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The Active Self: Beyond Dualism
1

Patricia Shipley & Fernando Leal 
(Birkbeck College) 


[First published in: History and Philosophy of Psychology Newsletter, No. 13, Nov. 1991, pp. 4-16. 
Reprinted in: Occasional Working Papers in Ethics and the Critical Philosophy, vol. 2, Abril 2000, pp. 19-26.] 


There was a time when mind was a four-letter word which one would neither use nor mention in 
good psychological company. Neither did people care very much about theory in those days — 
or, if they did, they kept quiet for fear of scientific ridicule. Things have changed a lot in the last 
twenty-odd years. The birth of ‘the mind’s new science’ has been joyfully announced and rightly 
declared to be a joint venture of several disciplines ranging from neurophysiology to philosophy 
(Gardner 1985). The black box of old behaviouristic lore now lays partially open under the name 


of cognition (alias internal representations, mental models, information processing, etc.). This 


whole development is welcome. Nonetheless the emphasis on cognition is somewhat misplaced. 
We think that it is time to take seriously the view that the mind, or rather — to avoid from the 
beginning a term which has such strong intimations of dualism — the SELF, i.e. each one of 


ourselves, is primarily and fundamentally active rather than primarily and fundamentally 
cognitive. 


THE CONTEMPLATIVE BIAS 


Some of you will immediately think that we’ve got it wrong. Any self-respecting cognitivist 
knows that cognition is an active process. No tabula rasa here, thank goodness. Whether internal 
representations are acceptable or not and which variety would be acceptable, whether one is for 
or against the reducibility of mental imagery to computations, whether functionalism is good 
enough or not, whether information has to be ‘processed’ or is rather ‘afforded’ by an 


appropriate environment — all this and much more is debated under the working assumption that 
perceiving and thinking is something people do and not something that just happens to them. The 
mind of cognitive psychology, and cognitive science in general, is clearly active, not passive. 
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(2)and fundamentally active what we mean is rather that people are in the first place and above all 


doers. They do things and not just know or perceive things. Think of Gibson’s construct (Gibson 


1979). It is certainly more exciting than some other constructs offered up in the theoretical 
market, because it doesn’t just sit there waiting for Nature or a cognitive psychologist to give it 
something to perceive. It does move around and by moving obtains from the environment all 
sorts of (perceptual) information. But it doesn’t do anything else; it only moves in order to 
perceive; this seems its whole purpose in life. Now humans are not like that (neither are animals 
for that matter, but we want to talk only about humans here.) 


Let’s get something clear. Our problem is not with theory as such. Although practical 
people have sometimes strong feelings against too much theorizing, this is not our position here, 
or at least not only that. Theorizing is fine, and we need it. The problem is that there is a 
deep-ingrained habit of theorists to set themselves up as models. Theorists are contemplators and they 
live a contemplative life. (This is, of course, a matter of degree.) Thus they are inclined to think 
of people as living a contemplative life, too; people are then modelled as perceivers or as 
‘believers’ (cf. Dennett 1987). But life, real life, ordinary life as we know it, is very different 
indeed. Those parts of psychology that are nearest to real life, like skill psychology, ergonomics, 
or the study of stress, invite us to think of the mind or the SELF in quite different terms. Of 


course, you may think that this is only natural and just a consequence of having to do with real 
people in real everyday situations; the peculiar interest in doers makes for bias. But it is not so 
easy. A similar bias, if bias it is, is forthcoming from other fields. 


We first have the lessons of the neurophysiological labs, if one would only listen to them: 
even perception has been found to depend not only on movement (as with Gibson) but on active


movement (see Jeannerod 1983 on Held’s experiments). A ‘motor’ theory of mind has been 
urged against the ‘sensory’ ones common to behaviourism and cognitivism (Weimer 1977). Then 
there is developmental psychology as cultivated by Piaget, who has, by the way, been saluted as 
one of the founding fathers of ‘the mind’s new science’: according to him and his school of 
genetic epistemology intellectual operations develop out of sensorimotor action. And even 
philosophy, that most contemplative of disciplines, has champions of the active SELF both in the 
traditional (Kant 1786, Macmurray 1962) and in the modern analytic vein (Ryle 1949, 


