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ABSTRACT: Metzinge® claim tha there are no such thingsas selves has given rise
to alot of discussions By examining the notion of self used by Metzinge, | want to
clarify wha he meanswhen saying tha nobodyever was or had a self. Furthermore, |
want to examineif there could be a notion of GelfOwhich is compatible with the Self-
Modd Theory of Subjectivity (SMT). | will arguethat there is a notion of self which
is not only compaible with the SMT, but tha the SMT also provides the theoretical
framework for developing such anotion.

1. Introduction

QAlice took up the fan and gloves, and, asthe hal was very hot, she kept fanning herself
al the time she went on talking: ORar, dear! How queer everything is to-day! And
yesterday thingswent on just as usud. | wonde if IOvebeen changed in the night? Let me
think: was | the same when | got up this morning?| almog think | can remember feeling
alittle different. Butif 1Gn notthe same, the next question is, Who in theworld an I? Ah,
thaOghe great puzzle!OQLewis Caroll: AliceOAdventuresin Wondeland, The Pool of
Tears). Thomas MetzingeOdook Being No One is a thrill. It is one of the best worked
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out analyses of phenomend self-consiousness, which have been published recently. It
offers an answer to the Qyreat puzzleQ the Self-Modd Theory of Qubjectivity (SMT). The
SMT describes AliceOsexperience of beng someone in terms of the content of
continuousy updated dynamic representational processes, a phenomenal self-modd
(PSM). AliceOsxperiences are predicted by the SMT: the content of the PSM is highly
flexible and can change from moment to moment. What is lacking is a stable core, a self
in the traditional sense, undestood as an ontological subgance tha could in princple
exist all by itself, as a mysterioudy undhanging essence tha generates a shap
trandempora identity for persons Although | bdieve that there are good reasons for
MetzingeOsentral ontological claim tha there are no such thingsas selves, undestood
in the sense jus mentiored, | bdieve that there are also good reasons for not entirely
giving up the notion of self. After examining the notion of self used by Metzinge, | will
try to arguethat there is a notion of self which is based on and compatible with the SMT
and tha sticking to this notion of self isinformative for scientific purpogs in the sense
tha there are paternsin theworld which can best be described as selves, and that human
beings among oher entities, bdongto this class of patterns

2.Being no one?What a self is not

To approah the first gaal, it might be hdpful to have a second look at some quoies
where Metzinger is explicit abouthis central ontological claim. Directly at the beginning,
the reader is confrorted with the following gatement:

[E] Its main thesisis tha no such thingsas selves exist in the world: Nobodyever was or hada
self. All tha ever existed were congious self-modds tha could not be recognized as modds.
(Metzinge 2003:1)

We find smilar statements throughot the book:

Please remember that one of the central metaphyscal claims guiding this investigdion is tha no
such thingsas selves exist in theworld. (Metzinge 2003:462)

First, it isimportant to undestand the central ontological claim: No such thingsas selves exist in
theworld. (Metzinga 2003:563)

No such thingsas selves or subjects of experience exist in theworld. (Metzinge 2003:577)

No such thingsas selves exist in theworld. (Metzinge 2003:626)

This is striking, and this strong claim has without doubt prodwed much
confugon. We experience ourslves as selves, and the book claims to be about
congtioudness, the phenomenal self-model, and the first-person perspective. And now
weOretold that we don®exist? Or is that realy what we are told? It is probaly worth
mentioning tha Metzinger does not say o selves existObut o such thingsas selvesO
exist. Tha mightjug be a different way of saying the same thing, but it might also point
towards a specific way in which we have to undestand the central ontological claim.
Clearly, Metzinge mug have something in particular in mind when he says tha no such
thingsas selves exist in the world.
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We get a first hint towards wha Metzinge has in mind when saying no such
things as selves exist already on the second page, when he speaks abou the epistemic
god of his book:

The epistemic god of this book condstsin finding out whether coniousexperience, in particular
the experience of bang someone resulting from the emergence of a phenomend self, can be
convindngly andyzed on subpesond levels of description. A related second god consists in
finding out if, and how, our Cartesian intuitions b those deeply entrenched intuitionstha tell us
tha the abovementionaed experience of bang a subject and a rationd individud can never be
naturalized or redudively explained Bare ultimately rooted in the degper representationd structure
of ourcongiousminds (Metzinge 2003: 2)

Thereference to @ur Cartesian intuitionOopens space for interpreting the claim Ghat no
such thingsas selves existOas o such thingsas selves, undestood as in the sense of a
Cartesian cogito, as a subgance, existQ Indeed, this seems to bewhat Metzinge is after:

This phenomendly trangarent representation of invariance and continuity congitutes the
intuitionstha undelie many traditiond philosophical fallacies conaerning the existence of selves
as process-indgoendent individud entities, as ontological subgances that could in prindple exist
al by themselves, and as mysterioudy unchanging essences tha generate a sharp trangempora
identity for persons But at the end of this investigation we can clearly see how individudity (in
terms of simplicity and indivisibility), subgantidity (in terms of ontological autonorry), and
essentiality (in terms of trangempora sameness) are not propeties of selves at al. At best, they
are folk-phenomenologica condruds, inadequately described constious simulations of
individudity, subgantiality, and essentiality. And in this sense we truly are no one (Metzinger
2003:626)

So the central ontological clam is actually tha no such thingsas selves exist, undestood
as (proaess-independent individual entities, as ontological subgances tha could in
principle exist all by themselves, and & mysterioudy undhanging essences that generate a
shap trangemporal identity for person€) Let us call tha the strong self. As such, the
central ontological claim isless chdlengng, and | guess tha mog researchers interested
in congiousess and the self would agree. If thisis wha beingno onemeans i.e. that we
are no onein the sense of this strongnotion of self, | agree with Metzinge when he says
that

[E] this first reading of the concept of (being no onedis only an answer to the rude traditiond
metaphyscs of selfhood,and | think as such it isarather trivial one (Metzinge 2003:626)

There is another reading of the claim tha no such things as selves or subjects of
experience exist, merely with the emphass on OinggOin Onasuch thingD When trying
to develop an ontology, one can distinguish between continuants, things and occurrents,
events. Contnuants, or things are conceived of as having spatial parts, but no tempord
pats. Occurents, or events, have spaia as well as temporal pats. Processes are a
succession of events. A box of dynanmite, in this sense, is athing, an exploson a process.
However, we can spdl out things (continuants) in terms of processes, and we have
reasons for beieving tha, ontologically speaking, all that exists are progesses (Russel
1931, Quine 1960, Lewis 1986, Heller 1990). A GhingOundestood as something static,
is not adequae for congioumess, the phenomend self, and thefirst person perspective.
This is clearly shown by MetzingeOsmultilevel analysis of the target propeties of
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congiousess, the phenomend self, and thefirst-person perspective. Thinking about it in
this way makes it clear why Metzinge subgitutes GelfOby ’SMQ

Metaphyscally speaking, wha we called Qhe selfOin the past is ndther an individud nor a
subgance, but the content of a trangarent PSM. There is no unchanging essence, but a complex
self-representationd process tha can be interestingly described on many different levels of
andysis at the same time. For ontological purposes, GelfOcan therefore be subdituted by BPSMQ
(Metzinge 2003:626)

Being No Oneworkswith both readings i.e. it shows why no such thingsas selvesin the
strong sense exist, and that selves could not be things However, the strength of Being No
One is not tha it shows tha our traditiond concepts of OdfOdon®work, but that the
aternative that Metzinge offers explains why one might be tempted to think of oneself
asasfin the drong &ne.

3. Being someone? What a self could be

Now tha we have seen wha Metzinger has in mind when saying tha no such thingsas
selves exist, we can puraue the secondgoal, i.e. examine if there could be anather notion
of OdfO which is compatible with the self-modd theory of subjectivity.

