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XI—INTENTION AND THE SELF

RORY MADDEN

Does intention presuppose personal identity, and what relevance does the
issue have for the contemporary personal identity debate? I distinguish
three ways in which intention might be said to presuppose personal iden-
tity, focusing mainly on causal presupposition and content presupposi-
tion. I argue that intention often causally presupposes personal identity. I
argue that intention does not content-presuppose personal identity. The
former result is a potential basis for a Butlerian circularity objection to
Lockean theories of personal identity. The latter result undercuts a prom-
inent Lockean reply to ‘the thinking animal’ objection which has recently
supplanted traditional Butlerian circularity objections in the personal
identity debate.

I

Introduction. Locke’s memory theory of personal identity (1961,
Bk. ii, ch. 27) drew the complaint from Joseph Butler that memory
‘presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute, personal identity’
(1736, pp. 305–6). Contemporary psychological theories of person-
al identity—or neo-Lockean theories—appeal to psychological con-
nections besides the connections between prior experiences and
subsequent episodic memories; they appeal in addition to the con-
nections that underpin continuities of belief, desire and character;
and to the connections that hold between intention and subsequent
action.1 So it is interesting to ask, in Butlerian spirit, whether there
is any sense in which these other connections might ‘presuppose’
personal identity. I shall in this paper be concerned with the specific
question of whether intention presupposes personal identity, and
with the possible consequences of an answer for theories of personal
identity.

Keeping in mind the analogy with episodic memory, I shall begin

1 For statements of theories of this sort see Lewis (1976), Shoemaker (1984, 1999), Parfit
(1984), Noonan (2003).
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in §ii by distinguishing three claims, each to the effect that intention
in some way presupposes personal identity: claims of entailment
presupposition, causal presupposition and content presupposition. I
shall not linger long on the question of whether intention involves
entailment presupposition, conceding for the sake of argument that
the issue can be given a kind of treatment familiar from discussions
of memory and personal identity. On the other hand, I shall take
time to argue in §iii that there is a way in which the connection be-
tween intention and action causally presupposes personal identity
which is not really paralleled by the connection between experience
and episodic memory. The operative point will be an externalist
one, that environmental interaction is typically a factor in mental
causation. This conclusion has the potential to serve as the basis for
a Butlerian circularity objection to neo-Lockean theories, although
the level of threat is likely to vary with the reductive ambitions of
given theories. As for content presupposition, I shall suggest in §iv
that the charge of content presupposition can in fact be resisted by
the neo-Lockean, by means of a refusal to fit intention into the
mould of an attitude with propositional content. However, I shall
close in §v by putting this latter conclusion to work in the service of
the now more influential ‘thinking animal’ objection to neo-Lock-
ean theories. It can be shown that the relationship between the con-
tent of intention and the self undercuts a prominent style of reply to
the thinking animal objection.

II

Varieties of Presupposition. Taking Butler’s remarks about memory
as my lead, I shall in this section distinguish three ways in which in-
tention might be thought to presuppose personal identity. I begin
with entailment presupposition.

Having said that memory ‘presupposes, and therefore cannot
constitute, personal identity …’, Butler continues, ‘… any more than
knowledge can constitute truth, which it presupposes’ (1736,
pp. 305–6). These remarks raise two questions. First, what is But-
ler’s point about knowledge? Second, what is the parallel point
about memory?

Well, there is one way to make clear sense of the claim that
knowledge ‘presupposes’ truth. Propositional knowledge, in con-
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trast with, say, belief, is a cognitive achievement in at least the fol-
lowing sense: S knows that p only if it is true that p. However, if this
is Butler’s point then the parallel with memory is not straightfor-
ward. For the kind of episodic memory of actions and experiences
which Locke placed at the heart of his discussion of personal identi-
ty is not naturally identified with propositional knowledge that p. It
is more naturally reported by gerundial locutions of the form ‘S re-
members f-ing’ than by locutions with propositional complements
of the form ‘S remembers that p’.

Nevertheless, these gerundial episodic memory reports do, when
true, record a cognitive achievement of sorts. To remember f-ing is
to have succeeded in preserving, or storing, one’s earlier experience
of f-ing. So the gerundial reports do have an entailment somewhat
like the entailment of p by ‘S knows that p’. They have the following
entailment: S remembers f-ing only if S himself previously con-
sciously f-ed.2 In that sense, a claim of episodic memory simply
‘presupposes’ that one and the same person is around at both the
time of experience and the time of memory. As is well known, this
point has been taken—by friends and foes of Lockean theories
alike—to raise a prima facie circularity problem for a theory of per-
sonal identity framed in terms of episodic memory.

Might a similar entailment of personal identity across time hold
for the case of intention? It is not quite straightforward. Even if in-
tending to f is always in some sense intending oneself to f, the
statement ‘S intends to f’ does not obviously entail that S was or
will be around at any time other than the time of intention. One can
quite coherently conceive of a subject created for a brief moment
with the intention to f and then destroyed at once, before anything
could be done in pursuit of the intention.

A better place to look for an entailment of identity across time is
in the later achievement corresponding to a prior intention to f, the
achievement of fulfilment of a prior intention to f. It is plausible that
intending to f is always intending oneself to f in the sense that one’s
prior intention to f can only be fulfilled by one’s own subsequent f-
ing. It’s the claim that one fulfils a prior intention to f which entails
personal identity over time:

2 Or was f-ing. Perhaps it can be true that one remembers crossing the road without it being
true that one crossed the road (because one didn’t quite make to the other side). But it is still
true that one was crossing the road.
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(1) S*’s f-ing fulfils S’s prior intention to f only if S�S*

As in the case of memory, this condition might be taken to pose a pri-
ma facie circularity obstacle to a theory of personal identity that ap-
peals to the fulfilment of prior intentions. The truth of ‘S fulfils a prior
intention to f’ already entails that one and the same subject is around
at both the time of prior intention and the time of later action.3

It must be said that it is far from clear what exactly the vicious
circularity here is supposed to be. After all, one might regard it as a
virtue of a philosophical analysis if its analysans entails its analysan-
dum. Nevertheless, neo-Lockeans concerned that the truth of (1)
would induce a vicious circularity in their theory have a familiar
move available to them here. In recognition of the point that episod-
ic memory presupposes personal identity, theorists have replaced
mention of the achievement of episodic memory with a causal no-
tion of ‘quasi-memory’.4 S quasi-remembers S*’s f-ing if and only if
S has an apparent memory of f-ing, which is caused in the right
kind of way by S*’s previous f-ing. This causal notion does not in
any obvious way presuppose that S�S*. The ordinary case of mem-
ory is just a special case of the generic phenomenon of quasi-
memory—the case in which S�S*.

