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I am a person, and so are you. That much is beyond doubt. I am a 
human being, and probably you are too. If you take offense at the 
"probably" you stand accused of a sort of racism, for what is 
important about us is not that we are of the same biological species, 
but that we are both persons, and I have not cast doubt on that. One's 
dignity does not depend on one's parentage even to the extent of 
having been born of women or born at all. We normally ignore this 
and treat humanity as the deciding mark of personhood, no doubt 
because the terms are locally coextensive or almost coextensive. At 
this time and place human beings are the only persons we recognize, 
and we recognize almost all human beings as persons, but on the one 
hand we can easily contemplate the existence of biologically very 
different persons-inhabiting other planets, perhaps-and on the 
other hand we recognize conditions that exempt human beings from 
personhood, or at least some very important elements of 
personhood. For instance, infant human beings, mentally defective 
human beings, and human beings declared insane by licensed 
psychiatrists are denied personhood, or at any rate crucial elements 
of personhood. 
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One might well hope that such an important concept, applied and 
denied so confidently, would have clearly fonnulatable necessary 
and sufficient conditions for ascription, but if it does, we have not 
yet discovered them. In the end there may be none to discover. In 
the end we may come to realize that the concept of person is 
incoherent and obsolete. Skinner, for one, has suggested this, but the 
doctrine has not caught on, no doubt in part because it is difficult or 
even impossible to conceive of what it would be like if we 
abandoned the concept of a person. The idea that we might cease to 
view others and ourselves as persons (if it does not mean merely that 
we might annihilate ourselves, and hence cease to view anything as 
anything) is arguably self-contradictory. 1 So quite aside from 
whatever might be right or wrong in Skinner's grounds for his claim, 
it is hard to see how it could win out in contest with such an 
intuitively invulnerable notion. If then the concept of a person is in 
some way an ineliminable part of our conceptual scheme, it might 
still be in rather worse shape than we would like. It might turn out, 
for instance, that the concept of a person is only a free-floating 
honorific that we are all happy to apply to ourselves, and to others as 
the spirit moves us, guided by our emotions, aesthetic sensibilities, 
considerations of policy, and the like-just as those who are chic are 
all and only those who can get themselves considered chic by others 
who consider themselves chic: Being a person is certainly some­
thing like that, and if it were no more, we would have to reconsider, 
if we could, the importance with which we now endow the concept. 

Supposing there is something more to being a person, the search­
er for necessary and sufficient conditions may still have difficulties 
if there is more than one concept of a person, and there are grounds 
for suspecting this. Roughly, there seem to be two notions inter­
wined here, which we may call the moral notion and the meta­
physical notion. Locke says that "person" 

.. .is a forensic term, appropriating actions and their merit; and so be­
longs only to intelligent agents, capable of a law, and happiness, and 
misery. This personality extends itself beyond present existence to 
what is past, only by consciousness-whereby it becomes concerned 
and accountable (Essays, Book II, Chap. XXVII). 

Does the metaphysical notion-roughly, the notion of an intelligent, 
conscious, feeling agent-coincide with the moral notion-roughly, 
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the notion of an agent who is accountable, who has both rights and 
responsibilities? Or is it merely that being a person in the 
metaphysical sense is a necessary but not sufficient condition of 
being a person in the moral sense? Is being an entity to which states 
of consciousness or self-consciousness are ascribed the same as 
being an end-in-oneself, or is it merely one precondition? In Rawls's 
theory of justice, should the derivation from the original position be 
viewed as a demonstration of how metaphysical persons can become 
moral persons, or should it be viewed as a demonstration of why 
metaphysical persons must be moral persons?2 In less technical 
surroundings the distinction stands out as clearly: when we declare a 
man insane we cease treating him as accountable, and we deny him 
most rights, but still our interactions with him are virtually 
indistinguishable from normal personal interactions unless he is 
very far gone in madness indeed. In one sense of "person," it seems, 
we continue to treat and view him as a person. I claimed at the outset 
that it was indubitable that you and I are persons. I could not 
plausibly hope-let alone aver-that all readers of this essay will be 
legally sane and morally accountable. What-if anything-was 
beyond all doubt may only have been that anything properly 
addressed by the opening sentence's personal pronouns, "you" and 
"I," was a person in the metaphysical sense. If that was all that was 
beyond doubt, then the metaphysical notion and the moral notion 
must be distinct. Still, even if we suppose there are these distinct 
notions, there seems every reason to believe that metaphysical 
personhood is a necessary condition of moral personhood.3 

