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REAL SELVES? SUBJECTIVITY AND THE SUBPERSONAL MIND

this paper was originally presented in a workshop addressing what was described as “lynne 
baker’s challenge”, that is the thesis that human persons are entities essentially characterized by 
the possession of a robust�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�SHUVSHFWLYH��D�WKHVLV�IXOO\�DUWLFXODWHG�E\�%DNHU�LQ�KHU�UHFHQW�
book, naturalism and the first Person Perspective, 2013). differently from baker’s and many other talks 
presented in the workshop, the present contribution does not deal directly�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�
SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�LWV�PHWDSK\VLFDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV��5DWKHU�LW�VWHPV�IURP�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�
neurocognitive studies of subjectivity, and is more interested in epistemological and explanatory issues 
than in metaphysical conundrums. yet it is fully congruent, we think, with baker’s appreciation of 
the importance of the relation between personal and subpersonal levels of explanation, as expressed, 
for example, in the following passage:

our ability to conceive ourselves as ourselves*1 is a personal-level capacity. Why does it resist being 
UHGXFHG�WR�RU�UHSODFHG�E\�VXESHUVRQDO�SKHQRPHQD"�,I�,�DP�ULJKW�DERXW�WKH�UREXVW�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�
perspective, then we have an answer to this methodological question: the personal level of reality 
– the level on which we live and love – is neither eliminable nor reducible to subpersonal levels that 
supply the mechanisms that make it possible for us to live and love (baker 2014, p. 333). 

We agree with baker that the relation between personal and subpersonal “levels of reality” raises 
fundamental philosophical questions, and, among these, the problem of developing a theory of the 
QDWXUH�RI�WKH�VHOI�FRQVFLRXV�UDWLRQDO�DJHQW�FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VFLHQWLÀF�UHVHDUFK�LV�RQH�RI�
the most prominent. We also take very seriously the “methodological” question addressed by baker 
in the passage quoted above: why does our ability to conceive ourselves as ourselves* resist being 
reduced to or replaced by subpersonal phenomena? indeed, in this paper we try to offer an answer 
to it; yet, differently from baker’s, our answer is based on a pluralistic reading of the nature of the 
science of the mental (which, as we shall see, involves a form of explanatory pluralism), rather than 
RQ�D�VSHFLÀF�WKHVLV�DERXW�WKH�PHWDSK\VLFDO�XQGHUSLQQLQJV�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�
in particular in our paper we argue that a robust account of the self – i.e., of the subject of experience 

����7KH�VWDU�IROORZLQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�WRNHQ�RI��RXUVHOYHV��LQGLFDWHV�D�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�DV�D�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�VXEMHFW��<RX�
cannot substitute it salva veritate with a co-referential expression, such as the name of that person.
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– is not only possible, contra the eliminativist-style arguments, but also fully consonant with 
contemporary (neuro)cognitive science. the paper is organized as follows.
,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�VHFWLRQ�ZH�VKRZ�WKDW�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VFLHQFH�RI�WKH�PLQG�SULYLOHJHV�D�ERWWRP�XS�
approach to self-consciousness, based on the notion of cognitive, or computational, unconscious. in 
the second section we note that, in this context, the self-conscious rational agent is often presented 
as an illusion. a virtual space of presence, or a center of narrative gravity, is reconstructed as the 
owner of the stream of consciousness, but is in fact causally inert. in the third section we argue that 
a robust self is needed to explain the kind of intentional action and self-understanding presupposed 
by both commonsense psychology and social science. the problem we are faced to can then be 
presented in the form of a dilemma between the no-self (eliminativist) perspective, on the one hand, 
and the arguably naïve account that takes the self as a robust entity, on the other. in order to solve the 
dilemma, we suggest restoring a robust theory of the subject based on a bottom-up approach together 
with a pluralistic reading of the nature of the science of the mental. also, we give some reasons to 
believe that this robust theory of the self is fully consonant with contemporary (neuro)cognitive 
science. Finally, in the fourth section, we compare our strategy with baker’s anti-eliminativist 
approach.
before going on, we have to introduce a terminological caveat. For simplicity’s sake, we use the word 
“self” in a loose way, to refer both to the subject of experience and to the self-representation of 
oneself that makes an individual a subject of experience. in other words, we do not use explicitly the 
distinction between “being a self” and “having a self”. in fact we share baker’s doubts (or at least 
prudence) about the concept of self, and we consider this notion not as a primitive, but as a part of a 
theory of self-consciousness – which is the focus of our research.

