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Abstract In Values and the Reflective Point of View (2006), Robert Dunn defends a
certain expressivist view about evaluative beliefs from which some implications
about self-knowledge are explicitly derived. He thus distinguishes between an
observational and a deliberative attitude towards oneself, so that the latter involves a
purely first-person point of view that gives rise to an especially authoritative, but
wholly non-observational, kind of self-knowledge. Even though I sympathize with
many aspects of Dunn's approach to evaluative beliefs and also with his stress on the
practical significance of self-knowledge, I argue that his proposal seriously
misinterprets the role of observation and evidence within the first-person point of
view and, derivatively, in the formation of evaluative beliefs.
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In Values and the Reflective Point of View. On Expressivism, Self-Knowledge, and
Agency (2006), Robert Dunn defends a certain expressivist view about evaluative
beliefs from which some implications about self-knowledge are explicitly derived.
He points out, in the latter respect, that self-knowledge may often be the result of
observation, as happens when an agent is in pain or whenever she may examine
what it is like to have a certain desire or attitude. An agent may have a privileged
access to her own phenomenological experiences, but she must at least glance at
such experiences in order to acquire this privileged kind of knowledge and, in this
respect, her inquiry may not essentially differ from that of a third party. After all, an
agent would, on such occasions, adopt a merely observational attitude towards
herself, which a third party could also assume, although, in the latter case, a more
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demanding kind of attention may be required and only behavioral (linguistic or
otherwise) data are to be collected. It has recently been argued that this kind of self-
knowledge may not, as a result, be specifically first-personal or, at least, that there is
a different kind of attitude towards oneself that is both strictly first-personal (insofar
as it could not be adopted towards someone else) and still epistemically significant,
even though evidence and observation are claimed to play no role within it (Moran
2001; Finkelstein 2003; Dunn 2006).

In this paper, I will focus on Dunn's attempt to distinguish, in connection with his
expressivist view about value, between an observational and a deliberative attitude
towards oneself, so that the latter involves a purely first-person point of view that
gives rise to an especially authoritative, but wholly non-observational, kind of self-
knowledge. Even though I sympathize with many aspects of Dunn's approach to
evaluative beliefs and also with his stress on the practical significance of self-
knowledge, I will argue that he seriously misinterprets the role of observation and
evidence within the first-person point of view and, derivatively, in the formation of
evaluative beliefs. For this purpose, I will first sketch Dunn's expressivist view about
value and, secondly, detail its alleged implications for self-knowledge and, in
particular, his account of what he identifies as 'a purely first-person point of view.'
And finally, I will argue that assembling evidence about oneself through a certain
kind of observation plays a crucial role in such a point of view. This will certainly
come as a challenge to Dunn's neat contrast between observational and deliberative
self-knowledge. There are, however, a number of other respects in which his overall
approach might benefit from my line of argument; for it seems to fit quite nicely
with some other crucial elements in his expressivist view about value. To see this,
the claim that evidence and observation must play a crucial role within a purely first-
person point of view must be disentangled from the assumption that the ability to
gather evidence is to be construed in the light of the model of a pure, detached
observer, that is, an observer who abstracts herself away from his desires and
engagements, and looks at the world (and herself) from a perspective that is assumed
to be impartial, neutral, or pure.

There is, however, no reason why Dunn should stick to this model, since many
elements in his expressivist approach are at odds with it. There is, firstly, his
emphasis on the distinction between object-focused vs. attitude-focused questions,
which seems to imply a perspectival approach to observation, insofar as there is a
variety of ways in which the figure vs. ground contraposition may be drawn. The
question arises, then, as to how any such a perspective is to be determined and
whether it may be ultimately accessible to a pure, detached observer. There is,
though, a second element in Dunn's approach that may favor a negative response.
Dunn argues that, contrary to what is commonly assumed, there is no overall reason
why a single psychological state could not have a dual direction of fit. In fact, he is
convinced that evaluative beliefs are of that kind; this opens the door, though, for
other sorts of beliefs, like perceptual beliefs, to have a dual direction of fit as well.
This seems to make room for an alternative model where the observer should be
eager to discern the most favorable perspective (and the corresponding contraposi-
tion between figure and ground) from which to examine a certain situation; and it
would be a relevant question to ask whether her own character (i.e, her projects,
commitments, ingrained attitudes) should play a relevant role in that task. It is easy
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to see, in this respect, that Dunn's challenge to Christine Korsgaard's view about
practical deliberation favors a positive answer to the latter question and,
consequently, a departure from the model of a pure, detached observer.

1 A Cautious Expressivist View about Evaluative Beliefs

We often claim that p is good or admirable or fit to be chosen. Such claims are
indicative and seem to state the speaker's beliefs about such matters. It is commonly
assumed, however, that such beliefs are quite different from beliefs about the world
around us; the difference is claimed to lie in the intimate connection between our
evaluative beliefs and our practical and passionate lives.1 Now the issue arises
concerning of what exactly that intimate connection may consist. Some Humean
approaches, like Michael Smith's (Smith 1994; Dunn 2006, pp. 13–30), are reluctant
to regard this intimate link as constitutive of evaluative beliefs and, consequently,
suggest an alternative account of the specific practical significance of such beliefs.
Expressivist views about value would, by contrast, stress that “values are taken to
be, or to involve, dispositions that relate to the practical and passionate aspects of our
natures” (Dunn 2006, p. 2; my emphasis).2 A standard reason to deny the existence
of this constitutive (or internal) connection is that we may otherwise have trouble
making room for cases of weakness of will and perversion. This is why Dunn is so
keen to describe his expressivist view as 'cautious' insofar as “the story [i.e., Dunn's
approach] allows for the vicissitudes of valuing—for how pathologies can sever the
link between our values and desires, wills and emotions” (Dunn 2006, p. 7). Thus,
Dunn refers to his own view about value as cautious expressivism. Let's go into
some detail.