What I wish to do now is consider six familiar themes, each a 
claim to identify a necessary condition of personhood, and each, I 
think, a correct claim on some interpretation. What will be at issue 
here is first, how (on my interpretation) they are dependent on each 
other; second, why they are necessary conditions of moral person­
hood, and third, why it is so hard to say whether they are jointly suf­
ficient conditions for moral personhood. Thefirst and most obvious 
theme is that persons are rational beings. It figures, for example, in 
the ethical theories of Kant and Rawls, and in the "metaphysical" 
theories of Aristotle and Hintikka.4 The second theme is that per­
sons are beings to which states of consciousness are attributed, or to 
which psychological or mental or intentional predicates, are as­
cribed. Thus Strawson identifies the concept of a person as "the con-
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cept of a type of entity such that both predicates ascribing states of 
consciousness and predicates ascribing corporeal characteristics" 
are applicable.s The third theme is that whether something counts as 
a person depends in some way on an attitude taken toward it, a 
stance adopted with respect to it. This theme suggests that it is not 
the case that once we have established the objective fact that some­
thing is a person we treat him or her or it a certain way, but that our 
treating him or her or it in this certain way is somehow and to some 
extent constitutive of its being a person. Variations on this theme 
have been stated by MacKay, Strawson, Amelie Rorty, Putnam, Sel­
lars, Flew, Nagel, Van de Vate, and myself.6 Thefourth theme is 
that the object toward which this personal stance is taken must be 
capable of reciprocating in some way. Very different versions of 
this are expressed or hinted at by Rawls, MacKay, Strawson, Grice, 
and others. This reciprocity has sometimes been rather uninforma­
tively expressed by the slogan: to be a person is to treat others as per­
sons, and with this expression has often gone the claim that treating 
another as a person is treating him morally-perhaps obeying the 
Golden Rule, but this conflates different sorts of reciprocity. As 
Nagel says, "extremely hostile behavior toward another is compati­
ble with treating him as a person" (p. 134), and as Van de Vate 
observes, one of the differences between some forms of manslaught­
er and murder is that the murderer treats the victim as a person. 

The fifth theme is that persons must be capable of verbal commu­
nication. This condition handily excuses nonhuman animals from 
full personhood and the attendant moral responsibility, and seems at 
least implicit in all social contract theories of ethics. It is also a 
theme that has been stressed or presupposed by many writers in 
philosophy of mind, including myself, where the moral dimension 
of personhood has not been at issue. The sixth theme is that persons 
are distinguishable from other entities by being conscious in some 
special way: there is a way in which we are conscious in which no 
other species is conscious. Sometimes this is identified as self-con­
sciousness of one sort or another. Three philosophers who claim­
in very different ways-that a special sort of consciousness is a pre­
condition of being a moral agent are Anscombe, in Intention, Sartre, 
in The Transcendence of the Ego, and Harry Frankfurt, in his paper, 
"Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person." 7 



Conditions of Personhood 149 

I will argue that the order I have given these six themes is-with 
one proviso-the order of their dependence. The proviso is that the 
ftrst three are mutually interdependent; being rational is being Inten­
tional is being the object of a certain stance. These three together are 
a necessary, but not sufftcient condition for exhibiting the form of 
reciprocity that in turn is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
having the capacity for verbal communication, which is the neces­
sary8 condition for having a special sort of consciousness, which is, 
as Anscombe and Frankfurt in their different ways claim,9 a neces­
sary condition of moral personhood. 

I have previously exploited the ftrst three themes, rationality, 
Intentionality and stance, to define not persons, but the much wider 
class of what I call Intentional systems, and since I intend to build on 
that notion, a brief resume is in order. An Intentional system is a 
system whose behavior can be (at least sometimes) explained and 
predicted by relying on ascriptions to the system of beliefs and 
desires (and other intentionally characterized features -what I will 
call Intentions here, meaning to include hopes, fears, intentions, per­
ceptions, expectations, etc.) There may be in every case other ways 
of predicting and explaining the behavior of an Intentional system­
for instance, mechanistic or physical ways-but the Intentional 
stance may be the handiest or most effective or in any case a success­
ful stance to adopt, which sufftces for the object to be an Intentional 
system. So deftned, Intentional systems are obviously not all per­
sons. We ascribe beliefs and desires to dogs and fish and thereby 
predict their behavior, and we can even use the procedure to predict 
the behavior of some machines. For instance, it is a good, indeed the 
only good, strategy to adopt against a good chess-playing computer. 
By assuming the computer has certain beliefs (or information) and 
desires (or preference functions) dealing with the chess game in pro­
gress, I can calculate-under auspicious circumstances-the com­
puter's most likely next move, provided I assume the computer deals 
rationally with these beliefs and desires. The computer is an Inten­
tional system in these instances not because it has any particular 
intrinsic features, and not because it really and truly has beliefs and 
desires (whatever that would be), but just because it succumbs to a 
certain stance adopted toward it, namely the Intentional stance, the 
stance that proceeds by ascribing Intentional predicates under the 
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usual constraints to the computer, the stance that proceeds by con­
sidering the computer as a rational practical reasoner. 

It is important to recognize how bland this definition of I ntention­
al system is, and how correspondingly large the class of Intentional 
systems can be. If, for instance, I predict that a particular plant-say 
a potted ivy-will grow around a comer and up into the light, be­
cause it "seeks" the light, and "wants" to get out of the shade it now 
finds itself in, and "expects" or "hopes" there is light around the cor­
ner, I have adopted the Intentional stance toward the plant, and 10 
and behold, within very narrow limits it works. Since it works, some 
plants are very low-grade Intentional systems. 

