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Abstract

Self in Mind: A Pluralist Account of Self-Consciousness
74,980 words

This thesis investigates the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness.
I consider two broad claims about this relationship: a constitutive claim, according
to which all conscious experiences constitutively involve self-consciousness; and a
typicalist claim, according to which ordinary conscious experiences contingently involve
self-consciousness. Both of these claims call for elucidation of the relevant notions of
consciousness and self-consciousness.

In the first part of the thesis (‘TheMyth of Constitutive Self-Consciousness’), I critically
examine the constitutive claim. I start by offering an elucidatory account of consciousness,
and outlining a number of foundational claims that plausibly follow from it. I subsequently
distinguish between two concepts of self-consciousness: consciousness of one’s experience,
and consciousness of oneself (as oneself ). Each of these concepts yields a distinct variant
of the constitutive claim. In turn, each resulting variant of the constitutive claim can be
interpreted in two ways: on a ‘minimal’ or deflationary reading, they fall within the scope
of foundational claims about consciousness, while on a ‘strong’ or inflationary reading,
they point to determinate aspects of phenomenology that are not acknowledged by the
foundational claims as being aspects of all conscious mental states. I argue that the defla-
tionary readings of either variant of the constitutive claim are plausible and illuminating,
but would ideally be formulatedwithout using a term as polysemous as ‘self-consciousness’;
by contrast, the inflationary readings of either variant are not adequately supported.

In the second part of the thesis (‘Self-Consciousness in the Real World’), I focus on
the second concept of self-consciousness, or consciousness of oneself as oneself. Drawing
upon empirical evidence, I defend a pluralist account of self-consciousness so construed,
according to which there are several ways in which one can be conscious of oneself as
oneself – through conscious thoughts, bodily experiences and perceptual experiences –
that make distinct determinate contributions to one’s phenomenology. This pluralist ac-
count provides us with the resources to vindicate the typicalist claim according to which
consciousness of oneself as oneself – a sense of self – is pervasive in ordinary conscious
experiences, as a matter of contingent empirical fact. It also provides us with the resources
to assess the possibility that a subjectmight be conscious without being conscious of herself
as herself in any way.
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Introduction:
Consciousness and Self-Consciousness

Like many animals, we are conscious of the world around us. We enjoy a wealth of expe-

riences that generally provide us with useful information about our environment. Most of

the experiences we have concern external objects, such as the desk I see in front of me as

I write these words, or the bell of Magdalen Tower I hear ringing in the background. But

there is more to what we can experience, for we also have the capacity to be self -conscious:

we can be conscious of ourselves and of our own experiences.

Self-consciousness is at once familiar and perplexing. It is such a central feature of

our mental lives that many philosophers have deemed it pervasive in ordinary conscious

experience.1 There is some intuitive appeal to the idea that in the wakeful state, we are not

simply conscious of the world around us, but also of ourselves and of our inner mental

life. However, this is a slippery intuition that may vanish as soon as we try to probe our

experience. David Chalmers eloquently articulates this observation:

One sometimes feels that there is something to conscious experience that transcends
all [other] specific elements: a kind of background hum, for instance, that is somehow
fundamental to consciousness and that is there even when the other components are
not. This phenomenology of self is so deep and intangible that it sometimes seems
illusory, consisting in nothing over and above [perceptions, sensations, thoughts or
emotions]. Still, there seems to be something to the phenomenology of self, even if it
is very hard to pin down.

Chalmers (1996, p. 10)

A number of authors endorse a stronger claim still, according to which self-consciousness

would be constitutive of consciousness.2 On this view, all conscious experiences necessarily

1See, for example, Block (1995, p. 235), Kriegel (2009, p. 177), Strawson (2011b, p. 8), and Guillot (2017,
p. 46), among others.

2See, for example, Damasio (1999, p. 19), S. Gallagher (2010, p. 567), Zahavi (2014, p. 17), Duncan (2019,
p. 301), Friston (2018, p. 1), among others.
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Introduction 2

and constitutively involve a form of self -consciousness; in being conscious at all, one is ipso

facto self -conscious. Call this the constitutive claim. Intuitions about the constitutive claim

are starkly divided. Some find it obviously true (e.g., Zahavi 2014), while others find it

clearly false (e.g., Metzinger 2003). But intuitions can only get us so far; what we need

to arbitrate this disagreement is a philosophical elucidatory account of consciousness and

self-consciousness.

The broad aim of this thesis is to illuminate the relationship between consciousness

and self-consciousness. Since both notions are notoriously polysemous, this aim can only

be achieved through careful disambiguation and conceptual analysis. As a result, there

might be many ways in which one can adequately characterise the relationship between

consciousness and self-consciousness – depending on what one means by ‘consciousness’,

and, crucially, by ‘self-consciousness’.

