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Theories of self

We can now return, a little more confused, to the question ‘Who or
what am I?’. All these phenomena challenge the usual assumption
of one conscious self to one body, and leave us wondering how to
explain both the exceptional cases and the normal sense of self. For
if it is possible to have several conscious experiences going on at
once, why do we feel ourselves to be unified?

There are numerous theories that attempt to explain the sense
of self. There are philosophical theories on the nature of persons,

personal identity, and moral responsibility; psychological theories
of the construction of social selves, self-attribution, and various
pathologies of selfhood; and neuroscientific theories of the brain
basis of self. We cannot consider all of these here, so I have
chosen a few examples that have obvious implications for
consciousness.

William James’s 1890 book 2%he Principles of Psychology has been
called the most famous book in the history of psychology. In two
large volumes he tackles every aspect of mental functioning,
perception, and memory, and agonizes over the nature of the
experiencing self. He claims that this is ‘the most puzzling puzzle
with which psychology has to deal’.

James first distinguishes between the ‘me’ which is the empirical
self or objective person, and the ‘I’ which is the subjective, knowing
self or pure ego. It is the ‘I’ that seems to receive the sensations and
perceptions occurring in the stream of consciousness, and to be the
source of attention and the origin of effort and will. But what could
it be? James rejects what he calls the soul theory but also rejects the
opposite extreme - the idea that the self is a fiction; nothing more
than the imaginary being denoted by the pronoun ‘T".

His own solution is a subtle theory perhaps best understood with
his famous saying that ‘thought is itself the thinker’. He argues that
our own thoughts have a sort of warmth and intimacy about them
which he attempts to explain in this way: at any time there may be a
special kind of Thought which rejects some of the contents of the
stream of consciousness but appropriates others, pulling them
together and calling them ‘mine’. The next moment another such
Thought comes along, taking over the previous ones and binding
them to itself, creating a sense of unity. In this way, he says, the
Thought seems to be a thinker. This sounds like an extraordinarily
modern theory, entailing no persisting self or ego. However, James
rejected extreme bundle theory and still believed in the power of
will and a personal spiritual force.

One hundred years on, neuroscientists are taking up the problem.
Ramachandran refers to his work on filling-in (Chapter 4), which
seems to raise the question of who the picture is filled in for.
Through this research he says ‘. . . we can begin to approach the
greatest scientific and philosophical riddle of all - the nature of the
self. Ramachandran suggests that filling-in is not done for someone
but for something and that something is another brain process; a
process in the brain’s limbic system.

KOTEIZBAL T, %ORMVZE 272 &y, Blackmore, S. (2005).

Global workspace theories take the same line of argument, equating
self with particular groups of interacting neurons. For example, in
Baars’s theory, a hierarchy of contexts determines whatgets into the
spotlight in the theatre of consciousness. Dominant among these is
the self-system which allows information to be reportable and
usable. Multiple personality can be explained by different context
hierarchies competing for access to the global workspace and to
memory and the senses, but this does not allow for the kind of
co-consciousnesses described by James and Hilgard.

Another example is Damasio’s multi-level scheme. Simple
organisms have a set of neural patterns that map the state of an
organism moment by moment, and which he calls a proto-self.
More complex organisms have core consciousness associated with a
core self. This is not dependent upon memory, thought, or language
and provides a sense of self in the here and now. It is a transient self,
endlessly recreated for each object with which the brain interacts.
Finally, with the capacity for thought and autobiographical
memory comes extended consciousness and the autobiographical
self. This is the self that is told in your life story; it is an owner of the
movie-in-the-brain and it emerges within that movie.

All these theories have in common that they equate the self with a
particular brain process. They may begin to explain the origin and
structure of the self, but they leave the mystery of consciousness
untouched. In each case, brain processes are said to be experienced
by a self because they are displayed or made available to another

brain process, but just how or why this turns them into conscious
experiences remains unexplained.

