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Abstract: This paper is concerned with the problem of self-identification in the
domain of action. We claim that this problem can arise not just for the self as object, but
also for the self as subject in the ascription of agency. We discuss and evaluate some
proposals concerning the mechanisms involved in self-identification and in agency-
ascription, and their possible impairments in pathological cases. We argue in favor of a
simulation hypothesis that claims that actions, whether overt or covert, are centrally
simulated by the neural network, and that this simulation provides the basis for action
recognition and attribution.

In this paper we will be concerned with the problem of self-identification as it

arises in the domain of action, which we will take to include both overt and covert

or simulated actions.

Talk of a problem of identification presupposes a contrast set, and the possibility

that, in seeking to identify one self, one picks out something in the contrast set

instead. With self-identification, two contrast sets must be considered: the world at

large and the set of other selves. The problem of self-identification therefore

divides into two sub-problems: self-world discrimination and self-other discrimin-

ation. We focus here on the latter problem. Our first aim is to show that there is a

problem of self-other discrimination. Our second aim is to discuss and evaluate some

proposals concerning the mechanisms involved in self-identification and in agency-

ascription, and their possible impairments in pathological cases.

In the first section, we will examine some of the reasons why philosophers have

paid little attention to the problem of self-other discrimination, and investigate the

conditions under which this problem can arise. In section 2, we will concentrate

on the identification of the self as a physical body. In section 3, we will present

evidence that we are able to perceive the intentions of others. This will involve the

idea of shared representations of actions, the nature and format of which we will
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discuss. We consider possible mechanisms underlying self-other discrimination and

the attribution of actions and intentions to their authors. Two hypotheses will be

presented for self-identification: the central monitoring hypothesis and the

simulation hypothesis. In section 4, we will investigate how impairments of these

mechanisms may underlie some pathological conditions involving misattributions

of actions and intentions. The final section summarizes our findings and our

arguments for the claim that the problem of self-identification does arise, not just

for the self as object, but also for the self as subject.

1. Self-other distinction: Is there really a problem?

A number of contemporary thinkers acknowledge that when I judge ‘I think X’, I

may be mistaken about X and thus that the mind is not wholly transparent of itself.

But they maintain, with Descartes, that when I judge ‘I think X’, I cannot be

mistaken about who the subject of the thought is. Judgements of this kind are said

to be immune to error through misidentification, because they are identification-

free. As Shoemaker puts it: ‘One refers to oneself, and ascribes properties to oneself

without having to identify as oneself anything that is presented to one’ (1996,

p. 196). The problem of self-identification can therefore only arise for those forms

of self-ascription that are not identification-free. We claim that the self-ascription

of agency is not identification-free.

For the Cartesian, the problems of the external world and of other minds

were the price of certainty about the self. Kant, on the other hand, argued that

a condition of self-consciousness is a capacity to distinguish between self and

world, to think of at least some of one’s experiences as experiences of objects

existing independently of being experienced. Strawson then (1959, 1966)

argued that, for one’s experience to meet this condition, one must be aware

of oneself as a physical object located in space, whose experiences are deter-

mined at least in part by where in space one is. A further thought, implicit in

Strawson’s argument, is that awareness of oneself as a physical entity located in

space and with experiences determined at least in part by where in space they

are located, requires the capacity to actively move through space. If our spatial

viewpoint were fixed, we would not have the idea of places other than those

we are perceptually related to; we would not have the idea of things existing

unperceived in parts of space where we are not located. And if we were only

passively moved though space, we wouldn’t be in a position to distinguish

between changes in our experiences that are simply a consequence of our

having changed places—position-changes—and changes in our experience cor-

responding to actual changes in the world—state changes. As argued by

Poincaré (1907), what distinguishes the two kinds of experiences is that

experiences of position-changes, but not experiences of state-changes, can

normally be reversed by making compensatory movements that replace us in

the initial situation. According to him, it is by trial and error that we come to
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learn which voluntary movements can compensate for which changes and thus

acquire a representation of space. If we were only passively moved, there

would be no guarantee that we would have a sufficient experience of

reversibility to construct a representation of space. Indeed, an individual who

spent all his life being passively moved in a straight line would not even

experience reversibility.

In sum, self-consciousness requires the objectivity condition, which requires the

agency condition, i.e. awareness of oneself as an agent.1 Once it is accepted that self-

consciousness involves being able to think or at least be sensibly aware of oneself as a

physical object among others, one form of the problem of self-identification can

arise. The bodily self is one object of experience among many. It therefore makes

sense to ask: how do I identify my bodily self? How do I discriminate it from those

sometimes very similar human bodies I also perceive2?

Although it may assuage skeptical doubts about the existence of the external

world, the Kantian move leaves intact the problem of other minds. A further

inferential move is needed, it seems, to get from the existence of other bodies to

the existence of other minds. Cartesianism assumes a fundamental asymmetry

between the way we know of our own mental states and the way we know the

mental states of others. As long as this asymmetry is in place, the self-other

distinction cannot arise as a serious philosophical problem. Yet this makes

problematic the semantics of mental state ascriptions: how can the meanings of

our mental terms and concepts be univocal if the criteria we apply in the two cases

are so different? Wittgenstein (1953) and a number of philosophers after him

argued that the criteria for the application of mental terms must be public, hence

these terms get their meaning from the publicly observable behavior of agents. This

shift towards a third-person conception of mentality has counterintuitive conse-

quences however, for it seems to imply that we know our own mental states on the

basis of our behavior.

We face a dilemma: we stick to the traditional asymmetry with its implausible

semantic consequences, or we adopt a third person perspective, at the cost of an

1 For an in-depth discussion of the various versions of the objectivity argument, see Cassam
(1997). One important distinction stressed by Cassam is between a concept version of the
objectivity argument that requires that one think of oneself as a physical object among others
and an intuitive version of this argument that requires that one be intuitively or sensibly aware
of oneself as a physical subject. There are similarly various versions of the agency argument,
i.e. the argument that links the experience of an objective world with the experience of
agency. The argument briefly outlined here and developed in Pacherie (1997) is one version
of it. For other versions, see for instance Baldwin (1995) and Russell (1995).

2 In The Blue Book, Wittgenstein (1958) distinguishes between the self as object and the self as
subject and gives as an example of a mistaken identification of the self as object the case of a
man in an accident who feels a pain in his arm, sees his neighbour’s broken arm at his side and
mistakenly takes it to be his arm. We fully agree with Wittgenstein that error through
misidentification is possible for the self as object, but we argue furthermore, against his
view, that error through misidentification can also arise for the self as subject. Two forms of
the problem of self-identification must therefore be distinguished.
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implausible conception of our knowledge of our own minds. One way out

involves rejecting the radical dualism of the Cartesian picture: mental states are

internal states whose intrinsic mental character is independent of anything external,

while human bodies are merely material objects and their behavior is intrinsically non-

intentional. On this view, what confers intentional properties on behavior are its inner

mental accompaniments and causes. Nothing intrinsic distinguishes a mere

bodily happening from a piece of intentional behavior; the difference is one

of causal antecedents. Since internal mental causes cannot be directly observed,

they must be inferred and it is always possible that the inference be incorrect.

One way to reject this picture, championed by McDowell3, involves taking the

concept of a ‘human being’ as basic, ‘as a seamless whole of whose unity we ought

not to have allowed ourselves to lose sight in the first place’ (McDowell, 1982,

p. 470). Behavior and mentality are then much more integrated and, in favorable

circumstances, the mental states of others can themselves be objects of experience.

We offer a limited defense of this approach, concentrating on one type of mental

states, namely intentions.4 The claim we want to defend is that intentions can be, at

least in some circumstances, transparent in behavior, that they can be directly observed

and do not have to be inferred from behavioral proxies. But our defense will be rather

different from McDowell’s. We will focus on the links between perception and

action, and present some empirical evidence that intentions can be perceived.

First, we need to be clear about what, on our account, it is to perceive an

intention. In the theory of perception, it is standard to distinguish primary,

secondary and reflexive awareness. When I see a tree, I am primarily aware of

the tree, only secondarily aware of myself as in front of the tree, and only

reflexively aware of myself as in a certain perceptual state, namely seeing the

tree. We claim that it is like this with the perception of intention: when Mary

watches John open the door, she is primarily aware of an intention to open the

door, rather than being primarily aware that John intends to open the door.

Similarly, when Mary herself intends to open the door, she is primarily aware of

an intention to open the door, rather than being primarily aware that she herself

intends to open the door. Let us call this awareness of an unattributed or ‘naked’5

intention. Then our argument will proceed as follows:

(1) The intentions of others can be directly perceived;

(2) Our primary awareness of intentions, either ours or those of others, is as

naked intentions;

3 Note that, according to McDowell, this was also Wittgenstein’s view. The idea that the notion
of a ‘human being’ or a ‘person’ should be taken as primitive is also present in Strawson
(1959).

