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Reason and Spontaneity Reconsidered

Lisa Raphals

Prefatory Note

In his work on the Zhuangzi and elsewhere, Angus Graham was consistently 
occupied by two key themes and concerns. One is the importance of skill 
knowledge, and this essay was originally intended as a treatment of issues 
pertaining to skill knowledge in excavated texts that became available since 
Graham’s death. Another is the importance of informed, spontaneous per-
formance. This is of course a preoccupation in Graham’s treatment of the 
Zhuangzi. But it receives more sustained attention as central to the argument 
of Reason and Spontaneity (1985). I remember that in conversations within 
the last few years of his life, Angus had expressed pleasure that “anyone 
had read it,” so it seems fitting to center this essay on the arguments of 
that book, one of his few essays into formal philosophy. This is not to say 
that anyone would expect—or want—the arguments and presentation of 
that book—including an interlude in the form of a long poem—to echo the 
language or style of contemporary analytic philosophy.

In Reason and Spontaneity, Angus Graham argued that humans are 
agents who choose our ends and purposes but, in doing so, encounter 
Hume’s understanding that no normative statement about values can be 
derived logically from declarative statements about facts.1 As Graham puts 
it: “I am not an instinctive being like an animal” (more on this later). “I 
have to choose, and on the [Humean] position we are here considering, all 
imperatives are ungrounded.”2

Graham argues that rationalists and moralists have been unwilling to 
acknowledge that much of what they value arises from:
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the vast area of human behaviour which shares the spontaneity 
of physical events. Physical events are caused, human action is 
willed; causes determine effects, the will is free. To the extent 
that activities are spontaneous it appears that they belong to the 
realm of the caused (which in the case of biological process is 
obvious enough), and that he is a free agent only to the extent 
that he learns to direct them.3

Graham also emphasizes that he is not suggesting that we become 
more spontaneous, but rather that when we reason about means, ends, and 
principles, we need not be troubled about “that little puzzle about passing 
from ‘is’ to ‘ought.’ ” Once we recognize that our ultimate goals are spon-
taneous, the only necessary first principle becomes “Be aware.”4 He also 
rejected Kant’s solution, which was to ground ends and values in reason.5

It is important to note how Graham uses the key term “spontaneity,” 
because in English the term has two distinct meanings: something that is 
self-caused and something that is random and uncaused. Graham ascribes 
“spontaneous” behavior to characters in the Zhuangzi in the former sense. 
Characters who butcher or carve or swim “spontaneously” do so by virtue 
of a cultivated disposition that makes their actions effortless yet efficacious.

Graham argues that our ends are grounded not in reason but in incli-
nations: “We find ourselves compelled in practice to start from inclination 
as from perception, questioning inclinations like perceptions only when they 
conflict, without reason having authorized the initial step.” But without 
perception and inclination, reason has nothing to engage with; when it does 
have them, it can criticize and guide.6 He does not define this term, but he 
seems to take inclinations as generated by psychological states, but what is 
particularly important about them is that they are spontaneous.7

As Yukio Kachi points out, Graham advances both a proposal and an 
empirical thesis. The proposal is a general theory of value that grounds all 
values in the imperative to “be aware.”8 The empirical thesis addresses causal 
connections between awareness and motivation in a wide variety of contexts.

Graham describes this proposal as a “quasi-syllogism,” which goes 
as follows:9

In awareness of everything relevant to the issue (= everything 
which spontaneously moves me one way or the other), I find 
myself moved towards X, overlooking something relevant I find 
myself moved towards Y.

