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Abstract: A case against the Cartesian Theater view of the mental is the very core of Dennett’s philosophy. Yet
the fact is he does not stick to his own anti-cartesian intuitions to the end. That is particularly clear in his view of
perceptual experience. In this article I aim at understanding why this is so, based on J. McDowell’s critique of
Dennett’s conception of perceiving as ‘presentiment’ (McDowell 1998). McDowell’s problem with Dennett is not
the cognitive-science approach but the view of perception associated with it. In order to understand the role of
each I will closely look at Dennett’s view of sub-personal content fixations as ‘inner judgements’ in the context of
his model of consciouness (Dennett 1978b, 1991) and at the conception of the relations between language and
awareness which underlie this view. I am ultimately interested in spelling out the reasons why McDowell,
although he might in principle agree with Dennett’s view of perceptual content as conceptual, thinks that
according to Dennett’s conception, perceptual experiences turn out to be ‘less than encounter with objects’.

1. Two examples of seeing

According to Dennett’s official case against the Cartesian Theater view of the mental, there is

no Central Meaner, no Central Intender, no Observer, no Reporter and yet there is mind and

consciousness in nature. What I will try to show in this article is that things are not that simple

where Dennett’s anti-cartesianism is concerned and that this is particularly clear in his view

of perceptual experience.

Let us start with two examples of seeing from Consciousness Explained:

1. The Marilyn wallpaper1. I walk into a room, the wallpaper is a regular array of

hundreds of Warhol-like Marilyns. Since I cannot possibly foveate and thus clearly see

all the Marilyns as Marilyns as opposed to blobs, seeing the Marilyn-covered wall is,

Dennett does not shy away from saying, believing that the wall is covered with

Marylins. In this case the belief happens to correspond to the world.

2. The pink neon ring2. There seems to be a pink ring, but there really isn´t a pink ring,

only black and red lines on a grid. One brain circuit is misled to distinguish a bounded

region, another comes up with a colour discrimination to label that region. I thus see

the ring. But since there is no such thing as a ring that seems to be, or in Dennett’s

terms, no ‘perceptual real seem’, what is happening is that I’m simply judging that

there is a pink ring. Seeing the pink ring is judging that there is a pink ring. In this case

there isn´t such a thing ‘out there’.

Both cases of seeing are, in the context of the Multiple Drafts Models of Consciousness,

explained as judgments: seeing is believing things are a certain way. The first thing I want to

do is to go back to how this comes to be so under the light of the model. The main part of
                                                  
1 Dennett 1991: 354-355.
2 Dennett 1991: 351, 363.
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what I will say has to do with agents, language and awareness. I will then, guided by

McDowell’s critique of Dennett’s view of perception3, try to understand what (if anything) is

wrong here. Contrasting McDowell and Dennett views of seeing seems interesting to me

because both take perceptual content to be conceptual. Yet, according to McDowell, in

Dennett’s ‘presentiment’ view of perceptual experience, experiences turn out to be ‘less than

encounter with objects’ and that is unacceptable.

2. Dennett on language and mind: two quite different tasks

So: how does Dennett arrive at his view of seeing as judging? Dennett’s idea of content-

fixations as inner judgments cannot be understood without considering the role of language

in his theory of consciousness. Officially, language plays a very important role in the case

against the Cartesian Theatre. Yet, the fact is that from the begginings of his work Dennett

takes on two quite different tasks regarding language. On the one hand he purports to

explain the difference language (i.e. natural language) makes in certain kinds of minds, and

he does this by means of successive models of cognitive architecture culminating in the

Multiple Drafts Model of Consciousness Explained. On the other hand he intends to put

foward a theory of the place of mind in nature by making sense of our use of ‘mentalistic

language’ (i.e. belief-desire-goal language) regarding the behavior of agents (this is his

Intentional Systems Theory). The problem is «The intentional stance presupposes (…) the

rationality and hence the unity of the agent – the intentional system – while the Multiple