Wittgenstein 1953, 1969).2


Although all this doesn’t in itself prove anything, it nevertheless makes the proposal of an 
‘activistic’ (rather than just ‘cognitivistic’) psychology more plausible or less farfetched than it 
would otherwise be. And this is enough for a start. Our question is then: what might be the 
features of the active SELF? 
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(3)SELF REPRESENTATIONS AND DUALISM 


George Edward Moore’s defence of commonsense (1925) starts by expressing what would be 
according to him an absolutely certain proposition for even the most sceptical of philosophers: 


here is a hand, viz. Moore’s own hand. Curiously enough, the evidence for the existence of his 


hand is for Moore the fact that he can see it before him, just as he can see the table or a pen 
before him. This might be commonsense, as expressed in common language. But it is clearly not 
good enough. What, for example, if Moore had been blind? In reporting an accident affecting his 
leg, Sacks (1984) has shown how the certainty of the existence of one’s leg or hand wholly 
depends on action, on the ability to move it oneself and receiving (non-visual) ‘feedback’ of 
having moved it. (Incidentally, this point is not only neurophysiologically sound but was also 
emphasized by Wittgenstein on purely theoretical grounds.) Given that all human activity and all 
exercise of skill would be impossible without the ability to use a part of one’s own body as 
reference point, there must be interdependence between action and SELF-representation. As a 


matter of fact, a ‘sense of SELF’ (proprioception) is present in reflex movements as much as in 


spontaneous ones. And even at deeper levels, e.g. in the formation of antibodies and other 
‘autopoietic’ activities, we find a strong connection between organismic activity and SELF


-representation (cf. Maturana/Varela 1979). 


Helmholtz asked: When I scan the environment with my eyes, how do I know that it is my 
eyes that move and not the environment? The (very much abridged) answer is: because it is me


who moves the eyes. This is certainly true at the level of eye macromovements (cf. Jeannerod 
1983), but it may also be true even for Rapid Eye Movements (Branton 1984). But this is the 
perception story all over again. Take posture instead. Maintaining upright posture, both in sitting 
and in standing, in a seemingly constant struggle against the forces of gravity, is a crucial SELF
-activity which is absent in sleep and present in the waking state. In this kind of bodily -activity 
we generate signals continuously which enable us to discriminate our SELF from any signals 
coming from other sources (Branton 1987). 


Let’s try to envisage the consequences of this line of reasoning. The fact that SELF
-representations as present in human activity are bodily throughout is, we think, one of the best 
arguments against body-mind dualism and as yet undervalued. Some people might reply that 
nobody (with the possible exception of Sir John Eccles) really believes these days in body-mind 
dualism. But the dualism referred to in the title of this paper is not just old Cartesianism; we 
mean a very deep, and insidious, universal phenomenon, which wears many masks, such as 
theory vs. practice, expert vs. layperson, causal vs. purposive explanations. Body-mind dualism 
is just the tip of a very large iceberg whose adverse consequences in practice are rendered 
possible because it is disguised in so many different ways. In fact, we suspect that the 



(4)Most representations of the active SELF are totally outside awareness.3 A little introspection 


confirms that, like many other common activities, postural control goes on usually outside SELF
-awareness or full consciousness. Purposes are also like icebergs — they are only sometimes 
consciously pursued, and even then they have vast submerged parts which we fail to notice 
because we take so much in ordinary life for granted. It is certainly difficult for skilled operators 
doing complex jobs to express what they do precisely in words. Experts in ergonomic job 


analysis using verbal protocols which rely on operators’ literal on-the-spot linear descriptions of 
their activities have found this to their disappointment. Such skilled and sophisticated processes 
carried on outside full awareness continue to slip the cognitive grasp of the expert systems 
analyst who would dearly love to get it all down on paper for modelling by computer later. As 
Polanyi (1958) observed, only 10% is verbalisable (linguistically code-able) and the rest is ‘tacit’ 
knowledge — or plain old ordinary real-world knowledge; knowing how as opposed to knowing 
that.4


