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1                                  Chapter 19  

 Seeds of self-knowledge: noetic 
feelings and metacognition 

      Jérôme     Dokic       

 Feeling is to knowledge what a cry is to a word. 
 Erwin Straus       

   Introduction   
 As authors from various traditions and disciplines — including phenomenology, cognitive and 
social psychology — have observed, our most spontaneous judgements can reflect what we ordi-
narily call ‘our feelings’. Sometimes we judge that something is the case just because ( ceteris pari-
bus ) we  feel  that this is so. Feeling-based judgements seem to provide us with information that it 
would have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to acquire through other epistemic means, such as 
perception, memory, and inference. As a consequence, they can act as first premises in both theo-
retical and practical reasoning. In many everyday circumstances, we are ready to judge, reason, 
and act on the basis of our feelings without further ado. 

 If ordinary language descriptions of our feelings are to be trusted, the latter can be about exter-
nal states of affairs (‘I feel that it’s going to rain’), as well as about our own bodily states and dis-
positions (‘I feel tired’, ‘I feel elated’). In this chapter, though, I am interested in another species 
of feelings, namely those that concern our own mental and epistemic life. I shall call the relevant 
feelings ‘noetic feelings’; they have also been called ‘epistemic’ or ‘metacognitive’ feelings.  1   Here 
is a partial and non-exhaustive list of noetic feelings as they have been discussed in the literature:  

   ◆   Feelings of knowing/not knowing  (Koriat   1995 ,  2000  ).  

   ◆   Tip-of-the-tongue experiences  (Brown   2000  ; Schwarz   2002  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of certainty/uncertainty  (Smith et al.   2003  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of confidence  (Winman and Juslin   2005  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of ease of learning  (Koriat   1997  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of competence  (Bjork and Bjork   1992  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of familiarity  (Whittlesea et al.   2001a ,  2001  b).  

   ◆   Feelings of ‘déjà vu’  (Brown   2003  ).  

1  See Koriat (    2006  , p. 54), who writes that there is an ‘assumption underlying much of the work in metacog-
nition [ … ], that metacognitive feelings play a causal role in affecting judgments and behavior’. 
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1    ◆   Feelings of rationality/irrationality  (James   1879  ).  

   ◆   Feelings of rightness  (Thomson   2008  ).     

 These feelings are noetic in the sense that they intuitively concern epistemic states, events, or 
skills, although the sense in which this is so needs careful delineation. Admittedly, the boundary 
between noetic feelings and other kinds of feelings is not very sharp. Some feelings seem to lie at 
the borderline between noetic feelings and feelings about the external world. For instance, it is not 
clear whether the feeling of presence (Matthen   2005  ) is just the feeling that a state of affairs is 
actual (rather than merely possible), or the feeling that one is genuinely  related  to the actual 
world. Similarly, the feeling that something in the visual field has changed (Rensink   2004  ; 
Loussouarn   2010  ) might really be the feeling that one has  detected  a change, even though one is 
not able to identify it. In advance of a substantial theory of feelings, it is hard to classify these feel-
ings as genuinely noetic or not. In any case, I shall focus here on feelings which are clearly noetic, 
such as the feeling of knowing and the feeling of (subjective) uncertainty. 

 This chapter is structured as follows. In the first section, I discuss a concrete example illustrat-
ing the fact that noetic feelings are ‘seeds’ of self-knowledge, i.e. can provide knowledge or justi-
fied beliefs about one’s own mental and epistemic life. Then, in the next three sections, I formulate 
three theoretical models of the psychological nature and epistemic value of noetic feelings. On the 
Simple Model, noetic feelings are manifestations of metarepresentational states of knowledge that 
are already in place. On the Direct Access Model, they are (possibly partly opaque) experiences 
about one’s own first-order states of knowledge. Finally, on the Water Diviner Model, they are 
first and foremost bodily experiences, whose objects (bodily states) are only contingently associ-
ated with first-order epistemic states. Still, they can acquire a derived content representing or 
concerning such states. The latter model will turn out to be superior to the other ones. First, it 
helps to disambiguate the sense in which noetic feelings can be described as ‘metacognitive’ 
(‘Metacognition versus metarepresentation’section). Second, it can easily be extended to deal 
with the motivational dimension that many noetic feelings seem to have (‘Noetic feelings and 
motivation’ section). In the following section (‘Two kinds of metacognition, and a case study’), 
I build on the account sketched in the previous sections and illustrate the distinction between two 
kinds of metacognition (which I call ‘procedural’ and ‘deliberate’) with respect to feelings of 
uncertainty experienced in the context of certain perceptual categorization tasks. Eventually, in 
the section entitled ‘The Competence View’, I put forward a tentative hypothesis about the 
derived intentional contents of noetic feelings, according to which they can concern our own 
mental and epistemic life without being strictly speaking metarepresentational, i.e. without being 
constitutively linked to the possession of metarepresentational or mindreading abilities.     

   Feelings of knowing and self-knowledge   
 Consider the following pair of questions:  

 Q1 Is Lima the capital of Peru? 

 Q2 Do you believe that Lima is the capital of Peru?  

 On the face of it, these are very different yes–no or polar questions, despite the fact that they 
have overlapping contents. Q1 is a question about the geographical world, whereas Q2 is a ques-
tion about the addressee, more precisely about whether she is in a specific mental state, namely 
the state of believing that Lima is the capital of Peru. Yet the answer to Q2 can be directly based 
on an answer to Q1. The addressee can answer ‘yes’ to Q2 if she is ready to answer ‘yes’ to Q1. 
Indeed, if she fully understands both questions, she normally  cannot  answer ‘yes’ to Q2 without 
thereby being in a position to answer ‘yes’ to Q1. 

19-Beran-Chap-19.indd   30319-Beran-Chap-19.indd   303 4/16/2012   5:06:42 PM4/16/2012   5:06:42 PM

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – First Page Proofs, 16/04/2012, CENVEO

GF
Texte inséré 
 



SECTION III: FUNCTIONS OF METACOGNITION304

41

40

39

38

37

36

35

34

33

32

31

30

29

28

27

26

25

24

23

22

21

20

19

18

17

16

15

14

13

12

11

10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1  Gareth Evans has drawn the connection between these two types of questions in the following 
general terms: 

 I get myself in position to answer the question whether I believe that  p  by putting into operation what-
ever procedure I have for answering the question whether  p.  (Evans   1982  , p. 225.) 

 In a later essay, Gordon (  1995  ) calls the procedure that Evans is describing here an ’ascent 
 routine’: 

 Because this procedure answers a metacognitive question by answering a question at the next lower 
semantic level, I will call it an  ascent routine . (Gordon   1995  , p. 60.)   

 Both Evans and Gordon take ascent routines to be  alternatives  to traditional introspective 
methods. In answering Q2, the addressee does not have to search her mind for a specific belief, 
much less a state of knowledge. Rather, she directs her attention to the outer world as she con-
ceives it. No introspective ability needs to be invoked in order to determine whether she believes 
that Lima is the capital of Peru. 

 Now consider another pair of questions: 

 Q3 What is the capital of Peru? 

 Q4 Do you know what the capital of Peru is?   

