LYNN PASQUERELLA

Brentano and the Direct Attribution Theory

According to Brentano, what is characteristic of every mental activity is the re-
ference to somcthing as an object. The exact nature of the objects of our mental
activity has, however, been the subject of controversy for contcmporary philo-
sophers of mind. This controversy has been deepencd by the emergence of alter-
natives to the traditional proposition view, according to which the objects of our
mental attitudes arc propositions. One such alternative can be found in the Di-
rect Attribution theory developed by Roderick Chisholm. On the Direct Attri-
bution view, meatal attitudes involve a relation between a person and a prop-
erty. Propositional attitudes, therefore, become attributional attitudes, involving
ontologically a thinker as the subject; a property, which may be considered the
content of thought; and an intcational rclation betwcen the subject and content.
All intentional attitudes are considered to be a matter of »attributing certain
properties directly to oneself.« The advantage claimed by the Attribute view
over the Proposition view is that the former eliminatcs the need for ontological
commitment to singular propositions as the contents of monadic or rclational
singular sentences with names or indexicals to express subject terms. It also
avoids the epistemological requirement that peoplc who usc scntences that
purportedly express such propositions can dircctly grasp those propaositions,
violating any ontologically objective feature of propositions. Accompanying the
rejection of singular propositions is a rejection of individual esscnces likc
Socrateity, or the property of being me, and the property of being you. All such
propertics are supposcdly possessed necessarily and uniquely by the one who has
these properties. It is dissatisfaction with the Proposition view’s account of that
spedial case of indexical reference which is self-reference, that has led to the de-
velopment of the Attribute view.

On the Attributc view, self-referentiality is a component of the mental atti-
tude itself, not onc of the attitude’s object. This avoids the nced for any concep-
tion of the self involving awarcness of one’s own individual essence. In propos-
ing this view, Chisholm sees himself as following Brentano who maintained that,
»in thosc self-evident states of mind that ,present themselves* to us, we never
grasp any properties that arc individuating.«' Thus, Chisholm tells us, »Accord-
ing to [Brentano), any property of mine that thus presents itself to me is one
which, thcoretically at least, can be cxemplified in scveral differcnt things at
once.«* Indecd, if we look closely at Chisholm’s theory of Direct Attribution, we
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may comc to sec Chisholm as engaged in what might be called a Brentanian enter-
prise - a task involving morc than simply interpreting and seeking to understand
what Brentano has said, but going further in endeavoring to tell us what Bren-
tano might have said. This enterprise is marked by the devclopment of a doc-
trine suggested by Breatano in his final theory of sensation to all other types of
thinking. In the process, Chisholm hopes to make clear the sense in which
Brentano was correct in considering the self as a part of every mental attitude.

In what follows, I shall elucidate the relationship between the Direct Attribu-
tion theory and Brentano’s final theory of semsation, and consider a recent
challenge by Hector Castaiieda, that while the Brentanian-Chisholmian account
is exemplary in dcaling with tacit self-refercace at the level of unreflective con-
sciousncss, that the theory needs to be developed cven further to be adequate to
those cases of self-reference involved in reflective consciousness.

Let us begin by turning to Brentano’s theory of sensation. According to
Brentano, every mental act, including acts of sensing, has within it a conscious-
ness of itself. Thus, every act of sensing has a double object: an external object
and an inner object. Consider an act of hearing, An act of hearing has the sound
as its external object and the mental phenomenon in which the sound is heard
as the inner objcct. Aristotle bad said that the latter is apprehended only inci-
dentally or sccondarily as something additional. Following Aristotle, then,
Brentano refers to the mental phenomenon in which the sound is hcard as the
secondary object and the sound as the primary object.

Brentano maintains that the proccss which scnsing involves might also be un-
derstood by appcal to the distinction between two modes of prescntation - pre-
sentation in modo recto and presentation in modo obliquo. By way of illustra-
tion, he offers the following:

There are various modes of presentation, and, in particular, there is a difference between that

which is presented in recso and that which is presented in obliguo. If, for example, I think of

someone who loves, I think not only of the onte who loves but also of something clse which is
loved by him, and I think of this second thing in modo obliquo. The same thing occurs with
regard to sensing in so far as we sense ourselves as sensing beings.