There is a lesson Dunn claims to have learned from Simon Blackburn (Blackburn
1998), namely, that “the role of the evaluative proposition is to serve as the focus for
practical thought and discussion: what to do, what to admire, whom to badger, when
to repent, and so on” (Dunn 2006, p. 8). There is, besides, the hope that a proper
description of such a role will uncover what is specific about evaluative beliefs in
ways that fit with the demands of cautious expressivism. Consider, to this effect, the
question

(D1) Do I desire p?

and see how it relates to

(D2) Is p good?

and

(D3) Am I to desire p?'

1 It may follow from my line of reasoning that this contrast is not as sharp and clear-cut as one might
assume in the light of the model of a pure, detached observer.
2 In a similar vein, Dunn concludes: “It's time to take stock. Expressivists draw a lesson from the way in
which propositions about what's good, right, and so on, provide a focus for practical thought and talk.
They hold that it indicates that evaluative thought is intrinsically practical” (Dunn 2006, p. 27).
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Dunn regards (D2) as a deliberative or discursive transform of (D3), and by
this, he means that both questions are indistinguishable insofar as a positive or a
negative answer to one of them comes with the corresponding answer to the
other.3 To put it another way, they are transparent to one another, that is, reasons
that may favor a certain answer to a (D2) question will equally support a similar
answer to the corresponding (D3) question.4 But where does the specificity of
each such question lie then? (D3) certainly focuses on one's own attitude towards
p, whereas (D2) shifts the focus to p itself. We may thus say that (D3) is attitude-
focused, whereas (D2) raises the same question, but in an object-focused manner.
What happens, though, with (D1)? Two readings seem available in this case. One
such reading suggests that the agent must look into herself in search of evidence
to determine whether she actually desires p. This is the kind of attitude towards
oneself that Dunn, in Chap. 3, characterizes as observational. (D3) and (D2)
point, however, to quite a different understanding of (D1), for an agent may
inquire about whether she desires p not so much as a search for evidence to
determine whether she actually has that desire, but, instead, as an attempt to make
up her mind, whereby the question being raised coincides with (D3) and,
ultimately, with (D2).

The practical significance of evaluative beliefs seems, then, to derive from the
fact that they “are specially apt as answers to questions to what to choose or do,
what to desire or how to feel” (Dunn 2006, p. 9) and, therefore, that they should
appear as deliberative transforms of a practical question. Yet the question itself
may deserve to be called 'practical' only insofar as there is somehow an intimate
connection between how an agent may answer that question and how she would
act or feel motivated to act. The agent's dispositions would tend to be shaped by
her response to a certain evaluative question. In Richard Moran's terms (2001), we
could say that an agent's disposition must be permeable to her decisions and
commitments, at least to some degree, for otherwise she could not be recognized
as an agent at all. Plenty of room must, nevertheless, be allowed for all sorts of
impairments or mismatches between an agent's answer to a certain evaluative
question and the actual formation of the corresponding disposition, for, as we have
seen, Dunn's expressivist view is meant to make room for cases of perversion and

3 "We understand what is distinctive about our evaluative states of mind by attending to the way in which
the evaluatives that express their contents are especially apt as answers to questions what to choose or do,
what to desire or how to feel… Evaluatives are distinctively apt to serve as answers to questions about
what to choose, do, desire or feel because they are answers to questions that typically serve as the
discursive transforms of these imperatival (or optative) questions.

The point can be put in terms of indistinguishability, or inseparability, of certain questions.
Consider the question of whether to desire p: of whether p is to be desired. Suppose I take up this
question in an object-focused way. In that case, I consider the question of whether to desire p in such
a way that any reason for desiring p recommends desiring p by virtue of the way in which it
recommends p (or the situation that p represents) as good, and hence is a first-order reason for
desire” (Dunn 2006, p. 9).
4 “When I consider the (object-focused) question of whether to desire p, that question will be
perspectivally 'transparent' with respect to the question of whether p is good (in some way): the first
question will 'give way' to the second as the issue in focus, and the answer to the second question (whether
p is good) will dictate an answer to the first (whether to desire p). In this way, the question whether p is
good (in some respect) will come to do duty, in such a case, as the deliberative or discursive transform of
the question of whether to desire p” (Dunn 2006, p. 10).
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weakness of will. The following quotation may thus serve to summarize Dunn's
expressivist view:

The expressivist claims that we understand what is distinctive about beliefs to
the effect that p is good by attending to the distinctive functional role of the
evaluatives that express such contents as answers to questions of what to
desire. The lesson to draw is this: typically, we deliberatively put ourselves in a
position to form desires by reasoning about what's good; and the evaluative
conclusions we come to in such cases are, or involve, commitments
(dispositions) to form matching desires. (Dunn 2006, p. 10; my emphasis)

The significance for self-knowledge of the sentence in italics will later on be
examined; for now, let me present some of the implications for self-knowledge that
Dunn actually derives from his expressivist view about value.

2 A Purely First-Person Point of View

Two readings of (D1) have already been suggested. In one of them, the agent bears what
has been identified as an observational attitude towards herself, whereas, in the other,
there is an element of commitment or decision: the agent must make up her mind as to
what to desire. It is rather tempting to draw, in the light of this, the corresponding
distinction between two kinds of self-knowledge: one in which the agent may have an
observational access to herself and another where observation is not at all involved, but
only decision and deliberation are in place. After all, an agent's knowledge of the right
response to (D1) when it is raised in a deliberative manner, that is, as a deliberative
transform of (D3) and (D2), does not seem to require gathering evidence about herself,
but just the fact that the agent has made up her mind in a certain way. And this is the
kind of attitude towards oneself that, according to Dunn, constitutes a purely first-
person point of view. In short, we could say that he regards this point of view as active,
deliberative, and wholly non-observational. It's active because it involves a
commitment as well as a certain degree of permeability; it's deliberative because (to
put it in a rather trivial and neutral way) such commitments and decisions must be
answerable to reasons and, finally, it is wholly non-observational because no evidence
needs to be consulted. By contrast, observational self-knowledge is, to say the least,
dispossessed of the first and the third properties:

Some first-person self-knowledge is wholly observational, as when I am
consciously in pain. Some first-person self-knowledge is crucially observational,
as when I self-ascribe a present, conscious propositional attitude because, in crucial
part, of what it feels like to have it. Of special interest, in the present context, is a
third kind of case of first-person knowledge: first-person knowledge of one's own
current, conscious propositional attitudes, which is wholly non-observational.
This is the kind of first-person self-knowledge that I call purely first-personal. It
is the kind of self-knowledge that I typically have of my own current, conscious
beliefs and intentions and that I sometimes have of my own current, conscious
desires and emotions. It is also, I contend, the kind of knowledge I have, as
agent, of my own future action. (Dunn 2006, p. 38; see Dunn 2006, p. 37)
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There is, finally, the question as to whether the observational attitude is also
answerable to reason and, consequently, should be qualified as 'deliberative,' at least
in that apparently trivial sense. And it seems clear that it should, since an attitude
could not be identified as observational unless it was relevantly sensitive to
variations in the world and, therefore, answerable to reasons like: 'I believe there is
no beer in the fridge because I've just looked in it and seen none.' The same seems to
go for an attitude towards oneself that could reasonably be presented as
observational.

Among the bits of herself that an agent may know observationally, some
predominantly phenomenological experiences such as pain are undoubtedly
included,5 although, according to Dunn, this kind of self-knowledge does not
reduce to non-intentional sensations:

Sometimes first-person knowledge of our own present, conscious, propositional
attitudes is crucially observational. For example, sometimes I self-ascribe the
desire that p or the fear that p because, in crucial part, of how it feels to have the
attitude. Indeed, some desires, like sexual desires, and some fears, like phobic
fears, are characteristically self-ascribed, in important part, on the basis of what it's
like to be the subject of those desires or fears. (Dunn 2006, p. 38)

So, it seems that how it feels may provide sufficient evidence for self-ascription
of a certain propositional attitude. Self-knowledge of this kind should, nevertheless,
be carefully distinguished from those cases in which an agent does not get to know
about her own attitudes on the basis of evidence, but as a result of her deliberation as
to what to desire, what to feel, what to intend, and what to do:

The way in which I can non-observationally know what I believe has a
generalizable pattern. For example, sometimes I know non-observationally
what I desire or what I intend or what emotion I have, and such purely first-
person self-knowledge can be explained in terms of the way in which certain
questions are perspectivally indistinguishable. (Dunn 2006, p. 43)

In a similar vein, Dunn highlights that an agent's expectations about her future
behavior may, on some occasions, have a merely evidential basis; but, whenever a
decision or intention of hers is involved, such expectations are the result of a purely
first-person point of view and, therefore, wholly non-observational. And this is so
even if it is clearly an empirical matter, whether it is unfulfilled or not:

We need to be wary of drawing the contrast between different ways in which
we can end uncertainty about ourselves in terms of a decision-discovery
contrast. The contrast, so drawn, speaks to how, in the empirical case, the issue
in focus is the truth about ourselves, and so we consult the evidence, whereas
in the purely first-person case, attention turns to the issue of what to believe,
want, will, feel or do, and so we consult relevant object-related considerations.
However, the contrast should not be read as meaning that, whereas we end
uncertainty in an empirical way with genuine self-ascriptions that may be true

5 “I know that I am in pain on the basis of salient, phenomenological evidence uniquely available to me.
Such first-person self-knowledge is evidential, and, so, in a broad sense, observational” (Dunn 2006, p.
37; see Dunn 2006, p. 37–8).
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or false, this isn't so where we end uncertainty in a purely first-person way. In
both cases, we end uncertainty with bona fide self-ascriptions of mental
attitudes or future deeds that may be true or false. In successful cases, these
self-ascriptions will be expressions of different modes of self-knowledge.
(Dunn 2006, pp. 54–5)

According to Dunn, self-ascription of certain expectations are thus open to
assessment as true or false, no matter whether they are the result of evidence or, on
the contrary, the product of one's decisions. This suggests that, even from a purely
first-person point of view, one's acquisition of certain expectations involves more
than having made up one's own mind in a certain way. I assume this to be a further
manifestation of the practical significance ascribed to the deliberative transforms
associated with (D1)-(D3), which involves the possibility that an agent's commit-
ments do not appropriately shape her dispositions or, in other words, that the latter
were not permeable enough to her own commitments and decisions. Be that as it
may, it is clear that Dunn regards as

[FP1] constitutive of a purely first-person point of view towards oneself the fact
that one approaches questions (D1)-(D3) as deliberative transforms of each
other, and such that one's response to any such question is constitutively
practical;

and also claims that the previous features imply that

[FP2] search (or demand) of evidence about oneself is irrelevant (or even
inappropriate) to the kind of self-knowledge that one might acquire within a
purely first-person point of view.
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I will argue though that, with regard to some rather complex (and significant)
attitudes, a purely first-point of view essentially comprises of gathering evidence
about oneself, whereby claims [FP1] and [FP2] may be ultimately inconsistent.
Separate from this is the issue as to how exactly this search of evidence is to be
construed and, more specifically, whether one may be forced to depart from the
model of a pure, detached observer to that purpose. In this respect I will argue that
this model can hardly make sense of the ways in which an agent must relate to her
own character in order to address questions (D1)-(D3), whereby the search for an
alternative model seems to be encouraged. This not really bad news for Dunn's
expressivist view of values, since the model of a pure, detached observer may be at
odds with some crucial elements in his approach to such matters.

3 The Role of Observation in a Purely First-Person Point of View

Everything in a purely first-person point of view seems to hinge on an agent's ability
to make up her mind. This implies an act of decision or commitment, which must,
nevertheless, be preceded by some process of deliberation or, at least, be amenable
to reason. Once a decision has been reached, the agent's dispositions are assumed to
be relatively permeable to it. Deliberation and some degree of permeability are not,
as we see, externally associated with an agent's ability to make up her mind, but
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constitutive of it and, therefore, of a purely first-person point of view. I will examine
in this and the coming sections the implications of this constitutive association for
the role of evidence and observation in the kind of attitude towards oneself that
[FP1] is meant to pick up. For this purpose, I will focus, firstly, on the link between
decision and permeability and, secondly, on the deliberative process that may
eventually lead to a certain decision.

