
The existence of the gap leaves us with a number of ques-
tions . Here is one: In explaining actions by giving reasons,
we do not normally cite causally sufficient conditions . But
if that is so, then how can the explanation really explain
anything ? If the causal antecedents are insufficient to
determine the action, then how can citing them explain
why this action occurred rather than some other action
that was also possible, given the same set of antecedent
causes? The answer to that question has deep implica -
tions, and I am going to try to work out some of them in
the course of this chapter.

My first objective will be to try to establish beyond any
reasonable doubt that there really is a phenomenon of the
gap of the sort I have been talking about. To do that I have
to give a more precise definition of the gap and say more
about its geography . My second objective will be to
answer the question I just posed and to draw out some of
the implications of the answer. I will argue that in order
to account for the phenomena of the gap we have to pre-
suppose a non-Humean , irreducible notion of the self, and

The Gap: Of Time
and the Self3

I Widening the Gap



The gap can be given two equivalent descriptions , one
forward -looking , one backward . Forward : the gap is that
feature of our conscious decision making and acting
where we sense alternative future decisions and actions

as causally open to us. Backward : the gap is that feature
of conscious decision making and acting whereby the
reasons preceding the decisions and the actions are
not experienced by the agent as setting causally sufficient
conditions for the decisions and actions. As far as our

conscious experiences are concerned, the gap occurs when
the beliefs I desires, and other reasons are not experienced
as causally sufficient conditions for a decision (the forma-
tion of a prior intention ); the gap also occurs when the
prior intention does not set a causally sufficient condition
for an intentional action; and it also occurs when the

initiation of an intentional project does not set sufficient
conditions for its continuation or completion .

These three manifestations of the gap illustrate its basic
geography . First , when one is making rational decisions,
there is a gap between the deliberative process and the
decision itself , where the decision consists in the forma-

tion of a prior intention . Second, once one has made up
one's mind to do something, that is, one has formed a
prior intention , there is a gap between the prior intention
and the actual initiation of the action in the onset of an
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The Definition of the Gap

The Geography of the Gap

we have to presuppose certain special relations between
the self and time, as far as practical reason is concerned.



63The Gap

intention -in-action . And third , whenever one is in the

course of some extended pattern of activity , such as I am
in now while writing this book, there is a gap between the
causes in the form of the prior intention to perform the
action and the intention -in-action on the one hand, and

the actual carrying out of the complex activity to its com-
pletion , on the other . Where extended actions are con-
cerned, even given your prior intentions and the initiation
of the action in the intention -in-action, you still have to

keep trying ; you have to keep going on your own . All
three gaps can be seen as different aspects of the same
feature of consciousness, that feature whereby our con-

scious experiences of making up our minds and our con-
scious experiences of acting (the exercise of the will , the
conscious feeling of effort - these are all names for the
same thing ) are not experienced as having psychologically
sufficient causal conditions that make them happen.

II Arguments for the Existence of the Gap

There are, it seems to me, three sorts of skepticism that
one might have about the gap. First , maybe I have mis-
described the consciousness in question . Perhaps there is
no such gap. Second, even if there is, maybe the uncon-
scious psychology overrides the conscious experience of
freedom in every case. The psychological causes may be
sufficient to determine all our actions, even if we are
not conscious of these causes. Third , even if we are free

psychologically , this freedom might be epiphenomenal .
The underlying neurobiology might determine all of our
actions. There are, after all , no gaps in the brain . In this
chapter I answer the first , and in chapter 9 I discuss the
third . I have nothing to say about the second, because I do
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not take it seriousl y . There are indeed some cases where

our actions are fixed by unconscious pyschological causes
- hypnosis cases for example- but it seems incredible
that all our actions are like acting in a hypnotic trance. I
discuss this issue briefly in another book,l and I will say
nothing further about it here.

The simplest proof of what I am describing as the
special causal and volitional elements of the gap is in the
following thought experiment , based on the research of
Wilder Penfield .2 He found that by stimulating the motor
cortex of his patients with a microelectrode he could cause

bodily movements . When asked, the patients invariably
said , " I did not do that , you did it " (p . 76). So the patient 's

experience, for example, of having his arm raised by
Penfield 's stimulation of the brain is quite different from

his experience of voluntarily raising his arm. What is
the difference ? Well , to answer that , let us imagine the

Penfield cases on a grand scale. Imagine that all of my
bodily movements over a certain period of time are caused
by a brain scientist sending electromagnetic rays into my
motor cortex. Now clearly the experience would be totally
different from normal conscious voluntary action. In this
case, as in perception , I observe what is happening to me.
In the normal case, I make it happen. There are two features
of the normal case. First , I cause the bodily movement by
trying to raise my arm . The trying is sufficient to cause the
arm to move ; but second , the reasons for the action are not

sufficient causes to force the trying .

1. Minds, Brains, and Science, Cambridge , MA : Harvard University Press,
1984. See chap. 6.

2. The Mystery of the Mind , Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975,
pp . 76 - 77 .



If we put this under the magnifying glass we find that
the action consists of the two components I described

in chapter 2, the intention -in-action (the trying ), which ,
w hen conscious, is a conscious experience of acting, and
the bodily movement . The intention -in-action is causally
sufficient for the bodily movement . So, if I raise my arm,
the intention -in-action causes the arm to go up . But in a
normal case of voluntary action, the intention -in-action
does not itself have psychologically causally sufficient
antecedent conditions , and when I say the whole action
lacks sufficient conditions it is because the intention -in-
action lacks them . That is a manifestation of the gap of
human freedom. In the normal case, the experience of

acting will cause the initiation of movement by sufficient
conditions , but that experience itself (the experience of
trying , what William James called the feeling of "effort " )
does not have sufficient pychological causal conditions in
the free and voluntary cases.