Be aware.
Therefore, let yourself be moved towards X (= choose X 

as end).10
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The quasi-syllogism is central to two of Graham’s most important books: the 
philosophical study Reason and Spontaneity (1985) and, indirectly, Disputers of 
the Tao (1988). In Reason and Spontaneity, he states that the book’s line of think-
ing arose in connection with his work on and translation of the Zhuangzi.11 

Graham rejects both Kantian rationalism and romantic irrationalism in 
favor of a notion of self in which awareness integrates reason and spontaneity: 

Like the animals, I am an organism which spontaneously senses, 
analogizes to the already experienced, and tends towards or 
away. Unlike them, I am self-conscious, can detach myself from 
spontaneous process in order to analyze and criticize perceptions, 
analogies and reactions, choose ends from my spontaneously 
emerging goals, choose means to my ends. In becoming self-
conscious I require an imperative by which to choose between 
spontaneous tendencies as they veer with changing awareness, 
but only one, “Be Aware.”12

This view is in part explicitly derived from the Zhuangzi, but the reasons 
are important. Graham, as elsewhere, identifies the Zhuangzi with what he 
calls anti-rationalism, as distinct from irrationalism. Irrationalism refuses to 
submit spontaneity to the test of awareness; anti-rationalism recognizes the 
need to “be aware” but rejects reason as the basis for awareness or the link 
between awareness and action.13 

Graham’s argument is both philosophical and empirical, and I want 
to respond to both in the light of subsequent arguments in philosophy and 
subsequent research in several areas of psychology and biology. In the first 
section I address resonances between several strands of research on autonomy 
and Graham’s account of inclination informed by awareness (rather than 
unmitigated reason) as the basis for agency and choices among ends. I also 
argue that this account does not require Graham’s “anti-rationalism.” Much 
scholarly ink has been spent on his account of the Zhuangzi in particular as 
anti-rationalist. Rather than trying to engage in those debates (on which I 
have a view), I instead point out that they are not necessary to his view of 
agency. In the second section, I turn to his empirical argument and show 
how it is supported by recent research on the biology of agency. Finally, in 
the third section I take up one point where I think his argument may miss 
the mark: in his rigid distinction between humans and animals.

Graham’s Awareness and Non-Kantian Autonomy

One problem with Angus’s account is the assumption—by no means unique 
to him—that the only or the primary account of agency in the “Western” 
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tradition is Kantian. Three other approaches resonate far more with his 
dictum to “Be aware” than does the Kantian rational agent he takes as his 
philosophical opponent.

A powerful alternative to Kantian personal autonomy is the Millian 
agency, which combines an account of individual autonomy with a naturalistic 
account of action.14 On Mill’s account, individuals choose to implement their 
desires, but they also own or take charge of them, a state Mill describes as 
“having a character.” Someone whose desires and impulses are not her own 
has no more character than a steam engine.15 Character requires a person to 
own or prioritize certain desires over others, but these priorities must arise 
from natural causes. John Skorupsi argues that resisting strong desires for good 
reasons is the paradigm of an autonomous act; and autonomy is the capacity to 
respond to good reasons. Autonomy, as he puts it, consists of recognizing and 
responding to a reason.16 This is interestingly close to Angus’s “Be aware.”17

But other strands in contemporary ethics also suggest non-Kantian 
approaches to the problems of choice and autonomy. Jonathan Schneewind 
suggests five sources for renewed interest in autonomy since about 1970: new 
ideas on free will and philosophy of action; medical ethics and bioethics; 
feminism, debates on liberalism within political thought, and neo-Kantian 
ethics.18 While these developments all occurred within Angus’s lifetime, they 
were not central to his interests (philosophical or sinological), and much of 
their growth has come in the years since his death. But these approaches 
also suggest accounts to fact and value that prioritize awareness. 

An example is Harry Frankfurt’s account of “second-order desires” in 
his famous 1971 essay “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” 
Frankfurt notes that humans reflect on our desires and form “second-order” 
desires based on that self-conscious reflection. The ability to form second-
order desires is what distinguishes humans from animals and underlies 
free will, which consists in being able to choose which first-order desires 
to act on. In later writings Frankfurt augments this account with notions 
of wholeheartedness.19 Again, Frankfurt’s second-order desires bear some 
interesting resemblances to Angus’s “Be aware.”

