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 ALAN THOMAS

 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW
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 ABSTRACT. It is argued that reasonable partiality allows an agent to attach value to partic
 ular objects of attachment via recognition of the value of the holding of that relation between

 agent and object. The reasonableness of partiality is ensured by a background context set
 by the agent's virtues, notably justice. It is argued that reasonable partiality is the only
 view that is compatible with our best account of the nature of self-knowledge. That account
 rules out any instrumental relationship between moral demands and moral character, but
 that familiar claim is given an unfamiliar explanation. Instrumentality depends on a prior
 objectification of the self and it is that kind of objectification that, in the ethical case, repre

 sents a form of ethical evasion. Self-knowledge is transparent, incomplete and essentially
 connected with first person endorsement. The transparency condition is that knowledge of
 one's state of mind is "taken" transparently to its object. More specifically, ethical trans
 parency is the feature that my virtues do not exhibit themselves to me in self-knowledge, but
 take me transparently to the way in which they saliently represent the world as containing
 evaluative properties calling for various forms of response. It is concluded that reasonable
 partiality grounded in the nature of the virtues is the only reflective account of morality
 compatible with the most plausible account of the nature of self-knowledge. The demands
 of impartiality are incompatible with a condition of having a personal point of view, namely,

 that a self can stand in a non-alienated relation to itself via its capacity for self-knowledge.

 KEY WORDS: impartiality, reasonable partiality, self-knowledge

 This paper argues that a class of basic ethical reasons, reasonably partial
 reasons, can be described as arising from an agent's personal point of
 view: the point of view of a virtuous agent. I will defend the thesis by
 arguing that it is supported by our best account of some of the distinctive
 features of consciousness and self-knowledge. I outline an approach to
 moral psychology that supports this claim about ethical reasons and that
 defends this class of reasons from the distortions imposed upon them by
 impartialist accounts of the personal point of view.

 Central to my argument is the idea of the transparency of consciousness.
 This aspect of conscious experience has been much discussed, particu
 larly in connection with the philosophy of perception (Thomas, 2004a). I

 will, in this paper, take a restricted interest in this complex phenomenon
 and will focus on a claim, central to the phemonenological tradition
 of theorizing about consciousness, that sees consciousness as intrinsi
 cally connected to our capacity to represent the world transparently to
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 26  A. THOMAS

 judgement1 (Sartre, 1993; Rowlands, 2001,2003; Thomas, 1997,2003a,c).
 In the case of conscious beliefs, self-knowledge involves the content ofthat
 which is known by a subject being transparent to the subject. For exam
 ple, to find out whether you believe that Napoleon died on Elba, you do
 not inspect your inner mental machinery to determine that which you be
 lieve. Instead, you set about determining the truth of the belief itself. You
 put in play those methods that lead you to fix the truth of the content
 believed (Edgley, 1969; Evans, 1982). Yet this "outward directedness" is
 not only compatible with the idea that the rational endorsement of that
 which you know is central to self-knowledge: it actually serves to explain
 it.

 This general claim has three important consequences for moral psy
 chology. First, as I have argued elsewhere, in their primary dimension of
 assessment moral claims are to be understood as cognitive. The best ex
 planation of our ethical experience is that such claims are to be interpreted
 as expressing beliefs (Thomas, 2005). If ethical claims are cognitive then
 the transparency intuition should apply to them. Secondly, if this general
 view of the mind retains a crucial and irreducible role for the first personal
 point of view and its connection with rational endorsement, then one could
 derive from this view a constraint on the proper form of ethical objectiv
 ity (Deutscher, 1983; Moran, 2001). Thirdly, a connection can be drawn
 between different models of self-knowledge and the idea that an objecti
 fied view of oneself may represent the ethical error of false objectification
 (Sartre, 1993; Moran, 2001). These interconnected ideas, all clearly present
 in Sartre but also in the work of contemporaries, such as Richard Moran,

 will be applied in this paper to the idea that reasonably partial reasons arise
 from the personal point of view of the agent. But the main conclusion that
 I want to derive from the application of these ideas to ethics is that the
 personal point of view cannot be "objectified".

 1. REASONABLY PARTIAL REASONS AND THE PERSONAL POINT OF VIEW

 A partial reason is a basic ethical reason that holds in virtue of a relation
 between an agent and a particular object of value (Williams, 1981;
 Cottingham, 1983, 1986, 1991, 1996, 1997). Moral agents stand in
 these relations to particular objects, and the reasons grounded on these
 relations arise in the context of an agent's particular, personal, point of
 view (Williams, 1981; Scheffler, 1994). There are ethically objectionable
 forms of partiality, but the ethically unobjectionable forms are shaped

 1 More specifically, my concern is with one strand in this tradition originated by Kant
 that finds its fullest development in Sartre. For a general account see Zahavi (1999).
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 27

 by a background context of justice. There is more than one way of
 connecting the three ideas of partiality, reasonableness and the personal
 point of view, but the way in which I do so is by adopting a virtue ethical
 perspective.2 It is from such a perspective that we can see those partial
 reasons that arise from a relationship between an agent and a particular
 object as constrained by the background role of justice. It is also from
 such a perspective that we can see an agent's virtues, from our third
 personal interpretative perspective, as expressing a personal point of
 view.

 Thinking about moral agency and judgement primarily in terms of moral
 character allows one to draw the necessary connections between moral
 psychology and wider issues in the philosophy of mind. A key feature
 of virtues, noted by Williams in his insightful discussion of the nature of
 virtues and motivation, is the asymmetry between first and third personal
 perspectives on a virtuous person's character (Williams, 1985, pp. 8-11).
 The virtuous agent deliberates from, not with, an evaluative perspective
 on the world that registers what is important and salient for that agent.
 But this person does not, typically, use the virtue terms in his or her first
 personal deliberations. That would be, as Williams puts it, a "misdirection
 of ethical attention" unless the person concerned is learning to be moral. It
 is others who use terms for the virtues in characterizing the dispositions and

 motivations of the moral agent from a third personal and (usually) social
 standpoint. There are exceptions to this general thesis, such as the virtues
 of justice and righteousness, but in general a kind person (for example)
 does not deliberate about what to do, on an occasion when the exercise of
 this virtue is demanded, in terms of kindness.