First of al, it isimportant to undestand why our folk-psychologica notion of self
is misguided. It is based on a nasve redlistic stance towards our conious experiences.
However Metzinger shows tha the phenomend self-modd is nota sdlf:

Thefolk psychology of self-consiousess navely, successfully, and consequentialy tellsustha a
self smply iswhaever | subjectively experience as myself. (Metzinge 2003:268)

This is dueto the nature of the PSM, i.e. dueto the fact tha mod parts of our PSM are
trangarent. On a surface level, it seems tha we directly experience our own body, that
we have introgpective access to all our menta states and that our contious experience
forms a coheent, global whole. Due to the trangparency of mog of the content of our
PSMs, we tend o bdievetha we are wha we experience, notbeng aware of the fact that
itisjug acondruct:

In other, more metaphoiical, words the central claim of this bookis that as you read these lines
you condantly confuse yourself with the content of the self-modd currently activated by your
brain. (Metzinge 20031)

However, bdieving tha we are whaever we congioudy expeience as beng ourselves
would be committing Qhe error of phenomenologica reificationO(Metzinge 2003 p.
268). The main problem with phenomenological reification is tha the content of the
phenomend self-model as such is not epistemically judified (Metzinge 2003 p. 404).
Thus Metzinger condudes tha there is really no one having these experiences. To be

PSYCHE 2005: VOLUME 11 ISSUE 5 4



PSYCHE: http://psyche csmonash.edu.au

precise, there is no one who could confuse herself with the content of the phenomend
self-modd:

Do yourecal how, in thefirst paragraph of thefirst chgpter, | claimed tha as you read these lines
you congantly confuse yourself with the content of the self-modd currently activated by your
brain? We now know tha this was only an introdudory metaphor, because we can now see that
this metaphor, if taken too literally, contains a logical mistake: There is no onewhos illuson the
congiousself could be no onewhois confusng herself with anything. (Metzinge 2003 633-34)

According to Metzinger, that is why the answer to AliceOgjuestion QWho in the world
am 1Q would be, sadly, Gyou are jug an illuson, a hdlucinatory content of an ongoing
dynamic representationd process.O Alice does not have nor is a self. We dl know that
Alice existed first as part of the content of Lewis CarrollOsphenomend self-modd and
now continues to exist trough being integrated into our phenomena self-models.

Lewis Carroll, however, just like any other living human being, might actudly be
in a better position than Alice. In the following | want to argue that human beings might
actudly not just be halucinated selves, but red selves. Metzinger argues, using the
metaphor of a neurophenomendogicd cave-man, tha there is no ore in the cave
However, the self-modd theory of subjectivity does not condrain us to conceive of
ourselves ontheleve of the contents of our congiousexperience. Indeed, it presupposes,
or at least makes the hypothesis very plausble, that we are biologica organisms tha
condruct the cave and the neurophenomendogicd caveman as a tool for orienting
ourselves in the world. The notion of self that | want to suggest here and examine in the
last part of this comment is, in a preliminary version, that a self is a metabdic self-
sustaining system that operates unde a functiondly adequate phenomena self-model (in
which sense such a system is a sdlf will be explained further down). The SMT provides
thegroundfor such anction of aself, as we can dready find on thefirst page of Being No
One

Thephenomend sdlf is notathing, but a process Band the subjective experience of beéng someone
emerges if a congious information-processing system opeaates unde a trangarent self-modd.
(Metzinge 2003:1)

Saying tha the subjective expeience of beng someone emerges if a conscious
information-proaessing system opeates unde a trangaent self-model is not sufficient
for a philosophically interesting notion of a self. | think that we can enrich such aconcept
of a self by exchanging Gzongciousinformation-processing systemOwith Gelf-sugtaining
systemQ Without dould, we can model self-sustaining systems as informeation-processing
systems, butthen we would miss an essential point.