4 Another category of mental states for which McDowell’s claim appears plausible are emotions.
Whether this claim can be sustained for all types of mental states, including, for instance,
beliefs, appears more doubtful. In any case, we will not tackle these issues here but will restrict
ourselves to intentions.

5 By analogy with the phrase ‘naked infinitive’.
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(3) The channels that provide the collateral information needed to deter-

mine who the author of the intention is are not entirely reliable and

cannot be a source of identification-free first-person knowledge.

In sections 2, 3 and 4 we will review empirical results relevant to the assessment

of conditions (1)–(3). In section 5, we will argue that these conditions can and do

indeed obtain.

2. Bodily self-identification

According to standard philosophical wisdom, error through misidentification is

possible for the self as object, but not for the self as subject. We will argue that both

types of misidentifications are actually possible and that identification of the self as

subject and identification of the self as object are often interdependent. It is

therefore important to consider how we identify or recognize one physical body

as our own body (identification of the self as object). First, the matching of visual,

tactile and proprioceptive signals originating from the same body parts contributes

to an intermodal sensory image of the body. Second, our body is also an acting

body and the matching of one’s intentions with the bodily effects of self-generated

actions contributes as well to our sense of bodily ownership.

It is important to distinguish between identifying a given body (or body part) as

one’s own (bodily self-identification or recognition) and recognizing our body or

one of our body parts as having a certain property (bodily self-predication).

Deciding whether a given arm is or isn’t mine is a matter of self-identification

but deciding whether my leg is straight or bent is a matter of bodily self-

predication. Proprioception and passive touch are de facto immune to error through

misidentification. Although it seems conceivable that one could be hooked up to

other bodies in such a way that one had proprioceptive and tactile access to their

states as well, in the actual world proprioception and passive touch only carry

information about one’s own body.6 However, errors of bodily self-predication

can arise, as with the question whether my leg is really bent or whether tactile

stimulation is really applied to my hand.

In contrast, vision can carry information both about one’s own body and the

body of others. It makes sense therefore not just to ask whether the leg I see bent is

really bent but also whether this is my leg or not. As a consequence, visual

perception can mislead us in two different ways: one may mistakenly think that

6 The case of passive touch is slightly more complicated than that of proprioception, for when
we feel a tactile simulation we are aware not just of our body as being touched but of
something else that touches the body. Our point though, is that although we might be
mistaken as to the identity of the object that touches us, it is not possible to be mistaken as
to who it is that is being touched. In that sense, passive touch is also an identification-free form
of awareness of one’s body.
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one’s leg is bent as a result of having seen a bent leg, and one may mistakenly think

that a seen leg is one’s own leg. So proprioception is susceptible to error only of

self-predication while vision is subject to this error and also to error of self-

identification. Yet, despite this twofold fallibility, many experimental results stress

a prevalent role for vision over other senses in bodily self-predication and

self-recognition. For example, experiments show that where we feel (propriocep-

tively) our hand to be is determined by where we see it. Optical distortion of the

visually perceived position of a limb with respect to its felt position (e.g. by

wearing laterally displacing prisms) produces no alteration of the sense of owner-

ship: we do not come to doubt whether the hand we see is really our hand, instead

the position sense is recalibrated to conform with the visual information (Harris,

1965). This primacy of vision was confirmed in experiments using a rubber arm.

Botvinick and Cohen (1998) positioned a realistic rubber arm in front of subjects,

while their real arm, hidden by a screen, was placed aside: tactile stimulation was

applied simultaneously to the real and the rubber arms. After some time, the

subjects experienced an illusion in which they felt the touch at the locus of the

rubber arm (that they could see), not of their real (hidden) arm. In other words, the

tactile stimulus was felt where it was seen, at the expense of a distortion of the felt

position of the real arm. In addition, subjects spontaneously reported experiencing

a clear sense of ownership for the rubber arm. According to other authors who

replicated this experiment, the impression of displacement of the tactile stimulus

and the illusion of ownership disappear if the rubber arm is not properly aligned

with the subject’s body (Farné et al., 2000).

Let us examine in more detail what is going on in this experiment. Note, first,

that three types of sensory information, visual, tactile and proprioceptive, are in

play. It is important to differentiate the respective contributions of touch and

proprioception, which the verb ‘to feel’ conflates. Tactile information, by itself,

only tells us which body part is stimulated, here the arm, but it doesn’t tell us about

the position of the arm relative to the trunk. This latter information is given by

proprioception. In general, vision, however, gives us information both about the

position of our body parts and about which body part is stimulated. The sense of

ownership for the rubber arm happens as a result of the congruence of visual and

tactile information, both telling the subject that his arm is stimulated, together with

visual information about the alignment of the arm with respect to the subject’s

body, and despite the incongruence of the visual and the proprioceptive

information about the arm’s position. The relationship between bodily property-

predication and bodily self-attribution is therefore not completely straightforward.

On the one hand, the congruence of tactually based and visually based property-

predication (stimulation is applied to the arm) appears to contribute to the sense of

ownership for the arm. On the other hand, the incongruence between proprio-

ceptive and visual information about the arm position does not appear to be taken

as evidence against ownership of the arm.

However, the exploitation and comparison of sensory cues is not our only basis

for identifying a seen body or seen body parts as our own. The self is not just a
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sentient self; it is most of the time an acting self. Action-related cues also make an

important contribution to the sense of body-ownership. Moreover, the working of

those action-related cues also shows the close interplay between a sense of owner-

ship and a sense of agency. Body parts are moving with respect to one another

and with respect to external objects as the result of intentional actions. It is

common experience that our actions are readily self-attributed as a consequence

of a normally perfect correlation between their expected effects and the flow of

resulting (visual and proprioceptive) stimulation. This matching process provides

the agent of an action with the sense both that the acting body he sees is his own

(sense of ownership) and that he is causing the action (sense of agency). As is

illustrated by the famous mirror scene in the Marx Brothers’ film, Duck Soup7, an

efficient means for determining whether the body or the body parts we see are ours

is to move: if the image of a body I see in a mirror in front of me moves when I move

and the two movements are congruent, then the image must be an image of my body.

Again, however, situations may arise where this attribution becomes less than

obvious. We will now describe experiments where congruence was measured and

manipulated. Their results point to the main cues used by normal subjects to

determine both ownership and authorship.

2.1 The Nielsen’s paradigm

Nielsen (1963) designed an experiment where an alien hand is substituted for the

subject’s own; the subject is then presented with hand movements departing from

his own movements. At which point will the subject become aware of the

substitution? In the experiment, subjects were requested to draw a straight line

on a piece of paper placed in front of them. In one condition, they saw their own

hand doing the task; in another condition, they were shown the experimenter’s

hand doing the same thing at about the same time. When unbeknownst to them,

the experimenter’s hand drew a line that deviated from the requested direction, the

subjects tended to shift the trajectory of their own (unseen) hand in the opposite

direction, so as to fulfil the instruction they had received to draw a straight line.

The subjects were unaware of this deviation: when shown their deviant

performance, they tried to explain it by such factors as fatigue or inattention.

Fourneret and Jeannerod (1998) devised a slightly different version of Nielsen’s

experiment. Subjects were instructed to move a stylus with their unseen hand to a

visual target: only the trajectory of the stylus was visible as a line on a computer

screen, superimposed on the hand movement. In some trials, a directional bias (2�,
5� or 10� to the right or to the left) was introduced electronically, such that the

visible trajectory no longer corresponded to that of the hand. In order to reach the

target, the hand held stylus had to be moved in a direction opposite to the bias. In

other words, although the line on the computer screen appeared to be directed to

7 In this scene a mirror breaks, and Harpo imitates Groucho, move for move, to postpone the
discovery of the broken mirror.
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the target location, the hand movement was directed in a different direction. At the

end of each trial, subjects were asked in which direction they thought their hand

had moved by indicating the line corresponding to their estimated direction on a

chart presenting lines oriented in different directions.

This experiment revealed several important points. First, subjects accurately

corrected for the bias in tracing a line that appeared visually to be directed to the

target. This resulted from an automatic adjustment of their hand movements in a

direction opposite to the bias. Second, subjects tended to ignore the veridical

trajectory of their hand in making a conscious judgement about the direction of

their hand: instead, they tended to adhere to the direction seen on the screen and

based their report on visual cues, thus ignoring non-visual (e.g. proprioceptive)

cues. The general idea suggested by this result is that the visuomotor system is able

to appropriately use information for producing accurate corrections to reach a

target, but that this information is not accessed consciously.