In parallel, a theorist might replace mention of fulfilment of prior
intention to f with a causal notion of ‘quasi-fulfilment’ of prior in-
tention. S quasi-fulfils S*’s prior intention to f if and only if S’s f-
ing is caused in the right kind of way by S*’s prior intention to f.
The ordinary fulfilment of a prior intention to f, then, is just the
special case of quasi-fulfilment of one’s own intentions, cases in
which one’s f-ing is brought about in the right kind of way by one’s
own prior intention to f. Neo-Lockeans concerned to avoid entail-
ment presupposition may wish to frame their theory in terms of
these causal notions of quasi-fulfilment and quasi-memory.

That’s all I’m going to say here about entailment presupposition.
For present purposes I’m prepared to go along with the neo-Lockean
contention that while our ordinary concepts of memory, or inten-

3 Note that if one takes the view that fulfilment of an intention to f involves remembering
earlier planning to f then the entailment of personal identity in the case of intention-fulfil-
ment will follow as a consequence of the entailment of personal identity in the case of
remembering f-ing. However the plausibility of (1) seems to be independent of this connec-
tion to memory.
4 See Shoemaker (1970) and Parfit (1984) for the notion of quasi-memory.
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tion-fulfilment, entail personal identity over time, one may describe
the causal connections involved using new concepts which are free
of this presupposition. I want to focus in what follows on causal
presupposition and content presupposition.

To introduce causal presupposition, it’s helpful to observe that
the definitions of quasi-memory and quasi-fulfilment are likely to
allay worries about circularity only if the notion of ‘right kind of
cause’ which figures in the statement of each is not one that in turn
presupposes personal identity. And this is the point at which one
might raise the claim of causal presupposition. For the case of mem-
ory there is some plausibility to the thought that one’s sticking
around is a factor in the causal explanation of one’s experiences giv-
ing rise to later apparent memory. One’s persisting through time is a
causally relevant feature of the events by which one’s prior f-ing
gives rise to one’s apparent memory of f-ing. If this is right, then
even the causal dependence between experience and apparent mem-
ory presupposes personal identity. In a reversal of the neo-Lockean
claim that one’s persistence is partly constituted by the causal de-
pendence of apparent memory on experience, the claim is that this
causal dependence is partly constituted by one’s persistence.

The parallel claim in the case of intention would be that one’s
sticking around is part of the causal explanation of one’s intention
giving rise to later action:

(2) The involvement of one’s persistence through time is a
causally relevant feature of the events by which one’s prior
intention to f gives rise to f-ing.

So although the definition of quasi-fulfilment of intention excises
the straightforward entailment of personal identity, it still appeals to
the causal dependence between intention and action. If the claim of
causal presupposition is correct then there is a sense in which even
this causal dependence presupposes personal identity. In a reversal
of the neo-Lockean claim that one’s persistence is partly constituted
by the causal control of action by intention, the claim is that this
causal control is partly constituted by one’s persistence.

These claims of causal presupposition may well be in the spirit of
Butler’s remarks. Although the straightforward entailment of truth
by knowledge captured one clear sense in which knowledge is a cog-
nitive achievement, in making the analogy with knowledge Butler is
likely to have been alluding to the stronger classically realist
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thought that knowledge must be knowledge of ‘what is there
anyway’—that knowledge is always knowledge of something which
obtains independently of the knowing. No state which constituted
its object could be knowledge. Whatever the merits of this general
realist thesis about knowledge, the claims of causal presupposition
are certainly in the same realist spirit; they suggest that one’s persist-
ence is an independent fact, exploited by the causation involved in
memory and intention, and not constituted by that causation.

Now, finally, to introduce the third presupposition claim. Butler’s
complaint has sometimes inspired a debate about whether episodic
memories present past episodes as one’s own. We certainly generally
take it that remembered episodes were episodes in our own lives; the
debate is whether this first-person content should form part of an
unprejudiced description of the content of memory itself, rather
than a further separable assumption we automatically make.5

Is there a parallel issue about the content of intention? Well, natu-
ral immediate verbal expressions of prior intention use first-person
sentences: ‘I will f’ or ‘I am going to f’. These are sentences of the
same kind as might express the first-person propositional belief that
one will oneself f.6 So it is not unnatural to take the view that the
psychological object of intention should be a proposition of the
same sort, to take the view that to intend is to intend a proposition
involving oneself, thought of as oneself.

(3) To intend to f is to intend that one will oneself f.7

This is the claim that intention content-presupposes personal identi-
ty. In the next two sections I discuss causal presupposition and con-
tent presupposition in turn.

5 Parfit (1984) and Noonan (2003) argue that first-person content is separable in this way.
Evans (1982) takes an opposing view.
6 I follow philosophers’ practice of using an emphatic reflexive ‘oneself’ to indicate in oratio
obliqua a use of the first person.
7 A variant on (3) is the following claim (3*): To intend to f is to intend oneself to f. But it
is not clear that (3*) captures so well the desired idea that intentions have first-person con-
tent. Analogy: S commands A to clear the table. It is not clear that this entails that reference
to A is any part of the content of what S commanded. Although the command is addressed
to, or directed at, A, the content might simply be: Clear the table! (cf. Rumfitt 1994,
p. 617). Similarly, one might agree that to intend to f is always in some sense to intend one-
self to f but understand this as the claim that they are like commands which are self-
addressed, or self-directed, the first person appearing nowhere in the content of what is
commanded. The propositional attribution in (3) is clearer that the first person is part of the
content of what is intended.
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III

Causal Presupposition. In this section I shall first explain how possi-
ble cases of fission promise a powerful and apparently general
means of rebutting charges of causal presupposition. In the case of
intention the response promises to establish that the genuinely caus-
ally relevant feature of the event by which one’s intention gives rise
to action is something weaker than numerically identical persist-
ence. In the end I want to suggest that for many cases of intention
this response does not work.

The most realistic illustration of the possibility of fission was pro-
vided by Wiggins’s idea of a complex operation in which my brain is
divided into two and placed into the skulls of two de-brained hu-
man bodies (1967, p. 53). Although the interpretation of this state
of affairs is controversial, I shall assume, along with neo-Lockeans
such as Shoemaker and Parfit, that this procedure results in my go-
ing out of existence, and the coming into existence of two distinct
persons, each psychologically similar to me (call them Righty and
Lefty). How does this sort of case promise a response to the charge
of causal presupposition? To take the case of episodic memory: it is
plausible that the causal dependence of my apparent memories upon
my earlier experiences could be matched exactly by the causal de-
pendence down a fission branch of, say, Righty’s apparent memories
upon my earlier experiences. But the latter case does not involve nu-
merically identical persistence, so identical persistence cannot really
be a causally relevant feature.