,Q�WKH�ODVW�ÀIW\�\HDUV��WKH�VFLHQFHV�RI�WKH�PLQG�KDYH�EHHQ�PRVWO\�FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK�XQFRQVFLRXV�
functions. indeed, cognitive processes studied by cognitive science, such as perception, reasoning 
or language understanding, are not accessible to consciousness. only their inputs and outputs (and 
SHUKDSV�VRPH�RI�WKHLU�IUDJPHQWDU\�SDUWV��FDQ�EH�DFFHVVHG��:H�DUH�DZDUH�RI�WKH�ÀQDO�UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�
processes, not of their internal dynamics. in this perspective, the unconscious is in a way much more 
important than the conscious, insofar as it is the unconscious that explains the abilities manifested 
in our behavior. 
let us consider, for example, the case of language. our understanding of a sentence is immediate. 
We instantly know whether or not we have grasped (as usually happens) what our interlocutor 
is telling us. notwithstanding, a lot of machinery is needed to understand a sentence: a nearly 
continuous sequence of sounds must be segmented into words, i.e., into meaningful units; a 
grammatical structure must be associated to the sentence, and not always this structure is the 
only possible one (in which case one needs to choose the right one); ambiguous or polysemous 
words are to be interpreted in a manner appropriate to the context, etc. We have no awareness of 
all these complicated processes, just as we have no awareness of the structures of information – the 
representations – that must be built up to successfully perform these tasks. We are not conscious of 
having grammar rules inside our heads and of systematically applying them during the processes of 
understanding.
the cognitive or computational unconscious, then, is a level of analysis that is fundamentally 
VXESHUVRQDO��WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�SURFHVVLQJ�OHYHO��ZHGJHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SHUVRQDO�VSKHUH�RI�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�
phenomenology and the nonpersonal domain of neurobiological events. such level no longer takes 
consciousness as something that explains, but rather as something that needs to be explained, 
analyzed, sometimes even dismantled. 
in asking how consciousness, rather than the unconscious, is possible, the cognitive scientist fully 
endorses darwin’s methodological approach, which, assuming the continuity between animal and 

human minds, pursues the study of consciousness by virtue of a bottom-up strategy. one begins 
with what is more simple, primitive, less structured, to reach what is complex, evolutionarily late, 
structured, without idealistically taking for granted the existence of a self-conscious self  grounding 
the entire mental life. this self is rather the result of a process of construction that starts with 
subpersonal unconscious processes.

From the premise that the nature of the self is non-primary and derivative, many philosophers infer 
the conclusion that the self is an illusory by-product of the real neurobiological events, and is devoid 
of any explanatory role (think, for instance, of dennett, metzinger, analytical buddhism). let us focus 
RQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�'HQQHWW��DUJXDEO\�WKH�PRVW�LQÁXHQWLDO�RQH�
in light of a large amount of data from neurocognitive sciences, dennett (1991) famously rejects the 
hypothesis that there is, in some area of the brain, a place where “it all comes together” (dennett 
1991, p. 107) – some sort of central executive system that coordinates all the cognitive operations 
– and stigmatizes it as “the myth of cartesian theater” (dennett 1991, ch. 5). to this myth dennett 
opposes the multiple drafts model of consciousness, according to which, at any instant, in any part 
RI�WKH�EUDLQ��D�PXOWLWXGH�RI�´À[DWLRQV�RI�FRQWHQWµ�RFFXU��7KH�FRQVFLRXV�FKDUDFWHU�RI�WKHVH�FRQWHQWV�
cannot be explained by their occurring in a special spatial or functional place (i.e., the “cartesian 
theater”), nor by their having a special format. rather, it depends on what dennett (2005) calls 
“fame in the brain” or “cerebral celebrity” (dennett 2005, p. 136). like fame, consciousness is not an 
LQWULQVLF�SURSHUW\�RI�WKH�FHUHEUDO�SURFHVVHV��EXW�LV�PRUH�VLPLODU�WR�´SROLWLFDO�FORXWµ��D�NLQG�RI�LQÁXHQFH�
that determines the extent to which a content affects the future development of other contents 
distributed all over the brain.
2Q�WKLV�HOLPLQDWLYH�YLHZ��D�QHXURVFLHQWLÀF�WKHRU\�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�PXVW�EH�D�WKHRU\�RI�KRZ�WKH�
illusion of the subject of consciousness arises (dennett 1991, 2001, 2005). according to dennett, an 
amazing property of homo sapiens is, precisely, the capacity to create a self: “out of its brain it spins 
a web of words and deeds” (1991, p. 416). by means of this activity, the biological organism produces 
a narrative, it posits a “center of narrative gravity”. the narrative is the result of the working of 
a Joycean Machine: “in our brains there is a cobbled-together collection of specialist brain circuits, 
which, thanks to a family of habits inculcated partly by culture and partly by individual self-
exploration, conspire together to produce a more or less orderly, more or less effective, more or less 
well-designed virtual machine” (1991, p. 228). the Joycean machine is a software in the brain which 
creates the self, a virtual captain, a character described in internal and external discourse as the 
owner of the organism’s mental states and as the actor of its actions and decisions, but who is in fact 
just a represented entity, not the real player in the game of human behavior.
although dennett’s theory was developed in the early 1990s, recent empirical research is consonant 
with it. a neurocomputational architecture largely compatible with dennett’s multiple drafts model 
is that of the global Workspace theory (gWt) of consciousness by bernard baars (1997). recently, 
gWt has been developed in cognitive neuroscience, mainly thanks to stanislas dehaene and his 
collaborators’ efforts (see, e.g., dehaene & naccache 2001; dehaene et al. 2001). according to these 
researchers, there are two computational spaces within the brain, each characterized by a distinct 
pattern of connectivity.
7KH�ÀUVW�VSDFH�LV�D�VHW�RI�SDUDOOHO��GLVWULEXWHG��DQG�IXQFWLRQDOO\�VSHFLDOL]HG�SURFHVVRUV�RU�PRGXODU�
VXEV\VWHPV��7KHVH�PRGXODU�VXEV\VWHPV�H[SORLW�KLJKO\�VSHFLÀF�ORFDO�RU�PHGLXP�UDQJH�FRQQHFWLRQV�
that encapsulate information relevant to its function. the second space is a neuronal global 
workspace (and hence the theory is now termed “global neuronal Workspace theory”, gnWt) 
consisting of a distributed set of cortical neurons with long-distance connections, particularly dense 
in prefrontal, cingulate, and parietal regions, which are capable of interconnecting the multiple 
specialized processors and can broadcast signals at the brain scale in a spontaneous and sudden 
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manner. this global neuronal workspace breaks the modularity of the nervous system and allows the 
broadcasting of information to multiple neural targets. this broadcasting creates a global availability 
that is experienced as consciousness and results in reportability.
$W�OHDVW�WKUHH�IHDWXUHV�RI�WKH�*1:7�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�'HQQHWW��VHH�6FKQHLGHU�������S��������)LUVW��LW�
assumes that the neurocognitive architecture underlying the unity of consciousness is a distributed 
computational system with no central controller. second, it makes massive use of recursive 
functional decomposition, an indispensable requirement to get rid of any homunculus who, nestled 
in a sort of incarnation of the pineal gland, scans the stream of consciousness. third, it allows 
dennett to hypothesize that the aforementioned “political clout” is achieved by “reverberation” in a 
´VXVWDLQHG�DPSOLÀFDWLRQ�ORRSµ�RI�WKH�ZLQQLQJ�FRQWHQWV��'HQQHWW�������SS�����������

