona1 tastes coincide or 

not. This is why it is possible to judge some desires, like the desire to overeat, as 

CL wrong," "unworthy," or "superficial," etc., even though someone may find it 

enjoyable. 'O7  If worfhiness were a fbnction of desire on&, tthis condemnation would not 

make any sense. 

Taylor notes a second difference between strong and weak evaluations. This 

concenis how we are to understand the motivations lying behind each type of evaluation 

According to Taylor, since there is a conception of worth motivating desîres in strong 

'O6 Taylor, "Wut is Human Agency?", 16. 
'O7 ibid., 18. 



evaluations, the alternative set aside in any strong evaluation camot therefore be based 

simply upon a contingent incompatibility with another alternative* For example, in a 

weak evaluation, my choice between chacolate and strawberry ice cream could as easily 

have been a choice between chocolate and vanilla ice meam, between having chocolate 

ice cream or gohg to the movies,-or between eating chocolate ice cream now as ogposed 

to later. My choice between any of these two options is going to be motivated by how 1 

feel at a given tirnef-and therefore, there is no necessq contrast between the two o*ons. 

Considering how it may be possible to do both on a separate occasion shows that a 

contrast of desirables in a weak emluation is contingent. 

However, in a strong evaluation there is a necessary contrast of desirables. If1 

desire to act courageously, then 1 necessarily desire not to act in a cowardly way. If1 

describe a courageous act as "noble," for example, then acting out of cowardice in the 

same situation must warrant the description of "ignoble:' However,my desire to eat 

chocolate ice crearn does not entail that 1 do not also desire to eat strawberry - ice cream, 

or do not desire to eat vanilla ice cream later, etc. Likewise, ifmy choice is between 

eating chocolate ice cream or going to the movies, this does not prevent me at some other 

time fkom hoth eatingchocolate ice cream and goingto the movies* One does not have to 

contrast chocolate ice crearn with strawberry ice cream, or eating - ice cream now as 

opposed to later, although one cm contrast them. Zn strongevaluation, conversely, there 

is a necessary tension between desirables. 

The two,properties identified with ~trong~evaluations mentioned above - the_ 

motivation for choice- is not a simple fimction of desire, and a necessary .--- contrast exists 

between desirables - do not apply to weak evaluations because of the conception of 



worth associated with the former. Due to this difference of worth, Taylor wants to Say 

that the aspiration to eat chocolate ice cream, or the desire to take a shorter route to the 

cottage, are different in an important way from the aspirations to be courageous, noble, 

good, etc. The distinction does not rest so much upon quantitative or qualitative 

dserences between the ahemaiives in each type of evaluation. Rather, the more 

important distinction for Taylor is between two different kinds ofevaiuating, wwhere the 

motiviztiot for one set of desires is based upon considerations of w o d ~ ,  while the other is 

not.'" 81th strong evaluations, Taylor wants to say that there is a deep confiict of 

desirables, and this has important consequences for any agent who engages with this type 

of struggle- 

There is a difference, for Taylor, between the type of self that engages in strong 

evaluations (which he  calls a "strong weigher") and the kind of self that is involved in 

weak evaluations ("weak" or "simple ~ e i ~ h e r " ) . ' ~ ~  According to Taylor, simple 

weighers possess what is necessary to be a person: reflection, evaluation, and a will; but 

what they lack is a certain deplh that is comected to strong evahators. A strong weigher 

has a rich language for self-description, a vocabulary of wonhN0 (which includes terms 

such as "noble," "base," "high," "low," etc.). Ifwe consider Taylor's example of the 

compulsive overeater, we can see the importance of this. Consider a scenario where a 

man is addicted to over-eating, such that he cannot resist rich desserts. Now by 

employing Taylor's distinction, the man's evaluation of the situation can take one of two 

forms: that of a strong weigher, or that of a weak weigher. Ifa strong weigher refiects 

'OS ibid., 19. 
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upon the situation, he may w m e  to realize that moderation in eating is the key, since 

"someone who has so little control over his appetites that he wodd let his health go to pot 

over cream-cake is not an admirable Thus, he may aspire to be someone who 

wants their bodily appetites to serve higher aspirations, and not simply be the cause of his 

ever-increasing degradation. Thus, we have a strong weigher ' s motivation for not eating 

the rich desserts. 

However, a weak weigher will consider this situation in an entirely different 

manner. He rnay, for instance, simply consider the facts: "By eating too many rich 

desserts, 1 increase my cholesterol intake, which leads to an increased chance of heart 

disease or kidney failure." Or perhaps he will consider some other benefits of restraint: 

"If 1 continually break down and eat these rich desserts, 1 will eventually get fat, and this 

will have a detrimental effect on my golf swing, as well as my ability to attract members 

of the opposite sex. Therefore, 1 should pass over the dessert tray if 1 want to 

continuously break ninety on the golf course, and get a date." Thus we have a weak 

weigher's rnotivatio~~ for not eating the rich desserts. 

So what we have with this example of the overeater is a contrast of self- 

interpretations. The obvious question arises as to which is more valid - that is, which is 

7rl12 more "faaithful to reality. M e r  all, either interpretation of the situation can be 

responsible for the man refraïning £kom indulging in the rich desserts. The onIy 

difference seems to be the language he uses in describing the dflerent motivations behind 

bis restraint, but is this really a significant difference? Perhaps wc can do without one of 

these self-interpretations, or reduce one interpretation to the other. 

"' ibid.' 21. 
11' ibid., 22. 



We need to consider the importance of the strong weigher's access to a rich 

language of self-description- As we saw, Taylor believes that weak weighers lack a 

certain de& but what exactly is the significance of this? According to Taylor, the 

difference a vocabulary of worth makes is seen as an ability to answer certain types of 

questions. The strong weigher, because he is using a vocabulary of worth in which the 

terms are contrastively described, is able to articulate actually why he chooses one desire 

over another, that is, why the choice of restraint is superior to the choice of indulging in 

rich desserts. 

According to Taylor, "the reflection of the simple weigher terminates in the 

inarticulate expenence that A is more attractive than  B.""^ Taylor argues that the 

evaluation is inarticulate because the motivation for choosing A over B, for example, is 

directed by weighing how each choice feels. Since evaluating A and B is a weak 

evaluation, there is no necessary contrast between the two options, and therefore, d l  one 

can Say is that "1 prefer, at this time, A over B because 1 like it." However, the strong 

weigher can Say more with a language that is contrastively descnbed: 

1 cannot tell you perhaps very volubly why Bach is greater than Liszt, Say, 
but 1 am not totally inarticulate: 1 can speak of the 'depth' of Bach, for 
instance, a word one only understands against a corresponding use of 
'shallow', which, unfortunately, applies to Liszt. In this regard 1 am way 
ahead of where 1 am in articulating why 1 now prefer that éclair to the 
mille feuilles; about this I can say nothing (not even that it tastes better, 
which 1 could say, for instance, in explaining my preference for éclairs 
over brussels-sprouts; but even this is on the verge of  inarticulacy . . . 114 

The choice of A over B for a weak weigher is motivated only by how A feek 

çompared with B. But this is also the motivation the weak weigher has towards his 

choice of A over C, A over Dy B over D, etc. Thus, a motivation based upon how one 



feek delivers no significant uIformation about why one particular choice is superior to 

another, and therefore, the choice seems to be arbitrary. But because strong evduations 

involve tenns that are contrastively described, under standing one t erm entails an 

understanding of its contrast. Xf someone is described to me as noble, I have access to-a 

certain amount of Information because "no-ble? is a part of a nch vocabulary of evaluative 

terms. Using such a "thick" term entails that a judgement of worth has been made based 

upon some extemal criteria, and therefore, the evaluation is not ody articulable, but also 

intelligible to others. So a vocabulary of wonh not 09 aiiows someone to be more 

articulate (because why A is pferred over B is contained within the evaluative term,. 

since we h o w  the contrq), it also allows for deeper insights -- (sincethe motivation for 

the choice of A over B is a consideration of worth, and not the mere satisfaction of a 

desire). 

