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The Mastermind’s Problem of Self-Knowledge
Ryan W. Davis
 

“Jet lag is a choice.”
		--Taylor Swift, 11 February 2024

Taylor Swift wants things to be real.  She wants to build something real.  She wants relationships to be the “real thing.”  She toasts her “real friends.”[footnoteRef:1]  She wants the kind of love that’s real, however much it changes or however difficult it is to maintain.  If there is something Taylor Swift is against, it’s faking it.  She is chagrined by the lover who “puts up walls” to keep her on the outside, who “can’t relate”, who tries to “smooth things over,” who retreats to “fake niceties” or who “fogs up windshield glass” with idle small talk.  She encourages speaking now, getting it off your chest, stepping into the daylight, clearing up whether something is ‘all in my head,’ and tearing down walls.  With these metaphors and a host of others, Taylor Swift wants to get to what’s real – in feelings, in relationships, in life. [1:  Taylor Swift, “This Is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things,” Reputation (Big Machine Records, 2017).] 

	It’s not always easy.  By her own description, Taylor Swift will sometimes divulge something other than her real self.  She will admit to playing suiters like a violin, has imagined “telling rich folks anything they want to hear,” and has blamed lovers for her own betrayal.[footnoteRef:2]  With so many warnings, shouldn’t they have known that she’d take the money, steal the keys, and be gone forever?  But the issue isn’t only that’s she will occasionally dress up as a daydream for others; she worries whether she has got herself right.  Like the rest of us, she describes struggling to figure out her own deepest values – about what kind of life to live, and with whom to live it.  You can say you want one thing – even to yourself – but still wonder if maybe you really want something else.  Taylor Swift is no stranger to being a stranger to herself. [2:  Taylor Swift, “I Did Something Bad,” Reputation (Big Machine Records, 2017); Taylor Swift, “Cowboy like Me,” Evermore (Republic Records, 2020).] 

	The problem of not knowing your own emotions or desires is a problem of self-knowledge.[footnoteRef:3]  Taylor Swift teaches us about one specific way in which this problem can be hard to solve.  On the one hand, it seems like what we need to solve this problem is to be a better, stronger agent.  We need the capacity to resolve or eliminate doubts about ourselves, the capacity to see more clearly our own real attitudes, and the capacity to resist the temptation to change who we are for the sake of other people.  On the other hand, a tried-and-true method for figuring out how you really feel is to relax your control over your attitudes.  Consider advice like: “Stop overthinking it!” “Just be yourself!” “Loosen up!”  A moment of sheer exhaustion or anger can tip you off to learning what you really care about.  Sometimes we even take up exercises to let one’s guard down, like clearing your mind or daydreaming or journaling.  The idea behind these strategies is that if we could let our own agency slip a little, then we could better understand our real feelings.   [3:  Philosophers think about this, too. A helpful starting point is Jordan Mackenzie, “Knowing Yourself and Being Worth Knowing,” Journal of the American Philosophical Association 4, no. 2 (July 2018): 243–61, https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2018.19; Jordan MacKenzie, “Self-Deception as a Moral Failure,” The Philosophical Quarterly, no. pqab024 (May 5, 2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqab024.] 

Here's the puzzle: Sometimes what you need to figure yourself out is to find some limitation with your own agency.  What you need is for your agency to break down in a certain way.  And yet, figuring out your own feelings is a way of succeeding as an agent; knowing yourself is a personal strength.  So the puzzle is that in such cases, what you need to succeed as an agent is to have a certain kind of agential failure or weakness – namely, the kind that can teach you about yourself.  But having a weakness is not usually something you can do on purpose.
I will suggest that a consequence of this puzzle is that sometimes, the stronger you are as a person, the harder it can be to know exactly what kind of person you are.  I will elaborate the problem through looking at Taylor Swift’s “Mastermind,” the thirteenth track of her 2022 album, Midnights.[footnoteRef:4]  I’m going to argue that Taylor Swift exemplifies a kind of agency that raises a genuine problem for philosophical accounts of self-understanding.[footnoteRef:5]  Imagining an agent with exceptional control over their own capacities reveals how we’ve overlooked a downside of agential strength. [4:  Taylor Swift, “Mastermind,” Midnights (Republic Records, 2022).]  [5:  I will focus on the view of the self explained in J. David Velleman, Self to Self: Selected Essays: Second Edition (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing Services, 2020).] 

1. Problems of Self-Knowledge
There are a variety of ways in which it can be hard to know your own feelings.  Let’s call these problems of self-knowledge.  Here I will focus on three.  
	To start, it will help to understand how self-doubt can creep up on you.  Anyone can come to doubt their own beliefs about how they feel or what they want.  When you say what you want, you can worry that what you’re saying – even to yourself – isn’t right.  This can happen in ways large and small.  You can tell yourself that you are a cinephile but worry that you really would rather watch lowbrow romantic comedies.[footnoteRef:6]  You tell yourself you love someone or that you’re dedicated to your career, but still worry that deep down, you don’t feel the way you should if those beliefs were true. [6:  This example is inspired by one in MacKenzie, “Self-Deception as a Moral Failure.”] 

