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On Myself, and Other, Less Important Subjects, by Caspar Hare. Princeton NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2009. Pp. 113. H/b £22.95. 

In this short, stylish, and ingenious monograph Caspar Hare advocates egocentric presentism.  

This is the view that the experiences of one individual sentient being in the universe 

possess the irreducible monadic property of presence.  Although from each conscious 

being’s point of view he or she is the individual who is privileged in this respect, as Hare 

sees it he is the only one whose point of view corresponds with the facts. He is the one 

with all and only the present experiences. 

The book illustrates and supports this intriguing view in three main ways, first by 

appealing to immediate appearances: ‘egocentric presentism is the most obvious thing in the 

world’ (p. 98); ‘Introspect in the right way and you will be confronted by a manifest 

truth—that a certain person’s experiences are present’ (p. 101). Second, the view is 

argued to secure a convenient ‘harmony’ between egocentric considerations and 

considerations of the greater good (chs. 1 and 3), the idea being roughly this: present 

pleasure and present pain should be given more weight than non-present pleasure and 

non-present pain in the impartial assessment of which total states of affairs are optimal. 

As the only one with present pleasure and present pain, Hare will therefore tend to 

optimize total outcomes by indulging his ordinary egocentric bias towards his own 

pleasures and pains. Finally, the property of monadic presence figures in a charitable 

interpretation of the content of certain intuitions we have about personal identity over 

time, elicited when considering certain scenarios ‘from the inside’ (chs. 5 and 6). 
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While many fascinating details of this book deserve discussion I shall confine myself to a 

critical comment about each of these three principal lines of support for egocentric 

presentism.  My overall assessment is that the arguments are more interesting than they 

are convincing. 

(1) Hare gives no explicit definition of presence.  Rather he invites us each to take up a 

subjective perspective on ‘the raw materials of what is unquestionably given’ (p. 21) in 

the hope that we will have the insight that some experiences are revealed to be present. 

Hume observed that even if particular perceptions are in fact given to a self, no such 

relation to a self is apparent in introspection, and in a similar spirit Hare asks us to notice 

that experiences are given as simply present, not given as present in relation to this or 

that person. Hare’s guiding analogy with the putative monadic property of temporal 

present-ness (ch. 2) is helpful. While B-theorists can agree that every time or event is in 

some banal sense temporally present in relation to itself (and past in relation to 

succeeding elements in the time series, future in relation to preceding elements in the 

time series) A-theorists will typically hold that our immediate experience of temporal 

reality supports the attribution to some times or events the further non-relational 

property of being simply temporally present. Hare’s analogous suggestion is that 

immediate appearances support the attribution of the non-relational property of presence 

to all and only the experiences of a certain person. 

Is this convincing?  In assessing the putative phenomenological support for egocentric 

presentism it is worth disentangling more explicitly than Hare does realism about a 

perspectival property like monadic temporal present-ness—the claim that such a 

property is instantiated—from inegalitarianism about its distribution across times, 

experiences, or whatever the relevant loci. In the case of monadic temporal present-ness, 

realists are standardly inegalitarian; presentists, moving-spotlight theorists and growing-



	   3	  

block theorists alike hold that a single time is privileged over other times in being simply 

now.  But is inegalitarianism an inevitable commitment of realism about a monadic 

perspectival property? Hare appears to assume that an egalitarian about the presence of 

the experiences of different subjects must be thinking of presence in a relational, anti-

realist way, as presence to this or that subject.  But it is not clear that this assumption is 

correct.  There is nothing evidently incoherent about the view that there is an interesting 

monadic property of presence distributed equitably across all experiences, no matter 

which sentient systems might house these experiences.  

In the temporal case the threat of McTaggartian incompatibilities is a special obstacle to 

egalitarian realism: if Monday and Wednesday are both monadically present then Tuesday 

would have to be both monadically future and monadically past, but these are contrary 

properties (although see Fine 2005 for egalitarian tense-realist options here).  Is there any 

analogous theoretical obstacle to egalitarian realism about monadic presence? There are 

points at which Hare seems to suggest that immediate introspection not only reveals 

some experiences to have the property of being monadically present, it also reveals other 

sentient beings’ experiences, such as the scalding pain of a distant Russian, to be ‘absent’ 

(p. 35) where absence is a monadic property contrary to the monadic property of 

presence.  If introspection does reveal others’ experiences to possess a property 

incompatible with presence then one does have indirect phenomenological support for 

the inegalitarian claim that others’ experiences are not monadically present. 