 Q3 and Q4 are very different non-polar questions, despite the fact that they have overlapping 
contents. The former is about the geographical world, whereas Q4 is a question about the 
addressee. Yet the addressee  can  answer Q4 (by saying ‘yes’) without being in a position to answer 
Q3 (by saying ‘yes, Lima’). In fact, she can answer Q4 without having any city in mind. 

 There are two ways she can do this. One way is to use independent information to the effect that 
she is competent in answering a first-order question such as Q3. For instance, she knows that she 
was a good geography student at school, and that she learnt all the capitals in the world by heart. 
In such a case, her metacognitive judgement to the effect that she can answer Q3, on which she 
can ground a ‘yes’ answer to Q4, is  theory-based . It inferentially derives from independent beliefs 
based on memory. Alternatively, the addressee may just  feel  that she knows what the capital of 
Peru is. She feels competent in answering Q3, in advance of actually providing any answer, either 
privately or publicly. In this case, her metacognitive judgement is  experience-based . It seems to be 
directly based on her affective experience (a ‘gut feeling’) independently of background beliefs.  2   

 What is the nature of the feeling of knowing which enables one to answer a question such as 
Q4 in advance of giving any answer to Q3? In particular, since ascent routines are clearly not 
available in this case, is such a feeling a form of introspection of one’s own epistemic states? In 
what follows, I shall present three models of feelings of knowing that try to provide answers to 
these questions.     

   The Simple Model   
 On the Simple Model, noetic feelings are in fact metarepresentational beliefs, more precisely 
beliefs that are explicitly about one’s epistemic states (Dienes and Perner   1999  ). For instance, the 
feeling that the subject knows the name of the capital of Peru is just the actualization of a piece of 
higher-order knowledge that she acquired long ago, namely the knowledge that there is a name 
such that she knows that it refers to the capital of Lima. Of course, if she is wrong and in fact 
she does not know that the capital of Peru is called ‘Lima’, her feeling expresses mere apparent 

2  The distinction between theory-based (or information-based) and experience-based metacognitive judge-
ments comes from Koriat (    2006  ). 
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1 knowledge, but it is still the actualization of a higher-order mental state, more precisely a false 
belief about her first-order state of knowledge. 

 The Simple Model can thus provide a straightforward explanation of why we can have feelings 
of knowing while being actually unable to retrieve the relevant name, as it happens in so-called 
‘tip-of-the-tongue’ experiences. Surely, the higher-order state of knowledge, or apparent knowl-
edge, that we know the name of the capital of Peru can be made explicit while the corresponding 
first-order state of knowledge, or apparent knowledge, that the capital of Peru is called ‘Lima’ 
remains implicit because of some performance problem. These can be distinct states, and either 
one can be activated independently of the other. In the case of geographical ignorance, a higher-
order state of apparent knowledge that we know the name of the capital of Peru can even exist in 
the absence of any first-order state of knowledge to the effect that Lima is the capital of Peru. 

 I call this model ‘simple’ because it does not posit new kinds of mental states, since noetic feel-
ings are assimilated to ordinary beliefs, in the form of higher-order memory states. On this 
model, noetic feelings can justify other beliefs because they are themselves beliefs. Besides, we 
often lose the original justification of our memory beliefs, a fact that might be invoked in order to 
explain why we are not fully aware of the underlying reasons for what our feelings tell us. Despite 
its relative simplicity, though, the Simple Model faces several difficulties. 

 The first difficulty will become clearer as we proceed. It concerns the fact that on the Simple 
Model, noetic feelings necessarily have metarepresentational contents. They are explicitly about 
first-order states of knowledge. It follows that the subject must possess relevant epistemic con-
cepts, such as the concept of knowledge or memory, in order to  have  noetic feelings. In order 
words, noetic feelings are available only to creatures possessing a theory of mind. However, as we 
shall see (see especially the last two sections), there are reasons to think that creatures lacking 
metarepresentational resources can still have noetic feelings, such as feelings of knowing and 
feelings of uncertainty, and exploit them in theoretical and practical reasoning. 

 Another difficulty is that even if the subject has metarepresentational abilities, noetic feelings 
seem to be sources of  original  knowledge or justified beliefs, at least in some cases. After all, per-
haps the subject never acquired the higher-order knowledge that she knows the name of the 
capital of Peru, or she might have forgotten about it a long time ago. Still, she can have the feeling 
that she has such knowledge just because she is being asked a question such as Q3 (‘What is the 
capital of Peru?’). In this case, it seems that her feeling of knowing enables her, in concert with the 
fact that she possesses the relevant mental concepts, to acquire a new piece of higher-order knowl-
edge. In contrast, if feelings of knowing are already conceived as higher-order beliefs, it is not 
clear that they can be justified or warranted. 

 Finally, the Simple Model forces its proponents to adopt a curious interpretation of well-
replicated experimental results. It appears that feelings of knowing can be easily manipulated in 
certain experimental conditions (see, e.g. Reder   1987  ; Bjork   1999  ). For instance, by  priming  some 
of the question terms, psychologists can raise the feeling of familiarity toward a question such as 
Q3, and produce a fairly convincing feeling that the subject knows the answer to the question, 
even if she does not. On the Simple Model, these experimental manipulations must be interpreted 
as creating  false  higher-order memories in the subject, which is quite implausible, at least on the 
face of it.     

   The Direct Access Model   
 On the Direct Access Model, noetic feelings are cases of  introspection . They provide us with inter-
nal awareness of our own first-order memories as carrying information relevant to answering 
certain questions. So when the subject feels that she knows the name of the capital of Peru, she has 
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1 in fact access to one of her first-order states of knowledge, namely the memory that the capital of 
Peru is called ‘Lima’. In the case in point, the subject is not conscious of her memory as having the 
content ‘The capital of Peru is called “Lima”’. Rather, she is conscious of her memory only as hav-
ing a content of the form ‘The capital of Peru is called  ____ ’. In other words, she has introspective 
access to her memory as such while having access only to a  proper part  of its content.  3   Of course, 
if the subject does not really know that the capital of Peru is called ‘Lima’, her feeling of knowing 
is somehow non-veridical. Still, in this case, she has the  apparent  introspective experience of 
having the relevant information stored in her mind. 

 Unlike the Simple Model, the Direct Access Model can explain why noetic feelings are, at least 
sometimes, a source of original knowledge or justified beliefs about our mental states and disposi-
tions. The subject’s feeling of knowing can reveal a piece of information about herself that she 
may never have explicitly acquired before, namely that she possesses information relevant to 
answering a question such as Q3.  4   Noetic feelings belong to a class of  experiential  states, so that 
beliefs based on them can act as bona fide premises in theoretical and practical reasoning. In other 
words, these beliefs are justified by a belief-independent affective experience, just as perception or 
memory beliefs are justified by belief-independent perceptual or memory experiences. 

 It is helpful to compare the Direct Access Model with David Rosenthal’s analysis of the tip-of-
the-tongue experience: 

 When I have Mark Twain’s real name on the tip of my tongue, I must be conscious  of  the particular 
state that carries that information. But I am not conscious of that state in respect of the specific infor-
mation the state carries; rather, I am conscious of the state only  as  a state that carries that information. 
(Rosenthal   2000  , p. 204.)   

