Reading 25.  Daniel C. Dennett, The Origins of Selves

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Introduction 

1.
What point does Dennett make with his story about looking for the “subway” in London?

2.
What approach will Dennett take to understand what a self is? 


II.
Biology Begins in Self-Preservation 

1.
Why is the distinction between self and other a fundamental biological principle?

2.
How does the immune system show the existence of a self?

3.
What is a “minimal self” (“primitive self”)? 


III.
The Self Has Flexible Boundaries 

1.
What point does Dennett make with his examples of the hermit crab and the beaver’s dam?
2.
How does this point apply to human beings? 


IV.
Our Selves Are the Product of Narrative 

1.
What element in the human environment most distinguishes it from the environment of other animals? 

2.
What is a human being’s fundamental tactic of self-protection, self-control, and self-definition? 

3.
What does Dennett mean by his claim that the human self is the product and not the source of narrative?

4.
In what sense is the self “a center of narrative gravity”? 


V.
Always One Self to One Body? 

1.
How does the phenomenon of multiple personality disorder support Dennett’s theory that the self is a center of narrative gravity? 


VI.
Do I Resemble the U.S.A.? 

1.
What is the main function of a Head of State? What is the parallel function of the self?

2.
How is the Head of Mind “elected”? 

3.
What is Dennett’s example of an “election” in the visual system? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1.
Is an investigation of the evolutionary origin of the self the best way to understand the nature of the self? 

2.
Does the biological phenomenon of self-preservation show that every organism has a self? 

3.
Is the human self the product of stories we tell featuring ourselves as the main character? 

4.
Is the human narrative self any more real than the main character in a novel? 

5.
Is the self an abstraction? Is it a thing? 

6.
Can a human being have more than one self? no self at all? 
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