 This asymmetry between the interpretation of the moral psychology of
 others and one's interpretative stance towards oneself will prove important
 in giving a phenomenologically accurate account of the role played in
 ethical reflection by the idea of the personal point of view. I will speak,
 in this paper, of the personal point of view as making certain reasons
 available to an agent. I will use this noncommittal formulation deliberately
 in order to avoid more theoretically loaded descriptions of the relationship
 between the moral agent and values. A leading representative theoretical
 description of this relation uses the idea of an agent-relative reason for
 action (Nagel, 1986). This is a standard way in which the idea that a reason
 stands in a special relation to a particular agent, or class of agents, has been
 understood. However, for various reasons, the whole idea of an agent
 relative reason seems to me an unhappy one, as "regrettably obscur(-ing)
 useful distinctions", as a fellow sceptic has put it (Skorupski, 1999). It will
 prove important to my subsequent argument that the relation in which the

 2 For a similar strategy, see Cottingham (1996).

This content downloaded from 
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 144.32.124.6 on Mon, 30 Mar 2026 08:28:37 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � � �  

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 28  A. THOMAS

 personal point of view stands to an agent's values is one o? presupposition
 in a sense to be explained.

 Generally speaking there are two broad ways in which philosophers
 have analysed the idea of "relativity to a point of view" in a certain class of
 judgements. One strategy introduces the idea of presupposition and offers
 an explanation in which a certain class of reasons presupposes a certain
 point of view. A different strategy works by offering an analysis of the
 content of a class of reasons so as to bring out a concealed relativity in the
 content of that class of reasons. These different strategies are both valid
 enterprises in particular contexts, and a given class of reasons may exhibit
 both features, but the two kinds of explanation offered remain distinct.

 It will prove important in this paper to argue that it is the former style of

 presuppositional explanation that correctly characterizes the relationship
 between the personal point of view of a moral agent and the evaluatively
 salient aspects of the world that figure in his or her deliberations. I think this
 kind of explanation contrasts clearly with one that uses the idea of agent
 relativity as such explanations precisely involve analysis of the contents
 of moral reasons. Their content is further analysed to unpack concealed
 "agent-relativity" in the full specification of such reasons. That is, I think,
 in the particular case of the virtuous agent's relationship with values, a

 mistake (Thomas, 2003b, Section 3; Thomas, 2004b). For that reason I
 will not, in this paper, avail myself of the idea of an agent-relative reason
 and will restrict myself to the less theoretically committal formulation.
 That formulation is that the personal point of view makes a certain range
 of reasons available to an agent.3

 Connecting reasonable partiality, the personal point of view, and the per
 spective of a virtuous agent gives virtue ethics an argument in its defence
 that it badly needs. The virtue ethicist faces familiar difficulties in explain
 ing exactly what is distinctive about virtue ethics given that alternative
 normative theories, such as consequentialism or deontology, seem equally
 able to accommodate a role for moral character and virtue. The answer
 usually given is that, on these alternative views, one's character is valued
 instrumentally as an effective instrument of consequentialist maximization
 or as the set of character traits required effectively to pursue one's duty.
 The virtue ethicist alone can explain an apparently paradoxical feature of
 a person's virtuous character, namely, that it is both intrinsically valuable
 and yet valuable only in so far as it represents an evaluative point of view on
 the world. A failure to acknowledge this paradox or to come up with a re
 flective explanation which dissolves its paradoxically is a central problem

 31 give more detailed reasons for my unhappiness with the terminology of the agent
 relative versus the agent-neutral in 'The Scope of the Agent-Relative', unpublished ms.
 Also relevant is section three of Thomas (2003b).
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 29

 for those normative ethical theories that do not begin from a virtue ethical
 perspective, but introduce it as a derived notion, subordinate to making
 one's character an instrument of other values. Bernard Williams once put
 the argument as follows in the course of his objection to indirect impartialist
 ethical theories:

 Is there anywhere in the mind or in society that a theory of this kind can be coherently
 or acceptably located? The theory finds a value for these dispositions, but it is still an
 instrumental value. The dispositions are seen as devices for generating certain actions
 .... That is what those dispositions look like when seen from outside... . But it is not

 what they seem from the inside. ... The dispositions help to form the character of an
 agent who has them, and they will do the job the theory has given them only if the agent

 does not see his character purely instrumentally, but sees the world from the point of
 view ofthat character. Moreover, the dispositions require the agent to see other things
 in a noninstrumental way. They are dispositions not simply of action, but of feeling and
 judgement, and they are expressed precisely in ascribing intrinsic and not instrumental
 value to such things as truthtelling, loyalty and so on (Williams, 1985. p. 108, emphasis
 added.).

 Williams does not explicitly make a connection between this critique of
 indirect impartialist theory and a virtue ethical perspective that is uniquely
 placed to explain the relationship between the normative content of ethics
 and the moral psychology of character, but the connection is there to be
 made. Virtuous agents exhibit their personal point of view not simply in the
 practical conclusions that they draw. They show their moral character to
 others not simply by what they decide to do, but also by those considerations
 that they are prepared to countenance, the range of considerations that they
 view as relevant, their sensitivity in noting aspects of situations (or failing to
 do so) and the quality of their practical deliberation. It is from the general
 perspective of agents' virtues that we can see their evaluative interests
 as making various aspects of the world evaluatively salient to them and
 as representing their personal pattern of evaluative concerns.4 Hitherto,
 discussion of the distinctive character of a virtue ethical perspective on
 value has focused on the question of whether or not it is the only view that
 allows one to take up a non-instrumental relationship to one's character.
 This issue is, in fact, secondary to a more fundamental issue of what it is
 to take up an objective stance towards one's own character.