The actual utility of adopting the Intentional stance toward plants 
was brought home to me talking with loggers in the Maine woods. 
These men invariably call a tree not "it," but "he" and will say of a 
young spruce "he wants to spread his limbs, but don't let him; then 
he'll have to stretch up to get his light," or "pines don't like to get 
their feet wet the way cedars do." You can trick an apple tree into 
"thinking it's spring" by building a small fire under its branches in 
the late fall; it will blossom. This way of talking is not just pictur­
esque and is not really superstitious at all; it is simply an efficient 
way of making sense of, controlling, predicting, and explaining the 
behavior of these plants in a way that nicely circumvents one's ig­
norance of the controlling mechanisms. More sophisticated biolo­
gists may choose to speak of information transmission from the 
tree's periphery to other locations in the tree. This is less pictur­
esque, but still Intentional. Complete abstention from Intentional 
talk about trees can become almost as heroic, cumbersome, and 
pointless as the parallel strict behaviorist taboo when speaking of 
rats and pigeons. And even when Intentional glosses on (e.g.) tree­
activities are of vanishingly small heuristic value, it seems to me 
wiser to grant that such a tree is a very degenerate, uninteresting, 
negligible Intentional system than to attempt to draw a line above 
which Intentional interpretations are "objectively true." 

It is obvious, then, that being an Intentional system is not a suffic­
ient, but is surely a necessary, condition for being a person. Nothing 
to which we could not successfully adopt the Intentional stance, with 
its presupposition of rationality, could count as a person. Can we 
then define persons as a subclass of Intentional systems? At first 
glance it might seem profitable to suppose that persons are just that 
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subclass of Intentional systems that really have beliefs, desires, and 
so forth, and are not merely supposed to have them for the sake of a 
short cut prediction. But efforts to say what counts as really having a 
belief (so that no dog, or tree, or computer could qualify) all seem to 
end by putting conditions on genuine belief that (1) are too strong for 
our intuitions, and (2) allude to distinct conditions of personhood 
farther down my list. For instance, one might claim that genuine 
beliefs are necessarily verbally expressible by the believer,lo or the 
believer must be conscious that he has them, but people seem to 
have many beliefs that they cannot put into words, and many that 
they are unaware of having-and in any case I hope to show that the 
capacity for verbal expression, and capacity for consciousness, find 
different loci in the set of necessary conditions of personhood. 

Better progress can be made, I think, if we turn to our fourth 
theme, reciprocity, to see what kind of definition it could receive in 
terms of Intentional systems. The theme suggests that a person must 
be able to reciprocate the stance, which suggests that an Intentional 
system that itself adopted the Intentional stance toward other objects 
would meet the test. Let us define a second-order Intentional system 
as one to which we ascribe not only simple beliefs, desires, and other 
Intentions, but beliefs, desires, and other Intentions about beliefs, 
desires, and other Intentions. An Intentional system S would be a 
second-order Intentional system if among the ascriptions we make 
to it are such as S believes that T desires that p, S hopes that T fears 
that q, and reflexive cases like S believes that S desires that p. (The 
importance of the reflexive cases will loom large, not surprisingly, 
when we turn to those who interpret our sixth conditions as self­
consciousness. It may seem to some that the reflexive cases make all 
Intentional systems auto-matically second-order systems and even 
n-order systems, on the grounds that believing that p implies 
believing that you believe that p and so forth, but this is a 
fundamental mistake; the iteration of beliefs and other intentions is 
never redundant and hence, while some iterations are normal-are 
to be expected-they are never trivial or automatic.) 

Now are human beings the only second-order Intentional systems 
so far as we know? I take this to be an empirical question. We 
ascribe beliefs and desires to dogs, cats, lions, birds, and dolphins, 
for example, and thereby often predict their behavior-. when all 
goes well-but it is hard to think of a case where an animal's 
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behavior was so sophisticated that we would need to ascribe second­
order Intentions to predict or explain its behavior. Of course if some 
version of mechanistic physicalism is true (as I believe), we will 
never need absolutely to ascribe any Intentions to anything, but 
supposing that for heuristic and pragmatic reasons we were to 
ascribe Intentions to animals, would we ever feel the pragmatic tug 
to ascribe second-order Intentions to them? Psychologists have 
often appealed to a principle known as Lloyd Morgan's Canon of 
Parsimony, which can be viewed as a special case of Occam's Razor; 
it is the principle that one should attribute to an organism as little 
intelligence or consciousness or rationality or mind as will suffice to 
account for its behavior. This principle can be, and has been, 
interpreted as demanding nothing short of radical behaviorism, 11 but 
I think this is a mistake and we can interpret it as the principle 
requiring us when we adopt the Intentional stance toward a thing to 
ascribe the simplest, least sophisticated, lowest-order beliefs, 
desires, and so on, that will account for the behavior. Then we will 
grant, for instance, that Fido wants his supper, and believes his 
master will give him his supper if he begs in front of his master, but 
we need not ascribe to Fido the further belief that his begging 
induces a belief in his master that he, Fido, wants his supper. 
Similarly, my expectation when I put a dime in the candy machine 
does not hinge on a further belief that inserting the coin induces the 
machine to believe I want some candy. That is, while Fido's begging 
looks very much like true second-order interacting (with Fido 
treating his master as an Intentional system), if we suppose that to 
Fido his master is just a supper machine activated by begging, we 
will have just as good a predictive ascription, more modest but still, 
of course, Intentional. 