Sometimes, we can find ways of overcoming our doubts and thereby restoring confidence in our beliefs.  Consider an ordinary case of doubt: worrying whether you turned off the stove before leaving the house.  Suppose you remember turning off the stove, but now that you’re thinking about it, you’re just not sure.  You can’t just appeal to your memory of turning off the stove to recover your belief; your memory is exactly what you’ve come to doubt, and you can’t prop up a belief you’ve come to doubt by appealing to that very belief.
	So, what can you do?  The philosopher Miriam Schoenfield points out two familiar strategies.[footnoteRef:7]  First, you can use other beliefs.  Sometimes you can recover confidence in one belief by appealing to other first-order beliefs that are still intact.  For example, imagine that you definitely remember cleaning the stove top.  You might then reason that if you cleaned the stove, you certainly would have noticed if the stove light was on.  That means you must have turned the stove off, after all.  By noticing a belief you still have confidence in, you can recover a belief you’ve come to doubt. [7:  Miriam Schoenfield, “XII—Deferring to Doubt,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 122, no. 3 (October 1, 2022): 269–90, https://doi.org/10.1093/arisoc/aoac011.] 

	This doesn’t always work.  For example, you might come to doubt too many of your first-order beliefs all at once.  If I doubt my memory of turning off the stove and my memory of cleaning it, then I’m stuck.  Consider the case of Taylor Swift’s “The Archer.”[footnoteRef:8]  On her most emotionally vulnerable track of the Lover album, Taylor Swift’s archer directly confronts self-doubt about her own desires.  “I say I don’t want that, but what if I do?” she asks.  The issue is not just that she doubts what she tells herself about her own attitudes.  She also lacks other beliefs from which she could recover the beliefs about herself that she has come to doubt.  The archer not only doubts her beliefs about what she wants in this particular circumstance, but in many others as well.  She’s always doubting herself.  She has a “hundred thrown out speeches” from cases presumably just like this one.  The song’s central refrain is, “I see right through me.”  More philosophically: the problem is that when she reflects on her evidence for what she’s like, she has nothing with which to assuage her doubt.  Sometimes, you cannot recover beliefs about yourself that you have come to doubt through appealing to other first-order evidence you have about yourself.  In honor of this Swiftian character’s predicament, let’s call this the archer’s problem. [8:  Taylor Swift, “The Archer,” Lover (Republic Records, 2019).] 

	Fortunately, there’s a second way of regaining confidence in beliefs.  Sometimes you can recover a belief you doubt by thinking about your beliefs about the kind of person you are.  (Philosophers call this your higher order evidence – or evidence about how good you are at believing the truth.[footnoteRef:9])  So imagine again the stove top.  You doubt your memory of turning off the stove, but you know you’re the kind of person who is conscientious about always turning it off.  So you reason that the best explanation for why you think you remember turning off the stove is that you really did turn it off.  Or imagine the worried cinephile.  You might think about all the art house movies you’ve watched this year, and so be reassured that you really do love them.  (On the other hand, if you make plans to screen classic films but somehow always end up watching re-runs of Grey’s Anatomy instead, then you might still wonder if you really are the kind of person who loves movies.)   [9:  My gloss here is very rough. But see David Christensen, “Higher-Order Evidence,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 81, no. 1 (2010): 185–215, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2010.00366.x.] 

	Does our Swiftian archer have any higher order evidence that could help her?  Again, it looks like she is in trouble.  When she thinks about the kind of person she is, she notices that people like her often have exactly the flaws that she worries she has identified in herself.  All her enemies started as friends, and all her heroes died alone.  If she is that kind of person, then she might not be the kind of person she can trust.  She might say she doesn’t want a fight, but still – deep down – that might not be true.
	However, there’s still something that might help the archer.  Not only do we have beliefs about what the evidence says -- other people do, too.  And other people’s beliefs about what’s true can be part of our higher order evidence.  Sometimes we can use others’ beliefs about who we are to inform our own.[footnoteRef:10]  This is why we ask our friends what they think about us, including about what they think we really want.  So if someone else believes that the archer is who she says she is, then maybe she can use their beliefs to recover from her doubts.  The archer herself considers this possibility, if a bit obliquely.  The song ends with a question: “Who could stay?” and a hope, “You could stay.”  If someone could stay with her, it would give her evidence that she really didn’t want a fight after all.  It would allay her doubts. [10:  This is called the “looking glass” theory of the self. See J. David Velleman, “Identification and Identity,” in Self to Self: Selected Essays: Second Edition (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing Services, 2020), 437–74.] 

	Unfortunately, sometimes neither our first order evidence nor our higher order evidence can help us recover our self-directed beliefs.  Sometimes we notice that we can’t trust what other people think about us, because we know that the way we were presenting ourselves to them was a performance as well.  If you think one thing about me, but I know that your beliefs about me are merely reflecting back the very pretense I was putting up for you, then you can’t offer any help.  Although you can’t see right through me, all you see about me is an image I’ve made up for you. Call this the mirrorball’s problem.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  Taylor Swift, “Mirrorball,” Folklore (Republic Records, 2020).] 