Drafts Model opposes this central unity all the way. Which (…) is the right way to conceive of

a mind? It all depends on how far you are. The closer you get the more the disunity,

multiplicity and competitiveness stand out as important»4. This double take on agents reflects

on Dennett’s view of language, the first consequence being that there are in two quite

different lines of work going on. On the one hand, we have Task 1, which I will call ‘Language

and Cognition’, which concerns subpersonal mechanisms and types of access in an agent’s

cognitive architecture. On the other hand, we have Task 2, which I will call ‘Place of Mind in

Nature’, which concerns the behavior of Intentional Systems globally considered, linguistic

behavior included, and the status of the mentalistic language we use to describe such

behavior. ‘Language and Cognition’ views lie at the core of Dennett’s theory of

consciousness, an important part of which consists in accounting for the difference natural

language makes in a human brain (in McDowell’s terms, the purpose here is to explain our

                                                  
3 McDowell 1998.
4 Dennett 1991 : 458. The fact that the two parts of Dennett’s theory of mind, Multiple Drafts Model and Intentional
Systems Theory, do not fit easily together and actually involve different commitments as to what is fundamental in the
world has been pointed out by several people (cf. for instance L. Rudder Baker 1994). Here I want to follow the
implications of that fact in the conception of the role of language.
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mindedness in a causal-enabling – as opposed to constitutive – sense). ‘Place of Mind in

Nature’ views, i.e. Intentional Systems Theory, is a theory of content which Dennett

considers more fundamental than the theory of consciousness, and in it language is explicitly

said not to be the fundamental ‘vehicle of meaning’, the agent’s global behavior being the

reference for meaningfulness and mind. ‘Language and Cognition’ and ‘Place of Mind in

Nature’ are different tasks for the theory of mind and their respective results prove not so

easy to coordinate: once the two come together, which they inevitably do for instance when

we want to deal with specific descriptions of experience, like the two cases of seeing above,

Dennett’s anti-cartesian position, supposedly supported by both, seems to weaken quite

unexpectedly.

3. Awareness as control and reportability (and nothing else). Language and the self.

As I said, the ‘Language and Cognition’ set of views in its fully developped shape is part of

the Multiple Drafts Model presented in Consciousness Explained. Yet the basic principles

can already be found in Content and Consciousness (1969) and as part of the model put

forward in Brainstorms (1978)5 and I will use some of the materials and distinctions put

forward there. In order to understand the core of Dennett’s claims, it helps to ask directly

what difference language makes in ‘ultimately non-linguistic systems’ such as ourselves.

Dennett puts it as bluntly as possible: no other animal is subject to the illusion of the

Cartesian Theater6. In fact only linguistic minds are subject to it – non-linguistic creatures

are, for Dennett, simply not conscious. ‘Cartesian Theater’ does not epitomize here the bad

model of consciousness (i.e. consciousness as a center, and presentation to a subject) to be

dismantled by the Multiple Drafts Model, but rather the being of consciousness for itself that

is the mark of human minds. Let us call it, borrowing the expression from continental

philosophy, the pour-soi: Dennett’s contention may be formulated by saying that for a mind to

be a pour soi it should be the mind of a linguistic creature. Human minds, in contrast with any

other kind of minds, are to themselves, are pour soi and Dennett’s claim is that this could not

be the case without natural language. This is so because only natural language makes for

centralization and self–representation, and Dennett’s contention is that unless this

centralization and self-representation is in place there cannot be consciousness proper. This

means of course that according to Dennett only humans are properly speaking conscious,

and that consciousness proper should not to be identified with sentience, conceived as ‘what

it is like to be’ irrespective of the type of being. Thus, contrary to what for instance N. Block at

                                                  
5 Dennett 1978b. Cf. p.155 for the ‘subpersonal flow chart’.
6 «I claim that other species simply aren’t beset by the ilusion of the Cartesian Theater » (Dennett 1998 : 346).
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one point attributes to him7, Dennett is not claiming that the possession of the concept of

consciouness depends on language (on something like being culturally available for certain

creatures) but rather that natural language is a necessary condition for consciousness

proper. His models aim at explaining how, from a causal-enabling perspective.