Here is another way of explaining the response. The charge of
causal presupposition is inspired by the counterfactual: if I hadn’t
survived from t1, the time of f-ing, until t2, then the apparent mem-
ory of f-ing at t2 wouldn’t have occurred. This schema is usually
true: the closest situations in which I don’t survive are situations in
which memories of my earlier experiences are snuffed out for good.
But the truth of the counterfactual alone does not identify precisely
which features of the events ensuing upon my f-ing are really caus-
ally relevant to my later apparent memory. In particular, it doesn’t
settle whether the involvement of my persistence over time was real-
ly causally relevant.

Here is an analogy: Alice is struck and killed by a speeding red
London bus. The following counterfactual is true: if the event of Al-
ice’s being hit by the speeding red London bus had not occurred,
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then the event of Alice’s death would not have occurred. But that
leaves open precisely which properties of the cause are really causal-
ly relevant to the effect. Note that the causing event in this case has
at least the following two properties, of increasing strength or deter-
minacy: x involves a fast-moving vehicle; and x involves a fast-mov-
ing red vehicle. Which if either of these properties is relevant to
bringing about Alice’s death? Intuitively it is the weaker, not the
stronger property: a fast-moving vehicle of any colour would have
done the job. The weaker property screens off the stronger property,
in the following sense: if the event had involved a fast-moving vehi-
cle but not a fast-moving red vehicle then the effect would still have
occurred.8

In effect, the fission response can be seen as arguing that identity
over time is screened off by a weaker property in just the same
sense, screened off by the weaker kind of continuation which could
equally well obtain down a fission branch. The event of my surviv-
ing from the time of experience to the time of memory has the prop-
erty of involving my identical persistence, but it also has the weaker
property of involving continuation. And it is plausible that if the
events ensuing upon my experience at t1 had involved continuation
but not identity, then the effect would still have occurred: there
would still have occurred the apparent memory at t2.9 Therefore
persistence is not really the causally relevant feature. Although it
may have seemed that one’s persisting into the future is part of the
causal explanation of one’s experiences giving rise to memory, one’s
persistence is not as such causally relevant.

The case of intention invites a similar response. The involvement
of persistence in intention–action causation is screened off by the
involvement of continuation. That is, instances of the following
schema are true:

(4) If the events ensuing upon my intention to f had involved
continuation, but not continuation with identity, then the
action of f-ing would still have occurred.

8 Yablo (2003) contains an extremely helpful discussion of how to identify, from a spectrum
of properties of different levels of determinacy, the causally relevant properties of a cause.
9 For the sake of argument I make the assumption that the same effect can occur in the fis-
sion case, and therefore that a given event of apparent remembering does not have its sub-
ject essentially. This is controversial, but not completely implausible, given that the event
has the same origin (in my earlier experience) and, we may suppose, occurs at the same
place and time.



INTENTION AND THE SELF 333

©2011 The Aristotelian Society
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. cxi, Part 3

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9264.2011.00313.x

For example, I intend to write a paper: I persist into the future, my
intention comes to fruition, and I write a paper. However, if the
events ensuing upon my intention had involved continuation, al-
though not continuation with identity—that is, if they had traced a
branch of a fission case—then, it seems easy to suppose, the action
would still have occurred. Righty, say, would still have written a pa-
per. The relevant instance of (4) is true. After all, the only difference
here from the actual chain of events is the addition of an extra
branch, but this additional branch is entirely extrinsic to—and sure-
ly therefore causally irrelevant to—the pattern of events lying be-
tween intention and action.

How convincing is this response to the charge of causal presuppo-
sition? I think that the response works better for the case of episodic
memory than the case of intention–action causation. The internalist
picture of mental causation as indifferent to the presence or absence
of extrinsic branching is one that fits well the case of episodic mem-
ory, which really does seem to be a form of internal, or intrinsic,
transmission of causal traces. But I want to suggest that it does not
fit so well the case of causation of action by intention, and conse-
quently that the screening-off response runs into trouble.

Here is an example to illustrate the point. Suppose that I intend
not merely to write a paper but to get it published in a particular
journal: I persist into the future, my intention comes to fruition, and
I get the paper published in the desired journal. Now, consider the
instance of the screening-off counterfactual (4). Would the effect still
have occurred if the events ensuing intention had comprised a fission
branch and not numerical persistence? That is: is it true that, if the
events ensuing upon my intention had involved continuation but not
continuation with identity, then the action of getting the paper pub-
lished in the particular journal would still have occurred?

It is not clear that it would still have occurred. For in that case the
other, extrinsic, branch would very likely disturb the production of
action down a given branch. For example, we can suppose that the
journal is unlikely to accept two very similar papers for publication,
in which case Righty’s action will be thwarted if Lefty beats him to it.
There are other possibilities: perhaps during the writing process
Righty gets wind of someone writing an incredibly similar paper,
and, lacking a taste for competition, abandons his project. Given the
very serious chance of these blocks to action, it is simply not true to
say that if the events ensuing upon one’s intention had involved con-
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tinuity instead of continuity with identity, then the action would still
have occurred. The action easily might not have occurred.

Is this just a clever example, invidiously selected from a vast
background of unproblematic cases? No. I think that there are
countless quite homely examples of the same sort of sensitivity to
identity. I intend to find the car keys, and I find the car keys. Again,
the chance of action occurring down a given branch is halved by the
addition of an extra branch. Furthermore, the interference by
branching is amplified by the way in which intentions ordinarily in-
terlock as parts of larger intentions which are formed on the presup-
position that a single agent will execute the various stages of the
plan. For example, I intend to get the weekly shopping done via the
preliminary means of picking up the car keys and picking up the
debit card. This plan requires that one and the same agent both
picks up the car keys and picks up the debit card: one needs both
transport and finance to get the weekly shopping done. But this re-
quirement in turn compounds the chance that fission would under-
mine the plan; the chance of the plan being executed down a given
fission branch is now just a quarter of the chance of the plan being
executed in a case of identical persistence, for the other branch has
two opportunities to block the plan.

It can be hard to understand how identity can be causally relevant
if one pictures intention–action causation as a kind of temporally
long-range ‘internal push’ of simple body movements. In reality, in-
tention gives rise to complex courses of action through ongoing in-
teraction with the environment. In the case of these identity-
sensitive intentions, the crucial point is that there is time enough be-
tween intention and completion of action for the absence of branch-
ing to become a causally relevant environmental feature.10

Before moving on, it is worth briefly considering a reply to this
argument. The reply notes that the most that has been shown by
these examples is that identity is not causally screened off by one
kind of weaker property, namely mere continuation. It has not been
shown that identity is screened off by no weaker property. For all
that has been said, there might be some property intermediate be-

10 The role of environmental interaction in mental causation is an important theme of Wil-
liamson (2000). For another way in which an externalist conception of the mind can affect
the personal identity debate, see Madden (2011). For a different expression of scepticism
about the prospects for a neo-Lockean account of the causation involved in intention, see
Wiggins (2004, p. 601).
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tween identity and mere continuity which is better proportioned to
the effect than either.

