Johannes Roessler

Attention and the Self

An Appreciation of C.O. Evans’
‘The Subject of Consciousness’

The Subject of Consciousnessis a rich, strikingly original and ambitious work. It
makesanimpor tant and timely contri butionto cur rent debateson anum ber of issues
whichover thelast few yearshavebeentak ing centrestageinthe phi loso phy of mind:
for example, self-consciousness, selective attention and the nature of bodily
awareness.

What makes this achieve ment some what unusual, and all themoreremark able, is
that TheSubject of Consciousnesswas pub lished thirty yearsago (Evans, 1970). The
reviews it received at the time ranged from the hostile to the deri sory — one of the
more positive comments was Dennett’s remark that the book was ‘courageously
unfashionable’ (Dennett, 1971, p. 180). Per haps partly asaresult of thisini tial recep
tion, the book has been under-utilized, to say theleast. Inret ro spect, | think itisclear
that none of thereview erswasreally abletorec og nizethesignif i cance of theissues
dis cussed in the book, let alone do justiceto the the ory it devel ops. What they cer-
tainly failed to appreci ateistheimagi native and sure-footed way in which Evans
drawson, and engageswith, psy chologi cal work onattention (especially T.Ribot and
Wil liam James). More over, the book is open-minded in another respect. Asthe pref-
acestates, whileitsauthor issomeone*work ing, broadly speak ing, withintheanalyt i-
cal tradition’ (p. 11), there are many points of contact with phenomenology. 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 rageously unfashion able. So one of the pur-
posesof thisappreci ationisto put therecord straight, asit were, and giveduerec og ni-
tiontowhat | think isabril liant work. Moreimpor tantly, how ever, | want to sug gest
that thereis much that can be gained fromtak ing Evans' views seri ously.

Thecentral thesisof thebook might becalledtheExperi entia Self-Awarenessclaim:

(ES) Each of ushasthe experi ence of being aself.

The flaw in tradi tional approachesto per sonal iden tity, accord ing to Evans, isthat
they either ignore, or falsify, the experience we have of being a self. Experiential
self-awareness is ignored if the nature of personal identity is explained purely in
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third-personal terms, by reflecting ontheway per sonsareidenti fied, and re-identi fied,
from athird-person per spective. (Thisislabelled the per sons-approach, exemplified,
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 thefirst per son point of view
seri ously: the Pure Ego Theory, onwhichthe self isamental sub stance, and the Serial
Theory, onwhichitisnothingbut abundleof per ceptions. But nei ther of them, Evans
argues, isfaithful tothechar acter of experi ential self-awareness. Whilethe Pure Ego
Theory articulatesour sensethat ‘ an experi enceisalwayspresentedtoasubject asan
experi enceto him, assomething over against himself’ (p. 26), it makesitimpossi ble
tothink of the self assomething whichispresentinexperi ence. Ontheother hand, the
Serial The ory rightly rejectstheidea of a self lying behind our experi ence, but it is
incompatible with the unity we take our experiences to possess in virtue of being
experi encestoasinglesub ject. The pro ject of the book, then, isto explain per sonal
iden tity asit pres entsitself from the first-person per spec tive (i.e. to develop what
Evans |labels the self-approach), in away that respects both the unity and the experi-
ential presence of the self. Thethe ory Evans presentsisan attempt to spell out asin
dle, powerful and, | think, very suggestive idea: that the key to an explanationof
self-consciousnessliesin thefact that con scious nessis struc tured by atten tion.

Before considering this idea in more detail, a word about Evans' project. How
should we understand the difference between the persons-approach and the
self-approach? (a) Oneread ing might be that the two approaches are con cerned with
twokindsof per spectiveson per sons, andtheir identity over time. Theself-approach,
onthisreading, would beaninvesti gation of theway inwhich onecanknow ‘ fromthe
inside’ that it isone and the same per son, viz. one self, who, say, had ahead ache yes
ter day and is till hav ing ahead achetoday. (b) Alter natively, one might take thetwo
approachesto be con cerned with our aware ness of theiden ity of two dif fer ent kinds
of continuants— per sonsand selves.