Of course Dennett is using the term ‘consciousness’ in his own very peculiar way, but a move

from common language to a technical term is something which he thinks we should be

prepared to do in the theory of mind. Awareness is, thus, his choice term, the term to which

he wants to give a technical meaning. In Content and Consciousness two senses of

awareness, awareness-1 and awareness-2 are said to replace and make precise the

common meaning of ‘consciousness’8. Dennett’s centralist approach9 begins with agents,

and any agent’s awareness is first of all behavioral awareness, not explicit awareness of

something determinate in the world nor pour soi of the agent, i.e. self-awareness;  the way

Dennett sees things, only language, by coming into the picture in certain kinds of minds, will

make for the explicitness of the awareness of something, thereby involving also a pour-soi.

Anyway, in Dennett’s terminology, awareness-1 (availability for being expressed), is

what marks off human minds – otherwise, in all other agents, all there is is awareness-2

(availability for control). Dennett’s well known deflationary point in the theory of

consciousness may be formulated by saying that there is no such extra thing as awareness-3

(phenomenal consciousness). In other words, awareness, human or non human, is to be

understood in terms of behavior control and reportability and nothing else. One thing we get

here is a language-related definition of consciousness-proper: consciousness proper is in the

picture only when reportability of that which is being used (or available for use) in the control

of behavior of an agent is expressible, and that is so only for humans.

There still is, in the early Content and Consciousness views, a so-called ‘awareness

line’, the crossing of which makes for the agent’s being conscious of some specific content.

This is important because this is in fact the idea against which the Multiple Drafts Model, as a

model of consciousness, is put forward. A motto for the Multiple Drafts Model could be ‘There

is no awareness line to be crossed’. I will come back to this.

Anyway, although Dennett admits awareness other than ‘awareness-1’ in other types

of agents, it is clear that for him, since Content and Consciousness, that langage is the key

for the specificity of human awareness. Now, this is something Dennett defends about

humans considered at the global, personal, level, i.e. at the level in which we have are

‘personal dealings with content’. Supposedly, thee personal dealings with content are a

                                                  
7 Block 1997: 394.
8 He intends to undertake ‘an examination of our concepts of consciousness and awareness with a view not merely of
cataloguing confusions and differences in our ordinary terms but also to proposing several artificial reforms in these terms’.
(Dennett 1969: 114).
9 This is an early term for Intentional Systems Theory.
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selection from what goes on at the subpersonal level10.  A full story about an agent has to be

a joint story about personal and subpersonal levels which has something to say about the the

personal level at the subpersonal level. The issue is addressed from a cognitive point of

view11, and is part of Dennett’s models of consciousness, the first of which is that of

Brainstorms12. Dennett puts things bluntly: to have an inner life is a matter of functional

organization; It is like something to be this functional organization, and in fact, there is no

other way for there to be something that it is like something to be if not for such functional

organization13. In other words, for one to appear as a self to oneself, there has to be a self in

place and a self is made up of sub-personal parts, by exploring accesses among them.

Going back to McDowell, it is not that this kind of approach is per se objectionable: in fact,

any “competence would be quite misterious if there were no interestingly structured

machinery inside (agents), controlling their behavior in a way that is responsive to impacts

from the environment. We could not make sense (of the claim that animals have dealings

with content) if we could find nothing inside them but, say, a compeletely homogeneous

jelly”14.