For example, consider the following complex property: x involves
continuation with one branch or many branches with all but one
branch terminating very promptly after branching. If the events fol-
lowing intention had involved this very particular form of continui-
ty, but not identity, then arguably the effect would still have
occurred, for the prompt termination of all but one branch guards
against the sort of undermining risk described above. So, it might be
thought, identity is after all screened off by a weaker property.

Now it is quite correct that I have not exhaustively considered all
possible causal competitors to identity, but it is worth explaining
why the challenge of finding a genuine causal competitor is going to
be harder than this might suggest. Return to the case of Alice and
the bus. It was plausible that the property of involving a fast-mov-
ing vehicle was causally relevant, screening off stronger properties
and being screened off by no weaker properties. However, consider
the following complex property: x involves a fast-moving vehicle or
a freak flash of lightning which causes injuries just like a fast-mov-
ing vehicle. This complex property is weaker than the property of
involving a speeding vehicle (it is entailed by the stronger property
but not vice versa) and apparently it screens off the stronger proper-
ty: if the cause had had the complex weaker property but not the
property of involving a fast-moving vehicle, then Alice’s death
would still have occurred (her injuries would have been caused by
the freak flash of lightning).

Does this show that the property of involving a fast-moving vehi-
cle was not causally relevant to Alice’s death? Surely it does not. The
complex property should not count as a serious competitor to the
involvement of the fast-moving vehicle. But why not? The answer is
that the complex property has a gerrymandered, disjunctive, and in
an intuitive sense relatively un-natural character. What this brings
out is that the requirement for causal relevance is really this: a caus-
ally relevant property is one which is not screened off by at least as
natural weaker properties.11

But having made this clarification it becomes—to say the least—
unclear whether the complex property intermediate between identi-

11 I owe this point to Yablo (2003, pp. 321–7). I leave the notion of naturalness intuitive
here. I have no expectation that it can be explained wholly independently of causal notions.
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ty and mere continuation really disqualifies identity from being rele-
vant to the causation between intention and action. For the complex
property appears to have just the same kind of disjunctive, gerry-
mandered character, being cooked up to mimic the effect of ordi-
nary identical persistence. As such it has little force against the claim
that identical persistence is causally relevant.

I leave to others the difficult challenge of identifying a relatively
natural competitor property to the involvement of personal identity
in intention–action causation. Meanwhile, I submit that the claim of
causal presupposition of personal identity has a lot going for it in
the case of intention–action causation. It is plausible that in many
cases one’s numerically identical persistence is causally relevant to
the production of action.

Now, it is a further, difficult, question whether causal presupposi-
tion generates a serious circularity obstacle to neo-Lockean theories.
It is true that if the causal dependence between intention and action
involves personal identity as a factor then on the face of it there is a
circularity worry about a theory which aims to explain personal
identity in terms of this causal dependence. Moreover, it is not a
worry about circularity which can be allayed by the usual move of
employing ‘quasi’ concepts, since those concepts appeal precisely to
the causal dependence between mental states and events at different
times.

However, my suspicion—although I am not sure—is that the pre-
supposition in question will pose a serious obstacle only to reduc-
tive versions of a neo-Lockean theory, versions which insist that
psychological connections are in some sense more fundamental than
our persistence through time. There is no doubt that such versions
have been proposed,12 but what one might charitably think of as the
‘core’ neo-Lockean idea—that the obtaining of psychological con-
nections is necessary and sufficient for our persistence—does not by
itself entail the reductive claim. The core idea seems quite consistent
with the view that personal identity and psychological connections
are reciprocally dependent, perhaps emerging together from some
more fundamental non-psychological base. It is not as if a ‘no prior-
ity’ view of this sort would lack content; the view would retain the
distinctive and non-trivial neo-Lockean verdicts about various real
and imaginary cases, and would continue to contrast with views

12 Parfit (1984) is a clear example.
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which deny that our persistence has psychological conditions, such
as animalist or body-based views.

Indeed, perhaps because it is now less common than it once was
to assume that a good philosophical theory of a given phenomenon
must provide a reduction, or complete definition in independent
terms of the phenomenon in question, Butlerian circularity objec-
tions have, as it seems to me, rather faded from the limelight in re-
cent years. The objections to neo-Lockean theories now command-
ing centre stage in the personal identity debate are those falling
under the heading of ‘problems of the thinking animal’.13 These ob-
jections are addressed to any theory which, like a neo-Lockean theo-
ry, denies that we have the persistence conditions of animals. In the
final section of this paper I shall explain how the content presuppo-
sition of personal identity by intention is in fact relevant to the as-
sessment of this now more fashionable objection. I shall explain
how the forthcoming result that intention does not content-presup-
pose personal identity can be used to undercut a style of neo-Lock-
ean response to problems of the thinking animal.

IV

Content Presupposition. The claim of content presupposition was
this:

(3) To intend to f is to intend that one (will) oneself f.

Is this plausible? The point that natural expressions of intention
take the form ‘I will f’ is hardly decisive evidence for (3). The anal-
ogy with episodic memory is again suggestive: a natural expression
of one’s remembering f-ing is ‘I f-ed’, but it does not obviously fol-
low that episodic memory of this sort should be assimilated to an in-
stance of remembering that one (oneself) f-ed. Episodic memory
can no doubt form a fairly immediate basis for such propositional
memory knowledge, but it seems plausible to regard the episodic
memory itself as relating its subject in the first instance to a past
event rather than a proposition.14 In a similar vein, one might resist

13 Such problems are raised by Snowdon (1990), Ayers (1991, ch. 25), and Olson in various
places, including Olson (2002).
14 Martin (2001) makes a convincing case for this position.
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the claim that intention relates its subject to a first-person proposi-
tion. Although it is an orthodox assumption that mental states are
attitudes to propositions, it is not clear why one should make that
assumption in every case.15

On the other hand, if intention does not relate an intender to a
proposition then what does intention relate an intender to? Stretch-
ing the analogy with episodic memory, one might suggest that inten-
tion, like episodic memory, relates its subject to an event. In the case
of remembering f-ing, the event in question is a past experience of
f-ing. So perhaps in the case of intending to f one is related to a
future event of f-ing, that is, to a future action.