The problem now would be to determine the threshold for conscious access to

the correction generation mechanism. It is conceivable that the automatic system

should not be able to produce corrections for larger and larger biases and should

break down at some point, with the consequence for the subjects of noticing errors

in their attempts at reaching the target. The effects of pushing the automatic system

to its limits was thus examined in a further experiment using the same apparatus

(Slachewsky et al., 2001). The bias that, in the previous experiment, was randomly

presented and was limited to a maximum angle of 10� to the right or to the left,

was progressively increased from trial to trial. When the bias amounted to a mean

value of about 14�, subjects changed strategy and began to use conscious monitoring

of their hand movement to correct for the bias and to reach the target. In other words,

the discrepancy between the seen trajectory and the felt trajectory became too large to

be automatically corrected, and the failure of these corrections was compensated by

conscious deviations of the hand movement in the appropriate direction.

Let us take stock. The purpose of these experiments was to investigate the types

of cues and congruence among them used by normal subjects to determine both

bodily ownership and the sense of agency. These cues are of two main kinds: on

the one hand, the awareness a subject has of what he intends to do—what we may

call the awareness of willing—and, on the other, sensory cues—in the present case

visual and proprioceptive information about the trajectory of one’s arm. One

should also distinguish three aspects or components of the experience of willing:

one may be aware that one intends to move (that-experience), one may be aware

of the goal of the movement, here reaching for a certain target (what-experience),

and finally one may be aware of more specific parameters of the movements one

intends, e.g. moving one’s arm at a certain speed along a certain trajectory

(how-experience).

What the experiments described in the previous paragraphs show is, first, that

the how-component of the experience of willing is very coarse-grained: we are

aware of some global parameters of the intended movements, but we do not

experience willing specific muscle contractions, joint torques, or movement
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velocities that are also necessary to achieve the goal. Our conscious access to our

motor processes is thus extremely limited. Second, the comparison processes

that take place during execution are mostly unconscious. What is available for

comparison with the experience of willing is mostly visual information pertaining

to the achievement or non-achievement of the goal. It is only when the discre-

pancy between visual and proprioceptive signals becomes severe that we become

aware of the proprioceptive signals. Thus, typically, when there is no serious discre-

pancy, the experience of willing gives rise both to the experience of acting—I am

causing this movement—and to the experience of bodily ownership—the effector

that is producing the movement is mine—when the agent has matching visual

information. This suggests that both the experience of willing and the experience

of acting are predominantly what-experiences and that we are mostly unaware of

the how-aspects of an action. It may be however, that proprioceptive signals

contribute to our experience of acting not by making us aware of how exactly

movements are performed, but simply by contributing to our awareness that we are

moving (see Jeannerod, 2003). In other words, it may be that they function mainly

as the reafferent sensory counterparts8 of the internally generated sense of effort and

that their main contribution is to our experience that we are acting rather than to

an experience of how we are acting.

Clearly then, the experience of acting is not infallible. However, it is interesting

to distinguish several ways in which it can go astray, and hence several kinds of

illusions it may foster. First, there may be cases where a subject is deprived of

sensory reafferences, as in the famous case reported by William James (1950) where

a patient with an anaesthetized arm is blindfolded and then asked to raise his arm,

while, unbeknownst to him, his arm is prevented to move. In the absence of

sensory reafferences, and if he has an explanation for this absence, a subject may

well interpret an experience of willing as an experience of acting. In this case, the

subject is under the illusion that he is acting: he feels as though he is doing

something when he is doing nothing. In the experiment by Fourneret and

Jeannerod (1998), the subjects experience another kind of illusion. Their

experience of acting is non-veridical not in that it tells them that they are acting

when they are not, nor in that it tells them that they are achieving their goal

(moving towards the visual target) when they are not, but in that it tells them that

the way they do it is by moving their hand in a certain direction. In other words,

they feel as though they are doing something in a certain way when actually they

are doing it in a different way. Finally, the experience of acting can also give rise to

an illusory sense of bodily ownership, when as in Nielsen’s experiment, the

matching of the willed movements with the seen movements of the hand is

good enough to be taken as evidence by the subject that the seen hand is his

own. Indeed, simply looking at a moving limb superimposed on one’s own limb

creates a strong impression of having willed this movement and of being its author.

8 That is, the sensory signals generated by the movements produced.
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Observations have been reported in amputees who experience having a phantom

limb. When their valid limb is visually transposed (by way of mirrors) to the

amputated side, and when, on being aked to try to move both arms simultaneously,

they produce movements with their valid limb, they experience a strong feeling

of voluntary movement of the phantom limb. The same happens if the visually

transposed limb is that of an experimenter (Ramachandran and Rogers-

Ramachandran, 1996). These observations are particularly interesting in that the

illusion experienced by the amputees is twofold: their experience of acting tells

them that they are moving their (amputated) arm when obviously they are not and

that the arm they see moving is theirs. As argued by Wegner (2002), these

observations reflect a tendency to perceive oneself as causally effective. When

what we see corresponds to what we were trying to do, or more precisely to

what we were aware we were trying to do, we tend to attribute the cause to

ourselves. This tendency might account for the frequent observation of over-

attribution to the self in subsequent experiments (see below).

2.2 Self-identification in the social context

Although this series of experiments based on Nielsen’s paradigm dealt with the

recognition of action and with the degree of awareness of his own movements a

subject can have, it said little about the cues that a subject can use for attributing

this action to its origin. One needs to distinguish between fallibility with respect to

what action one is performing and fallibility with respect to whether it is you or

not who are performing an action, i.e. fallibility with respect to action attribution.

Obviously, the two forms of fallibility are not unrelated; whether an action we

observe is our own presumably depends at least in part on whether we think the

movement we observe corresponds to the movement we intended to perform.

However, action attribution can be seen as a further step in self-identification,

where what is at stake is identification of one’s own self among other selves. This

problem was absent from the above experiments by Fourneret and his colleagues,

where the subject was confronted with his own performance without any hint that

the movements he saw could have been produced by another self.

In order to explore the factors involved in attributing an action to the self or to

the other, a situation was created where the subjects were shown the movements

of hands of an uncertain origin, that is, hands that could equally likely belong to

themselves or to someone else (van den Bos and Jeannerod, 2002). The experi-

mental situation involved the simultaneous presentation of two hands, one of

which was the subject’s hand, the other being an alien hand. Subjects were

instructed to explicitly determine whether or not they were the authors of the

hand movements they saw. The images of the two hands filmed by a TV camera

were displayed on a computer screen. A program made it possible to rotate the

image displayed on the screen, so that the subject could see the hands where they

were in reality (0� rotation), or rotated by 180� or 90� with respect to their actual

position. In addition, subjects were instructed on some trials to move their fingers
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during presentation of the hands. On the trials where the subject was instructed to

make a movement, the experimenter would either make the same or the alter-

native movement. At the end of the trial, the hands disappeared and an arrow

appeared on the screen pointing to a position where one of the two hands had

been. Subjects had to say ‘yes’ if they thought that the hand indicated by the arrow

was their hand and ‘no’ if they thought it wasn’t.

This experiment first allowed us to study the role of the apparent positions of the

hands in self-recognition. When the two hands visually appeared at the loci

corresponding to their real positions, subjects showed relatively little difficulty in

recognizing their own hand. However, when the apparent locations of the hands

were interchanged with respect to reality, they made attribution errors. This

confirms that the contingency between visual and proprioceptive signals plays a

role in self-recognition.

The most critical factor for correct attribution was the presence of finger

movements. When finger movements were present and these movements were

clearly attributable to the self (i.e., they differed from those of the experimenter),

no attribution errors were found. Accurate self-recognition was possible for all

orientations of the display, including the 180� rotation. In other words, when

distinctive movements are available, subjects tend to recognize actions, not just

hands. By contrast, when the two hands performed the same movements or no

movements, the contingency between visual and proprioceptive signals could not

be used and the error rate increased as a function of the degree of rotation. Finally,

when they made errors, subjects tended to misattribute the indicated hand more

often to themselves than to the other. This finding of over-attribution to the self,

which was observed in several other experiments (e.g. Daprati et al., 1997; Franck

et al., 2001), will have important implications for understanding the pattern of

misattribution in pathological conditions (see below).

Let us conclude this section with two general remarks. First, the main finding

common to the experiments reported in this section is that although several sources

of information are involved in bodily self-predication, bodily self-identification and

action attribution, their respective contributions do not carry the same weight.