 Rosenthal draws a distinction between being conscious of a given informational state (for 
instance, the memory that Mark Twain’s real name is ‘Samuel Clemens’) in respect of the specific 
information the state carries and being conscious of it only in respect of what questions the infor-
mation would answer. However, Rosenthal does not defend the Direct Access Model, because he 
makes clear that being conscious of a given informational state only in respect of what questions 
the information would answer does  not  entail that this state is itself a conscious state. In contrast, 
at least to the extent that the objects of conscious introspection must themselves be conscious 
states, the Direct Access Model entails that feelings of knowing are ways of bringing to conscious-
ness relevant informational states, even though their contents are at least partly occluded to the 
subject. 

 Of course the Direct Access Model is hostage to a substantial theory of introspective knowledge, 
and in particular to the issue of whether the latter should be conceived on the model of observa-
tional knowledge. Independently of this issue, though, it is important to notice that the Direct 
Access Model, at least as applied to feelings of knowing, is incompatible with two general views 
about introspective knowledge. The first view is that introspection makes the subject aware of her 
own intentional mental states only by revealing their contents (see, e.g. Tye   2009  ). In other words, 

3  The Direct Access Model is not committed to the claim that all types of noetic feelings involve opacity in 
this sense. Certainly feelings of knowing are not unique in this respect. For instance, on this model, the 
feeling of familiarity relative to a particular perceived person would be the introspective experience of 
memories involving this person, but whose contents are at least partly opaque to the subject. In other 
words, the subject knows that she has memories about the person while being temporarily unable to access 
the full contents of these memories. 

4  So the subject knows that she is competent in answering certain questions  in virtue  of the fact that she is 
aware of one of her memories as carrying information of a certain kind. 
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1 introspection is  fully transparent  with respect to the contents of the introspected states (whenever 
they have contents). The Direct Access Model denies that introspection is always transparent in 
this sense, since feelings of knowing are precisely introspective states about particular first-order 
memories, while their contents are only partially revealed to the subject. 

 Another, less radical view of introspection or self-knowledge that is incompatible with the 
Direct Access Model is the ‘hierarchy of explicitness’ view (as we may call it) according to which 
the awareness of the contents of one’s own mental states is a  precondition  of the awareness of the 
fact that one is in them (Dienes and Perner   1999 ,  2002  ). Unlike the first view, this view acknowl-
edges that introspection can reveal the  mode  of the introspected state, but only if the latter’s con-
tent has already been fully revealed to consciousness. In contrast, the Direct Access Model allows 
for a mode to be revealed by introspection (in the case in point, the fact that the introspected state 
is a  memory ), while only revealing part of the introspected state’s content. 

 At this stage, the Direct Access Model might seem to be a more serious competitor than the 
Simple Model. Still, the empirical evidence is not quite favourable to it. Psychological experi-
ments suggest that what determines feelings of knowing need  not  be familiarity with the answer. 
Rather, at least some feelings of knowing are determined by familiarity with question terms 
(Reder and Ritter   1992  ) and/or accessibility of partial information regardless of its adequacy 
(Koriat and Levy-Sadot   2001  ). In other words, the implicit mechanisms underlying the feeling of 
knowing need not monitor the memory trace itself ( pace  Hart   1965  ). In fact, they can be causally 
disconnected from the subject’s first-order state of knowledge. Insofar as the notion of sensitivity 
is a causal-informational one, they are not sensitive (they do not have direct access) to the pres-
ence in long-term memory of the name to be retrieved.  5   

 It follows that a natural causal explanation of introspective awareness is not available to propo-
nents of the Direct Access Model. According to this explanation, a necessary condition of being 
introspectively aware of a mental state M is that M be the  cause  of one’s introspective awareness. 
However, empirical evidence suggests to the contrary that feelings of knowing are not caused by 
first-order memory states (or corresponding memory traces in the brain), but rather by cues 
(processing fluency, availability of partial information) that are only contingently associated with 
these states, which might not even exist. Now whether this is incompatible with the claim that 
feelings of knowing involve a form of direct introspective access to one’s own mental states at the 
personal level remains to be determined.     

   The Water Diviner Model   
 The Water Diviner Model is named after a character introduced by Wittgenstein in  The Blue 
Book , who claims to  feel  (the German verb is ‘fühlen’) in his hand that there is water three feet 
underground. On this model, noetic feelings are first and foremost bodily experiences, i.e. experi-
ences about bodily states. They are diffuse affective states registering internal physiological condi-
tions and events. Unlike bodily sensations, though, noetic feelings need not have precise locations in 
external bodily parts. At a phenomenological level, they often have an ‘indistinct, spreading, blurred 
quality’ and they ‘seem to actively resist attempts to focus attention directly on them’ (Mangan 
  2001  ). In William James’s terms, they belong to the ‘fringe of consciousness’ (James   1890  ). 

 Now, just as the water diviner’s sensations reliably co-vary with physical conditions, namely 
the presence of water underneath, noetic feelings reliably co-vary with  mental  conditions. 

5  Of course, other types of noetic feelings may be such that their underlying metacognitive mechanisms are 
causally sensitive to the relevant target in memory. Metcalfe (    2000  ) argues that this is the case with ‘feelings 
of imminence’, such as those involved in tip-of-the-tongue experiences. 
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1 For instance, the feeling of knowing co-varies with the fact that the subject has knowledge about 
the relevant subject-matter. As a result, at least some particular feelings of knowing indicate or 
carry information about the presence of first-order states of knowledge. In other words, feelings 
of knowing ‘track’ such states, in the sense that normally, the former occur only in the context of 
the latter (‘I would not have the feeling of knowing this person’s name if I did not know it’). The 
cues underlying noetic feelings are contingently but stably associated with epistemic states. This 
association holds in a normal (ecological) context, but it can be severed by psychologists, who can 
easily produce ‘illusory’ feelings of knowing (Bjork   1999  ). 

 The informational properties of many token feelings can be exploited by a sophisticated cogni-
tive system to recruit types of feelings as representations of mental states. In other words, there is 
room for an account of noetic feelings that is analogous to familiar teleological-functionalist 
accounts of emotions. For instance, Prinz (  2004 ,  2007  ) argues that emotions are perceptions of 
bodily states that are recruited to represent core relational themes or concerns, such as danger or 
loss. In his terminology, the ‘nominal’ contents of emotions are bodily changes, but the ‘real’ 
contents of emotions are core relational themes. Similarly, one may argue that the nominal con-
tents of noetic feelings are bodily changes, but the real contents of feelings are mental states. 

 However, the analogy between noetic feelings and emotions breaks down at a crucial point. The 
association between basic emotions and their real contents is robust, and possibly innate. It is 
difficult to imagine fear that does not have the function of detecting danger. In contrast, many 
noetic feelings seem to be recruited by the organism through some form of learning.  6   As an illus-
tration, consider Harris et al.’s (  1981  ) findings. Both 8- and 11-year-old children read anomalous 
sentences in a story more slowly. However, only the older group is able to pick out the anomalous 
lines as not fitting the story. According to the authors’ interpretation, both groups of children 
generate ‘internal signals’ of comprehension failures, but only the older children have learned to 
 exploit  such signals to locate the  source  of their feelings of difficulty. 

 These results suggest that the  same  type of noetic feelings (in the case in point, feelings of dif-
ficulty or easiness), individuated in bodily terms, can have additional,  acquired  contents that can 
be exploited in judgements.  7   In the case of organisms possessing metarepresentational abilities, 
these acquired contents can be explicitly about their own mental states. For instance, feelings of 
knowing can be recruited as feelings  that  one knows something, by deploying the mental concept 
of knowledge. It remains an open issue whether noetic feelings can have acquired contents that 
somehow hinge on the presence of mental conditions but  without  representing them as such. (See 
the following sections for further discussion of this point.) 