But an action-directed view of intention is hard to believe. An in-
tention to f which is doomed to go forever unfulfilled relates to no
particular future event of f-ing, but it is not thereby drained of an
object. We wouldn’t call it a merely apparent intention to f, as we
might call an apparent memory of f-ing that relates to no past event
of f-ing a merely apparent memory. And significantly for present
purposes, it is not clear that the action-directed view would lay to
rest worries about the content presupposition of personal identity.
An action is a particular event involving a particular agent. Thus
awkward questions will have to be addressed as to whether in in-
tending a particular of that agent-involving sort one is not implicitly
representing its agent, and moreover implicitly representing its agent
as oneself.16

Fortunately there is a superior view of the objects of intention
available, which I will call the act-directed view. This view is in-
spired by the following platitude: things intended are of the same
category as things done.

15 Baier (1970) and more recently Thompson (2008) have challenged the propositional atti-
tude orthodoxy for the case of intentions. Lewis (1979) argues that belief and desire are not
relations to propositions: they are relations to properties, or—what for Lewis are
equivalent—sets of centred possible worlds.
16 Velleman (1996) appears to regard intention as a kind of future-directed analogue of epi-
sodic memory: it is (causally self-fulfilling) anticipatory imagery of a future experience of
acting, whose agent is implicitly represented. But he proposes—potentially allaying the
present worry about implicit content presupposition—that the identity of this implicitly
represented agent is not simply determined by the identity of the intender, but is instead
determined by the ‘future causal history’ (1996, p. 71) of the intention: it is the agent who
ends up executing the intention who ‘will turn out to be the person of whom I was thinking
first-personally [when I earlier intended]’ (p. 72). He does not explain how to understand
the content of unfulfilled intentions, intentions whose ‘future causal history’ goes nowhere.
Perry (2010) rightly criticizes Velleman’s account for its unrealistic exaggeration of the
extent to which intention involves the anticipation of future experiences.
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At first glance this platitude might just appear to support the ac-
tion-directed view; after all, aren’t things done actions? However, on
the standard philosophical view that actions are concrete unrepeat-
able particulars, picked out by such phrases as ‘my buying a kebab
at midnight yesterday’ or ‘Alice’s murdering Bob that morning’ it is
really not clear that we do actions. I did not do my buying a kebab
yesterday at midnight. What I did was (to) buy a kebab. Alice did
not do her murdering of Bob that morning. What Alice did was (to)
murder Bob. Let us call things done—things picked out by such
phrases as ‘(to) murder Bob’ or ‘(to) buy a kebab’—acts. The plati-
tude suggests that acts, not actions, are the objects of intention.17

What more can be said about the nature of acts? First, acts, in
contrast to particular concrete actions, have a repeatable nature
with respect to both agent and time. When I buy a kebab at one
time and I buy a kebab at another time, there is something I do on
both occasions, namely (to) buy a kebab. When I buy a kebab and
you buy a kebab, again there is something we both do, namely (to)
buy a kebab.

It is also natural to regard acts as individuated in a fine-grained
manner. Any event of an agent’s pointing at Hesperus at t will be
identical to the event of that agent’s pointing at Phosphorus at t.
Nevertheless, there is a clear sense in which the agent of that single
action thereby does at least two things: he points at Hesperus, and
he points at Phosphorus. Acts individuated in this fine-grained way
make natural objects of intention. Ignorant of planetary identity, an
agent could intend to point at Hesperus yet not intend to point at
Phosphorus. There is one thing the agent intends and one thing the
agent does not intend.18

Since acts are repeatable from agent to agent—as it were ‘unsatu-
rated’ by any particular agent—and also fine-grained, it makes
sense to think of act identity as tracked by the identity of sense of
one-place predicate expressions, or sentences open in one place,
such as ‘x buys a kebab’, ‘x murders Bob’, ‘x points at Hesperus’, ‘x

17 I am indebted here to Hornsby, who is very clear about the distinction between actions
and things done (e.g. 1997, pp. 87–91). She has also suggested that the latter are objects of
intention (1993, p. 55 n.2). I am also indebted to Rumfitt (1994, pp. 617–22), who makes a
similar proposal about the objects of intention. My use of ‘act’ is borrowed from Rumfitt.
18 So the act-directed view here contrasts with Lewis’s property-directed view of belief and
desire (1979): the set of centred worlds whose centre points at Hesperus just is the set of
centred worlds whose centre points at Phosphorus.



RORY MADDEN340

©2011 The Aristotelian Society
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. cxi, Part 3

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9264.2011.00313.x

points at Phosphorus’.19 It is plausible to suppose that intending a
certain act requires that one grasp the sense of the correlated expres-
sion: for example, to intend to point at Hesperus requires that one
understand what is common to the thought that Alice points at Hes-
perus, the thought that Bob points at Hesperus, and so on. In order
to intend to point at Hesperus one needs to understand what it is for
an x to be such that x points at Hesperus.

Now, where does this act-directed view leave the issue of content
presupposition of personal identity by intention? Well, since an act,
unlike an action, is repeatable from person to person, the view that
the content of intention is an act, I think, quite straightforwardly
sidetracks the charge of content presupposition of personal identity
by intention. In intending an act, an intender is related to something
which, unlike an action, has no particular agent. When an agent in-
tends to do a certain thing, the conceptual capacities required are
simply those involved in the general understanding of what it is for
an x to be such that x does the thing in question, and this does not
require the representation of oneself as oneself.

Before moving on, I want to consider a couple of potential objec-
tions to the attempt to put the act-directed view of intention in the
service of denying that the content of intention is first-personal. The
first objection observes that certain acts seem to have first-person
content. The second objection argues that there are some cases in
which intentions are, after all, directed towards first-person propo-
sitions and not acts.

The first kind of objection is this. Consider, for example, my in-
tention to wash myself. I can intend to wash myself without intend-
ing to wash R. M., and so on. Surely, then, the ‘myself’ in the
specification of the act indicates an essentially first-personal way of
thinking of myself. In intending an act of this sort, am I not drawing
on the first-personal understanding of what it is to be an x such that
x washes me? If this is right, then even a uniformly act-directed view
must concede that some intentions have first-person content.

This problem can be defused by observing that there is a way to
form a one-place expression from the two-place expression ‘x wash-
es y’ other than to insert into the second place a referring expression
like ‘R. M.’ or ‘me’. One can, as it were, reflexivize the predicate,

19 See Rumfitt (1994) for a magisterial defence of this general approach.
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outputting the one-place expression ‘x washes x’.20 The response to
the problem, then, is to claim that intending to wash oneself is in-
tending the act specified by the expression ‘x washes x’. In order to
intend this act, one needs to understand what it is for x to be such
that x washes x. But as long as one can grasp what is common to
the thought that Alice washes Alice and the thought that Bob wash-
es Bob (and not common to the thought that Alice washes Bob) then
one meets this requirement. This involves no specific first-personal
representation of oneself in the content of intention: the content is
what any agent does when they wash that very agent. The content is
the act of self-washing or reflexive washing.