Frankfurt also made a now-classic argument that what defines human-
ity is not rationality but freedom of the will. He argues that the usage of 
“person” as an entity with both mental and physical properties also applies 
to some animals, as well as imaginable non-humans such as extraterrestrials. 
But neither animals nor extraterrestrials—who have both psychological and 
material properties—are persons as the term is normally used.20 His point 
is not to elucidate a dividing line between human and nonhuman species 
(a point to which I will return later) but rather to identify the attributes 
that are most fundamental to human persons, attributes that we could in 
principle share with nonhumans: 
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What interests us most in the human condition would not interest 
us less if it were also a feature of the condition of other creatures 
as well. Our concept of ourselves as persons is not to be under-
stood, therefore, as a concept of attributes that are necessarily 
species-specific. It is conceptually possible that members of novel 
or even of familiar nonhuman species should be persons.21

He distinguishes the rational agent from the “wanton,” who may be 
rational, but who has no second-order desires: 

What distinguishes the rational wanton from other rational agents 
is that he is not concerned with the desirability of his desires 
themselves. He ignores the question of what his will is to be. 
Not only does he pursue whatever course of action he is most 
strongly inclined to pursue, but he does not care which of his 
inclinations is the strongest.22

But a non-wanton, such as an unwilling addict, cares which of his first-
order desires gains the upper hand.23 He identifies the capacity to form 
second-order volitions with the ability to have or lack free will, a capacity 
he considers essential to persons and a distinguishing mark of the human 
condition.24 Freedom of will is thus different from freedom to do what one 
wants, a point on which Graham would agree!

The Biology of Choice and Agency

Graham emphasizes that much human behavior shares the spontaneity of 
physical events, and he notes that spontaneous actions seem to belong more 
to the realm of the caused than to freedom of the will.25 Recent research 
in several sciences has clarified some of the ways in which spontaneous 
inclinations may be said to be caused.

David Hume famously argued that the self is a bundle of momentary 
impressions strung together by the imagination. On his view, the self is a 
(useful) narrative fiction. This view continues in contemporary “narrative” 
theories of the self.26

Contemporary neuroscience suggests that an ensemble of neurological 
processes make up the experience of the self. They are distributed across 
several regions of the brain, with the result that there is no self-contained 
neurological “self.”27 On this model of the self, spontaneous action plays an 
important part in several ways. First, important aspects of consciousness pre-
cede, and are not accessible to, reflective thought. As Shaun Gallagher puts 
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it, some structures of consciousness are “prenoetic”: hidden from immediate 
phenomenological experience—things that “happen before we know it.”28 
They also tend to be inaccessible to reflective consciousness. Gallagher asks 
how consciousness and cognitive processes—including perception, memory, 
and imagination—are structured prenoetically by virtue of being embodied.

Prereflective awareness: phenomenal body image and  
prenoetic body schema

Central to Gallagher’s account of the embodied mind is a distinction between 
“body image” and “body schema,” which he describes as two different but 
closely related systems:

A body image consists of a system of perceptions, attitudes, and 
beliefs pertaining to one’s own body. In contrast, a body schema 
is a system of sensory-motor capacities that function without 
awareness or the necessity of perceptual monitoring. This concep-
tual distinction between body image and body schema is related 
respectively to the difference between having a perception of (or 
belief about) something and having a capacity to move (or an 
ability to do something).29 

As Gallagher explains it, body image involves more than perception; 
it can include mental representations, beliefs, and attitudes insofar as they 
concern one’s own body. By contrast, body schema involves motor capaci-
ties, abilities, and habits that enable (and constrain) movement and posture. 
But body schema also applies to objects of perception and intention beyond 
one’s own body. The difference is like the difference between perception of 
movement and actual movement. The body schema operates below the level 
of self-referential intention. It involves “tacit performances” that are almost 
automatic: “in this sense the body-in-action tends to efface itself in most 
of its purposive activities.”30 But intentional, goal-directed activity can also 
shape movements controlled by the body schema. Thus a body schema is not 
a form of consciousness, but it can support (or undermine) the intentional 
activities of the body image.31 

This prenoetic performance helps to structure consciousness but does 
not explicitly show itself. It affects and structures the style and organiza-
tion of our relations with our environment, including habitual postures and 
movements. As Gallagher puts it, “the carpenter’s hammer becomes an opera-
tive extension of the carpenter’s hand.”32 In other words, it also potentially 
informs spontaneous and skilled performance. The interest of this distinction 
for Graham’s work is that both spontaneous inclination or action and the 
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skill knowledge he makes so much of significantly involve what we might 
call the extended action of body schemas, beyond the workaday monitoring 
of the body to far more complex activities.