Finally, a completely different approach is provided by Dennett.
Having rejected the Cartesian theatre, he also rejects its audience of
one who watches the show. The self, he claims, is something that
needs to be explained, but it does not exist in the way that a physical
object (or even a brain process) exists. Like a centre of gravity in
physics, it is a useful abstraction. Indeed, he calls it a ‘centre of
narrative gravity’. Our language spins the story of a self and so we
come to believe that there is, in addition to our single body, a single
inner self who has consciousness, holds opinions, and makes
decisions. Really, there is no inner self but only multiple parallel
processes that give rise to a benign user illusion - a useful fiction.

It seems we have some tough choices in thinking about our own
precious self. We can hang on to the way it feels and assume that a
persisting self or soul or spirit exists, even though it cannot be found
and leads to deep philosophical troubles. We can equate it with
some kind of brain process and shelve the problem of why this brain
process should have conscious experiences at all, or we can reject
any persisting entity that corresponds to our feeling of being a self.

I think that intellectually we have to take this last path. The trouble
is that it is very hard to accept in one’s own personal life. It means
taking a radically different view of every experience. It means
accepting that there is no one who is having these experiences. It
means accepting that every time I seem to exist, this is just a
temporary fiction and not the same ‘me’ who seemed to exist a
moment before, or last week, or last year. This is tough, but I think
it gets easier with practice.

Blackmore, S. (2005). Consciousness: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University Press.

(£2BmD1)

Reprinted from Consciousness: A Very Short Introduction, by Susan Blackmore.
Copyright © 2005 Oxford University Press. Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLS clear.
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Martin Buber, another Jew who engaged in spiritual resistance during the era of Nazism, also sees “wholeness”
in responsive relationships with others, with a similar awareness to Lévinas of overcoming totalitarian “totality.”

Yoshida (2007) clarified the dialogical view of wholeness in Buber’s thought as follows.

In contrast to “totality,” Buber spoke of “wholeness” in a lecture entitled “Human Development and Worldview”
in 1935, at a time of deepening division due to clashes between totalitarian groups. When a community, whether a
nation or a state, seeks to incorporate the outside world and expand by integrating and assimilating people into its
worldview, it is creating totality. “Totality is what makes it up, but wholeness is essentially what results and grows
up.” It is not deliberately and systematically constructed or organized, but arises naturally in the call and response
with others that one faces at any given time. It is the wholeness that emerges in the course of responsive
relationships with others, but it cannot be objectified or grasped on its own.

In Buber the “other” has heterogeneity/otherness, as compared to the concept of the “I-thou” relationship of the
early 1920s, which he came to explicitly emphasize later, after experiencing Naziism. For example, in his article
“Distance and Relation” (1950), Buber emphasizes that one can only enter into relations through the mediation of
“the rigor and depth of human individuation, the fundamental otherness of the other,” while in his article
“Following the Collective” (1956), Buber reiterates that “community” formation through “identification” is in danger
of turning into totality.

Let us note here that Aeterogeneity in “diversity and heterogeneity,” which has been a key term in this paper, is

described in a fundamentally strong sense as the “otherness of the other” When a community tries to integrate

others by sharing commonality and identity with others, it tends to turn into totality. This does not mean that

individualism or privatization is acceptable but what, then, is the basis for “the communal” that includes otherness

and diversity, or, in the definition used in the previous section, “publicity” that is distinct from “communality”?

Buber (like Lévinas) says that it is to face the fundamental otherness of the other and to affirm it as heterogeneous

rather than to assimilate it.

The wholeness that arises in this way is infinitely open, but because it is bound together by each response to the

other, its diversity is not diffused discretely. The tension between the “centrifugal force to differentiate” and the

“centripetal force to identify,” so to speak, continues to be sustained by the call and response through otherness.

(26 HD1)
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Buber’s key concept of “encounter” is that the self is transformed by stepping out of the community, encountering
the alien other outside of it, and accepting the otherness. The other key concept in Buber, “dialogue,” is to call, and
to respond when called upon by the other, to fulfill one’s responsibility to respond. In Buber, in this kind of encounter
and dialogue in response to the heterogeneous other, a third path of “responsive wholeness” through dialogism
emerges between the privatized individualism in the absence of the other and the totalitarianism that identifies
others with totality.