 So let us follow Dennett as he proposes ‘to construct a full-fledged ‘I’ from sub-

personal parts, by exploiting the notion of access”15. There are three types of acess involved

in the construction of a full fledged ‘I’, according to the Brainstorms model: two types of

subpersonal access and one type of personal access. As for the latter, as Dennett puts it,

that of which I am aware is that of which I am aware. The ‘I’, the self, is decisive for human-

like awareness at the personal level: here the subject is the person, not ‘parts of the person’.

The rest concerns sub-personal accesses: computational acess, i.e. access among

information-processing sub-personal parts of the agent, and ‘public access’, i.e. access for

(linguistic) publicizing within the system and for the system, that which is available for being

reported. This is also sub-personal –in the terms of the Brainstorms model, this is the PR

(public relations) component of the model, which ‘takes as input orders to perform speeh acts

(…) and executes these orders’16. Now the subject of this sub-personal public access,

Dennett says clearly, is not the the person, the ‘I’. Actually the important thing to take in

consideration here is that there is no subject at this level: the subpersonal role of language is

                                                  
10 His position here is not that unique in the philosophy of mind and language, though: philosophers such as D. Davidson
and J. McDowell also claim that other creatures do not stand towards the world in a position comparable to that of
language-using humans. Davidson puts this in terms of which creatures are rational (snails and babies are not), McDowell
in terms of comparison of external and internal experience of linguistic and linguistic creatures. Yet they draw the line in
quite similar ways.
11 Dennett 1978b, Dennett 1991, Ch. 13 The reality of selves.
12 Dennett 1978, Towards a Cognitive Theory of Consciousness.
13 Dennett 1978 : 164-165, 171.
14 McDowell 1998 : 351.
15Dennett 1978 : 71.
16 Dennett 1978 : 156. This PR component is on par with the Perception, Memory, Control, Problem Solving components
in the description of the architecture of the agent.



Draft March 23rd 2009 6

needed to make for a subject, a person, at the personal level. One immediate consequence

of this is that we do not have access to content-bearers at the subpersonal level. This is the

first thing McDowell praises Dennett for: it is phenomenologically acute of Dennett to deny

that we have direct personal access to any content-bearers17; he is right in thinking that

whichever selection of sub-personal content-bearers we will become aware of, is not

something we can somehow introspectively know, but rather a topic for cognitive theory. But

Dennett is also saying that ‘we’ come later: when we are consciously aware of something,

the Public Relations subpersonal organization for language must have made that content

‘publicly available’. ‘Public’ means here also for the person, the self at the personal level, and

for that the Public Relations component of the model is instrumental. Consciousness can

then be, in the terms of the Brainstorms model, ‘personal access’ (awareness-1 in the

terminology of Content and Consciousness).

The problem remains of what constitutes public availability, described here as some form of

communication from internal subpersonal parts of the agent to the center, the agent globally

considered, the agent to himself. The question is:  communicating what to whom18 ?

Much of what Dennett has to say here about the self has to do with what goes on within the

agent, at the sub-personal level, for a center to come to be there. Obviously there’s nobody

there, properly speaking. So how can I be real, if it is language that somehow makes for the

self I conceive of myself as being, (when I conceive of myself as an entity which conceives of

itself as one, from a global point of view upon itself, at the personal level)?19 ‘Who am I or

what’? I am an agent capable of referring to himself, an intentional system which is a

language-user and which is in communication with other intentional systems (that being the

default, social, intersubjective form of existence of human minds), and is capable of entering

the narrative dimension of personal identity20. This is a ‘language-involving self’, not to be

identified with a biological self, present in many other agents besides humans. Only when

this language-involving self is in place can there be consciousness proper. This is one

important reason why language in fact plays an important role in Dennett’s case against the

cartesian view of the mental: there is no such self without language, and there can be no

center without such a self. Dennett’s theory of consciousness has been criticized by N.
                                                  