The difficulty for Hare is that it seems quite implausible to suppose that the introspective 

acts generated by a given sentient system, even if they reveal certain experiences to be 

monadically present, could impart any information whatsoever about the monadic 

character of experiences that are not generated within the system in which the 

introspective acts occur, information, that is, about the monadic character of causally 
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remote experiences inaccessible to those introspective acts. (There is a crucial disanalogy 

here with the temporal case: it could be argued that in experiential memory we do have 

access to other times, and thereby gain a direct sense of their contrary monadic character 

of past-ness.)  It seems much more plausible to suppose that immediate introspective 

appearances are completely neutral on the question whether there are any monadically 

present experiences in addition to these ones, so to speak.  The phenomenological 

support for the striking inegalitarian component of Hare’s egocentric presentism is thus 

difficult to discern. 

(2) Inegalitarianism is central to the second supposed advantage of egocentric presentism.  

If Hare’s experiences are privileged in a certain value-theoretically significant respect then 

considerations of the greater good can harmonize with Hare’s egocentric bias towards his 

own experiences. Now an external critic might press alternative ways of coming to terms 

with the tension between these two currents in our practical thought. There is, however, 

a more internal critical concern, about the way Hare responds to what he calls the 

‘Generalization Problem’. This is the problem that egocentric presentism on the face of 

it has the consequence that considerations of the greater good will not harmonize with 

the egocentric bias of agents in general but will rather recommend that billions of people 

selflessly bend themselves into the service of the one lucky individual for whom these 

considerations do harmonize. 

In an effort to avoid this absurdity Hare makes a claim about what is the case from the 

point of view of each agent; he claims that from each agent’s point of view he or she is the 

one with all and only the present experiences (p. 22).  Next Hare advocates what might 

be called a perspectival principle for determining recommendations of the greater good: the 

right way to determine which of an agent’s options is supported by considerations of the 

greater good is to determine which is the best state of affairs that will from the point of view 
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of the agent be brought about by his acting in this or that way. This is because ‘the way to 

think about how considerations of the greater good bear upon [an agent’s] decision is … 

to imagine being in her position’ (p. 33). This perspectival principle ensures that the 

egocentric bias of even a non-privileged agent will tend to align with the 

recommendations of the greater good.  For even if her egocentric bias will lead her to 

bring about worse states of affairs than she might have done, it is true that her egocentric 

bias will tend to favour actions that from her point of view bring about optimal states of 

affairs (p. 34). 

Now, one might be concerned that the perspectival principle departs somewhat from the 

spirit of impartial considerations of the greater good, insofar as these considerations are 

supposed to prescind from the perspective of any particular agent. Moreover this 

response to the Generalization Problem risks undermining the advantage of Hare’s 

inegalitarian metaphysical claims.  For in adopting the perspectival principle it appears 

that Hare need not make the striking inegalitarian claim that he is the one with all and 

only the present experiences in order to achieve recognition of harmony between his 

own egocentric bias and greater-good considerations. He need only claim that from his own 

point of view he is the one with all and only the present experiences. This more cautious 

operator-prefixed claim suffices for him to apply the perspectival principle to himself, in 

the first person, imaginatively occupying his own potential point of view of action in 

order to assess his options in exactly the way that he would assess the options of others 

whose experiences he does not take to be present. For example with the perspectival 

principle in hand he can reason soundly as follows: ‘from my point of view (if I grab the 

resource then pleasure will be present and displeasure absent; and if I don’t grab the 

resource then displeasure will be present and pleasure absent). The latter outcome would 

be worse, so, according to the perspectival principle, considerations of the greater good 
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recommend my grabbing the resource.  And happily this matches my egocentric 