this eliminativist conclusion about the self is not necessitated by contemporary cognitive science; 
but, apparently, it is fully consonant with it. cognitive (and neurocognitive) science starts from the 
idea of the fruitfulness of a bottom-up approach. this approach does not appeal to our introspective 
self-knowledge, but to the results of investigations into the gradual construction of human self-
DZDUHQHVV��IURP�WKH�DXWRPDWLF�DQG�SUH�UHÁH[LYH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�H[WHUQDO�
world, through the bodily self-monitoring, to self-consciousness as introspective recognition of the 
presence of an inner, experiential space. the outcome is a criticism of the primacy of self-conscious 
subjectivity, where the latter, far from being a primary datum, becomes an articulate construction 
out of several neurocognitive and psychosocial components.
another result of this approach is the acknowledgement of the mixed and multi-faceted nature of 
WKH�VHOI��PLQLPDO��DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO��QDUUDWLYH�DQG�VRFLDO�VHOYHV�DSSHDU�WR�UHÁHFW�GLIIHUHQW�DVSHFWV�
and different stages of the interaction between the neurocognitive and psychosocial components. 
despite our appearance of unity, we are, in a literal sense, the product of the fusion of a wide range of 
composite processes.
We are then faced with a dilemma. either we give up the classical notion of rational self-conscious 
DJHQW��RU�ZH�UHMHFW�WKH�HOLPLQDWLYLVW�GRXEWV�DERXW�WKH�VHOI��DQG�ÀQG�D�ZD\�WR�UHVWRUH�D�UREXVW�WKHRU\�
of the self. We opt for the second horn of the dilemma, and in what follows we show how is possible to 
PDLQWDLQ�D�UREXVW�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�VHOI��ZLWKRXW�VDFULÀFLQJ��DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKH�PHULWV�RI�WKH�ERWWRP�
up strategy. in other words, we stay with dennett and neuroscientists in endorsing the bottom-up 
approach, but we stand apart from them in defending a robust account of the self.

First of all, let us note that, in sketching a robust theory of the self, one should avoid the risk of 
falling again in anti-naturalist positions. authors such as alasdair macintyre, charles taylor, 
and Paul ricoeur see the self as a self-interpreting being in a sense inspired by the hermeneutic 
tradition (schechtman 2011). however, hermeneutic tradition is hardly compatible with the 
bottom-up approach, which involves a commitment to naturalism. a hermeneutical notion of self-
interpretation, with its emphasis on meaning at the expense of the psychobiological theme of the 
unconscious, runs the risk of surreptitiously reintroducing the idealistic conception of the conscious 
subject as primary subject, since the subjectivity suggested by the hermeneuticists is inevitably 
intentionalizing – rather than intentionalized by – the unconscious. by contrast, we suggest that the 
self-interpretation is a theory-driven activity of narrative re-appropriation of the products of the 
neurocognitive unconscious, quite similar, for instance, to the notion developed by Peter carruthers 
in his interpretive sensory-access model of self-knowledge (see carruthers 2011)2. 
7R�SXW�LW�EULHÁ\��WKH�UREXVW�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�VHOI�PXVW�QRW�EH�D�UHVWDWHPHQW�RI�D�WRS�GRZQ�YLHZ�RI�VHOI�
conscious subjectivity as a datum (the view of the subject as an a priori).