The thesis is divided in two parts that differ in a number of respects. Part I is, as it

were, the pars destruens: it critically examines the constitutive claim, or, as I provocatively

call it, the ‘myth’ of constitutive self-consciousness. It is written in close dialogue with

philosophers past and present who have defended the constitutive claim, and the resulting

discussion remains mostly at the level of a priori philosophical theorising. Part II is, by

contrast, the pars construens: it vindicates the weaker but still substantive claim that self-

consciousness, although not constitutive of consciousness, is nonetheless a component of

ordinary conscious experience – in a sense to be further elucidated. Compared to Part I,

it is less steeped in the history of philosophy, but engages much more closely with relevant

empirical work from psychology and neuroscience.

The more specific aim of each chapter can be summarised as follows:

• Chapter 1 provides a philosophical elucidatory account of consciousness that draws

upon Thomas Nagel’s influential proposal, and outlines a number of foundational

claims that plausibly follow from this account.

• Chapter 2distinguishes two broad concepts of self-consciousness, namely conscious-

ness of consciousness itself, and consciousness of oneself ; each of these concepts yields



Introduction 3

a distinct variant of the constitutive claim, whose ancestry in the history of philoso-

phy is surveyed.

• Chapter 3 examines the first variant of the constitutive claim, namely the claim

that consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of consciousness itself (or

consciousness of one’s experience).

• Chapter 4 examines the second variant of the constitutive claim, namely the claim

that consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of oneself.

• Chapter 5 shifts the focus of the discussion to the weaker claim that ordinary experi-

ence involves phenomenal self-consciousness, defined as consciousness of oneself as

oneself ; it examines themost obvious way in which one can be conscious of oneself as

oneself, namely by engaging in conscious thinking about oneself as oneself (‘cognitive

self-consciousness’).

• Chapter 6 considers whether one can be phenomenally self-conscious without con-

sciously thinking about oneself as oneself. Specifically, it is argued that in ordinary

circumstances, feeling a sensation in a body part is ipso facto being phenomenally

self-conscious, in so far as one is non-conceptually conscious of oneself as the bodily

subject whose body part one feels the sensation in or on (‘bodily self-consciousness’).

• Chapter 7 argues that there is a third form of phenomenal self-consciousness that is

evenmore pervasive in ordinary experience: in ordinary circumstances, undergoing

perceptual experiences with perspectival spatial content is ipso facto being phenom-

enally self-consciousness, in so far as one is non-conceptually conscious of oneself

as being located at the origin of the experience’s spatial perspective (‘spatial self-

consciousness’).

The upshot of this analysis is that while phenomenal self-consciousness – consciousness

of oneself as oneself – is not constitutive of all conscious experiences, it is nonetheless

pervasive in ordinary conscious experiences, in so far as spatial self-consciousness (and,

to a lesser extent, bodily self-consciousness) is. In conclusion, I offer some reflections

about three outstanding questions:
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(i) Are there other forms of phenomenal self-consciousness, beyond cognitive, bodily

and spatial self-consciousness?

(ii) Are there states of consciousness from which all forms of phenomenal self-

consciousness are missing?

(iii) What is the significance of phenomenal self-consciousness – its epistemic signifi-

cance for rational creatures, and more generally its biological significance for con-

scious organisms?



I

The Myth of Constitutive
Self-Consciousness
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1

Elucidating Consciousness

Many fall into the trap of confusing consciousness with self-consciousness…
Sutherland (1989, p. 90)

In order to investigate the nature of the relationship between consciousness and self-

consciousness, it is crucial to gain some clarity on the meaning of each of these terms.

The term ‘consciousness’ is notoriously difficult to define, and has multiple uses that

we may not be able to reconcile into a single coherent notion. In this chapter, I will

offer an elucidatory account of the notion of consciousness that is relevant to various

versions of the claim that consciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness. This

account shall provide the necessary background for the discussion of the constitutive

claim in subsequent chapters.

As a starting point to unravel the uses of the term ‘consciousness’, it is useful to con-

sider the main ways in which the adjective ‘conscious’ can be meaningfully predicated. In

§1.1, I distinguish between consciousness as a predicate of creatures, and consciousness

as a predicate of mental states. In §1.2, I subsequently distinguish between the technical

notion of access consciousness, and the non-technical notion of phenomenal consciousness,

on which the rest of this chapter focuses. In §1.3, I consider attempts to characterise

the notion of phenomenal consciousness by example, and emphasise the limitations of

such an approach. In §1.4, I examine instead Nagel’s characterisation of phenomenal

consciousness by elucidation, according to which a mental state of a subject is a conscious

mental state of that subject if and only if there is something it is like for that subject to be in

that mental state. After considering three interpretations of Nagel’s elucidatory account,

I endorse the affective interpretation, according to which a mental state of a subject is a

6



Elucidating Consciousness 7

conscious mental state of that subject if and only if it is constitutively such that it affects that

subject in an experiential way, or, equivalently, it constitutively contributes to that subject’s

overall phenomenology. In §1.5, I consider some implications of this elucidatory account

for the distinction between there being something, rather than nothing, that it is like to be

in a conscious mental state, and what it is like to be in conscious mental state. Finally, in

§1.6, I discuss several foundational claims about consciousness that plausibly follow from

the Nagelian elucidatory account of consciousness.