Somatic markers

Other research gives similar accounts of choices that are in some sense physi-
cally “caused.” For example, according to Antonio Damasio’s somatic marker 
hypothesis, the brain associates physiological signals (somatic markers) and 
the emotions generated from them with past actions and outcomes, with the 
result that somatic markers bias decisions toward some behaviors and away 
from others.33 Other research suggests that affective reactions are often faster 
and more basic than cognitive evaluations, and that anticipatory emotions 
may be as important as cognitive evaluations in making risky decisions.34 

THE SELF IN THE BRAIN: SELF-REFERENTIAL PROCESSING

Several neuroscientists have argued for the existence of a physical self, vari-
ously described as a sensorimotor “proto-self,” distinguished from several 
other “selves” by the stimuli to which it responds and the domain in which 
it acts.35 Georg Northoff notes that this “self” resembles what William James 
(1890) called the physical self, and interacts with several other “selves” with 
distinct domains of activity. These include what has been called a “minimal 
self” or “core or mental self” (and resembles James’s account of a mental 
self) and what has been called an “autobiographical” or “narrative self” 
(with some resemblance to James’s spiritual self).36 But the identification 
of these distinct domains of selfhood in the brain leaves unanswered the 
question of what links them together in what we commonly recognize as 
a self or person. 

It has been suggested that this sense of self is created in the brain 
through “self-related processing” (SRP).37 This kind of processing operates 
on prereflective stimuli associated with a strong sense of selfhood.38 SRP 
operates through a central integrative neural system made up of cortical 
midline structures (CMS), understood both anatomically and functionally.39 
CMS seem to be involved in self-referential processing across several domains, 
including language, spatial perception, memory, emotion, facial recognition 
of oneself and others, and perception of agency and the ownership of one’s 
movements.40 These structures are probably not unique to humans, and may 
be homologous across mammalian species. That issue is addressed in the 
following discussion.

•
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Recent research from a range of disciplines, including neuroscience, psychol-
ogy, cognitive science, phenomenology, and philosophy of mind, suggests 
the physical basis of emotion, reason, and decision-making (rather than the 
nature of the identity of the “self” who thinks, decides, etc.) This possibil-
ity gives Graham’s dictum to “Be aware” an expanded meaning. While 
prenoetic processes truly seem beyond the range of self-reflective activity, 
basing our decisions on maximal awareness includes awareness of somatic 
states and inclinations.

But this research exacerbates another problem Graham tackles: how 
“caused” action can be free. Research by Benjamin Libet suggests that 
unconscious cerebral processes initiate apparently voluntary acts (such as 
choosing to flick one’s wrist) before the onset of any conscious intention to 
act. This sort of scenario might seem to undermine free will, but as Gal-
lagher points out, free choice is not about tiny time intervals in the firing 
of neurons. Free will concerns intentions and purposive actions, however 
much somatic states and prenoetic knowledge are an important part of our 
thought processes and decisions.41

Animal awareness

I now turn to a different problem in Graham’s account of spontaneity and 
awareness: the clear boundary he draws between his “aware” self and 
“instinctive” animals. Both accounts in the Zhuangzi—his preferred texts for 
the kind of agency he is advocating—and recent biological evidence mostly 
after his time suggest that this distinction could be reconsidered and nuanced.

ANIMAL AWARENESS IN THE ZHUANGZI

Despite his extensive work on the Zhuangzi, Graham never explores how or 
why the Zhuangzi attributes awareness to animals (and plants), but several 
bear mention.