Nobody can say, of course, that there is any SELF-representation which is not eventually 


amenable to awareness. The experience, on the one hand, of neurological patients with grave 
motor lesions who have been able to move their limbs with the help of conscious perception, and 
the existence, on the other hand, of techniques such as yoga or biofeedback should make us wary 
of any such generalization. But the point is that SELF-representations are normally unconscious 


and that the free flow, the grace and the effectiveness of human movement and skill depend on 
this feature. Why do actions have to be immediately accessible to full consciousness? In a 
high-speed world of technology, with so much and so many on the move, there certainly isn’t time for 
that. Full awareness seems only to come into force when something goes wrong (‘this damned 
ship doesn’t appear to be going round fast enough!’) — and is abandoned immediately after 
making the appropriate corrections. Or something goes wrong because consciousness comes into 
play (e.g. tripping over yourself when thinking about your feet and leg movements whilst 


climbing stairs). These facts need special emphasizing, because it has become quite fashionable 
to talk of ‘consciousness’ in a way which suggests that it is, so to speak, the mark of the mind. 
Why has consciousness, like cognition, come to enjoy such an inflated role in modern theorising 
about minds? We suspect it is a direct consequence of the contemplative bias.5
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  In fact, it is now widely accepted that cognition is also largely unconscious, but it took time to get there. 
4


  Ryle’s longtime neglected distinction has become fashionable in recent times, especially in ‘connectionist’ 
circles. This is a welcome development, although we have the impression that people working in this area are, 
like Ryle, too much preocuppied with the knowing how which is embodied in thinking, i.e. cognitive practices 
such as calculating, and not in real complex activities which may or may not involve cognition in that sense but 
certainly cannot be reduced to it (cf. Bechtel & Abrahamsen 1991). 


5



(5)CERTAINTY, CONTROL, AND DUALISM AGAIN 


Let us now turn to certainty, which is also widely confused with consciousness. It is fashionable 
to talk about quantum physics and quantum uncertainty and the role these might play in an 
understanding of the mind/brain (Penrose 1989, Lockwood 1989). We are not interested in that, 
but in a concept of uncertainty which is of direct psychological relevance. The world is 


inherently uncertain in the sense that it is impossible to predict what is going to happen when. Or 
rather it remains uncertain as long as people don’t do anything. For it is through active human 
work that the world becomes less uncertain. Human beings introduce (some) certainty into the 
world through what they do. The reason why we can drive with a great amount of certainty is 
that we have built good roads and good cars, and drivers tend to follow the Highway Code. 
Whoever has been in a Third World country knows how uncertain driving can be. Despite 
ongoing and future reductions in uncertainty, there is always some left, however. You suddenly 
hear a knock on your door which you did not predict. 


The important part of this is the fact that whatever certainty we may achieve is based on 
our own activity, on what we ourselves do. For only what we ourselves do is (for us) certain. The 
active SELF is above all a source of certainty; it produces certainty. This certainty has no 


necessary connection to consciousness. It may be totally outside immediate awareness. Of 
course, certainty can also be accompanied by awareness, as witnessed by all psychological 
experiments based on asking people about their decisions, or their dreams, and so on; but it does 
not depend on it. Moreover, sometimes awareness emerges as soon as certainty disappears, e.g. 
when Sacks ‘lost contact’ with his own leg. 


Another important consequence is that certainty underlies control, and this opens up a new 
dimension. In the developed world, society’s response to dealing with complexity has been to 
specialize. Technical experts have proliferated, and there has been an ever-increasing ‘division 
of labour’. But there is a downside to expertise; for one thing, it can foster alienation and 


dependency in the layperson, who may, as a result, feel helpless, stressed and in danger of losing 
control. This is sometimes the case even for those individuals at the control room interface, who 
have little or no say in the design and management of the system in which they play such an 
important role⎯and yet they carry immediate responsibility for the consequences of their 


actions. They can be taken beyond their limits when the technology demands more of them than 


is within their natural capabilities⎯when they have less than full control. Impaired ability to 
anticipate possible errors and intervene in the process in time can be a source of stress, especially 
when the operators know they carry responsibility for other people. Between midnight and 3 a.m. 
is not a good time, for example, to travel by long-distance coach, to perform surgical operations, 
or to run experiments in a nuclear power plant. 



(6)powerful missiles) may feel stressed the more remote they become from the direct control of that 
plant, as more and more instrumentation and automation is interposed between themselves (in 
theory the ‘controllers’) and the potentially dangerous object which is supposed to be under their 
control. The plant designers, the experts, do not carry the daily hands-on responsibility at the 
interface which is actually embodied in the operators who may have strictly limited discretion. 