Thus, the fïrst important diEerence between a strong weigher and a weak weigher is 

that the strong weigher uses a vu-cabulary of wortb, and thereby has access to articulable 

considerations at a level. This leads to a second diierence between strong and 

weak weighers: the quality of life beinpnsidered in the evaluation. %en someone 

eschews a cowardly act, for example, they do so because t h 9  desire to be a certain kind 

of human being (i:e. a noble one). However,the weak weigher cannot attain the kind of 

depth aîtached to this mode of existence. Choosing - an éclair over a mille feuilIes, for 

example, does not impact upon a human life in any deep way, because the motivation 

behind it is one thar involves 09 short-term gains, not forms of life: 

... a reflection about what we feel like more, which is al1 a simple weigher 
can do in assessing motivations, keeps us as it.were at the periphery; a 
reflection on the kind of-bewweare-takes us to thecentre of our 

ibid., 25. 



existence as agents. Strong evaluation is not j u s  a condition of articulacy 
about preferences, but also about the quality of life, the kind of beings we 
are or want to be? 

The reason Taylor believes strong evaluations take us to the centre ofwho we are as 

agents is related to the idea that second-order evaiuations of fist-order desires are 

thought to be what is unique to human beings* Therefore, if strong evaluations involve a 

certain depth, then by engaging with them, we go deeper into what is unique to us as 

human beings. It seems that reflection upon strong evaluations allow us to explore Our 

humamty in a way weak evaluations cannot. Therefore, what concerns Taylor is not 

which self-interpretations are more "faithtùl to reality7' per se, but rather, which self- 

interpretations involve a certain quality or depth. 

3.2 Moral Frameworks 

In the previous section ît was noted that in order to apply qualitative judgements of 

worth to a choice (such as "noble," "higher," etc.), that choice must be more than simpiy 

desired by the agent. As Taylor notes, "1 couldn't just decide that the most significant 

action is wiggling my toes in warm mud. Without a special explanation, this is not an 

intelligible ~lairn.""~ Therefore, something else is required to confer worth on a choice. 

What is this something else? Without it we c a ~ o t  completely understand strong 

evaluations and the type of agent who engages with them. 

Something else is required for the use of strong evaluative terrns because feeling a 

certain way about something can in no way confer significance or importance ont0 the 

"objecty' that feeling is directed towards. Our value terms wouId lose a11 meaning if this 

- - - - -- - 
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were possible, since everything could then be valuable, and therefore, nothing would 

be."' Having the fieedom to choose is obviously important, but unless some choices are 

more significant then others, choice becomes arbitrary. To decide that what yoir feel is 

,7118 most important is to mllapse what Taylor calls "horizons of significance. Horizons of 

significance are backgrounds of intelligibility in light of which things take on importance. 

More fündamentally thou& horizons of significance are given; they are grounded in Our 

histories and past connections, things we have little or no control over. Therefore, 

Taylor's claim is that there can be no consideration of worth without an orientation 

towards or within, a certain fr-amework of reference. 

These horizons of significance - or "moral fiameworks" as Taylor sometimes refers 

to them - confer worth on the choices we make in strong evaluations. The fiamework 

endows qualities to the options in a strong evaluation, and because of these qualities we 

are motivated to choose them- To clariQ what having a fiamework means, let us 

consider some examples- Past fiameworks include the "warrior honour ethic," where it 

was farne and glory that marked the "high life." Another is Plato's virtue ethic, where the 

"good life" was given by a method of reason defined by a vision of order in the 

~osrnos."~ Taylor believes that much of our modem framework consists in the 

"LafErmation of the ordinary life."lzO In th is  frameworiq the moral or  "good life" is 

marked by denouncing previous forms of Iife and the ethical views which accompanied 

them for their implied elitism. Thus, value and meaning are found, not "outside" the 

ordinary life of production and reproduction (Le. in God or the Cosmos), but in different 

"' ibid., 39 
l8  ibid. 
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manifestations of the ordinary life- Current versions of this include Utilitarianisrn, which 

finds value in pleasure and instrumental rationality, and Mancism, which locates value in 

fiee self-creation and enlightened rationdity. In both of these views there is a "higher 

life" of fùlfilment contrasted by a "lower liW of sloth, irrationality, siavery, alienation, 

etc.I2' In each of these examples, it is the framework that allows human beings to 

distinguish between the "high" and "low" forms of life, and is what allows us to establish 

how far away we are fiom the "good life. 7,122 

M i l e  we have demonstrated that it is impossible to make judgements of worth 

without a certain fkamework (since choice then becomes arbitrary), what has not been 

shown is that considerations of worth are necessq for understanding human agency- 

Our example of the man fighting obesity gave us a reason to think that this might be true, 

but does not establish that this is necessaxïly the case. In fact, Taylor believes that the 

naturalistic tendencies found within much of our contemporary philosophy are bent on 

pursuing this very alternative: to give an account of our moral reactions without affirrning 

any ontology of the human, that is, without acknowledging any moral fiamework. 

Naturalism is the view that everything that exists is natural in kind, and that the 

acceptable methods of justification and explanation are commensurable wit h t hose 

found in science. In a naturalistic account of agency, moral fkameworks are replaced by 

sociobiological or evolutionary explanations (like Demett's), which attempt to show how 

or why moral reactions are possible.'23 Thus, if Taylor is correct, any naturalistic account 

of our discriminations between "right and wrong," "better and worse," "higher and 

- 
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Iower," etc., will be an inadequate starting point for understandhg the self because no 

attention will be given to horizons of ~i~nif icance. '~~ 

So what we must pursue is the question of whether it is possible to understand 

human agency and the self without any consideration of an orientation towards a 

framework of worth. For the rernainder of this chapter, I hope to make clear Taylor's 

claim that we cannot ignore our moral frameworks if we are to understand the self in any 

meaningful way. This will be accomplished by first exarnining the comection between 

strong evaluations and persona1 identity, and then by showing how such an understanding 

of persona1 identity presupposes an understanding of moral frameworks. In the fourth 

chapter I witl outline the properties of the self that Taylor's rnethodology entails, and 

show why it is superior to Demett's conception. 