The second obstacle to the employment of the act-directed view
to rebut worries about content presupposition of personal identity
can be derived from consideration of a pair of examples due to Hig-
ginbotham:

There is … a difference in the intentions I may have when I intend …
to stop smoking and when I intend merely that I should stop smoking.
The latter intention might be fulfilled, say, by paying someone forcibly
to remove cigarettes from my person whenever I am caught with
them; but that is not fulfilment of an intention to stop smoking, which
can only be done through willful refusal to put a cigarette to my lips
and light up. (Higginbotham 2003, p. 225)

The two attributions of intention are these:

(5) I intend to stop smoking.

(6) I intend that I should stop smoking.

Higginbotham’s suggestion is that the difference in these forms of
attribution indicates a psychological difference between the inten-
tions attributed.21 The difference appears to concern means of fulfil-
ment: (5) attributes an intention which can only be fulfilled by fairly
direct means, whereas the intention attributed by (6) is one which
can be fulfilled by more indirect means, means of the same general
sort one might employ in getting someone else to stop smoking. The
problem for the act-directed view, then, is this: although one might
understand the first intention as relating the intender directly to the

20 I am, again, indebted to Rumfitt (1994) for the general approach.
21 He credits this idea to discussion with Michael Martin.
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act of stopping smoking, the second intention, on pain of obliterat-
ing the psychological difference, needs to have some different con-
tent. And one might think, taking the similarity to third-personal
means as a clue, that the content is (or involves) a proposition. Just
as one could intend (to bring about) the proposition that some third
party should give up smoking, without one directly intending the
act of giving up smoking, in the second case one intends (to bring
about) the proposition that one should oneself give up smoking,
without one directly intending the act of giving up smoking. Hence,
at least in some cases, the content of intention can be (or involve) a
proposition involving oneself, and moreover a proposition involving
oneself thought of as oneself.

Now I certainly don’t wish to rule out the existence of first-per-
sonal propositional intentions, but it is interesting to note that Hig-
ginbotham’s contrast doesn’t force them upon us. If there is a
psychological difference here, it can be accommodated by the view
that intentions are uniformly directed upon wholly impersonal acts.
In the first case let us agree that the act intended is simply the act
identified via the predicate ‘x gives up smoking’. Now what about
the second case? The implication of a commonality with courses of
action in which one gets someone else to give up smoking is sugges-
tive. Consider the two-place expression ‘x gets y to give up smok-
ing’. As was observed in the previous discussion of self-washing,
there are two ways in which one can construct a one-place expres-
sion from a two-place expression: one can insert a name into one of
the open positions to yield something like ‘x gets Alice to give up
smoking’—or one can reflexivize, to yield ‘x gets x to give up smok-
ing’. I think that the act-directed view would do well to identify the
act intended in the second of Higginbotham’s cases via this reflexive
one-place expression, to identify the act as the act of, as it were, self-
making-stop-smoking. This is a different act from the act of stop-
ping smoking on the present view of act individuation. For it is plau-
sible that an understanding of the reflexivized expression ‘x gets x to
give up smoking’ presupposes—whereas an understanding of the
simple ‘x gives up smoking’ does not—a general understanding of
the causative relation in which x and y stand when x gets y to give
up smoking. Thus the expressions have distinct senses, and the acts
are distinct. This general causative understanding is also presup-
posed by an understanding of ‘x gets Alice to give up smoking’, ‘x
gets Bob to give up smoking’, and so on. The reflexive act intended
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in the second case—though not the simple act intended in the first—
thus bears a conceptual connection to the act that one would intend
in intending to get a third party to give up smoking. In intending the
reflexive act one is indirectly related to the simple act in the sort of
way one is indirectly related to the simple act when one intends to
get someone else to perform the simple act. Thus we have a uniform-
ly act-based explanation of the psychological difference in ‘direct-
ness’ indicated by Higginbotham’s pair of intention attributions.

Note finally that the act intended in the second case—x gets x to
give up smoking—is just as impersonal as the act intended in the
first case—x gives up smoking. So one can make the psychological
distinction without presupposing first-person content in either
case.22 I submit, then, that the act-directed view of intention is a
rather powerful tool for neo-Lockeans concerned to rebut the claim
that the content of intention presupposes personal identity.

V

The Thinking Animal. I want to finish by indicating how the pre-
ceding discussion of content presupposition has further relevance
for the current personal identity debate. As already noted, it is not
entirely clear whether neo-Lockeans ought to be concerned about
the claim that intention–action or any other psychological connec-
tions presuppose personal identity. They are not obliged to be re-
ductive. What I want to consider for the remainder of the paper is
the relevance of the connection between intention and the self for an
objection that applies to neo-Lockean theories regardless of their re-
ductive intent. This is the problem of the thinking animal.

According to neo-Lockean theories (reductive or non-reductive) I
have psychological persistence conditions. It is plausible that there is

22 I should note that I have not here addressed Higginbotham’s own semantic interpretation
of this pair of examples. In fact, he argues that the complement clauses of the verbs in both
(5) and (6) express propositions, or at least ascribe first-personal reference to the agent. His
position is that the infinitival clause in (5) contains an understood grammatical subject
‘pro’, which has a special, intimately first-personal, sense. This view contrasts with the
present explanation of the psychological difference on which each intention relates the
agent to an impersonal act, although my account need have no quarrel with the thesis (sup-
ported by highly general considerations in the theory of syntax) that the logical form of (5)
contains an unpronounced element ‘pro’. Unfortunately, I must leave for another occasion
treatment of Higginbotham’s particular claims about the interpretation of this element. For
a semantic theory more congenial to my account see Chierchia (1991).
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a human animal right here where I am now. But human animals do
not have psychological persistence conditions.23 So I am distinct
from this human animal. Now, I am in a certain intrinsic brain state,
which suffices for me to think and experience. The animal is surely
in the very same intrinsic brain state. Won’t that suffice for the ani-
mal to think and experience just like I do? But if it is conceded that
the animal co-located with me has thoughts and experiences match-
ing my own, then various problems arise for a neo-Lockean view—
indeed for any view that distinguishes me from the animal. I shall
focus on a sceptical challenge.24

Take the instance of the neo-Lockean view that I might assert of
my own case using the first person, that I have psychological persist-
ence conditions (I have ppcs). The thinking animal generates the
following sceptical challenge for this assertion. The neural matching
of the animal means when I assert that I have psychological persist-
ence conditions, the thinking animal is in a subjectively similar situ-
ation of error: it asserts, on apparently the same evidence as I, that it
has ppcs—but it is wrong. The obvious sceptical challenge, then, is
this: how could I possibly know that my own case is not the subjec-
tively similar case in which one is mistaken to assert a neo-Lockean
view? How do I know that I am not in the bad case?