Are dogs, then, or chimps or other "higher" animals, incapable of 
rising to the level of second-order Intentional systems, and if so 
why? I used to think the answer was Yes, and I thought the reason 
was that nonhuman animals lack language, and that language was 
needed to represent second-order Intentions. In other words, I 
thought condition four might rest on condition five. I was tempted 
by the hypothesis that animals cannot, for instance, have second­
order beliefs, beliefs about beliefs, for the same reason they cannot 
have beliefs about Friday, or poetry. Some beliefs can only be ac­
quired, and hence represented, via language.12 But if it is true that 



Conditions of Personhood 153 

some beliefs cannot be acquired without language, it is false that 
second-order beliefs are among them, and it is false that nonhumans 
cannot be second-order Intentional systems. Once I began asking 
people for examples of nonhuman second-order Intentional systems, 
I found some very plausible cases. Consider this from Peter Ashley 
(in a letter): 

One evening I was sitting in a chair at my home, the only chair my dog 
is allowed to sleep in. The dog was lying in front of me, whimpering. 
She was getting nowhere in her trying to "convince" me to give up the 
chair to her. Her next move is the most interesting, nay, the only inter­
esting part of the story. She stood up, and went to the front door where 
I could still easily see her. She scratched the door, giving me the 
impression that she had given up trying to get the chair and had de­
cided to go out. However as soon as I reached the door to let her out, 
she ran back across the room and climbed into her chair, the chair she 
had "forced" me to leave. 

Here it seems we must ascribe to the dog the intention that her 
master believes she wants to go out-not just a second-order, but a 
third-order Intention. The key to the example, what makes it an ex­
ample of a higher-order Intentional system at work, is that the belief 
she intends to induce in her master is false. If we want to discover 
further examples of animals behaving as second-order Intentional 
systems, it will help to think of cases of deception, where the animal, 
believing p, tries to get another Intentional system to believe not-po 
Where an animal is trying to induce behavior in another which true 
beliefs about the other's environment would not induce, we cannot 
"divide through" and get an explanation that cites only fIrst-level 
Intentions. We can make this point more general before explaining 
why it is so: where x is attempting to induce behavior in y which is 
inappropriate to y's true environment and needs but appropriate to 
y's perceived or believed envi-ronment and needs, we are forced to 
ascribe second-order Intentions to X. Once in this form, the point 
emerges as a familiar one, often exploited by critics of behaviorism: 
one can be a behaviorist in explaining and controlling the behavior 
of laboratory animals only so long as he can rely on there being no 
serious dislocation between the actual environment of the 
experiment and the environment perceived by the animals. A tactic 
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for embarrassing behaviorists in the laboratory is to set up 
experiments that deceive the subjects: if the deception succeeds, 
their behavior is predictable from their false beliefs about the 
environment, not from the actual environment. Now a fIrst-order 
Intentional system is a behaviorist; it ascribes no Intentions to 
anything. So if we are to have good evidence that some system S is 
not a behaviorist-is a second-order Intentional system-it will only 
be in those cases where behaviorist theories are inadequate to the 
data, only in those cases where behaviorism would not explain 
system S's success in manipulating another system's behavior. 

This suggests that Ashley's example is not so convincing after all, 
that it can be defeated by supposing his dog is a behaviorist of sorts. 
She need not believe that scratching on the door will induce Ashley 
to believe she wants to go out; she may simply believe, as a good 
behaviorist, that she has conditioned Ashley to go to the door when 
she scratches. So she applies the usual stimulus, gets the usual re­
ponse, and that's that. Ashley's case succumbs if this is a standard 
way his dog has of getting the door opened, as it probably is, for then 
the more modest hypothesis is that the dog believes her master is 
conditioned to go to the door when she scratches. Had the dog done 
something novel to deceive her master Oike running to the window 
and looking out, growling suspiciously) then we would have to grant 
that rising from the chair was no mere conditioned response in 
Ashley, and could not be "viewed" as such by his dog, but then, such 
virtuosity in a dog would be highly implausible. 