	The archer’s problem is when you can’t recover beliefs from doubt with your own other beliefs.  The mirrorball’s problem is when you can’t recover beliefs from doubt by leaning on the beliefs of others.[footnoteRef:12]  Even then, all is not lost.  The evidence that you and others have now is probably not all the evidence there is.  You could also try to look for more evidence, hoping that the evidence you would find would resolve your doubts about yourself.[footnoteRef:13]  The rest of this essay will try to describe a problem for this strategy.  If you have both the archer’s problem and the mirrorball’s problem, then you can lose confidence in your own self-understanding.  And that makes it seem like what you need is to be better, stronger, more confident, or less susceptible to others’ influence.  And sometimes, that might be true.  But other times, being that better, stronger, less susceptible agent can impair you in acquiring evidence about what you’re like.  This is a third problem – the mastermind’s problem.[footnoteRef:14]   [12:  I’m indebted to Lindsay Brainard for pressing me to clarify the relationship between these problems.]  [13:  Just as there are norms about what you should believe, there may also be norms about how you should look for evidence. Jane Friedman, “The Epistemic and the Zetetic,” The Philosophical Review 129, no. 4 (October 1, 2020): 501–36, https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-8540918.]  [14:  Thanks to Emma Fox for making me rethink exactly what this problem is.] 

2. Once Upon a Time…
“Mastermind” begins – like the good Swiftian story it is – as a fairy tale.  Taylor recalls the time she met her (then) beloved.  By chance, they were in the same room.  The listener may recognize it as the “crowded room” from Reputation’s “Dress.”[footnoteRef:15]  Or “Getaway Car’s” room where “you first met me.”[footnoteRef:16]  The “Lavender Haze” music video pictures the two lovers’ astrological signs on the cover of the “Mastermind” CD. [15:  Taylor Swift, “Dress,” Reputation (Big Machine Records, 2017).]  [16:  Taylor Swift, “Getaway Car,” Reputation (Big Machine Records, 2017).] 

At some point, perhaps just by chance, he touches her hand.  That touch sets off a “chain reaction,” one of them taking the next step and the other responding.  Together, they start something.  Taylor has thought about that first touch before.  In “Gorgeous,” she warned him that he should “think about” what will follow.  In “Mastermind,” she says the touch “lit a fuse.”  The idea is the same: Their first interaction is enough to start things that will keep going on their own.  Once the fuse is lit, the chain reaction started, no further human choices are needed.  Things are already in motion.  “The Dominos cascaded in a line,” Taylor says (finding a third metaphor for the same idea).
Only, it’s not quite true.  In fact, it’s not true at all.  What Taylor says next is startling: “What if I told you none of it was accidental?” she asks.[footnoteRef:17]  From that very first night, “nothing was gonna” stop her.  In her earlier mentions of that touch in that room, Taylor’s narrative depicted the ensuing events as carried on without any human agency at all.  They were transported by their own physical momentum or chemical reactions.  In Lover’s “Paper Rings,” the relationship explicitly was an accident – the one kind of accident that Taylor likes.[footnoteRef:18]  But now we’re getting a different version of the story.  It wasn’t a fortuitous gust that carried them forward.  It wasn’t the drinks that dulled their inhibitions.  She was the seemingly external forces pushing their relationship along (the wind in their sails), and she was the catalyst for the human choices within it (the liquor in their cocktails).  Everything was her doing.  Nothing was an accident. [17:  Swift, “Mastermind.”]  [18:  Taylor Swift, “Paper Rings,” Lover (Republic Records, 2019).] 

	There’s something arresting about this confession, because there’s something reassuring about its opposite.  Picture any familiar romantic comedy trope: two strangers keep bumping into each other for no reason; erstwhile antagonists try in vain to avoid each other; friends find themselves always with each other in the big moments.  Taylor understands as well as anyone the appeal of imagining two people pulled together by an invisible string.[footnoteRef:19]  It’s scary to think of our connection to the most important people in our lives as fragile – as things we might have missed with one wrong turn.  Contrast that uncertainty against the story of a life leading inexorably toward its important relationships and moments.  This second kind of narrative feels triumphal, fulfilling.  If something in the universe is pulling you to the person you love, then your mistakes and flaws can’t keep you apart.  Such magic is exactly what Taylor imagines.  The same invisible string that pulls her and her beloved together doubles as a chain for her demons, a protection against her past self’s mistakes, even a cozy sweater just in case the weather changes.[footnoteRef:20]  If the invisible string is real, then you don’t have to worry about messing up.  Everything will take care of itself.   [19:  Julia Chatterley put this insight to me in a discussion after the release of Midnights.]  [20:  Taylor Swift, “Invisible String,” Folklore (Republic Records, 2020).] 

	It is a pretty thought.  But saying something is a pretty thought is usually about halfway to admitting it isn’t true.  In “Mastermind,” Taylor confesses it openly.  Her relationship is the product of neither accident nor fate.  It’s the result of her.  
It takes courage to admit as much to oneself.  And then there’s the question of admitting it to the other person.  The first two choruses of “Mastermind” begin, “What if I told you…”  She frames the question as a hypothetical, as if trying out the confession – seeing how it sounds in her own mind.  Taylor has long been one to think through things before saying them out loud.  (This might be the first time she’s felt the need to confess, but it’s hardly the first time she’s shown a mastermind’s forethought.)  Recall “Speak Now,” in which Taylor daydreams of preparing for her beloved’s wedding – to another girl!  She fashions her “Speak Now” speech over several choruses, before the version finally given for real, at the wedding, all eyes on her.  Or think back to folklore’s “Betty,” in which James rehearses his apology three times.  First, as an idle fantasy: he would just show up at her party and tell her everything.  Second, as an actual intention: He had planned for weeks, rehearsing his words, considering the details.  Finally, standing on Betty’s porch, facing her, wearing her cardigan (maybe?) – just as he had planned it.
“Mastermind” works the same way.  First, two practice runs.  Then the bridge, which arrives with all the Swiftian drama that listeners have come to expect.  Taylor observes that as a little kid, no one wanted to play with her.  And so ever since then, she’s been “scheming like a criminal” to make people love her, and to make her scheming seem effortless.  In the final line, she swears, “I’m only cryptic and Machiavellian ‘cause I care.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Taylor Swift, “Mastermind.”] 