The Zhuangzi describes “destiny” (ming 命) in the biological senses of 
life span (sheng ming 生命) and “years allotted by heaven” (tian nian 天年). 
The text is striking in its insistence that ming in this sense is not limited to 
humans.42 Understanding ming as life span nuances a continuum between 
human and animal in the Zhuangzi. By juxtaposing the allotments of ming 
and the “natural” life spans allotted by Heaven (tian nian), we see a con-
tinuum in the “fates” in living things. This account of ming locates our 
human decisions within a natural continuum of living things, mirroring 
the Zhuangzi’s attitudes toward human roles in the cosmos. It suggests an 
appreciation of what in modern terms we would call the shared biological 
heritage between humans and animals.
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Second, the Zhuangzi recommends animals as models because of their 
freedom from destructive emotions. Animals do not fret over changes in their 
environment, and are not upset by the illusory shifts of human emotions. 
In Zhuangzi 21, Lao Dan advises Confucius:

Grass-eating animals are not upset by a change of pasture; water 
creatures are not upset by a change of stream. They go along with 
minor change, provided they do not lose the great constancies. 
[Be like this] and happiness, anger, grief, and pleasure can never 
enter your breast.43

草食之獸不疾易藪，水生之蟲不疾易水，行小變而不失其大常也，喜怒哀

樂不入於跄次。

On this account, animals do not understand or care about their ming, 
but they respond naturally to change and are not vexed by the illusion of 
happiness. Here, the Zhuangzi describes felicity as a quality not limited to 
humans and even seems to recommend the equanimity of animals. This state 
of felicity accords with dao and with ming and makes it possible to live out 
one’s allotted life span.

Elsewhere, the Zhuangzi suggests that all living things have a natural 
life span, determined in part by the norms for particular species. For example, 
the morning mushroom lives a day; the long-lived trees of southern Chu live 
for centuries.44 Each individual—animal as well as human—has a ming, but 
it is subject to circumstance, and there is no guarantee that any individual 
(animal or human) will survive to complete its ming.

But despite animals and even plants who reflect upon their own actions, 
the text does—as Graham seems to believe—distinguish between the agency 
of humans and other living things. Animals are caught in traps because 
of their nature, not because of individual decisions or mistakes. And even 
animals that live out their allotted ming do not control or deliberately create 
the characteristics that “save” them.45 In this sense, the Zhuangzi maintains 
an ontological difference between humans and other living things. Our life 
spans are determined by combinations of accident and individual circum-
stance and choice, not by class membership. Only humans make deliberate 
choices that optimize their ming.

HIEROCLES ON ANIMAL SELF-PERCEPTION

A comparable claim appears in the “Elements of Ethics” of the second-century 
(CE) Stoic philosopher Hierocles, in a papyrus discovered at Hermopolis in 
1901.46 Hierocles argues that what motivates all animals is “self-ownership,” 
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a reflexive version of oikeiōsis: “appropriation” or “ownership” of oneself. 
This disposition manifests in animals’ universal instinct for self-preservation. 
However, as Hierocles argues, self-preservation requires self-awareness, since 
an animal must perceive itself before it perceives anything else:

One must know that an animal immediately, as soon as it is born, 
perceives itself [aisthanetai heautou].47 

Animals perceive their own parts [merōn tōn idiōn aisthanetai]. Thus, 
winged creatures, on the one hand, are aware of the readiness 
and aptness of their wings for flying, and, on the other hand, 
every land animal is aware both that it has its own members 
and of their use; and we ourselves are aware of our eyes and 
ears and other parts.48

Every hegemonic faculty [hēgemonikē] begins with itself. In this 
way a cohesive structure [hexis], which binds together what per-
tains to it, is first binding of itself.49

The concept of self-perception (heautou aisthanesthai, antilēpsis, or sunaisthēsis) 
seems to be a Stoic invention.50 Hierocles’s animal self-perception is not 
grounded in experience or learning; it is pre- or nonconceptual.51 

What then is it? Writing in 1986, James Brunschwig and Anthony Long 
identified it with what neurologists call proprioception, a kind of “muscular 
sensation” that allows an animal to monitor and adjust the state and posi-
tion of its limbs and other moving parts.52 Long argues that the Stoics were 
interested in the principles that make animals function as well-organized 
wholes, enabling them to coordinate movement and maintain appropriate 
physical orientation of themselves and their bodily parts. Further, the interac-
tion of exteroception and proprioception produces the self-image (phantasia) 
that animals use in self-perception and self-concern.53 