1.1 Conscious creatures and conscious mental states

Theadjective ‘conscious’ if often predicated of creatures, where this notion refers not only to

biological organisms such as humans and cephalopods, but more generally to information-

processing systems broadly construed, including artificial systems.1 For example, one

might say of a horse, Bucephalus, that he is conscious – rather than non-conscious.

There is an ambiguity with the use of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of creatures: it can refer

either to a dispositional property or to a categorical property of creatures. Thus, one might

say that Bucephalus is conscious at a specific time, for example at a time when Bucephalus

is trotting in a field, to mean that Bucephalus instantiates the categorical property of being

conscious at that time. Alternatively, one might say that Bucephalus is a conscious creature

in general (namely, in the dispositional sense), to mean that Bucephalus has the general

capacity to be conscious (in the categorical sense), although he might not actually be con-

scious (in the categorical sense) at the time of utterance – for example, if he happens to be

fully anaesthetised with ketamine at that time. As this example shows, the dispositional

use of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of creatures appears to be grounded in the categorical use

of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of creatures; consequently, we can leave aside the dispositional

use for our purposes.

The adjective ‘conscious’ can be predicated not only of creatures, but also of the mental

1Rosenthal (1986) refers to this use of ‘conscious’ as ‘creature-consciousness’.
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states (or mental events) of creatures.2 For example, one might say that a human creature,

Mary, has a conscious desire to eat ice cream; meaning that Mary’s desire to eat ice cream

is a conscious desire of Mary, as opposed to a non-conscious desire of Mary. This is prima

facie equivalent to the adverbial construction ‘Mary consciously desires to eat ice cream’.

Importantly, the two uses of the adjective ‘conscious’ as a predicate of creatures and as

a predicate of mental states are not independent: it is generally agreed that a creature is

conscious at time t if and only if it is in a conscious mental state at t. For example, if Mary

has a desire to eat ice cream at t, and this desire is a conscious desire of Mary at t, then Mary

is conscious at t. Conversely, if Mary is conscious at t, then she is in a conscious mental state

at t; for example, she has the conscious desire to eat ice cream at t.

1.2 Access consciousness and phenomenal consciousness

These preliminary remarks pertain to the patterns of predication of the adjective ‘conscious’

rather than to itsmeaning. What does itmean for a creature to be conscious rather than non-

conscious? And what does it mean for a mental state of a creature to be a conscious mental

state of that creature, as opposed to a non-conscious mental state of that creature? There are

different ways to answer these question, which result in distinct notions of consciousness.

One answer consists in defining consciousness as a technical term, and distinguishing

conscious and non-conscious mental states of a creature with respect to their functional

properties. Specifically, one might say that a mental state M of a creature C is a conscious

mental state of C if and only if M’s content is available for use in C’s reasoning and in the

rational guidance of C’s speech and action. The resulting notion is what Block (1995) calls

access consciousness or A-consciousness.

Note that access consciousness is not defined as a property of creatures, but as a property

ofmental states. Nonetheless, one could define a correspondingnotion ofA-consciousness*

for creatures as follows: a creature C is A-conscious* if and only if C is in a mental state M

such that M’s content is available for use in C’s reasoning and in the rational guidance of

2Rosenthal (1986) refers to the use of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of mental states as ‘state-consciousness’.
Note that I will subsequently use ‘mental states’ as shorthand for ‘mental states or events’ for the sake of
convenience, although I do not wish to commit to a specific ontology of mental phenomena.
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C’s speech and action. Thus, if Mary is able to report on her visual perception of a tree

(for example by saying ‘I see a tree’), this visual perception is an A-conscious mental state

of Mary (and Mary herself is an A-conscious* creature).

However, the definition of access consciousness does not seem to match the folk-

psychological concept of consciousness commonly expressed by the adjective ‘conscious’.

When one says that Bucephalus is conscious, one does not normally mean that Bucephalus

has a mental state whose content is available for use in reasoning and for rationally

guiding speech and action. Likewise, when one says that Mary has a conscious desire for

ice cream, one does not normally mean that the content of Mary’s desire for ice cream

is available for use in Mary’s reasoning and for the rational guidance of Mary’s speech

and action. It might well be the case that all the mental states of Bucephalus and Mary

(and any other creature) that would commonly be said to be ‘conscious’ do instantiate the

functional properties specified in the definition of access consciousness.3 Nonetheless,

when one says that a creature or a mental state is conscious in a pre-theoretical context,

one presumably has in mind a concept that is less theoretically sophisticated than the

technical concept of access consciousness.

By contrast with access consciousness, the non-technical or folk-psychological concept

of consciousness is often called phenomenal consciousness (Block 1995). Phenomenal con-

sciousness is the concept that one usually latches onto when one says that a creature is

conscious, or that the mental state of a creature is a conscious mental state of that creature.