Before that, it is important to distinguish between (a) the claim that an agent may
have a wholly non-observational (insofar as no specific assembling of evidence may
be required for that purpose or, more exactly, that appeal to specific evidence should
appear as utterly inappropriate) knowledge of what her answer is to some particular
deliberative question, and (b) the claim that the answer itself could be the result of a
process of deliberation where evidence about oneself should play no role. What I am
disputing is only claim (b), which is at least prima facie consistent with claim (a),
insofar as the latter leaves open the question as to whether the search for evidence
about one's own abilities and character may be relevant in the process of
deliberation.6 Claim (b) is, on the other hand, manifestly relevant to Dunn's
proposal, given that a purely first-person point of view is essentially deliberative
and, more specifically, involves an approach to (D1)-(D3) as deliberative transforms
of each other. Inability to distinguish these two claims, together with the quite
reasonable conviction that claim (a) is true, may lie at the bottom of Dunn's stress on
excluding observation from a purely first-person point of view.

3.1 Decision and Permeability

We may now go back to the quotation at the end of Sect. I, where Dunn states his
expressivist view about value. The quotation concludes with a most significant
claim:

…and the evaluative conclusions we come to in such cases are, or involve,
commitments (dispositions) to form matching desires. (Dunn 2006, p. 10)

It is quite remarkable that this sentence, which was meant to summarize Dunn's
view, should include two crucial ambiguities, the first being expressed by means of a
syntactic disjunctor and the second by the use of brackets. Regarding the former, it
seems that two rather disparate expressivist views might emerge depending on
whether one should stick to the 'are' there or to the 'involve' instead. It may seem that
Dunn actually endorses the latter, since mere acquisition of a commitment is not
regarded by him as sufficient unless it is sensitive to some deliberative transforms
whose interconnections he has so far stressed to a point at which it may seem that
there is nothing to be gained by raising one or another question within the circle of
deliberative transforms; but, on the other hand, this emphasis on their continuity may

6 This appears to be so with regard to trivial intentions and decisions, like the decision to cook rabbit for
dinner. It is not so clear that it holds, however, for more complex engagements and commitments. This
further challenge to Dunn's position will be put aside in the present paper.

Moreover, once claims (a) and (b) have been distinguished, some may feel tempted to deny claim (a)
even with regard to trivial intentions and argue that the answer to the question 'how did I answer
deliberative question p?' must be based on an observational attitude towards oneself. This is certainly a
further perplexity that I must also put aside insofar as it may not affect my challenge to claim (b).
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favor the 'are' instead, although, on the other hand, 'involves' seems to point to a
certain dissatisfaction with that identification, insofar as the latter is, in fact, doubted
by Dunn's demand that one's evaluative beliefs should have an impact one's
dispositions. It follows that, even though there are two quite different ways in
which (D1) may be interpreted, they are not entirely independent, since the
practical import of the latter involves that the agent's answer to the evaluative
question must have an impact on her desires as they would be identified from the
viewpoint of the observational understanding of (D1). And here we come to the
second ambiguity, where 'commitment' does not seem to be enough and
'disposition' is invited. This suggests that one's commitments may fail to shape
one's dispositions (as they are allegedly individuated from an observational
perspective) and, consequently, that the fact that this shaping takes place is a
further requirement an agent may fail to be up to. Dunn might certainly reply that
(D2) and (D3) do also have a practical import, whereby no reason has yet been
provided to distance them from their deliberative transform, (D1). I see no problem
in granting this point, but this would only emphasize the interconnection between
an observational understanding of (D1) and the deliberative attitude. For, in such a
case, the former would appear as constitutive of the latter, since, only from the
viewpoint of that observational attitude, could an agent determine whether her
commitments did have an impact on her dispositions and, consequently, whether
her answers to (D3) and (D2) were at all commitments, given that, according to
Dunn's expressivist view, such an impact appears to be constitutive of a
psychological attitude that may count as a commitment on the agent's side to one
or another answer to questions (D3) and (D2).

In fact, there is a point at which an agent's ability to form some intentions or acquire
certain commitments may be challenged. A sincere utterance on the agent's side in the
direction of self-ascribing a certain intention or commitment does not suffice for her to
have really expressed an intention or a commitment. Some further constraints must be
met that have to do, as we have seen, with her ability to let her dispositions be
permeated to a certain degree by such an intention or commitment. Of course, the
required degree of permeability falls short of guaranteeing the agent's actual fulfillment
of any particular commitment, but it is crucial that this fulfillment should not be
systematically excluded on certain grounds, namely, on aspects that have to do not so
much with external circumstances, but with the agent's skills and capabilities. Yet once
we admit that, even those expectations of an agent that derive from the intentions and
commitments that she sincerely claims to have made or acquired can be challenged in
the light of evidence; it seems clear that an agent's access to her ability to adopt a first-
person point of view must depend on some available evidence. This does not imply,
however, that in order to know which decisions she has eventually made within that
point of view, she must rely on some specific evidence, but just that evidence is
relevant for her to know whether she has actually articulated that point of view with
regard to certain situations or circumstances.

Hence, it seems to follow from some central claims in Dunn's expressivist
view that an agent's recognition of her ability to shape a purely first-person point of
view depends on her ability to gather some evidence as to how much some
decisions, intentions, or commitments of hers may actually permeate her dispositions
and, therefore, justify certain expectations on her side. Nothing has been said, so far,
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as to whether our understanding of observation and evidence on this matter should
depart from the model of a pure, detached observer. Yet, before addressing this issue,
let us examine first the way an agent's deliberation may contribute to her decisions
and commitments, and the role that gathering evidence about oneself may play in
such a process.

