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The Self as Narrator

Many philosophers have thought that human autonomy includes, or per-
haps even consists in, a capacity for self-constitution — a capacity, that
is, to define or invent or create oneself.' Unfortunately, self-constitution
sounds not just magical but paradoxical, as if the rabbit could go solo and
pull himself out of the hat. Suspicions about the very idea of this trick
have sometimes been allayed by appeal to the political analogy implicit
in the term “self-constitution”: a person is claimed to constitute himself
in the same way as a polity does, by writing, ratifying, and revising articles
of constitution.? But a polity is constituted, in the first instance, by its

! Alist of philosophers who have held this view would include Charles Taylor (Sources of the
Self: The Making of the Modern Identity [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989];
Human Agency and Language [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19851); Harry
Frankfurt (The Importance of What We Care About [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
19871); Christine Korsgaard ( The Sources of Normativity [Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996]; “Self-Constitution in the Ethics of Plato and Kant,” Journal of Ethics 3 [1999]:
1—29); Tamar Schapiro (“What Is a Child?” Ethics 109 [19g99]: 715-38); and Michael
Bratman (“Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” Philosophical Review
109 [2000]: g5-61).

* See, especially, Schapiro.

The material in this chapter was first presented to a seminar on the self, taught in the
fall of 19gg at the University of Michigan. Versions of the chapter have been presented to
the philosophy departments of the University of Pittsburgh, the University of Maryland,
the University of Chicago, and the University of Gottingen; to a conference on Morality
and the Arts at the University of California, Riverside, with John Martin Fischer serving
as commentator; and as one of the Jerome Simon Lectures at the University of Toronto.
I have received helpful comments from the audiences on these occasions as well as from
Linda Brakel and Dan Dennett. The chapter first appeared in Autonomy and the Challenges to
Liberalism: New Essays, edited by Joel Anderson and John Christman (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 56-57, and is reprinted here with the permission of the publisher.
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constituent persons, who are constituted antecedently to it; and suspi-
cions therefore remain about the idea of self-constitution at the level of
the individual person.

One philosopher has tried to save personal self-constitution from sus-
picions of paradox by freely admitting that it is a trick. A real rabbit can’t
pull himself out of a hat, according to this philosopher, but an illusory
rabbit can appear to do so: the secret of the trick is that the rabbit isn’t
real. We ask, “Butif the rabbitisn’t real —and there’s no magician, either —
then who is performing the trick?” He replies, “Why, of course: the hat.”
A rabbit can’t pull himself out of a hat, but a hat can make it appear that
a rabbit is pulling himself out of it.

Notwithstanding my frivolous analogy, I think that there is much to be
learned from this view of self-constitution, and so I propose to examine it
in detail and to offer my own variation on it. The philosopher in question
is Daniel Dennett, and his view is that the autonomous person (the rabbit)
is an illusion conjured up by the human organism (the hat).3 In the
end, I will adopt most of Dennett’s view, except for the part about the
rabbit’s being unreal. In my view, the rabbit really does pull himself out
of the hat, after all.

Dennett’s metaphor for this process is not sleight-of-hand but fiction.
In Dennett’s metaphor, the self is the non-existent author of a merely
fictional autobiography composed by the human organism, which neither
is nor embodies a real self.4 So understood, the self has the status of an
abstractum, a fictional object thatwe “use as part of a theoretical apparatus
to understand, and predict, and make sense of, the behavior of some very
complicated things”> — namely, human beings, including ourselves.

Dennett compares the human’s autobiography to the spider’s web or
the beaver’s dam:

Our fundamental tactic of self-protection, self-control, and self-definition is
not spinning webs or building dams, but telling stories, and more particularly

w

“The Origins of Selves,” Cogito 3 (1989): 163—73 [hereinafter OS]; “The Reality of Selves,”
in Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1991), Chapter 13 [RS];
“The Self as a Center of Narrative Gravity,” in Self and Consciousness: Multiple Perspectives,
eds., Frank S. Kessel, Pamela M. Cole, and Dale L. Johnson (Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum
Associates, 1992), 103—115 [CNG]; with Nicholas Humphrey, “Speaking for Our Selves,”
reprinted in Brainchildren: Essays on Designing Minds (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998),
31-58 [SO].

Dennett describes his view as a “middle-ground position” on the question “whether there
really are selves” (RS, 413).

5 CNG, 114-15.
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concocting and controlling the story we tell others — and ourselves — about who
we are. [...] These strings or streams of narrative issue forth as if from a sin-
gle source — not just in the obvious physical sense of flowing from just one
mouth, or one pencil or pen, but in a more subtle sense: their effect on any
audience is to encourage them to (try to) posit a unified agent whose words
they are, about whom they are: in short, to posit a center of narrative gravity.
[RS, 418]

The point of this last phrase is that an object’s physical center of gravity
can figure in legitimate scientific explanations but mustn’t be identified
with any physical part of the object:

That would be a category mistake. A center of gravity is just an abstractum. It is
just a fictional object. But when I say it is a fictional object, I do not mean to
disparage it; it is a wonderful fictional object, and it has a perfectly legitimate
place within serious, sober, echt physical science. [CNG, 104]

Similarly, the “unified agent” conjured up by our narrative is a theoretical
abstraction, but it too has a legitimate place in a serious theory. Dennett
concludes the analogy as follows:

[W]e are virtuoso novelists, who find ourselves engaged in all sorts of behavior,
more or less unified, but sometimes disunified, and we always put the best “faces”
on it we can. We try to make all of our material cohere into a single good story.
And that story is our autobiography. The chief fictional character at the center of
that autobiography is one’s self. And if you still want to know what the self really
is, you are making a category mistake. [CNG, 114]

What exactly is the category mistake that we make about the self,
according to Dennett? I shall first attempt to identify the mistake, and
then I'll consider whether itreally is a mistake. Specifically, I'll ask whether
Dennett himself can afford to call it a mistake, given the philosophical
commitments he undertakes in the course of diagnosing it. I shall argue
that in at least some respects, the conception of the self that Dennett calls
mistaken is in fact likely to be correct.

In arguing against Dennett’s diagnosis of this mistake, I shall not be
arguing against his positive conception of the self as the fictive protagonist
of a person’s autobiography.® On the contrary, I'll argue that Dennett’s
positive conception of the selfis largely right. My only disagreement with

6 I use the term “fictive” because, to my ear, it shares with “fictional” the sense of “invented”
or “made up,” but not the sense of “untrue.” Those who do not already share these
linguistic intuitions should take them as stipulated hereby.