Theprob lemwiththeseread ingsisthat they takefor granted an assump tion which
Evansexplicitly rejects: the assump tion that in being experientially aware of being a
self, one is aware of an object. Evans argues that this assumption not only gets the
phenemenol ogy of experi ential self-awarenesswrong, it also misconstruesthenature
of what he callsnative know! edge of the self. More pre cisely, heendorsesthefol low-
ing claims: (i) In being experientially aware of being aself, the self isnot an object of
experience. (ii) Knowledge expressiveof experi ential self-awarenessinvolvesnei-
ther ref er ential nor sortal identi fi cation of one self (it doesnot involve know ing an
answer to the questions ‘Whichisit? or ‘What isit?). So it would be amistake to
describe Evans’ project asthat of giv ing an account of a‘first-personal’ way of gain
ing knowl edgeof theidentity over timeof apar ticular object. A betterini tial char ac
terization would be to say that Evans aims to give an account of the unity of
consciousness. Thecrucial point, though, isthat Evanstakesthisprojecttobeinsepa
rablefromthat of explainingtheidentity of theself. Theunder ly ing claim heremight
be put likethis: (iii) For two experi encesto belong to the same con scious nessisfor
them to be experiences to the same self. This would suggest that his distinction
between the per sons-approach and the self-approachisto beread asfol lows: () The
per sons-approach deal swiththecon ception of theidentity condi tionsof per sonsthat
isimplicit in our practice of referentialidentification of persons; the self-approach
aimsto give an account of the unity of con scious ness, both at atime and over time.
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Onereac tion to thisway of set ting up theissueswould beto call into question
the usefulness of talking about the self outside the context of self-reference. As
J. McDowell putit: ‘Itisuseful to reflect on the ety mol ogy of “the self”. The self is
presum ably what ever itisabout which athinker thinkswhen he thinks about himsalf.’*
Now Evanswould of coursereject thisview, given hiscom mit mentto (ii). According
toEvans, statementsarticulatingexperi ential self-awarenessexpressnon-theoretical,
non-propositional knowl edge, andinvolvenoref er encetoaparticular per son. Evans'
reasoninghere, very briefly, isthatinmak ingref er enceto par ticularsweareanswer-
ableto the require ment of know ing which object we havein mind, and he argues that
state ments about one’ smen tal life madein solil o quy have no possi ble usefor such
knowledge — the question of which object one has in mind ‘does not arise’ (see
p. 216). But theforce of thispoint may be dis puted. Somewould deny that ref er ence
to particulars is always subject to a ‘knowing which’ requirement.? Others would
insist that therequirement ismet in the case of self-identification, evenif nor mally, as
Evansrightly emphasizes, the question of which object one hasin mind doesnot arise
(see Gareth Evans, 1982, ch. 7; Cassam, 1997). But what ever the cor rect view onthis
questionis, onemight won der how central (ii) isto Evans’ over all theory. It seemsto
methat many of Evans’ claimsabout atten tion and experi ential self-awarenessstand
quite independently of his commitment to (ii). In a way, the question of how to
explain our use of the first per son pro noun is aside-issue. What mat ters, asfar as
Evans overall project is concerned, is something weaker than (ii), namely what
might be called the Inde pend ence claim:

(1) Experi ential self-awarenessdoesnot requiretheabil ity torep resent one self
as an object.

Thestructureof thebook isasfol lows. Thefirst, introductory chapter out linesEvans
project. Therefol low threechapterson con sciousnessand attention: chapter twodis
cusses the definability of con scious ness, chap ter three defends the claim that con
scioushessisstructured by attention, and chapter four devel opstheideathat attention,
initsvari ousforms, impliesthe presence of an unat tended back ground, which Evans
termsunprojected con sciousness. Hethen pro ceedsto arguethat theexperi ential self
istobeidenti fied with unprojected con sciousness (chap ter five), and that the self, so
under stood, istemporally and spatially extended (chap terssix and seven).