 According to the Water Diviner Model, feelings have intentional contents beyond the body, but 
only in a derived way, through some kind of learning or association process. Such a process gener-
ates new heuristics, i.e. cognitive shortcuts that enable us to move spontaneously from our feel-
ings to judgements concerning the task at hand. One form that such heuristics can take is that 
of answering for oneself the question ‘How do I feel about it?’ in order to simplify a task that is 

6  See Proust (    2008  ). I do not deny that non-basic emotions, such as respect or pride, need to be trained. It is 
an interesting question whether there is anything like the distinction between basic and non-basic emo-
tions in the case of epistemic feelings, but here I shall leave this question open. 

7  Another interpretation of the results is that the younger children lack the feelings that older children have 
and exploit. But certainly, the former  behave  as if they felt the difficulty of certain passages, which they 
spontaneously read more slowly. What this suggests is that feelings of difficulty already involve some low-
level metacognitive control, which falls short of the ability to exploit these feelings at the level of explicit 
reasoning. 
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1 particularly complex and demanding (Schwartz and Clore   1996  ).  8   In the specific case of noetic 
feelings, the relevant heuristics enable the subject to form non-inferential judgements about her 
own mental states, such as the judgement that she knows how to answer the question she is being 
asked.  9   

 In some cases, the association between noetic feelings and their ‘real’ contents can be easily 
broken. According to Reber et al. (  2004  ), the judgement that a picture is likeable can be based, 
 ceteris paribus , on positive affect elicited by processing fluency. Now in the experiments of 
Winkielman and Fazendeiro (in preparation), some participants were informed that factors hav-
ing nothing to do with the pictures, such as background music, might influence their feelings 
toward the pictures. These participants actually cease to experience the pictures as likeable (or 
likeable to the same extent), undermining the connection between positive affect and positive 
aesthetic judgement. 

 In other cases, the heuristics underlying the formation of feeling-based judgements are more 
robust, and might exhibit modularity effects. For instance, I can get the feeling that I know the 
person in front of me despite of the fact that I independently know (e.g., from reliable testimony) 
that my feeling is misleading; I do not know this person at all. Still, the cognitive impression that 
I know her might persist, at least for a while. However, although feelings can be synchronically 
modular in this sense, depending on the robustness of the relevant heuristics, they are certainly 
not diachronically modular. It is possible in principle that noetic feelings lose their contents and 
acquire different ones, as new heuristics are implicitly learned.     

   Metacognition versus metarepresentation   
 I have presented three models of the psychological nature and epistemic value of noetic feelings, 
focusing on the case of feelings of knowing. Even though it is possible that the Simple Model and 
the Direct Access Model have some validity with respect to particular cases of noetic feelings, the 
Water Diviner Model seems to have the widest domain of application. It does not face important 
objections like its competitors, and it is empirically plausible. In general, the intentionality of 
noetic feelings beyond the body is not intrinsic but derived. Feelings are intrinsically about the 
body, but some of them — the noetic ones — can be exploited by the subject as more or less reliable 
symptoms of the instantiation of mental states or conditions. 

 The Water Diviner Model acknowledges a distinction between the cognitive processes underly-
ing and grounding noetic feelings and the further, independent cognitive processes that enable 
the subject to exploit noetic feelings in explicit judgement and reasoning. What I wish to show 
now is that this distinction helps us to disambiguate the common claim that noetic feelings are 
‘metacognitive’. 

8  Note that the use of these heuristics involves the self-ascription of feelings as such. This is not the general 
case. We often move directly from our feelings to metacognitive judgements without going through a 
representation of feelings as such. Moreover, the Water Diviner Model is compatible with the claim that 
the process of associating bodily states with specific mental states is coeval with the development of new 
perceptual-recognitional abilities with respect to the former. In other words, bodily experience itself may 
be enhanced by the association process. 

9  The notion of non-inferentiality at stake here concerns the personal level. Feeling-based judgements are 
cognitively spontaneous in something like Bonjour’s sense, i.e. they are involuntary, ‘coercive,’ and not the 
result of any  introspectible  train of reasoning (Bonjour     1985  , p. 117). Of course this is compatible with their 
being based on subpersonal inferences or computations. 
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1  Psychologists usually define metacognition as ‘cognition about one’s own cognition’, or as 
‘thinking about thinking’.  10   Philosophers, on the other hand, tend to equate metacognition with 
metarepresentation, i.e. the ability to form representations about other representations, which is 
usually associated with possessing a mindreading ability or ‘theory of mind’.  11   Correspondingly, 
contents are metarepresentational when they are explicitly about representations as such. For 
instance, the content of the belief that Pierre believes that it is going to rain is metarepresenta-
tional, because of the presence in it of the mental state of  believing  that it is going to rain. 

 In fact, noetic feelings can be said to be metacognitive in two quite different senses, depending 
on whether we are talking about their consciously experienced  intentional contents  or their implicit 
 causal antecedents . 

 Firstly, noetic feelings can be said to be metacognitive insofar as their intentional contents yield 
information (or misinformation) concerning one’s own epistemic states, processes, and abilities. 
The question is whether these contents are also metarepresentational, which would entail that 
their apprehension required the possession of mindreading abilities. Here we face two alterna-
tives. If we answer ‘yes’, no creature can exploit noetic feelings in reasoning without deploying 
some mental concept or proto-concept. For instance, the content of the feeling of knowing a 
person’s name can only be as sophisticated as  that I know this person’s name , which is the repre-
sentation of a knowledge state as such. In contrast, if we answer ‘no’, we allow for the possibility 
that noetic feelings can rationally guide decision-making and the fixation of beliefs in creatures 
lacking metarepresentational abilities. Of course, the challenge faced by the second alternative is 
to show that noetic feelings can be self-directed while having first-order contents. As we shall see 
in a later section (‘Two kinds of metacognition, and a case study’), this challenge is highly relevant 
to the issue of the correct interpretation of important results in the field of animal cognition. 

 Secondly, the causal antecedents of noetic feelings can be said to be metacognitive insofar as 
they involve implicit  monitoring  mechanisms that are sensitive to non-intentional properties of 
first-order cognitive processes. For instance, the feeling of knowing can be based on an implicit 
evaluation of the  fluency  of the process constituting our spontaneous attempt to remember some-
thing. The feeling of familiarity seems to be based on the implicit detection of a discrepancy 
between expected and actual fluency of processing (Whittlesea et al.   2001a ,  2001  b). Obviously, 
the operations of these mechanisms do not require metarepresentational abilities. To begin with, 
they are sensitive to properties of internal states and processes independently of whatever  contents  
they are carrying. If they involve representations of other representations, they do not involve 
metarepresentations, i.e. representations of representations  as of  representations.  12   

 There may be another, more controversial consideration that leads to scepticism about the pos-
sibility that implicit metacognitive mechanisms manipulate metarepresentations. One might 
argue that metarepresentations are necessarily either actually or potentially conscious. There is a 
constitutive link between the ability to form metarepresentations and the ability to enjoy con-
scious states. Metarepresentations involve some conception of mental representation, whose 
complexity makes them available only to conscious creatures and not to sub-personal mecha-
nisms. In contrast, implicit metacognitive mechanisms involve only representations, which 

10  See, for instance, Nelson (    1992  ) and Metcalfe and Shimamura (1994). 

11  A notable exception is Proust (    2006  ,   2007  ,   2008  ), who has forcefully and convincingly argued that meta-
cognitive abilities are distinct and independent from metarepresentational abilities. 