Visual information very often dominates over both information delivered by other

sensory modalities and information carried by central signals. In bodily self-

predication, we tend to ascribe to our body (and body parts) the properties it is

seen to have, even when our visual perception is non-veridical and conflicts with

information from other modalities. This in turn may lead to erroneous bodily self-

identification as when one feels a sense of ownership for a rubber arm. The

dominance of visual information is not confined to the sensory sphere; it also

extends to the sphere of action. If he sees his hand moving in the intended

direction, a subject will tend to think that this is what he is doing even though

proprioceptive and central motor signals say otherwise. Or to be more precise, in

the experience of willing, information about the goal plays a much greater role

than information about motor means and, in the perceptual identification of one’s

body and its properties, visual information dominates over information from other
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sensory modalities. When the two coincide, when what you see is what you

intended to do, what they say is not easily undermined. Only when serious

discrepancies with information from other modalities arise, can these ‘recessive’

modalities make themselves heard, so to speak.

Second, as we pointed out at the beginning of this section, proprioception and

passive touch only carry information about one’s own body, whereas vision can

carry information both about one’s own body and the body of others. Thus, bodily

self-identification (and misidentification) is typically visual.9 Three kinds of visual

characteristics of a body or body part can play a role in its identification as one’s

own or not. Its general appearance (size, shape, texture, color, and so forth), its

movements and its position in the visual field. In the experiments we reported,

visual appearance was neutralized by having the subjects wear gloves. The remain-

ing cues were movements and position. The experiment in van den Bos and

Jeannerod (2002) shows the importance of movements as a negative cue. How-

ever, when this cue is in turn neutralized (no movements are performed or the

same movements are performed by both subject and experimenter), position

becomes crucial. How is visual information about position used in bodily

identification? Here it may help to distinguish between the body image, conceived

as a long-term representation of the way our various bodily segments are

connected and of the degrees of freedom of our joints, and the body schema, the

short-term, constantly updated, representation of the position of our limbs at a

given time.10 We may say that the body image translates visually as a representation

of the range of positions the various body parts can occupy in egocentric visual

space and of the ways they should be spatially related one to another. For instance,

to see our feet we typically have to look down, to see our right shoulder we should

look both to the right and somewhat down, our right arm should be seen in a

position compatible with its being attached to the right shoulder, our back and

most of our face cannot be seen without using mirrors. When we see a body or

part of a body and the only relevant information is information about position,

how do we decide whether it is ours? The results from van den Bos and Jeannerod

(2002) suggest that in such a case compatibility with the body image rather than the

more specific body schema is the crucial factor.

3. The nature of the mechanisms of self-identification

There are several ways of conceiving the mechanisms involved in self-identification.

As we shall see in this section, however, most if not all hypotheses about these

mechanisms refer to one aspect of self-identification, namely, action recognition

9 Note though that audition and haptic perception (active touch) may also involve self-
identification.

10 For more detailed characterizations of the distinction between body image and body schema,
see Paillard (1982, 1999); Cole and Paillard (1995), and Gallagher (1986).
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understood as identification of oneself as the author of the action. This predomin-

ance of action recognition over other possible cues for self-identification, which is

clearly highlighted by the above experiments, opens a number of empirical and

theoretical questions. In this section, two empirically based hypotheses of action

recognition will be described. One hypothesis relies on the idea that executed actions

generate signals that are centrally monitored and compared: action recognition arises as

the outcome of this comparison (the central monitoring theory). The other hypothesis

relies on the idea that actions, whether or not they come to execution, are centrally

simulated by the neural network, and that this simulation is the basis for action

recognition and attribution (the simulation theory). These two theories will appear to

be largely complementary, with the simulation hypothesis supplementing the central

monitoring hypothesis, and, we will argue, overcoming some of its limitations.

3.1 The central monitoring theory of action recognition

The first theory to be considered is that of a monitoring of central and peripheral

signals arising as a consequence of the execution of an action. This theory holds

that the (central) efferent signals at the origin of an action are matched with those

which result from its execution (the reafferent signals) and that this comparison

provides cues about where and when the action originated. Let us first rephrase its

basic principles. The original idea, inherited from the cybernetic era, and deeply

rooted in physiological thinking, is that each time the motor centers generate an

outflow signal for producing a movement, a ‘copy’ of this command (the ‘efference

copy’) is retained. The reafference inflow signals (e.g. visual, proprioceptive)

generated by the movement are compared with the copy so that, if a mismatch

is recorded between the two types of signals, the state of the motor centers can be

updated (Sperry, 1950; von Holst and Mittelstaedt, 1950).

More recent descriptions of this mechanism assume the existence of ‘internal

models’ where the desired state of the system is represented. Internal models can

predict the sensory consequences that should result from the execution of the

motor command. In a self-generated movement, predicted consequences are

compared with the actual sensory feedback (Wolpert et al., 1995). This model of

the control of action can be directly applied to the problem of self-identification.

Self-identification could be based on the degree of concordance between the

predicted effects of an action and its actual sensory consequences. If the concord-

ance is complete, then the executed action corresponds to the desired one and can

be automatically attributed to the self.

Neuroimaging techniques, which allow monitoring brain activity in normal

subjects, have been used in situations where the degree of concordance between

the various signals produced by a self-generated movement can be manipulated.

Consider for example a situation where a subject executes a movement and

receives a discordant visual feedback from this movement: the subject will experi-

ence a conflict between his intention and his senses, i.e. the anticipation of seeing a

certain effect as the result of his intention (e.g. his hand moving in a certain
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direction) will be contradicted by the actual feedback he will observe (several such

situations have already been described section 2). A new experiment using this

paradigm and where, in addition, brain activity was monitored by PET, was

undertaken by Farrer et al. (2003). In this study, the degree of concordance of

the visual feedback provided to the subjects about their own movements was

varied. Visual feedback could be either fully congruent with the executed move-

ments (i.e. the subject saw exactly what he did), or distorted up to the point where

the seen movements were completely unrelated to the executed ones. Thus, in the

congruent condition, the subjects were likely to feel in full control of their own

movements, whereas in the maximally distorted condition, they were likely to feel

that they were not in control, but rather being overridden by the movements of

another agent. To achieve this, subjects were instructed to continuously move a

joystick with their right hand. The hand and the joystick were hidden from

subjects’ view. Instead, the subjects saw the electronically reconstructed image of

a hand holding a joystick appearing at the precise location of their own hand.

When the subject moved, the electronic hand also moved by the same amount and

in the same direction: subjects rapidly became acquainted to this situation and felt

the movements of the electronic hand as their own. Distortions were introduced in

this system, such that the direction of the movements seen by the subjects were

rotated with respect to the direction of those they actually performed. A graded

discordance was produced by using a 25� rotation, a 50� rotation and finally a

situation where the movements appearing on the screen had no relation with those

of the subjects (they were actually produced by an experimenter). Subjects were

instructed to concentrate on their own feelings of whether they felt in control of

the movements they saw.

The results of this experiment demonstrate that a decreasing feeling of control

was associated with changes in neural activity in several specific brain areas. For the

purpose of this paper, we will concentrate on one of these areas, the inferior

parietal lobule. The reason for this choice is twofold: first, the inferior parietal

lobule is an associative region where signals relevant to our present discussion (e.g.

visuomotor and proprioceptive signals, signals related to motor commands), are

likely to be processed; and second, lesions of the inferior parietal lobule produce

pathological effects which clearly indicate its involvement in action recognition

(see Bisiach and Berti, 1987 for a review of these effects). Thus, the degree of

activation in the inferior parietal lobule (more particularly on the right side)

increased when the discordance between central signals arising from the motor

intention and visual and kinesthetic signals arising from movement execution

became larger. A possible explanation for this result is that the mismatch between

normally congruent sets of movement-related signals increased the level of process-

ing of these signals and, consequently, produced a larger metabolic activity.

The results from the above experiment seem to give some support to the central

monitoring theory insofar as they show that neural activity in a specific brain area

correlates with the feeling of being in control of the action—an increased

activation being associated with a decreasing feeling of control. Yet, it remains to
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be seen whether the central monitoring theory can provide a general solution to the

problem of self-identification. This theory appeals to neural signals produced by the

subject’s motor activity and postulates that these signals are used for comparing the

end result with the internal model of the action. As we shall now see, however, there

are many situations where an action representation is formed but no movement is

actually executed. In such situations, there are no output signals to the muscles, no

reafferent (e.g. visual) signals from the outside world, no proprioceptive signals and,

therefore, no possibility for comparing execution with a desired output.

3.2 Imagining and observing actions: simulation and the limits of the

central monitoring hypothesis

The idea that an action should be executed for self-identification to operate, as

postulated by the central monitoring theory, is indeed problematic. The existence

of overt behavior is not a prerequisite for self-attribution. When we imagine

ourselves performing an action (the paradigmatic case of motor imagery), we

unambiguously attribute this action to ourselves. On the other hand, when we

observe an action performed by another person, we unambiguously attribute it to

that person. In this section, we will describe recent research on motor imagery and

action observation in order to validate the notion of covert action. We will hypothe-

size that covert actions are simulated actions that do not involve contraction of

muscles and therefore, that remain invisible from the outside. We will argue that,

whereas every overtly executed action implies the existence of a covert stage, a

covert action does not necessarily turn into an overt action (Jeannerod, 1994).