In the first chapter I briefly mentioned a second argu-
ment : I believe the most dramatic manifestation of the gap
in real life comes out in the fact that when one has sev-

eral reasons for performing an action, or for choosing an
action, one may act on only one of them; one may select
which reason one acts on. For example, suppose I have
several reasons for voting for a particular political candi-
date. All the same, I may not vote for the candidate for all
of those reasons. I may vote for the candidate for one rea-
son and not for any of the others. In such a case, I may
know without observation that I voted for the candidate

for one particular reason and not for any of the others,
even though I know that I also had those other reasons for
voting for him . Now , this is an amazing fact and we ought
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to ponder it . There are several reasons operating on me ,
but only one of these is actually effective and I select which

one will be effective. That is, as far as my awareness of my
own actions is concerned , my various beliefs and desires

don ' t cause me to behave in a particular way . Rather , I
select which desire I act on . I decide , in short , which of the

many causes will be effective . This suggests a fascinating
hypothesis that will also come up in later chapters . If we

think of the reasons I act on as the reasons that are effec-
tive , then it emerges that where free rational action is

concerned , all effective reasons are made effective by the agent,
insofar as he chooses which ones he will act on .

When I say that we " select " which reasons to act on , or
that we " make " reasons effective , I do not mean that there

are any separate acts of selecting and making going on .
If there were , we could quickly construct vicious -infinite -

regress arguments about making the makings and select -

ing the selectings .3 I just mean that when you freely act on
a reason you have thereby , in that act , selected that reason
and made it effective .

A third , more indirect way to argue for the existence of

the gap is to note that rationality is only possible where

irrationality is possible . But the possibility of each requires
freedom . So in order to behave rationally I can do so only
if I am free to make any of a number of possible choices

and have open the possibility of behaving irrationally .
Paradoxically , the alleged ideal of a perfectly rational

machine , the computer , is not an example of rationality at

all , because a computer is outside the scope of rationality
altogether . A computer is neither rational nor irrational ,�

3. Gilbert Ryle is known for these types of regress arguments against
traditional action theory. See his The Concept of Mind, New York: Harper
and Row, 1949.



because its behavior is entirely determined by its program
and the structure of its hardware . The only sense in which
a computer can be said to be rational is observer-relative .
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III Causation and the Gap

In order to explore the relation of the gap to causation, let
us focus on the gap embedded in the actual structure of
voluntary actions. When we perform conscious voluntary
actions, we typically have a sense of alternative pos-
sibilities . For example, I am right now sitting at a com-
puter , typing words that appear on the screen. But I
could be doing a host of other things . I could get up and
walk around , read a book , or type words other than these.
You are, let us suppose, reading this while seated in a
chair . Unless something is radically unusual about your
situation - you are, for example, strapped into the chair or
paralyzed - you also have the sense that you could be
doing a host of other things . You could read something
else, call up an old friend on the phone, or go out for
a beer, to mention just a few possibilities . This sense of
alternative possibilities is built right into the structure of
ordinary human actions, and it gives us the conviction -
or perhaps the illusion - of freedom. We do not know
what conscious life is like for animals, but the neuro-

physiology of the higher animals is so close to ours that
we have to assume that the experiences typical of human
voluntary action are shared by many other species.

If we had the life of conscious trees or stones, able

to perceive our surroundings but unable to initiate any
actions of our own , we would not have the experiences
that give us the conviction of our own free will . Not every
experience, not even the experiences of our own move-



ments, contains this sense of freedom . If we act while in

the grip of a powerful emotion , in a total rage for example,
we do not have the sense that we could be doing some-
thing else. Worse yet, if things are totally out of our con-
trol , if we have fallen off a building , or if our body is held
immobile , we do not have the sense of alternative possi-
bilities , at least not alternative possibilities of physical
movement .

In perception , as opposed to action, we have nothing
like this sense of alternative possibilities open to us. On
the contrary , we take it for granted that our perceptual
experiences are fixed by the combination of how the world
is and how we are. For example, if I look down at the
computer keys, it is not up to me what I see. Though there
is a voluntaristic element in perception (for example, in
Gestalt switching perceptions I can freely choose to see a
figure now as a duck, now as a rabbit ), in a case such as

this I take it that the visual experiences I have are entirely
determined by such things as the structure of the key-
board , the lighting conditions , and my perceptual appa-
ratus. Of course I can always turn my head, but that is a
voluntary action, not an act of perception . Note the con-
trast between the freedom of action and the determined

nature of perception . The letters I am now putting on the
computer screen are up to me to produce here and now
and I can produce others at will , whereas the letters I see

on the keyboard are fixed by the physics of the machinery .
But what does it mean to say that we have a sense of
freedom? What are the implications of such a sense?

Another pervasive feature of our experiences is the
experience of causation. In conscious action and conscious
perception we often experience our relations to the world
as causal in their very structure . In action we experience
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ourselves acting causally on things outside us, and in
perception we experience things in the world acting caus-
ally on us. Now here is the anomaly introduced by the
experience of voluntary action: The sense of freedom in
voluntary action is a sense that the causes of the action,
though effective and real in the form of the reasons for the
action, are insufficient to determine that the action will
occur. I can tell you why I am doing what I am now doing ,
but in telling you why , I am not trying to give a causally
sufficient explanation of my behavior , because if I were,
the explanation would be hopelessly incomplete . It could
only be a partial causal exp lana tion of my behavior , be-
cause in specifying these causes, I do not give you what
I take to be causally sufficient conditions . If you ask
me, "Why are you writing this argument ?" I will answer,
"I want to explain some peculiar features of voluntary
action." That answer, which is complete and adequate as
an explanation of my behavior , could only be part of a
causal explanation of my present behavior , because it does
not specify a cause that is sufficient to determine my pres-
ent actions. Even if I filled in all the details of my beliefs
and desires to explain what I am doing , even given this
total set of causes, my behavior would still not be com-
pletely determined , and I would still have the feeling that
I could be doing something else. The consequence of this
is that the explanation of our own behavior has a peculiar
feature: The explanations we typically give when we state
the reasons for our actions are not sufficient causal expla-
nations . They do not show that what happened had to
happen.