At a first pass, one might say that “phenomenal consciousness is experience” (Block 1995,

p. 228). But substituting one undefined term for another is hardly helpful to capture its

meaning, if one does not have a prior understanding of what the term is supposed to refer

to. Moreover, as it has often been remarked, it seems impossible to define the notion

of phenomenal consciousness analytically, as one can define a triangle as a plane figure

with three edges and three vertices. This is because the meaning of the relevant notion

presumably cannot be grasped in abstracto in terms of something more fundamental (by

3Of course, it is dubious that a horse like Bucephalus could verbally report on any of his mental states;
but the availability of a mental state’s content for verbal report need not be a necessary condition of access
consciousness.
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contrast with the technical concept of access consciousness). One can understand what

a triangle is without ever seeing a triangle; but one cannot understand what phenomenal

consciousness is without having been in a phenomenally conscious mental state.

I will now explore two strategies to characterise phenomenal consciousness, by example

and by elucidation respectively. As we shall see in the following chapters, philosophical

discussions regarding the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness typ-

ically construe the former as phenomenal consciousness rather than access consciousness.

For the sake of simplicity, I will henceforth refer to phenomenal consciousness – the folk-

psychological concept distinct from the technical concept of access consciousness – as ‘con-

sciousness’ simpliciter, unless otherwise stated.

1.3 Characterising consciousness by example

A common strategy to characterise consciousness as a property of creatures or as a property

of mental states is to provide examples of conscious creatures and conscious mental states.

Call this the illustrative strategy. Assuming that the relevant notion of consciousness is an

obvious folk-psychological concept, the hope is that providing some examples inwhich this

concept applies (and others inwhich it does not)will be enough to pin down itsmeaning. In

other words, the illustrative strategy relies on the readers’ ability to latch onto the concept

of consciousness by generalising from a set of examples.

We can illustrate themeaning of consciousness as a predicate of creatures by discussing

cases in which some creature is conscious, and cases in which the same creature is not

conscious.4 Consider again our horse, Bucephalus. WhenBucephalus is fully anaesthetised

with ketamine, he is not conscious; as he wakes up from general anaesthesia, however,

Bucephalus becomes conscious. Likewise, when Mary is in a deep, dreamless sleep, she is

not conscious; when she wakes up in the morning, by contrast, she is conscious. Generally,

when creatureswith the capacity for consciousness are awake and sober – rather than asleep,

anaesthetised or in a coma – they are conscious.

4See, for example, Searle (1992, p. 83).
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Similarly, we can illustrate the meaning of consciousness as a predicate of mental states

by providing positive examples of conscious mental states and negative examples of non-

conscious mental states.5 A list of mental states that are typically conscious mental states

might include tasting a sweet orange, seeing a yellow lemon, imagining a sunset, hearing a C

sharp, feeling a sharp pain, feeling cold, or feeling angry; itmay also includemore contentious

cases such as thinking about the future, remembering a joke, calculating a multiplication,

desiring ice cream or feeling depressed. In turn, a list of mental states that are typically non-

conscious mental states might include knowing the syntactical rules of English, subliminally

seeing an advertisement for Coca-Cola, decoding vestibular signals to balance one’s body,

being disposed to answer ‘four’ to the question ‘two plus two equals?’, or perhaps having a

repressed desire to quit one’s job.

The illustrative strategy relies on the assumption that these examples will allow the

reader to grasp the relevant folk-psychological concept of consciousness, by abstracting

away from their differences to capture their generic commonality – namely, a feature that

all the positive examples share and that all the negative examples lack. Importantly, the

target concept should be an obvious one, rather than a sophisticated philosophical concept

such as access consciousness.

The success of the illustrative strategy as a way of characterising the concept of con-

sciousness is debatable. Some think it is the best strategy, because it allows us to char-

acterise consciousness as innocently as possible, without building controversial substan-

tive assumptions into the concept (e.g., Schwitzgebel 2016). Others think this strategy is

hopeless, because they think it is unclear what – if anything – all positive examples might

have in common that all negative examples lack (e.g., Frankish 2016). Part of the problem

is that the illustrative strategy does not provide a positive characterisation of the concept

of consciousness (as a property of creatures or as a property of mental states) – it does

not directly elucidate what consciousness is. For this reason, the illustrative strategy is

often supplemented with a distinct strategy, which consists in elucidating the concept of

5See, for example, Chalmers (1996, p. 4).
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consciousness by providing intuitive paraphrases of what it means for a creature or for a

mental state to be a conscious creature or a conscious mental state.

1.4 The Nagelian dictum

The most influential attempt at characterising the notion of consciousness by elucidation

is due to Thomas Nagel’s seminal article “What is it like to be a bat?” (Nagel 1974). Nagel

elucidates the notion in the following way:

[T]he fact that an organism has conscious experience at all means, basically, that
there is something it is like to be that organism… [F]undamentally an organism has
conscious mental states if and only if there is something that it is like to be that
organism – something it is like for the organism.

Nagel (1974, p. 436)

There is a lot to unpack in this passage. At a first pass, we can condense it into the following

Nagelian dictum:

(N) An organism has conscious mental states if and only if there is something it is like for

that organism to be that organism.

This dictum calls for three observations. Firstly, it refers to organisms rather than creatures.

However, this does not seem to reflect substantial assumptions on Nagel’s part concerning

the restriction of his account to biological organisms, as opposed to creatures in general

(including artificial systems). Thus, it is relatively innocuous to substitute ‘creature’ for

‘organism’ in the dictum.