Thefirst step | want to take in order to show wha we gan throughthe notion of
self-susainment and that the suggested notion is compaible with SMT is to look at
MetzingeaOgostive ontlogical clams:

All tha, in an ontological sense, does exist are certain classes of information-processing systems
opeating unde trangarent self-modds. For these systems, having such a self-modd isjug a new
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way of having access to themselves. Theefore all sedves are either hdludnaed
(phenomenologically), or elements of an inaccurate, reificatory phenomenological descriptions
(Metzinge 2003:462)

Three points are interesting here. We have already seen the first, stating that wha exist
are, according to the SMT, not selves in a strong sense, but information-proessing
systems that use trangparent self-modds. A new, and important paint is that information-
proaessing systems use trangaent self-modds to gain a new kind of access to
themselves. As we will see, thisis a crucial paoint for the possibility of a notion of self
tha is compatible with the SMT. The third point made in this statement is that it does not
matter if the content of a PSM is a mere hdludnaion or areal representationd content,
there will always be a system realizing the phenomena self-model. This point is agan
stressed in the section of Being No Qhe on hdludnated slves:

But as long as we hold on to a realist ontology, it will always remain true tha some kind of
physca system giving rise to the currently hdludnaed self does exist. Again, it is important to
note how the notion of a hdludinaed selfOis not a contradiction in terms: wha the haludnaion
is attributed to is not a coniousCartesian ego, but simply the physcal system as awhole. Jug as
it can generate a selfless phenomend modd of redlity, the physca system as a whole can aso
hdludnae a self. (Metzinge 2003:462

Even thoughthe SMT presuppo®s tha there is always a system reaizing the PSM, we
have to be careful nat to call jus any system generating a PSM a self. As such, it is not
clear at al why there should be information processing systems tha generate conscious
experience. The point that a trangparent self-modd is Qusg a new way of having access to
themselvesOcan be seen as a first hint towards an answer to the question of why systems
pay the high cods involved in generating consious experience. Having access to
themselves in a new way mug have been advantageousin oneor the other way. Looking
at it from an evolutionary perspective, it seems plaugble to say that those systems should
be called selves tha generate atrangparent representationd self-model, i.e. those systems
tha generate a phenonmend self-modd that is adequde in the sense that operating unde
the phenomenal self-model enables the system to sudain itself. The SMT makes the
hypothesis very plausble tha we are biologicd organisms tha opeate under a
phenomend self-moded with representational content. The content of our PSMs does not
provide the basis for this clam, since it coud aways just be halucinated content.
However, the background assumptions on which the SMT rests and the adaptivity
condraint make it plaugble to assume that most contents of PSMs are representationd
content. The SMT s, first of all, a theory about human beingsin nonpahadogical waking
states, i.e. abou biologica organisms operating under a representationa phenomena self-
modd, na just any hdlucinated phenomena self-mode!:

However, everywhere in this book where | am not explicitly concerned with this type of reality
test, the following background assumption will always be made the intended class of systems is
formed by human beingsin nonpahological waking states. (Metzinge 2003:14)

Thisiswhat differentiates us as selves from phenonenal selves that emerged in organisms
with identity disorde's or from selves that emerge when actors enact other characters. We
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don®say that persons with dissodative identity disorder or acted characters on stage are
redly a sum of different selves. In both cases, we are hestant to cal the phenomend self
a sef, because it does not serve the function we think a self does in nomal, non
pathologica, nonartificid standard situations Metzinger makes this explicit when
speaking about the adaptivity constraint:

If we want to undestand how congious experience, a phenomend self, and a first-person
perspective could be acquired in the course of millionsof years of biological evolution, we mug
assume that our target phenomenon possesses a true teleofundiondist description. (Metzinge
2003:198)

As we can see here, it is important to understand that, when we want to know why
congious experience has emerged, why organisms pay this high metabdic price, having
the coniousess experience of being someone serves the organism in specific ways.
Metzinge does not provide us with a theory saying what the Qrue teleofundiondist
descriptionOamourts to, butmakes fundiondism oneof his background asumptions:

I do not explicitly arguefor teleofundiondism in this book, but I will make it oneof my implicit
backgroundassumptionsfrom now on. (Metzinge 2003:26)

But Metzinge is quite clear abou wha he thinks the function of coniousess is.
Congiousiess is the process by which information is made globally available (Baars
1988, 1997, Chdmers 1997) to the system for attention, action and cogrition (not all
kinds of globd availability have to be given at each moment, and information can be
made available for each kind in different degrees). Making information globdly available
for attention, action,and mgrition Erves as

[E] aningrument to generate successful behavior; like the nervoussystem itself it is a device that
evolved for motor control and sensorimotor integration. Different forms of phenomend content are
answers to different problems which organisms where confronted with in the course of ther
evolution. Color vision solves another class of problems than the conscious experience of one3
own emotion, because it makes another kind of information available for the flexible control of
action. An especially useful way of illugrating this fact condstsin describing phenomend states as
new orgars, which are used to optimize sensorimotor integration of theinformation flow within a
biosystem. (Metzinge 2003:20001)

Another way to putit is to conaive of self-modding progesses as indantiating
Qools and weapon€(Metzinga 2003 p. 344) at many different levels in many different
contexts. It helps us regulating a badanced homeodasis (or, to be more precise, a
homeodynanics), avoid danger, enjoy pleasure or dan an internationd research prgect.

| already gave a prdiminary nation of the concept of self tha | want to outine
above a sdf is a self-sustaining system that operates unde a phenomena self-mode.
There are a couple of advantages, which we gain from congraining our notion to self-
sustaining systems and not just any system that generates a phenomend self-mode. This
notion enables us to undestand why something like selves emerged. Furthermore, it
judtifies some of our intuitionsabout wha we are. For example, saying that human beings
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in nonpathologica waking states are selves in the sense of a sdf-sustaining system
operating under a PSM justifies our experience of ourselves as condituting a unified self
over time because hiologica organisms maintain gene identity (not to be confused with
gene identity from descent) (Lewin 1922,1923,Armstrong 1980).All we have to do is to
be cautious A unified self is not a transempord identity in the sense of an unchangeable
essence, it is a process. The process we are looking for is that of a metabolic self-
sudaining proaess (Jordan & Ghin, forthcoming). It seems safe to say that the kind of
congious systems, which experience themselves as selves, that we know, are biological
systems, i.e. emboded embeddeal biological organisms, tha are metabolic self-sugaining
systems. The notion of ®lf-sugainment enables usto flesh outwha it meansfor asystem
to beembodied. For afirst approximation, we can say tha the notion of self-sugainment
basically serves the same purpo® as VarelaDsotion of autopoiesis. The Greek concept
autopoiesis means self-produang, and Varela uses it for giving a definition of living
systems:

An autopoietic system is organized (defined as a unity) as a nework of processes of produdion
(synthesis and destruction) of components such tha these components:

0] continuousy regenerate and realize the nework that produees them, and
(i) congitute the system as a distinguishable unity in the domain in which they exist. (Varela
1992 5)

The problem is that, according to this abstract notion of autopaesis, a civilization is an
autopoietic system, and thusis nat very hepful for the current purpo®. However, if we
enrich thenoton of aitopoiesis by adding metabolism in the sense tha the system creates
and maintains its own body, we gan a notion of embodiment that allows usto say tha,
aready on this level, the system forms a distinct unit in the sense that its self-sugaining
proaess creates a self/world distinction for the system itself. However, primitive self-
sugaining systems generate a self-world distinction for themselves without beng aware
of themselves as selves, and would thus not yet provide a psychologically interesting
notion of self. Once self-sugaining organisms create, unde evolutionay pressure, a
specific level of complexity, they will have to create a self-modd in orde to control
themselves (i.e. prodwce coheent actions), and will produ@ thos representationd
structures that give rise to coniousexperiences, the mog primitive form of which will
likely be tha of an emotiond self reflecting and evaluaing changes of organism-
environment interactions experienced as a feeling (Damasio 1999, Prinz 2004),urtil we
findly arrive at the mos complex form we know of, fully fledged human cognitive
agents tha even develop theories about concepts like GelfOto refer to themselves. If we
undestand ourslves as such systems, it becomes clear tha referring to ourslves as
selvesis not jug an illuson, but tha there really are paternsin the world (the dynamic
self-sudaining paterns of biological organisms) onto which we can map the concept.