As we saw in chapter I , it is commonly said that actions
are caused by beliefs and desires; but if "cause" is meant
to imply "causally sufficient ," then as far as our ordinary
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experience of voluntary action is concerned , this statement

is just false . In Intentionality , 4 I tried to explain some of

the striking parallels between the intentional structure of

cognitive phenomena such as belief , memory , and per -

ception on the one hand , and volitive phenomena such as

desire , prior intention , and intentional action on the other .

I summarized some of these basic features of the structure

of intentionality in chapter 2 of this book . What that

chapter shows is that as far as the formal structure

of intentionality , including intentional causation , is con -

cerned , cognition and volition are mirror images of each

other . These relations are illustrated on the chart in chap -

ter 2 . I think the parallels are exact , but right now I want

to call attention to a difference : volition typically contains

the gap in a way that cognition does not .

IV The Experiential Gap , the Logical Gap , and the

Unavoidable Gap

Let us suppose that I am right so far : there is an experi -

enced gap , and it is defined in relation to intentional

causation , but the experience is one of the absence of suf -

ficient causal conditions . It seems to me someone might

just say , " So what ? You have these experiences but so far

no reason is given why we should care about them or why

they might not be systematic illusions . We also have color

experiences but some people think that physics has shown

that color is an illusion . It is an illusion we cannot help

having , but it is an illusion all the same . Why should the

gap be any different ? "

4 . John R . Searle , Intentionality : An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind , Cam -

bridge : Cambridge University Press , 1983 . See chapter 3 , esp . p . 79 .
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As far as anything I have said so far is concerned, the
gap might be an illusion , but unlike the belief in the
ontologically objective existence of colors, it is not a belief
we can give up . The interest of the discussion is not mere
"phenomenology ." We have to presuppose that there
really is a gap, that the phenomenology corresponds to a
reality , whenever we engage in choosing and deciding ,
and we cannot avoid choosing and deciding . I can intel -
ligibly give up my belief in the reality and the objec-
tive existence of colors as something in addition to light
reflectances, but I cannot in that way give up my belief in
the reality of the gap.

I am advancing three theses here.

1. We have experiences of the gap of the sort I have
described.

2. We have to presuppose the gap. We have to presup-
pose that the psychological antecedents of many of our
decisions and actions do not set causally sufficient con-
ditions for those decisions and actions.

3. In normal conscious life one cannot avoid choosing and

deciding .

Here is the argument for 2 and 3: If I really thought that
the beliefs and desires were sufficient to cause the action

then I could just sit back and watch the action unfold in
the same way as I do when I sit back and watch the action
unfold on a movie screen. But I cannot do that when I am

engaging in rational decision making and acting. I have to
presuppose that the antecedent set of psychological con-
ditions was not causally sufficient . Furthermore , here is an
additional argument for point 3: even if I became con-
vinced of the falsity of the thesis of the gap, all the same I
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would still have to engage in actions and thus exercise my

own freedom no matter what . Suppose I become con-
vinced that there is no gap ; all the same I still have to do

something, and in doing something I am exercising my
own freedom , at least as far as my experience of the gap is
concerned. As we saw in chapter 1/ even the refusal to
exercise freedom is intelligible to me as an agent only if I
take it to be an exercise of freedom .

For example, there is a kind of practical inconsistency in
maintaining the following two theses:

1. I am now trying to make up my mind whom to vote for
in the next election .

2. I take the existing psychological causes operating on
me right now to be causally sufficient to determine whom
I am going to vote for .

The inconsistency comes out in the fact that if I really
believe (2), then there seems no point in making the effort
involved in (1). The situation would be like taking a pill
that I am sure will cure my headache by itself , and then
trying to add some further psychological effort to the
effects of the pill . If I really believe the pill is enough,
then the rational thing to do is to sit back and let it take
effect .

Suppose I believe the doctrine that rational actions are
caused by beliefs and desires. Suppose, as a science-fiction
fantasy, that there are pills that induce beliefs and desires.
Now suppose I want someone to do something rationally .
I want him to vote for the Democratic candidate for a

reason , so I give him the red pills that give him a desire
to vote for the candidate whom he thinks would be best

for the economy and I give him the blue pills that con-
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V From the Gap to the Self

In the case of voluntary action , the psychological causes
do not necessitate the effect . Then what does ? At the psy -

chological level : nothing . The effect is not necessary , it
is voluntary . What makes the action a psychologically

free action is precisely that the antecedent psychological
causes were not sufficient to cause it . Perhaps at some

different level of description , perhaps at the level of syn -

apses and neurotransmitters , the causes were sufficient
for the bodily movements , but at the level of description
of intentional action , the definition of a free (voluntary ,
rational , conscious ) action is that it does not have causally

vince him that the Democratic candidate is best for the

economy.
Now can I just sit back and watch the causes work ? Is it

just like putting dynamite under a bridge , lighting the
fuse, and watching the bridge blow up ? No . Even in this
case it is not like that, for suppose I wish to induce myself
to vote for the Democrats, so I take both the red and the

blue pills . After a couple of weeks I might think , well
the pills have worked . I have come to believe that the
Democrat is better for the economy and I have come to
want a candidate who will be good for the economy. But
this is still not sufficient . I still have to decide whom I am

going to vote for , and that presupposes that the causes are
not sufficient .

To summarize these points : We have the experience of
freedom, we must presuppose freedom whenever we
make decisions and perform actions, and we cannot avoid
making decisions and carrying out actions.



sufficient psychological antecedents. The mistake is to
think we must find something that necessitates the effect.
That is wrong . The effect is the conscious intention -in-
action, that is, the experience of acting.