 Much of the ethical objection to the idea of reasonably partial reasons
 arises from ignoring the background context set for an agent's deliber
 ations by the virtue of justice. As Phillipa Foot has argued, an agent's
 deliberations are shaped by the internalization of the demands of justice
 (Foot, 1985). These demands of justice need not, in their turn, receive

 4Let me emphasise once again that the issue, as I see it, is evaluative salience or relevance,
 not the disproportionate evaluation of states of affairs or "outcomes".
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 30  A. THOMAS

 an impartialist justification (Galston, 1980). There are, clearly, ethically
 objectionable forms of partiality or favouritism, but a context of justice
 suffices to explain what is objectionable about many of these cases. The
 aim is not, in any case, to offer a theory of Tightness that actually deter
 mines the stringency, or otherwise, of particular obligations. The aim is to
 cast light on how that which John Cottingham has called an "autodicy",
 an ethically unobjectionable form of self-concern, is so much as possible
 (Cottingham, 1991, p. 802). Defending a general class of considerations
 need not become mired in particular debates as to whether, for example, the
 parents of murderous offspring owe stronger duties to the common weal or
 to their criminal progeny. The practical verdict in each such case depends
 on the detailed specification of the factors bearing on decision. This paper
 leaves such issues open, but it ought to do so.5 The aim of this paper is to
 defend the idea that amongst the relevant factors that may legitimately bear
 on such decisions are reasonably partial reasons that express an agent's
 personal point of view.

 2. The Personal Point of View and the Impartial Point of View

 Impartialist views, such as consequentialism, pressurise the ideas that I have
 described. They represent an agent's personal point of view as a candidate
 ethical conception to be set alongside other conceptions shaped by a more
 demanding notion of impartiality. While it would go beyond the scope of
 this paper to deal with the issue in all its generality, I will consider one
 way in which impartialism seems to me to distort the intuitive idea of an
 agent's personal point of view. Impartialism contrasts the agent's personal
 point of view with another conception in which the agent is reflectively
 aware that his or her own view is no-one's point of view in particular.6 The
 demand of impartiality is that you acknowledge, alongside your ethical
 view of the world, the thought that there is nothing in it that is distinctively

 or particularly yours. You are one person amongst others, equally real, and
 their projects and concerns are as real as yours.

 That minimally impartial thought does not, it seems to me, in any way
 destabilise our ordinary idea of the personal point of view. It is perfectly

 5 Given that a wide range of other normative views, from applications of the categorical
 imperative to rule consequentialism, now offer themselves as accounts of the right mak
 ing features of actions, as opposed to an account of a decision procedure, proponents of
 reasonable partiality ought to be entitled to as much latitude as their critics allow themselves.

 6This thought experiment does not require that the agent literally view him or herself as
 an individual instance of a collective mind (as Schopenhauer argued) or as psychologically
 reduced to a set of mental components that are tokens of the same type as the components
 of other minds.
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 31

 compatible with a cognitive emphasis on the "outward directedness" of
 our ethical attention and the ethical faults that are internal to that idea. If

 that is all that is meant by impartiality, there would seem to be little in it
 to undermine the claim that each of us does possess a point of view on
 the world. My point of view is no-one's in particular, but it is still mine:
 it cannot help but be my outwardly directed focus on those values that
 are salient and important to me. Clearly, a great deal here depends on the
 multiple ambiguities of the idea of particularity. It is not mine in the sense
 that it is deictically attached to me: an ethical equivalent of metaphysical
 "thisness" (Thomas, 1996). Ethically, my attention is directed outwards,
 to those people and objects that are my particular ethical concerns. Others
 have similar concerns, and it is a lapse into selfishness or egotism to value
 those objects of my concern solely because they are related to me. In that
 sense, my point of view is no-one's in particular, but it is still mine. Properly

 interpreted, the minimal impartialist thought is simply a reminder of the
 virtues and vices internal to objective moral judgement itself. Selfishness
 and egotism are defects in that which Iris Murdoch called one's "just and
 loving attention" to particular things. It can be re-interpreted as a reminder,
 from within the standpoint of the personal point of view, of what objectivity

 in that context amounts to and the nature of its characteristic failings. It has
 been forcefully argued, for example by Max Deutscher, that in the context
 of our relation to values that which constitutes being objective inherently
 depends on partiality in the sense of "interestedness":

 Partiality is essential to any objectivity, though it is equally a sharp risk_The opposite
 of partiality is indifference, not impartiality, just as boredom, not disinterest, is the
 opposite of interest (Deutscher, 1983 p. 73).

 This limited force to that which I have called the "minimally impartialist
 thought" motivates the impartialist to go beyond it. It is held to be a require

 ment of the communicability, or the objectivity, or the simple rationality
 of moral requirements that we need to take the next step: a switching ar
 gument.7 Contrast two reasons, one of which is expressive of the personal
 point of view, in the sense that it is from that point of view, and the other of

 which is impartial in the sense that it is a reason determined by an impartial
 perspective. Solve for the highest common factor, that which the two views
 have in common, and identify that which remains (McDowell, 1982). This
 general strategy is used to introduce several non-equivalent contrasts, but
 the aim of them all is to isolate the contribution of the "personal point of
 view", as a determinant of reasons or values, contrasted with the impartial

 7 The best critical discussion, with more general application, of the problems with this
 entire class of arguments is McDowell (1982).
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 32  A. THOMAS

 as such a determinant. (At this point one might, once again, be tempted to
 introduce the distinction between the agent-relative and the agent-neutral.)
 The basic idea is to establish a contrast between that which is ethically
 relevant when viewed from the personal point of view and that which is
 ethically relevant when viewed impartially, and to do so by isolating the
 two factors or "stances" that those points of view represent.