Central to Evans' defence of (ES) isadistinction between threevari et ies of atten
tion. Exam plesof unor deredattention include what Evans calls pure sen su ous con
sciousness (where we are ‘simply enjoy ing our pres ent sen sations’, p. 80) and the
stateof rev erie, aswell asstimulus-driven attention to per ceived objects, asintheori-
entingreflex. Thechar acter isticfeatureof unor dered attentionisthepassivity of the
subject. Evansdistin guishestwo active kinds of attention. Interrogativeattention is
‘the attention of a probing intelligence in search of the answer to some question’
(p. 100), while executiveattention isthe atten tion we giveto askilled activ ity. These
activeformsof attention sharethefeaturethat ‘ suc cessor fail urecondi tionsfor attery
tioncanbespeci fied’ (p. 100); for example, successmay consistinfindingtheanswer
toaparticular question, or completingacer taintask.

[1] InGareth Evans (1982), p. 259, n. 2
[2] Campbell (1994) issometimesinter pretedinthisway (see, for exam ple, Cassam, 1997, p. 135).
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Now what makes atten tion impor tant, from Evans' point of view, isthat it intro-
duces a polarity into consciousness: it ‘polarizes consciousness into an object of
attentionand anunprojected consciousness' (i.e. anunat tended back ground) (p. 106).
The nature of thispolar ity var iesacrossthe dif fer ent forms of atten tion: each of the
three forms is characterized by a distinctive way in which object of attention and
unprojected con scious nessrelateto one another. In unor dered attention, therelation
isoneof ‘merejux taposi tion’ (p. 108). In contrast, in the case of the active forms of
attention, thereisafunctional relation between thetwo: which element of con scious
nessoccu piesattentionispartly deter mined by the content of unprojected con scious
ness. As Evans illus trates (in what | find one of the most engaging sec tions of the
book) by glossing anexam pleof Sartre’s, inter rog ativeattention requirestheattender
to have someidea of what sheislook ing for. Such aguiding idea, as Evans calsit,
deter mineswhat it attended to, but can not itself at the sametime be an object of atten
tion. It oper atesby settingupa‘rel evancy system’, which deter minesnot only which
objectswill be noticed but also how objects of attention areindi vid u ated: for exam-
ple, ‘the proof-reader might treat syl lables asthe objects of atten tion, while the ordi-
nary reader might treat mean ing ful groupsof wordsasobjectsof attention. Unlesswe
know the pur pose behind the atten tion, we can not say what should be taken as the
object of attention’ (p. 117). Asfor exec utiveattention, Evanshigh lightstherol e of
kinaestheticsensations in control ling skilled bodily actions. For such con trol to be
effective, kin aesthetic sen sationsmust be present, yet not as an object of attention.
Thisis brought out by the case of the ‘ golfer who gives his atten tion to hiskin aes-
thetic sen sationsdur ing hisswing, instead of giving hisattentionto hisshot: hisdoing
so throws him off hiswhole per for mance’ (p. 126).

What does it mean to say that the experiential self is to be identified with
unproj ected con sciousness? And how doesEvansmoti vatethisclaim?Itisimpor tant
tobeclear, first of al, onthekind of self-awarenesswhich unprojected con sciousness
isheldto con sti tute. In one sense, asub ject might be said to be aware of her self when
she considers and answers a question about herself, or some fact about herself is
brought to her notice. Thisis not what Evans has in mind at all. Experiential self-
awareness in his sense is ‘an aspect of all awareness’, and ‘accompanies all our
experience’ (p. 169),insofar asall experi encesareexperi ences'to’ aself. Although
theterm doesnot fig urein Evans' discussion, it may be help ful to think of thismode
of self-awarenessin terms of the notion of apoint of view. The claim would be that
the self has somekind of phenomenol ogical presencein any experi ence belonging
to her perspective qua subject of that point of view. The notion of unprojected

consciousness might then be expected to con trib ute to an expla nation of what such
presence amountsto.