But what does it mean to say the effect is voluntary and
not necessary? What could it mean? In the examples we
have been considering , we suppose that I am making up
my mind to do something and then doing it . The reasons
for the action are not causally sufficient , and I am operat-
ing under the presupposition that they are not causally
sufficient . How then are we to describe what is going on?
How does the action come 'about if nothing fills the gap?
The intelligibility of our operation in the gap requires an irre-
ducible notion of the self.

This is an important claim for the subsequent argument
of this book and I want to try to clarify and justify it . To
start with , let us again make the contrast with perception .
When I see something, I don 't actually have to do any-
thing . Assuming my perceptual apparatus is intact and I
am appropriately situated, I just have perceptual experi-
ences. My sequence of experiences includes one that was
not there previously . But that is all . Now suppose that I am
trying to decide what to do. I can't just wait and observe
what happens. I actually have to do something, even if it
is only to make up my mind . When I open up my closet to
see if my shirt is there, I don 't have to do anything except
look ; the rest takes care of itself . But to put the shirt on I
actually have to make an effort . I have to have an intention -
in -action. The intelligibility of that process together with
its outcome requires the postulation of an entity that is not
required for perception . Why ? Well , I have to do it , it
won 't just happen on its own .
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We need to distinguish :

1. The act just happens.
2. I do the act.

(1) is not a correct description of voluntary human
action. Such action does not just happen. Rather, (2) is
right : I have to do the act for it to happen. But is (2) not a
causal claim? For every causal claim, always ask, "What
exactly causes what ?" And in this case there is no answer
to that question . Was there some feature of me that
together with my beliefs and desires was sufficient to
bring about the action? Maybe so, but if so that is not part
of the experience of acting, for I cannot sit back and let the
feature do its job . I have to, as they say, make up my mind
and then do the act. The fact that I make the decision and

perform the act does not mean there was some event in
me that together with my reasons was causally sufficient
for the decision and the action.

VI H ume' s Skeptical Account of the Self

I am now going to explore these issues in some detail .
With the greatest reluctance I have come to the conclusion
that we cannot make sense of the gap, of reasoning, of
human action and of rationality generally , without an
irreducible , that is, non-Humean , notion of the self. I now
turn to the issue of the self, and since the argument needs
to be developed carefully I will say a little about the tra-
ditional problem of the self in philosophy and about the
neo-Humean conception, which is more or less accepted
in our philosophical tradition and, until recently I even
by me.
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The self is one of the most scandalous notions in phi -
losophy . There is nothing wrong with the notion of the
self as it occurs in ordinary speech. When we say I for
example, " I have just cut myself " or "Self-pity is a vice,"
the concept of the "self " is just short for the appropri -
a te personal pronouns and other expressions referring to
people and animals . It carries no metaphysical weight .
But in philosophy the notion has been used to do a num -
ber of quite weighty tasks, and not all of them can be jus-
tified . Among the metaphysical concepts of the self in
philosophy are:

1. The self is the bearer of personal identity through time .
I am the same person at time t2 that I was at tl because the
self is the same. Identity of self accounts for identity of
person.

2. The self is really the same as the soul . Therefore,
because the soul is different from the body , the self can
survive the destruction of the body . My body is one thing ,
my soul or self is something else. The body is mortal , the
soul or self is immortal .

3. Related to (1), the self is what makes me into the person
that I am. There is a certain entity within me that con-
stitutes my identity as a person and distinguishes me from
all other people, and that is my self. On this conception,
the self is constitutive of my character and personality .

4. The self is the bearer of all my mental properties . In
addition to my thoughts , feelings, etc. there is a self that
has 0.11 these thoughts and feelings.

No doubt there are other jobs done by the self. But
many philosophers , and I am one, could never find suffi -
cient reason to postulate the existence of a self as some-



thing in addition to the sequence of experiences and the
body in which they occur. This sort of skepticism about
the self is inspired by Hume . As he pointed out , when I
turn my attention inward , I find particular thoughts and
feelings but nothing in addition by way of the self. The
self, according to Hume , is just a bundle of experiences
and nothing more. Hume 's point , I take it , is not just that
as a matter of fact I do not find a self when I turn my
attention inward , but rather that nothing could count as
the experience of the self, for any experience I had would
just be another experience. Suppose I had a constant
experience that accompanied all my other experiences.
Suppose I had a continuous experience of a yellow spot in
my visual field . Suppose it lasted my entire life . Is that
a self? No, it is just a yellow spot. Not only is there no
experience of the self, but there could not be one, because
nothing could logically satisfy the constraints placed on
the metaphysical notion of the self.

Hume 's account of the self as just a bundle of percep-
tions needs revision in at least one respect, in order to
account for an objection made by Kant . All of my experi-
ences at any given point in time come to me as part of a
unified conscious field . My conscious life has what Kant ,
with his usual gift for catchy phrases, called " the tran-
scendental unity of apperception ." What I believe he
meant is this : I do not just have the feeling of the shirt on
my back and the taste of beer in my mouth , but I have
them both as part of a single unified conscious field .
Hume thought of each perception as separate and distinct ,
but that cannot be right ; because then we could not distin -
guish between one consciousness having ten experiences
- the feeling of the shirt , the taste of the beer, the sight of
the sky, etc.- and ten different consciousnesses each with
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one experience. So we have to insist that at any given
poin t in time , all of one's experiences are united in to a
single conscious field . But the conscious field does not
give us a self in addition to the conscious field . There is
just the continuously developing unified conscious field ,
flowing through time, and each time-slice of the conscious
field is a unity of all of its different components. Some
of these conscious states within the conscious field will

be memories of earlier events in the life -history of the
sequence of conscious states. Some will even be feelings
that , in my case, I would describe as the feeling of what it
is like to be me. But we still can locate no self in addition

to the sequence of experiences.
I would want to add to this revised Humean conception

of the self the claim that the body is essential to my having
the sequence of conscious experiences. We need not worry
at this stage about whether the requirement of a body is
an empirical requirement or a matter of logic . The point at
this stage is merely that the sequence of conscious states
has to have some physical realization . Even if I am a brain
in a vat , still there has to be a physical brain at a bare
minimum , and if I am to have experiences of the world ,
then my brain must be in some kind of causal interaction
with the world .