In the earlicr doctrine of scasation sct forth by Brentano in the Psychology, he
proposcd that every mental activity is related to itself as an object, not directly,
but indircctly, in modo obliquo. The mental act of hearing is related to sound as
an object in modo recto or directly, and has itself as an indircct object in modo
obliquo. Furthermore, thc mentally active subject is an object of sccondary refer-
ence regardless of what is referred to as the primary object.

But in Brentano’s final theory of sensation presented in Sensory and Noetic
Consciousness he asks us to consider the following possibility: »We, as sensing
beings, arc the only things that are sensed in recto while our external objects arc
sensed solcly in obliquo.«* This new way of looking at sensing may be scen as a
mirror-image of the earlier doctrine set forth in the Psychology. Brentano is now
entcrtaining the possibility that the subject is the direct object of sensing and
the external sensc quality is the indirect object. It is the sensing being, not that
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which is sensed, which is the direct object. We apprehend a scnsc-quality by ap-
prchending oursclves dircctly. Brentano adds,

Strictly speaking, then, we would not be dealing with a double perception, but with a unitary

ane, the self-perception, the inner-perception, which allows us, at the same time, to present

external objects in modo obliquo as our phenomena, and therefore, in modo obliquo.

The advantage of this interpretation, Brentano points out, is that the external
object, in this case, is affirmed only as phcnomenal »regardless of the fact that it
may later on lead to the affirmation of the external object as actually existing.«®
If T have as a direct object of scnsing, myself as cxpericncing a sound, then cven
though the sensing will be directly evident to mc, I am not thereby committed to
the existence of the sense-quality which is the sound, any more than onc who
judges that someonc affirms the existence of God is thereby committed to af-
firming God’s existcace. Thus, according to Brentano's final vicw of sensation,
to say that »a phenomenon exists« in the strict sense should be understood as
cxpressing, »somcone who experiences a phcnomenon exists«.” The advantage
of simplicity Brentano saw in looking at mattcrs this way is that in scnsing we
are committed ontologically only to the subject (the thinker) and the subject’s
mental states.

Whilc it is not clear that Brentano ever fully embraced this final doctrine of
sensation, it is quitc suggestive in terms of the problem of objcctive reference.
In extending it to all other types of thinking, Chisholm attempts to show that the
most plausible solution to the problem of how it is possible for one thing to direct
its thoughts on another is one that involves the person him or hersclf as the pri-
mary object of all intcntional attitudes. Our reference to all other things is by
way of reference to ourselves.

Let’s move on then to consider in greater detail the theory of objective refer-
cnce proposed by Chisholm. As we'’ve scen, on Chisholm’s account of objective
reference, every intentional attitude involves directly attributing or believing cer-
tain properties »directly of onesclfe. In putting forth his views, Chisholm takes
the following as an undcfincd locution:

»The property of being F is such that X believes it dircctly of Y«

He goes on to add that,
For every X and every Y, if X believes being F directly of Y, then Y is identical
with X.

Thus, according to Chisholm, every act of thinking includes a direct attribution
or attribution in modo recto to oneself. Further, it is assumed one can dircetly
attribute properties only to onesclf. Suppose I now belicve that I am sitting, The
mental act of believing is not dirccted upon the first-person proposition that I
am sitting. Rather, it is directed upon myself as an objcct and a property as the
content. In this case, 1 self-attribute the property of sitting. It does not follow
from this, however, that I believe myself to have the property of sitting. This is
an important point for onc might be tempted to reject at the outset any account
of believing that requires us to have a concept of properties. After all, isn’t it
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unreasonable to expect of the barber next door that in order for him to believe
he is sitting that he has the conccpt of the property of sitting and that when he
thinks he is sitting he goes through the process of attributing this property to
himself in such a way that he believes himself to have the property of sitting.
Chances are, he’s never even wondered whether there are such things as prop-
crties, so how can the Direct Attribution theory account for his act of believing
himself to be sitting? And what about those nominalists who rejcct propertics
altogether? Certainly in believing themsclves to be sitting, they do not believe
themsclves to have the property of sitting. To recognize that on the Direct At-
tribution theory, I do not need to have a concept of propertics, or to believe
that there are such entitics really existing in order to attribute a property (o my-
self, we need only to compare the Attributc theory with the Propositional ac-
count of objective reference. According to the Proposition view, if I belicve that
I am sitting, 1 accept a proposition denoted by the that-clause, that I am sitting.
This, however, docs not imply that in order to believe I am sitting, and so accept
the proposition that 1 am sitting, I must have a conccpt of a proposition.