 I contrasted above two different ways in which one might philosophically
 explain the idea of a constitutive relation between a class of reasons and a
 point of view: one way invoked the idea of presupposition; the other anal
 ysed the content of these reasons to uncover a tacit relativity in their content.
 This new line of impartialist argument, it seems to me, misconstrues the
 connection between values and relations by making the personal point of
 view an indexical parameter within moral reasons or values, whereas the
 correct account should be presuppositional in general form. Compare two
 analogies: it has been argued that all practical reasons are de se or essen
 tially indexical (Perry, 1993). By contrast, value as an entire category has
 been argued to stand to human interests or concerns in the relation of pre
 supposition. Just as postboxes are not red for humans, but simply red in
 colour with their relativity to our outlook presupposed, so value as an entire
 category presupposes human interests and concerns (Wiggins, 2000). Both
 cases involve relationality but of different kinds. One of these views insists
 that one class of contents, in a particular context, is tacitly indexical. The
 other view insists that another class of contents, in any context, is never
 indexical. Which case is more closely analogous to the relation between
 an agent's personal point of view and values?

 The crux of my argument is that the relationship between the personal
 point of view and both values and reasons is directly analogous to the pre
 suppositional case. An agent's personal point of view is not a determinant
 of value, nor, for that matter, of reasons. Phenomenologically, it makes val
 ues available to an agent's judgement, and hence the metaphor of a "point
 of view" gets its grip. But that is not because such a "point of view" func
 tions like a further parameter involved in the content of an agent's reasons.
 The personal point of view functions as a transcendental condition for the
 availability of these reasons and not as an indexical parameter within them.
 A personal point of view is an ethical agent's standpoint on ethical reality.
 It is as important as that which that standpoint reveals, but is not important
 in its own right. Recall that the personal point of view is as much about

 what counts for an agent as a relevant consideration as about the content of
 those factors that do count as an agent's final, all things considered, practi
 cal verdicts. This argument is reinforced by appealing to the transparency
 of self-knowledge. When one comes to focus on one's "personal point of
 view", as a determinant of the values one acknowledges or the reasons that
 one holds, the judger is taken "transparently" to those values and reasons.
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 33

 You can, of course, direct your ethical attention to such matters as the qual
 ity of your perceptions and your sensitivity to moral concerns, but those
 are the virtues internal to objective moral judgement itself.

 The impartialist "switching argument" that isolates two components in
 the determination of moral judgement can be used in an allegedly non
 exclusionary way. Thomas Nagel, for example, has argued that it is equally
 natural for us to occupy both a personal and an impartial standpoint. Serious
 ethical reflection can be informed by both and the result, he argues, is a
 genuinely pluralist view (Nagel, 1986). I will not repeat here arguments
 that I have presented elsewhere for viewing this as a merely superficial
 form of pluralism (Thomas, 2003b). In the present context I simply want
 to add that one can (misguidedly) use a switching argument to isolate the
 separate components of an impartial and personal judgement, but then, as it
 were, re-attach the two components. That gives you two evaluative aspects
 to the world, or two classes of ethical reasons, one impartially determined
 and one personally determined. That is an important step, for example, in
 the development of a hybrid ethical theory that takes very seriously the idea
 of a personal point of view (Scheffler, 1994).

 It may seem unfair to single out for particular criticism a form of im
 partialist theorizing that does take the personal point of view seriously and
 which can, indeed, be interpreted as uniquely structured to do so. But, in
 fact, hybrid theory represents for my purposes a perfect example of a view
 in which the personal point of view functions like an indexical parame
 ter within reasons. Only if so understood can the personal point of view
 generate an evaluation of outcomes which is disproportionate to the evalu
 ation of outcomes from an "objective", "impersonal" or, more accurately,
 "impartial" perspective. It is this disproportionate evaluation that is central
 to hybrid theory, limiting as it does the breadth of an agent's discretion
 in a theory where he or she is always permitted, but never required, to
 bring about the best outcome impartially considered. If two contrasting
 perspectives suffice to determine different evaluative outcomes, as speci
 fied by reasons, then they are clearly being interpreted as functioning like
 indexical parameters within reasons rather than presuppositions of a class
 of reasons. The criterion for this distinction is whether or not the content

 of the reason is determined by the parameter and, in this case, the answer
 is clearly that the personal point of view and the impartial point of view
 give reasons determined from those stances or perspectives that differ in
 their respective contents. That is clearly the case as they express different
 evaluations.

 But this very idea of an isolation of two components in judgement
 is deeply wrong and the transparency intuition undercuts the very idea
 that moral reasons are determined from two contrasting "points of view",
 namely, the personal and the impartial. That remains true even in a view
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 34  A. THOMAS

 that is not, itself, hostile to the very idea of a personal point of view. There is

 little point in taking that idea seriously after it has been subject to a distort
 ing misrepresentation. Bernard Williams's objection to impartialism was
 that it misrepresented the personal point of view and then constructed an
 impartial model of that which it had misrepresented to its own satisfaction
 (Williams, 1981). My objection to how impartialists model the personal
 point of view, even when they claim to be sympathetic to that idea, is that a
 conception ofthat which can be modeled is at play in the initial misdescrip
 tion of our intuitive idea of a personal point of view. Since impartialism can
 be a "stance" that generates classes of values and reasons, so the personal
 point of view, to be ethically admissible, must be construed as analogous
 to such a stance. But it is not so analogous and the idea of a personal point
 of view as it figures, for example, in a hybrid ethical theory, is damagingly
 misdescribed.

 3. Consciousness, Self Knowledge and Transparency

 The arguments I have given for defusing the impact of the minimally im
 partialist thought, and not allowing it to play a role in any more ambitious
 switching argument, depend on the transparency of our ethical beliefs. The
 personal point of view is a perspective on value and if it is a cognitive per
 spective it should exemplify the transparency of self-knowledge. That is
 why any attempt to reify the personal point of view takes one transparently
 to its objects. Thus, in my view, the best prospect for ultimately defending
 the idea of the personal point of view is to place it in the context of a gen
 eral approach to consciousness and self-knowledge that, in turn, make the
 transparency intuition defensible.