One could raise the question why we shoud stick to the nation of self and not jug
speak about Gelf-sugaining systems + phenomend self-modds.Olt is important to keep
in mind that a redudionist theory of the self does not imply tha we have to eliminae
selves from our ontology. As Bermeoedz (1997) argues, reducing one theory to another
can also provide legitimacy to the reduced theory in the sense tha it shows how the
reduced theory fits within the realm of the other, and can thusbe seen as being validated
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throughthe redudion. The self-modd theory of subjectivity clearly shows how such a
redudion can be donefor the notion of a self. But, rather than saying tha a successful
redudionist theory of phenomend self-coniousess and the first-person perspective
shows that we could, in principle, drop te notion of a self, we can see it as enabling usto
undeastand howselves fit into the world.

Sdf is a conapt which is not only used in folk-psychology but also in many
different scientific theories. Admittedly there have been many intuitions abou what the
notion of self amount to, and many arguments about the status of a self as forming an
irredudble kind of entity, all of which, from the perspective of the self-modd theory of
subjectivity, can no longe be defended. But rather than eliminating the notion and
guestioning the explanaory power of theories tha appeal to selves, we coud say tha we
now found a way to legitimate the claims made by these theories by providing a
framework which unifies highe- and lower level theories about phenonmend self-
congiousess and the first-person pespective.

In this sense, | bdieve tha there is a nation of self tha is not only compatible
with the SMT, but also proves to be hdpful for scientific purpogs as it picks out a
distinct class of information-processing systems with unique features, the main feature
would be tha these systems are able to experience themselves as selves and thus
undestand themselves as the authors of ther actions We, as human bengs are part of
this class.

Self-sugaining systems come in degrees, from singe-cellular organisms, where
self-susainment is restricted to the prodiction and maintenance of the cellular structure,
up to human beings where the system tries not only to maintain its body, but aso a
coheent modd of itself with specific abdract characteristics, like beng altruistic,
creative, funny or attractive. | donOtvant to offer a full-fleshed theory of the conaept self
based on the notonsof self-susainment and the self-modd theory of subjectivity here. It
will remain open for discussion, where we want to draw a line and apply the nation of
self. Human bengs are good candidaes, other primates seem to be as well, but an
amoeba might nat be Furthemore, it is open if we apply the notion of self only to
metabdic salf-sugaining systems, i.e. if it is posible tha there could be nonbiological
systems tha opeaate under functiond adequae phenomend self-models in the sense that
the PSMs enable them to maintain a cohaent modd of themselves. This possibility
cannot be ruled out at the moment, and thus saying tha a self is an autocatalytic self-
sugaining system opeating unde a PSM is only speaking about sufficient condraints a
system has to satisfy in orde to countas a self. One advantage is that the nation of an
autocatalytic self-sudaining system grounds content and valence (Jordan & Ghin,
forthcoming). So far we cannot see how content or valence can be grounad for non
biological systems. The role of the notion of self as developed here can thusbest be seen
as providing abasis for other theories.

The two goals of the comment where to clarify what exactly Metzinge had in
mind when saying nobody ever was or had a sdf, and to examine if there coud be
another notion of OdfOwnhich is compatible with the Self-Modéd theory of subjectivity.
To summarize, Being No Oneis nat only compaible with anation of a self undestood as
a process, but also provides a theoretical framework for developing such a nation. The
self-modd theory of subjectivity makes it possible to argue that we are no one at one
level and tha we are someoneat anather level.
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