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The first part of Elisabeth Pacherie’s contribution provides a neat summary of recent 

work on the sense of agency. There are, broadly speaking, three main positions: the 

comparator (or motor prediction) model, the interpretation (or reconstruction) model, and 

there are integrative models that combine the former two. Currently, the most popular 

view is clearly the third. Pacherie (2008) has proposed a version of this view, which she 

defends in this paper. In the second part, she proposes an interesting framework for 

thinking about the temporal and intentional structure of agential experiences. I am, in 

general, very sympathetic to the integrative model, and the framework proposed in the 

second part looks very promising to me. However, I do have some worries concerning 

Pacherie’s version of the integrative model, and I shall raise a couple of issues concerning 

the framework proposed in the second part. But first of all, a question of clarification. 

 

1. The experience of what one is doing 

Pacherie suggests that agential experiences have two core components: awareness of 

oneself as acting and an experience of what one is doing (pp.2–3). The claim that the 

second component is a core element might, I suspect, meet some resistance. During 

routine actions, for instance, agential experiences seem to be intact (even though they are 

quite minimal). Yet it does not seem that one typically has an experience of what one is 

doing during a routine action. It would seem less problematic to say that one typically 

“knows” what one is doing in the sense that one has a belief about (or conception of) 

what one is doing, because such a belief may be merely dispositional (and not conscious 

or occurrent). For instance, when you interrupt a routine action of mine and ask me what 

I am doing, I could, hopefully, give an answer. It seems that I could do so without having 

to infer what I am doing and without reporting an experience that I have had just before 

you interrupted me. I may, in other words, give an answer by reporting a dispositional 

belief. Now, in the second part of the paper, Pacherie provides a framework for thinking 
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about the temporal dynamics of agential experiences that might provide a straightforward 

resolution to this (pp.13–16). She proposes that agential experiences have several stages 

(including preparation, initiation, execution, among others). Following Jeannerod, 

Pacherie suggests that, during the different stages, different representations are active in 

the sense that they play a role in the control of the action. But these active representations 

need not enter the content of the agential experience at the stage in question. So, here is 

my question: at how many (and at which) of the stages must the agential experience 

include an experience of what one is doing? For the reasons indicated, it would seem that 

the experience of what one is doing need not be part of all the stages that compose an 

agential experience. 

 

2. The generalized and hierarchical comparator model 

At the end of the first part, Pacherie defends her version of the integrative model against 

an objection (raised by Wong). On her view (Pacherie 2008), which she calls here the 

generalized comparator model, there are three comparator systems at three different 

levels of specificity, corresponding to motor intentions, proximal intentions, and distal 

intentions. Wong’s objection is that this renders the notion of a comparator mechanism 

empty, as it appears to be “just standing proxy for whatever mechanism is responsible for 

the sense of agency insofar as some feedback is involved” (see p.11). Pacherie rebuts this 

objection, pointing out that comparator mechanisms are not restricted to the processing of 

feedback (p.12). Further, she argues that the assumption of a hierarchy of comparator 

mechanisms is well motivated, because it allows us to explain what makes certain agency 

cues more or less reliable: roughly, lower-level cues are more reliable because they are 

intrinsic to the motor system (ibid). 

I do not think that the generalized comparator model renders the notion of a 

comparator empty, but I fail to see a clear motivation for the view. Pacherie suggests that 

the reliability of agency cues is best explained by a “Bayesian hierarchy” of weighted 

factors (agency cues). The comparator hierarchy is “an instance” of such a Bayesian 

hierarchical model (ibid). But it has not been shown that a Bayesian hierarchy must be a 

comparator hierarchy—or is best interpreted as a comparator hierarchy—in order to 

explain the reliability of agency cues. If it need not be a hierarchy of comparators, then 
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this argument provides direct support only for a Bayesian hierarchy, not for a comparator 

hierarchy. Further, I fail to see a clear prima facie motivation for assuming comparator 

mechanisms at the personal level of explanation (where, I presume, proximal and distal 

intentions are located). If there is a conceptual match (or mismatch) between an intention 

and a performed type of action, why do we need a comparator mechanism? At the 

personal level, the conceptual match (or mismatch) seems by itself sufficient to explain 

why it contributes to (or diminishes) the sense of agency, because this match (or 

mismatch) between the action and the intention is accessible. This is not the case for the 

lower-level matches (or mismatches) in the motor control system, as the workings of this 

sub-personal mechanism are largely inaccessible—which is why it makes perfect sense to 

assume a comparator mechanism at the sub-personal level. A related point can be made 

about the assumption of predictors at the personal level. For the personal level, it seems 

plain that the formation of an intention supports beliefs (or expectations) about what one 

will do (ceteris paribus). Why should we have to assume a predictor mechanism here? In 

particular, what motivates the assumption of a full comparator mechanism at the personal 

level that has exactly the same structure as the sub-personal mechanism of motor control? 

