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Attention and the Self
An Appreciation of C.O. Evans’
‘The Subject of Consciousness’

The Sub ject of Con scious ness is a rich, strik ingly orig i nal and ambi tious work. It
makes an impor tant and timely con tri bu tion to cur rent debates on a num ber of issues
which over the last few years have been tak ing cen tre stage in the phi los o phy of mind: 
for exam ple, self-consciousness, selec tive atten tion and the nature of bodily
aware ness.
 What makes this achieve ment some what unusual, and all the more remark able, is
that The Sub ject of Con scious ness was pub lished thirty years ago (Evans, 1970). The
reviews it received at the time ranged from the hos tile to the deri sory — one of the
more pos i tive com ments was Dennett’s remark that the book was ‘cou ra geously
unfash ion able’(Dennett, 1971, p. 180). Per haps partly as a result of this ini tial recep -
tion, the book has been under-utilized, to say the least. In ret ro spect, I think it is clear
that none of the review ers was really able to rec og nize the sig nif i cance of the issues
dis cussed in the book, let alone do jus tice to the the ory it devel ops. What they cer -
tainly failed to appre ci ate is the imag i na tive and sure-footed way in which Evans
draws on, and engages with, psy cho log i cal work on atten tion (espe cially T. Ribot and
Wil liam James). More over, the book is open-minded in another respect. As the pref -
ace states, while its author is some one ‘work ing, broadly speak ing, within the ana lyt i -
cal tra di tion’ (p. 11), there are many points of con tact with phe nom en ol ogy. The
reviews sug gest that in the early sev en ties, this may have been enough to con vince
many that the book could be, at best, cou ra geously unfash ion able. So one of the pur -
poses of this appre ci a tion is to put the record straight, as it were, and give due rec og ni -
tion to what I think is a bril liant work. More impor tantly, how ever, I want to sug gest
that there is much that can be gained from tak ing Evans’ views seri ously.
 The cen tral the sis of the book might be called the Expe ri en tial Self-Awareness claim:

(ES) Each of us has the expe ri ence of being a self.

The flaw in tra di tional approaches to per sonal iden tity, accord ing to Evans, is that
they either ignore, or fal sify, the expe ri ence we have of being a self. Expe ri en tial
self-awareness is ignored if the nature of per sonal iden tity is explained purely in
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third-personal terms, by reflect ing on the way per sons are iden ti fied, and re- iden ti fied,
from a third-person per spec tive. (This is labelled the per sons-approach, exem pli fied, 
accord ing to Evans, by the work of Strawson and Shoe maker.) There are two tra di -
tional views of per sonal iden tity which pur port to take the first per son point of view
seri ously: the Pure Ego The ory, on which the self is a men tal sub stance, and the Serial 
The ory, on which it is noth ing but a bun dle of per cep tions. But nei ther of them, Evans 
argues, is faith ful to the char ac ter of expe ri en tial self-awareness. While the Pure Ego
The ory artic u lates our sense that ‘an expe ri ence is always pre sented to a sub ject as an
expe ri ence to him, as some thing over against him self’ (p. 26), it makes it impos si ble
to think of the self as some thing which is pres ent in expe ri ence. On the other hand, the 
Serial The ory rightly rejects the idea of a self lying behind our expe ri ence, but it is
incom pat i ble with the unity we take our expe ri ences to pos sess in vir tue of being
expe ri ences to a sin gle sub ject. The pro ject of the book, then, is to explain per sonal
iden tity as it pres ents itself from the first-person per spec tive (i.e. to develop what
Evans labels the self-approach), in a way that respects both the unity and the expe ri -
en tial pres ence of the self. The the ory Evans pres ents is an attempt to spell out a sin -
gle, pow er ful and, I think, very sug ges tive idea: that the key to an expla na tion of
self-consciousness lies in the fact that con scious ness is struc tured by atten tion.