Secondly, while the term ‘conscious’ is predicated of mental states in (N), the claim

is not presented as an elucidation of what it is for a mental state to be conscious rather

than non-conscious, but is rather focused on what it is for an organism to be in conscious

mental states. With minor modifications, however, the dictum can be adapted to provide

an elucidatory account of consciousness either as a property of creatures, or as a property

of mental states.

Thirdly, the Nagelian dictum is slightly ambiguous with respect to the aforementioned

distinction between categorical and dispositional uses of ‘conscious’, in part because it

refers to conscious mental states in plural form (rather than to a specific conscious mental
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state), and in part because it is not restricted to a specific time at which a creature is in a

conscious mental state. Thus, one could perhaps read (N) as claiming that an organism

has the capacity to have conscious mental states in general if and only if there is something

it is like to be that organism. This dispositional interpretation also comes through when

Nagel writes “the essence of the belief that bats have experience is that there is something

that it is like to be a bat” (Nagel 1974, p. 438). Presumably, Nagel does not mean that

bats always have conscious mental states, or that there is always something it is like to be

a bat (including, for example, when bats are in deep, dreamless sleep). Rather, he means

that bats have the capacity to have conscious mental states, and often do have such states.

However, the Nagelian dictum (N) can be easily modified to remove this ambiguity.

Taking these three points into consideration, we can formulate two claims in the vicinity

of (N) that capture the spirit of Nagel’s elucidatory account of consciousness while avoiding

ambiguities. The following claim offers aNagelian account of consciousness as a categorical

property of creatures:

(NCR) A creature C is conscious at time t if and only if there is something it is like for C to

be C at t.

As we have seen, the use of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of mental states is related to the use

of ‘conscious’ as a predicate of creatures, in the following sense: a creature is conscious at

time t if and only if the creature is in a conscious mental state at t. Accordingly, we can

formulate a distinct claim offering a Nagelian account of consciousness as a categorical

property of mental states:

(NST) A mental state M of a creature C is a conscious mental state of C at time t if and only

if there is something it is like for C to be in M at t.

The phrase ‘something it is like’ (henceforth, the SIL phrase) plays a central role in all

three of these claims. In his article, Nagel also employs the related phrase ‘what it is like’

(henceforth, the WIL phrase), for example when he writes “I want to knowwhat it is like for
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a bat to be a bat” (Nagel 1974, p. 439).6 There is a great deal of disagreement about how to

interpret theWIL and SIL phrases, andwhether or not they are helpful at all to elucidate the

meaning of consciousness – as a property of creatures and as a property of mental states.

1.4.1 The technical and comparative accounts of the Nagelian dictum

A first line of criticism of the use of the WIL and SIL phrases to elucidate consciousness is

that such use does not reflect the ordinary meaning of these phrases, but is rather intended

to have a technical meaning that is ultimately not very clear (e.g., Lewis 1995, p. 140).

However, Nagel introduces neither of these phrases as a technical expression, and one can

find many instances of the WIL phrase to characterise conscious experiences outside of

philosophical works. For example, in the novel It Is Never Too Late to Mend by Charles

Reade (1856), a chaplain appalled by the use of a painful restraining jacket as punishment

in a prison decides to try the device on himself to know what inmates have to endure. He

subsequently has the following exchangewith a prison guardwho has never had this experi-

ence himself, and only knows (by observing inmates suffer) that it must be ‘uncomfortable’:

prison guard: What is it like, sir? haw! haw!

chaplain: It is, as you described it, uncomfortable; but the knowledge I have gained

in it is invaluable.

Reade (1856, p. 164)

This passage significantly predates any philosophical use of the WIL phrase (or the SIL

phrase, for that matter) as an elucidation of consciousness.7 Yet is seems perfectly natural

6Nagel was not the first philosopher to use these phrases in relation to consciousness, although he was
arguably the first to explicitly offer an elucidation of consciousness by using these phrases systematically.
Earlier philosophical uses of the WIL phrase include Russell (1926), Wittgenstein (1947/1980, §91), B. A.
Farrell (1950, p. 181), and Sprigge (1971, p. 167).

7For later examples of non-philosophical uses of the WIL phrase in reference to conscious experience,
see J. Farrell (2016, p. 60) who quotes Anton Chekhov’s play The Seagull (1865) in Marian Fell’s English
translation: “What is it like to be famous? What sensations does it give you?”; and Stoljar (2016, p. 1163) who
quotes the song To Love Somebody by the Bee Gees (1967): “You don’t know what it’s like to love somebody”.
Note that the original Russian text of the passage from Chekhov (“Как чувствуется известность? Как вы
ощущаете то, что вы известны?”) translates more literally to “How does fame feel? How do you feel being
famous?” (I am grateful to Julius Kochan for this literal translation). Still, it is interesting to note that Marian
Fell’s translation, which was the first English translation of The Seagull to be published in the United States
in 1912, uses the WIL phrase as the most natural rendition of the Russian equivalent of ‘how does x feel’.
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for the prison guard to ask what it is like to put on the restraining jacket. Furthermore, if

one can naturally ask what it is like to put on the restraining jacket, it should also be natural

to say that there is something it is like to put on the restraining jacket. Thus, it is dubious that

theWIL phrase, and consequently the SIL phrase, should be intended in a special, technical

sense when they are used to elucidate the meaning of consciousness, as in (NCR) and (NST).