17 McDowell 1998: 341.
18 In the context of ‘Language and cognition’ Dennett looks at the role of language in mind mostly from an architectural
point of view, yet the question why did there come to be language in human minds is an evolutionary question which he
does not avoid posing. His views there are summed up by an ideia F. Nietzsche put forward in a completely different
context (no so much considering agents and cognition, but a historical and cultural view of humans). The idea is that
consciousness evolved under the need for communicating. Otherwise, as Nietzsche puts it in the Gay Science (1882),
humans may think and act without any consciousness. This comes together smoothly with the idea defended from the
architectural point of view according to which if there is no language, there is no consciousness.
19 Cf. Dennett 1991, Chapter 13, The reality of selves.
20 According to Dennett the existence of several selves is not more bizarre that the existence of ‘one self per person’: in
fact, not even the most unified person it completely unified and self-possessed. Anyway, according to the Multiple Drafts
Model, the self to whom the authorship of a mental life is attributted is a representation of unity resulting from a victory in
a competition (the multiple drafts), not something previous to such competition.



Draft March 23rd 2009 7

Block21 for being about many things (cognitive accesses, self, language) but not about real

consciousness, by which Block means sentience, phenomenal consciousness. Block is

certainly on to something: for Dennett it is essential that a theory of consciousness proper be

a theory of the self, and a theory of a specifically human self is language-involving. This is, of

course, what, for Dennett, does away with the right to speak of consciousness proper in the

cases Block has in mind (cases of phenomenal consciousness that is not cognitively

accessible, namely).

4. Inside or outside agents? The problem of ‘inner judgments’.

So, the way Dennett sees it, and in terms of ‘Language and Cognition’, language in the brain

gives rise to he calls an ‘inner political miracle’, i.e. it makes for a commander of agents,

minds being, from a cognitive point of view, the putting together of many specialised agents,

busily dealing with their ‘private’ affairs, producing multiple drafts, i.e. sub-personal content-

fixations, and not ‘minding’ other agents (M. Minsky’s Society of Mind view of the mental is a

clearly acknowledged inpiration of the Multiple Drafts Model model). When he says language

gives rise to an inner political miracle Dennett is of course thinking of natural language, one

of his main aims being to keep distance from a fodorian Language of Thought hypothesis.

The reasons he gives for this are relevant for what is at stake here: for instance in Brain

Writing and Mind Reading22 he clearly says that one cannot accept any language ‘deeper’

than the one we use ‘on the outside’ because any claim to the contrary would amount to

infinite regress. Mentalese is “a hopeless answer. It is hopeless not because there coudn’t be

any such system to be found in the internal goings on in people’s brains. Indeed there could

be (…) it is hopeless as an answer to the question we posed, for it merely postpones the

question. Let there be a language of thought. How do you know what your sentences in the

language of thought mean? This problem comes into sharper focus if we contrast the

language of thought hypothesis with its ancestor and chief rival, the picture theory of ideas.

Our thoughts are like pictures, runs this view; they are about what they are because, like

pictures they resemble their objects”23.  But how is one to tell? Who is there to tell? No one,

and that is Dennett’s point.

Well, but if there is no language in the inside, Dennett starts buying himself trouble when he

speaks of the multiple drafts at the sub-personal level as ‘content-fixations’. In

Consciousness Explained he goes as far as saying that content-fixations are as if they were

judgements, judgments (for himself) of a Central Meaner, if there were one, something like

                                                  
21 Block 1994, What is Dennett’s theory a theory of ?
22 Cf. Dennett 1978a.
23 Dennett 1996: 52.
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subpersonal speech acts. This is admitedly metaphorical24: the speech acts are nobody’s

speech acts because there is no one there. Yet he sticks to the idea of speech acts in that

they have determinate content and inform various subpersonal level processes of this

content25.