We know this is the real confession, because Taylor starts the next line with an amended chorus: “So I told you none of it was accidental.”  I’ll come back to the details of the speech later.  For now, the main thing to notice is that it works.  Before she’s even finished, her lover is already grinning back to her.  He’s smiling because he was in on to her act.  He knew she had planned everything; he had seen her laying the groundwork.  He knew all along she was the mastermind, and he loved her for it.  
3. Two Interpretations
What is happening in “Mastermind’s” final exchange?  As fans have realized, there are at least two ways of hearing the end of the song.[footnoteRef:22]  The first is straight forward.  Taylor plots to bring about her relationship – under the guise that she’s doing nothing at all.  He sees right through her, and she notices that he is on to her ruse.  However, it so happens her blowing her cover is exactly the thing to do in the situation.  Think of a moment when you catch someone’s eye, and somehow you can just tell that they are thinking the same thing you are.  Something like this is going on here.  Taylor catches his glance, and she sees that he’s caught her in the act of masterminding something, and he sees that she sees this.  But he also knows that her confession is true.  She has masterminded their relationship because she cares, and her caring – unlike her pretense – is real.  His smile back to her is without reservation.  His “wide smirk” shows he’s in on the ploy.  She’s the archer and he’s the prey, but now he’s also a kind of co-conspirator.  They are in love.  Call this the sincere reading.  (From now on, I’ll use the words sincere and expressive to describe speech that expresses one’s real feelings.) [22:  The hosts of the Every Single Album Podcast confront their sharpest disagreement of the album over their competing readings of Mastermind’s bridge.  “1989 (Taylor’s Version),” Every Single Album: Taylor Swift, October 29, 2023.  ] 

	Now for the second possibility.  Suppose Taylor is masterminding their relationship, in the sense just described.  She’s doing what it takes to bring them together, all while acting like she’s doing nothing.  But suppose she’s thought just one step further.  She realizes that if he saw her acting intentionally to bring them together while also appearing to conceal that very fact, then he would love her for it.  He would delight in being in on the conspiracy.  So she enacts being the mastermind exactly when she knows he’s looking.  And when he catches her eye, her new ploy – acting like he’s seen right through her – draws out his wide grin.  In this reading, her confession of being the mastermind is, itself, the product of strategic thinking.  She knows a confession will bring them together, and so she confesses.  Call this the esoteric reading.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  I’ll use the word strategic to describe speech that is aimed at representing oneself to another person as a means or instrument to bringing about a desired aim. For a really beautiful essay about strategy and deception, see Rae Langton, “Duty and Desolation,” Philosophy 67, no. 262 (October 1992): 481–505, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100040675; See also Sam Berstler, “What’s the Good of Language? On the Moral Distinction between Lying and Misleading,” Ethics 130, no. 1 (October 2019): 5–31, https://doi.org/10.1086/704341.] 

	In the song’s pivotal line, Taylor tells us that she swears, “I’m only cryptic and Machiavellian because I care.”[footnoteRef:24]  For the sincere reading, this line breaks through the layers of strategy and offers a bit of real talk.  Everything up till now has been masterminding, but now, in this moment, she is the sincere Taylor.  And to be clear, the esoteric reading doesn’t deny that Taylor really cares.  It only says there is something more: Her confession serves a strategic aim.  Her admission is, itself, among the statements which is aimed at bringing about her ends.  Once the mastermind, always the mastermind. [24:  Taylor Swift, “Mastermind.”] 

	What are clues to know when you should interpret a speaker esoterically?  Interpreting a speaker esoterically denies the simplest, surface reading of the text.[footnoteRef:25]  Philosophers, much like Swifties, love the occasional conspiracy theory.  But sometimes authors really do speak esoterically.  Sorting out when is tricky, but the best clue is often that if a writer tells you they don’t mean exactly what they say, then maybe they don’t mean exactly what they say.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Arthur M. Melzer, Philosophy Between the Lines: The Lost History of Esoteric Writing, Reprint edition (University of Chicago Press, 2017).]  [26:  “The surest way [to identify esoteric writing] would be if philosophers have told us. And they have.” Melzer, 11.] 