There are two kinds of neo-Lockean reply to this argument. First,
there are replies that deny the animal thinks and experiences. Sec-
ond, there are replies that concede that the animal thinks and expe-
riences but deny, on the basis of claims about the first-person
pronoun ‘I’, that the animal’s case is a sceptical scenario. Given the
implausibility of denying that the animal thinks and experiences, I
shall consider responses of the second kind.25

23 Psychological connections are neither necessary for human animal persistence (foetus,
vegetative state) nor sufficient (distinct human animals could be psychologically connected,
by means of a brain transplant).
24 What follows is basically what Olson (2003) calls the ‘epistemic problem’ of the thinking
animal.
25 Shoemaker (1999) has defended a reply of the first kind. His reply hinges on a functionalist
view of properties as individuated by their causal role, specification of which role must
include reference to the persistence conditions of their bearers. Since animals do not have the
same persistence conditions as persons, they do not have properties with the same causal role
as those of persons, and this goes for mental properties like thinking and experiencing.
Therefore the animal does not think and experience. However, even if correct, it is unclear
whether this really helps with the epistemic problem. For even if animals do not think, their
persistence conditions most of the time march closely in step with those of persons, and for
this reason animals will have properties with extremely similar causal roles to persons’ prop-
erties of thinking and experiencing. If, as seems plausible, this similarity suffices for subjec-
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According to Noonan (2003, 2010) the animal’s case is not in
fact a case of error. When I use the first-person pronoun to assert
that I have ppcs, the animal also uses ‘I’. But, Noonan contends, the
animal does not refer thereby to the animal: the animal refers to the
thing with ppcs. The object of first-person reference is always the
thing with ppcs. So, the animal’s ascription of ppcs to the referent
of its use of ‘I’ is not after all mistaken: the animal thereby correctly
ascribes ppcs to the thing with ppcs. The animal’s case, although
subjectively similar to my own case, is not after all a case of mistak-
en assertion: it is a case of correct assertion.26

Recently, Galen Strawson (2008, pp. 331ff.) and Derek Parfit27

have independently proposed a more complex variant of this re-
sponse, according to which on some occasions the animal and the
non-animal both refer to the non-animal, and on other occasions
the animal and the non-animal both refer to the animal. The occa-
sions are distinguished by the different semantic intentions then op-
erative: on some occasions there is an intention to pick out one sort
of thing with ‘I’; on other occasions there is an intention to pick out
the other sort of thing with ‘I’. If correct, this variant proposal
might block the sceptical challenge as follows: an occasion on which
one sincerely and responsibly asserts ‘I have ppcs’ is presumably
most likely to be an occasion on which the semantic intention in op-
eration is non-animal-directed rather than animal-directed. There-
fore, on such an occasion, the animal, like me, refers to the non-
animal with its use of ‘I’. So the animal’s assertion matching my
own ‘I have ppcs’ is after all true, not false. Their proposal thus
shares the consequence with Noonan’s proposal that the subjective-
ly similar case of the animal is not really a case of error.

Are these proposals about the first-person pronoun plausible? In

26 Zimmerman (2003, pp. 502–3) floats an analogous reply to an analogous problem for
those metaphysical views according to which, whenever a person thinks, many of its tem-
poral proper parts also think. Problem: ‘How could I possibly suppose to know which one I
am?’ Reply: a temporal proper part of mine does not refer to itself with ‘I’ but instead ‘refers
to the whole person within which the temporal part falls, nothing larger or smaller’. Hence
the thought ‘I am the larger person’ will be true whichever thing thinks that thought. What
I have to say below counts against this analogous proposal.
27 In his 2011 Royal Institute of Philosophy Annual Lecture, ‘We Are Not Human Beings’.

tive similarity, then the animal’s case still poses a sceptical threat: the animal’s case seems to
its subject similar to my own, but it asserts—or does something very much like assert—the
falsehood that it has ppcs. The question then remains pressing, how could I possibly know
that this case of error is not my own case?
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order to answer this question it would be very helpful to have in
hand some uncontroversial statement of the nature of the first-per-
son pronoun by which to begin assessing these proposals. Do any
candidates leap to mind? Well, there is one salient and apparently
quite platitudinous statement of the nature of the first-person pro-
noun, which goes as follows: the first-person pronoun ‘I’ is gov-
erned by the intention to refer to oneself.

Unfortunately, this simple statement can seem to achieve its un-
controversial status at the expense of near vacuity. For isn’t my in-
tention to refer to myself simply the same thing as my intention to
refer to me? If that is so, then the platitude is completely unexplana-
tory: the content of the governing intention presupposes, and there-
fore cannot constitute, first-person reference.28

In light of the apparent vacuity of the only salient platitude about
the first person it is hardly surprising that one should find some-
thing of a free-for-all of philosophical claims about what then really
explains its reference, claims about what gives non-circular sub-
stance to the notion of oneself in the content of the intention. Per-
haps the intention is to refer to a ‘self’, an entity of a certain sort,
which, it might be argued, has psychological persistence conditions,
thus justifying Noonan’s proposal. Or perhaps, as Parfit and Straw-
son suggest, the governing intention is given substance in different
ways from occasion to occasion; sometimes the intention is to refer
to the local animal, sometimes the intention is to refer to the local
psychological entity.

But in fact the platitude is not at all vacuous. It does not presup-
pose first-person content. As the preceding discussion of content
presupposition has already shown—in particular, the discussion of
the intention to wash oneself—the intention to refer to oneself need
not be construed as directed at an act already imbued with first-
person content. The intention can be construed as directed at the
act specified, not by the sense of the one-place ‘x refers to me’ but
by the sense of the one-place reflexive counterpart of the two-place
‘x refers to y’—that is, by the expression ‘x refers to x’. The inten-
tion governing ‘I’ then is the intention to do the thing that Alice
does when Alice refers to Alice, that Bob does when Bob refers to
Bob, and so on. The intention is directed at the act of reflexive-ref-

28 Anscombe (1975, pp. 22–3) in effect raises just this circularity objection against the obvi-
ous attempt to explain the intention governing ‘I’.
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erence. This is a non-circular explanation of the intention govern-
ing the first-person pronoun.29, 30

If, as it seems, this is the right thing to say, then any response to
the problem of the thinking animal that tries to combine the conces-
sion that the animal nevertheless can think with the denial that the
animal invariably uses ‘I’ to self-refer, faces an uphill struggle, to say
the least. For we now have before us a non-circular account of the
intention governing ‘I’ which, it can be argued, makes it extremely
hard to sustain the contention that a thinking animal does not, or
does not always, refer with its uses of ‘I’ to that very animal.