Interest in the field of mental imagery arose more than a century ago in the

context of hypnosis. To explain hypnotic phenomena, authors of the time (e.g.

Binet, 1886) claimed that mental images in general resulted from excitation of the

same cerebral centers as the corresponding actual sensation. In the domain of

motor images, it was remarked that the state of the motor centers influenced the

possibility to generate a motor image: for example, it was shown to be impossible

for a subject to generate the image of pronouncing the letter /b/ if he kept his

mouth wide open: this is because, it was conjectured, the motor system cannot be

engaged in two contradictory actions at the same time. More recently, imagined

actions have become a major tool for the study of representational aspects of action.

Behavioral findings revealed that motor images retain the same temporal charac-

teristics as the corresponding real action when it comes to execution. For example,

it takes the same time to walk mentally to a prespecified target as it takes to actually

walk to the same place (Decety et al., 1989). Similarly, temporal regularities that are

observed in executed actions, such as the classical speed-accuracy tradeoff, are

retained in their covert counterparts (Sirigu et al., 1996).

Explicit motor imagery, however, is only one of the forms an action representa-

tion can take. Conscious access is not a distinctive characteristic of covert actions:

on the contrary, the representation of the action may remain entirely unknown to

the agent and its content only become visible through the motor decision the agent
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takes. Consider for example the situation where a subject is simply requested to

make an estimate about the feasibility of an action, e.g. to determine the feasibility

of grasping an object placed at different orientations: the time it takes to give the

response is a function of the object’s orientation, suggesting that the arm has to be

mentally moved to an appropriate position before the response can be given.

Indeed, the time to make this estimate is closely similar to the time it takes to

actually reach and grasp an object placed at the same orientation (Frak et al., 2001;

see also Parsons, 1994).

Another covert form of action is action observation. To observe an action with

the purpose of understanding it or with the purpose of understanding the intention

behind it is by no means a passive process. This idea was already present a century

ago under the concept of empathy (e.g. Lipps, 1903). Empathy expresses the

possibility that we understand other people’s behavior (e.g. their actions, their

facial expressions, etc) because we attempt to replicate and simulate their mental

activity. More recently, the idea that mental simulation plays an essential role in

our understanding of the mind has been vigorously argued for by a number of

philosophers and psychologists. Indeed, in the last two decades, a complex

interdisciplinary debate on the nature of folk-psychology has been going on

between theory theorists (Leslie, 1994; Gopnik and Meltzoff, 1997; Stich and

Nicholls, 1995) and simulation theorists (Goldman, 1995; Heal, 1994, 1995,

1996; Gordon, 1995a, 1995b, 1996; Harris, 1995). Theory theorists claim that

our capacity to attribute mental states and predict behavior is best accounted for by

possession and use of a theory of mind—a body of knowledge about cognition

and motivation equally applicable to oneself and to others. Simulation theorists

maintain instead that it is better thought of as an ability to simulate—to use our

own mental processes to simulate those of other agents. It should also be noted that

there are many possible versions of both theory theory and simulation theory.

There are weaker and stronger versions of simulation theory varying along the

following five main dimensions of variability, the first three of which are described

in Goldman (2002). The first is frequency of use: one may say that simulation is

used in all cases, take it to be the default procedure that may at times be overridden

by theoretical considerations, or think of it as employed only occasionally. A

second dimension of variation is what Goldman calls the source of simulation. Is

simulation the primary, root form of interpersonal mentalization or is it merely a

useful short-cut to theoretical reasoning in the fashion theory theorists conceive of

it? A third dimension of variability is the scope of simulation. Is simulation used for

the attribution of all kinds of mental states or only for a restricted range of them? In

other words, can all the mechanisms involved in the generation of mental states be

deployed in simulatory fashion or only a subset of them? A fourth dimension of

variability is explicitness. Simulation can be conceived as the explicit, conscious

imaginary enactment of the mental states and processes of others. It can be

considered as a subpersonal process unfolding automatically and without conscious

control. Or it can be thought of as a hybrid of implicit and explicit simulation.

Finally, some simulation theorists want to limit simulation theory to being a theory
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of propositional states (Heal, 1996) whereas others, like Goldman, extend simulation

to include mental imagery.

Here, our focus is on simulation in the domain of action and although we think

that simulation is not restricted to just this domain, we will not enter a discussion of

what its exact scope is. As far as the understanding of action is concerned, we

regard simulation as the default procedure that can occasionally be supplemented or

overridden by theoretical considerations. We also believe that simulation is the

root form of interpersonal mentalization and that it is best conceived as a hybrid of

explicit and implicit processes, with subpersonal neural simulation serving as a basis

for explicit mental simulation.

From an empirical standpoint, adherence to simulation theory in the domain of

action commits us to three related ideas. Simulation would not be a very useful

tool if we were not able to identify plausible targets for simulation, to somehow

distinguish between intentional and non-intentional behavior. The plausibility of a

simulationist stance towards actions therefore rests on the idea that that intentional

bodily behavior has distinctive intrinsic characteristics. Furthermore, it is not

enough that it have such characteristics, we must also be perceptually sensitive to

them. The existence of distinctive characteristics of intentional behavior and their

detectability are thus two preconditions for simulation. But that these precondi-

tions obtain does not guarantee that we are indeed simulating observed actions. For

talk of simulation to be legitimated, the processes and mechanisms used for the

preparation of our own actions should also be involved when observing actions

performed by other agents; in other words, an observed action should activate, in

the observer’s brain, the same mechanisms that would be activated, were that

action intended by the observer (Gallese and Goldman, 1998).

We now have ample empirical evidence that these three conditions do indeed

obtain. Intentional behavior has distinctive observable properties, a distinctive

kinematics and a dynamics that bears systematic relations to features of the situation

in a way that non-intentional behavior does not. Perception of biological motion

has been extensively studied by psychologists using the point-light technique

developed by Johansson (1973), where an actor is filmed in a dark room with

lights attached to his main joints and where as a consequence only kinematic

information is available to the perceiver. In his pioneering studies, Johansson

filmed movement patterns of walking, cycling, climbing, and dancing by the

point-light stimulus agents. He showed that subjects who could not identify

these actions when presented with still frames where lights were stationary and

only information about joint positions was available would quickly and reliably

recognize them as soon as the lights were moving. Using the same experimental

paradigm, other investigators further demonstrated that subjects were able to

identify friends by their gait (Cutting and Koslowsky, 1977) as well as the gender

of walking person (Koslowsky and Cutting, 1977) and that people can recognize

themselves more easily than others (Beardsworth and Buckner, 1981). Further-

more, perceptual sensitivity to human motion seems to be innate or to develop

very early (Bertenthal et al., 1984). These results suggest that visual perception of

Agency, Simulation and Self-Identification 129

# Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2004



actions is influenced by implicit knowledge of the motor rules involved in their

production. Other studies have also shown that this knowledge can be exploited by

the visual system not just for the recognition of action, but also for the recognition

of intentions. Thus, in a series of experiments using the point-light technique,

Runeson and Frykholm (1983) have investigated the perception of intentions in

object-oriented actions. For instance, when an agent has to lift a box, her expecta-

tions regarding the weight of the box lead her to make specific anticipatory

postural adjustments; when the weight is not as expected postural readjustments

take place. These investigators have shown that subjects observing point-like

displays of such actions are able to determine what the actor expects the weight

to be and whether her expectations are correct. Furthermore, they are able to

detect attempts at deception. If an actor pretends, say, that a suitcase he is carrying

is heavier than it actually is, his movements will have a non-natural kinematics that

can be detected by observers. Another series of experiments (Orliaguet et al., 1997;

Kandel et al., 2000) investigated motor anticipation in the perception of hand-

writing gestures. For instance, when writing an l, the kinematics of the graphic

production is influenced by anticipation of the next letter to be written and will

differ according to whether the l is to be followed by another l, an i or a n. It was

shown that the visual system can exploit these differences to predict the second

letter.

Finally, a critical condition for assigning motor images and observed actions the

status of covert and simulated actions is that they should activate brain areas known

to be devoted to the preparation of actions. Experiments using neuro-imaging

techniques show the existence of a common cortical and subcortical network

activated during both motor imagery and action preparation (Jeannerod, 1999,

2001; Jeannerod and Frak, 1999). This network involves structures directly concerned

with motor execution, such as primary motor cortex, dorsal and ventral premotor

cortex, lateral cerebellum, and basal ganglia ; it also involves areas concerned with

action planning, such as dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and posterior parietal cortex. A

similar pattern of activation was found during action observation (Buccino et al.,

2001), including activation of the motor cortex itself (Fadiga et al., 1995) (more on

this below).