Would she really say something she didn’t mean to someone special?  Once we’ve granted the possibility that you’re talking to a mastermind, things get complicated.  A discerning mastermind wouldn’t just put their cards down on their table while yours were in your hand – although they might want you to think they were.  They would want you to think that you were the one person around whom they were their real self.  They would want you to think that this time – talking to you – their confession was sincere.  True enough, others might be seeing only what the mastermind wants them to see.  But that isn’t you.  “You are not like the regulars!” the mastermind would say.  The masquerade revelers drunkenly see only the costumes and reflections, but that isn’t you.  By Taylor’s own report, the telling someone they’re special isn’t evidence one way or the other.  Maybe it is a sincere moment.  But then, that’s exactly what the mastermind would want you to think.  
The skeptic might try for a final line of defense.  In our story, the mastermind isn’t only speaking to someone special.  She’s talking to the person she loves.  Would she say something she didn’t mean to someone she loved?  Again, let’s follow the method of taking seriously Taylor’s own words.  Recall the dramatic finish to folklore’s “Cowboy Like Me.”[footnoteRef:27]  The song’s two protagonists are both masterminds in their own right, swindling high society’s rich folks, old men, and ladies who lunch along the way to meeting each other.  You might expect a story in which, meeting their match in tactics, they each set aside their cowboy ways for a real relationship.  And that’s almost right.  In the end the cowboy boots are off and underneath their bed.  The speaker says she’s never going to love again.  This relationship, unlike the others, is permanent.  But the story is a little more interesting.  Even if they’ve found real love, that doesn’t mean there’s no swindling involved.  “Forever is the sweetest con,” the speaker says.  It’s not that when there’s love, the con is over.  Love, at least in “Cowboy Like Me,” is just the con that lasts.  [27:  “Cowboy Like Me,”  Folklore, by Taylor Swift (Nashville, TN: Republic Records, 2020).] 

In short, Taylor says in “Mastermind” that this is the first time she’s felt the need to confess.  And in a sense, that’s right.  She hasn’t sung this song before.  In another sense, she’s been doing nothing but confessing.  And if we take her confessions at face value, it’s hard to rule out the esoteric reading.  In a slogan, if somebody tells you they’re a mastermind, you should consider believing them.
4. The Mastermind’s Problem
I’ve tried to show how there are two ways to read Taylor’s confession in “Mastermind”: the sincere, and the esoteric.  If you suspect esotericism, it pays to ask whether a writer ever offers evidence that they at least don’t always say what they mean.  And long story short, Taylor is one such writer.  Even her confession is not quite as singular it seems.  A decade of Taylor albums are full of such confessions.  The rumors may be terrible and cruel, but (honey) most of them are true.
	It’s easy enough for confessions to turn into strategic tools.  When I present myself to you as someone I’m not, I have to pay extra attention to the details.  If I’m caught off guard for just a moment, then I might find you staring back at me with your own wide grin.  Like Taylor, I might fear that you see right through me just as much as I see right through me.  At some point, it’s easy to think I’m better off coming clean with you.  At least then I wouldn’t have to work so hard to maintain the pretense.  “Maybe,” I might think, “I should just confess.”  
	But the thinking doesn’t have to end there.  Once I consider that by coming clean with you, I will secure your confidence that I’m telling the truth, I discover a new tactic.  I can no sooner resolve to confess my past masterminding than notice that the very confession I now intend could be the strategic thing to do.  And once I notice that, I can’t help but understand that you have probably thought through the situation in the same way.  The rumors aren’t just about Taylor; they’re about all of us.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  J. David Velleman, “The Centered Self,” in Self to Self: Selected Essays: Second Edition (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing Services, 2020), 268.] 

	And on it goes.  Once I notice that I might use a confession as a new strategy, I must again worry that maybe you’ve seen right through my seeing right through your seeing right through me.  The philosopher David Velleman puts it like this:
As soon as I begin to think instrumentally [about whether to be sincere], I enter a dizzying spiral of anticipating that my instrumental calculations have been anticipated, that their validity has thus been compromised, that their being so compromised has also been anticipated, with the result that they gain new validity, which has of course been anticipated, and so on.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Velleman, 269.] 

When we realize that any speech can be strategic, then there is nothing to be gained by insisting that now, really, this time, we’re being sincere.  The urge to confess one’s past strategy, just moments ago a hoped-for solution to the mastermind’s problem, now reappears as just another version of it.  As Velleman points out, there is something dizzying about this.  Maybe there’s no way out?
	Velleman says not to worry.  As a psychological matter, he thinks we just can’t keep it up.  It’s just too much cognitive work to play the mastermind all the time.  We might be able to manage the dizzying spiral from one strategic level to another once in a while, but not every day.  Strategic calculation will destabilize you.  Each time I realize I could use some speech strategically, I also must immediately recognize that you could see it as strategic.  He explains:
The thought that instrumental calculations are revived at the prospect that I might be interpreted as thinking expressively and hence as sincere – that thought occurred to me just now, not in my imagined capacity as an agent thinking expressively…but rather in my capacity as a philosopher accommodating his reader’s bias in favor of instrumental thinking.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Velleman, “The Centered Self.”] 