 Setting out a complete account of consciousness and self-knowledge
 is not an appropriate task for this paper. Limitations of scope mean that
 I can only outline arguments that I have presented elsewhere (Thomas,
 1997, 2003a,c). An adverbial theory of consciousness argues that the "dif
 ference that makes a difference" to conscious experience, as opposed to

 mentality generally, is that I am "in" those states consciously. An adverbial
 theory of consciousness must be understood on the basis of an analogy
 with an adverbial theory of perceptual experience. The point of such a the
 ory of perceptual experience was negative: it was to dislodge a competing
 act/object model of perception. Similarly, the point of an adverbial theory
 of conscious experience is negative, the rejection of act/object model of
 conscious awareness. Conscious awareness has a certain adverbial feature

 that, when characterised, redeems the claim that this feature attaches to
 the conscious experience of a subject such that there is an answer to the
 question: what is it like to be a subject ofthat kind? (Thomas, 2003a).
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 35

 The term "conscious" is applied both as a person level predicate applied
 to whole people or other animals and to states of such organisms. This rela
 tionship between "creature consciousness" and "state consciousness" is not
 straightforward. O'Shaughnessy's careful reflections on "conscious" as a
 person level predicate already make a substantial and insightful philosoph
 ical point (O'Shaughnessy, 1991, 2000). The "logic" of the term, applied
 to a person, is that being conscious stands to being asleep or anaesthetized
 as being yellow stands to being red. The relation here is of determinable to
 determinates: you get a more illuminating account of what consciousness
 is by contrasting it with deprivations of consciousness in a mental subject
 than by contrasting it with mentality as a whole.

 The main ethical relevance of these ideas is that I am my conscious
 "point of view" on the world. A virtuous agent does not engage with those
 values made available by his or her personal point of view "with" his or her
 ethical character, but rather from a perspective afforded by that character. A
 character is that from which one deliberates, but it is not itself an object for
 the person whose character it is. In this respect it shares the central feature
 of awareness generally which can neither be modeled on the idea of exter
 nal perception nor on the "aboutness" relation involved in the general idea
 of "thinking about."8 Conscious experience does not involve reflexivity, or
 thoughts standing in an intentional relation to each other (Siewert, 1998,
 chapter six; Thomas, 2003c). Conscious awareness takes one transparently
 to its object and it is a phenomenological error to take one's subjective point
 of view on the world as itself constituted by some higher order standpoint
 towards it. But this is not a Lichtenbergian "no ownership" view either,
 given that it is a priori that a perspectival thought has a subject that can
 attach the "I" to it (Peacocke, 2001). This explains the centrality, in ac
 counts of consciousness and self-knowledge, of the transparency intuition.
 Reject an underlying act/object model of conscious awareneness, and there
 is no mystery in explaining how an account of an objective world and a
 subject's place within it is also an account of the subject adverbially cor
 related with such an objective world.9 But it is an error to take that idea of

 8Higher order perception theories attempt to explain consciousness as analogous to inner
 perception, or "inner sense": a mental state is made conscious when it is the object of
 an inner scanner analogous to outer perception. Higher order thought theory attempts to
 explain consciousness as analogous to being "thought about", a general kind of intentional
 relation between thoughts and their objects: a mental state is made conscious when it is the

 object of a higher order thought, that thinks about the lower order thought, such that the
 higher order thought need not itself be conscious. Dispositional higher order thought theory
 claims that the higher order theory need only be dispositionally available; actualist higher
 order thought theory claims mat the higher order thought must be actually concurrent.

 9That would be my gloss, for example, on the central arguments of Sydney Shoemaker's
 (1996a, 1996b).
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 conscious awareness and to use its notion of perception or intentionality to
 cast light on that which constitutes consciousness. An adverbial theory of
 consciousness respects these negative constraints: it does not model con
 sciousness relationally, either as analogous to perception or as involving
 the intentional idea of "thinking about". It offers a plausible context for
 the intuition of transparency that is central to the objection to impartialist
 ethical theorising developed here. The connection between this approach
 to consciousness and the idea of transparent self-ascription will now be
 described in more detail.

 4. Self-Knowledge, Rational Endorsement, and
 the Limits of Impartiality

 One of the key advantages of adverbialism about consciousness is that it
 does not attribute too high a degree of internal complexity to an organism
 in a way that outstrips our intuitions about how widely consciousness
 can be found in nature. Its implicit theory of mental functioning can
 specify which further features a mental subject must have to be attributed
 consciousness, but this attribution of consciousness is, unsurprisingly, that
 of a "one level" theory of consciousness (Thomas, 2003c). It is a difference
 that makes a difference, explanatorily, but it does not make this difference
 by complicating an internal hierarchy of states within the organism or
 giving it the kind of explicit self-conception found in self-conscious
 thought. Consciousness does not, then, need self-consciousness if by that
 we mean a higher order control function that organizes our distinctive
 rational capacities such that they co-operate or mutually focus (when they
 do) or which explains the depletions of consciousness (when they do not).
 This is the correct basis for a positive account of the connections between
 consciousness and rational control and offers a defence of the transparency
 intuition.

 A first order conscious, rational, mental subject has a certain capac
 ity, which supervenes on its first order capacities, to self-ascribe its men
 tal states. It is fully conceptual: it does not operate solely at the level of
 sub-personal mechanisms, even if such mechanisms underly it (Peacocke,
 1998; Thomas, 2003a,c). To self-ascribe is not to entertain self-conscious
 thoughts about one's first order representations. That construal would fall
 into the trap of an act/object model of awareness, applied in this case to the

 mind's knowledge of itself. Self-ascription is not to entertain thoughts about
 oneself but rather to be in a position rationally to endorse them as from a
 point of view: one's own point of view as a rational subject. I have defended
 elsewhere that which I have called a "weak supervenience" view of self as
 cription (Thomas, 2003a). The content of that self-knowledge supervenes
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 on a functioning, global, set of mental capacities, centrally the capacities
 for rationality and for forming an objective conception of the world.