12  As Koriat puts it, judgements based on feelings of knowing ‘rely on  contentless  mnemonic cues that 
pertain to the quality of processing, in particular, the fluency with which information is encoded and 
retrieved’ (Koriat     2006  , pp. 19–20; my italics). 
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1  cannot be or become conscious. As a consequence, they cannot be metarepresentations. They are 
first-order representations happening to be about internal rather than external states. In a nut-
shell, they are first-order but self-directed, as opposed to world-directed. 

 The two senses in which noetic feelings involve metacognitive abilities are largely independent 
from each other. Even if one acknowledges that the causal antecedents of noetic feelings involve 
mechanisms that are implicitly sensitive to the quality of first-order processes, the question of 
whether the intentional contents of noetic feelings can be metacognitive without being metarep-
resentational remains entirely open. (We shall come back to this question in the section entitled 
‘The Competence View’.)     

   Noetic feelings and motivation   
 Even if the Water Diviner Model is on the right track, it is still incomplete in that it does not deal 
with an important feature of many types of noetic feelings, namely their  motivational  dimension. 
Unlike mere intuitions, noetic feelings can intrinsically motivate the subject  to do  something, 
either at the mental level (e.g., to form a  judgement ) or at the physical level (e.g., to issue a  speech-
act  in order to answer a question).  13   

 Consider, for instance, tip-of-the-tongue experiences. They are at least partly constituted by a 
spontaneous  inclination  or  tendency  to search one’s memory and retrieve the relevant informa-
tion (e.g. the proper name that one has on the tip of our tongue). It is hard to imagine having a 
tip-of-the-tongue experience in the absence of such inclination. Of course, one may be independ-
ently motivated, at a higher level, not to waste too much time on the task at hand, but it may be 
hard to resist the primitive inclinations provided at a lower level by one’s feeling of knowing. 
Noetic feelings have a quasi-modular motivational dimension, analogous to the quasi-modularity 
of emotions (de Sousa   1987  ). 

 One may hypothesize that the motivational power of noetic feelings  derives  from their causal 
antecedents, which involve mental events of  trying  to do something. In other words, noetic feel-
ings piggyback on intrinsically motivational states that already fix a (mental and/or physical) goal 
for the subject.  14   

 This hypothesis highlights the Janus-faced character of noetic feelings with respect to behav-
iour. Noetic feelings both  precede  and  follow  behaviour. On the one hand, noetic feelings precede 
and causally determine actions, by providing first premises to practical reasoning. For instance, 
we can exploit a feeling of incompetence relative to a particular test in a practical deliberation 
over whether we should take the test or not. Let us call ‘Type 2’ the controlled, deliberate behav-
iour that can be initiated by noetic feelings. On the other hand, noetic feelings follow or at least 
accompany inclinations to act that are already in place. For instance, psychological experiments 
have revealed that the feeling of knowing a person’s name can be based on the unconscious feed-
back from the subject’s spontaneous attempt to retrieve the name from memory. We feel that we 
know the name of the person we are talking to because we are already  trying  to remember it, 
and perhaps retrieving at least part of the relevant information (such as the fact that the name is 

13  I do not want to claim that all types of noetic feelings have a motivational dimension. For instance, per-
haps ‘déjà vu’ experiences are independent of any inclination to act, physically or mentally. 

14  I assume that the relation between noetic feelings and antecedent behaviour is  causal , and thus contin-
gent. A stronger assumption is that this relation can be at least partly  constitutive . On this assumption, at 
least some noetic feelings  are  in fact bodily facets of tryings. 

19-Beran-Chap-19.indd   31119-Beran-Chap-19.indd   311 4/16/2012   5:06:43 PM4/16/2012   5:06:43 PM

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – First Page Proofs, 16/04/2012, CENVEO

GF
Barrer 

GF
Texte inséré 
one's



SECTION III: FUNCTIONS OF METACOGNITION312

34

33

32

31

30

29

28

27

26

25

24

23

22

21

20

19

18

17

16

15

14

13

12

11

10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1 dissyllabic), even though we cannot consciously access the whole of it.  15   We can call ‘Type 1’ the 
spontaneous behaviour that gives rise to noetic feelings.  16   

 The fact that noetic feelings follow behaviour is congenial to an analysis of feelings along the 
lines of the James–Lange theory of emotions (Koriat et al.   2006  ; Laird   2007  ). According to this 
theory, which James contrasted with the commonsensical view that emotions cause behaviour, 
‘we feel sorry  because  we cry, angry  because  we strike, afraid  because  we tremble’ (James   1890  , 
p. 449). When transposed to noetic feelings, the claim is that we have a feeling of knowing  because  
we are already trying to retrieve the relevant piece of information (Type 1 behaviour). However, 
unlike what James assumed in the case of emotions, this claim need not be in conflict with com-
mon sense insofar as feelings can also be the starting point of further, Type 2 behaviour. 

 The motivational character of tryings underlying noetic feelings  constrains  the intentional con-
tent of the latter as it is exploited in conscious reasoning. For instance, the feeling of knowing 
(respectively, the feeling of  not  knowing) is causally based on the subject’s trying to remember the 
name, and partly determines the strategies that should be deployed at the level of practical reason-
ing, by providing information (or misinformation) to the effect that the relevant name can be 
found in the subject (respectively, elsewhere, in other more competent persons or in a book). 
Such pre-established harmony is no mystery as soon as we acknowledge the stepwise character of 
noetic feelings. It also shows that the derived intentionality of noetic feelings is not as arbitrary as, 
say, the derived intentionality of language. One cannot interpret noetic feelings in any way we 
like, on pain of creating behavioural dissonance.     

   Two kinds of metacognition, and a case study   
 Let’s take stock. What has emerged from the previous two sections is a general distinction between 
two kinds of metacognition, which I will henceforth call ‘procedural’ and ‘deliberate’.  Procedural 
metacognition  is constituted by implicit monitoring and control of first-order processes. 
Procedural metacognition can generate conscious feelings, but the latter remain epiphenomenal 
in the sense that they do not mediate the interactions between monitoring and control. Feelings 
are neither causal nor epistemic intermediaries in the processes of procedural metacognition. At 
the personal level, procedural metacognition appears as a purely practical skill, which manipu-
lates only implicit representations.  17   

 Procedural metacognition can be contrasted with  deliberate metacognition , which enables the 
rational exploitation of noetic feelings. There is deliberate metacognition when noetic feelings 
give rise to judgements that can be used in practical and theoretical reasoning. Deliberate meta-
cognition is something that the subject herself does, rather than a mechanism inside her. As we 
have seen, the question arises whether deliberate metacognition involves metarepresentational 

15  See, for instance, Koriat and Levy-Sadot (    2000  ), Koriat (    2006  ), and Koriat et al. (    2006  ). As Koriat (    1995  , 
p. 312) writes: ‘It is by attempting to search for the solicited target that one can judge the likelihood that 
the target resides in memory and is worth continuing to search for’. 