3.2 Deliberation and Decision

Dunn certainly acknowledges, and even stresses, that evidence must play a role in an
agent's answer to the question (B2) 'Is p true?' What happens, then, with question (B1)
'Do I believe that p'? Under what conditions can the latter be regarded as a deliberative
transform of the former? It's clear that (B1) admits a merely observational reading, but
also a deliberative one. Whenever (B1) is raised from a purely first-person point of
view, it seems that (B2) and (B1) should be transparent to each other, that is, whatever
reasons may favor a certain answer to one such question they will equally benefit a
positive answer to the other. Thus, we may say that (B1), insofar as it may be raised in
a deliberative manner, amounts to question (B3) 'Am I to believe p?' Hence, if
evidence is relevant to answer question (B2), it should be equally relevant to answer
its deliberative transform (B3) and, consequently, (B1) whenever the latter is raised
from a deliberative perspective. It follows that question (B1), no matter how it is raised
(i.e., either from an observational or a deliberative perspective), trivially requires the
contribution of evidence, and it is, thereby, hard to understand how Dunn could
coherently claim that a purely first-person point of view is wholly non-observational.

Dunn could easily reply that, even though evidence concerning the external world is
obviously relevant to answering question (B2) (and, therefore, (B3)), no reason has been
provided to show that gathering evidence about oneself should be relevant at all, and
this sounds like the point about transparency that Gareth Evans emphasized (Dunn
(2006), p. 39). In fact, Dunn, following up on Simon Blackburn, denounces what they
call 'the objectifying mistake,' namely, the assumption that deliberation on what to do
should mainly focus on one's many desires and the way they compete with each other,
the purpose of deliberation being to decide which of them to endorse. Christine
Korsgaard (and, in general, Kantian views about moral agency) is accused of
misunderstanding self-consciousness and deliberation in this particular way:

Korsgaard's account is striking in the way it pictures the deliberative setting:
when we deliberate about what to believe or to do, our topics of consideration
are our own psychological states - our perceptions or our desires. Now, this is
an odd idea. It doesn't seem right at all. Even if some of our evidence is about
how the world presents to us, most of it is about how the world is; and, even if
we sometimes explicitly take account of our desires when deciding what to do,
very often we focus on features of the world around us that matter to us in
some way. (Dunn 2006, p. 84)7

7 In a similar vein, "… It surely is a mistake to suppose that our desires 'fill the foreground' of practical
deliberation. For one thing, the phenomenology of reflection doesn't lend any support to the idea that we
are self-preoccupied like this as practical deliberators. The situation is at least very often as Blackburn
depicts it: we consider this and that, where this and that are the various features that weigh with us as we
try to decide what to do" (Dunn 2006, p. 89).
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Dunn stresses, however, that desires are sometimes in the foreground, mainly as we
may occasionally (or, even systematically, as happens with the perverse agent) be
pursuers of goals or desired outcomes in detriment to what we may regard as the good:

Of course, as noted at the outset, sometimes we do foreground our desires in
the premises of our practical deliberations. For example, sometimes we are
seekers of success in action who reason about how to achieve ends that we
self-ascribe… Sometimes our practical reasoning really is just about how to
achieve something that we covet. There isn't any further stretch of reflection to
be had about what we covet. (Dunn 2006, p.89)

It is in virtue of this distinction between pursuers of the good and pursuers of
goals that Dunn seeks to make room for cases of perversion and weakness of will
within his expressivist view (Dunn 2006, p. 61), a most significant issue that,
unfortunately, must be left for another occasion. And, insofar as the pursuit of goals
is presented as a kind of agency that involves some deliberation and decision-
making, it seems clear that it is a case where the agent adopts a purely first-person
point of view about herself.8 But, in such cases, deliberation trivially requires the
gathering of evidence about one's desires, whereby we may conclude that, at least
with regard to the pursuit of goals, a purely first-person point of view cannot be
consistently characterized as wholly non-observational. I will argue, however, that
gathering evidence about oneself is also of relevance to our deliberation as pursuers
of the good or, in other words, to the discernment of one's deepest values and
concerns. In fact, this is a point that Dunn, in a limited way (but explicitly), concedes
as the previous quotation continues with the following remark:

Moreover, as noted before, sometimes we also foreground our desires when we
reason about what to do as lovers of the good, because we connect the
satisfaction of a desire, or set of desires, with something we see as being of
serious worth. (Dunn 2006, p. 89)

I will argue, though, that such occasions are not really exceptional, but concern
some of our most significant projects and engagements. Let us thus examine a
significant case where the sort of self-knowledge involved seems to be placed within
a purely first-person point of view but, nevertheless, answers to the relevant (D3)
question required for a conscientious search for evidence about oneself.

3.3 Helen's Case

Dunn makes it clear, at some point, that a third party may call into question not only
those expectations that are grounded on an observational attitude, but also those that

8 Even though I have seen no place where Dunn would make this claim, it sounds like a rather
uncontroversial attribution; especially if we take into consideration that he argues that the perverse agent
regards her acts as good, not with regard to any substantive theory of the good, but in a merely formal
sense: "it is good in so far as it realizes (or conduces to the realization) of a current end-in-view. Goodness
in action, in this sense, is grounded in success in action (or the promotion thereof) with respect to a present
desire. On the other hand, to count an act as good in a serious or substantive way is to count the act as
good in terms that are independent of its being (or conducing to) the fulfillment of any current end-in-
view. Goodness in action in a serious or substantive sense is end-justifying: we justify our ends-in-view by
reference to their (in this sense) good-making features" (Dunn 2006, pp. 76–7).