 This account of self-ascription is the proper context for the transparency
 intuition. Given a background global set of capacities, if you form a rational
 belief with which you are identified, then you can self-ascribe it. Freed from

 an act/object model of conscious experience, or of the self, an "outwardly
 directed" belief can also be a vehicle of your self-knowledge. But, running
 the argument in the opposite direction, as it were, in focusing on your
 self-knowledge you are taken transparently to the content of that which is
 known. That a conscious subject finds him or herself in an objective world
 not of their own making plays a crucial role in securing the connection
 between the content of the subject's "outwardly directed" beliefs and the
 subject's capacity to self-ascribe this knowledge.

 As Richard Moran has noted, an important aspect of self-knowledge that
 is frequently obscured in philosophical discussion of its nature is that it is,
 itself, ethically significant (Moran, 2001, xxix-xx). That significance, in
 turn, arises from the fact that you can take up one of two stances towards
 yourself in self-knowledge: a rational stance, in which one introduces the
 issue of normativity, intentionality and the thought that one can be held
 responsible for one's thoughts as their author, or a blankly non-normative
 stance. In the latter instance you inspect, via inner sense, an objectified
 account of your own mind that is thereby also potentially an alienating
 self-conception (Moran, 2001; Thomas 2003). The "subject" and the "ob
 ject" of self-knowledge come together in the claim that those contents
 that are mine are those that I can avow. That, in turn, implies that they
 are potential items of self-knowledge and self-ascription: contents that are
 endorsed as mine. They are rationally integrated into my system of be
 liefs and desires (as opposed, for example, to being viewed by me as a
 pathological compulsion with no role in my self-understanding as a ra
 tional agent save as an objectified problem). I cannot, by endorsement,
 integrate anyone else's mental contents into their rational plans of thought
 and action. This does, I believe, lead to an interesting and insightful view of
 self-knowledge, one with particular importance for moral psychology. For
 a certain primacy does attach to the perspective of rational endorsement,
 or avowal, where that is a stance towards my own thoughts that I cannot
 take up to the thoughts of another. But, conversely, an objectified view of

 my own mental life is, once again, not a version of the kind of theoretical
 or observational knowledge that I could have of another person's mental
 life, but by happenstance applied to me.

 This account of the nature of self-knowledge has ramified consequences
 for the moral psychology of the virtues, but in the present context I want to
 focus simply on one: that virtue ethics is uniquely placed to explain what
 it is to think objectively about oneself in the context of ethical decision.
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 The deliberative stance requires, in various different ways, that the agent
 involved be capable of an objective and critical stance towards his or her
 own character but objectivity, in this sense, is not the same as treating one's
 character as an objectified given. That would be, as Sartre and Moran argue,
 to adopt an alienated self-conception and a manifestation of ethical evasion
 and bad faith. Thus, the issue about whether virtue ethical explanations
 of character and right action can be undercut by other normative ethical
 approaches is not the issue of whether one can take up an instrumental
 stance towards one's character. Such a stance could only be taken up if one's
 character had already been objectified in a mistaken way: as an object for
 whose nature one is not responsible. If our best account of self-knowledge
 explains how such objectification represents an ethical error it also, as a
 corollary, undermines any account of the relation between character and
 value that treats the former instrumentally.

 Having identified this plausible approach to self-knowledge, the chal
 lenge is not to allow it to be obscured by further, cross-cutting, distinctions.
 The largest obstacle to retaining this insight is the issue of the relation be
 tween theoretical and practical reasoning. Two conflicting commitments
 pull philosophical accounts of self-knowledge in apparently contradictory
 directions: to do justice to the element of commitment that is involved in
 "theoretical" self-knowledge, there is a strong temptation to introduce a
 "Neo-Stoic" account that introduces a separate mental act of endorsement,
 an act of will, that constitutes commitment to a mental content. But this

 neglects the second feature of self-knowledge, namely, the distinctions be
 tween practical and theoretical uses of reason and our knowledge about
 their use.

 Christine Korsgaard, for example, believes that the very idea of having
 a reason involves an element of reflective endorsement on the part of the
 agent that is ultimately traced to the structure of his or her will (Korsgaard,
 1996a). But it seems to me that the generic idea of rational commitment
 or endorsement is certainly not an idea that depends on an act of will. A
 Neo-Stoic account of theoretical judgement looks very unattractive. The
 idea that in perception, for example, I am constantly reflexively monitor
 ing the content of my perceptual experience and quasi-voluntaristically
 endorsing it has little to recommend it (Thomas, 2003a). It is the difficulty
 of doing justice to both of these facts that is problematic: the fact that both
 theoretical and practical reason seem to involve a notion like commitment
 or endorsement, and the fact that the two notions of reason seem to have
 distinctive features.

 A representative difficulty, it seems to me, is even exemplified in
 Richard Moran's otherwise excellent discussion of this issue (Moran,
 2001). Moran's view of self-knowledge identifies the element of com
 mitment in self-knowledge as involving, constitutively, our capacity to
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 avow. He rejects, quite correctly, any connection between this idea and
 an act/object model of conscious awareness. On this basis, too, he re
 jects a reflexive model of self-consciousness as rational control: he quite
 correctly points out that this simply reproduces an act/object model of
 conscious awareness and offers a new ground for it. But having made all
 these insightful points, Moran then suggests that avowal is connected to a
 "deliberative" stance and, when discussing the ethical importance of the
 capacity for avowal, relates his work to Christine Korsgaard's voluntarist
 and Neo-Stoic account of our relation to practical reasons which clearly
 incorporates an act/object (reflexive) model of rationality. This set of com

 mitments does not add up, unless Moran believes that a reflexive model
 of the connection between self-consciousness and rationality makes sense
 for practical reasons, but not for theoretical. Even if he believes the latter,
 how, given the involvement of "deliberation" in what may be called the
 theoretical sense of self-knowledge, can he avoid the reflexive model of
 self-knowledge re-entering by the back door when ejected through the front
 door?