My point is not to identify Hierocles’s animal “self-perception” with 
either Stoic or post-Cartesian self-consciousness, but rather to suggest inter-
esting parallels between the minimalist Zhuangzi account of animal felicity, 
the more substantial Stoic account of oikeiōsis, and biological evidence about 
animal brains and bodies. Subsequent research may allow us to refine this 
picture.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE FOR ANIMAL AWARENESS AND AGENCY

Several findings from evolutionary biology allow us to nuance this picture. 
In the nineteenth century, Charles Darwin argued that the differences in 
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the mental lives of animals is one of degree, not of kind.54 Now, there is 
some empirical evidence for the existence of a neurological “core self” 
across species. This evidence is of different kinds. Bernhard Baars argues 
that the homologues of the human brain structures that govern cognition 
and conscious perception also occur in animals, and that evidence from 
animal anatomy and physiology suggests that “consciousness of one kind 
or another may be biologically fundamental and phylogenetically ancient.”55 
Jaak Panksepp argues for a “Spinozan-type dual-aspect monism” in which 
affective consciousness arises from complex neural networks that control 
instinctual emotional actions.56 The problem, as Panksepp puts it, is that certain 
ontological positions assume that consciousness is based upon the human 
rationality and command of language.57 If we understand consciousness in 
this way (as Graham appears to do), it is easy to conclude that animals lack 
consciousness. But Panksepp and others present substantial experimental 
evidence for internal affective states in animal minds. For example, human 
emotions depend on subcortical brain systems that are shared with other 
mammals and are controlled by similar regions of the brain.58 The point for 
Graham’s argument is that, on Panksepp’s dual-aspect monism, raw emotional 
feelings do not require processing or interpretation by any higher cognitive 
apparatus. Rather, they reflect the neurodynamics of emotional operating 
systems and their associated brain mechanisms.59

Moving the argument for animal consciousness and agency one step 
further, some cognitive scientists argue that many animal species possess 
the core ability of “self-related processing,” which coordinates internal pro-
cesses such as emotions, motivations, and homeostasis with external sensory 
stimuli in relation to goal-directed activities. Mammals have the capacity 
to relate bodily states, intrinsic brain states, and environmental stimuli to 
life-supporting goal orientations. It has been suggested that self-related 
processing operates through a central integrative neural system made up of 
subcortical-cortical midline structures (SCMS) that are homologous across 
mammalian species.60

Finally, studies of animal group behavior suggest that the superior 
awareness of a few individuals in a collective can alter the behavior of 
collective groups. Recent research has begun to reveal the principles of 
collective decision-making in animal groups and the complex relationship 
between individuals and group-level properties in the collective behavior 
of organisms such as swarming ants, schooling fish, flocking birds, and so 
forth. In such groups, alignment among individuals (the tendency to move 
in the same direction as immediate neighbors) makes it possible to transmit 
information about a change in direction as a rapid wave, extending over a 
great distance. This behavior makes it possible to amplify local fluctuations 
in order to react to threats such as predators, since the turning movement 
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of the group creates a larger “sensorium” than individual perception ever 
could. Thus, one individual detecting a predator and changing direction can 
rapidly amplify into a propagating wave of turning, so that many individu-
als or even a whole group turn away from a threat. Nor is it dependent on 
the specific leadership of any one individual, nor does it require deliberate 
signaling.61 

The interest of this phenomenon for the present discussion is that the 
spontaneous “turning” behavior of animals, based on “awareness” of dan-
ger and spontaneously acting to protect both the individual and the group 
meets at least some of the requirements of Graham’s quasi-syllogism. I don’t 
wish to push this point beyond where it will go, or claim that such behavior 
is equivalent to the kind of awareness he is recommending in Reason and 
Spontaneity. But rather I want to make the more modest point that we can 
view awareness as a continuum.

In summary, a range of biological evidence over the past fifteen or 
twenty years significantly extends our account of animal consciousness 
beyond proprioception. Evidence for a neurological “core self,” for self-
related processing in the brain, and for collective decision-making by animal 
groups suggest far more continuity between animals and humans than had 
been previously supposed. Here, perhaps, Angus missed the mark. But these 
developments make his core account of spontaneity and awareness all the 
more suggestive and prescient.
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