Velleman says we’re too cynical.  Nobody can mastermind everything.  According to Velleman, that isn’t how the world works.
	Why is there less strategic speech than you might have expected?  It’s hard to stay ahead in the game.  The other person could always be on to the fact that we’re only swearing that we’re sincere because we noticed that they had caught on to our past insincerity.  Velleman refers to this as instability, but of course there’s no theoretical problem with thinking in this way.  So I interpret Velleman as having in mind a primarily psychological instability.  Thinking about what you really feel, on the one hand, and what feelings you should strategically transmit to others, on the other, requires attention in two quite different cognitive levels.  Keeping that up all the time really would be dizzying.  Humans just can’t go on in that way.  
Taylor Swift has noticed the same thing.  Most of us can’t keep up the thinking about someone else’s thinking about how we’re thinking about how they’re thinking of us.  The arms race of strategic speech quickly gets to be too much.  Better to lay your amor down, hoping the other person will as well.
	So I think Taylor agrees with Velleman, at least most of the time.  In the songs preceding “Mastermind” on Midnights, there two thoughts repeatedly keep Taylor awake.  The first is the longing for a simpler life – one not constantly in pursuit of status and success.  The refuge of a relationship that asks nothing from her.  The sweet nothings from a lover humming in the kitchen.  Part of her, at least, wants that life.  Instead, she faces a world of two-faced strategery.  The “industry disruptors and soul deconstructors and smooth-talking hucksters” are all paradigm cases: Their glad-handing is transparently disingenuous.  Those voices from the industry insist that she lean even harder into the drive for success.  Against their calls, Taylor can admit she’s “just too soft for all of it.”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Taylor Swift, “Sweet Nothing,” Midnights (Republic Records, 2022).] 

	But there is another voice in Taylor’s late-night thoughts, and it’s a little on the soul deconstructors’ side.  Rather than the constancy and comfort of tranquil domesticity, this part of Taylor is out not only for making her own name, but for staying in the limelight of fame long after others have faded.  If a little strategy can help her stay ahead, maybe it’s worth it?
	At least, this is a tempting thought.  Many of us would like to walk into a room and make the whole place shimmer.  The difference between Taylor Swift and the rest of us is not just talent and commitment.  It’s also willpower.   Taylor can keep thinking (and acting) strategically, long after it would have driven most of us into exhaustion.  Or at least, this is how she presents her own self-understanding to us.  In the bridge of “Mastermind,” she says she’s both been scheming like a criminal to make people love her, and also to make all that scheming look like it wasn’t scheming at all.  She’s been doing it her whole life.  Perhaps more remarkably, she knows she can keep doing it.  Far from showing that she can’t run the scheme indefinitely, her life has taught her that she can just keep going.  She can face the world alone and make it, because the lessons of all that early scheming are the one thing no one can take away.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Taylor Swift, “You’re On Your Own Kid,” Midnights (3am Edition) (Republic Records, 2022).] 

	Recall that on Velleman’s view, we could rest assured that sincere (or expressive) communication was possible.  True enough, we’re all capable of strategy, and that creates the worry that we can’t escape the trap of interpreting others’ (and our own) speech in a strategic register.  Velleman would say that we’re overthinking things.  While strategy is a possibility, it’s too cognitively taxing to maintain all the time.  This is good news.  Our apparent weakness holds a key to the solution.  We know that we can’t maintain strategy, and neither can anybody else.  We can know to whom we’re relating.
	The problem is: What happens when we meet someone who really can keep up the strategy?  Because Velleman’s idea of instability was ultimately a psychological notion, it raises a question about whether the solution will work for people with a different kind of mind – the kind that doesn’t get exhausted by all that scheming.  Taylor Swift poses a genuine problem for action theory in philosophy.[footnoteRef:33]  If you can ascend the dizzying heights of strategic thinking without losing your way, you have an extraordinary power.  Instead of being unstable, your agency is resilient, even when deployed in pursuit of strategy.  But that power comes with a price.  You can’t count on your own psychological limits to push you back to the domestic tranquility of sincere exchange.  This is a problem.  If everything means something, then there are no sweet nothings.  [33:  Can we ever be too good at being committed to our ends? See Sarah K. Paul, “Plan B,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 100, no. 3 (July 3, 2022): 550–64, https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2021.1912126.] 