Further, it should not be thought that in order to attribute a property directly
to onesclf that one thereby nceds to have a concept of onesclf. It is not neces-
sary to have a concept of scif at all in order to be ablc to believe oneself to have
a ccrtain property.

What happens now, when my belief is a belicf about somcone other than my-
sclf? Suppose, for cxample, I believe you 1o be sitting. In this casc there is a
property I believe directly of me and this property is one that relates me just to
you. Because attributing a propcrty to ancther thing involves attributing a prop-
erty to oncsclf, beliefs about others arc said to be cases of indirect attribution. In
this casc one attributes a property to oneself in recto and to anothcer in obliquo.
How is this possible? If I believe you to be sitting, something like the following
situation would take placc. Suppose I am talking to you and you are the only per-
son in the room who just presented a paper. The property of talking to the only
person in the room who just presented a paper and with a person who is sitting
is a property that I attribute dircctly to myself, Presumably there are many dif-
ferent ways in which, by referring dircctly to myself, 1 may refer indircctly to
you. Any onc of thesc ways is sufficient to pick you out.

According to Chisholm then,

x believes being F indirectly of y = Df. There is a relation R such that (a) X bears Ronly to y

and (b) the attribute of bearing R to just one thing and to a thing that is F is one that x belie-

ves directly of x.

Unlike direct attribution, indircct attribution can involve attributing propertics
to others, However, it is not exclusive to others, since one may indircctly at-
tribute propertics to oncself if, say, one is unawarc that the person onc is re-
ferring to is onesell. Therefore, Chisholm defines x belicves y to be F as cither
(a) x belicves being F directly of y or (b) x believes being F indircctly of y.

L]
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With this brief introduction to Chisholm’s theory of objcctive refercnce, we can
go on (o consider a rccent objection by Castaicda, that whilc this theory can
adequatcly explain sclf-reference in unreflective consciousness, it necds to be
extended further to account for self-reference in reflective consciousness. In or-
der to understand Castaiieda’s objection fully, we might first distinguish various
levels of self-awarencss or self-consciousness.

According to Brentano, there is a two-fold way in which somcthing, including
the self, may be said to be an object of awarencss. One may be aware of objccts
explicitly and distinctly or implicitly and indistinctly. He points out that,

If one hears a chord and distinguishes the notes which are contained in it, then one has a direct

awareness of the fact that he hears it. But if onc does not distinguish the particular noles,

then one has only an indistinct awareness of them. In such a case, he does hear them together
and he is aware of the whole which is the hearing and to which the hearing of each particular
note belongs; but he does not hear the whole in such a way that he distinguishes cach of its
parts. Particular hearings of particular notes are contained in the whole and he does not dis-

tinguish them.” i
Applying this distinction between explicit or distinct awarencss and implicit or
indistinct awarencss to the sclf, Breatano says,

If a person feels pain, thea he is aware of himself as one that fecls the pain. But perhaps he

does not distinguish the substance, which here feels pain, from the accident by means of

which the substance appears to him.'
These types of expericnces involving implicit sclf-awarencss are to be contrasted
with cases in which the person’s indistinct awareness of the sclf is replaced by a
distinct awareness of the sclf as that which thinks, cxperiences, judges, loves,
hates, and which underlics all these changes in accidents. In fact, it is a resuit of
the frequent changes in our mental expericnces that we arc lead to a distinct
awarcness of the self as that which gives unity to these various expericnces.

Brentano maintains that it is only because this same substance which underlics
all of the expcriences which are in inocr perception is capable of having an aware-
ness of itsclf, that we call it a self. A substancc may be called a self according to
Brentano, »only when it has a cognition which pertains to itsclf«."