 Before con sid er ing this idea in more detail, a word about Evans’ pro ject. How
should we under stand the dif fer ence between the per sons-approach and the
self-approach? (a) One read ing might be that the two approaches are con cerned with
two kinds of per spec tives on per sons, and their iden tity over time. The self-approach,
on this read ing, would be an inves ti ga tion of the way in which one can know ‘from the 
inside’ that it is one and the same per son, viz. one self, who, say, had a head ache yes -
ter day and is still hav ing a head ache today. (b) Alter na tively, one might take the two
approaches to be con cerned with our aware ness of the iden tity of two dif fer ent kinds
of con tinu ants — per sons and selves.
 The prob lem with these read ings is that they take for granted an assump tion which
Evans explic itly rejects: the assump tion that in being experientially aware of being a
self, one is aware of an object. Evans argues that this assump tion not only gets the
phenemenology of expe ri en tial self-awareness wrong, it also mis con strues the nature
of what he calls native knowl edge of the self. More pre cisely, he endorses the fol low -
ing claims: (i) In being experientially aware of being a self, the self is not an object of
expe ri ence. (ii) Knowl edge expres sive of expe ri en tial self-awareness involves nei -
ther ref er en tial nor sortal iden ti fi ca tion of one self (it does not involve know ing an
answer to the ques tions ‘Which is it?’ or ‘What is it?’). So it would be a mis take to
describe Evans’ pro ject as that of giv ing an account of a ‘first-personal’ way of gain -
ing knowl edge of the iden tity over time of a par tic u lar object. A better ini tial char ac -
ter iza tion would be to say that Evans aims to give an account of the unity of
con scious ness. The cru cial point, though, is that Evans takes this pro ject to be insep a -
ra ble from that of explain ing the iden tity of the self. The under ly ing claim here might
be put like this: (iii) For two expe ri ences to belong to the same con scious ness is for
them to be expe ri ences to the same self. This would sug gest that his dis tinc tion
between the per sons-approach and the self-approach is to be read as fol lows: (c) The
per sons-approach deals with the con cep tion of the iden tity con di tions of per sons that
is implicit in our prac tice of ref er en tial iden ti fi ca tion of per sons; the self-approach
aims to give an account of the unity of con scious ness, both at a time and over time.
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  One reac tion to this way of set ting up the issues would be to call into ques tion
the use ful ness of talk ing about the self out side the con text of self-reference. As
J. McDowell put it: ‘It is use ful to reflect on the ety mol ogy of “the self”. The self is
pre sum ably what ever it is about which a thinker thinks when he thinks about him self.’1

Now Evans would of course reject this view, given his com mit ment to (ii). Accord ing
to Evans, state ments artic u lat ing expe ri en tial self-awareness express non-theoretical, 
non-propositional knowl edge, and involve no ref er ence to a par tic u lar per son. Evans’ 
rea son ing here, very briefly, is that in mak ing ref er ence to par tic u lars we are answer -
able to the require ment of know ing which object we have in mind, and he argues that
state ments about one’s men tal life made in solil o quy have no pos si ble use for such
knowl edge — the ques tion of which object one has in mind ‘does not arise’ (see
p. 216). But the force of this point may be dis puted. Some would deny that ref er ence
to par tic u lars is always sub ject to a ‘know ing which’ require ment.2 Oth ers would
insist that the require ment is met in the case of self-identification, even if nor mally, as 
Evans rightly empha sizes, the ques tion of which object one has in mind does not arise
(see Gareth Evans, 1982, ch. 7; Cassam, 1997). But what ever the cor rect view on this
ques tion is, one might won der how cen tral (ii) is to Evans’ over all the ory. It seems to
me that many of Evans’ claims about atten tion and expe ri en tial self-awareness stand
quite inde pend ently of his com mit ment to (ii). In a way, the ques tion of how to
explain our use of the first per son pro noun is a side-issue. What mat ters, as far as
Evans’ over all pro ject is con cerned, is some thing weaker than (ii), namely what
might be called the Inde pend ence claim:

(I) Expe ri en tial self-awareness does not require the abil ity to rep re sent one self
as an object.