BACK TO THE FUTURE 


Another feature of the active SELF is that it is always oriented towards the future. This has been 


shown to be the case in ergonomic research. A very good example is the train driver (Branton 
1978, 1979). Being in control of what amounts to a very heavy and very fast missile whose 
stopping time covers several miles, the train driver has to take decisions well in advance of the 
future state of the train. There is no actual perception (as in car driving) of the approximate spot 
where the train is going to be; nonetheless the train driver’s performance is very exact both in 
space and in time. 


Another suitable example is that of piloting a supertanker. A supertanker can be as wide as 
an 8-lane motorway and over a quarter of a mile in length. Fully-laden it can draw 60 feet of 
water, and in some of our waterways there may be as little as 6 in. maximum underkeel clearance 
in the deep-dredged channel up to the berth. Sudden power failure impairing steering control is 
an emergency. A ship of these dimensions has ‘slow-speed’ dynamics, and it could theoretically 
cover up to 2.5 nautical miles before coming to a stop, even when ‘braked’ at full engine-astern 
speed. Damage to ship and shore installations in a collision could be very costly, and there may 
also be grave pollution risks. These ships present special stress and control problems in berthing 
and manoeuvring, and under difficult conditions of dock layout and weather the supertanker pilot 
may be operating at the limits of human skill. The equations of motion for these ships are far 
from fully understood (cf. Shipley 1979). The pilot has to think and plan well ahead, and, 
sometimes, ‘hope for the best’. 


A third example comes from phonetics. A process which appears in practically all 
languages is assimilation. This process occurs when a sound changes one (or several) of its 
features according to another sound which is pronounced afterwards. Compare intolerable with 


impossible. In the analysis of these two words, you have to account for the fact that the negative 



(7)things: whilst performing the present articulation, they are already at the same time initiating the 
next articulatory movement, and sometimes the next after the next or even further forward. What 
is more, this is all done normally outside conscious awareness. 


Branton (1987) has proposed that this ‘living and acting ahead’ is the normal condition of 
the SELF, even though only in extreme cases as train driving can it be shown irrefutably. We used 
to think of the muscles as spatial distance effectors; but they are, according to Branton, just as 
much effectors ‘at a temporal distance’. The SELF is, to use his own phrase, always conquering 


the future. The evidence seems to point in this direction. This could be the most profound mark 


of mental life, more important than the ‘present of consciousness’ which is a rather superficial 
phenomenon. 


PURPOSES, EMOTIONS, VALUES AND ETHICS 


We now turn to a series of concepts which more than anything else we have thus far mentioned 
will provoke a defensive reaction. First of all, the very concept of a purpose. In order for the 
above-discussed conquest of the future to be able to take place, the SELF has to have purposes of 


its own. A purpose is above all a representation of what has to be. This, of course, is teleology, 
something that is now almost universally rejected in the intellectual world. But if the SELF is at 


all like we have tried to sketch, it has to be purposive. We would like to insist that the purposes 
we have in mind are not the purposes of Nature; that kind of teleology we reject as firmly as 
anyone. If Nature (or God) has any purposes of her own, we don’t know them; they are forever 
beyond us. What we propose is only that humans have purposes, and that by having them is how 
humans can do what they do. No psychology can ignore purposes if it wants to take the active 


SELF seriously. There is actually a very strange situation here. Many psychologists, especially 
those working in the practical and ‘applied’ parts of the discipline, talk of purposes in a natural 
way. On the other hand, mainstream psychological theory abhors such talk. Attempts at 


discrediting purposes, or at reducing them to causes, abound, both by diehard behaviourists and 
by cognitivists (Dennett 1987; for an even more recent discussion see Montefiore & Noble 
1989). But individual purpose has been shown empirically (Powers 1978). The rejection of 
purposes is based on several mistakes, foremost among which is, again, the contemplative bias, 
which consists in assuming the observer’s and not the actor’s point of view. It is the 


contemplative bias which has so far prevented purposes from becoming a basic concept of 
scientific psychology.6


But purposes are not enough for the active SELF. We contend further that purposes include 


representations of ‘value’ to explain choice, and why we are interested in one purpose rather than 
another such as the safety of passengers where this conflicts with the time-efficiency of the 
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(8)Thus feelings and emotions can be a non-verbal manifestation of a person’s values; for example, 
when feelings of being stressed accompany the awareness at some level that the achievement, or 
maintenance, of a particular personal goal (purpose) is under threat, especially where failure is 
expected to have important consequences. Emotions can only emerge — as befits an active SELF  
— from direct, specific interactive experiences and not from scanning the environment in search 
of an appropriate object (Mandler 1985). 