2   this does not mean that we buy carruthers’s theory of consciousness (and self-consciousness) across the board. the similarity 
concerns [just] the description of the activity of self-interpretation. 

somewhat surprisingly, dennett sees narrativism and eliminativism about the self as the two sides of 
WKH�VDPH�FRLQ��,Q�KLV�YLHZ��WKH�´,µ�LV�WKH�XVHIXO�ÀFWLRQ�RI�D�FHQWUDO�FRQWUROOHU��DQG�LWV�DXWRELRJUDSK\�LV�D�
confabulatory by-product of the decentralized activity in the brain, which is actually responsible for the 
behavior. in other words, the Joycean machine is anything but an idle wheel in the dynamical economy 
of the body (see ismael 2006, p. 351). however, we dissent from the eliminativist argument that infers 
from the non-primary, derivative nature of the self a view of it as an epiphenomenal by-product of 
neurobiological events – or alternatively, of social (or socio-linguistic) practices – for at least two reasons.
First, dennett’s self is said to be an abstraction devoid of real causal powers; yet, at the same time, this 
illusory character is a useful and even essential device: the complex social organisms that we are need a 
virtual self for their very survival, their social interactions, their decision making, and so on. thus, one 
wonders why dennett is not disposed to accord to the self a genuine causal role.
second, let us concede that there is no central place in the brain where all information is gathered 
together, and no unifying superior function able to coordinate and organize what is processed by many 
different cognitive modules. this means that integration is not produced by top-down functions. however, 
this is not to say that the process of ego production leads to a pure nothing. We may argue on the contrary 
that the ability to represent herself as an enduring self does affect the very nature of the agent – making 
KHU�DQ�LQWHQWLRQDO�VXEMHFW�RI�UHDVRQ�DQG�DFWLRQ��7R�SXW�LW�EULHÁ\��WKH�LQIHUHQFH�IURP�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�WKH�
Multiple Drafts to the no-self�YLHZ�LV�QRW�MXVWLÀHG�
,QVWHDG�RI�'HQQHWW·V�GHÁDWLRQLVW�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�VHOI��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�VHOI�LV�D�PHUH�DEVWUDFWLRQ��
analogous to a non-existent, but useful, physical center of gravity, we suggest that there is an open 
alternative, a realist or somewhat LQÁDWLRQLVW position compatible with everything dennett says about 
WKH�DUFKLWHFWXUH�RI�KXPDQ�FRJQLWLYH�V\VWHPV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�VXFK�DQ�LQÁDWLRQLVW�RSWLRQ��WKH�-R\FHDQ�
machine is not a deceitful device but a cognitive mechanism that produces a reasonably stable and 
integrated (autobiographical) self, something that is best understood as the ongoing result of a narrative 
self-constructing process. since the expression “Joycean machine” may be perceived as intrinsically 
eliminativistic3, we may substitute it with a new theoretical entity: the Dostoevskian Machine. the latter 
can be conceived as an integrated system of internal bottom-up mechanisms4, which cooperate with 
external (social and environmental) factors to the process of self-building. a proper understanding of the 
working of the dostoevskian machine would reveal important aspects of human psychical dynamics, and 
would explain the processes that bring about the emergence of the kind of self-conscious experience that 
constitutes our autobiographical inner life and which shows itself, inter alia, in the use of self-referring 
linguistic expressions.
the reference to the dostoevskian machine allows us to save an important result of the eliminativist 
approach, namely, the acknowledgement of the mixed and multi-faceted nature of the self: minimal, 
DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO��QDUUDWLYH�DQG�VRFLDO�VHOYHV�DSSHDU�WR�UHÁHFW�GLIIHUHQW�DVSHFWV�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�VWDJHV�RI�WKH�
interaction between the neurocognitive and psychosocial components. despite our appearance of unity, 
we are, in a literal sense, the product of the fusion of a wide range of composite processes.
to sum up, the bottom-up approach does not force us to endorse the eliminativist conclusions. in 
contemporary cognitive science there are theoretical tools which allow explaining conscious functions 
without assuming introspective self-knowledge as a datum, on the one hand, and maintaining a robust 
notion of the subject, on the other. We propose that self-conscious subjectivity, far from being a primary 
datum, is an articulate construction out of several neurocognitive and psychosocial components. 
in other words, our central point is that the outcome of the dostoevskian machine, the product of 
WKH�PDFKLQHU\�LQ�WKH�KHDG�WKDW�FRPSRVHV�WKH�DXWRELRJUDSK\�DQG�FRQWUROV�YHUEDO�UHSRUWV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�
person, is responsible for stable, integrated and enduring aspects of human behavior.