This then is the updated neo-Humean account of the
self: I am an embodied brain in causal contact with the

world . That brain is capable of causing and sustaining
unified conscious fields , and these states within the fields
will include memory experiences of earlier conscious ex-
periences. It is true tha t there is something that it feels like
to be me, but that is just a feeling like any other and
it carries no metaphysical weight . The existence of such
feelings does not by itself guarantee any identity through
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For the moment let us put all our Humean considerations
to one side and reflect on how human beings make deci-
sions and carry out actions in the gap. Let us suppose that
I am in a meeting and the chairman says, II All those in
favor of the motion , raise your right arm." I raise my arm.
I perform the action of voting for the motion by way of
raising my right arm . Now what caused me to perform the
action of raising my right arm? I can give a partial causal
explanation by giving the reason for my action . I wanted
to vote for the motion because I was in favor of it and I

believed that in raising my right arm I was voting for it . In
that context, raising my arm constituted voting for it .

So far so good, but as we have seen over and over, the
reasons did not constitute causally sufficient conditions .
So how do we get over the gap from my reasons in the
form of psychological causes to the actual performance
of the action? Here are the two possibilities I mentioned
earlier , more completely described:

Non-Humean Self

time, and for all I know there may be a large number of
other people who have type-identical feelings with my
feelings of what it is like to be me. In summary the "self"
is entirely reducible to simpler elements. It consists of
conscious feelings I including memories and a sense of
'/me-ness." (No doubt it also includes a lot of false be-
liefs about the self.) These are caused by and are realized
in a continuously existing physical system, my embodied
brain . On the neo- Humean view , in addition to all of that
there simply is no such thing as the self End of the story
about the self.

VII An Argument for the Existence of an Irreducible ,
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seems any adequate answer to the first question must

provide an answer to the second .

Much of my debate with the Classical Model concen -

trates at precisely this point . On the classical model there

can be no gap . The explanation of action requires us to
quantify only over events and to state causal relations
between them : the event of action A was caused by the
events Band D , the beliefs and desires of the agent . (By

the way , the fact that beliefs and desires are not events is
an embarrassment that is often glossed over by saying
that the real causes are the onsets of the beliefs and desires ,

or the events that caused the beliefs and desires .)5 Many

philosophers who reject various aspects of the Classical
Model are still in its grip over precisely this question .

Thus Thomas Nagel , one of the most powerful critics of

certain aspects of the Classical Model , argues that if we
accept the gap , then the absence of causally sufficient
conditions in the determination of an action would force
us to the conclusion that there is an element of random -

ness in the performance of free actions , and our exp la-
nations would fail to explain , because they fail to cite

sufficient conditions . As Nagel puts it , such an expla -

nation II cannot explain precisely what it is supposed to
explain , why I did what I did rather than the alternative that
was causally open to me./16 One answer to these questions

5. Donald Davidson, "Actions, reasons, and causes," reprinted in Essays
on Actions and Events, New York: Oxford University Press, 1980, pp. 3-
19.
6. Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere, New York: Oxford University
Press, 1986, pp. 116- 117. Similar worries have been expressed by Galen
Strawson, "Libertarianism, Action, and Self-Determination," reprinted in
T. O'Connor (ed.), Agents, Causes, and Events: Essays on Indeterminism and
Free Will, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995, pp. 13- 32.
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has been proposed by a lot of good philosophers ,7 but it is

wrong . Here it is : The cause of the action is me. I , the per -
son who performs the action , am its cause . So there is
no causal gap . The person is the cause . In some versions ,

we are to think of such personal causation , (" agent cau -

sation ," " immanent causation " ) as a very special kind of
causation . On Chisholm 's account we need to distinguish
agent causation , what he calls ""immanent causation ,"

from ordinary event causation , " transeunt causation ." In

other accounts we are just to think that the person is a
cause like any other cause . But in both versions the causal

gap is filled by a person acting as cause .
I believe this answer is worse than mistaken philoso -

phy , it is bad English . It is a constraint on the notion of

causation that wherever some object x is cited as a cause,

there must be some feature or property of x or some event
involving x that functions causally . It makes no sense to
say, tout court , that object x caused such and such an

event . So, for example , if I say , " Bill caused the fire ," that

is shorthand for something such as, for example , "Bill ' s
lighting the match caused the fire ," or " Bill ' s carelessness

caused the fire ." The original , " Bill caused the fire ," is

intelligible only if I see it as subject to some such comple -
tion . But what is the completion supposed to be in " I
caused my action of raising my arm " ? Notice that it makes
perfectly good sense to say in answer to " What caused

your arm to go up ?" to say " I caused it to go up ." Because
in this case we hear that as short for .III caused it to go up

7. For example, Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, and Roderick Chisholm,
"Human Freedom and the Self," in Gary Watson (ed.), Free Will: Oxford
Readings in Philosophy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982, pp. 24- 35.
I believe Chisholm later abandoned this view.
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by raising it ." In such a case it is my intention -in -action

that functions causally to make my arm go up . Also it

makes perfectly good sense to say , " My desire to vote for
the motion caused me to raise my arm ." But that is just to
cite a reason , and it leaves us with the same gap we have

been unsuccessfully trying to plug .
So what is the correct interpretation of (2)? Thefirst step

in understanding (2) is to see that for its understanding we

require a very special notion of agency. The Humean bundle ,
even if unified and embodied , is not enough . You have to

have an animal agent . Something is an agent in this sense
if and only if it is a conscious entity that has the capacity

to initiate and carry out actions under the presupposition
of freedom . That sounds trivial , as it should , but it is

not innocuous , because it implies that a bundle is not

enough for agency . An agent is more than a bundle . On
the Humean conception the bundle is just a sequence

of natural phenomena , part of the sequence of efficient
causes and effects in the world . But an agent in this sense

requires more than being a bundle or being a part of the
bundle . Why ? Because the intention -in -action is not just
an event that occurs by itself . It can occur only if an agent

is actually doing something , or at least trying to do some -
thing . Agency requires an entity that can consciously try to do
something .