Yet what is the difference between the implausible case and the 
well-attested cases where a low-nesting bird will feign a broken 
wing to lure a predator away from the nest? The effect achieved is 
novel, in the sense that the bird in all likelihood has not repeatedly 
conditioned the predators in the neighborhood with this stimulus, so 
we seem constrained to explained the ploy as a bit of genuine decep­
tion, where the bird intends to induce a false belie/in the predator. 
Forced to this interpretation of the behavior, we would be mightily 
impressed with the bird's ingenuity were it not for the fact that we 
know such behavior is "merely instinctual." But why does it dispar­
age this trick to call it merely instinctual? To claim it is instinctual is 
to claim that all birds of the species do it; they do it even when 
circumstances aren't entirely appropriate; they do it when there are 
better reasons for staying on the nest; the behavior pattern is rigid, a 
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tropism of sorts, and presumably the controls are generically wired 
in, not learned or invented. 

We must be careful not to carry this disparagement too far; it is 
not that the bird does this trick "unthinkingly," for while it is no 
doubt true that she does not in any sense run through an argument or 
scheme in her head ("Let's see, if I were to flap my wing as if it were 
broken, the fox would think ... "), a man might do something of 
similar subtlety, and of genuine intelligence, novelty, and appro­
priateness, and not run through the "conscious thoughts" either. 
Thinking the thoughts, however that are characterized, is not what 
makes truly intelligent behavior intelligent. Anscombe says at one 
point "If [such an expression of reasoning] were supposed to 
describe actual mental processes, it would, in general, be quite 
absurd. The interest of the account is that it described an order 
which is there whenever actions are done with intentions."13 But the 
"order is there" in the case of the bird as well as the man. That is, 
when we ask why birds evolved with this tropism we explain it by 
noting the utility of having a means of deceiving predators, or 
inducing false beliefs in them; what must be explained is the pro­
venance of the bird's second-order Intentions. I would be the last to 
deny or dismiss the vast difference between instinctual or tropistic 
behavior and the more versatile, intelligent behavior of humans and 
others, but what I want to insist on here is that if one is prepared to 
adopt the Intentional stance without qualms as a tool in predicting 
and explaining behavior, the bird is as much a second-order Inten­
tional system as any man. Since this is so, we should be particularly 
suspicious of the argument I was tempted to use, viz., that repre­
sentations of second-order Intentions would depend somehow on 
language. 14 For it is far from clear that all or even any of the beliefs 
and other Intentions of an Intentional system need be represented 
"within" the system in any way for us to get a purchase on predicting 
its behavior by ascribing such Intentions to it. IS The situation we 
elucidate by citing the bird's desire to induce a false belief in the 
predator seems to have no room or need for a representation of this 
sophisticated Intention in any entity's "thoughts" or "mind," for 
neither the bird, nor evolutionary history, nor Mother Nature need 
think these thoughts for our explanation to be warranted. 

Reciprocity, then, provided we understand it by merely the capac­
ity in Intentional systems to exhibit higher-order Intentions, while it 
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depends on the first three conditions, is independent of the fifth and 
sixth. Whether this notion does justice to the reciprocity discussed 
by other writers will begin to come clear only when we see how it 
meshes with the last two conditions. For the fifth condition, the 
capacity for verbal communication, we turn to Grice's theory of 
meaning. Grice attempts to defme what he calls nonnatural meaning, 
an utterer's meaning something by uttering something, in terms of 
the intentions of the utterer. 

His initial definition is as follows16: 

"U meant something by uttering x" is true if, for some audi-
ence A, U uttered x intending 

(1) A to produce a particular response r. 
(2) A to think (recognize) that U intends (1). 
(3) A to fulftll (1) on the basis of his fulftllment of (2). 

Notice that intention (2) ascribes to U not only a second-, but a 
third-order Intention: U must intend that A recognize that U intends 
that A produce r. It matters not at all that Grice has been forced by a 
series of counterexamples to move from this initial definition to 
much more complicated versions, for they all reproduce the third­
order Intention of (2). Two points of great importance to us emerge 
from Grice's analysis of nonnatural meaning. First, since nonnatural 
meaning, meaning something by saying something, must be a fea­
ture of any true verbal communication, and since it depends on third­
order Intentions on the part of the utterer, we have our case that 
condition five rest on condition four and not vice versa. Second, 
Grice shows us that mere second-order Intentions are not enough to 
provide genuine reciprocity; for that, third-order Intentions are 
needed. Grice introduces condition (2) in order to exclude such 
cases as this: I leave the china my daughter has broken lying around 
for my wife to see. This is not a case of meaning something by doing 
what I do intending what I intend, for though I am attempting 
thereby to induce my wife to believe something about our daughter 
(a second-order intention on my part), success does not depend on 
her recognizing this intention of mine, or recognizing my interven­
tion or existence at all. There has been no real encounter, to use 
Erving Goffman's apt term, between us, no mutual recognition. 
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There must be an encounter between utterer and audience for utterer 
to mean anything, but encounters can occur in the absence of non­
natural meaning (witness Ashley's dog), and ploys that depend on 
third-order Intentions need not involve encounters (e.g., A can in­
tend that B believe that C desires that p). So third-order Intentions 
are a necessary, but not sufficient condition for encounters which are 
a necessary, but not sufficient condition for instances of nonnatural 
meaning, that is, instances of verbal communication. 