Observation, Character, and A Purely First-Person Point of View 321

Author's personal copy



are implications of the agent's decisions themselves. And this is so because evidence
may lead a third party to judge a certain decision on the agent's side as misguided,
insofar as the agent may be regarded as unable to actually achieve what she intends
or even to take any relevant initiative in that direction:

When I was speaking as agent, you would show that you didn't understand my
perspective on the question of what I was going to do, if you challenged me for
my evidence about my future behavior. Even so, you could still challenge what
I say by appealing to the available evidence. Whereas you might object to my
statement of intention on the grounds that it reveals a misguided decision, you
might, instead, contest it with the claim that the evidence is against my doing
as I say I am going to. ( Dunn 2006, p. 52)

An agent's decision may thus appear as inappropriate or misguided just because it
rests on a distorted picture of her own capabilities and, in the end, of her own
character. It is thereby suggested that the gathering of evidence about one's abilities
and character may not be irrelevant to the process of deliberation in the light of
which a certain decision is made or an intention is formed. We may now shift to a
case where the search for such evidence on the agent's side is manifestly present but,
nevertheless, it seems to be placed within a purely first-person point of view. It is a
case described by David Finkelstein in his exploration of first-person authority:

Helen has a new boyfriend. After she's involved with him for a couple of months,
a friend asks her if she loves him. She replies: 'Well, I feel comfortable with him,
and I'm really attracted to him. On the other hand, I don't always like his politics,
and he talks too much about his therapy sessions. Still, he's considerate, not just
with me but with everybody -with waiters and salespeople. I admire that. And I
like the way he looks and smells. Oh, and you know how, usually, I can't stand
being around people when they're sick? When Harry had the flu, I stopped in
almost every evening after work to bring him food and check up on him. So,
yes, I suppose I love him. (Finkelstein 2003, p. 123)

It is a central claim in Finkelstein's book that first-person authority does not all
rely on gathering any evidence about oneself, but it is clear that such a kind of
evidence plays a central role in Helen's conclusion, 'So, yes, I suppose I love him.'
One might thereby conclude that this is not a case of first-person authority about
one's own attitudes. Yet Finkelstein feels reluctant to dispatch Helen's case in that
way and suggests that it should be approached as an intermediate case, whereby
first-person authority ought to be regarded as a matter of degree. To express the
latter, he rather obscurely distinguishes between leaning and resting on evidence:

We might say that her avowal leans, rather than rests squarely, on the evidence.
Thus, I do find myself wanting to say that Helen speaks with partial, or a little
bit of, first-person authority. (Finkelstein 2003, p. 125)

This conclusion is subsequently complemented with a rather surprising remark:

If her relationship with Harry flourishes, then perhaps in time she'll speak
with more of this kind of authority when she avows her love for him.
(Finkelstein 2003, p. 125)
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But how could the flourishing of Helen's relationship with Harry be connected
with her being in possession of a kind of first-authority that emphasizes the
inappropriateness of evidence? We may notice that, even though Helen concluded
with her claim 'So, yes, I suppose I love him,' she might also have resolved
otherwise, 'Yes, but I don't really love him.' The story could easily have ended both
ways, and this suggests that the force of 'so' in her conclusion is not so much that of
empirical induction, but the expression of a commitment9 regarding the kind of
attitude towards Harry that she will hereafter cultivate. And, nevertheless, there is
room for a mistake here. Her endorsement of her love for Harry may eventually turn
into a bleak relationship or, on the contrary, she may be lucky enough and her 'so'
will be followed by a flourishing of her relationship with Harry and also of her
life.10 In the former case, one may tend to think that she was misled in her way of
picturing either Harry's attitudes or her own, or else one may just accept that she
(or he) just has failed for one or another reason (including the want of permeability
on Helen's side) to live up to the demands of her commitment.

In any case, it seems clear that a purely first-person point of view is involved in
Helen's deliberation and the commitment that she finally expresses. The flourishing
itself suggests that she had, to begin with, practical authority upon her psychological
and behavioral dispositions, so that the latter were sufficiently permeable to her
endorsement of her love for Harry, at least in the circumstances that their relationship
had actually confronted. Moreover, it seems that Helen's practical authority is not
diminished, but facilitated by her ability to check her behavior and gestures in order
to determine whether she feels really attracted to Harry, for, otherwise, she might
easily fall prey to fantasy. And, in this respect, the most emphatic (and sincere)
declaration of love wouldn't do, since, quite often, it would come up as an
unconscious effort to counterbalance a sensed tendency to take a distance. So, it
seems that, if there is something that deserves to be called a purely first-person point
of view with regard to complex intentions, desires, or commitments like loving
someone, this cannot hang on the fact that gathering evidence about oneself is
irrelevant or even inappropriate. I do not think, on the other hand, that Helen's case
could reasonably be classified as merely exceptional, for it seems to bring out how,
concerning any serious matter, exploration of one's responses to certain situations is
most relevant if the flourishing of one's projects and engagements is at all to be
expected. And here one should distinguish between the fact that Helen need not
consult any specific evidence to determine whether she has acquired the

9 Bernard Williams explores the notion of acknowledgment in an attempt to articulate a reasonable view
about what may count as an authentic life: “A relevant notion here is acknowledgement. Someone may
come to acknowledge a certain affiliation as an identity, and this is neither a mere discovery nor, certainly,
a mere decision. It is as though he were forced to recognize the authority of this identity as giving a
structure and a focus to his life and his outlook. There are circumstances in which what was earlier a mere
recognition of fact may come to compel acknowledgement, as when many assimilationist Jews in the
1930s came to acknowledge a Jewish and perhaps a Zionist identity under the thought that there was no
way in which without evasion they could go on as though it made no difference that they were Jewish
people" (Williams 2002, p. 203; my emphasis). I regard this notion as quite appropriate to express the kind
of commitment Helen's last sentence may be interpreted to involve. For further elaboration of this notion
of acknowledgment, see Corbí (2010, part II).
10 In either case, there will be some pressure in the direction of a certain counterfactual situation, namely,
whether rejection of her love for Harry would have eventually had a positive effect on her life.
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commitment to cultivate her relationship with Harry and the fact that specific evidence
needs to be gathered (including evidence about her own attitudes and responses) in the
process of deliberation that may eventually lead to such a commitment. Evidence in the
latter case is essential to lessen the degree of uncertainty concerning any such
commitments as to whether her psychological and behavioral dispositions should be
permeable enough to her decision, so that she might live up to its demands and her
relationship with Harry eventually might flourish.