But so far we still have not explained how or why we

can or should accept nonsufficient causal explanations . So

let us go to the next step . Because the agent has to be able
to make decisions and perform actions on the basis of

reasons , the same entity that acts as agent must be capable
of perception , belief , desire , memory , and reasoning . To
use the old -time jargon , the notion of agency was intro -
duced to account for volition , but the same entity that has
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volition must also have conation and cognition. The agent
must in short be a self. Just as agency has to be added
to the bundle to account for how embodied bundles can

engage in free actions, so selfhood has to be added to
agency to account for how agents can act rationally .

The reason that we can rationally accept explanations that do
not cite sufficient conditions in these cases is that we under-
stand that the explanations are about rational selves in their
capacity as agents. Thus the following three sentences look
similar in surface syntax, but their underlying semantics,
as we understand them given our Background presup-
positions , reveals important differences.

(1) I raised my arm because I wanted to vote for the
motion .

(2) I got a stomachache because I wanted to vote for the
motion .

(3) The building collapsed because the earthquake
damaged the foundation .

(1) is perfectly acceptable as an explanation even though
it does not cite sufficient conditions , because we under -

stand it against the Background presupposition of the
existence of rational selves, acting on reasons, under the
presupposition of freedom. To see this point contrast (1)
with (2). Given our Background presuppositions , (2) is
interpreted like (3). It works as an explanation because, in
context, it gives causally sufficient conditions , and ratio -
nality and freedom are not in the picture at all . Getting a
stomachache is not a case of acting on a reason.

But why should we accept explanations of form (1) if
they do not cite causally sufficient conditions ? If there is
a gap in the explanation , then it seems the event had an
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element of randomness. No reason has been given why
that event occurred as opposed to some other event. How
do we answer Nagel 's objection? The key to the answer is
to see that the question, "Why did you do it ?" asks for a
totally different sort of answer from the question, "Why
did it happen?" I now want to explain the difference. The
first step is this : always look at phenomena such as ratio -
nal behavior and its explanation from the first -person
point of view , because they have a first -person ontology .
They only exist from the first -person point of view . And
from that point of view there is no question that it is both
the case that the reasons were not causally determining ,
and yet the explanation is perfectly adequate as it stands.
It explains both why I did what I did , and why I did that
rather than an alternative that was causally open to me. It
is adequate because it cites the reason that I, as a rational
self, made effective by acting on it . It gives a perfectly
adequate answer to the question "Why did you do it ?"
without implying " It is causally impossible that anything
else could have happened." It gives an adequate answer to
the question because it precisely answers the questions
"Why ?" and "Why did you do that and not something
else?" And it is not a requirement on such an answer that
the answer give determining causal conditions . The causal
gap does not imply an explanatory gap. The question, "Why
did you do that ?" does not ask: what causes were suffi -
cient to determine your action? but rather it asks: what
reason{s) did you, as a rational self, act on? And the
answer to that question explains not by showing how the
act as a natural event was inevitable given the antecedent
causes, but by showing how a rational selfoperated in the gap.
In a Wittgensteinian tone of voice one wants to say: this is
how the language game of explaining actions is played ,



and don 't suppose it must be played according to the
rules of the language game of explanations in classical
mechanics. The reason the language game of explaining
actions by giving reasons is played differently is that the
actual facts recorded by statements made in this language
game have a different logical form from ordinary causal
statements.

Nagel 's requirement as stated is actually ambiguous .
The requirement that I explain why I did the act rather
than some other act that was open to me can mean either
(a) I state what reason I acted on; in which case I state a
reason that explains this action and excludes others that
were causally open to me. Or it could mean (b) I state the
causes of an event, my action, which explain why that
event had to occur and no other event could have oc-

curred . Nagel 's objection raises a problem only if we sup-
pose that requirement (b) must be satisfied if there is to
be an explanation . But that would be a mistake . The ques-
tion "Why did you do it ?" in the relevant sense, asks me
to state the reason(s) I acted on.

Of course, as Nagel points out , giving a reason does not
by itself answer why I acted on that reason and not on
some other reason available to me. But that is a different

question . "Why did you do it ?" asks initially for the rea-
son(s) I acted on. One can always continue the line of
questioning . "Why was that reason adequate for yoU?"
And such lines of questioning will reveal more gaps, but
explanation has to come to an end somewhere. And it
does not show an inadequacy in my answer to the first
question, that it admits of further questions.

The requirement that I state the reasons I acted on
requires a reference to a self. The truth conditions of sen-
tences of the form "X performed act A for reason R"

86 Chapter 3
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require not just the existence of events, psychological
states, and causal relations between them, they require a
self (which is something more than an agent) that makes
a reason effective by acting on it . Various philosophers ,
perhaps most notably Korsgaard , have claimed that in
voluntary actions we create our selves. If so, this is a
totally different notion of the self from the one I am now
expounding . They must mean we create our character and
personality . The point I am making now is not that action
creates a self, but that action presupposes a self.