It is no accident that Grice's cases of nonnatural meaning fall into 
a class whose other members are cases of deception or manipulation. 
Consider, for instance, Searle's ingenious counterexample to one of 
Grice's formulations: the American caught behind enemy lines in 
World War II Italy who attempts to deceive his Italian captors into 
concluding he is a German officer by saying the one sentence of 
German he knows: "Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blahen? 17 

As Grice points out, these cases share with cases of nonnatural 
meaning a reliance on or exploitation of the rationality of the victim. 
In these cases success hinges on inducing the victim to embark on a 
chain of reasoning to which one contributes premises directly or 
indirectly. In deception, the premises are disbelieved by the sup­
plier; in normal communication, they are believed. Communication, 
in Gricean guise, appears to be a sort of collaborative manipulation 
of audience by utterer; it depends, not only on the rationality of the 
audience who must sort out the utterer's intentions, but on the 
audience's trust in the utterer. Communication, as a sort of manipu­
lation, would not work, given the requisite rationality of the audi­
ence, unless the audience's trust in the utterer were well-grounded or 
reasonable. Thus the norm for utterance is sincerity; were utterances 
not normally trustworthy, they would fail of their purpose. l8 

Lying, as a form of deception, can only work against a back­
ground of truth-telling, but other forms of deception do not de-pend 
on the trust of the victim. In these cases, success depends on the 
victim being quite smart, but not quite smart enough. Stupid poker 
players are the bane of clever poker players, for they fail to see the 
bluffs and ruses being offered them. Such sophisticated deceptions 
need not depend on direct encounters. There is a book on how to 
detect fake antiques (which is also, inevitably, a book on how to 
make fake antiques) which offers this sly advice to those who want 



158 Daniel Dennett 

to fool the "expert" buyer; once you have completed your table or 
whatever (having utilized all the usual means of simulating age and 
wear,) take a modem electric drill and drill a hole right through the 
piece in some conspicuous but perplexing place. The would-be 
buyer will argue: no one would drill such a disfiguring hole without 
a reason (it can't be supposed to look "authentic" in any way) so it 
must have served a purpose, which means this table must have been 
in use in someone's home; since it was in use in someone's home, it 
was not made expressly for sale in this antique shop ... therefore it is 
authentic. Even if this "conclusion" left room for lingering doubts, 
the buyer will be so preoccupied dreaming up uses for that hole it 
will be months before the doubts can surface. 

What is important about these cases of deception is the fact that 
just as in the case of the feigning bird, success does not depend on 
the victim's consciously entertaining these chains of reasoning. It 
does not matter if the buyer just notices the hole and "gets a hunch" 
the piece is genuine. He might later accept the reasoning offered as 
his "rationale" for finding the piece genuine, but he might deny it, 
and in denying it, he might be deceiving himself, even though the 
thoughts never went through his head. The chain of reasoning 
explains why the hole works as it does (if it does), but as Anscombe 
says, it need not "describe actual mental processes," if we suppose 
actual mental processes are conscious processes or events. The 
same, of course, is true of Gricean communications; neither the 
utterer nor the audience need consciously entertain the complicated 
Intentions he outlines, and what is a bit surprising is that no one has 
ever used this fact as an objection to Grice. Grice's conditions for 
meaning have been often criticized for falling short of being suffic­
ient, but there seems to be an argument not yet used to show they are 
not even necessary. Certainly few people ever consciously framed 
those ingenious intentions before Grice pointed them out, and yet 
people had been communicating for years. Before Grice, were one 
asked: "Did you intend your audience to recognize your intention to 
provoke that response in him?" one would most likely have retorted: 
"I intended nothing so devious. I simply intended to inform him that 
I wouldn't be so devious. I simply intended to infonn him that I 
wouldn't be home for supper" (or whatever). So it seems that if these 
complicated intentions underlay our communicating all along, they 
must have been unconscious intentions. Indeed, a perfectly natural 
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way of responding to Grice's papers is to remark that one was not 
aware of doing these things when one communicated. Now Ans­
combe has held, very powerfully, that such a response establishes 
that the action under that description was not intentional.19 Since 
one is not aware of these intentions in speaking, one cannot be 
speaking with these intentions. 

Why has no one used this argument against Grice's theory? Be­
cause, I submit, it is just too plain that Grice is on to something, that 
Grice is giving us necessary conditions for nonnatural meaning. His 
analysis illuminates so many questions. Do we communicate with 
computers in Fortran? Fortran seems to be a language; it has a gram­
mar, a vocabulary, a semantics. The transactions in Fortran between 
man and machine are often viewed as cases of man communicating 
with machine, but such transactions are pale copies of human verbal 
communication precisely because the Gricean conditions for non­
natural meaning have been bypassed. There is no room for them to 
apply. Achieving one's ends in transmitting a bit of Fortran to the 
machine does not hinge on getting the machine to recognize one's 
intentions. This does not mean that all communications with com­
puters in the future will have this shortcoming (or strength, depend­
ing on your purposes), but just that we do not communicate now, in 
the strong (Gricean) sense, with computers.20 