The use of the idea of speech act-like events at the subpersonal level forces us back to the

relation of self to language in the context of the model of consciousness. Qui parle at the

sub-personal level? Dennett adresses the question soberly, by considering, in

Consciousness Explained, a well-known model of language production in linguistics, that of

W. Levelt26. Control and decision in (linguistic) behavior seem, from a global external

viewpoint, to characterize a human agent: a cognitive agent such as ourselves knows what

she means when she says what she means to say, yet there is no Central Meaner. In order

to explain how this can be,  W. Levelt’s introduces a Conceptualizer in his model. The

Conceptualizer (a ‘temporary reification’) decides for producing a speech act and sends an

order to the bureaucracy under its control, including Formulator and Articulator. Words are

chosen, the speech act is performed. Now Dennett’s alternative to Levelt’s ‘temporary

reification’ is what he calls a ‘pandemonium model’, i.e. the Multiple Drafts Model, and the

point of the pandemonium model is to replace, the ‘Control Component’ (still part of the

Brainstorms model and required by a ‘Conceptualizer’), with specialized unintelligent agents.

A story told at the beginning of CE, the ‘society game called psychoanalysis’, illustrates this

point, once again metaphorically. What one has to come to terms with, is that there’s no

author, yet there is a story27, i.e. even though there’s no Conceptualizer at the sub-personal

level there are contents of a person’s mental life, at the personal level. As for the game, its

purpose is to reconstitute a dream which supposedly took place. A player is told when he

leaves the room that somebody told the other players a story, and so he should ask

questions about the dream. The yes/no answers he gets are random, but he does

reconstitute the dream from then, a dream which did not exist. ‘Player’, ‘questions’ and

‘judges’ are, in the Multiple Drafts Model, the sub-personal processes which result in content-

fixations. This is what replaces Levelt’s ‘Conceptualizer’28: there is no Central Meaner, no

Conceptualizer; yet because of content-fixations and selection it seems (it seems to me, the

global agent, at the personal level) as if there is (as if I am it). Once he has done away with

                                                  
24 Dennett 1991: 365. « Suppose there were a Central Meaner. But suppose that instead of sitting in a Cartesian Theater
watching the presentation, the Central Meaner sits in the dark and has presentiments – it just suddenly occurs to him that
there is something pink out there… ».
25 Dennett 1991: 365.
26 Cf. Dennett 1991 : 232-242, for analyses of W. Levelt (Speaking, 1989).
27 Dennett 1991: 10-16
28 Phenomena of dissociation in what seems to be intentions to perform speech-acts are seen as supporting this: A. Marcel’s
experiments with blindsight patients given the instruction to perform a speech act (to say when a light is on) by three
different actions (say yes, press a button, blink affirmatively) show that actions often not going the same way. Cf. also
neuropsychological conditions like jargon aphasia and Korsakoff syndrom (Dennett 1991: 248-249).
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the awareness line of Content and Consciousness Dennett needs to account for these

(appparently) central control-involving processes. That’s what the Multiple Drafts Models

does, and the view is supposed to aplly to intentional action in general, not only to speech

production29.

I think we now have a picture of what ‘Language and Cognition’, or in McDowell’s terms,

‘Dennett’s causal-enabling account of mindedness’, and which concerns sub-personal level

of agents, results in: no awareness line, no Control-Component, only multiple and parallel

sub-personal content-fixations, the PR role of language at the subpersonal level accounting

for public availability, the making of a self by these same means, which is the making of a

center for the presentation of the cognitive agent to itself. This is what lies behind Dennett’s

view of personal level dealings with content, like seeing the Maryin wallpaper and the pink

neon ring.