The struc ture of the book is as fol lows. The first, intro duc tory chap ter out lines Evans’ 
pro ject. There fol low three chap ters on con scious ness and atten tion: chap ter two dis -
cusses the definability of con scious ness, chap ter three defends the claim that con -
scious ness is struc tured by atten tion, and chap ter four devel ops the idea that atten tion, 
in its var i ous forms, implies the pres ence of an unat tended back ground, which Evans
terms unprojected con scious ness. He then pro ceeds to argue that the expe ri en tial self
is to be iden ti fied with unprojected con scious ness (chap ter five), and that the self, so
under stood, is tem po rally and spa tially extended (chap ters six and seven).
 Cen tral to Evans’ defence of (ES) is a dis tinc tion between three vari et ies of atten -
tion. Exam ples of unor dered atten tion include what Evans calls pure sen su ous con -
scious ness (where we are ‘sim ply enjoy ing our pres ent sen sa tions’, p. 80) and the
state of rev erie, as well as stim u lus-driven atten tion to per ceived objects, as in the ori -
ent ing reflex. The char ac ter is tic fea ture of unor dered atten tion is the pas siv ity of the
sub ject. Evans dis tin guishes two active kinds of atten tion. Inter rog a tive atten tion is
‘the atten tion of a prob ing intel li gence in search of the answer to some ques tion’
(p. 100), while exec u tive atten tion is the atten tion we give to a skilled activ ity. These
active forms of atten tion share the fea ture that ‘suc cess or fail ure con di tions for atten -
tion can be spec i fied’ (p. 100); for exam ple, suc cess may con sist in find ing the answer 
to a par tic u lar ques tion, or com plet ing a cer tain task.
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 Now what makes atten tion impor tant, from Evans’ point of view, is that it intro -
duces a polar ity into con scious ness: it ‘po lar izes con scious ness into an object of
atten tion and an unprojected con scious ness’ (i.e. an unat tended back ground) (p. 106). 
The nature of this polar ity var ies across the dif fer ent forms of atten tion: each of the
three forms is char ac ter ized by a dis tinc tive way in which object of atten tion and
unprojected con scious ness relate to one another. In unor dered atten tion, the rela tion
is one of ‘mere jux ta po si tion’ (p. 108). In con trast, in the case of the active forms of
atten tion, there is a func tional rela tion between the two: which ele ment of con scious -
ness occu pies atten tion is partly deter mined by the con tent of unprojected con scious -
ness. As Evans illus trates (in what I find one of the most engag ing sec tions of the
book) by gloss ing an exam ple of Sartre’s, inter rog a tive atten tion requires the attender 
to have some idea of what she is look ing for. Such a guid ing idea, as Evans calls it,
deter mines what it attended to, but can not itself at the same time be an object of atten -
tion. It oper ates by set ting up a ‘rel e vancy sys tem’, which deter mines not only which
objects will be noticed but also how objects of atten tion are indi vid u ated: for exam -
ple, ‘the proof-reader might treat syl la bles as the objects of atten tion, while the ordi -
nary reader might treat mean ing ful groups of words as objects of atten tion. Unless we
know the pur pose behind the atten tion, we can not say what should be taken as the
object of atten tion’ (p. 117). As for exec u tive atten tion, Evans high lights the role of
kin aes thetic sen sa tions in con trol ling skilled bodily actions. For such con trol to be
effec tive, kin aes thetic sen sa tions must be pres ent, yet not as an object of atten tion.
This is brought out by the case of the ‘golfer who gives his atten tion to his kin aes -
thetic sen sa tions dur ing his swing, instead of giv ing his atten tion to his shot: his doing 
so throws him off his whole per for mance’ (p. 126).
 What does it mean to say that the expe ri en tial self is to be iden ti fied with
unprojected con scious ness? And how does Evans moti vate this claim? It is impor tant
to be clear, first of all, on the kind of self-awareness which unprojected con scious ness 
is held to con sti tute. In one sense, a sub ject might be said to be aware of her self when
she con sid ers and answers a ques tion about her self, or some fact about her self is
brought to her notice. This is not what Evans has in mind at all. Expe ri en tial self-
aware ness in his sense is ‘an aspect of all aware ness’, and ‘ac com pa nies all our
 experience’ (p. 169), inso far as all expe ri ences are expe ri ences ‘to’ a self. Although
the term does not fig ure in Evans’ dis cus sion, it may be help ful to think of this mode
of self-awareness in terms of the notion of a point of view. The claim would be that
the self has some kind of phenomenological pres ence in any expe ri ence belong ing
to her per spec tive qua sub ject of that point of view. The notion of unprojected
 consciousness might then be expected to con trib ute to an expla na tion of what such
pres ence amounts to.