3.3 Simulation theory and self-identification: The problem of shared

representations of action

The central monitoring theory and the simulation theory have some characteristics

in common. For example, in one of its latest versions (Frith et al., 2000), the central

monitoring theory postulates that the desired movement is simulated by the internal

model in order to predict the sensory feedback that would result from the move-

ment if it were executed. The two theories, however, clearly depart from each

other when the nature of the represented actions comes into consideration. As we

stressed in the preceding section, recognition of action and self-identification are

ultimately processes that involve the participation of several persons. Thus, the
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point made by the simulation theory, but not by the central monitoring theory, is

that actions of others should be represented to the same extent as one’s own

actions, and that because the two types of representations will be present in the

same brain, they must be disentangled from each other. Self-identification mechan-

isms thus cannot operate from a solipsist point of view, they must consider the

existence of other agents. In the central monitoring theory, self-identification can

only be achieved through the interpretation of the signals related to an action: if

these signals do not belong to the self, they must belong to someone else (a default

attribution). In the simulation theory we are proposing here, specific mechanisms

for attribution to another agent are postulated.

In principle, a theory that postulates that both actions of the self and actions of

the other can be distinguished solely on the basis of their central representations

should predict separate representations for these two types of actions. At the neural

level, one should expect the existence of different networks devoted to agent-

identification depending on whether the action originates from the self or not.

One network would have the function of recognizing actions as belonging to the

self. Another should correspond to the attribution of actions to another person. In

section 3.2, we presented evidence that brain areas activated while representing

self-produced actions (executed or not) and observing actions of other people were

partly overlapping. For example, the motor brain appeared to be activated in both

cases. Thus, according to the concept of ‘shared representations’, introduced by

Daprati et al. (1997) and Georgieff and Jeannerod (1998), different mental states

concerning actions (e.g. intending an action and observing it performed by another

agent) appear to share the same neural representations.

To clarify this concept, let us briefly describe experimental results obtained from

monkeys. Indeed, a dramatic illustration of what a shared representation can be is

offered by the finding of mirror neurons (Di Pellegrino et al., 1992; Rizzolatti et al.,

1995). Mirror neurons were identified in the monkey premotor cortex. They are

activated in two conditions: first, they fire when the animal is involved in a specific

motor action, like picking a piece of food with a precision grip; second, they also

fire when the animal simply watches the same action performed by an external

agent (another monkey or an experimenter). In other words, mirror neurons

represent one particular type of action, irrespective of the agent who performs it.

At this point, it could be suspected that the signal produced by these neurons, and

exploited by other elements downstream in the information processing flow,

would be the same for an action performed by the self and by another agent: the

two modalities of that action (executed and observed) would thus completely share

the same neural representation. The problem of agent-identification, however, is

solved by the fact that other premotor neurons (the canonical neurons) and,

presumably many other neuron populations as well, fire only when the monkey

performs the action and not when it observes it performed by another agent. This

is indeed another critical feature of the shared representations concept: they overlap

only partially, and the non-overlapping part of a given representation can be the

cue for attributing the action to the self or to the other.
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The same mechanism operates in humans. Neuroimaging experiments where

brain activity was compared during different types of simulated actions (e.g.

intending actions and preparing for execution, imagining actions, observing actions

performed by other people) revealed, first, that there exists a cortical network

common to all conditions, to which the inferior parietal lobule (areas 39 and 40),

the ventral premotor area (ventral area 6), and part of SMA contribute; and second,

that motor representations for each individual condition are clearly specified by the

activation of cortical zones which do not overlap between conditions (Decety et al.,

1994, 1997; Grafton et al., 1996; Rizzolatti et al., 1996a; Gérardin et al., 1999;

Ruby and Decety, 2001).

In this section, we argued that the motor system with its internal inverse and

forward models computes representations of imagined and observed actions as well

as representations of actions to be performed by the agent. A comparison of actual

with predicted feedback cannot therefore, contrary to what the central monitoring

hypothesis suggests, be the sole basis of self- vs. other-attribution. Since the

distinction between self and other must also be made for purely covert actions,

attribution mechanisms cannot operate from a solipsistic point of view; specific

mechanisms for attribution to other agents should also exist. The evidence we have

reviewed suggests that besides a common network activated in all conditions—

i.e., whether the action is actually executed or merely imagined and whether it

involves the self or another agent—they are also different and non-overlapping

networks whose activation is specific to a given condition. Moreover, the existing

evidence suggests that the posterior parietal cortex plays an important role in self-

vs. other attribution.

4. Failure of self-recognition/attribution mechanisms in pathological

states

In this section, we investigate the effects of pathological conditions as another

potential source of information concerning the mechanisms of self-identification.

Pathological conditions offer many examples of misattributions: a typical case is that

of schizophrenia. Misattributions are not evenly distributed among schizophrenic

patients. This type of disturbance is preferentially observed in one particular class of

patients who present the so-called ‘first-rank symptoms’. According to Schneider

(1955), these symptoms refer to a state where patients interpret their own thoughts

or actions as due to alien forces or to other people and feel being controlled or

influenced by others. First-rank symptoms (or ‘Schneiderian’ symptoms, as they

will be called here) reflect the disruption of a mechanism that normally generates

consciousness of one’s own actions and thoughts and makes possible their

correct attribution to their author. Thus, a study of attribution behavior in

schizophrenic patients would not only help us understand the factors responsible

for misattribution in the patients, but it would also shed light on this critical

function in normal life.
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The pattern of misattributions in these patients is twofold. According to the

French psychiatrist Pierre Janet (1937), patients may either attribute their own

actions or thoughts to others rather than to themselves (under-attributions); or

patients may attribute the actions or thoughts of others to themselves (over-

attributions). A typical example of under-attributions is hallucinations. Hallucinating

schizophrenic patients may show a tendency to project their own experience onto

external events. Accordingly, they may misattribute their own intentions or actions

to external agents. During auditory hallucinations, the patient will hear voices that

are typically experienced as coming from a powerful external entity, but which in

fact correspond to subvocal speech produced by the patient (see below). The voices

are often comments where the patient is addressed in the third person and also

include commands and directions for action (Chadwick and Birchwood, 1994). The

patient may declare that he or she is being acted upon by an alien force, as if his or

her thoughts or acts were controlled by an external agent. The so-called mimetic

behavior observed at the acute stage of psychosis also relates to this category. Over-

attributions, which Janet (1937) called ‘excess of appropriation’, correspond for the

patient to the illusion that actions of others are in fact initiated or performed by him/

her and that he/she is influencing other people (the clinical picture of megalomania).

In this case, patients are convinced that their intentions or actions can affect external

events, for example, that they can influence the thought and the actions of other

people. Accordingly, they tend to misattribute the occurrence of external events to

themselves. The consequence of this misinterpretation would be that external events

are seen as resulting from their own intentions and actions.

4.1 Is there a failure of the action monitoring system in Schneiderian

schizophrenic patients?

The most prevalent theory for explaining attribution difficulties in schizophrenic

patients is that proposed by Frith and his colleagues. This theory, which was first

formulated in the early 1990s (e.g. Frith, 1992) has been recently reformulated

within the framework of the action monitoring mechanism described earlier in

section 3.1 of this paper. The general idea is that the delusion of influence arises

from a lack of awareness of the predicted limb position. The reasoning is the

following: ‘Under normal circumstances the awareness of initiating a movement

must depend on the predicted limb position because awareness of initiating a

movement precedes the actual movement and any feedback about actual limb

position. The patient with delusions of control is aware of his goal, of his intention

to move and of his movement having occurred, but he is not aware of having

initiated the movement. It is as if the movement, although intended, has been

initiated by some external force’ (Blakemore et al., 2002, p. 240). In terms of the

action monitoring theory, the key problem for these patients would be that, due to

their pathological condition, the endogenous signals related to action generation

(the so-called efference copy) would be either absent or not properly used by the

nervous system.
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These contentions are supported by experimental evidence showing that

Schneiderian patients fail to monitor the discrepancies between their intended

and predicted limb positions in situations where they have to make rapid correc-

tions. In these experiments, patients were shown moving visual targets that they

had to reach by displacing a lever. No visual feedback about their movement was

provided. The main result was that, if the target moved in an unexpected direction,

the patients tended not to correct their error when they had started their move-

ment in the direction where they expected the target to appear. By contrast, the

same patients had no difficulty making the correction when they were provided

visual feedback on the displacement of the lever (e.g. Frith and Done, 1989;

Mlakar et al., 1994). The problem with this type of experiment, however, is that

it mostly stresses the automatic part of the action monitoring system, but tends to

overlook the conscious part of this mechanism, that which makes it possible to give

an explicit judgement on the action. In other words, the link between the

experimentally proven inability to make corrections and the clinically observed

misattributions of the action to its agent is not firmly established.