3.3 Identity and Responsibility 

According to Taylor, responsibility is bound up with second-order desires because 

agents are responsible not only for the actions they perform, but also the evaluations they 

engage in.12' We have certain de facto first-order desires, for exarnple, the desire for ice 

cream, to play golf; to go to the cottage, for sex, etc, but second-order desires are not 

given in the same way. If a choice is made after the evaluation of certain first-order 

desires, then we endorse that choice because it is a decision that we have made based 

upon our considerations. We have an evaluated motivation or r e m  for making the 

choice we did. In this sense, second-order desires engage our responsibility not only 

lZ4 The naturalist's motivation for ignoring the roie of fiameworks is based, among other things, upon the 
belief that the while we do have moral reactions, the postulation of moral onrologies is nonsense front a 
bygone age. Thus, the focus need only be towards moral reactions. 
1 25 Taylor, "What is Human AgencyT", 28. 



because our deliberations cause us to act in one way or another' but also because the 

evaluation itselfis viewed as  an activity- 

To understand the strength of Taylor's claim about responsibility, we need to 

discriminate between taking responsibility for our weak evaluations and taking 

responsibility for our strong evaluations. This difference can be observed best by 

examining Taylor's discussion of Jean-Paul Sartre's notion of radical choice. 

According to Taylor, Sartre claims that Our values are created by the important 

choices we make, Consider the moral dilemma Sartre illustrates: a young man is tom 

between remaining with his ailing mother and going off to join the Resistance. For 

Sartre, there is no way to adjudicate between these two, so in the end the young man must 

make a radical choice; he must simply choose either one or the other. Sartre believes that 

whatever the young man chooses will determine what has value for him. That is to Say, 

the choice the young man makes will dictate to the world who he is, because his action 

prescnbes a certain value. nie choice is valuable because he chooses it, nothing more.lz6 

But Taylor's daim is that what is valuable for the young man is already given. The 

fact that the young man is in a moral dilemma in the first place tells us that he finds vaiue 

in both choices- If Sartre were correct that Our values are created by radical choice, then 

there could be no such thing as a moral dilemma, since a dilemma presupposes a difficult 

choice between two actions of antecedent value. 12' It would also be possible to have a 

"moral dilemma," according to radical choice, between staying at home with your ailing 

mother, and eating ice cream. Since value is created d e r  choice, there is no d e e p r  

motivation to tell us that we ought to go one way or the other. Taylor would Say that the 



only type of responsibility enacted in Sartre's theory is that of a weak weigher. One is 

responsible for the choice made, but there is no responsibility associated with any kind of 

deep, articulable evaiuation- 

The deeper type of responsibility that Taylor wants to acknowledge can only be 

construed by the question of what one mght to do, conceived as sornething independently 

of our contingent preferences and desires. What adds this ought is the acknowledgement 

of a value inherent in the motivation for the choices within the dilemrna; we are pulled in 

both directions because of the value each choice embodies. What one oughr to do cannot 

be found in the method of radical choice since the choice is between two moral daims, 

and therefore, they necessarily contain a conception of worth or value before a decision is 

made. Since we are talking about worthy choices, then what is being considered falls into 

the category of strong evaluation, and with it, the kind of depth left out by the weak 

weigher in radical choice, With radical choice, value cornes with the choice; the choice is 

valuable because you choose it, but the motivation for the choice is arbitrary. With 

r r 1 2 8  deeper issues, "their importance is given, and therefore the motivation for choice 

lying behind our mord dilemmas contains a notion of quality. 

Taylor argues that the type o f  responsibility associated with strong evaluations is 

intncately linked to personal i d e n t i ~ ? ~ ~  It is in this sense that the evaluation of first- 

order desires takes us to the centre of who we are as agents. In fact, Taylor believes that 

without strong evaluations we would suffer a kind of identity crisis: 

Shom of [certain evaluations] we would cease to be ourselves, by which 
we do not mean trivially that we would be different in the seme of having 
some properties other than those we now have . . . but that shom of these 
we would lose the very possibitity of  being an agent who evaiuates; that 

' 2 ~  ibid., 33. 
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our existence as persons, and hence ow ability to adhere as persons to 
certain evaluations, would be impossible outside the horizon of these 
essential evaluations, that we would break down as persons, be incapable 
of being persons in the fidi s e n ~ e . ' ~ ~  

For Taylor, our identities are located within a sphere of questions that can snly be 

addressed in strong evaluations. These "deep" questions define who we are, because they 

orient us within a fiamework fkom which we can determine what is good, Yaluable, 

To know who I am is a species of knowing where I stand- My idemtity is 
defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the fiame 
or horizon within which 1 can try to determine fiom case to case what is 
good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what 1 endorse or oypose. 
In other words, it is the horizon within which 1 am capable of takirirLg a 
stand. 13' 

Without an orientation towards or within a moral fkamework, we lose the aibility to situate 

ourselves within the fi-ame of questions pertaining to worth, and therefore, we [ose the 

ability to make strong evaluations. According to Taylor, ifwe are unable t o  say where we 

stand, then we lose our entire ability to evaluate, which not only ornits our depth as 

selves, but also what makes us uniquely human. More importantly, we lose the ability to 

define ourselves mordly as certain kinds of persons. For example, unless we 

countenmce the idea of strong evaluations, defining oneself as a "homosexuai" will have 

the same significance as defining oneselfas "having brown haïr" or being "five feet, ten 

inches tall." Taylor's claim, therefore, is that who we are (our identity) and what matters 

to us becorne insi'zjîcant without moral fi-ameworks. 

3.4 Self-Making and Responsibility 

The discussion above focussed on the idea of taking responsibility fox our actions as 

130  Taylor, " What 1s Human Agency," 34-35. 



well as the deliberations that lead to them In light of Taylor's treatment of identity, 

however, it seems that, if who we are is wnstituted by "howing where we stand in 

relation to certain types of questions," then by addressing these questions, we deploy a 

language of worth that makes our identities articulabie. In this sense, the language we 

use is responsible for the creation of who we are at the deepest level. 

Our motivations (our desires, aspirations, and evahations) are fonnulated in words; 

we only have access to them as interpretations of feelings or behavio~r.~" Taylor 

believes that the way we choose to describe ourselves has an effect on the type of 

experiences we have as persons.133 Recall Taylor's example of the compulsive overeater, 

and the two self-interpretations that were used to describe the motivation for avoiding the 

rich desserts. Articulating the avoidance of rich desserts as a desire to live Ionger, to 

have a good golf swing, or to get a date, creates an experience of the struggle against rich 

desserts that is significantly different fiom the one that articulates the avoidance of rich 

desserts as a matter of dignity. Whîle the goal in both instances is to avoid rich desserts, 

the motivation is cast as a set of different desires, due to different interpretations of the 

situation. Taylor's c lah  is that if one re-describes one's desires (say, Eom the desire for 

dignity to the desire to maintain a smooth golf swing), then the entire experience of a 

situation is transformeci because a new interpretation has been made.'" For Taylor "our 

self-interpretations are partly constitutive of Our experience," and therefore, "certain 

n135 modes of experience are not possible without certain self-descriptions. How exactly 

-- 
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is this possible? And what are the consequences of this for our understanding of identity 

and responsibility? 