3   thanks to michael Pauen for this comment.
4   here “bottom-up” means that these mechanisms are not based on any high-level, or full-blooded, representation of the self 
(this is in fact the output of the mechanism taken as a whole). yet, some previous, relatively precocious, mental structures, such 
as bodily representations, feed the mechanism.
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there are at least two considerations that can be invoked in favor of our robust-cum-naturalistic view 
of the self. both have to do with (or partly involve) hot aspects of the mind. let us explore them in 
turn.

(a) the eliminativists disregard the fact that the process of narrative self-construction includes an 
essential psychodynamic component.
breaking with a long philosophical tradition that has viewed self-consciousness as a purely cognitive 
phenomenon5, the most important currents of dynamic psychology show that the construction of 
affectional bonds and the construction of identity cannot be separated. the description of the self 
that from 2-3 years of age the child feverishly pursues is an “accepting description”, i.e., a description 
that is indissolubly cognitive (as a GHÀQLWLRQ of self) and emotional-affectional (as an acceptance of self). 
%ULHÁ\��WKH�FKLOG�QHHGV�D�FDSDFLW\�WR�GHVFULEH�KHUVHOI�LQ�D�FOHDU�DQG�FRQVLVWHQW�ZD\��IXOO\�OHJLWLPL]HG�
by the caregiver and socially valid. also, this will continue to be the case during the entire cycle of 
life: the construction of an affectional life will always be intimately connected to the construction of 
D�ZHOO�GHÀQHG�DQG�LQWHUSHUVRQDOO\�YDOLG�LGHQWLW\�
accordingly, one cannot ascribe concreteness and solidity to one’s own self-consciousness if the latter 
does not possess as a center a description of identity that must be clear and, indissolubly, “good” as 
worthy of being loved. our mental balance rests on this feeling of solidly existing as an “i”. if the self-
description becomes uncertain (i.e., inconsistent), the subject soon feels that her feeling of existing 
vanishes. this can be the result of a psychopathological process.
in patients with schizophrenia, for example, we can observe that the coherence of the representation 
of self is compromised or invalidated (see, e.g., raffard et al. 2010), with a consequent loss of the 
capacity to clearly discriminate the borders between the inner space of the mind and the corporeal 
and extra-corporeal experiential spaces. the patient, then, develops abnormal defensive measures, 
aimed to head off the experiential chaos originating from the disintegration of the primary feeling of 
self.
or let us consider the case of those patients whose main problem is a chronic feeling of insecurity 
�RU�ODFN�RI�VHOI�HVWHHP��FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�RQHVHOI��VROLGLW\�RI�WKH�ego, cohesion of the self – terms that 
we take to be essentially synonymous). according to a tradition in developmental psychopathology 
that begins with michael balint, donald Winnicott and John bowlby, the origin of this “basic fault” 
(balint 1992) – or “primary ontological insecurity” (laing 1960) – is to be traced back mainly to early 
GHÀFLHQFLHV�LQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FKLOG�DQG�WKH�SULPDU\�DWWDFKPHQW�ÀJXUHV��VHH��H�J���
Fonagy, gergely, Jurist & target 2002). the child’s attempts to rationalize the abusive or seriously 
QHJOHFWLYH�EHKDYLRUV�RI�WKH�DWWDFKPHQW�ÀJXUHV�PD\�JLYH�ULVH�WR�G\VIXQFWLRQDO�VHOI�DWWULEXWLRQV��i.e., 
to that GHÀFLHQF\�RI�LGHQWLW\�that can be found, for example, in patients suffering from narcissistic 
personality disorder. in some of these patients the feeling of identity is so precarious (the self is so 
little cohesive��WKDW�WKH\�ÀQG�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�IHHO�H[LVWHQW�DQG�DUH�DIUDLG�RI�FRPSOHWHO\�ORVLQJ�FRQWDFW�
with themselves if deprived of the link with situations, things or persons which serve as symbols that 
help to reassure them about their identity (Kohut 1977).
the waning of the existential feeling of presence may also occur in cases of sudden breakdown of 
self-esteem, or unexpected emotional upheavals, or when the continuity of the tissue of our sociality 
is broken, as can happen when one is suddenly thrown in some dehumanizing total institution (see, 
e.g., the classic goffman 1961). in such circumstances, the subject strives to cling to her memories, or 
WR�WKH�VHQVH�RI�D�SURMHFWXDO�GLJQLW\��RU�WR�WKH�VHFUHW�VHFXULW\�RI�DQ�DIÀOLDWLRQ��´EXW�LI�DOO�WKHVH�IDLO�XV��
then we realize that our mind becomes empty, and not only we no longer know who we are, but also 
we literally lose the feeling of being present” (Jervis 2011, pp. 131-132).