If we are not about to abandon the Gricean model, yet are aware of 
no such intentions in our normal conversation, we shall just have to 
drive these intentions underground, and call them unconscious or 
preconscious intentions. They are intentions that exhibit "an order 
which is there" when people communicate, intentions of which we 
are not normally aware, and intentions that are a precondition of 
verbal communication.21 

We have come this far without having to invoke any sort of con­
sciousness at all, so if there is a dependence between consciousness 
or self-consciousness and our other conditions, it will have to be 
consciousness depending on the others. But to show this, I must first 
show how the first five conditions by themselves might playa role in 
ethics, as suggested by Rawls's theory of justice. Central to Rawls's 
theory is his setting up of an idealized situation, the "original posi­
tion," inhabited by idealized persons and deriving from this idealiza­
tion the first principles of justice that generate and illuminate the rest 
of his theory. What I am concerned with now is neither the content 
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of these principles nor the validity of their derivation, but the nature 
of Rawls's tactic. Rawls supposes that a group of idealized persons, 
defined by him as rational, self-interested entities, make calculations 
under certain constraints about the likely and possible interactive 
effects of their individual and antagonistic interests (which will 
require them to frame higher-order Intentions, for example, beliefs 
about the desires of others, beliefs about the beliefs of others about 
their own desires, and so forth). Rawls claims these calculations 
have an optimal "solution" that it would be reasonable for each self­
interested person to adopt as an alternative to a Hobbesian state of 
nature. The solution is to agree with his fellows to abide by the prin­
ciples of justice Rawls adumbrates. What sort of a proof of the prin­
ciples of justice would this be? Adopting these principles of justice 
can be viewed, Rawls claims, as the solution to the "highest order 
game" or "bargaining problem." It is analogous to derivations of 
game theory, and to proofs in Hintikka's epistemic logic,22 and to a 
"demonstration" that the chess-playing computer will make a certain 
move because it is the most rational move given its information 
about the game. All depend on the assumption of ideally rational 
calculators and hence their outcomes are intrinsically normative: 
Thus I see the derivations from Rawls's original position as 
continuous with the deductions and extrapolations encountered in 
more simple uses of the Intentional stance to understand and control 
the behavior of simpler entities. Just as truth and consistency are 
norms for belief,23 and sincerity is the norm for utterance, so, if 
Rawls is right, justice as he defmes it is the norm for interpersonal 
interactions. But then, just as part of our warrant for considering an 
entity to have any beliefs or other Intentions is our ability to construe 
the entity as rational, so our grounds for considering an entity a 
person include our ability to view him as abiding by the principles of 
justice. A way of capturing the peculiar status of the concept of a 
person as I think it is exploited here would be to say that while Rawls 
does not intend at all to argue that justice is the inevitable result of 
human interaction, he does argue in effect that it is the inevitable 
result of personal interaction. That is, the concept of a person is 
itself inescapably normative or idealized; to the extent that justice 
does not reveal itself in the dealings and interactions of creatures, to 
that extent they are not persons. And once again we can see that 
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there is "an order which is there" in ajust society that is independent 
of any actual episodes of conscious thought. The existence of just 
practices and the "acknowledgment" implicit in them does not 
depend on anyone ever consciously or deliberately going through 
the calculations of the idealized original position, consciously arriv­
ing at the reciprocal agreements, consciously adopting a stance 
toward others. 

To recognize another as a person one must respond to him and act 
towards him in certain ways; and these ways are intimately connected 
with the various prima facie duties. Acknowledging these duties in 
some drgree, and so having the elements of morality, is not a matter of 
choice or of intuiting moral qualities or a matter of the expression of 
feelings or attitudes .. .it is simply the pursuance of one of the forms of 
conduct in which the recognition of others as persons is manifested.24 

The importance of Rawls's attempt to derive principles of justice 
from the "original position" is, of course, that the whole outcome is 
recognizable as a moral norm, it is not derived as a moral norm. 
Morality is not presupposed of the parties in the original position. 
But this means that the derivation of the norm does not of itself give 
us any answer to the questions of when and why we have the right to 
hold persons morally responsible for deviations from that norm. 
Here Anscombe provides help and at the same time introduces our 
sixth condition. If I am to be held responsible for an action (a bit of 
behavior of mine under a particular description), I must have been 
aware of that action under that description.25 Why? Because only if 
I was aware of the action can I say what I was about and participate 
from a privileged position in the question-and-answer game of 
giving reasons for my actions. (If I am not in a privileged position to 
answer questions about the reasons for my actions, there is no 
special reason to ask me.) And what is so important about being able 
to participate in this game is that only those capable of participating 
in reason-giving can be argued into, or argued out of, courses of 
action or attitudes, and if one is incapable of "listening to reason" in 
some matter, one cannot be held responsible for it. The capacities for 
verbal communication and for awareness of one's actions are thus 
essential in one who is going to be amenable to argument or persua-
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sion, and such persuasion, such reciprocal adjustment of interests 
achieved by mutual exploitation of rationality, is a feature of the 
optimal mode of personal interaction. 