According to Taylor, it is possible to rnake a change in both our expenences and our 

articulations. First, we can change our experience of a certain predicament through 

reflection, that is, by interpreting Our experience in a new Iight. Changing the self- 

interpretation of my motivation for avoiding rich desserts fiom a desire for dignity to a 

desire to maintain a smooth golf swing d l  change my experience of the stmggle fkom 

one that was adculable and deep (and potentially shamefil) to one that is pragmatically 

inconvenient, Second, the richness of an experience may cal! us to change a description 

of if because as it stands, the language may do an injustice to the depth or intricacies of 

the experience. For example, "to someone who strongly experiences the fight against 

obesity in terms of degradation, the 'deflated' descriptions appear a wicked 

travesty , , . 71 136 

Therefore, in the relation between description and experience, a causal influence 

c m  run in either A change in the language of self-interpretation can lead to 

a change of experience, and the experience of a situation can lead to a change of 

description Thus, a description of our motivations (our self-interpretations), and our 

experiences of what we hold important (our moral reality) are dependent upon one 

another. Because of this, Taylor argues that any attempt to articulate the motivations 

behind either of these (i.e. our language of worth, Our moral actions or reactions), will be 

difficult, since the "abject" we are attempting to be clear about does not "exist" 

independently : 

ibid. 
13' ibid. 



Our attempts to formulate what we hold important must, like descriptions, 
strive to be fai tf i l  to something, But what they strive to be faithtùl to is 
not an independent object with a fixed degree and marner of evidence, but 
rather a Iargely inarticulate sense of what is of decisive importance. An 
articulation of this 'object7 tends to make it different fkom something than 
it was before- 13' 

The articulation of what we hold important (our moral fiamework) is difficult 

because of the wnst itutive relations hi p of sel f-interpretation and experience. This 

relationship aiso ensures that what we hold important can never be exactly "faithtiii to 

reaii*" That is, the problem of articulation leads to the fact that some self- 

interpretations will be "more or less adequate, more or less tnithful, more self-clairvoyant 

77 139 or self deluding, but they will ahvqys be interpretations nonetheless. But the fact that 

our interpretations will always distort the reality of the situation somewhat is what allows 

for the possibility of shaping the "object" (our moral fiameworks) to make thern 

accessible/inaccessible in new ways. 

Taylor suggests that the constitutive relationship between Our self-interpretations 

and our moral reaiity engage Our responsibility in two ways. First, we are morally 

responsibie for what we corne to see or fail to see as important after the interpretation of 

our experiences. That is, we are responsible for what we judge to be of importance in our 

Iives. In the example of the man fighting obesity, he is responsible for corning to see 

either his dignity or the improvement ofhis golf swing as important. Secondly, and more 

fundamentally, we are expected to change ourselves for the better by attaining fiesh 

insight into ourselves. Due to the depth considered in strong evaluations, and given the 

imperfections of personal character, there is always room for the re-evaluation of our 

13' ibid., 38. 
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self-interpretaîions because there is always the possibility of error or delusion. Recall 

that the language we use shapes our interpretations of the world. Therefore, if we want 

our experiences to be more or  less "faithfùl t o  reali%" in the sense that we do not want to 

live a life that is delusional, we need to continually question our self-interpretations. We 

are responsible for the continual re-evaluatioo of what we consider to be important. 

According to Taylor, our deepest evaluations, the ones that take us to the heart of 

who we are, are the "least clear, least articulatecl, most easily subject to illusion and 

disto~tion."'~~ The type of evaluation Taylor is advocating is therefore radical, since one 

is questioning what is of fiindamental importance to oneself. More important& what is 

being radically re-evaluated are the fenns used in o w  thdamental evaiuations (our 

notions ofthe "higher" life, what is acîvorthy" cause, etc-), since these are used to 

articulate our motivations: 

. . . in radical re-evaluations by definition the most basic terms, those in 
which other evaluations are carried on, are precisely what is in question. 
It is just because al1 formulations are potentially under suspicion of 
distorting their objects that we have to see them al1 as revisable, that we 
are forced bac& as it were, to the inarticulate limit from which they 
oripjnate. '" 

What is being questioned in a radical re-evaluation are the terms used to describe 

our motivations and experiences in a strong evaluation, since the language we use has a 

distorting effect on Our motivations and experiences. We engage in a radical re- 

evaluation by using our familiar language, but we becorne more aware of how we are 

using it; we question the use of a familiar yardstick: 

. . .the re-evaluation is carrieci on in the formulae available but with a 
stance of  attention, as it were, to what these formulae are meant to 
articulate and with a readiness to receive any gestalt shift in Our view of 

141 TayIor, "What 1s Human Agency," 40. 
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the situation, any quite innovative set of categones in which to see o u  
predicament, that might corne our way in inspiration.'" 

This type of evaluation engages the whole self: since these evaluations contain the 

language of worth in terms of which the seIf is organized- This is what makes the 

engagement particularly dficult .  

By questioning the very tenns on which our self-identity rests, we adopt a sort of 

"honesty policy" with ourselves. Ody by questioning who we are at the deepest level 

can we be sure that our identities and what we hold important are as dent ic '"  as 

possible, and at the same t h e  reach deeper levels within ourselves- Accordhg to Taylor, 

it is only by going beyond the fixed yardstick by which we measure ourselves that we 

approach our fùll human potential: 

This radical evaluation is a deep reflection, and a self-reflection in a 
special sense: it is a reflection about the sel t  its most fimdamental issues, 
and a reflection which engages the self most wholly and deeply Because 
it engages the whole self without a fixed yardstick it can be called a 
personal reflection . -. and what emerges from it is a self-resolution in a 
strong sense, for in this reflection the self is in question; what is at stake is 
the definition of  those inchoate evaluations which are sensed to be 
essential to our identity.'" 

Thus, because our identities and experiences are partially constituted by our 

interpretations, Taylor believes that human agents are self-interpreting animals, since we 

must continually re-evaluate o u .  interpretations to understand who we are (our moral 

fiameworks). 1 will now show why Taylor's methodological approach to the self is 

superior to Dennett's. 

143 ibid- 
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Diaiogrgrsm and the Limits of Nahrraiim: 
ReevaIuating the First-Person Perspective 

On Taylor's view, any account of agency must countenance what we might cal1 "our 

personai relationship with the world." Moreover. the starting point of Taylor's account of 

the self is the conceptual scheme of self-interpretation and self-understanding. The 

presuppositions of our self-understandings force us, Taylor tiiuiks, to recognize that we 

are beings whose experience is structured by ineliminable moral fiameworks. This 

dimension of the self simply cannot be ignored. Dennett on the contrary, being a 

naturaiist, begins with the perspective of science, which forces him to consider the human 

agent as natural in kind just like any other object of scientific studF This does not entail, 

as we have seen, that D e ~ e t t  is blind to moral issues; but they are not and cannot be 

central to his account. On this view, the moral dimension of our lives is something we 

must somehow accommodate within the scientific view. What needs to be fùrther 

examined however is why this scientific perspective is an inadequate starting point for 

examining the self 

At the end of Chapter Two we noted two objections to Denneît's account. The first 

claims that because Dennett oversimplifies the relationship between the agent and 

interpreter, we cannot even recognize ourselves in his account. Understanding the self as 

an abstraction forces Dennett to omit the importance of our experience as agents, namely. 

the intimate relationship we have with ourselves, and the fact that we are agents with 

wncems. The second objection claims that the ethical dimension associated with 

Dennett's account is defiationary to a fault since it cannot properly explain instances of 



incontinence. While these two objections do not wnsîitute a knockdown argument 

against Dennett's acmunt of the sele they do point towards an overall difficulty with 

Demett's methodological approach This difficulty has been accentuateci in our 

discussion of Taylor, and we are now in a position to explicate it. In this chapter, 

De~et t ' s  methodological approach to the self wiil be aiticized for two specific reasons: 

i) his use of naturalism as a starting point fails when the object of study is the self, and ii) 

he cannot properly accommodate the dialogicai nature of the self. 1 wiil discuss each of 

these in tum using Taylor's methodology in contrast, 

4.1 A Problem for Natudism 

Taylor invokes the distinction between primary and sewndary qualities, which has 

its ongin in the seventeenth century, to describe the naturalist approach to the self. 