 Evans first intro duces the iden ti fi ca tion of unprojected con scious ness and expe ri -
en tial self by not ing cer tain sim i lar i ties between unprojected con scious ness and fea -
tures tra di tion ally asso ci ated with the self, nota bly its ‘elu sive ness’, in Ryle’s sense.
While this is cer tainly sug ges tive, it will not con vince a scep tic. But I think Evans has
a stron ger case to make. Sup pose we accept (iii) — the claim that for two expe ri ences
to belong to the same con scious ness is for them to be expe ri ences to the same self.
And sup pose, next, that Evans offers con vinc ing rea sons for think ing that unprojected 
con scious ness plays a cru cial part in explain ing the unity of con scious ness. It would
then be plau si ble to con clude that the notion of unprojected con scious ness is at least
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closely related to the idea of the phenomenological pres ence of the sub ject of
con scious ness.
 We find the out lines of such an argu ment in chap ter six, enti tled ‘Yes ter day’s Self’.
The chap ter aims to estab lish a con nec tion between the unity of con scious ness over (a 
brief period of) time — despite the chap ter’s title, it is short term mem ory, rather than
epi sodic mem ory, Evans is con cerned with — and the con tin u ous ness of cer tain
activ i ties which, put in Evans’ terms, sus tain aware ness. What he has in mind here is
sim ply activ i ties such as look ing, lis ten ing, or sniff ing — activ i ties which enable us
to exer cise a degree of con trol over what we per ceive. Now Evans’ sug ges tion is that
states of per cep tual aware ness may exhibit a unity in vir tue of the unity exhib ited by
the activ i ties sus tain ing them. To use his exam ple, some one’s con cur rent visual and
audi tory aware ness of an orches tra may be uni fied in vir tue of the fact that the sub -
ject’s lis ten ing and look ing are informed by the same ‘guid ing idea’, aim ing, say, to
form a judge ment on the qual ity of the per for mance. (There is a ques tion here, which I 
will not pause to con sider, about whether a more con tem pla tive mode of lis ten ing
would still count as inter rog a tive atten tion.) Or again, one and the same con tin u ous
activ ity may be involved in sus tain ing suc ces sive states of aware ness, giv ing rise to a
unity of con scious ness over time.
 Evans’ point might be put by say ing that two per cep tual expe ri ences belong to a
uni fied con scious ness in vir tue of being (par tial) answers to a sin gle ques tion. The
activ i ties sus tain ing them must coop er ate, not com pete; they must be guided by a sin -
gle ‘rel e vancy sys tem’.3 Of course, much more would need to be said to fill in this
pic ture. One ques tion, for exam ple, is how to account for the unity of con scious ness
in epi sodic mem ory: put in Evans’ terms, what makes the remem bered expe ri ence
and the expe ri ence of remem ber ing expe ri ences ‘to the same self’ (given their asso ci -
a tion with poten tially quite dis pa rate rel e vancy sys tems)? But I think the gen eral idea
of con nect ing the unity of con scious ness with the unity of the pur pose under pin ning
aware ness-sustaining activ i ties is very sug ges tive. It prom ises to offer an attrac tive
alter na tive both to neo-empiricist, ‘im per sonal’ accounts of the unity of con scious -
ness, such as Parfit’s (see Parfit, 1984), and to neo-Kantian accounts which explain
the unity of con scious ness in terms of a sub ject’s capac ity for self-ascribing expe ri -
ences. What is attrac tive about Evans’ pro posal, in my view, is that it links the unity of 
con scious ness with self-consciousness, but in a sense that is more prim i tive than the
abil ity to self-ascribe expe ri ences.