In fact, why should we assume a dedicated mechanism at all? At the personal level, the 

inferential structure of the desire-belief-intention psychology appears to be sufficient to 

explain why we tend to form the relevant beliefs (expectations or predictions). 

Finally, I wonder whether a comparator model for the personal level is well-suited 

to explain the phenomena of post-hoc rationalization, which an integrative model claims 

to accommodate. The reason behind this worry should be clear: the processing of 

comparator mechanisms is paradigmatically online, whereas interpretation and 

rationalization occurs often post-hoc (that is, post-act). 

 

3. Predictions as pushmi-pullyu states 

Pacherie proposes that agential experiences undergo shifts in structure (pp.16-19). First, 

they are telic, then both telic and thetic, and finally thetic (telic states are desire-like states 

with a world-to-mind direction of fit, and thetic states are belief-like states with a mind-

to-world direction of fit). Elaborating on this, she suggests that the predictions of the 

comparator model have both thetic and telic structure (also called “pushmi-pullyu” states). 
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I was not fully convinced by the argument for this claim, and it is not clear to me why 

there should have to be pushmi-pullyu states in order for agential experiences to have 

pushmi-pullyu character. Let’s turn to this latter point first. 

I find the suggestion that agential experiences undergo those shifts in structure very 

plausible. At the second stage, agential experiences are assumed to have pushmi-pullyu 

structure (both telic and thetic). On the integrative model, agentive experiences have 

multiple sources. So, in order for the experiences to have pushmi-pullyu structure it does 

not seem necessary that there are underlying representational states that have pushmi-

pullyu structure, since the pushmi-pullyu structure of the agential experience might stem 

from a combination of telic states and thetic states—or so it seems to me. 

So, underlying pushmi-pullyu states do not seem necessary to account for the 

pushmi-pullyu structure of agential experiences. But there may be independent reason to 

think that there are such states. Pacherie argues that the predictions of the comparator 

mechanism have pushmi-pullyu structure. Is that plausible? Intuitively, they are thetic 

states, because they predict—which gives them a mind-to-world direction of fit. Pacherie 

suggests that they can also be seen as having telic structure, because they play a role in 

the initiation and regulation of action (p.18). However, as I understand the comparator 

model, predictions are involved in initiation and guidance only insofar as they are 

involved in the fine-tuning of inverse models. So, they do play a role in initiation and 

guidance. But something similar could be said about beliefs within a desire-belief model. 

They are assumed to play a causal role in the initiation and guidance of action. But this is 

not supposed to suggest that they are telic states. In the comparator model, it seems that 

the initiating role, which is traditionally associated with desire-like states, is played by 

inverse models (and then motor commands). Predictions merely help to fine-tune the 

commands and to regulate the execution—a bit like means-end beliefs in the desire-belief 

theory. Given this, I would not be inclined to see the predictions as telic states. 

 

4. Reliable vs. veridical sources of agential knowledge 

Finally, a point concerning the knowledge of agency. Pacherie asks how reliable our 

agentive experiences are, and she notes that: 
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[…] since the issue we are now examining is whether agentive experiences can be a 

source of knowledge of our own agency, asking whether agentive experiences are 

reliable amounts to asking whether they are generally accurate or veridical. For this 

question to make sense, agentive experiences must have structure that is at least in 

part thetic. (p.19) 

 

However, I think that a source of agential knowledge may be reliable without being 

veridical (in a sense that requires a thetic structure). Consider the following example. 

Suppose that Pete and Sue stand in a crowd and that Pete steps on Sue’s foot as he makes 

a step backwards. This looks like an accident, but Sue suspects that Pete did it with 

malicious intent. Commonsense suggests that only Pete knows whether or not he did this 

on purpose. He knows whether or not he took a step backwards in order to step on Sue’s 

foot, because he knows whether or not he had that intention. The source of his knowledge 

is access to his intention—and this source seems fairly reliable. Now, intentions may be 

thetic in part. However, it seems that in our example the source of knowledge is the telic 

part of the intention. Pete has this knowledge because he knows what his goal was. We 

get further support for this claim when we observe that the same point could be made in 

terms of desire or wanting. Only Pete knows, in this case, whether or not he did it on 

purpose, because only Pete knows what he wanted to do (if he wanted anything, apart 

from taking a step backwards). Desires are paradigmatic telic states. This suggests that 

sources of knowledge can be reliable without having a thetic mind-to-world direction of 

fit. In particular, it suggests that agentive experiences do not necessarily have to be thetic 

in order to be a reliable source of knowledge. (Note that knowledge must be thetic, as 

knowledge is veridical, and that beliefs must be thetic, as the question of veridicality 

applies to them. It does not follow that the sources of knowledge or beliefs must be thetic, 

as it is not obvious that the question of veridicality must apply to them.) 
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