Primary qualities - such as shape, mass, extension, etc. - were considered to be the 

intrinsic features of objects. Secondary qualities were either thought to be sensory 

qualities not objectively belonging to objects but only seeming to belong to them, or 

properties that the object can be said to have only in relation to observers (Le. colour). 

For example, without suitable perceivers to have certain experiences, there would be no 

such thing as colour. Therefore, subjective properties such as colour are suspect, 

acçording to the naturalist way of thinking because they have no claim to be "reai" 

constituents of the extemal world. A naturalistic approach to the self explains human 

action and agency in the sarne way it explains everything else. The focus on the self is 

made in physical terms, in a way that is cornpletely independent of hurnan expenence. '" 

- - - - - - - 

1 46 Taylor, "Self-hterpreting Animais," Human Agency und Language, 4647. 



Taylor's methodology for understanding the self is radically at odds with this 

naturalistic method. Since persona1 identities are constituted in part by their self- 

interpretations, the self m o t  be studied objectively since it is Our interpretation of our 

own experiences and the terms we use to descnbe those experïences that determine who 

one is. But Taylor's meîhodology is not cornpletely subjective either, for we saw that any 

interpretation made at the deep level of strong evaluation makes use of external moral 

fiameworks, wnceived as ontologies, and is therefore partialiy objective- How exactly 

does this relationship between the subjective and objective worlq and what are the 

consequences of this for naturalism? 

Red1 that the constitutive relationship of our self-descriptions and our experiences 

make the articulation of our motivations (desires, aspirations, and evaluations) difficult, 

because the relationship between the two creates a distorting effect on the moral 

~ e w o r k s  behind Our motivations. However, according to Taylor, we have access to 

our deepest motivations through our emotions. For example, consider once again our 

moral dilemma: being faced with the choice of staying with your ailing mother or going 

off to joui the Resirtance- For Taylor, understanding much of the experienced motivation 

for either choice entails an understanding of the emotions involveci. 

The experience of an emotion can eventually lead to an articulation of our 

3' 147 motivations, because emotions engage us with a "sense of our situation. Experiencing 

a mord dilemma, for exarnple, involves an experience of a situation with a specific 

property- This is not a neutrd property, otherwise one duld not be moved emotionally 

by the situation. Taylor calls this non-neutral property an "import:" the import serves as 

'" ibid., 48. 



the ground for e r n ~ t i o n . ' ~ ~  Thus, saying what an emotion is like involves making a 

specific import-ascnption, a judgement that is either affmed o r  denied. 

According to Taylor, this anaiysis does not sit weU with the naturalist picture and its 

notion of objectivity- Naturdists criticize the articulation of "our sense of the situation" 

for being analogous to articulations of seçondary qualities: we are not describing 

"reality." However, Taylor believes that a completely objective approach will do 

violence to what is actually going on when we have emotional responses to certain 

situations. For instance, a naturalist approach may attempt to  give a physiological 

description of an emotional experience, articulating it as a process of inputs and outputs. 

According to Taylor however, such an approach will only be properly able to account for 

import-less experiences. For example, a third-person behaviounst explanation of the 

experience of physical pain will work quite well, since the phenomena can be explained 

entirely by reference to some type of input/output model. Taylor's point is that we cannot 

make sense of all Our experiences in such a manner. Since some experiences involve 

imports, then to even have those particular experiences must have required an 

interpretation of a situation. Thus, some experiences can oniy be explained by making 

reference to a world as interpreted by the subject. 

For example, it seems that while one can objecti% the import pertaining to fear, this 

is not possible for the emotional experience of shame. According to Taylor, a subject 

experiences shame only in relation to that subject's experience as a subject. Not only is 

this culturally mediated, more importantly, the experience of shame can only be had in 

relation to a motivation for dignity, pride, and respect: 



. - -1 may be ashame0 of my shrill voice, or my effeminate hands. But of 
course it only makes sense to see these as objects of shame if they have for 
me or my culture an expressive dimension: a shnll voice is (to me, to my 
culture) something unrnanly, betokens hysteria, not something solid, 
strong macho, self-containeci. 1t does not radiate a sense of strength, 
capacity-, superiority. Effeminate hands are - effeminate. Both voice and 
hands clash with what 1 aspire to  be, feel that my dignity demands that I 
be, as a person, a presence among others. 14' 

According to Taylor, the linguistic meaning of "shameyy can only be understood dong 

with the emotional meaning of ~ h a m e . ' ~ ~  The emotion of shame can only be understood 

in relation to an appropriate import - something that warrants or calls forth the emotion 

of shame- Thus, the experïence of shame can only be had in relation to concepts like 

dignity., pride, and respect. That is, a subject must interpret their situation in relation to 

these concepts in order feel shame. 

For any naturalist conception of  shame to be plausible, it must be capable of 

objecteing dignity, pnde, and respect, as well as shame, but how can anyone objectie 

any of these? There is no such lhing as "shameful," "dignified," or "proud" in the 

physical world, since these involve emotional meanings that surround our sense of certain 

situations. Without human beings, shame would have no meaning, and thus, this family 

of terms cannot be a natural objective property of the world. 

Any naturalistic approach to the self can only account for human expenences that 

do not involve the consideration of imports. But for Taylor, sense can only be made of 

terms like "shame" with reference to beings with purposes. But this manner of being is 

bound up with non-objectifiable terms such as "dignity" and "self-worth," as  well as how 

others perceive us. By feaving out imports we leave out what is most fundamental to 

agency: what rnatters to us. 



To see the strength of this point, we can ask if Dennett's theory can accommodate 

the meaning ofemotional tems such as shame- At first glance, it seems that 

heterophenomenology can accommodate such terms. Recail, for example, Dennett ' s 

predictïon that the lemonade seller will "exhibit surprise, blush, srnite his forehead, 

apologize, and give me two cents" once 1 point out to him that he has given me the wrong 

amount of change, Now while this prediction entails the postulation of various beliefs 

and desires, heterophenomenology aiiows us to determine the aarrow psychologid 

States of the boy as well. Perhaps the boy tells us that he blushed and hit his forehead 

because he was embarrassed that someone his age made such a rnistake. In our notional 

world we construct notional objects like dignity, respect, and self-worth, and explain the 

phenomenological experience of embarrassment by the boy's belief in this notional 

world, 

However, if we are to appreciate the subject's emotional response we need to see it 

as appropriate to - as called forth by - the embca7as:sment of the situation. This requires 

that we think of the subject's response as more than simply a reaction. If Taylor is 

comci, then what is being articulatecl when the lemonade seller describes his situation as 

"embarrassing" is the boy's inteqpretation of the situation As such, Taylor would argue 

that we must aIso think of the world that this emotion is a response to, as more than 

merely "notiond." 