We may thereby conclude that a purely first-person point of view cannot be
reasonably approached as wholly non-observational, given that the gathering of
evidence about oneself plays a crucial role in the deliberative process that may lead
to one or another answer to a certain (D2) question and, consequently, to the
corresponding (D3) question. It seems, then, that claims [FP1] and [FP2] are to be
regarded as inconsistent.

3.4 Beyond A Pure, Detached Observer

Once the need for observation has been highlighted, one may easily interpret such an
inquiry in the light of the model of a pure, detached observer. In fact, this model
seems to lie behind Dunn's sharp distinction between the observational and the
deliberative attitudes towards oneself, for only on the assumption that observation is
deprived of any practical significance and must be carried out by abstracting away
from one's features of character can Dunn (and many others)11 intelligibly claim that
observation plays no role in the deliberative transforms that constitute a purely first-
person point of view. Dunn has, nevertheless, a number of serious reasons to depart
from such a model and, as a result, be in a position to deny [FP2].

First of all, there is his defense of the idea that a psychological state may have a
dual direction of fit, as happens with evaluative beliefs (Dunn 2006, p. 19–30) Yet,
once such a possibility is granted, a specific reason is needed to rule out that some
perceptual states might also have a dual direction of fit and, thereby, that we might
move away from the 'detached' part of the traditional model. It seems to me that no
such specific reason is to be found in Dunn's book.12 But, secondly, it is central to
Dunn's approach that (D2) and (D3) (or (B2) and (B3)) are deliberative transforms of
each other, whereby they are transparent to each other, even though a difference in
focus may be in order: what lies at the center of the scene in one case is displaced to
the background in the other, and vice versa. This implies that the distinction between
figure and ground (quite a perceptual one) should be granted and, thereby, the idea
that one can't but look at the world from a certain perspective, whereby the 'pure'

11 See Moran (2001) and Finkelstein (2003) for a similar assumption.
12 There is no much talk in Dunn's book about perception. In fact, he wants his use of 'observational' to be
uncommitted as to whether it amounts to 'perceptual' or not: “In these terms, my first-person knowledge
that I am in pain, in such a case, is observational just in that it is evidential. It is left open whether such
phenomenological self-knowledge (which may be said to be based on introspective evidence) is perceptual
or quasi-perceptual” (Dunn 2006, pp. 37–8). It is quite surprising that such a significant matter should
only deserve this short remark in a footnote. It is clear to me, however, that at least some types of
observation essentially involve perception and also that perception is a privileged locus for the contrast
between figure and ground, so essential to Dunn's view. This is why I talk relentlessly of perception and
not only of observation. Yet, if some people would rather stick to Dunn's alleged neutrality on this matter,
they might easily restate my references to perceptions in terms of observation.
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portion of the traditional model is also challenged. Now the question remains as to
the role that one's character may play in the articulation of any such perspective.

There may certainly be a strong temptation to conceive of the agent's relation to
her own character as either that of a pure, detached observer or as that of a merely
committed and practical agent, as if there were no room in between. But in either
case there seems to be no clear way in which an agent's character could contribute to
fixing a certain perspective upon oneself, for a pure, detached observer is assumed to
abstract away from any specific feature of their character, whereas a purely
committed one is dispossessed of any epistemic virtues. Yet, once we grant that,
regarding evaluative beliefs, the distinction between figure and ground is
indispensable to understanding the corresponding deliberative transforms, there is
no reason why observations could not also be regarded as both perspectival and
committed. But it is not only that they could, it is rather that they must, at least if we
are to acknowledge that certain evidence regarding 'Is p good?' may be relevant to
the manifestly practical question 'Am I to desire p?' so that the former could appear
as a deliberative transform of the latter, for it is constitutive of a pure, detached
observer that her deliverances are by themselves deprived of any practical import
and, consequently, if evidence for 'Is p good?' were interpreted in that manner such a
question could hardly be of any significance to the practical question 'Am I to desire
p?' and, therefore, the former could not be regarded as a deliberative transform of the
latter. In fact, departure from the model of a pure, detached observer seems to be
explicitly defended by Blackburn in a text that Dunn approvingly quotes:

… crucially mistakes the process of deliberation. Typically, in deliberation
what I do pay attention to are the relevant features of the external world: the
cost of the alternatives, the quality of food, the durability of the cloth, the fact
that I made a promise. I don't also pay attention to my own desires… My own
concerns and dispositions determine which features I notice and how I react to
them. If I am a miser, the cost takes my attention; if I am a gourmet, the quality
of food does; if I am prudent, the durability of the cloth; if I am not a knave,
the fact of the promise. If I am extravagant, or a glutton, or concerned only
with my appearance today, or if I am knave, none of these features presents
itself as important… Deliberation is an active engagement with the world, not
a process of introspecting our own consciousness of it. (Blackburn 1998, p.
253–4; quoted by Dunn 2006, p. 86)

In the light of this, Helen's narrative should cause no trouble to either Dunn or
Blackburn. For, as Blackburn puts it, "when we desire, aspects of the situation
present themselves as affective or attracting” (Blackburn 1998, p. 255). And a
consequence of this is that we can read back our desires from what we feel actually
attracted by in a number of different situations ("But if we remember that, properly
speaking, desires are read back from our real, heterogeneous concerns, then
everything looks different…” (Blackburn 1998, p. 255)), and this seems to be the
line of reasoning that Helen has actually undertaken in order to ascertain whether she
really loves Harry.13 What about Dunn's position? It is clear that Helen's case counts

13 And seems to grant this point as well, at least insofar as the pursuit of the good is concerned (see Dunn
2006, pp. 86–7).
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as one of those cases that "… explicitly take account of our desires when deciding
what to do” (Dunn 2006, p. 88) and, more specifically, as a case where we "…
foreground our desires when we reason about what to do as lovers of the
good”(Dunn 2006, p. 89). So, it seems that it is only from the perspective of one's
own projects and engagements, skills and dispositions, that some bits of evidence
may constitute a 'gestalt,' that is, shape a figure against a ground in the light of which
Helen may feel inclined to respond to the question 'Am I to love him?' in a certain
way (Williams 2002, Chap. 8; Corbí 2010; Corbí forthcoming, Chaps. 4 and 6). This
'feeling inclined to' is, as we have seen, answerable to reason and, nevertheless,
involves some sort of practical necessitation. Some may find this concept quite
controversial insofar as it brings together two incompatible kinds of necessity. It
certainly goes beyond the reach of this paper to examine this issue in some detail.
Let me just mention, in this respect, two fundamental (and closely interlocked)
worries that may be raised and suggest how they relate to the previous discussion.