This capacity for participation in mutual persuasion provides the 
foundation for yet another condition of personhood recently exposed 
by Harry Frankfurt.26 Frankfurt claims that persons are the subclass 
of Intentional systems capable of what he calls second-order voli­
tions. Now at fIrst this looks just like the class of second-order In­
tentional systems, but it is not, as we shall see. 

Besides wanting, choosing, and being moved to do this or that, men 
may also want to have (or not to have) certain desires and motives. 
They are capable of wanting to be different, in their preferences and 
purposes, from what they are .... No animal other than man, however, 
appears to have the capacity for reflective self-evaluation that is mani­
fested in the formation of second-order desires. (p. 7) 

Frankfurt points out that there are cases in which a person might 
be said to want to have a particular desire even though he would not 
want that desire to be effective for him, to be "his will." (One might, 
for instance, want to desire heroin just to know what it felt like to 
desire heroin, without at all wanting this desire to become one's 
effective desire.) In more serious cases one wants to have a desire 
one currently does not have and wants this desire to become one's 
will. These cases Frankfurt calls second-order volitions, and it is 
having these, he claims, that is "essential to being a person" (p. 10). 
His argument for this claim, which I will try not to do justice to here, 
proceeds from an analysis of the distinction between having free­
dom of action and having freedom of the will. One has freedom of 
the will, on his analysis, only when one can have the will one wants, 
when one's second-order volitions can be satisfIed. Persons do not 
always have free will and under some circumstances can be 
responsible for actions done in the absence of freedom of the will, 
but a person always must be an "entity for whom the freedom of its 
will may be a problem" (p. 14)-that is, one capable of framing 
second-order volitions, satisfIable or not. Frankfurt introduces the 
marvelous term "wanton" for those "who have fIrst-order desires 
but...no second-order volitions." (Second-order volitions for Frank­
furt are all, of course, reflexive second-order desires.) He claims that 
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our intuitions support the opinion that all nonhuman animals, as well 
as small children and some mentally defective people, are wantons 
and I for one can think of no plausible counterexamples. Indeed, it 
seems a strength of his theory, as he claims, that human beings-the 
only persons we recognize-are distinguished from animals in this 
regard. But what should be so special about second-order volitions? 
Why are they, among higher-order Intentions, the peculiar province 
of persons? Because, I believe, the "reflective self-evaluation" 
Frankfurt speaks of is, and must be, genuine self-consciousness, 
which is achieved only by adopting toward oneself the stance not 
simply of communicator but of Anscombian reason-asker and 
persuader. As Frankfurt points out, second-order desires are an 
empty notion unless one can act on them, and acting on a second­
order desire must be logically distinct from acting on its fIrst-order 
component. Acting on a second-order desire, doing something to 
bring it about that one acquires a fIrst-order desire, is acting upon 
oneself just as one would act upon another person: one schools 
oneself, one offers oneself persuasions, arguments, threats, bribes, 
in the hopes of inducing oneself to acquire the fIrst-order desire.27 

One's stance toward oneself and access to oneself in these cases is 
essentially the same as one's stance toward and access to another. 
One must ask oneself what one's desires, motives, reasons really are, 
and only if one can say, can become aware of one's desires, can one 
be in a position to induce oneself to change.28 Only here, I think, is it 
the case that the "order which is there" cannot be there unless it is 
there in episodes of conscious thought, in a dialog with oneself.29 

Now, finally, why are we not in a position to claim that these nec­
essary conditions of moral personhood are also sufficient? Simply 
because the concept of a person is, I have tried to show, inescapably 
normative. Human beings or other entities only can aspire to being 
approximations of the ideal, and there can be no way to set a "pass­
ing grade" that is not arbitrary. Were the six conditions (strictly 
interpreted) considered sufficient they would not ensure that any 
actual entity was a person, for nothing ever would fulfill them. The 
moral notion of a person and the metaphysical notion of person are 
not separate and distinct concepts, but just two different and un­
stable resting points on the same continuum. This relativity infects 
the satisfaction of conditions of personhood at every level. There is 
no objectively satisfiable sufficient condition for an entity's really 
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having beliefs, and as we uncover apparent irrationality under an 
Intentional interpretation of an entity, our grounds for ascribing any 
beliefs at all wanes, especially when we have (what we always can 
have in principle) a non-Intentional, mechanistic account of the en­
tity. In just the same way our assumption that an entity is a person is 
shaken precisely in those cases where it matters: when wrong has 
been done and the question of responsibility arises. For in these 
cases the grounds for saying that the person is culpable (the evidence 
that he did wrong, was aware he was doing wrong, and did wrong of 
his own free will) are in themselves grounds for doubting that it is a 
person we are dealing with at all. And if it is asked what could settle 
our doubts, the answer is: nothing. When such problems arise we 
cannot even tell in our own cases if we are persons. 
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