16  The Type 1/Type 2 terminology is of course reminiscent of the System 1/System 2 distinction, which has 
been used to characterize two systems of reasoning, intuitive and deliberate (see Kahneman and Frederick 
    2005  ; Evans and Frankish     2008  ). However, if Type 2 behaviour is indeed deliberate, I want to leave open 
here whether Type 1 behaviour necessarily belongs to System 1 — perhaps there is also something like 
monitoring targeted at processes belonging to System 2. 

17  See Reder and Shunn (    1996  ) and Spehn and Reder (    2000  ) for further discussion of the claim that meta-
cognitive monitoring and control need not be mediated by conscious awareness. 
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1 abilities or not. So there is in principle a further distinction between two species of deliberate 
metacognition, one which involves metarepresentations and the other which does not. 

 A difficult question is whether noetic feelings are  necessarily  based on procedural metacogni-
tion. Clearly, many noetic feelings result from the feedback from implicit control processes 
(Koriat et al.   2006  ), which are instances of procedural metacognition in the sense just introduced. 
One might still wonder whether some noetic feelings result from a  dedicated  form of monitoring, 
i.e. one that enables control only at the conscious, rational level. Although this is not a priori 
inconsistent, it is empirically doubtful. Given the brain’s ability to create cognitive shortcuts, one 
can surmise that once such a monitoring mechanism is in place, its outputs will soon be exploited 
directly at the subpersonal level, without the mediation of conscious experience. Thus, it seems to 
be an empirical fact that deliberate metacognition (whether it takes a metarepresentational form 
or not) is always based on procedural metacognition, and thus that noetic feelings are essentially 
motivational in the sense that they reflect behavioural inclinations that are already in place. 

 In the rest of this section, I would like to apply the distinction between procedural and deliber-
ate metacognition to a case study that comparative psychologists have recently set up. This case 
study is about another type of noetic feelings, namely feelings of uncertainty as they can arise 
in some perceptual categorization tasks. Hopefully this will also illustrate the relevance of the 
distinction for a general theory of noetic feelings. 

 It has been argued that at least some non-human animals, including dolphins and some species 
of monkeys, have noetic feelings, such as feelings of uncertainty, which they can use strategically 
in their reasoning (Smith et al.   2003  ; Smith   2005 ,  2009  ). For instance, in one of David Smith’s 
numerous experiments, a monkey has to touch a visual pattern on the screen when it is judged to 
be dense, and the symbol ‘S’ when the pattern is judged to be sparse instead. In another condition, 
the monkey is also allowed to press a third, so-called ‘uncertainty’ key, which simply advances it 
to the next trial. Like human subjects, the monkey can make an adaptive use of the uncertainty 
key by reducing the number of errors that it would make in a forced-choice condition. Moreover, 
it uses this key in conditions very similar to those in which human subjects verbally report that 
they  felt unsure  about the category of the stimulus. Now if monkeys can have feelings of uncer-
tainty, they should have first-order contents, since most present-day researchers are reluctant to 
grant non-human animals full-fledged metarepresentational abilities.  18   

 Carruthers (  2008  , see also 2009) speculates about the mechanism underlying feelings of uncer-
tainty in such cases, which he calls ‘the gate-keeping mechanism’: ‘when confronted with conflict-
ing plans that are too close to one another in strength [it] will refrain from acting on the one that 
happens to be strongest at that moment, and will initiate alternative information-gathering 
behaviour instead’ (Carruthers   2008  , p. 66). The gate-keeping mechanism operates when differ-
ent goals are competing with one another to control behaviour. It initiates one of the desired 
behaviours only if the desires involved are not too close to one another in strength. For instance, 
because of the ambiguity of his visual categorizations, the subject is both weakly inclined to press 
the ‘dense’ key, and weakly inclined to press the ‘sparse’ key. Carruthers points out that the gate-
keeping mechanism deals with the fact that ‘perceptual processes are inherently noisy’ (Carruthers 
  2008  , p. 67). No two perceptual beliefs will have the same strength even given the same stimuli. 
Correspondingly, the subject’s inclinations to act won’t be stable over time, even though the 
world itself does not change. 

 Carruthers makes clear that the operations of the gate-keeping mechanism do not require 
metarepresentational abilities. This mechanism ‘is sensitive to one  property  of desire (strength) 
without needing to represent that it is a  desire  that has that property’ (Carruthers   2008  , p. 67). 

18  See, for instance, Tomasello (    1999  ) and Tomasello et al. (    2005  ). 
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1 It is causally sensitive to non-intentional properties of first-order mental states, namely the 
strength that the subject’s desires have independently of their contents. 

 Carruthers gives a more detailed account of the way feelings of uncertainty arise out of the 
operations of the gate-keeping mechanism. He suggests that they consist in ‘an awareness of a 
distinctive profile of physiological behavioural reactions caused by the activation of the gate-
keeping mechanism (including hesitating and engaging in a variety of information-seeking 
behaviours, such as squinting at the display or looking closer), which is experienced as aversive’ 
(2008, p. 68). In other words, feelings of uncertainty are bodily feelings akin to aversive anxiety. 
They have first-order contents, insofar as they are about a kind of non-mental, bodily state. 

 As it stands, Carruthers’ account is congenial to the Water Diviner Model and what we have 
said about the causal origins of noetic feelings. Feelings of uncertainty are bodily feelings that co-
vary with states of uncertainty (bodily hesitations, facial tensions, etc.), as they are detected by the 
gate-keeping mechanism. However, his account neglects the complexity of the relationship 
among the gate-keeping mechanism, feelings of uncertainty, and behaviour. He seems to treat on 
a par all behaviours caused by states of uncertainty, whether they are of Type 1 or Type 2. His list 
of relevant behaviours includes ‘hesitating’, ‘squinting at the display’, ‘looking closer’ (Type 1), 
but also ‘engaging in information-seeking behaviour’, ‘searching for another alternative’ (Type 
2). Obviously, ‘searching for another alternative’ is a highly abstract goal, which cannot be 
achieved by simple, pre-wired connections between states of uncertainty and behaviour. Rather, 
what counts as information-gathering behaviour depends on the subject’s background beliefs, 
and hence is a highly contextualized matter. 

 As we have seen, the role of epistemic feelings in both types of behaviour is very different. On 
the one hand, implicit metacognitive processes can give rise to spontaneous simple behaviours 
such as pausing, squinting, moving one’s head from side to side, etc. In such cases, which involve 
forms of procedural metacognition, conscious feelings of uncertainty are epiphenomenal; they do 
not  intervene  between states of uncertainty and behaviour. On the other hand, these feelings can 
give rise to new premises participating in further, explicit reasoning. In the latter cases, which 
involve forms of deliberate metacognition, feelings of uncertainty essentially intervene between 
states of uncertainty and more controlled behaviour. 

 So the situation with respect to Smith’s non-human animals is more complex than Carruthers 
seems to suppose. There are in fact three main interpretations of Smith’s results:  

    1.  The animals have acquired a new form of procedural metacognition (a new practical skill), 
but they lack deliberate metacognition. If they have feelings of uncertainty, the latter are 
epiphenomenal and are not used in explicit practical reasoning.  

    2.  The animals have acquired new forms of both procedural and deliberate metacognition. They 
can use feelings of uncertainty in explicit practical reasoning without bringing to bear 
metarepresentational resources (which they lack).  