A second line of criticism of the WIL and SIL phrases consists in claiming that if these

phrases are not technical terms, then they must express judgements of similarity, because

this is what statements of the form ‘x is like y’ normally express in English. For example, one

might ask “What is the colour of lapis lazuli like?” to prompt a comparative statement, such

as “the colour of lapis lazuli is like the colour of a mountain lake”. Similarly, one might ask

“Is there anything that the colour of lapis lazuli is like?” to ask whether the colour of lapis

lazuli is similar to any other colour; and if it is impossible to produce such judgement of

similarity, onemight reply “there is nothing that it is like” or “it is hard to say what it is like”.

Note that Nagel himself rejected the idea that the WIL and SIL phrases express com-

parative judgements:

[T]he analogical form of the English expression ‘what it is like’ is misleading. It does
not mean ‘what (in our experience) it resembles’, but rather ‘how it is for the subject
himself’.

Nagel (1974, p. 440, fn. 6)

That the WIL and SIL phrases do not express comparative judgements is clear when we

consider statements such as “there is nothing it is like to be stone” (Crane 1999, p. 548).

This statement does not mean that there is nothing that resembles being a stone; being a

boulder, a brick or a grain of sand resemble being a stone in some respects. Thus, one

could meaningfully say “there is something that is like being a stone” with a comparative

reading in mind. But one could not equivalently say “there is something that it is like to

be a stone” with such a reading in mind, let alone “there is something that it is like to be a

stone – something that it is like for the stone” (paraphrasing the Nagelian dictum). Thus,

the comparative reading of the Nagelian dictum does not hold.
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1.4.2 The affective account of the Nagelian dictum

Some authors suggest that if the WIL and SIL phrases are neither technical terms nor

comparative expressions, their meaning is ultimately obscure.8 However, there is a non-

technical use of these phrases that is distinct from their use in judgements of similarity.

Recall that Nagel, in his rejection of the comparative account, stresses that the WIL

phrase refers to ‘how it is for the subject himself ’ (my emphasis). Likewise, in passages that

formulate the Nagelian dictum, he puts a specific emphasis on there being “something it

is like for the organism” (Nagel 1974, p. 436, emphasis in the original). This emphasis

is significant to grasp the meaning of the Nagelian dictum. To see this, it is useful to

unpack the grammar of sentences containing the WIL phrase or the SIL phrase as a way to

characterise consciousness, and particularly the role of the preposition ‘for’.

Following Stoljar (2016), we can note that there are two potentially implicit argument

places in a sentence such as:

(a) There is something it is like to have a toothache.9

There is a first argument place in (a) for the covert subject of the infinitive verb ‘to have’

in the embedded clause ‘to have a toothache’. For this subject to be overtly mentioned in

the sentence, one needs to add a prepositional phrase ‘for NP’, where ‘NP’ is a noun phrase

(e.g., a proper name, a pronoun, or a description). For the sake of clarity, I shall indicate

this use of ‘for’ to specify the covert subject of a to-infinitival construction by ‘forSUBJ’, as in:

(b) There is something it is like forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache.

Used in this way, ‘for’ specifies who has a toothache. Note that in (b), ‘it’ refers to the

embedded clause ‘forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache’. Thus, we can substitute this clause for

‘it’ to simplify the syntax of (b), in order to emphasise the subject-specifying role of ‘for’:

(c) ForSUBJ Mary to have a toothache is like something.

8See for example Hacker (2002) and J. Farrell (2016).
9Stoljar (2016)’s example (1a), p. 1163. I shall label examples with lower-case letters.
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Furthermore, we can preserve the meaning of (b) and (c) by removing the ‘for’

entirely, as in:

(d) That Mary has a toothache is like something.

And:

(e) Mary’s having a toothache is like something.

This makes it explicit that it is Mary’s having a toothache, rather than anyone else’s, that

is like something.

The second potentially implicit argument place in (a) is for the covert indirect object of

the impersonal verbal form ‘it is’ in themain clause ‘there is something it is like’. Again, the

indirect object can be overtly specified with a prepositional phrase ‘for NP’, where ‘NP’ is

a noun phrase. For the sake of clarity, I shall indicate this use of ‘for’ to specify the indirect

object of a verb by ‘forOBJ’, as in:

(f) There is something it is like forOBJ Mary to have a toothache.

Confusingly, (f) looks exactly like (b) when the syntactical role of ‘for’ is not made explicit.

However, while in (b) ‘for’ specifies who has a toothache, in (f) ‘for’ specifies for whom is

it like something (to have a toothache).10 Again, we can make the structure of (f) more

explicit by reformulating it in the following way:

(g) Having a toothache is like something forOBJ Mary.

This makes it explicit that it is for Mary, rather than for anyone else, that having a toothache

is like something.