So we are back to the initial examples of seeing. Dennett’s basic principle regarding content

at the personal level is: there is no phenomenon as really seeming over and above the

phenomenon of judging in one way or another that something is the case30. Judgment is the

key then:  “phenomenology is ‘made of judgment, there is nothing more to phenomenology

than that”31. This means on the one hand that it is impossible for the subject to decide, where

it concerns her own awareness, between appearance and reality: all she can do is say how

things seems to her. Dennett calls this ‘first person verificationism’ (J. Dokic and E. Pacherie

call it his ‘doxological commitment’ and criticize him for that)32. On the other hand, if this is

how one stands towards contents of one’s mental life, there is no conceptual room for

phenomenal consciousness. That would be consciouness that is not reflexive and calling that

consciousness amounts, for Dennett, to an untenable cartesianism, i.e. to centralism, which

means an illegitimate assumption of a self (a center) (at the subpersonal level), something

other than the multiple content-fixations and the subpersonal workings described above that

make for a self (at the personal level)33. Nothing justifies the positing of such a subpersonal

centre: a self is needed for consciouness proper and a self is there only if conditions

described, and which involve language, obtain. Such a self is there only for a cognitive agent

such as ourselves at the personal level.

Let’s now finally look again at the personal level, i.e. at how things seems to me, and at the

two examples of seeing. Why is it that McDowell, even if he praises the underlining of the

                                                  
29 Dennett 1991 : 252.
30 Dennett 1991: 364.
31 Dennett 1991 : 366.
32 Dokic & Pacherie 2007. Dokic and Pacherie are interested in  phenomena such as blindsight which according to them
should make us admit a difference between appearance and reality in consciousness. That there is such a difference is, of
course, what Dennett denies.
33 Opposing such cartesian centralism is in fact what lies at the heart of Dennett’s ‘quining qualia’ moves.
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difference between personal level content and subpersonal content-bearers (as ‘a piece of

phenomenology’) cannot accept the other components of the proposal?

McDowell is basically critical of Dennett’s conception of perceptual experience inasmuch as

Dennett’s way of conceiving of ‘seeing as believing’ threatens the presentness and

particularity of perceptual experience, these being important characteristics of the ‘openness

to the layout of reality’ that perceptual experience is supposed to be from a constitutive, as

opposed to causal-enabling, perspective. This is clear in Dennett conception of perceptual

experiences as presentiments.

Let us consider the personal level seeing of the Marilyn wallpaper’34 (we could also think of

examples like ‘I am making my arm move’35 or ‘I see the light move’, the apparent motion

case that is so important in Consciousness Explained)36. All are examples of personal level

dealings with content. So, the ‘content we persons have conscious dealings with’ is a

selection from content-fixations (multiple drafts) at the sub-personal level, language (sub

personal) being the determining factor in that selection. Subpersonal structures are not

accessible by me (the I, the self). That of which I am aware at the personal level is made so

by the PR organization. In subpersonal parts in me content fixations happen; these parts may

even ‘talk’ to each other37, but not to me. Only when and if I am ‘told’ something will I be

conscious of something. In perceptual experiencing I am told (by inner information-

processing machinery) that things are thus and so. It is this view that McDowell calls a

presentiment view of perception38.

By whom am I told something? By the inner information-processing machinery – the

presentiment’s etiology is not known directly by me. But can my inner processing machinery

really ‘talk’ to me? Doesn’t this subvert Dennett’s own conception of the difference, and the

relation, between subpersonal and personal levels39?

There are several things wrong with the idea of experiencing as being told something by

internal information-processing systems. First, Dennett is mistaking the causal-enabling

question about our mindedness for the constitutive one. Also he is ignoring his own

extremely helpful distinction between syntactic and semantic engines. According to this

distinction, only (global) animals are semantic engines. Their sub-personal parts are syntactic

engines: unthinking, unjudging, unintelligent. Only the animal (or the person) can ever be

‘told’ something. Animals, humans included, are semantic engines in that their world is