This section grasps the aspect of “responsive wholeness” that opposes “totality” by overlaying Buber’s thought

with that of Lévinas, who saw infinite openness in the face of the other.

This paper raises the issues of “inclusion” in the boundary area of public education in Japan, i.e., diversity that
is inclusive inside formal schools or diversity that is open outside formal schools (Section 1), and proposes an
alternative model for thinking about these issues by rethinking the concepts of “inclusion” and “wholeness” (Section
2). The alternative model will allow us to think about how to draw an intersectional and responsive line between
boundary areas that do not fall into the “inward/outward” dichotomy of public education as a whole. Below, this
section discusses the boundary of that inclusion, summarizing our arguments to this point.

Section 1 first raised the issue of the conflict/dilemma between the view that diversity and heterogeneity can only
be guaranteed to all students if they are included in formal schools @.e., diversity included in formal schools) and
the view that formal schools should have boundary areas open to the outside world where diversity and
heterogeneity can be ensured, because homogenization pressure is unavoidable within formal schools where
standardization and formality are inevitable (i.e., diversity that extends outside formal schools).

Next, political theory was employed to understand the problem, identifying the tension and conflict between the
policy position of including all educational opportunities in formal schools and the policy position of allowing them
to develop outside formal schools as a struggle over the multiple freedoms to educate. The paper argued that it is
undesirable to grant ultimate authority to any one of these freedoms, and that ensuring the reconciliation of
“inclusion” and “openness” is a difficult challenge.

Further, the same issue is discussed with reference to the debate on the public nature of education. Publicness,
as distinguished from communality, can be seen as both “official” and “common” as well as “open.” When

“publicness” is viewed not as the integration or reconciliation of heterogeneity and diversity, but as a mechanism

(26 HD 2)
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for the creation and manifestation of heterogeneity and diversity itself, it is argued that minorities, who have
different values from the dominant values of formal schools, can be allowed to exit it and create their own unique
educational opportunities by extending the logic of publicness, that is “guaranteeing heterogeneity and diversity.”
The question is how “inclusion” can be open to the outside without creating closed boundaries.

Based on the above discussion in section 1, section 2 proposed a thinking model of “responsive wholeness” that
is not “concentric totalization,” referring to the ideas of Lévinas and Buber in order to understand “inclusion” that
is open to the outside. Using this model, then, how can we rethink the boundary area of public education?

As a premise, since formal schools in the public education system are responsible for enhancing social integration
by guaranteeing equal opportunities for common education, they should be conscious of avoiding the pitfall of
inclusiveness in the “concentric totality” model, in which all members of the system are included and made
identical. Indeed, being conscious of this, the public education sector has been striving to emphasize the inclusion
of “diversity and heterogeneity” as a principle of publicness. However, based on the “responsive wholeness” model,
we should not only consider this diversity as diversity held within formal schools, but also emphasize the otherness
and heterogeneity of others who appear outside formal schools. It is something that can never be assimilated into
our commonness, something outside of our concentrically totalizing common world. And as long as there is a
responsive relationship with the external yet heterogeneous other, it is included in an open wholeness, a publicity
open to diversity.

In order for this responsive relationship to be established, it is important to note that the “included” side, that
is, the side with its own heterogeneity, is not passive but active (emergent) agency. The dominant majority side that
seeks to include other entities should start by listening to and responding to the voice of the “questioning” other.
The key here is the relationship with others, with faces and voices that are not subject to the system. There, a space
(topos) is required that can hold the relationships responding to this questioning. This topos has no fixed boundary
separating the inside from the outside, but “arises” each time a responsive relationship is established.

Therefore, the boundaries of public education should be tentative, intersectional, and responsive, which can be
done by redefining the concept of inclusion through a “responsive wholeness” model. How can we institutionalize
such an asylum-like topos in the boundary area where the formal and the informal intersect in public education?
We must envision this topos while considering what is to be gained and what is to be lost by its institutionalization.

The specifics of this study will be the subject of future work, beyond the scope of this paper.

(226 HD 3)
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[H#] Reprinted from Atsuhiko Yoshida, Inclusion and Wholeness: Rethinking Boundaries between the Formal
17, March, 2023. pp. 5-18.
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