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Volition, agency, responsibility: cognitive mechanisms of human action

Conférence du 24 mai
Narrative confabulation, or prospective control

Conférence du 17 mai
Human volition

\/o|untory action is central fo our views of human nature, but
eludes scientific investigation. Philosophers somefimes define
voluntary actions as actions which are reasons-esponsive, or are
"up fo us". In contrast, neuroscientists often consider voluntary
actions as involving a specific set of brain pathways that lead
fo movement. In particular, brain science distinguishes befween
movements that are extemally-riggered, such as reflex responses,
and those that are infernally-generated. This lecture considers
what this capacity for internally-generated movement might mean,
what basis it might have in the human brain, and how it relates fo
our conscious experience of our own actions.

Conférence du 20 mai
The sense of agency

Our actions offen aim at producing some specific goal
event or outcome. The mental capacity fo link acfions fo
oulcomes is a distinctive feature of human cognition, and is
accompanied by a disfinctive experience, which | call "sense of
agency". Measuring the sense of agency is difficult. The brain
readily tags the outcomes of our own actions — as our ability fo
control devices and machines clearly shows. However, people
generdlly overestimate the influence of their actions, leading fo
some inferesting illusions of agency. | will describe one method of
measuring sense of agency, based on a Humean nofion of the
human mind. In the "intentional binding" effect, people perceive
their voluntary actions and the outcomes of those actions, as linked
fogether in time, so that the inferval between them is subjectively
compressed.

This lecture investigates the mechanisms and impacts of human
sense of agency. The methods of mental chronometry, and in
particular the infenfional binding measure, have made it possible
fo study the causes and consequences of sense of agency in
the confrolled conditions of the experimental laboratory. Is the
sense of agency a purely refrospective narrative, driven by the
mind’s attempts fo make sense of actionse Or is it a prospective
perception of impending goaldirected voluntary action.
Current evidence suggests our experience of agency reflects
a balance of both prospective and refrospective processes.
Neuroscientific evidence from brain measurements and brain
stimulation suggest a model in which the frontal lobes prepare
an experience of agency as part of acfion preparation, while
the parietal lobes monitor the outcomes of voluntary actions.

Conférence du 27 mai
Responsibility for action

/\/\ony systems of law involve a 'voluntary act condition’
for criminal responsibility. More generally, society holds
individuals responsible for their voluntary actions, because it
views each individual as an agent governed by conscious free
will, who ‘could have done otherwise’. How can we establish
whether an action is voluntary or involuntary? | will consider
neuropsychological evidence from two specific examples:
actions made under conditions of strong emotion, and actions
made under coercion. In both cases, the brain mechanisms
that generate the subjective experience of controlling our
own acfions furn out fo have major implications for personal
responsibility, and thus for the organisation of our sociefies.
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VOLITION, AGENCY, RESPONSIBILITY: COGNITIVE
MECHANISMS OF HUMAN ACTION
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Ecole normale supérieure, Salle Jean Jaures

29, rue d'Ulm, 75005 Paris.
Remise du Prix Jean-Nicod et cocktail apres la conférence.

Vendredi 20 mai de 14h30 a 16h30

THE SENSE OF AGENCY
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29, rue d'Ulm, 75005 Paris.
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NARRATIVE CONFABULATION, OR PROSPECTIVE CONTROL
Ecole normale supérieure, Salle Jean Jaurés
29, rue d'Ulm, 75005 Paris.
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45, rue d'Ulm, 75005 Paris.
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philosophie cognitive

Q L'espm humain, son organisation, sa nature, ses relations
avec le corps ef avec le monde sont depuis toujours
parmi les thémes centraux de la philosophie. la psychologie
confemporaine elleméme a pris naissance au sein de
la philosophie. Elle sest émancipée, mais I'émergence
des sciences cognitives consacre d'une certaine fagon le
refour de la philosophie dans ce champ de recherche. les
développements de I'informatique et des neurosciences, en
jetant une nouvelle lumiére sur les phénoménes mentaux,
ont eu pour effet de relancer le débat philosophique. la
« philosophie de I'esprit » est ainsi plus florissante que jamais.
Ce refour n'a rien d'une régression, car la philosophie dont
il est question est en phase avec la recherche scientifique,
informée par elle et en constante interaction avec elle.

Conférences Jean-Nicod d

|_es Conférences Jean-Nicod visent & promouvoir les
recherches philosophiques se rapportant & la cognition et &
faire connaitre en France les travaux réalisés & I'étranger dans
ce domaine. e conférencier présente ses recherches au cours
d'un cycle de conférences qu'il rassemble ensuite en un livre.

CONFERENCIERS JEAN-NICOD

JerrY Fopor (1993) m FrReD DreTske (1994) m DoNAD DAVIDSON
(1995) m Hans Kamp (1996) m JoN Eister (1997) m Susan
Carey (1998) m JoHN Perry (1999) m JoHN Searie (2000) m
DaNiEL DENNETT (2001) m RutH MitkaN (2002) m RaY JACKENDOFF
(2003) m ZeNoN PyiysHyN (2004) m Gisert HaRmaN (2005) m
MicHAEL Tomasello (2006) m SterHEN STicH (2007) m Kim STERELNY
(2008) m EuzapetH S. Seeke (2009) m Tvier Burce (2010) m
Gercily Csigra ET Gyorey GercEly (2011) m Nep Block (2013) m
Uta €T CHris FriTH (2014) m Davip CHALMERS (2015) m

ColecTioN JeAN-NIcoD
The MIT Press - F. Récanati (dir.)

J. Fopor, THE Emm AND THE EXPERT: MENTALESE AND TS SEMANTICS
(1994) m F. DreTske, NATURALZING THE MIND (1995) m J. ELSTER, STRONG
FeeunGs: EmMoTION, ADDICTION, AND HUMAN BEHAVIOR (1990Q) m
J. Perry, KNOWLEDGE, PossieilTy AND CoNscCIOUsNESS (2001) m
J. Searie, Ramonauty IN AcTion (2001) m R. G. MIlKAN, VARETIES
ofF MEANING (2004) m D. DeNNETT, SWEET DREAMS: PHILOSOPHICAL
OBSTACLES TO A SCIENCE OF CONSCIOUSNESS (2005) m G. HARMAN AND
S. KulkarNI, REUABLE REASONING: INDUCTION AND STATISTICAL LEARNING
THeory (2007) m R. JACKENDOFF, LANGUAGE, CONSCIOUSNESS, CULTURE:
Essays oN MeNTAL STRUCTURE (2007) m Z. W. PYLYSHYN, THINGS AND
Piaces: How tHE MiND ConNNECTs WTH THE WorD (2007) m
M. Tomaselo, OrGINs OF HumaN CommunicaToN (2008) m
K. StereiNy, THE Evolved ApprenTicE: How Evolution MADE HumANS
Unique (2012) m

CoNFERENCES JEAN-NIcop DE PHILOSOPHIE COGNITIVE

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique
(Institut des Sciences humaines et Sociales)

Fondation Meyer
pour le développement culturel et artistique

Ecole Normale Supérieure

Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales

PATRICK HAGGARD