Evansfirstintroducestheidenti fi cation of unprojected con sciousnessand experi-
ential self by noting certainsimi lari tiesbetween unprojected con sciousnessandfea
turestradi tionally asso ci ated withtheself, notably its‘ elusiveness’, in Ryle’ ssense.
Whilethisiscer tainly sug gestive, itwill not convinceasceptic. But | think Evanshas
astron ger caseto make. Sup poseweaccept (iii) — the claimthat for two experi ences
to belong to the same con scious nessisfor them to be experi encesto the same self.
And sup pose, next, that Evansoffersconvincing reasonsfor think ing that unprojected
consciousnessplaysacru cia partinexplaining theunity of con sciousness. It would
then be plau si bleto con cludethat the notion of unprojected con sciousnessisat |east
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closely related to the idea of the phenomenological presence of the subject of
CONSCiOUSNess.

Wefindtheout linesof suchanargumentinchapter six, enti tled Y ester day’ sSelf’.
Thechapter aimsto estab lishacon nection betweentheunity of consciousnessover (a
brief period of) time— despitethe chap ter’ stitle, it is short term mem ory, rather than
episodic memory, Evans is concerned with — and the continuousness of certain
activ i tieswhich, putin Evans' terms, sustain aware ness. What hehasin mind hereis
simply activitiessuchaslook ing, listening, or sniff ing— activi tieswhich enableus
toexer ciseadegree of control over what weper ceive. Now Evans' sug gestionisthat
states of per cep tual aware nessmay exhibit aunity invir tue of the unity exhibited by
theactiv i tiessustaining them. To use hisexam ple, someone’ scon cur rent visual and
audi tory aware ness of an orchestramay be uni fied in vir tue of the fact that the sub-
ject’slistening and look ing areinformed by the same‘guidingidea’, aiming, say, to
formajudgement onthequal ity of theper for mance. (Thereisaquestionhere, whichl
will not pause to consider, about whether a more contemplative mode of listening
would still count asinter rog ativeatten tion.) Or again, oneand the samecontinu ous
activity may beinvolvedinsustaining suc cessivestatesof awareness, givingrisetoa
unity of con sciousnessover time.

Evans point might be put by say ingthat two per cep tual experi encesbelongtoa
uni fied con sciousnessin vir tue of being (par tial) answersto asin glequestion. The
activ i tiessustaining them must coop er ate, not com pete; they must beguided by asin
gle‘rel evancy system’.®> Of course, much more would need to be said to fill in this
picture. Onequestion, for exam ple, ishow to account for the unity of con sciousness
in epi sodic mem ory: put in Evans’ terms, what makes the remem bered experi ence
andtheexperi enceof remem ber ing experi ences‘ tothesameself’ (giventheir asso ci-
ationwithpotentially quitedisparaterel evancy systems)?But | think thegeneral idea
of connectingtheunity of con sciousnesswith theunity of the pur pose under pinning
aware ness-sustaining activ i tiesisvery sug gestive. It promisesto offer an attractive
alter native both to neo-empiricist, ‘im per sonal’ accounts of the unity of con scious
ness, such as Parfit's (see Parfit, 1984), and to heo-Kantian accounts which explain
the unity of con scious nessin termsof asub ject’ scapac ity for self-ascribing experi-
ences. What isattrac tive about Evans' proposal, inmy view, isthat it linkstheunity of
con scious nesswith self-consciousness, but in asensethat ismoreprimi tivethan the
abil ity toself-ascribeexperi ences.

| havefocussed on Evans' treat ment of inter rog ativeattention, but of coursethisis
only one element in his overal account. In Evans' view, unordered attention and
executiveattention, too, involveadistinctiveexperi entia presenceof theself, and
henceadistinctiveway inwhich con sciousnessisuni fied. | will not examine Evans
pro posalsregarding these other formsof attention. Instead, | want toend withaques
tion which can be raised about each of the three ways of spell ing out the idea of expe-
ri ential self-awareness, namely thequestion of what makesit an awarenessof thesdlf.