5   see, e.g., bermúdez: “self-consciousness is primarily a cognitive, rather than an affective state” (2007, p. 456).

to recapitulate. the conception of self-consciousness that emerges from the bottom-up exploration of 
the mind – including a dynamic psychology driven by cognitive sciences – is that of an interminable 
SURFHVV�RI�VHOI�REMHFWLÀFDWLRQ�E\�WKH�KXPDQ�RUJDQLVP��7KLV�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI�WKH�VHOI�LV�D�GHVFULSWLRQ�
RI�WKH�VHOI��QDPHO\��LGHQWLW\��,Q�LWV�PRVW�DGYDQFHG�IRUP��WKLV�LV�ÀQGLQJ�RQHVHOI�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�
one’s own orderly and meaningful subjective world, and hence at the center of a historical and 
cultural environment to which one feels to belong. however, this full-blown self-consciousness is 
a construction without metaphysical guarantee and thus it is not a faculty guaranteed once for 
all, being rather a precarious acquisition, continuously constructed by the human organism and 
constantly exposed to the risk of dissolution (see marraffa 2013, p. 109).
this precariousness is the key to grasp the defensive nature of the dostoevskian self-narrative. 
the construction and protection of an identity that is valid as far as possible is something rooted 
in the organism’s primary need to subjectively subsist, and thus to solidly exist as “i”. thus, far 
IURP�EHLQJ�DQ�HSLSKHQRPHQDO��WUDQVLHQW�SKHQRPHQRQ��D�FKDUDFWHU�LQ�D�ÀFWLRQ�LQYHQWHG�WR�IDFLOLWDWH�
the prediction of behavior without any real correlate (a short-lasting virtual captain), the incessant 
construction and reconstruction of a cohesive self – i.e., of an acceptable and adaptively functioning 
identity – is the process through which our intra- and inter-personal balances are produced, 
hence the foundation of our mental health. so, in contrast to dennett’s Joycean monologue, the 
dostoevskian self-narrative is not empty chatter at all: it is a causal center of gravity.
on this view, the onset of self-consciousness is the establishment of a process of self-description, i.e., 
the self-representing of a system encompassing mechanisms that interact across social, individual/
personal, and subpersonal levels of organization (see synofzik, vosgerau & newen 2008; herschbach 
2012; thagard 2014). the description of identity imposes a teleology (focused on self-defense) on the 
system.

(b) the second consideration that can be invoked in favor of our robust-cum-naturalistic view of the 
self is grounded on the fact that the self-narration produced by the dostoevskian machine is not at all 
FRQWLQJHQW�DQG�HYDQHVFHQW��VLQFH�LW�LV�ÀUPO\�DQFKRUHG�RQ�personality structures.
+HUH�ZH�KDYH�LQ�PLQG�UHFHQW�WKHRUHWLFDO�V\VWHPDWL]DWLRQV�LQ�SHUVRQDOLW\�SV\FKRORJ\��ZKHUH�ZH�ÀQG�
that the ability to perceive one’s own identity in terms of narrative identity stems at least from two 
cognitive layers: (i) traits of personality, largely determined by genetic factors and substantially 
stable through the life cycle; (ii) goals, plans, projects, values and other constructs – i.e., motivational 
and strategic�UROHV�DQG�FRQWH[WV�²�WKDW�GHÀQH�WKH�OLIH�RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO��1DUUDWLYH�LGHQWLW\�LV�WKHQ�
an internalized and evolving story of the self – layered over the person’s dispositional traits and 
characteristic goals and motives – which can provide the jumble of autobiographical memories “with 
some semblance of unity, purpose, and meaning” (mcadams & olson 2011, p. 527).
thus the experimental investigations on the mechanisms underlying the construction of identity can 
be seen as psychological hypotheses about the functioning of the extended or robust dostoevskian 
machine (rather than an evanescent and transient Joycean machine). and here the reference to 
the necessity of a multi-level explanation of the robust dostoevskian machine comes in. these 
explanations, indeed, are located at the intersection of several psychological disciplines: personality 
psychology, social psychology, developmental psychology, dynamical psychology – all potentially 
interacting with neurocognitive research.
it is worth to point out that this involvement of a collection of different disciplines suggests, or 
even implies, a view of the explanatory practices in the sciences of the mind that can be dubbed as 
“explanatory pluralism”. let us say a few words on this.
explanatory pluralism is a position in the philosophy of science holding that “theories at different 
OHYHOV�RI�GHVFULSWLRQ��OLNH�SV\FKRORJ\�DQG�QHXURVFLHQFH��FDQ�FR�HYROYH��DQG�PXWXDOO\�LQÁXHQFH�
each other, without the higher-level theory being replaced by, or reduced to, the lower-level one” 

4.2. 
Two Reasons for 
a (Naturalistic) 
Robust Theory of 
the Self 
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(looren de Jong 2001, p. 731). the need of increasing the available explanatory resources is the main 
concern of the pluralist, who distances himself both from the reductionist obsession for ontological 
SDUVLPRQ\�DQG�XQLÀFDWLRQ�RI�VFLHQFH��DQG�IURP�WKH�FODLP�IRU�VWURQJ�DXWRQRP\�RI�WKH�VSHFLDO�VFLHQFHV�
theorists. in particular, against the reductionist claim that when lower-level explanations are 
completed, the higher-level explanations stop being causally explanatory, explanatory pluralists 
deny the existence of a fundamental explanatory level, and argue that higher-level entities continue to 
play a causal and explanatory role even when lower-level explanations are complete (see marraffa & 
Paternoster 2013).
this is not the place for a detailed analysis of explanatory pluralism and its relevance to certain 
crucial, foundational issues in cognitive science (see, e.g., mccauley & bechtel 2001; craver 2007; 
marraffa & Paternoster 2013). it is enough to point out that, as the considerations made in this 
section should have shown, the problem of giving a comprehensive explanation of self-consciousness, 
covering all its different levels, can only be addressed by means of a multiplicity of theoretical 
resources, stemming from different disciplines. in this sense, we take the issue of the self as a case for 
explanatory pluralism.