 In my view, what has led Moran astray here is the conflation of the re
 jection of an act/object model of awareness with the separate issue of the
 relation between theoretical and practical knowledge. He tacitly assumes
 that a "theoretical" model of self-knowledge must take an act/object form
 and exhibit the features of detachment, distancing and a "spectator" rela
 tionship to the object known that are characteristic of such a model. But
 perceptual experience does not conform to an act/object model, and even
 if it did, that kind of model could not be a model for self-knowledge, nor
 for conscious experience, nor even for self-consciousness. You can reject
 an act/object model for all of these phenomena, without denying that they
 can still involve a "theoretical" as opposed to "practical" relationship with
 your own mental states. If you take the latter route, you end up giving
 precisely the false picture of, for example, perception, that Moran him
 self cautioned against. Offer a different diagnosis of what is wrong with
 "perceptual" analogies for self-knowledge and Moran's insights into the
 nature of self-knowledge can be detached from an entirely separable com
 mitment to a form of Neo-Stoicism about self-knowledge in which it is
 construed as "more like" practical, deliberative thinking than theoretical
 self-description. The dichotomy is a false one. Our general capacity of rea
 son has two aspects: practical and theoretical. There is a notion of rational
 endorsement that spans them both. However, the idea of endorsing states
 that I can avow as mine comes simply with the idea of mental ascriptions
 as being constrained by rationality.

 An adverbial theory of consciousness emphasizes that we need consis
 tently and rigorously to avoid applying an act/object model which is not
 even true of external "perceptual" awareness, nor of its "quasi-perceptual"
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 inner analogue. Neither conscious awareness, nor self-knowledge, nor self
 consciousness fit the act/object model any more than perception does. The
 advantage of an adverbial re-interpretation of all such act/object models
 is that self-knowledge should now appear unproblematic. The use of "I
 as subject" without any prior identification component is bound up with a
 subject's capacity immediately to avow his or her state of mind in a dis
 tinctively first personal way that is still of philosophical interest when the
 temptations of Cartesianism have been resisted. We do stand to knowledge
 of our mind in a way that is distinctive, and interpretationism is wrong to
 argue that the first personal stance to the mind is the limiting case of a third

 personal, interpretative stance applied to oneself.
 This capacity first personally to avow our mental states in self-knowledge

 is central to viewing mental subjects as free, both in what they choose to do
 and in those theoretical conclusions with which they are identified, com
 mitted to, or, from which they cannot be dissociated. However, to accept
 these insights while also acknowledging that theoretical and practical rea
 son are distinct exercises of reason, I think we need to hold our existing
 assumptions steadily in view. Our attitude to a content always holds open
 the issue of endorsement or commitment. That is expressive of our standing
 as rational agents. But endorsement or commitment comes in two forms:
 practical and theoretical. In neither case do we need to identify a separate
 mental component that represents that endorsement or commitment: an
 other piece of mental machinery known mundanely via inner sense. To be
 free is to express our rational agency by endorsing our best reason (Hamp
 shire, 1960, p. 198). But this freedom comes in two forms: commitment
 to our best theoretical reason and commitment to our best practical rea
 son. These are distinct capacities of mind even if the way in which they
 involve commitment, as expressions of our rational agency are the same.

 One faculty, reason, is expressed via two distinct capacities.

 5. Conclusion

 This paper has appealed to wider issues in the philosophy of mind to defend
 the idea that there is an ethically useful sense in which we have a personal
 point of view, shaped by the background context of justice, with an impor
 tant role to play in the defence of reasonably partial ethical reasons. It does
 not figure as a component within moral reasons, in particular, a component
 within them that generates a disproportionate evaluation of outcomes from
 the personal, as opposed to the impartial point of view.10 More positively,

 10 My own approach to the (limited) role of impartiality as a pragmatic constraint on
 moral argument is set out in Thomas (2002).
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 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 41

 the personal point of view has been demonstrated to arise from the contrast

 between the third personal point of view of those appraising ethical char
 acter and the first personal perspective of the deliberating agent. It is an
 artefact of the general interpretative stance that we take towards the mental
 lives of others and for that reason is, in some respects, indeterminate. It can

 be viewed as expressive of the reality of moral character, or as representing
 an individual's ethical engagement with the world in a sense that outruns
 issues of character. The idea of a personal point of view can survive such
 indeterminacy if it proves to be an ethically useful way of interpreting both
 the actions of others and, subject to the limitations described in this paper,
 to some extent, our own irreducibly first personal ethical place in the world.

 Acknowledgments

 I presented earlier drafts of this paper to colleagues at Kent and at the
 University of Birmingham before its presentation at the conference on
 'Reasonable Partiality' at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. I am grateful
 to Edward Harcourt, Max K?lbel, Iain Law, Penelope Mackie, Peter Dietsch
 and Bert Musschenga for their help with this paper. Special thanks, as ever,
 to Kathryn Brown for her comments on all the drafts of this paper which
 have improved it immeasurably.

 References

 Cottingham, J., Ethics and Impartiality, Philosophical Studies 43 (1983), pp. 83-91.
 Cottingham, J., Partiality, Favouritism and Morality, Philosophical Quarterly 36 (1986),

 pp. 357-373.
 Cottingham, J., The ethics of self-concern, Ethics 101 (1991), pp. 798-817.
 Cottingham, J., 'Partiality and the Virtues, in R. Crisp (ed.), How Should One Live? Essays

 on the Virtues, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996, pp. 57-76.
 Cottingham, J., The Ethical Credentials of Partiality. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society,

 (1997) pp. 1-21.
 Deutscher, M. Subjecting and Objecting, Oxford: Basil Blackwell Press, 1983.
 Edgley, R., Reason in Theory and Practice, London: Hutchinson, 1969.
 Evans, G., The Varieties of Reference, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982.
 Foot, P., Utilitarianism and the Virtues. Mind 94 (374) (1985), pp. 196-209.
 Galston, W.A., Justice and the Human Good, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980.
 Hampshire, S., Spinoza On the Idea of Freedom, Proceedings of the British Academy (1960),

 pp. 195-215.
 Korsgaard, C, The Sources ofNormativity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996a
 Korsgaard, C, Personal Identity and the Unity of Agency: A Kantian Response to Parfit, in

 Creating the Kingdom of Ends, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996b, pp. 363
 397.