On the classical model the explanation of action
requires only quantification over events. Thus the logical
form of 'IS did A because of his belief and desire" comes
out as:

There is some x such that x is a doing of A by S and there
is some y such that y is a belief and there is some z such
tha t z is a desire and (the onsets of ) y and z caused x.

The apparent reference to a self is only a means to
identify a token event.

On the account I am proposing the logical form of 'IS
performed A because of reason R" is pretty much what it
appears to be on its face:

There is an x such that x == self S I and there is a y such
that y == action token A, and there is some z such that
z == reason R, and x performed y and in the performance
of y, x acted on z.

Notice that the reference to a self is ineliminable . I have

not yet explained what is a " reason for action" and what it
means to act on a reason. That comes in the next chapter.
We are going one step at a time, and in this chapter I am
just trying to make it clear that the form of rational action
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We know that (2) is true from considering first -person
examples. I can tell you exactly why I voted for Clinton ,
even though the reasons I cite did not compel me to do it .
In order to explain (2), given (1), we have to introduce the
notion of acting on a reason. The special feature of reason
explanations is this :

3. The request for a reason explanation of an action is a re-
quest for a statement of the reason that the agent acted on.

On the basis of (3) we can conclude (4):

4. Such explanations require the notion of an agent capa-
ble of acting on a reason, and any such agent is a self, in
the sense I am trying to elucidate .

The fact that we are inclined to suppose that all expla-
nations must fit a preconceived model of billiard ball cau-
sation is a limitation on our Background sensibility that I
am now trying to overcome. I am trying to explain the
conditions of the particular form of intelligibility of this
language game.

Let us now turn to the next step in the argument .

explanations is not one of causation between events , but
requires an irreducible notion of the self .

What shows that my analysis is better than the Classi-
cal Model ? There are a number of arguments , but the one

we are considering at this point has two premises. Grant
me :

1. Reason explanations typically do not cite causally suf -
ficient conditions .

2. In normal cases, they are perfectly adequate as they
stand .



Only for a self can something be a reason for an action .
So far we have identified an experiential gap and a self
that operates in that gap. But the self operates in that gap
on the basis of reasons. So the question arises: what is
a reason and what fact makes something into a reason?
I will have more to say about reasons in the next two
chapters, but at this point it is clear that in order that
something be a reason that can function in deliberation
and action, it must be a reason for an agent. The point has
to be stated precisely . There are lots of reasons for doing
things that no one knows about . For example, people had
a reason for eating whole wheat bread- it prevents beri
beri - without knowing that they had a such a reason. But
such a reason cannot have a role in deliberation . In delib -

eration a reason must be in the possession of an agent in
order to function as a reason. This is an additional feature

of the self, as well as being an argument for the existence
of the self. Furthermore , since reasons can be cognitive
- beliefs and perceptions, for example- the self must
involve more than agency, more than just volition . One
and the same entity must be capable of operating with
cognitive reasons as well as deciding and acting on the
basis of those reasons.

Given all of this we can now take the next step. If
we assume the existence of an irreducible conscious self

acting on the basis of reasons under the constraints of
rationality and on the presupposition of freedom we can
now make sense of responsibility and all of its attendant
notions . Because the self operates in the gap on the basis of
reasons to make decisions and perform actions, it is the locus of
responsibility.

This is a separate argument for the existence of an irre -
ducible self. In order that we can assign responsibility ,
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there must be an entity capable of assuming, exercising,
and accepting responsibility . We will understand this
point better if we introduce the notion of time . The notion

of responsibility makes sense only if we can now assign
responsibility for actions that occurred in the past. I am
held responsible now for things I did in the distant past.
But that only makes sense if there is some entity that is
both the agent of the action in the past and me now . That
entity is what I have been calling "the self." Notice that I
am not in that way responsible for my perceptions . Per-
ceptions affect me but I am not accountable for them in the
way I am accountable for my actions.

Only of a self, in the sense explained, can we say that
he or she is responsible, guilty , to blame, to get credit , is
deserving of reward or punishment . These attributions
are different from ;'is good looking ," ;' is in pain ," or "sees
the oncoming car." The former set require an irreduci -
ble notion of the self for their intelligibility . The latter do
not .

Reasoning is a process of the self in time , and, for
practical reason, reasoning is essentially concerned
with time .

The introduction of the notion of time enables us to see

that rationality in action is always a matter of an agent
consciously reasoning in time, under the presupposition
of freedom, about what to do now or in the future . In the

case of theoretical reason, it is a matter of what to accept,
conclude, or believe; in the case of practical reason, it is a
matter of what actions to perform . There is thus a sense in
which all reasoning is practical , because it all issues in
doing something . In the case of theoretical reason, the
doing is typically a matter of accepting a conclusion or

90 Chapter 3
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hypothesis on the basis of argument or evidence. Theo-
retical reason is, thus, a special case of practical reason.
The difference between theoretical and practical reason is
in the direction of fit of the conclusion : mind -to-world , in

the case of drawing a conclusion from evidence or prem-
ises, and world -to-mind , in the case of forming a decision
and hence an intention on the basis of considerations . This

has important further consequences: practical reasoning is
not just something that occurs in time, but it is about time
in the sense that it is reasoning now by a self about what
that self is going to do now or in the future . So, once
we introduce the notion of time we see that the self is

required both as a locus of responsibility for past actions,
and as a subject of planning about present and future
actions. When I plan now for the future , the subject of the
planning is the same self that is going to perform the act in
the future . The structuring of time that is an essential part
of practical reason presupposes a self.

VIII Summary of the Argument for the Existence of
an Irreducible , Non -Humean Self

Step 1. The existence of voluntary , intentional actions re-
quires a conscious agent who acts. Otherwise the action
would just be an event that occurs. Neither a Humean
bundle nor a Strawsonian "person"8 having both men-
tal and physical properties , nor even a Frankfurt -style9
person who has second-order desires about its first -order
desires is by itself sufficient to account for agency.