Sticking with the example of Mary, we can now fill both implicit argument places in (a):

10Note that this ambiguity is fairly common in the English language. For example, “it is important for
us to clean” can mean either “That we clean is important” or “Cleaning is important for us”, depending on
whether ‘for’ is interpreted as forSUBJ or forOBJ respectively. There is a subtle semantic difference between the
two interpretations: the former does not explicitly specify for whom it is important that we clean, while the
latter does not explicitly specify whose cleaning is important for us.



Elucidating Consciousness 18

(h) There is something it is like forOBJ Mary, forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache.

Again, note that we can make the structure of this sentence more explicit by getting rid

of ‘it’ and ‘forSUBJ’:

(i) Mary’s having a toothache is like something forOBJ Mary.

This example should already alert us to the fact that the indirect object of the verb ‘is’

(specified by ‘forOBJ’) is particularly significant in the Nagelian account of consciousness;

however, more work is required to explain how this is significant. The distinction between

the two potentially covert argument places in the sentence (a) is not sufficient to guarantee

that the sentence will be read in the appropriate way, namely as pertaining to the conscious

experience of having a toothache. Indeed, we can find plenty of sentences that have nothing

to do with consciousness, in which an impersonal verbal construction with an embedded

to-infinitival clause can be completed with an overt subject introduced by ‘forSUBJ’ and an

overt indirect object introduced by ‘forOBJ’. Consider, for example:

(j) It is unfortunate forOBJ the UK, forSUBJ the UK to leave the EU.

Clearly, this sentence does not imply that the UK experiences its leaving the EU. This is

not merely due to the fact that the UK is a country rather than a person, as the follow-

ing example shows:

(k) It is useful forOBJ Mary, forSUBJ Mary to know where France is.

Again, this sentence does not imply that Mary experiences her knowing where France is

– that is, it does not imply that Mary’s knowledge of France’s geographical location is a

conscious mental state of Mary.

Let us now come back the SIL phrase:

(h) There is something it is like forOBJ Mary, forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache.
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As we have seen, it is very implausible to interpret the SIL phrase as expressing a compar-

ison. We can now understand why: if the SIL phrase in (h) was expressing a comparison,

the specification of the indirect object (‘forOBJ Mary’) would make little sense. Although it

would be a bit convoluted, one could perhaps understand a sentence such as (e) (“Mary’s

having a toothache is like something”) asmeaning thatMary’s having a toothache is similar

to something – e.g., to Mary’s having a fever, or to Mary’s holding her jaw. But it would

seem particularly unnatural to interpret a sentence like (h) as meaning that Mary’s having

a toothache is similar to something for Mary. In sentences like (h), where the indirect

object of the main clause is a creature (Mary), and the direct object of the embedded to-

infinitival clause is a mental state (a toothache), it is natural to interpret ‘forOBJ’ as speci-

fying the subject of experience, namely the psychological subject whose experience is being

talked about. For clarity, I shall indicate this special use of ‘forOBJ’ to specify the subject

of experience by ‘forEXP’.

Note that the WIL and SIL phrases allow the possibility that the subject of experience

(i.e., the indirect object of ‘is’) may be distinct from the subject of the infinitive verb, as in:

(l) There is something it is like forEXP Paul, forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache.

What Mary’s having a toothache is like forEXP Paul might include, for example, hearing

Mary groan, seeing Mary rush to the medicine cabinet, or having feelings of sympathy

towards Mary. Thus, when both the subject of experience and the subject of the infinitive

verb are explicit, co-reference is not required: they need not be one and the same subject.

However, when both the subject of experience and the subject of the infinitive verb are

implicit – as in the sentence (a) – or when only the subject of experience is explicit – as in

the sentences (f) and (g) –, co-reference is required. Thus, “There is something it is like

forEXP Mary to have a toothache” can only mean: “There is something it is like forEXP Mary,

forSUBJ Mary to have a toothache”.

On Stoljar (2016)’s affective account of the semantics of sentences containing the SIL

phrase or the WIL phrase, a sentence like (a) “means in effect there is a way that having a

toothache affects you” (p. 1172; my emphasis). Such sentences are context-sensitive and

their rather non-specific linguistic meaning allows that, in what Stoljar calls “stereotypical
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contexts of use” (ibid., p. 1175), a sentence like (a) is used to express the proposition that

there is not just a way but, more specifically, an experiential way that having a toothache

affects the subject, as in:

(m) There is an experiential way that having a toothache affects Mary.

Stoljar also glosses the stereotypically expressed proposition, “There is some experiential

way that y’s having a toothache affects x”, using the verb ‘feels’: There is some way that x

feels as a result of y’s having a toothache.11 Thus, (m) can be glossed as follows:

(n) There is some way that Mary feels as a result of Mary’s having a toothache.