Some might thus object (a) that the notion 'feeling inclined to' seems to appeal to
the experience of an impulse and impulses are essentially blind, whereas it is unclear
how they could be answerable to reason; and (b) that experience of an impulse
would, in any case, be relative to the agent's idiosyncrasy and, consequently, it is
hard to see how any such experience could be of any epistemic value at all to track
the world as it is, independent of us. Objection (a) certainly presupposes that, if a
psychological state is experienced as an impulse (i.e., has a world-to-mind direction
of fit), then it must be blind (i.e., it can't have a mind-to-world direction of fit). No
matter how deeply ingrained this position may be, it is clear that it could not
coherently be endorsed by Dunn, for it is central to his expressivist view about value
that there is no overall reason why a single psychological state could not have a dual
direction of fit. And, regarding (b), I have argued that, if the distinction between
figure and ground is to be present in the gathering of evidence, we must allow for a
variety of perspectives from which to look at a certain situation and thereby
renounce the idea of an absolutely privileged one with regard to which any other
perspective should appear as partial or idiosyncratic. As a result, the question will
not be so much whether a certain view is perspectival, but whether a certain
perspective is the relevant one to adopt in a given case or, more exactly, what the
virtues and shortcomings of each perspective might be. At this stage, the fact that an
agent should rely on some features of her character to examine a certain matter will
no longer appear as necessarily distorting or misleading. Whether any given feature
may ultimately be distorting (or instead revealing and illuminating) to the purposes
of a certain inquiry will thus depend on the details of the particular case and,
consequently, require specific motivation.

4 To Sum Up

In the light of his expressivist view about value, Dunn distinguishes between an
observational and a deliberative attitude towards oneself; whereas the former
involves the gathering of some evidence about oneself, the latter is claimed to
constitute a purely first-person point of view, where observation plays no role and is,
consequently, characterized as wholly non-observational. More specifically, a purely
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first-person point of view is presented as a perspective where (D1)-(D3) (and (B1)-
(B3)) appears as deliberative transforms of each other, and such that an agent's
response to any such question is constitutively practical (i.e., [FP1]). Dunn takes it
that, within this perspective, a certain kind of self-knowledge is acquired with regard
to which collecting evidence about oneself is manifestly irrelevant, or even
inappropriate (i.e., [FP2]). It has been argued, however, that these two claims (i.e.,
[FP1] and [FP2]) are ultimately inconsistent, and also that [FP2] can coherently be
dropped once the model of a pure, detached observer is equally dismissed.

For this purpose, I have distinguished between (a) the claim that an agent may
have a wholly non-observational (insofar as no specific assembling of evidence may
be required for that purpose or, more exactly, appeal to specific evidence appears as
utterly inappropriate) knowledge of what her answer is to a particular deliberative
question, and (b) the claim that the answer itself could be the result of a process of
deliberation where evidence about oneself should play no role. It is only claim (b)
that I have challenged. I take it that my line of reasoning, far from undermining
Dunn's expressivist view about value, may serve to enhance the philosophical
breadth of his main insights on such matters.

Thus, I have argued that, insofar as an agent's psychological dispositions must be
to some degree permeable to her decisions and intentions, the issue often arises as to
whether an utterance on the side of an agent may count as an expression of a
commitment or, on the contrary, be dispossessed of the required permeability (or
practical significance) for it to be identified as such. And it is only on the basis of
evidence that an agent may ground self-ascription of those skills and capacities that
are required for her utterance to express a commitment. Moreover, there is the more
intriguing question of whether a certain commitment, like Helen's 'So, yes, I suppose
I love him,' may actually lead to a certain flourishing of her relationship with Harry
or, by contrast, turn out to be a rather misguided conclusion. But it seems that her
deliberation with regard to the question 'Do I love Harry?' must focus on those
features of him that present themselves as attracting, although, given the nature of
the case, discernment of such features is meant to elucidate her own attitude towards
him. Whenever she may have felt inclined to conclude her elucidation with the
claim: 'So, yes, I suppose I love him,' we must take it as an expression of a
commitment to cultivate her relationship with him, that is, as an answer to the
question 'Am I to love Harry?,' in the hope that the previous exploration may have
unveiled and shaped some dispositions on her side that may ultimately favor the
flourishing of her relationship with him.

It has not only been stressed that gathering evidence about oneself plays a crucial
role in a purely first-person point of view, but also that such a procedure need not be
approached in the light of the model of a pure, detached observer. On the contrary, I
have argued that an agent's character is necessarily involved in the way certain
patterns of saliency are perceived. Some may object, however, that the purely first-
person point of view thus characterized involves an attitude that has a dual direction
of fit, and also an ascription of epistemic virtues to the peculiarities of one's
character. These are vexed issues that go beyond the scope of this paper. This is why
I have just mentioned that Dunn could hardly undertake such objections, insofar as
he defends the existence of psychological states with a dual direction of fit, and his
commitment to the distinction between figure and ground seems to favor a
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perspectival approach to knowledge where an agent's character necessarily plays a
central role and, consequently, cannot be dismissed as systematically distorting or
misleading.
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