Why? Well, granted that the animal thinks, the animal is surely
capable of grasping what is common to the thought that Alice refers
to Alice, the thought that Bob refers to Bob, and so on. That is, the
animal understands what it is for x to be such that x refers to x.
That is, the animal can at least conceive of the act of reflexive refer-
ence.

It is a further step to claim that the animal can intend the act. For
there are, of course, acts of which one can conceive, but which one
cannot intend—notably acts for which one sees no possibility of ex-
ecution. For example, the act of flying out of the window is one of
which I can quite well conceive—but it is not one I can intend.
However, the animal does not seem to be in that sort of position
with respect to the act of reflexive reference. For surely the animal
does believe that there is a means of reflexive reference available,
namely, the use of the first-person pronoun ‘I’. So there is no obsta-
cle to the animal intending the act of reflexive reference either.

Is there any obstacle to the animal executing the act intended?
The salient examples of cases in which a language-user’s referential
intention in using a word is nevertheless thwarted are those cases in
which there is a divergence between, on the one hand, the language-
user’s intention, and on the other hand, the opinion that a compe-

29 Evans (1982, pp. 258–9) makes roughly this suggestion in response to Anscombe,
although as Geach (1986, p. 535) and Rumfitt (1994, p. 633) both point out, the intention
Evans identifies—to satisfy the concept expression ‘j refers to j’—is too sophisticated a
metalinguistic intention to plausibly govern ‘I’ use. Geach also objects that ‘to intend to sat-
isfy (etc.) is to intend that oneself shall satisfy (etc.)’, but this objection assumes the propo-
sitional view of intention, which, we have already seen, is far from compulsory. I am in
effect following Rumfitt’s more nuanced version (1994) of Evans’s response to Anscombe.
30 It may be worth emphasizing that this non-circular explanation of the first person is quite
consistent with the possibility that, having understood the first person, one should subse-
quently go on to form intentions to bring it about that p where the first person figures in p.
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tent and appropriately placed audience would have of the language-
user’s intention.31 But the animal’s situation does not seem to be a
case of this sort either. For, given that a competent and appropriate-
ly placed audience would be aware that the word ‘I’ is generally
used with the intention to self-refer, simply in using ‘I’ the animal
makes it the case that a competent and appropriately placed audi-
ence would recognize its referential intention. There is therefore no
obstacle to the fulfilment of the referential intention. By means of
use of ‘I’ the animal does just what it intends to do. The animal uses
‘I’ to get done exactly what Alice does when Alice refers to Alice,
what Bob does when Bob refers to Bob, and so on. The animal re-
fers to the animal.32

So it is cannot be right to contend, as does Noonan, that the animal
does not refer to the animal by means of ‘I’. The animal has what it
takes to self-refer using ‘I’. All the animal needs to do in order to self-
refer is to conceive, and intend, the thing that any x does when x re-
fers to x—in the perfectly normal setting in which the use of ‘I’ man-

31 Kaplan’s Carnap–Spiro Agnew case perhaps exemplifies such a divergence (1978, p. 30).
32 There is a troublesome outstanding issue here if one takes the view that a single ‘I’ token
is used by both the animal and the person. Can the animal and the person using a single
token word both fulfil their intentions? Can a single token, at one time, be used to refer to
two things? If not, then there is after all an obstacle to the animal executing its referential
intention (although presumably equally an obstacle to the person’s executing its intention).
However, it is actually not clear that there is a problem here. If a competent and appropri-
ately placed audience is one that has, at the very least, singled out the language-user
addressing them, then the fact that the two language-users use the single token is not neces-
sarily an obstacle to the two users referring to different things using that token. For a com-
petent audience that singles out the animal addressing them with ‘I’ will recognize that that
language-user intends to self-refer using the token; and an audience that singles out the non-
animal addressing them with ‘I’ will recognize that that language-user intends to self-refer
using the token. Since, for each user, a competent and appropriately placed audience would
recognize his referential intention for the token, it is plausible that each user succeeds in his
respective intention for the token. This seems different from a case in which, for example, a
single person becomes very confused while producing a long sentence and simultaneously
intends two referents for a token (singular) anaphoric pronoun. In that case a competent,
appropriately placed audience would not know what the speaker intended to refer to with
the pronoun, and hence there would arguably be a failure of (both) referential intentions. A
more apt analogy might be offered by a case of the following sort. Suppose that two lectur-
ers use a single marker-pen cooperatively to write a single inscription on a large transpar-
ency, which looks like ‘p’ from one side and ‘q’ from the other. One lecturer is writing for
the benefit of an audience facing one side of the transparency; the other lecturer is writing
for the benefit of an audience facing the other side. One lecturer intends to use the word to
refer to the proposition p; the other lecturer intends to use the word to refer to the proposi-
tion q. Given that each language-user, we can suppose in this scenario, manifests to its
appropriately placed audience its referential intention for the token, it is plausible that each
user succeeds in its referential intention for the token. The single inscription is used to refer
to two different things at the same time.
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ifests that intention. Once it is conceded that the animal has mental
capacities of the same general sort as my own, then it cannot really be
denied that the animal is capable of reflexive reference using ‘I’.

It also cannot be right to contend, as do Parfit and Strawson, that
the animal refers to itself only when it intends to refer to something
of the animal’s sort rather than the non-animal’s sort. For at no
stage in the animal’s conception, intention and execution of the act
of self-reference does any such sortally guided intention play a part.
Determinate self-reference with the first-person pronoun does not
require that one should have an accurate conception of one’s sort,
nor the ability to discriminate oneself from nearby candidates. The
animal refers to itself whenever I refer to myself. The sceptical chal-
lenge posed by the thinking animal remains.

Briefly to sum up: I argued that the claim of causal presupposition
of personal identity by intention has something going for it—that
there are cases in which the casual relevance of identity over time to
the production of action by intention is not screened off by some-
thing weaker. On the other hand, I argued that the content presup-
position of personal identity by intention could be resisted on the
basis that intentions are relations to acts rather than propositions.
However, I argued finally that this view of the relation between the
content of intention and the self, in bringing to light a non-circular
explanation of the capacities underlying first-person reference,
makes it extremely hard to deny that the thinking animal invariably
refers to itself with ‘I’. Neo-Lockeans need to find a better response
to the sceptical challenge posed by the thinking animal.33
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