8. Peter Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics,
London: Methuen, 1959, pp. 87- 116.
9. Harry G. Frankfurt, "Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a
Person," Journal of Philosophy, January 1971, pp. 5-20.



Step 2. But it is logically possible to be an agent and not
yet a self. In order to be a self the entity that acts as an
agent must also be capable of conscious reasoning about
its actions. It must be an entity capable of perception ,
memory , belief, desire, thought , inference, and cognition
generally . Agency is not enough for rational action . The
agent must be a self.

Step 3. The crucial step: There is a special logical feature
of rational action explanations . Construed as causal expla-
nations, they do not work . The causes are typically not
sufficient to explain the action. Yet they are perfectly ade-
quate as they stand. Their intelligibilty requires that we
think of them not as citing causes that determine an event,
but as citing the reasons that a conscious rational agent
acted on. That agent is a self. Agency plus the apparatus
of rationality equals selfhood .

Step 4. Once we have a self as the agent of action,
then a lot of other puzzling notions can be accounted
for , specifically responsibility with its attendant notions
of blame, guilt , desert, reward , punishment , praise, and
condemna tion .

Step 5. The existence of the self accounts for the relation

of agency to time . One and the same self must be respon-
sible for the actions that it performed in the past, and it
must be capable of planning about the future . All reason-
ing is in time , and practical reasoning is, in the sense I
have tried to explain , about time .

92 Chapter 3

IX Experience and the Self

What is the relationship between the self that I have
described, a purely formally characterizable entity defined
by a specific list of features, and our actual conscious



experiences? Are we in any sense challenging Hume 's
conclusion that there is no experience of the self? What , in
short, can we say about this "self" ? So far, nothing . It is a
formal requirement on rational action that there must be a
self who acts, in a way that it is not a formal requirement
on perception that there be an agent or a self who per-
ceives. Consequently the Humean account of . me as a se-
quence of impressions and ideas, even updated to include
a physical body with all of its dispositions , does not cap-
ture the essential requirement for rational agency, namely
selfhood .

The key to answering this question lies in examining the
structure of our own consciousness, since the first condi -
tion on the self is that it should be capable of conscious-
ness. On the account I am presenting , the self is not an
experience, nor is it an object that is experienced. When,
for example, I look at a table, I have a visual experience
and there is a table that is the object of the experience. In
contrast, there is no self-experience and no object experi-
enced as the self. Rather, "self " is simply the name for that

entity which experiences its own activities as more than
an inert bundle . It is characteristic of my conscious expe-
rience that I engage in deliberation and action, I have
perceptions, I use my memories in deliberation , I make
decisions, I carry out my decisions (or fail to carry them
out ), and I feel satisfied or unsatisfied , guilty or innocent ,
depending on the net results of all of these activities . The
line I am following here is in a sense a fine line between
Hume 's skepticism and the naive pretheoretical view that
each of us is aware of himself or herself as a self. The point

I am making is that though the self is not the name of
an experience nor is it the name of an object of an expe-
rience, nonetheless there is a sequence of formal features
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of our experiences that are constitutive of ourselves as
selves.

How can we be sure that the apparent requirement of
the postulation of a self is not just a grammatical illusion
foisted on us by the subject-predicate structure of the
sentences? Are we not reifying something in order to have
an object for the 1'1" to refer to when we say ~/I decided to
vote for Clinton " ? No . For the grammatical requirement is
the same even in cases where I am not doing anything .
Consider ~'I see the rose." As far as the phenomenology is
concerned, you can describe the phenomenological facts
by saying ~/This sequence of experiences now includes one
of a rose." But you do not capture the active feature of
the decision by saying this sequence of experiences now
includes a decision, for the decision was something I
made, an action on my part , and the experience of the rose
was received passively .

But are we not postulating a homunculus who lives in
the gap and makes our decisions for us? And does this not

lead to an infinite regress? No, because we live in the gaps
and make the decisions.

The postulation of a self does not require that we have
any experiences of the self. An analogy will make this
point clearer. Whenever we see anything we have a visual
experience, and in order to explain the visual experience
we have to postulate a point of view from which the
experience takes place, even though the point of view is
not an experience nor is it itself experienced. Thus for
example to explain my having this visual experience of the
Pacific Ocean I have to postulate that the experience is
from a certain point of view in space, even though when I
see the Pacific I do not see the point of view from which I
see it , nor is the point of view part of the experience of
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seeing. Analogously the experience of free actions requires
a self even though the self is neither an experience nor an
object experienced.

So Lichtenberg was wrong . We should not say "It
thinks " in preference to "I think ." If thinking is an active
voluntary process, there must be a self who thinks .

X Conclusion

What then is the self ? On his own terms , Hume was surely

right . If by " self " we mean some set of experiences , such

as pains , or something that is the object of our expe -
riences , such as the table in front of me , then there is

no such thing . In order to account for rational agency ,

we must postulate a self that combines the capacities of

rationality and agency . The features of the self can be
sta ted as follows :

There is an x such that

1 . x is conscious .

2 . x persists through time .

3 . x operates with reasons , under the constraints of

rationality .

4 . x , operating with reasons , is capable of deciding , ini -

tiating , and carrying out actions , under the presupposition
of freedom .

5 . x is responsible for at least some of its behavior .

Implicit in this argument is a result I now want to make

explicit , because it will be of some importance in later

chapters . The subject matter of rationality is not formal

argument structures , much less is it marginal utility and

indifference curves . The central topic of discussion in a
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theory of rationality is the activity of human beings (and
presumably some other animals, as Kohler's apes have
convinced us), selves, engaged in the process of reasoning.
Just as the central subject matter of the philosophy of lan-
guage is neither sentences nor propositions, but speech
acts, so the subject matter of the philosophy of rationality is
the activity of reasoning, a goal-directed activity of conscious
selves.
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