Oneway to answer thisquestion would be by ref er enceto the sub ject’ sabil ity to
rep resent her self asan object —to think of her self inthefirst-personway. Thus, with
regard to interrogative attention, it might be said that having a ‘guiding idea

Seep. 215. Itwould beinter estingto com parethissug gestionwith C. Korsgaard' sat | east superficially
simi lar account of theunity of con sciousness, in her 1996.
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con sti tutesaform of self-awarenessin vir tue of itshav ing afirst-personal con tent:

thespeci fi cation of thesuc cesscondi tionsinvolvesref er encetooneself. A dif fer ent
approach would beto invokethe notion of amerely implicit ref er enceto the sub ject.
Thusonemight appeal totheego centric spatial content of per ceptual experi ence—to
thefact that per cep tual experi ence presentsuswiththingsasbeinglocated, for exam
ple, infront, or totheright, i.e. fromapar ticular spatial point of view, theoccu pant of

whichisnot explicitly rep resented inthe experi ence. Sinceitisnot explicitly repre
sented, the subject of a point of view is not a possible focus of attention. But its
merely implicit presence might besaidto beat | east part of the unity of con sciousness
(see Eilan, 1995). How ever, these ways of spell ing out the involve ment of the self

would not be accept ableto Evans, anditisworth spell ing out why. Thefirst pro posal

would of course be incompatible with the Independence Claim mentioned earlier.
The point is that rep resenting one self asan object involveshav ing acon cep tion of

what kind of object, and of which individual, one is, and Evans takes experiential

self-awarenessto beinde pend ent of such con cep tual sophisti cation. Thesecond pre
posal envisages no explicit self-reference, but it violatesanother con straint Evans
accepts. Evans clearly endorses a kind of internalism about consciousness: the
assumptionisthatitispossi bletodelin eatethe content of someone’ scon sciousexpe
ri encewithout essentially bringinginto play any objectsintheper son’ senvi ronment,
nor even the person’s own body. It is Evans acceptance of these constraints (the
Inde pend ence Claim and internalism about con sciousness) that leads himto spell out
the con nection between unprojected con sciousnessand sel f-awarenessinthepar ticu
lar way he does, viz. by identi fy ing the self with the unat tended ele ments of con
sciousness. This is a radical conclusion which would deserve a more detailed
discussion. But to the extent that a case can be made for reject ing either, or both, of

thetwo constraints, it might bepossi bletoavoidtheradi cal con clusion, with out giv
ing up Evans' basic insight about unprojected consciousness and self-awareness.
Indeed, Evanshim self pro videsmateri alsfor oneway of fleshing out thisoption. At
the very end of the book, he comes close to reconciling the self-approach and the
persons-approach. Taking a cue from S. Hamp shire, Evans acknow! edgesthat the
experi ence of act ing on physi cal objects amountsto an experi ence of the self asa
physi cal object. Asheputsit, theexperi ence of act ing on objectsgivesus* over pow-
eringreasons (p.234) foridenti fy ingthebody-for-consciousness, i.e. the set of kin
aesthetic sensations forming the attentional background of skilled agency, with a
physi cal object.

By con cen trat ing on the main con clu sions Evans reaches, | have left out alarge
amount of detailed work Evans does en route. Thereareillumi natingand engaging
discussionsof suchissuesasthenature of our con cept of con sciousness, theindi vid u
ationof per ceptual experi ences, thepossi bil ity of anattention-freecon sciousness, or
the nature of men tal imag ery. Another attrac tive feature of the book istheway in
which Evans from time to time brings in relevant parts of the (unjustly neglected)
historical 4background (for example, Sir Wil liamHamil ton, Samuel Alex ander and
T. Ribot).

I would like to thank Naomi Eilan, Cedric Evans and Christoph Hoerl for help ful com ments on an
earlier draft, with special thanksto Christoph Hoerl for sug gest ing theideaof writing thisappreci ation.
| owetheref er enceto TheSubject of Consciousness to Tim Shallice (see his 1988).
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