:H�VWDUWHG�RXU�DQDO\VLV�UHIHUULQJ�WR�/\QQH�%DNHU·V�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�WR�
the connected claim that the personal level of reality is neither eliminable nor reducible to the 
subpersonal level (baker 2013, 2014). so it could be useful ending with a comparison between baker’s 
GHIHQFH�RI�WKH�LUUHGXFLELOLW\�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�DQG�RXU�DSSURDFK�WR�VHOI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�
)LUVWO\��ZH�PD\�QRWH�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�DJUHHPHQW�RQ�PDQ\�LVVXHV��,Q�SDUWLFXODU�

�� We share a critical attitude towards reductive and eliminative accounts of mental phenomena, and in 
particular of the self.
�� We share the idea that the personal level of description of human behavior, which characterizes the 
subject’s mental life in terms of commonsense psychology, is essential and cannot be eliminated by direct 
reductive or eliminative moves.

besides, we believe that even if we grant a form of explicative supremacy of subpersonal psychology 
(an assumption that differentiates our position from baker’s), this does not entail the uselessness or 
the futility of personal psychology.
so there are convergences between the two theoretical projects, in particular if we consider our 
representation of the process of self-building as the product of what we called the “dostoevskian 
machine” (as opposed by dennett’s Joycean machine). 
:H�WDNH�WKH�VHOI�DV�D�V\VWHP�RI�VXESHUVRQDO�PHFKDQLVPV�WKDW�SURGXFHV�D�UHDO��FDXVDOO\�HIÀFDFLRXV��
agent of psychical dynamics (and not a mere virtual captain), and this makes baker’s ontological view 
compatible with the kind of current empirical research we put at the basis of our proposal. this 
should not conceal the fact that baker’s overall metaphysics of the person is not the most favorable 
environment for a bottom-up approach to the subject, since it takes a person as a conscious substance 
(not an immaterial substance, but a substance which cannot be ontologically reduced to something 
else).
however, nothing in what we say forces per se�D�VSHFLÀF�RQWRORJLFDO�FRQFOXVLRQ��1RQ�UHGXFWLYH�
physicalism is compatible with the kind of explicative pluralism we endorse (in fact it is the standard 
view associated at the very beginning of cognitive science with explanatory pluralism). yet, even 
some forms of metaphysical reductionism may be compatible: all depends on further and subtle 
issues concerning the metaphysics/epistemology divide.
,I�ZH�ZHUH�IRUFHG�WR�H[SUHVV�RQH�RQWRORJLFDO�SRVLWLRQ�WKDW�ZH�ÀQG�LQ�DFFRUGDQFH�ZLWK�RXU�
epistemological defence of the critical and fundamental role played by subpersonal explanation in 
psychology, we might quote david lewis’s seminal paper, “attitudes De Dicto and De se”:

i admit that knowledge de dicto is incomplete; but not that it is in any way misleading or distorted 
by its incompleteness. a map that is incomplete because the railways are left off is faulty indeed. 
by a misleading omission, it gives a distorted representation of the countryside. but if a map is 
made suitable for portable use by leaving off the “location of this map” dot, its incompleteness is 
not at all misleading. it cannot be said to misrepresent or distort the countryside at all, though 
indeed there is something that cannot be found out from it […] an encyclopaedia that tells you 
where in logical space you are is none the worse for being neither signpost nor clock. Knowledge de 
dicto is not the whole of knowledge de se��%XW�WKHUH�LV�QR�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ��RU�FRQÁLFW��RU�XQEULGJHDEOH�
gap, or even tension, between knowledge de dicto�DQG�WKH�UHVW��7KH\�ÀW�WRJHWKHU�DV�QLFHO\�DV�\RX�
please (1979, p. 528; 1983, p. 144).

adapting the quote to our analysis, we may say that the subpersonal description of human mind 
may be incomplete, but this does not mean that it is mistaken. We do not address this issue further, 
however.
We content ourselves with our attempt to show (1) that a more dialectical relationship between 
personal and subpersonal levels of psychological explanation is both possible and necessary to 
develop a theory of self-consciousness; (2) that a realist theory of the self offers an explanatory 
framework that is more useful to the understanding of self-consciousness than its eliminativistic 
anti-realist alternative; (3) that in the process of the construction of a theory of self-consciousness 
we need to wide our psychological horizon to take into consideration motivational and affective 
components that have been neglected by orthodox cognitive science, and (4) that this requires to 
widen our conceptual tools and suggests the adoption of epistemological pluralism6. 