    3.  The animals have acquired new forms of both procedural and deliberate metacognition. They 
can use feelings of uncertainty in explicit practical reasoning as having metarepresentational 
contents (what they feel is that they are  unsure  about their perceptual categorizations).     

 What would constitute empirical evidence in favour of the animals manifesting deliberate, and 
not merely procedural, metacognition? Like the other types of noetic feelings, feelings of uncer-
tainty can play an epistemic role in practical reasoning only if they can be ‘at the service of many 
distinct projects’, and their ‘influence on any project [is] mediated by other beliefs’, to borrow the 
terms used by Gareth Evans in order to characterize the distinction between explicit beliefs and 
implicit representations (Evans   1985  , p. 337). In general, the ability to use noetic feelings as first 
premises in theoretical and practical reasoning requires a certain degree of  cognitive flexibility . 
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1  Thus, the empirical hypothesis that some non-human animals can make an adaptive use of the 
‘uncertainty’ response turns on the question of whether their behaviour has enough cognitive 
flexibility. In other words, the question is whether the animals’ behaviour when they choose the 
‘uncertainty’ response is spontaneous or deliberate, i.e. rationally mediated by other beliefs. This 
question cannot be answered just by observing a single piece of behaviour, or the same type of 
behaviour within a single task. Much more relevant is the finding that an animal has the ability to 
 transfer  (without new learning) the choice of the ‘uncertainty’ response across quite different 
tasks.  19   For this ability indicates a fair amount of cognitive flexibility, which confirms the deliber-
ate character of the animal’s response. 

 If, on the contrary, the animal learns to use the opt-out button but is unable to transfer its 
competence to other tasks, then we should say that what it acquired is merely a new procedural 
skill, an original piece of know-how. It knows how to use the opt-out button in a limited class of 
contexts, in which the same task or very similar ones are at stake. The animal’s skill is still meta-
cognitive, but only in the procedural sense. If the animal experiences noetic feelings, the latter are 
epiphenomenal and play no causal or epistemic role in the animal’s behaviour.  20   

 Assuming that the animals have acquired a genuine form of deliberate metacognition, how 
should we arbitrate between the second and the third interpretations? It is an open question 
whether cognitive flexibility, which arguably can be observed in the animal realm, requires a form 
of reflexivity, which some consider to be unique to humans. Of course, the kind of reflexivity that 
is associated with the possession of metarepresentational abilities enables a strong form of cogni-
tive flexibility, but there may be non-reflexive forms of cognitive flexibility as well. 

 If room is made for the second interpretation, then Smith’s results cannot be used to show that 
non-human animals, such as some species of monkeys, have metarepresentational abilities (and 
indeed Smith himself does not favour the third interpretation of his results). For these results 
would be compatible with the fact that noetic feelings have first-order intentional contents. 
However, what such contents might be has not been determined yet, and to this question I now 
turn.     

   The Competence View   
 In this section, I shall sketch an abstract account of the intentional contents of at least some noetic 
feelings, which I argue makes them first-order rather than metarepresentational. I shall call this 
account ‘the Competence View’. 

 A possible strategy would be to suggest that what appears to be metarepresentational informa-
tion carried by the intentional content of a noetic feeling is in fact carried at the level of its psy-
chological  mode . For instance, the content of the feeling of uncertainty relative to the state of 
affairs that  p  is not  that I feel uncertain that p , but simply  p  itself. The relevant attitude is feeling-
uncertain( p ) rather than feeling(uncertain that  p ). My main worry with this suggestion is that 
it does not explain what premises feelings of uncertainty add to explicit reasoning. Of course it 
cannot be the premise that  p  itself. In other words, what needs to be explained is how the contents 
of judgements spontaneously based on noetic feelings, which correspond to the latter’s acquired 
or ‘real’ contents, can fall short of being metarepresentational. 

19  See Proust (    2006  ). 

20  Admittedly, if the concept of cognitive flexibility is vague, it will be difficult to draw the boundary 
between cases in which metacognition is purely procedural and cases in which it involves noetic feelings 
that yield first premises as a basis for reasoning to a practical conclusion. 
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1  According to the Competence View, a particular noetic feeling is about one’s own cognitive 
competence at a given task. Its content can have the form  I can do this  (or the selfless form  This 
can be done ), where the demonstrative ‘this’ refers to a relevant cognitive task in the subject’s cur-
rent situation. In this respect, noetic feelings are akin to feelings of physical competence. When I 
walk down a rocky hill, my readiness to jump from one rock to another may be based on the feel-
ing  that I can do it . My feeling is about my competence in a  physical  task, namely jumping to a 
particular rock. What differentiates cognitive from physical tasks is a difficult question. As a first 
approximation, one can say that success in doing a cognitive task hangs on possessing beliefs or 
pieces of information that are not immediately transparent in the subject’s situation. For instance, 
solving the bat-and-ball puzzle is a cognitive task because it requires that one  work out  the correct 
answer (even at the implicit level), which is not immediately given in the puzzle itself.  21   

 On the Competence View, noetic feelings provide their subjects with a type of  modal  knowl-
edge. They yield information about what might  easily  happen, now or in the near future. 
Something might easily happen if it is the case in nearby possible worlds (where the notion of 
modal proximity is context-dependent). For instance, the feeling of knowing is the feeling that 
one’s performance is or will be successful in possible worlds close to the actual world. Now these 
worlds can be more or less close to the actual world, depending on the robustness of one’s com-
petence. The more robust one’s competence is, the less easily one’s performance might fail. 
If one’s competence is fragile, one’s performance might fail in possible worlds not too distant 
from the actual one. One might suggest that  degrees  of noetic feelings can then be modelled in 
terms of the modal extent to which one’s performance is successful. A strong feeling of knowing 
indicates that one should not expect one’s performance to fail too easily. In contrast, a weak feel-
ing of knowing indicates that while one can still do the task, one’s performance might more easily 
fail. In short, thanks to their noetic feelings, subjects have some information about the degree of 
proximity of the worlds in which their performance would succeed or fail. 

 The Competence View makes noetic feelings first-order  only if  one can represent one’s own 
cognitive competence without representing it as involving beliefs or other intrinsically contentful 
states. The challenge is to show that the explicit target of noetic feelings is a particular task rather 
than the beliefs that are required to deal with it. For instance, the feeling of knowing can be the 
feeling that one  can  answer the question, rather than the feeling that one  knows  the answer to 
the question — although it is always possible (and perhaps inevitable) for adult human beings to 
re-describe their feelings in explicitly metarepresentational terms.  22   

 However, it does not follow that all rational uses of feelings of certainty and uncertainty require 
metarepresentational abilities. In general, according to the Competence View, the contents 
of noetic feelings can be action-oriented rather than belief-oriented. They can tell the subject 
something about what she is doing or is inclined to do.  23   For instance, feelings of certainty in the 

21  Here is the puzzle: ‘A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1 more than the ball. How much 
does the ball cost?’ Many people answer ‘10 cents’. Kahneman and Frederick (    2005  , p. 273) comment that 
‘the surprisingly high rate of errors in this easy problem illustrates how lightly system 2 [the deliberate 
system] monitors the output of system 1 [the intuitive system]: people are often content to trust a plausi-
ble judgment that quickly comes to mind. (The correct answer, by the way, is 5 cents.)’ 