inclinations’. By means of the perspectival principle, then, each one of us can recognize 

the harmony between our egocentric bias and the greater good just by thinking about 

how, from our own first person point of view, things would go if we acted in this or that 

way. That is to say, none of us actually need make the remarkable claim—and no doubt 

to some the morally monstrous claim—that he or she is really uniquely important. It is 

enough that we can each reflectively recognize that this is how things are from our point 

of view. Maybe there is some ‘Moore’s-paradoxical’ incoherence in making the first 

personal claim that from my own point of view I am uniquely important while refraining from 

accepting that I am uniquely important but this reader did not have sufficient grip on the 

meaning of Hare’s avowedly ‘primitive’ (p. 23) point of view operator to be able to tell.  

There is no parallel obstacle with superficially similar operators like ‘it seems to me that 

p’. I can coherently recognize that it seems to me that p without accepting that p. 

(3) The third main line of support for egocentric presentism is its promise of a charitable 

interpretation of some of our reactions to personal identity puzzle cases (chs. 5 and 6).  

Suppose that a person will undergo an operation that will cause his psychology to be 

seamlessly transferred to a new body, leaving the old body to be sustained by a primitive 

replacement brain with basic sensory consciousness only. Hare takes the neo-Lockean 

view that there is only one metaphysical possibility for the persistence though time of the 

original person: he will go with his psychology. But now suppose that it is known that 

one person will awake after the operation staring at a yellow wall, and the other will 

awake after the operation staring at a blue wall.  Then there are, Hare claims, two 

metaphysical possibilities that can be discerned by imagining the process from the first 

person perspective of the participant, corresponding to imagining waking up staring at a 

yellow wall, and imagining waking up staring at a blue wall. It is not unnatural to 
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articulate the content of these imaginings in first personal terms: ‘I will be staring at a 

yellow wall’ or ‘I will be staring at a blue wall’. But what could these two metaphysical 

possibilities be?  If the neo-Lockean verdict is correct then they cannot both be 

metaphysical possibilities for the persistence of the original person.  Hare’s charitable 

proposal is that these imaginings do not concern the persistence of the original person at 

all. Their contents are as follows: it will be the case that the one whose experiences are present is 

staring at a yellow wall; it will be the case that the one whose experiences are present is staring at 

a blue wall.  On Hare’s view of the metaphysics of presence, these are both genuine 

metaphysical possibilities because presence is only contingently tied to the experiences of 

any particular person (pp. 82-83). 

Is this interesting proposal plausible? It is certainly plausible that participant viewpoint 

imaginings cannot always be taken to reveal genuine metaphysical possibilities for the 

persistence of persons. On this point Hare is in agreement with one of the morals of the 

well-known Williams 1973.  The question is why we should suppose instead that these 

imaginings concern the property of monadic presence. There are equally charitable—and 

to this reader, less contrived—proposals not considered by Hare.  For example taking 

appearances at face value one might adopt the view that the intentional object of 

imagining staring at a yellow wall is simply a visual experience, of staring at a yellow wall. 

One is imagining from the inside a sensory event of a certain kind rather than taking a 

suppositional attitude towards a proposition. Still, given the way that the nature of vision 

constrains visual imagination one may conclude correctly on the basis of this exercise 

that a visual experience of the imagined kind is genuinely metaphysically possible, and by 

parallel means identify the genuine metaphysical possibility of the contrary visual 

perspective on a blue expanse. In identifying these two metaphysical possibilities we can 

agree with Hare that the point of using ‘I’ to articulate these imaginings is not to make a 
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reference to the very person doing the imagining. We use ‘I’ to narrate the imagined 

sensory event, to refer within the scope of the imagination to the implicit but otherwise 

completely undetermined subject of the possible visual experience being imagined; in 

effect we use ‘I’ to refer to the subject of this [i.e. the imagined] visual experience.  No 

element of this account requires appeal to the notion of monadic presence. 

But this is a concise book, not to be read in the hope of lengthy and solemn explorations 

of other ways of thinking about the phenomena. It is worth reading for its skilled and 

charismatic salesmanship on behalf of some very original and absorbing ideas. 
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