5. Masterminds and Anti-Heroes
Maybe there are a few masterminds who can hold themselves together, no matter how much scheming it takes.  But what about masterminding not only a single relationship, but all of one’s relationships?  That wouldn’t just require one to maintain an invented conception of oneself over time.  It would require holding together different, potentially incoherent conceptions of oneself at the same time.
	It sounds like I must be making this up, but Taylor Swift actually does once again provide an example.  Earlier I talked about her self-portrayal in folklore’s “Mirrorball.”  The details really repay attention.  The mirrorball throws the light of reflection not back to only one person in the room, but to everyone in the room.  All of the masquerade revelers – each wearing their own costume – look at the mirrorball and see what they want in it.  Although constantly spinning, the mirrorball doesn’t disclose itself at all.  What it reveals, instead, is different representations of the person looking at it.  “I’ll show you every version of yourself tonight,” Taylor sings.   The metaphor combines great effort (all that constant spinning!) under great scrutiny (being the one thing constantly visible to anyone in the room), with similarly complete anonymity.  The mirrorball is not just a reflection to different people, but a reflection to each of them, of themselves, at the same time.  And what’s more, Taylor insists that she can keep this up.  After everything else has ended – the circus clowns and rodeo horses have all gone home – she is still trying, getting people to look at her.  The speaker in “Mirrorball” is exactly the kind of person who could become the mastermind.  She can keep up a performance, because for her, everything is performance.  The advice to “Be yourself!” is given in the hope that you can be put at ease with the assurance that you don’t have to try so hard; you can just do what comes naturally.  But Taylor says that nothing comes naturally.  There is only the trying.  
	Playing the mirrorball is exhausting.  Most people can’t pull it off.  It requires acting not on how you understand yourself, but on how you think other people want to understand you.  It takes constant effort – wearing your highest heals and standing on your tallest tiptoes.  When you speak sincerely, you don’t have to balance between your own understanding of what you’re up to and your understanding of the other person’s understanding of what you’re up to.  Strategy, on the other hand, is a tightrope.  
	And we’re now in position to appreciate a still deeper cost.  In order to act, we have to think of ourselves as having an existence that extends into the future.  That is, we need a self-conception that will guide our actions in different circumstances.  For that, we must be able to be sincere, at least with ourselves.  The problem is that how we think of ourselves is not totally hived off from how we disclose ourselves.  One more passage from Velleman:
A person who gives himself no grounds for credence in his long-range intentions, or who gets tangled up in instrumental reasoning about the truth, sacrifices a considerable degree of self-knowledge.  The objectively conceived personality to which this person has pinned his subjective point-of-view is less intelligible and less predictable than it otherwise might be…A person who says what he thinks and does what he says has a better grasp on the person he is.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Velleman, “The Centered Self,” 274.] 

Velleman worries that insincerity to others puts pressure on our ability to be sincere with ourselves.  In our Swiftian idiom, Velleman’s warning to the mastermind is this: You might be able to reflect to everyone else exactly what they want to see, but if you do, what’s left to see as yourself?
	We’re now in position to see the mastermind’s problem in sharper relief.  The mastermind excels at strategy: Presenting themselves to others to achieve their ends.  To do this, the mastermind must have extraordinary control over how they act.  Everything they do is on purpose.  But the very strength of their intentional control over how they act keeps them focused on how they look to others.  Most of us can’t do it all the time.  If you could keep it up all the time, though, then you would never be attending to aspects of your own experience.  And if you never attend to aspects of your own experience, then it’s hard to know how you really feel.[footnoteRef:35]  That’s why you can lose your grasp on the person you are. [35:  L.A. Paul holds that we need to have subjective knowledge of our own experiences in order to know what will count as authentic. L. A. Paul, Transformative Experience, 1st edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 105–6; L.A. Paul, “Phenomenal Feel as Process,” Philosophical Issues 27, no. 1 (2017): 204–22, https://doi.org/10.1111/phis.12095; cf. Grace Helton and Christopher Register, “Hot-Cold Empathy Gaps and the Grounds of Authenticity,” Synthese 202, no. 5 (November 1, 2023): 150–51, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-023-04311-2.] 

	Let’s go back to our starting puzzle: If you find yourself doubting how you really feel, what tools do you have to overcome that doubt?  You can use your other beliefs about the world, or your beliefs about yourself, or even what others’ believe about you.  But as the archer’s and mirrorball’s problem made clear, sometimes those solutions won’t work.  Fortunately, there is another way to learn how you feel, and that is by feeling it again – by having the real feeling in the here and now.  Then you could get new evidence about your own attitudes.  And a lot of our self-help talk around learning about ourselves is designed to facilitate exactly this experience.  Imagine the following situations:
Doubt. You tell everyone you know that you are in love.  But in dark moments, you just don’t know.  You divulge your uncertainty to your friend, and she gives you some advice.  “Who do you think about when you’re not thinking about anything at all?” She asks.
Choice. You’re thinking of moving back to your hometown, but you are also considering moving to the big city.  One day you pass by an old lawn sprinkler, and its sound brings to your mind a host of memories about the town where you grew up.  You feel a sudden desire to spend time at home.
Anger. After a long period of wondering if you should leave your job, a small slight by your boss fills you with anger, calling attention to a host of other indignities you had been ignoring.  You put in notice that day.
Skill. You are trying to hit the perfect tennis serve, snapping your wrist downward at the top of the racket’s arc while pronating the racket just as it makes contact with the side of the ball.  During a lesson, your coach tries to get you to move more naturally.  “Stop thinking about each step!” she says.
Each of these cases exploits a lapse of agency to learn about the self.  In Doubt, the idea is that what we think about when we are not actively monitoring our thoughts can teach us about our real feelings.  Letting our minds wander can help us explore.[footnoteRef:36]  Something similar goes for action: You might decide what you most want to do by reflecting on what you just find yourself doing when you have no plans, or are procrastinating.  In Choice, involuntary memories help call to mind aspects of an experience long forgotten, and the feelings that arise from these provide clues about how the agent feels.  In Anger, a breakdown of emotional regulation alerts the agent to their true feelings.  Skill is another case in which your manual, intentional thought serves you worse than a less intentional, more automated kind of activity.  What unites cases like these is that the agent makes use of aspects of their agency over which they are passive to understand themselves better and act more effectively.[footnoteRef:37]   [36:  Chandra S. Sripada, “An Exploration/Exploitation Trade-off Between Mind-Wandering and Goal-Directed Thinking,” in The Oxford Handbook of Spontaneous Thought: Mind-Wandering, Creativity, and Dreaming, ed. Kalina Christoff and Kieran C. R. Fox (Oxford University Press, 2018), 0, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190464745.013.28; Zachary C. Irving and Aaron Glasser, “Mind-Wandering: A Philosophical Guide,” Philosophy Compass 15, no. 1 (2020): e12644, https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12644.]  [37:  See Sarah Buss, “Autonomous Action: Self-Determination in the Passive Mode,” Ethics 122, no. 4 (July 2012): 647–91, https://doi.org/10.1086/666328.] 