Before this question can be solved, however, one needs to address the issue of

conscious awareness of the action in schizophrenic patients. With this aim in view,

Fourneret et al. (2001) used a paradigm similar to that of Frith and Done (1989) for

testing the ability not only to produce automatic corrections but also to make

conscious judgements on the motor task. They used the apparatus previously

described in section 2.1 for the experiment by Fourneret and Jeannerod (1998).

The task consisted in drawing a line in the sagittal direction while a fixed bias of

15� to the right was introduced in the system. An opaque mask occluded the

screen, such that the subjects could not see the line they drew except in the last one

third of the trajectory to the target. Twenty trials were performed. Patients with

and without Schneiderian symptoms, as well as normal control subjects were

tested. It took approximately 10 trials for subjects from all three groups to learn

to gradually compensate for the bias and to maintain the same strategy of moving

the arm to the left throughout the task. This result indicates that the patients were

able, in the absence of visual feedback, to initiate a hand movement in the proper

direction to reach the target. This implies that they monitored their central

command signals, modified them so as to achieve the task and maintained this

modification across the trials. In addition, most of the patients in the Schneiderian

group were found to be able to explicitly describe the strategy they had to use in

order to reach the target. The Fourneret et al. (2001) experiment therefore

demonstrates that conscious action monitoring can be found in Schneiderian

patients, provided they are tested with the appropriate experimental design.

4.2 A specific attribution deficit in schizophrenic patients

The findings reported in the above section suggest that the explanation for the

misattribution observed in Schneiderian patients should be looked for at a level of

action consciousness directly related to their experience of agency, rather than at
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the level of the conscious control of the action. To address this point, we will examine

the results obtained with groups of schizophrenic patients in experiments specifically

designed for testing self-recognition and attribution. The basic methodology for these

experiments, already described in section 2.2., is to record agency judgements about

movements that are shown to the subjects and that may correspond, or not, to their

own movements. The first experiment of this type was made by Daprati et al. (1997):

subjects were requested to make simple finger movements with their hidden right

hand. At the same time, they were shown on a screen the movements of a right hand

of an uncertain origin, that is, a hand that could equally likely belong to them or to

someone else. Finally, the movements performed by that hand either could be the

same as those the subjects had performed or could be different. In the condition with

the maximum uncertainty about the ownership of the hand, Schneiderian patients

made attribution errors in 80% of trials, i.e. they tended to misattribute the

movements of the alien hand to themselves. The error rate in the same condition

was 30% in control subjects and around 50% in non-Schneiderian patients. The results

thus reveal the existence of impaired attribution of action in schizophrenia, especially

in Schneiderian patients.

In the above experiment, however, only one hand was shown at a time to the

patient: thus, the experimental situation privileged self-attribution responses,

because it always referred to the patient as the putative agent of the action. It

can be conjectured that, if another agent had been clearly involved in the experi-

ment, the patient could have produced the opposite type of response, i.e. a

response of underattribution. This possibility was tested in the experimental

situation described in section 2.2 (van den Bos and Jeannerod, 2002). The patient’s

hand was shown along with another hand and the patient was requested to

attribute one of the two hands to himself or to the other. Several conditions

where the orientation of the hand was varied and where movements were

performed, or not, by the hands, were used. In this situation, Schneiderian patients

indeed tended to make more attribution errors, but their pattern of errors changed

with respect to the previous experiment where only one hand was shown: they

misattributed the hands more frequently to the other than to themselves. Normal

controls and non-influenced patients made an equal number of errors in both

directions (Farrer et al., in preparation).

In these experiments, the errors in the determination of agency were strongly

dependent on the availability of movements performed by the hands that were

submitted to identification by the patients. This effect was already clearly present in

normal subjects, as shown in section 2.2. In fact, the nature of Schneiderian

symptoms suggests that errors in the determination of agency should not be limited

to attribution of overt actions to their agents.

4.3 The depth of misattribution in schizophrenic patients

According to Schneider, the first-rank symptoms observed in schizophrenic

patients represent false beliefs which lead to a feeling of depersonalisation by
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impairing the distinction between the self and other people. Thus, misattribution

should not be limited to actions involving overt behavior; it should also extend

deeper into the mechanisms of action generation, i.e. to covert mental states related

to possible actions intended by the self or other people. Following this suggestion,

we are now going to examine the evidence for a possible misattribution of covert,

non-executed, actions in such patients.

Among Schneiderian symptoms, verbal hallucinations represent a typical case of

misattribution. As already mentioned at the beginning of section 4, it is known that

auditory verbal hallucinations in schizophrenic patients are in fact related to the

production of covert speech (inner speech) by the patient. Some hallucinated

patients even show muscular activity in their laryngeal muscles (e.g. Gould,

1949; David, 1994). Thus, the patients perceive their inner speech as voices arising

from an external source. McGuire et al. (1996) examined schizophrenic patients

predisposed to hallucinations (whom they called ‘hallucinators’, a category that

corresponds to our above Schneiderian groups), patients with no history of hallu-

cinations (non-hallucinators) and normal controls, in tasks that entailed the moni-

toring of inner speech. Patients had to either think simple sentences in their mind

(inner speech) or to imagine themselves hearing the same sentences spoken by an

alien voice (verbal imagery). The authors verified that no vocal utterance was

produced by the patients. Brain activity was measured during these tasks, using

PET. The main effect of the tasks was that, when compared to controls and non-

hallucinators, patients predisposed to hallucinations showed a reduction of activity

in their left middle temporal gyrus during the task of imagining sentences pro-

nounced by another person. McGuire et al.’s conclusion was that this reduced

activity in an area specifically devoted to the processing of spoken language could

interfere with the patient’s recognition of his own language as self-generated. The

reasoning of the authors was that regions concerned with the generation of

language (e.g. in the frontal lobe) normally inform speech perception areas of

imminent language output, so that the subsequently perceived speech is recognized

as self-generated. This process would be dysfunctional in hallucinators, hence their

vulnerability to hallucinations. This result is complementary to another one

obtained in Schneiderian patients while they were experiencing hallucinations.

The results show that, when hallucinations occur (as signalled by the patients),

brain metabolism increases in the primary auditory cortex (Heschl gyrus) on the

left side (Dierks et al., 1999) Thus, during verbal hallucinations, the auditory

temporal areas remain active, which suggests that the nervous system in these

patients behaves as if it were actually processing the speech of an external speaker,

whereas self-generated inner speech is normally accompanied by a mechanism that

decreases the responsiveness of primary auditory cortex.

These data speak more in favor of a defective simulation mechanism for

attributing verbal thinking to the self or to another person, than of a defective

action monitoring mechanism. Indeed, because in verbal hallucinations there is no

vocal utterance, the hypothesis of a defective simulation mechanism seems more

appropriate for explaining that the sense of agency must be functioning even in the
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absence of comparison with external reafferences, and that actions can be moni-

tored at the level of their representation, not only at the level of their execution.

Accordingly, we would propose that the network which we normally use for

attributing thoughts and intentions to their agent (be it ourselves or another

person) is damaged in certain types of schizophrenic patients and therefore does

not allow them to properly simulate the covert operations needed for attribution.

This hypothesis would be consistent with the fact that, in clinical practice, the

Schneiderian symptoms concern mostly non-executed actions.

5. Is there such a thing as immunity to error though misidentification?

In section 1, we argued that the problem of self-other discrimination, hence of self-

identification, could arise not just for the self and others as objects, as it does in

bodily self-identification, but also for the self and others as subjects—more speci-

fically as agents—if the following conditions obtained:

(1) The intentions of others can be directly perceived;

(2) Our primary awareness of intentions, either ours or those of others, is as

naked intentions;

(3) The channels that provide the collateral information needed to deter-

mine who the author of the intention is are not entirely reliable and

cannot be a source of identification-free first-person knowledge.

In sections 3 and 4, we have presented material we take as relevant to determining

whether these conditions hold. It is now time for us to spell out more precisely

how we take the empirical results we have reviewed to bear on these three issues.

We will examine each one in turn, but before we do so we want to say something

about our use of the term ‘intention’.