It may be, says Brentano, that animals have only an indistinct self-awarencss.
Nevertheless, they have a sclf-awareness. It is at this level of awarcness, argues
Castaiicda, that Chisholm’s analysis is most useful. Castaiieda views the distinc-
tion between what he calls »cognitive unreflective consciousness« at this level and
»cognitive reflective consciousness or self-consciousncss« that occurs when onc
has a distinct and explicit awarencss of the self as of thc utmost importance, and
wants (o allow that the complexity of the latter may requirc several more distinc-
tions within the level itself. The basic differcnce betwecn the two levels is that ex-
pericnces in cognilive reflective consciousncss secm to be »I unificd« in a way
that those in cognitive unrcflective consciousness arc not. As Castaiieda points
out, »the sclf-ascription« or self-attribution »posited by the attribute view is
préscnt in all episodcs of consciousness«.'? He says,”
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To think of x or that p is to relate oneself to x or that p, but at one level this is trivial, just as
one relates onesclf to a chair that onc kicks or sits on. Here is a self component all right, but
there is no self-reference. In thinking, besides creating a relation, one atmributes 1o oneself a
property, and this oneself is not an [, or an cgo, but simply the very same massive infinitely-
properticd entily that others see as making noises or kicking chairs.... This view is nicely Fich-
tean in a moderate scnse: all consciousness is diffusely self-consciousness, and all reference is
tacit self—rel'ercnce.n

The rcal difficulty for Chisholm’s analysis, according to Castaiieda, results from
considering cascs of reflective sclf-consciousness or what Breatano referred to
as cascs of explicit and distinct awareness of the self. In such cases, it would
seem that we have the sclf as the content of thought and not simply as a part of
the act of thinking. Here we have a genuinc self-refercnce. Castaiicda presents a
particularly clever and interesting illustration of the difficulty in the form of a
story called »Gaskon’s Latest Adventure«. The story is this:
Gaskon has recently moved into his fully mirrored mansion, with walls covered with different
types of mirrors. Two evenings ago some of the most charming and creative philosophers
surprised him with a most pleasurable entertainment. They talked about self-identity, self-re-
cognition, and they took full advantage of the mirrors and arranged and re-arranged them to
illustrate different types of epistemic situations. After seeing cverybody out, or so Gaskon
thought, he tumed arcund and saw as if in a drcam a man who looked like a cross between
John Perry and David Kaplan, yet he felt as if he were looking at himself; Gaskon even
thought quickly of some movies where a character talks to his inner self both played by James
Stewart — or was it Cary Grant? They were staring at each other; then Gaskon heard himself
in the mirror saying: »You and I are very different types of persons; we have differcnt tastes
in metaphysics.« lle recognized his voice. The staring continued as painful as the cnveloping
silence. Then Gaskon blinked, and the truth dawned upon him. In fact, his friends had arranged
a recording to sound out at a particular time.™

In a letter describing this most intcresting experience, Gaskon writes,

It was unnerving. There 1 ovas ostensibly telling myself that | was different from myself. I real-
ize now that for a moment I believed that 1 thought that / was not identical with me.

Inreflecting upon this story, one may suspect that Castaiicda’s Gaskon has com-
mitted what Chisholm has referred to as the »reporting fallacy« or the »fallacy
of literal interpretation« in describing his expericacces. This fallacy is committed
whenever onc, in giving an indircct report of an intcational attitude, takes the
actual contcnt of the attitude to be that which is reported, as in »Columbus be-
lieved the land we call ,Cuba‘ was in the West Indies«. Hence, it must be that Co-
lumbus knew about Cuba. But how could he since it wasn’t yct Cuba?

Onc might have similar doubts about whether Gaskon, in this case, really be-
lieves himself to not be idcntical with himself even if the experience was reportcd
assuch. Even if the content of Gaskon's belicf is something different from what is
rcported, however, we do scem to have a case here where the self is referred to ex-
plicitly and distinctly and is, in fact, a part of the content of thought. If Chisholm
were to admit singular properties or individual essences such as the property of
being mc into his ontology, then we could say that Gaskon directly attributes to
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Gaskon the property of not being Gaskon, which is quite diffcrent, of course, from
the property of being self-identical. Yct Chisholm rejects these propertics even
though there do scem to be many occasions on which reflective individuals reflect
on themselves.