 Korsgaard, C, The 2002 Locke Lectures, Unpublished ms, Available at: http://www.people.
 fas.harvard.edu/~korsgaar/, 2002.

This content downloaded from 
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 144.32.124.6 on Mon, 30 Mar 2026 08:28:37 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � � �  

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 42 A. THOMAS

 McDowell, J., Criteria, Defeasibility, and Knowledge. Proceedings of the British Academy
 68 (1982), 456-479.

 Moran, R., Authority and Estrangement, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001.
 Nagel, T., The Possibility of Altruism, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970.
 Nagel, T., The View from Nowhere, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986.
 O'Shaughnessy, B., The Anatomy of Consciousness, in E. Villanueva (ed.), Consciousness

 (pp. 135-177). Atascadero, California: Ridgeview Publishing, 1991.
 O'Shaughnessy, B., Consciousness and the World. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.
 Peacocke, C, Conscious Attitudes and Self-Knowledge, in C. Wright, B. Smith and C.

 MacDonald (eds.), Knowing Our Own Minds Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998,
 pp. 63-98.

 Peacocke, C, First Person Reference, Representational Independence and Self-Knowledge,
 in A. Brook and R. De Vidi (eds.), Self-Reference and Self-Awareness, Amster
 dam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2001, pp. 215-245.

 Perry, J., The Problem of the Essential Indexical, Reprinted in The Problem of the Essential
 Indexical and Other Essays, Oxford: Oxford University Pressm, 1993.

 Rowlands, M., The Nature of Consciousness, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
 2001.

 Rowlands, M., The Transcendentalist Manifesto, Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sci
 ences, 2003 (forthcoming).

 Sartre, J.-R, Being and Nothingness, trans Hazel Barnes, New York: Washington Square
 Press, reprint edition, 1993.

 Scheffler, S., The Rejection of Consequentialism: A Philosophical Investigation of the Con
 siderations Underlying Rival Moral Conception, (revised edition) Oxford: Oxford Uni
 versity Press, 1994.

 Shoemaker, S., Introspection and the Self, in The First Person Perspective and Other Essays,
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996a, pp. 3-24.

 Shoemaker, S., Self-knowledge and "Inner Sense": Lecture II, the Broad Perceptual Model,
 in The First Person Perspective and Other Essays, Cambridge: Cambridge University
 Press, 1996b, pp. 224-245.

 Siewert, C, The Significance of Consciousness, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998.
 Skorupski, J., Neutral versus Relative: Philosophical Utilitarianism and Practical Reason,

 Ethical Explorations, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp. 49-64.
 Thomas, A., Values, Reasons and Perspectives, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society

 (1996), pp. 61-80.
 Thomas, A., Kant, McDowell and the Theory of Consciousness, European Journal of

 Philosophy (1997), pp. 283-305.
 Thomas, A., Internal Reasons and Contractualist Impartiality, Utilitas 14(2) (2002), pp. 135

 154.
 Thomas, A., An Adverbial Theory of Consciousness, Phenomenology and the Cognitive

 Sciences 2 (3) (2003a), pp. 161-185.
 Thomas, A., Nagel's Paradox of Liberty and Equality. Res Publica 9 (2003b), pp. 257-284.
 Thomas, A., Consciousness, Reflexivity and Reduction, Paper presented to Towards A

 Science of Consciousness, Prague, 2003c, July 6-10.
 Thomas, A., Perceptual Knowledge, Representation and Imagination, Paper presented to

 Knowledge and Imagination, Amsterdam, 2004a, June 23-25.
 Thomas, A., The Scope of the Agent-Relative, unpublished ms, 2004b.
 Thomas, A., Value and Context, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005 (forthcoming).
 Wiggins, D., Truth, Invention and the Meaning of Life, in Needs, Values, Truth, 3rd edn,

 Oxford: Blackwells, 2000, pp. 87-137.

This content downloaded from 
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 144.32.124.6 on Mon, 30 Mar 2026 08:28:37 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � � �  

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 REASONABLE PARTIALITY AND THE AGENT'S POINT OF VIEW 43

 Williams, B., Persons, Character and Morality, in Moral Luck, Cambridge: Cambridge
 University Press, 1981, pp. 1-19.

 Williams, B., Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Fontana Press/Collins, 1985.
 Zahavi, D., Self-Awareness and Alterity, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999.

 Department of Philosophy
 University of Kent, Canterbury
 Kent, CT2 7NF
 E-mail: a.p.thomas@kent.ac.uk;
 URL: http://www.logical-operator.com

This content downloaded from 
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 144.32.124.6 on Mon, 30 Mar 2026 08:28:37 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � � �  

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


	Contents
	[25]
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	40
	41
	42
	43

	Issue Table of Contents
	Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, Vol. 8, No. 1/2, Papers Presented at a Conference on Reasonable Partiality, (Amsterdam, October 2003) (Apr., 2005), pp. v, 1-215
	Front Matter
	From the Editors [p. v-v]
	The Debate on Impartiality: An Introduction [pp. 1-10]
	Reasonable Partiality from a Biological Point of View [pp. 11-24]
	Reasonable Partiality and the Agent's Point of View [pp. 25-43]
	Reason and Love: A Non-Reductive Analysis of the Normativity of Agent-Relative Reasons [pp. 45-62]
	Reasonable Partiality towards Compatriots [pp. 63-81]
	Reasonable Impartiality and Priority for Compatriots. A Criticism of Liberal Nationalism's Main Flaws [pp. 83-103]
	Reasonable Partiality and Animal Ethics [pp. 105-121]
	Reasonable Partiality to Domestic Animals [pp. 123-139]
	Reasonable Partiality in Professional Ethics: the Moral Division of Labour [pp. 141-154]
	Reasonable Partiality in Professional Relationships [pp. 155-168]
	The Moral Contours of Empathy [pp. 169-195]
	Directed Altruistic Living Organ Donation: Partial but Not Unfair [pp. 197-215]
	Back Matter