 I have focussed on Evans’ treat ment of inter rog a tive atten tion, but of course this is
only one ele ment in his over all account. In Evans’ view, unor dered atten tion and
exec u tive atten tion, too, involve a dis tinc tive expe ri en tial pres ence of the self, and
hence a dis tinc tive way in which con scious ness is uni fied. I will not exam ine Evans’
pro pos als regard ing these other forms of atten tion. Instead, I want to end with a ques -
tion which can be raised about each of the three ways of spell ing out the idea of expe -
ri en tial self-awareness, namely the ques tion of what makes it an aware ness of the self.
 One way to answer this ques tion would be by ref er ence to the sub ject’s abil ity to
rep re sent her self as an object — to think of her self in the first-person way. Thus, with
regard to inter rog a tive atten tion, it might be said that hav ing a ‘guid ing idea’
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con sti tutes a form of self-awareness in vir tue of its hav ing a first-personal con tent:
the spec i fi ca tion of the suc cess con di tions involves ref er ence to one self. A dif fer ent
approach would be to invoke the notion of a merely implicit ref er ence to the sub ject.
Thus one might appeal to the ego cen tric spa tial con tent of per cep tual expe ri ence — to 
the fact that per cep tual expe ri ence pres ents us with things as being located, for exam -
ple, in front, or to the right, i.e. from a par tic u lar spa tial point of view, the occu pant of
which is not explic itly rep re sented in the expe ri ence. Since it is not explic itly rep re -
sented, the sub ject of a point of view is not a pos si ble focus of atten tion. But its
merely implicit pres ence might be said to be at least part of the unity of con scious ness
(see Eilan, 1995). How ever, these ways of spell ing out the involve ment of the self
would not be accept able to Evans, and it is worth spell ing out why. The first pro posal
would of course be incom pat i ble with the Inde pend ence Claim men tioned ear lier.
The point is that rep re sent ing one self as an object involves hav ing a con cep tion of
what kind of object, and of which indi vid ual, one is, and Evans takes expe ri en tial
self-awareness to be inde pend ent of such con cep tual sophis ti ca tion. The sec ond pro -
posal envis ages no explicit self-reference, but it vio lates another con straint Evans
accepts. Evans clearly endorses a kind of internalism about con scious ness: the
assump tion is that it is pos si ble to delin eate the con tent of some one’s con scious expe -
ri ence with out essen tially bring ing into play any objects in the per son’s envi ron ment,
nor even the per son’s own body. It is Evans’ accep tance of these con straints (the
Inde pend ence Claim and internalism about con scious ness) that leads him to spell out
the con nec tion between unprojected con scious ness and self-awareness in the par tic u -
lar way he does, viz. by iden ti fy ing the self with the unat tended ele ments of con -
scious ness. This is a rad i cal con clu sion which would deserve a more detailed
dis cus sion. But to the extent that a case can be made for reject ing either, or both, of
the two con straints, it might be pos si ble to avoid the rad i cal con clu sion, with out giv -
ing up Evans’ basic insight about unprojected con scious ness and self-awareness.
Indeed, Evans him self pro vides mate ri als for one way of flesh ing out this option. At
the very end of the book, he comes close to rec on cil ing the self-approach and the
 persons-approach. Taking a cue from S. Hamp shire, Evans acknowl edges that the
expe ri ence of act ing on phys i cal objects amounts to an expe ri ence of the self as a
phys i cal object. As he puts it, the expe ri ence of act ing on objects gives us ‘over pow -
er ing rea sons’ (p. 234) for iden ti fy ing the body-for-consciousness, i.e. the set of kin -
aes thetic sen sa tions form ing the attentional back ground of skilled agency, with a
phys i cal object.
 By con cen trat ing on the main con clu sions Evans reaches, I have left out a large
amount of detailed work Evans does en route. There are illu mi nat ing and engag ing
dis cus sions of such issues as the nature of our con cept of con scious ness, the indi vid u -
a tion of per cep tual expe ri ences, the pos si bil ity of an atten tion-free con scious ness, or
the nature of men tal imag ery. Another attrac tive fea ture of the book is the way in
which Evans from time to time brings in rel e vant parts of the (unjustly neglected)
 historical back ground (for exam ple, Sir Wil liam Ham il ton, Sam uel Alex an der and
T. Ribot).4
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