Among those values, the moral or ethical ones loom large. Philosophers have recently 
begun to see ethics as a joint enterprise of several disciplines, and applied scientists (such as 
doctors and psychologists) are forced by the nature of their work to think about ethical issues 
(Toulmin 1982). Thinking along the lines suggested above may be a start in the psychological 
study of ethical reasoning. It will necessarily involve speculation, but speculation will be sound 
so long as it is also empirically grounded. But we believe that the partnership between 


speculation and empirical study can only be fruitful if guided by a sound theory of the SELF as 


active. Most relevant in this respect, as some of the things we have been saying already suggest, 
is the study of stress (cf. Branton & Shipley 1986). Although an action, a decision even, does not 
have to be a conscious one, it can be extremely stressful if you ‘know’ (at some level) that you 
lack sufficient control for a decision to be made comfortably where the consequences of failure


are likely to be dire. The stressful image of the Air Traffic Control (ATC) job has now assumed a 
myth-like quality. But there are grains of truth in it. Studying their acts alone will not reveal this. 
We may still have to ask the operators themselves what it all feels like and be prepared to glean 
insights from the kind of language they use, among other things. For, although, as we said, little 
is indeed verbalisable at the level of skills, there are lots of analogies and metaphors going on in 
common speech which can be more illuminating that literal protocols. For example, the analogy 
of a house of cards (a pyramid of playing cards) has been used to describe the controller’s mental 
modelling. It is the sudden contingency, the unexpected event, like an unplanned aircraft arriving 
in the sector, which can be that one card too many that leads to the whole pack collapsing. It is 
the picture, mental model or representation itself which collapses. 


Like other stressful jobs, ATC has its own stress vocabulary. Controllers fear ‘losing the 
picture’, ‘losing my scan’. What, after all, do the blips on the radar screen mean to the 


controller? The picture is de-coupled from reality; it is artificial and objectified. The picture on it 
is not even 3D; vertical separation of aircraft is left to the controller’s imagination. The active 


SELF may not be aware of what it is actually doing or even of what it is capable of doing, it may 
be easily reduced to making up stories, to babbling or to downright silence if it tries to verbalize, 
artifically as it were, its activities and skills; it may grow eloquent, in its own metaphorical way, 
after a dangerous and stressful event has passed; and again, it may ‘freeze’ both verbally and 
bodily when lack of control coupled with a sense of responsibility (this marvellous quality we all 
seem to take for granted) makes it panic — the active SELVES of this world get strokes, suffer 
acute pain, and can become chronically ill or actually die in the pursuit of their jobs. 



(9)To sum up: we have tried to show that if the SELF (or in misleadingly dualistic parlance, the 
mind) is primarily and fundamentally active, then it can be empirically substantiated that the 


SELF (the mind) must possess several basic features. Most important among them are: it 
constantly uses SELF-representations of a largely unconscious and unreflective nature; it is the 
only source of psychological certainty; it lives in the more or less immediate future (although of 
course capable of long-term planning); it is purposive; and it has values, especially moral values, 
which direct its activities. 


One concept which will have to be reviewed next is the old philosophical notion of 
autonomy. We don’t mean just the biological autonomy claimed by some physiologists (e.g. 
Varela 1979), but real ethical autonomy, i.e. (to use traditional idiom) the ability of people to set 
and follow their own aims and purposes. If such a notion should be made plausible, then an 
active SELF should be an autonomous SELF. A theory of the active SELF which thus allows for 


autonomy — a theory of the autonomous SELF⎯ is in the best sense of the word a task for the 


future. We plan to develop our thoughts on this theme in a companion paper. 


Let us finish here with a rhetorical question on the dualistic theme we revised earlier, and 
contrast the responsible practical agent passionately committed to the job with the Cartesian 
detached observer — the dispassionate expert. Both go about their activities, often 


unquestioningly. An unintended consequence of taking the observer’s position in psychology 
may be unethical practice. Is the subject under observation, for example, a person to be cared 
about, co-operated with, and whose purposes are respected, or an object to be probed or 


manipulated to suit only the purposes of those experts who behave as though they are detached 
from the world and carry no responsibility for it and in it? 
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