6   We are grateful to the participants of the Workshop “naturalism, the First Person Perspective and the embodied mind. 
lynne baker’s challenge: metaphysical and Practical approaches” (san raffaele university, June 3rd-5th 2014), and in particular 
to lynne rudder baker, mario de caro, michael Pauen and alfredo tomasetta for their valuable comments.

5. 
Concluding 
Remarks

REAL SELVES? SUBJECTIVITY AND THE SUBPERSONAL MIND



100 101

REFERENCES
baars, b. (1997), in the Theater of consciousness, oxford university Press, oxford;
baker, l.r. (2013), naturalism and the first-Person Perspective, oxford university Press, oxford;
baker, l.r. (2014), “the First Person Perspective and its relation to natural science”, in m. c. haug 
(ed.), Philosophical Methodology: The armchair or the laboratory?, routledge, london, pp. 318-333;
balint, m. (1968/1992), The Basic fault: Therapeutic aspects of regression, northwestern university Press, 
evanston (il);
bermúdez, J.l. (2007), “self-consciousness”, in m. velmans & s. schneider (eds.), The Blackwell 
companion to consciousness, blackwell, oxford, pp. 456-467;
carruthers, P. (2011), The Opacity of Mind: The cognitive science of self-Knowledge, oxford university Press, 
oxford;
craver, c.F. (2007), explaining the Brain: Mechanisms and the Mosaic unity of neuroscience, clarendon Press, 
oxford;
dehaene, s. & naccache, l. (2001), “toward a cognitive neuroscience of consciousness: basic evidence 
and a Workspace Framework”, cognition, 79, pp. 1-37;
dehaene, s., naccache, l., cohen, l., le bihan, d., mangin, J.F., Poline, J.b. & rivière, d. (2001), “cerebral 
mechanisms of Word masking and unconscious repetition Priming”, nature neuroscience, 4(7), pp. 752-
758;
dennett, d. (1991),  consciousness explained, little brown, boston;
dennett, d. (2001), “are We explaining consciousness yet?”, cognition, 79, pp. 221-237;
dennett, d. (2005), sweet Dreams, mit Press, cambridge (ma);
Fonagy, P., gergely, g., Jurist, e.l. & target, m. (2002), affect regulation, Mentalization and the Development 
of the self, other Press, new york;
goffman, e. (1961), asylums: essays on the social situation of Mental Patients and Other inmates, doubleday, 
new york;
herschbach, m. (2012), “on the role of social interaction in social cognition: a mechanistic 
alternative to enactivism”, Phenomenology and cognitive sciences, 11, pp. 467-486;
ismael, J. (2006), “saving the baby: dennett on autobiography, agency, and the self”, Philosophical 
Psychology, 19(3), pp. 345-360;
Jervis, g. (2011), il mito dell’interiorità, bollati boringhieri, turin;
Kohut, h. (1977), The restoration of the self, international universities Press, new york;
laing, r. d. (1960), The Divided self: an existential study in sanity and Madness, tavistock, london;
lewis, d. (1979), “attitudes De Dicto and De se”, The Philosophical review, 88, pp. 513-543 (reprinted in id. 
[1983], Philosophical Papers, vol. i, oxford university Press, oxford, pp. 133-159);
looren de Jong, h. (2001), “a symposium on explanatory Pluralism”, Theory & Psychology, 11, pp. 731-
735;
marraffa, m. (2013), “de martino, Jervis, and the self-defensive nature of self-consciousness”, 
Paradigmi, 31, pp. 109-124;
marraffa, m. & Paternoster, a. (2013), “Functions, levels and mechanisms. explanation in cognitive 
science and its Problems”, Theory & Psychology, 1, pp. 22-45;
mcadams, d.P. & olson, b.d. (2010), “Personality development: continuity and change over the life 
course”, annual review of Psychology, 61, pp. 517-542;
mccauley, r.n. & bechtel, W. (2001), “explanatory Pluralism and the heuristic identity theory”, Theory 
& Psychology, 11, pp. 736-760;
raffard, s., d’argembeau, a., lardi, c., bayard, s., boulenger, J.P. & van der linden, m. (2010), 
“narrative identity in schizophrenia”, consciousness and cognition, 19, pp. 328-340;
schechtman, m. (2011), “the narrative self”, in s. gallagher (ed.), The Oxford handbook of the self, oxford 
university Press, oxford, pp. 394-416;

MICHELE DI FRANCESCO, MASSIMO MARRAFFA, ALFREDO PATERNOSTER

schneider, s. (2007), “daniel dennett on the nature of consciousness”, in m. velmans & s. schneider 
(eds.), The Blackwell companion to consciousness, blackwell, oxford, pp. 313-324;
synofzik, m., vosgerau, g. & newen, a. (2008), “beyond the comparator model: a multifactorial two-
steps account of agency”, consciousness and cognition, 17(1), pp. 219-239;
thagard, P. (2014), “the self as a system of multilevel interacting mechanisms”, Philosophical Psychology, 
27(2), pp. 145-163.

REAL SELVES? SUBJECTIVITY AND THE SUBPERSONAL MIND