	The mastermind, however, is by definition always actively regulating their activity.  Their agency never breaks down.  The mastermind is a hyper-agent, capable of focus and grit and persistence that would put the rest of us to shame.  But the mastermind’s very success at maintaining control over their own agency means they’re never a passive recipient to their own experience.  And that passivity, we’ve seen, is just what is needed to acquire evidence about one’s emotions and desires.  
For a long time, philosophers thought that the best way of reasoning was to be in control, to decide in the ‘cool moments’ free from distortions and passions.  But the problem with that view is that it’s sometimes the passions – the hot moments – that teach us about what we really feel, and so also about who we really are.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  This idea was pointed out by Nomy Arpaly, Unprincipled Virtue: An Inquiry Into Moral Agency, 1st edition (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).] 

The mastermind might object that they can mastermind themselves – simulating an intense experience in their own mind.  They might imagine losing control of their emotions -- getting angry or sad or falling in love.  They might simulate speaking now at a wedding or an ex-lover sinking into the swamp or retreating into a secret garden in the mind.  But it’s not so easy.  We only know what our red-hot emotional experiences will be like when we have them for real.[footnoteRef:39]  As Lindsay Brainard points out in this volume, sometimes no amount of simulation can give you the answer for the real-life moment when someone is on their knees and asks you.[footnoteRef:40]   [39:  Helton and Register, “Hot-Cold Empathy Gaps and the Grounds of Authenticity.”]  [40:  Lindsay’s chapter on ”Champagne Problems.”] 

	It’s hard for the mastermind to know themselves, and that makes it hard for other people to know them as well.  It’s a commonplace thought – and one shared by philosophers – that we often come to love people by seeing their flaws.  Rosalind Hursthouse once noted that it forms some “bond of sympathy” to see people’s foibles, accidents, and senseless or “arational” actions.  As an example of the latter, she imagines coming to hate someone you once loved, after which one proceeds “violently destroying or damaging anything connected with the hated person,” including “pictures, letters, presents, recordings of ‘our song,’ etc.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Rosalind Hursthouse, “Arational Actions,” The Journal of Philosophy 88, no. 2 (1991): 58, https://doi.org/10.2307/2026906; Cf. Vida Yao, “Grace and Alienation,” Philosopher’s Imprint 20, no. 16 (2020), http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3521354.0020.016.] 

To the Swiftie, it will sound as if Hursthouse must have written that sentence after listening to the breakup tracks on Swift’s debut album.  Destroying an old ‘our song’ or setting flame an ex’s picture-to-burn may be arational, but such actions are also deeply real.  We recognize lapses of agency like this because we suffer from them as well.  We sympathize with the agent failing in these familiar ways.  Hursthouse even noted that when she made this point in philosophy talks, audience members would frequently come up to her with “delighted recognition” of her examples, and helpfully add to her list.  And this kind of makes sense, because whatever else we can say of a person’s red emotions, at least they aren’t based in strategy.  And because we can know they’re not putting up a front, we can let down our guard.  We can take what we see as a manifestation of who they are, not who they want us to see in them.
Let’s say that a heroic person is one who’s wholeheartedly committed to one cause – maybe so much so that it threatens to swallow up who they are.  If having a heroic personality means singular commitment to a cause outside oneself, then its opposite would be to have no commitment to any cause beyond oneself.  To be an anti-hero is for one’s own success to swallow up any causes.  As we’ve seen, that risks losing who you are in a different way.  And if you risk losing yourself, then you don’t do anything that exhibits who you really are to the people around.  They have no mistakes in which to take delighted recognition of the humanity you share with them.  To be on the side of the anti-hero is to be never quite sure who-it-is whose side you’re on.  And if you don’t know whose side you’re on, your own position is suddenly complicated.  It can be exhausting.  
6. Conclusion
There’s nothing wrong with being an extraordinary agent.  It’s an incredible power to control your own agency.  It’s what lets you know you can face anything, can get through anything.  In this essay, I’ve looked at the downside of being this kind of agent, which I’ve called the mastermind’s problem.  That problem is that better you are at being an agent, the harder it can be to know what kind of agent you are.  
I will end with an observation, and finally with what I think might be the profoundest Swiftian advice.  First, the observation: Being a mastermind means that your agency will never give out on you.  You can always keep going.  And that means you can only give up on something by making a choice.  Making choices takes courage.  And that is why sometimes, to quit is the brave thing.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Lots of people have been willing to talk to me about Taylor Swift and agency.  I’m grateful to Megan Baird, Lindsay Brainard, Julia Chatterley, Emma Conde, Breanne Davis, Jessica Flanigan, Emma Fox, Derek Haderlie, Alex King, and Robbie Kubala, and to my 2024 and 2025 seminars on Taylor Swift and Philosophy.] 




 