Feeling shame or embarrassment is different from feeling pain, because the former 

are feelings that make reference to a fiamework of the gmd (what is dignified, what 

warrants respect, etc.) that is completely independent of the subject. This does not mean 

however, that a moral fiamework can then be "naturalized" to be thought of as an object 

l5O ibid. 



that can cause shame and embarrassment, in the same way a hammer can cause pain. 

This foIlows simply from a strict third-person methodology: our value terms represent a 

mord universe that is quite diierent fkom the one physical science claims to reveal and 

e ~ ~ l a i n . ' ~ ~  Ifwe focusseci on the human universe of what it is like to live as a human 

being we would lose the neutrality that is at the hart of naturalism- 

Thus, according to Taylor, terms such as "shame" possess a "subject-refemng" 

property.. which is experience dependent.'" 1t is Taylor's claim that since some of our 

ernotions or experienced motivations involve import ascriptions, and since some of these 

imports are subject-referring, this offers insight into what the life of a human subject 

amounts to in a way that cannot be captured by the naturalist. Let us now examine 

M e r  the comection between subjea-refemng emotions and strong evaluations, 

identity and responsibility, and self-interpretation. This will bring us closer to 

understanding what Taylor believes to be important for understanding the self. 

As we have seen, according to Taylor the articulation of our situation as shameful, 

for example, is an interpretation In fact, Taylor claims that our interpretation of the 

situation grounds the feeling of shame: "the feeling is what it is in virtue of the sense of 

the situation it in~orporates."~" While this ccpresuppose[s] a certain level of 

97 f 54 articdacy, Taylor bel ieves that firther clari*ng articulations can aiway s take place. 

Yet, if we clarifL these feelings with the use of other terms, we can alter the way we feel. 

This follows simply from the constitutive relationship between self-description and 

experience. For example, Our feeling of remorse "may dissipate altogether, if we corne to 

"' Taylor, Sourcesof the Self; 59. 
lS2 Taylor, "Self Interpreting Animais," 54. 
'" ibid., 63. 
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see that our sense of wrong-doing is unf~unded."'~~ The fiirther articulation of our 

feelings opens up the imports betùnd them, and facilitates self-understanding. 

This understanding of emotion ties everything we have been discussing together. 

Consider the comection between our ernotions, our moral fiamework, and our personal 

identities. An articulation of an emotion with a subject-refemng import will yield an 

expression of what is of importance, what matters to us, since what is really being 

articulated is a mord fkamework, what it is that gives rise to the exnotional response of 

the situation in the first place. By articulating the fiamework, one is articulating one's 

ccgoods," what it is one h d s  worthy or unworthy- The articulation of one's moral 

cornpass gives an agent a chance to understand where she stands on certain issues, and 

therefore, who she is, what her identity is. But this also entails that moral fiameworks, 

once articulated, can always be criticized and re-evaluated in light of new information, 

allowing for the possibility of changing how one feels, and what one finds important. 

Since the naturalist cannot properly account for emotions like shame by 

o b j e m g  either the agent or moral fimeworks, the only recourse is to argue that we 

can understand the self without the consideration of any moral fiarnework, The naturalist 

may argue that conceptions of 'korth" or the "good" are human constructions that have 

been projected upon a morally neutral universe, and therefore a proper understanding 

needs no recourse to such conceptions. Like secondary quahties, we need not articulate 

horizons of significance in order to get to the essence of things. Recall however, that 

without any moral fiamework we would be unable to make sense of tenns like "dignity.," 

"shame," "respect," "pride," etc. Perhaps then, the naturalist can argue that one does not 



need these temto  understand the sel£ But as Taylor asksy what do we gain by being 

able to explain human behaviour withold terms like "dignity?" 

Suppose 1 c m  convince rnyseif that 1 can explain people's behaviour as an 
observer withoutusing a term like 'dignity3. What does tliis prove if1 
can't do without it as a tan in my deliberations about what to do3 how to 
behave, how to treat people, my questions about whom 1 admire, with 
whom 1 feel af fh ty ,  and the like? 

But what does it mean 'not to be able3 to do without a term in, say, my 
deliberations about what to do? I mean that this terni is indispensable to 
(what now appears to me to be) the clearest, most insightfûl statement of 
the issues before me_ If1 were denied this tem, 1 wouldn't be able to 
deliberate as e@echeky7 to focusthe issue propedy - as, indeed, 1 may 
feel (and we fiequently do)that -1 was less capable of doing in the past, 
before L acquired this term. ls6 

If we ignore the ternis by meam of which we actually live ourlives, then Taylor argues 

that we are ignoring signifkant aspects of our identities since the terms we use help 

articulate who we are, what wefeel to be important, etc. But then, are we not ignoring 

what it is to be a human agent? Are these not essential aspects of the self that we must 

attempt to explain? The naîuralist distinction betweenappearance and reality fails when 

the object of study is the seE since what the self is, is a product of its own self- 

interpretations. As Tkyllor Eemarksr ".. Azatought to trump the language in which I 

4.2 The Dialogical Self 

understanding involves a self-identity that is understood in isolation fiom its relations to 

others. The outside world and other agents fom the content of the monological subject's 

''intemal" representation~~ but the subject's self-identity is defïned independently of 

- 

' ~ 6  Taylor, Sources of the SeK 57. 
'" ibid, 58. 



these. "The subject is nrst of ali an 'inner' space, a 'minci,' to  use the old terminology, or 

a mechanism capable of processing representations."'5' An understanding of the self as 

diaIogicaI, on the other hand, r e m e s  that we conceive of the self as embodied, and as 

essentially incorporatïng the perspectives of others. 

To understand the requirement of embodiedness, Taylor believes that we first need 

to understand that human agents are beings that are engaged in practices. Thus, we can 

only have an adequate understanding of the self as an agent in practice: 

As 1 sit here and take in the scene before me, 1 see a cumplex structure- It 
is onented vertically, some things are 'iip," others are "down"; and in 
depth, some are "near," others "far." Some objects ''lie to hand," others 
are "out of reach"; some constitute 'bnsurmountable obstacles" to 
movement, others are "easily dîsplaced.", . . 
. . ,To say that this world is essentially that of this agent is to Say that the 
terms in which we describe this experience - say those in the quotes in the 
previous paragraph - make sense only against the background of this End 
of embodiedment, To understand what it is to "lie to  hand" you have to 
understand what it is to be an agent with particular bodily capabilities that 
humans have. 15' 

On Taylor's view, not only must we understand an agent with respect to the terms in 

which he or  she lives his or  her life, but we must also understand the agent in the world in 

which he or she lives. What needs to be explaineci are people living their lives, and this 

cannot be accomplished by removïng the subject fiom the body of practices his or  her life 

surrounds, 

This leads to the fact that the selfcamot be thought of objectively, which is to Say, 

the self cannot be understood as  an object like any other. According to Taylor, the 

explanation of an object that exists "objectively7' has at least four properties: 

- 

1 58 TayIor, The Diaiogical SeK" in D.R Hiley, J.F. Bohrnan, R Shusterman, ed, The Interprelive Turn: 
Philosophy, =ence, Culture, (Ithica: Corneil University Press, 199 l), 307, 
1 59 Taylor, "Lichîung or Lebensform: Paralleb between Heidegger and Wittgenstein," Philoso~hical 
A r m w t s  (Cambridge: Harvard Univemty Press, 1995), 62. 



