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Dennet's heterophenomenology as a deconstruction of the self

When Dennett concludes his explanation of what heterophenomenology is and 

its relationship with consciousness in his book Consciousness Explained, then he gives 

a definition of the self as a “center of narrative gravity”. As Dennett explains in the 

aforementioned  book,  the  “self”  is  a  theoretical  abstraction  which  results  from our 

mental activity. In his perspective, the brain is set to tell a story about ourselves, and in 

order to do so it needs to create a fixed representative point around which speech is 

structured. The “self”, therefore, is not something tangible but simply that theoretical 

point which is supposed to be at the center of all the narrations about ourselves. As 

such, we can say that the “self” is an illusion resulting from the interpretation of the text 

formed by the accounts that speak about that “self”, and so it has no more reality than a 

literary character, a point of representation to which all the statements of a novel, for 

example, jointly refer. Although we feel that there is a “self” to which predicates are 

attributed,  in reality the “self” does not exist  beyond the predicates attributed to it.  

At the same time, Dennett's narrative conception of identity brings him close to 

Nietzsche's  views on the  constriction  that  grammar  places  on our  thinking.  For  the 

German philosopher, the “self” is an illusion caused by the fact that we have to place a 

particle that functions as the subject of the sentence before each predicate. Nevertheless, 

it is an artificial construct because there is no subject which is independent from the 

predicate. A bolt of lightning does not light, but the bolt of lightning is the lightning 

itself, just as the “self” does not act but there is simply a performance produced.

From this basis, I intend to prove that persons do not exist outside the words we 

use  to  talk  about  them.  In this  sense  they  can  be considered  independent  from the 

physical (and psychological) plane of reality; their ontological status is the same as any 

fictional character and the most appropriate way to approach the problem of personal 

identity  is  not  through the  philosophy of  the  mind but  semiotics  and the  theory  of 

literature.
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