22  On the uniquely human tendency to re-describe in metarepresentational terms what are in fact first-order 
states and processes, see Povinelli (    2003  ). When an initially first-order state is systematically re-described 
in metarepresentational terms, it may end up  acquiring  a metarepresentational content. Perhaps this is the 
case with feelings of knowing experienced by human adults. 

23  Then one might object that they are about one’s performance rather than one’s competence. Assessing 
one’s competence is based on some concept of competence, whereas assessing one’s performance is 
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1 context of a categorization task may tell the subject something like: ‘If you press the ‘dense’ key, 
you are guaranteed to be successful’. In contrast, feelings of uncertainty may tell something like: 
‘Any success in pressing the ‘dense’ key will be accidental’. In a nutshell, these feelings can have 
contents of the form ‘I can (cannot) succeed in pressing the right key’. This will be the case when 
what is at stake is one’s success in doing a particular task rather than, more specifically, the truth 
of one’s perceptual beliefs, even if the former actually depends on the latter. 

 Contents of the form ‘I can do it’ are not metarepresentational, at least in the sense in which 
contents of the form ‘I believe/know that  p ’ are metarepresentational. They are modal contents, 
which presumably entails that their grasping requires some understanding of counterfactual rep-
resentations. What their grasping does not require, at least when they are used strategically in the 
context of practical tasks, is the ability to form representations about mental representations, i.e. 
to have a theory of mind. 

 It might be objected that even contents of the form ‘I can do it’ are in fact concealed metarep-
resentations. David Lewis notes that ‘the ‘can’ and ‘must’ of ordinary language do not often 
express absolute (‘logical’ or ‘metaphysical’) modality. Usually they express various relative 
modalities’ (Lewis   1983  , p. 246), for instance, modalities relative to our stock of knowledge. This 
is also the case with the notion of competence that is expressed here by the modal verb ‘can’. 
Noetic feelings can tell the subject something about her performance in nearby possible worlds, 
but what counts as a nearby world is relative to the subject’s cognitive abilities, for instance the 
acuity of her perceptual discriminations. It does not follow, though, that noetic feelings are neces-
sarily  about  one’s cognitive abilities as such. One can be aware of a relative property without 
representing what the property is relative to. For instance, even if colour properties are relative 
to the structure of our visual system, our colour experiences do not represent our visual system 
as such.     

   Conclusion   
 This essay was about the psychological nature of noetic feelings. I have argued that noetic feelings 
are neither higher-order beliefs or memories (contra the Simple Model) nor introspective experi-
ences about first-order epistemic states (contra the Direct Access Model). Rather, they are first-
order bodily experiences, namely non-sensory affective experiences about bodily states, which 
given our brain architecture co-vary with first-order epistemic states, in such a way that they can 
be recruited, through some kind of learning or association process, to represent conditions hing-
ing on relevant epistemic properties of one’s own mind. This is what I have called ‘the Water 
Diviner Model’. 

 Within this model, noetic feelings can be seen to be associated with two kinds of metacognitive 
abilities, which I called ‘procedural’ and ‘deliberate’. At the procedural level, our brain realizes 
mechanisms whose function is to monitor the quality of our cognitive processes in order to pro-
duce spontaneous mental and/or physical behaviour (such as attempting to remember a name, 
reading more slowly, or moving one’s head from side to side to resolve visual ambiguity). At the 
deliberate level, the same mechanisms can generate conscious noetic feelings, which can be fur-
ther exploited in controlled reasoning to produce more context-sensitive behaviour (such as 

merely based on trying to do something. However, this objection neglects the  modal  component that feel-
ings of knowing have according to the Competence View. This is where some concept of competence 
(embodied in the ‘can’ of ‘I can do it’) enters the picture. Thanks to Joëlle Proust for prompting me to 
clarify this point. 
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1 going through the alphabet to provoke remembering, pointing to difficult sentences, or using a 
magnifying glass). 

 It follows that the question of the relationship between metacognition and metarepresentation 
divides into two, depending on whether procedural or deliberate metacognition is at stake. On 
the one hand, procedural metacognition does not require metarepresentational abilities at all, 
because it does not manipulate representations as of other representations. On the other hand, 
there is a genuine issue as to whether the (acquired) intentional contents of noetic feelings can be 
first-order or must be metarepresentational. One might claim that because noetic feelings track 
epistemic states, their contents can only be explicitly  about  them. However, the fact that subjects 
discriminate between knowledge and ignorance shows at best that they know  when  they know (at 
least sometimes), but not necessarily  that  they know. I have tentatively suggested a way of con-
struing the contents of at least some noetic feelings, as being about one’s own cognitive compe-
tence at a given task, which does not obviously tie them to metarepresentational abilities. 

 Of course, much more has to be said about the epistemology of noetic feelings. It is generally 
agreed that noetic feelings are fallible but reliable. Intuitively, though, they are not on a par with 
perceptual experiences, which have the property of disclosing part of the world to us. It would be 
odd to suggest that we can  perceive  (even amodally) our likely success in some cognitive task, in 
the same way that we can visually experience the presence of coffee in the cup. There may be an 
interesting difference between feelings of cognitive competence and feelings of  physical  compe-
tence. We are less reluctant to acknowledge that we can more or less directly perceive our own 
physical competence in a particular context. For instance, I can be  visually aware  that I can jump 
to this rock, even if ( pace  J. J. Gibson and his theory of affordances) my perception of my physical 
competence in this context may not be as direct as my perception of the rock itself. Nonetheless, 
noetic feelings merely raise the probability that their contents are true, inviting the subject to take 
them into account in her reasoning. They are metacognitive signals with a significant yet limited 
epistemic value, at least in comparison with genuine perceptual experiences. This point is 
no doubt connected to the fact that the contents of noetic feelings, insofar as they concern the 
subject’s own mental and epistemic life, are acquired or derived, in contrast with the intrinsic 
contents of perception. 

 Because my interest in this essay was in the relationship between noetic feelings and metacogni-
tive judgements, I have assumed that noetic feelings are conscious, more precisely that they have 
an essentially conscious aspect. Indeed, the phenomenological observation that noetic feelings 
belong to the ‘fringe’ of consciousness is congenial to Koriat’s (  2006  ) ‘crossover model’, accord-
ing to which noetic feelings lie at the interface between implicit and explicit processes. In contrast, 
de Sousa (  2008  ) suggests that feelings differ from full-fledged emotions in that they can be ‘attrib-
uted at a subpersonal level’. However, perhaps there is no real disagreement here. If de Sousa 
suggests that metacognitive abilities can operate below the level of consciousness, I agree with 
him, since I have also acknowledged the existence of a procedural form of metacognition. Now de 
Sousa’s suggestion might be interpreted as the claim that procedural metacognition involves non-
conscious noetic feelings. Since I am not sure that this claim has any real explanatory bite, I am 
tempted to think that my disagreement with de Sousa is purely terminological. What is important 
is the fact that if procedural metacognition involves  conscious  feelings, the latter are epiphenom-
enal and do not intervene in the implicit dynamics of monitoring and control processes at the 
subpersonal level.     
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1 I borrow the metaphor of noetic feelings as ‘seeds’ of self-knowledge from Alston’s classical essay 
on feelings (Alston   1969  ).      
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