1. The object of study is to be taken "absolute~y", that is, not in its own 
meaning for us or  any other subject, but as it is on its own ("objectively"). 
2. The object is what it is independent of any descriptions or 
interpretations offered of it by any subjecta 
3- The object can in principle be captured in explicit description. 
4. The object can in principle be described without reference to its 
surr~undin~s.  160 

The self cannot be seen as such an object. First, on Taylor's view, the self exists only 

w&in a sphere of questions that matter to the agent- One's identity., understanding 

'ivhere one stands" on certain moral issues, is what allows a self to be oriented towards 

the good, in order to make evaluations. Thus, since a self cannot be understood 

independently of what matters to it, it cannot be taken "absolutely." Second, as we have 

already noted, the self exists on Taylor's view as a product of its own self-interpretations, 

and therefore it cannot be considered independent of these. Third, while the self is a 

product of its own self-interpretations, these self-interpretations can never be finai. 

According to Taylor, "articulation by its very nature can never be ~ o r n ~ l e t e d . " ~ ~ ~  We can 

only dari@ one language by the use of another, and this "new" language can then be 

fllrther unpacked and so o n  Finally, the self must be considered in the context of its 

surroundings. When the focus is upon engaged agency, a background, a "context of 

73 162 inteIligibility of experience arises with it, and cannot be separated fi-om it. 

Understanding the self as dialogical also requires that we think of the self as 

incorporating the perspective of others. This follows simply fiom Our ability to use 

language: 

We become full human agents, capable of understanding ourselves, and 
hence of defining an identity, through our acquisition of rich human 
languages of expression,. . . 

Taylor, Sources of the Self; 3 3-3 4. 
la ibid, 34. 
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-..But we are inducted into these in exchange with others. No one 
acquires the languages needed for self-definition on their OWIL We are 
introduced to them through exchanges with others who matter to us.. . 163 

According to Taylor, language "is not just a set of signs which have meaning in virtue of 

referring to sornething, it is the necessary vehicie of a certain form of consciousness, 

77 164 which is characteristically human. On Taylor's view, we can only become a self 

through language, since this is our only access to certain facets of our self-understanding. 

But the point can aiso be made if we wnsider laguage in a broad sense, as a term that 

applies to other forms of self-expression as well (Le. the "languages" of love, of gesture, 

of art, A single agent cannot perfonn these acts of self-expression, since their 

activity requires at least an implicit awareness of social expectations and practices: 

Sawing and dancing are paradigm cases of dialogical actions. But there is 
fiequently a dialogical level to actions that are otherwise merely 
coordinated, A conversation is a good example. Conversations with some 
degree of ease and intimacy move beyond mere coordination and have a 
wmmon rhythm The interlocutor not only Listens but participates with 
head nodding and "un.-hunh" and the Iike, and at a certain point the 
"semantic hrrnyy passes over to the other by a comrnon movement, The 
appropriate moment is felt by both partners together in virtue of the 
wmrnon rhythm. 

It seems that Demett's understanding of the self cannot be cnticized for omitting 

%e other" in corning to understand what it is to be a human agent. Recall that Dennett 

accommodates the social embedding of the self as a process in the development of the 

mind, not only with the development of language, but more irnportantly, with the 

adoption of cultural memes of which the mind is composed. On Dennett7s view, the 

163 Taylor, The Malaise of Modemity, 3 3. 
164 Taylor, Hegel, (New Yo* Cambridge University Press, 1975), 19. ' " Taylor, The Malaise ofModemi@, 33. 
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evolution of consciousness relies on ideas that are passed on through the processes of 

social interaction, 

However, it is clear fiom our discussion of Taylor that Demett's idea of selves 

spinning themselves out of narrative is wholly inadquate. An articulation of our 

situation as "sharnefùl" or "embarrassing" reveals an interpretation, constituted at Ieast in 

part by an implicit understanding of embodied action and a conception of the other. 

Without an embodied self-understanding there is no background to which "sharne" or 

"embarrassment" can be made intelligible. Wrthout at least an implicit understanding of 

pattern of appropriate action - "the dignil5eci," for example - no interpretation of a 

situation can be "shamefùl." This implies an understanding of the other in our self- 

interpretations as well. A single agent cannot establish the background required for 

mord self-understanding. An action can oniy be describeci as "shameful" if there is a 

shared understanding between agents as to the meaning of "dignified." The meanings of 

Our moral terms are introduced to us through our exchanges with others. 

Demett's conception of the self as spun by narrative fails to capture the dialogical 

structure of such a narrative. As Taylor has show with the example of our moral self- 

understanding, the self is a necessary presupposition for the possible interpretation of 

dialogid patterns. Therefore, we must conceive of the self as a pimer - an interpreter 

- our experience as a self camot be something that is simpty p i n .  This means that 

Dennett's conception of "the othef' is too thin'- moral self-understanding cannot be spun 

in the vacuum of cultural memes. 

The difficulty Dennett mns into, it seems, is how to understand the dialogical 

character of the self fiom broadly within the perspective of science. Where the 



methodology of science begins is where the problem lies. Understanding the self as 

dialogical requires a simultaneous examination of both the self and other. On Taylor's 

view, the self can only be understood through processes of social interaction, but this 

important aspect is lost in a strict third-person methodology. The methodology of 

science, and therefore also, the intentional stance' must make the study of others prirnay* 

and then later on, incorporate this other-understanding into our self-understanding. This 

forces Demett to remove everything associated with the first-person perspective (Le. 

consciousness, morality, etc.), and then bring them back in later once they have received 

articulation in the understanding of others- It is clea. why this does not work: When 

Demett attempts to bring &-understanding back into the picture' the self is 10% due to 

the fact that everything associated with the self has now been defined in tems of the 

other- IfTaylor is correct, then we need to define wnsciousness, morality, etc. by 

refening to the subject as a subject, since it is the interpretation of our own experiences 

and the terms we use to describe those experiences that define the self in the first place. 

The fact that we cannot recognize ourseives in Demett's account is the result of other- 

understanding prior to self-understanding. What Taylor has shown is that a proper 

understanding of action and agency requires a methodo:ogical approach that is truly 

dialogical in nature. 



This thesis has been an examination of the work of Daniel Demett and Charles 

Taylor, both of whom approach the explanation of action and agency fiom the 

Uiterpretationalist perspective- WhiIe both philosophies incorporate a third-person 

perspective, the methodology adopted by each l ads  to a difFerent understanding of the 

self. D e ~ e t t ' s  third-person perspective is empirically driveq fouowing the mode1 of 

naturai science. Taylor's third-person perspective is premised upon the processes of 

hermeneutic and ethicd reflection Demett's methodology begins with the agreed-upon 

methods of description and analysis of empirid science, thought to be neutrai and 

unbiased, and proceeds to coliect "data" fiom which his conception of the self is denved. 

Taylor's methodoIogy on the other hand, begins with the world of the human being, with 

al1 of its interpretations, and proceeds to articulate what is required for self-understanding 

in such a world. 

We can see the supenority in Taylor's position, first of ail, by showing how Taylor's 

account of the self speaks to the objections raised against Dennett in the second chapter. 

The easiest way to do this is to consider where Taylor believes we find self- 

understanding: in the stniggle for authenticity. 