                                                  
34 Dennett 1991: 354.
35 Cf. Dennett’s approach to awareness of intention and his interpretation of Libet cases.
36 Dennett 1991 : 114.
37 Sub-personal computational accesses would be the way to put it, of course.
38 Dennett himself uses the term (cf. Dennett 1991).
39 In McDowell 1998 this point is explored by means of a comparison of ‘frog’s life and world’ with a ‘person’s life and
world’. In both cases one has to take into account the distinction between subpersonal and personal (or ‘personal’, in the
case of the frog) levels.
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meaningful to them, not to their parts. Surely cognitive theory goes on by attributing content

to subpersonal parts of the semantic engine: the practical importance of as-if content is, as

McDowell acknowledges, that «Nobody knows how to make sense of an animals control

mechanism, and connect it conceptually with the competence it is supposed to explain

except by describing it as if it were what we know it is not really, a semantic engine,

interpreting inputs as signs of environmental facts and as output, directing behavior so as to

be suitable to those facts in the light of the animal’s needs or goals” 40. Still, we should not

mistake as-if content for content: only semantic engines have dealings with content. The

question for McDowell is what enables animals to be the semantic engines that they are, and

it is not being told things by their cognitive machinery.

Let us go back to one of our cases. I see the Marilyn-covered walls. For Dennett seeing the

Marilyn-covered wall ‘comes from within the agent’, i.e. it is so due to content-fixations at the

subpersonal level. According to McDowell what I, the agent at the global level, the animal,

the person, am consciously aware of is not what my inner machinery tells me. If an animal is

told something it is told something by its environment, not by its inner machinery (cf. the

judgment ‘That cat is asleep’. What can inner machinery tell me? / nothing about etiology,

anyway, and “thought does not have to be carried out to its object by an hypothesis, as the

object is directly there for the thinker”41).

Actually, given the principles of Intentional Systems Theory (the ‘most fundamental part of

theory of mind’) and its explicit touchstone – the exterior of agents, their behavior globally

considered, being what makes place for mind and rationality in nature – Dennett should go

along with McDowell here. But his causal-enabling story, plus mistaking the causal-enabling

sense of consciousness for the constitutive one, turns his attention towards the insides of

agents. He thus finds himself defending then that even seeing something in front of me, like

the Marilyn wallpaper, is being inclined to believe something (as he puts it clearly in

Consciousness Explained: ‘Seeing is believing’42). This is how Dennett ends up conceiving

perceptual experience as ‘less than encounter with objects’, and thus facing the same

problem the picture theory of ideas, the theory he himself criticizes and associates with

fodorian language of thought, faces.

Conclusion

In this article I tried to argue that Dennett’s anti-cartesian case in the theory of mind does not

reflect on his conception of perceptual experience. One important reason for this is his

                                                  
40 McDowell 1998 : 351.
41 McDowell 1998 : 343
42 Dennett 1992 : 362.
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double take on language, awareness and agents, which I called ‘Language and Cognition’

and ‘Place of Mind in Nature’, which leads him to jointly untenable claims. In his models of

consciousness language is adressed both at the subpersonal and the personal levels. One

might defend he should restrict ‘language proper’ and its role in the awareness of agents to

the personal level, the level of semantic engines. Yet the fact is he could not have the ideia of

subpersonal content fixations which lie at the core of the Multiple Drafts Models of

consciousness without somehow pushing the role of language into the subpersonal level.

The global result is a view of perception which is a very unexpected outcome for the general

anti-cartesian goal of Dennett’s philosophy. The alternative was in principle open before

Dennet’s eyes by his Intentional Systems approach, cording to which the ‘interior’ of nature,

the mindedness both Dennett and McDowell are after, is never ‘inside’ agents: the level at

which we may non metaphorically speak of intelligence and mind is the whole agent, in the

case of humans the whole person. Dennett himself, inasfar as he sticks to his own ‘Place of

Mind in Nature’ views, claims that brains do not think, only people think: in fact that’s exactly

what he is assuming when he proposes that access by an agent to its unthinking unjudging

unconscious interior cannot be what constitutes the agent’s dealings with content. But he

takes one step back with his view of ‘seemings as judgings’, determined by content-fixations

in the brain.
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