The words ‘intention’ and ‘to intend’ are ambiguous and are used by

philosophers in a variety of ways. For instance, as pointed out by Velleman

(1989), ‘intention’ can be used to refer to the immediate goal of an action or to

the agent’s ultimate motivating desire. A weightlifter lifting a heavy barbell may be

described as intending to lift it (immediate intention) or as intending to prove that

he is the strongest man in his country (ultimate motivating desire). Some philoso-

phers (e.g. Davidson, 1980) characterize intentions in an essentially backward

looking way and will typically describe an intention as the conclusion of a practical

deliberation whose premises exhibit the agent’s reasons for performing an action of

a certain type. In contrast, other philosophers tend to describe intentions in a

more forward-looking fashion, in terms of its role in the production, control

and guidance of the corresponding action. Another important distinction is

between prior intentions and intentions-in-action (Searle, 1983). Prior inten-

tions are conceived as states temporally separate from the action itself and as

specifying the action one is committing oneself to in general, descriptive terms.
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Intentions-in-action are contemporaneous with the actual (or simulated) action,

are thus directed at a particular action token and specify it not in descriptive terms

but in indexical and sensory-motor terms. The notion of intention we have in

mind is of the immediate, forward-looking, intention-in-action variety and may be

said to correspond to a representation of an action understood as a pragmatic

representation of a goal or, more specifically, to the consciously accessible part of

such a representation. Claims (1)–(3) should be read accordingly.

5.1 Can the intentions of others be directly perceived?

When intentions are understood in this way, the question whether we can directly

perceive the intentions of others may be rephrased as the question whether when

we observe someone else acting we can directly form a representation isomorphic

to the representation the observed agent uses to guide and control his action.

When one observes a bit of behavior, can one immediately see it as intentional

behavior and can one identify the goal this behavior is directed at? There are at

least two reasons why one may object to the idea that intentions can be directly

perceived. One has its source in an adherence to the Cartesian picture of the

relation between body and mind. According to this picture, human bodies are

conceived as merely material objects and their behavior as being intrinsically

non-intentional. What confers intentional properties on behavior are its inner

mental accompaniments and causes. In other words, nothing intrinsic distinguishes

a mere bodily happening from a piece of intentional behavior; the difference is one

of causal antecedents. Since internal mental causes can’t be directly observed they

must be inferred, thus it doesn’t make sense to say that when we observe an action,

we can directly perceive the intention of the agent. To answer this objection, one

must show, contra the Cartesian picture, that intentional bodily behavior is not

intrinsically indistinguishable from non-intentional bodily behavior. In section 3.2,

we have reviewed evidence that intentional behavior has indeed distinctive observ-

able properties and that we are highly sensitive to these properties.

The second objection to the idea that intentions can be directly perceived has its

source in an acceptance, implicit or explicit, of what Susan Hurley (1998) has

called the Classical Sandwich Model, the view that perception and action are

separate and peripheral, one an input system and the other an output system, whereas

cognition is central and separate from processing of perception and action.11 On

this view, perception and action systems are conceived as separate modules, each

with their proprietary codes and processing rules. The principles according to

which visual coding and motor coding group token visual patterns and motor

response patterns respectively into types are completely different. Their respective

classifications, dimensions of similarity and variations are thus disparate and the

links between them arbitrary. One consequence of this view is that the extraction

of the significance of visual patterns for action requires a complex translation

11 See also Brewer (1993) for a critique of this classical model.
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between different types of contents. One further consequence is that when we are

visually presented with an action performed by some other agent, the way this

visual pattern will be typed by our perceptual system will bear no direct relation to

the motor type the seen behavior is a token of. Thus, adherence to the Classical

Sandwich Model implies that intentions cannot be directly perceived.

Given the enormous amount of evidence gathered in the last two decades in

favor of the existence of a ‘vision for action’ system whose processing of visual

information is aimed at extracting its motor significance (Milner and Goodale,

1995; Jeannerod, 1997; Jacob and Jeannerod, 2003), the credentials of the Classical

Sandwich Model appear extremely doubtful. Moreover, as the results described in

section 3.2 show, there are good empirical reasons to think that the vision for

action system is activated not just when the agent is preparing to act on the

environment but also when he or she observes other agents acting. Contra the

Classical Sandwich Model then, perceptual and motor categories are not hetero-

geneous categories bearing only arbitrary relations to one another. Perception and

action are closely integrated and when we visually perceive actions, we seem to be

immediately sensitive to the distinctive properties of intentional behavior.

These data undermine one form of skepticism about our knowledge of other

minds, skepticism that stems from the idea that this knowledge can only be

inferential. The need for inferential mediation is taken to be the consequence of

the existence of a gap. In the Cartesian picture, the gap is an ontological as well as a

logical gap between mental states and physical behavior. For a proponent of the

Classical Sandwich Model, it is a gap between perceptual and motor categories.

What we have tried to argue so far is that in the case of intentions and intentional

behavior at least, neither the existence of a physical-mental gap, nor the existence

of a perceptual-motor gap should be accepted. As a result, we have no reason to

maintain that intentions are undetectable by direct experience and must be inferred

on the basis of behavior.

5.2 Naked intentions

If each time we were non-inferentially aware of an intention, this intention was

necessarily ours, the problem of self-other discrimination wouldn’t arise. If, how-

ever, we can be aware of both our intentions and those of others in the same way,

namely as unattributed or ‘naked’ intentions, the problem of self-other discrimin-

ation does indeed arise. One may conceive of the content of an intention either as

an impersonal representation encoding two elements, <action, goal>, or as a

personal representation encoding three elements, <agent, action, goal>. There

are in turn two possible ways for an intention to be naked. It could be the case

either that intentions—or rather the specific variety of intentions we are concerned

with here—are impersonal representations or that, although their form is <agent,

action, goal>, the agent parameter can be left unspecified. These two possibilities

are not mutually exclusive, since an intention that at one level takes the form

<action, goal>, could at another level be redescribed as <x, action, goal>, where
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x stands for an as yet unspecified agent. We will not attempt here to adjudicate

between these two possibilities. Rather, we want to point out that the existence

of shared representations of action is evidence for the existence of naked inten-

tions, whatever their exact form may be. As we saw in section 3.3, the signal

produced by mirror neurons appears to be the same for an action performed by

the self and by another agent: the two modalities of that action (executed and

observed) seem to completely share the same neural representation. Moreover,

mirror neurons do not constitute the only instance of shared representations. As

we have seen, brain imaging studies show that the cortical network common to

intending actions and preparing for execution, imagining actions, and observing

actions performed by other people is quite extended. Our contention is that

this cortical network provides the basis for the conscious experience of goal-

directedness—the primary awareness of intentions—but does not by itself

provide us with a conscious experience of self- or other-agency. This latter

experience has its basis in the activation of cortical zones that do not overlap

between conditions.

5.3 Who?

We can be aware of an intention, without by the same token being aware of whose

intention it is. Given the existence of shared representations, something more than

the sole awareness of a naked intention is needed to determine its author.

Ultimately, whether the problem of self-other discrimination is a problem worth

worrying about depends on what further information is needed to attribute

authorship of the intention to oneself or to someone else, and on the availability

and reliability of that information. When the naked intention one is aware of yields

an overt action, the extra information needed to establish authorship may be found

in the outside world. The question ‘Is this intention mine?’ would then be

answered by answering the question: ‘Is this my body performing the correspond-

ing action?’ However, as we saw in section 2, this way of proceeding is less than

fully reliable even for normal subjects and, as we saw in section 4, it can become

seriously unreliable for schizophrenic patients and in particular Schneiderian

patients. In social contexts especially, we may easily be fooled and since these are

also the contexts where we are most likely to become aware of naked intentions

through observing others acting, self-other discrimination can certainly become a

problem.

However, it should be possible to experience a sense of agency even in the

absence of overt action. What about the attribution of representations of covert

non-executed actions? If, in their case, misattributions were impossible, if the

central signals used to determine the source of these representations were always

available and perfectly reliable, even the misattributions described in the previous

paragraph would in principle be avoidable. But this is not the case. As the

hallucinations experienced by schizophrenic patients show, attribution mechanisms
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based purely on the monitoring of central signals are no more immune to error

than attribution mechanisms that rely on the comparison of central signals with

sensory reafferences.

In a nutshell then, the bad news for philosophers is that self-identification is

after all a problem. In the domain of action and intention at least, there is no such

thing as immunity to error though misidentification, whether for the self as object

(sense of ownership) or for the self as agent (sense of agency). The mechanisms

involved in self- and other-attribution may be reasonably reliable in normal

circumstances, but they are not infallible. But together with the bad news come

some good news or, to be more cautious, some hope for good news. Immunity to

error through misidentification in the self-attribution of mental states is one of the

main roots of the purported asymmetry between our knowledge of our own

mental states and our knowledge of the mental states of others, the other main

culprit being the inferential character of our knowledge of other minds. This

asymmetry is thought to create a semantic problem. How could our mental

terms and concepts ever be univocal if the criteria we appeal to when applying

these terms and concepts to ourselves are radically different from the criteria we use

when applying them to others? If we are right, our knowledge of other minds need

not always be inferential and self-attribution of mental states is not always immune

to error through misidentification. At least some obstacles to developing a unified

account of mental concepts have been removed.
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