Two questions arise at this point, then. First, if explicit awarcness or conscious-
ness of the self docs not involve awareaess of some individual essence on Chis-
holm’s view, what does this expcrience involve? Second, how can this experience
be incorporated into the theory of Dircct Attribution if it isn't alrcady included?
In response to the first question, Chisholm would agree with Castadicda that we
may distinguish various levels of consciousness.'® Scnsitive consciousncss would
stand at the bottom of the hierarchy, followed by cognitive unreflective con-
sciousness and finally cognitive reflective consciousness, which itself may con-
tain several levels. On Chisholm’s view, the lowest level would involve cascs
where one directly attributes a property and so wherc there is a property such
that one believes it directly of onesclf. Yet in these cases, onc need not have
acquired a concept of onesclf in order to dircctly attribute such propertics as
being sad, or being hungry, or being in pain.

In having a belief about oneself at this Icvel, unlike having a belicf about some-
one clse, one is not required to be able to individuate or identily oncself as a
sclf. In thinking about somconc clse, I must first be able to pick out that person
by means of some special relation, but I don’t need to pick mysclf out in the same
way in order to dircctly attribute a property to myself at this level.

In the lower levels of consciousness there is no explicit or distinct conscious-
ncss of the self which would be expressed as »1 am sad«, »I am hungry« or »I am
in pain« by thosc baving these expericnces, cven if they could cxpress their cx-
periences. Nor is it required that those having these experiences be able to have
a concept of sadness, hunger, or pain. What is experienced, if it could be ex-
pressed, would amount to »There is a sad-one«, »There is a hungry-one«, or

"»There is onc in pain«. The self is a part of these experiences, but as Brentano
suggests, only in an implicit and indistinct way.

A second stage of self-consciousness for Chisholm, involves consciousness at
the level of indirect attribution. This type of awarencss might come aboul in situ-
ations where onc makes a direct attribution of some property such as the prop-
crty of being fed by something or someone, and in the process indircctly attrib-
utes to another the property of feeding something or someonc. This process in-
volves making a distinction bctween two things - onc feeding, the other being
fed. If, in doing so, one dircctly attributes the property of diversity or being
other than the one who is fceding, one comes closer to the concept of the self as
a self than the simple expcricnces of sensitive consciousness.

A third stage, Chisholm suggests, might bc one in which instcad of dircctly at-
tributing being sad to onesclf and dircctly attributing being hungry to oncsclf,
one attributes being sad and hungry to oncself. Therc is a unity to these distinct
expericnces in this case, but one is not yet aware that the unity is provided by
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the sclf, and so one has not yet identified the onc who is sad with the one who is
bungry.

Finally, there is the stage at which one sees that the onc who is sad is the one
who is hungry. This distinct awareness of the self arrives when as Breatano
points out, »one grasps this substance as that which permancntly underlics this
change and which gives unity to its manifold character.«'’” This expericnce does
not involve the grasping of any individual essence according to Chisholm. Rather,
it involves identifying the subject which underlies two different expericnces as
the same subject. It is not casy to sce, Chisholm claims, what more sclf aware-
ness could be said to involve unless we are referring to self-awarcaess or con-
sciousaess in the cxtended sense of being awarc of one’s motivations, limi-
tations, and talents.

Let’s move on to our second question, then. Can the Direct Attribution theory
capturc the sclf as a part of the content of belicving as would seem necessary in
certain cascs of reflective self-consciousness? Consider the lower level experi-
ence »There is someone who is sad«. On the Direct Attribution theory this be-
comes »x directly attributes the property of being sade. Now compare this with
the higher lcvel experience »f am the one who is sad«. In this case, too, x di-
rectly attributes the property of being sad. How is the »1«, which seems to be a
part of the content of some experiences at a higher level captured on this ac-
count? Well, in this case we could add, »x directly attributes the property of
being sad and x directly attributes the property of being the one who is sad«..
But now consider the following cxperience: »I need to stop myself from fecling
sad«. Must we add another level of sclf-consciousness to deal with this experi-
ence? Perhaps, since it is not clear how Chisholm’s analysis can explain such an
cxpericnce. It’s worth noting at this point, though, that in attcmpting to deter-
mine how the concept of the sclf might be included in the conteat of thought, we
need to discover figst the experience which gives rise (o this concept, and exactly
what this concept involves. Discovering this and capturing it in the content of
belief on the propositional account scems no less difficult a task than for the
Attribute theory. This is a worthy challenge, but certainly not one exclusive to
Chisholm’s account of objective reference. If, as Chisholm and Breatano have sug-
gested, however, our intentional acts are such that it is evident to us that we
perform them, then the awareness of the subject is an cssential part of every
such act.
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