The question of "Who am I?" shows concern for the type of person one is or wishes 

to becorne. According to Taylor's view, this question cannot be answered properly 

without understanding the underlying moral force that lies behind it. For Taylor, to ask 

the question ''Who am I?' is also to ask " m a t  is a better or higher mode of Me?" where 

"bette? or "higher" wrrespond to a standard of what we ought to desire, and not simply 



what we happen to desire or need? TO ask such questions takes us to the centre of who 

we are as agents, according to Taylor, for it is the first step in the quest for an uzhe~r~ ic  

self-identity. 

Since one's identity is essentially "knowing where you stand," one is therefore 

responsible for that identity and according to Taylor, this requires a constant evaluation 

and re-evaluation of "where you stand" if you are to have an at~fhetztic self-identity. 

Authenticity is therefore an incentive for a higher ided, where the process of thought is 

one of reflection and self-question, towards the development of a free and unique 

individuality. '68 This is a rich understanding of the self that is socially embedded. On 

Taylor's understanding, authenticity requires that we recognize Our relationships with 

others, which is the source for understanding one's mord framework, Without a 

conception of other-understanding permeating a conception of self-understanding, the life 

of the subject is "narrow and ~at tened." '~~ 

Now recalI the two main objections raised against Dennett in the first chapter. The 

first had to do with Our inability to see ourselves in Demett's account, while the second 

shows Dennett's inability to deal adequately with the ethical dimension of human life. 

Let us examine the first objection and show how Taylor's conception of authenticity 

solves this problem. 

How can Dennett claim to have the desired explanation of agency yet leave out the 

agent? Surely there is somethitzg to interpret fiom the intentional stance, but what is Ieft 

out is the narrative of our lives told and acted out by us. With the self as an abstraction, 

1 67 Taylor, The MaZatse of Modemi&, 16. 
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we cannot conceive of a human life in this hhion But then what we are lefi with must 

fail to count as an explanation of an agent at ail. 

Taylor's notion of authenticity encapsdates the human condition. Here we have a 

story about us, since what is in wnsideration is what matters to us, what our goals and 

purposes are, who we are and who we want to be, "In order to have a sense of who we 

are, we have to have a notion of how we have become, and of where we are going. 37 170 

Such a rich narrative account is impossible for Demett, since incorporating what m e r s  

to an agent breaks the bond ofneutral tenns to which he subscribes. 

mth regard to the second objection, Taylor is able to accommodate the ethicai 

dimension in our lives in a way that Demett cannot. W~th authenticity, our h e s  are 

focussed on the ethical dimension. By articulating our moral goods we orient ourselves 

to where we stand on certain moral issues. For Taylor, lmowing where you stand is the 

first step towards self-understanding; to know who you are is to know where you stand in 

ethical space, 

Due to Demett's insistence upon the third-person perspective of empirical science, 

the  ethicai dimension of human life is seen as an extension of our rational decision- 

making procedures that have been developed through the processes of evolution. Thus, 

the idea of moral fiameworks is repudiated in favour of rationality. Any distinction 

between "higher and lower," "good or bad," for exampIe, is supposed to follow from 

what it is rational, and therefore, to choose the "higher" or the "good" is simply to do 

what a skilled deliberator ought to do. But as we have seen, this camot be the case. Not 

only does such a view fail with inter-subjective moral terms such as "shame" and 

170 Taylor, Sources ofrhe SeK 47. 



ccembarrassment" (which make reference to a world of dignity and self-worth - 

impossible to articulate on a natudist  conception), but it was shown that weakness of the 

d l  requires that we make sense of human beings as necessarily ivutional creatures. 

We are now in a position to articulate why Taylor's methodology is superior to 

Dmett's. A proper understanding of human action, agency, and the self seems to 

require a wider conception of what is real than natural science allows for. This finds 

several articulations in Taylor- 

First, there is the idea that moral fiameworks operate as a necessary background for 

the use and understanding of many of our moral t e m .  This view makes fkameworks 

pre-existing and independent of ourselves as individuals, yet they cannot be articulated 

on aay naturalistic conception of the world. Now while moral fiameworks are obviously 

not a part of the natural world studied by science, Taylor believes it is a leap to go fiom 

this fact to the one that States that moral fitameworks are not r d  and objective: 

Our value t ems  purport to give us insight into what it is to  live in the 
universe of the human being, and this is a quite different matter fiom that 
which physical science claims to reveai and explain. This reality is, of 
course, dependent on us, in the sense that a condition for its existence is 
our existence But once granted that we exist, it is no more a subjective 
projection than what physics deals with.17' 

If fiarneworks can be articulated, if they cari have an effect on who we are as persons, and 

if we cannot do without them in using Our moral language, then how can we Say that 

moral fiameworks are not real? 

This leads into a second point. Not only are our mord fiameworks real, but the fact 

that we must refer to them in order to make sense of ourseIves as agents, shows that we 

therefore cannot understand ourselves without the use of certain tenns. But these terms 

"' ibid., 59. 



necessarily incorporate the human universe and the human perspective, not the physical 

universe and the naturalistic perspective. 1 believe what Taylor has shown is that we 

cannot make sense of the world with the human perspective taken out. While Taylor's 

methodology attempts to expand Our understandings of the human being in order to 

properly accommodate the scientific perspective, Demett' s methodology attempt s to fi t  

the human perspective into science. However, by attempting to fit everything within the 

naturalistic perspective, we lose our ability to see ourseIves in the account. Our 

conceptions of fieedom, autonomy, and responsibility are required for our mord self- 

understanding and therefore, the meanings of these terms must remain intact if we are to 

properiy understand ourselves. But as we have seen, Dennett's methodology forces him 

to change our understanding of these tems. Thus, given a strict third-person account of 

the self, we will never be able to  see ourselves in the account, since the terms required for 

self-understanding have been removed. 

In this thesis 1 have explored how Demett's naturalism forces him to find a way of 

accommodating the mind, self, value, etc., within nature as science understands it. On 

Dennett's view, it simply makes evolutionary sense that there should be beings who corne 

to think of themselves as minded, conscious, selves. 1 conclude, however, that it is very 

dificult to see how Dennett can offer the kinds of explanations he does without seeming 

to explain away aspects of our lives that have an enduring presence, indeed authority, for 

us. WhiIe for Dennett science sets the explanatory standards, for Taylor the benchmark is 

always self-understanding. Taylor always starts by exploring the prewnditions of the 

central ways in which we see ourselves. The best expianation of ourselves, according to 

Taylor, begins by explaining the contours of our conceptual scheme. So for him, there is 



no question of trying to legitimate or accommodate those understandings in relation to 

science, for nothing science can do could undennine them. Taylor would argue that if 

science says something different h m  what follows i?om his methodology, so much the 

worse for science. Since our self-understandings are so basic to our identities, Taylor 

argues, anything that purports to confiict cannot cary r d  conviction- In this sense, it 

might be said, TayIor is more of an interpretivist than Dennett, for it is not just that our 

mental lives are, in some sense, constituted by our modes of interpretation It is that al1 

forms of understanding, even science, are, at least in part, exercises in self-understanding, 

and are dl in that regard equally interpretative. It is, I conclude, Taylor's version of 

interpretivism, rather than Dennett's, that offers us the best chance o f  attaining a 

satiswng conception of human agency and of our place in nature. 
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