We can now bring Stoljar’s (2016) account of the logical form and the semantics of sen-

tences containing the SIL phrase or the WIL phrase into contact with the Nagelian account

of a conscious mental state (NST). First, it is worth emphasising that in a proposition like

(n), ‘Mary’ refers to a subject of experience, namely the subject of the token consciousmental

state of toothache that is being talked about. While onemight want to claim that subjects of

experience are identical with creatures – or indeed, as Nagel would have it, organisms – this

identity claim is presumably not true a priori. Thus, one might hold the view that subjects

of experience are identical to proper parts of creatures, such as patterns of neural activity

or information flow, or even that they are non-physical entities. This is a matter of sub-

stantive assumptions about the metaphysics of subjects of experience. However, we need

not make such substantive assumptions to elucidate the meaning of consciousness. Thus, I

will subsequently refer to subjects rather than creatures (or organisms) when discussing the

Nagelian dictum and its variants. Accordingly, one can reformulate (NST) as follows:

(NST1) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if there is something it is like for S to be in M at t.

11See Stoljar (see 2016, p. 1176).
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Second, when (NST1) says, of a subject S and a mental state M, that there is something

it is like for S to be in M, this ‘for’ should be understood as ‘forEXP’ – as when Nagel himself

writes: “there is something that it is like to be that organism – something it is like for the

organism” (Nagel 1974, p. 436). Given that the subject of the infinitive verb ‘to be (in M)’

is implicit, co-reference is required. Thus, the maximally explicit equivalent form is:

(NST2) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if there is something it is like forEXP S, forSUBJ S to be in M at t.

And, in accordance with the affective account of the propositions that are stereotypically

expressed by sentences containing the SIL phrase or the WIL phrase, we can unpack the

right-hand side of (NST2) as follows:

(NST3) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if S’s being in M at t affects S in some experiential way at t.

Third, Stoljar’s affective account allows that there may be something that it is like

forEXP Mary forSUBJ Mary to have a hammer fall on her (unanaesthetised) foot, provided

only that Mary is affected in some experiential way by having a hammer fall on her foot.

(Indeed, Mary might be affected emotionally, and so experientially, even by a hammer

falling on her anaesthetised foot.) However, having a hammer fall on her foot is not itself

a conscious mental state (nor even a non-conscious mental state) of which Mary is the

psychological subject.

Furthermore, the affective account also allows that there may be something that it is

like forEXP Mary forSUBJ Mary to be in a non-conscious mental state, provided only that

Mary’s being in that non-conscious mental state affects her in some experiential way. For

example,Mary’s non-conscious desire for ice-creammight result in her feeling hunger, and

thus affect Mary in an experiential way. In such a case, (NST3) entails that Mary’s desire for

ice-cream is in fact conscious; but this is not the notion of consciousness that the Nagelian

dictum aims to capture. A conscious mental state must be constitutively such that it affects

its subject in an experiential way.

Thus, what it is needed instead of (NST3) is:
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(NST4) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if M is constitutively such that S’s being in M at t affects S in some experiential way

at t.

As Stoljar puts it:

Nagel’s definition requires… that if M is a conscious state then it is not simply that its
subject must be affected in a certain way by being in M but moreover that this is in
some way essential or constitutive of M.

Stoljar (2016, (p. 1190, emphasis added and ‘X’ replaced by ‘M’))

Fourth, as I have noted, Stoljar uses “There is some way that S feels as a result of [or: in

virtue of] S’s being in M” as an alternative to “S’s being in M affects S in some experiential

way”. As Stoljar himself acknowledges, it might be objected that the concept of feeling does

not encompass all the possible ways that a subject might be affected experientially. Stoljar

suggests that one possible response to this objection would be “to insist on a concept of

feeling broader than that at issue in the objection” (Stoljar 2016, p. 1181). Alternatively,

we could use the broader verb ‘to experience’, or even coin a new verb ‘to phenom’ stipu-

lated to express a broader concept, and deploy it in a version of (NST) similar to Stoljar’s

(N5) (p. 1190):

(NST5) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only if

M is constitutively such that there is some way that S phenoms at t in virtue of being

in M at t.

However, no new coining is needed. Instead, I shall supplement the Nagelian elu-

cidation of consciousness as a property of mental states with a bridging principle (SIL)

elucidating the meaning of the SIL phrase in terms of a mental state M being constitutively

such a subject’s being in M contributes to the subject’s overall phenomenology:

(SIL) There is something it is like for a subject S to be in a mental state M at time t if and

only if S’s being in M at t constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology at

t.
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This demanding notion of there being something it is like for a subject to be in a mental

state is arguably present in Nagel:

If mental processes are indeed physical processes, then there is something it is like,
intrinsically, to undergo certain physical processes. What it is for such a thing to be
the case remains a mystery.

[fn. 11] The relation would therefore not be a contingent one, like that of a cause and
its distinct effect. It would be necessarily true that a certain physical state felt a certain
way.

Nagel (1974, pp. 445-6, my emphasis)

Indeed, in the bridging principle (SIL), the relevant notion of a mental state’s constitu-

tive contribution to a subject’s phenomenology is intended to contrast with amerely causal

and contingent contribution to the subject’s phenomenology. At a first pass, a mental

state constitutively contributes to a subject S’s overall phenomenology at t if and only if

the following counterfactual obtains: if S were not in M at t, what it is like to be S at t

would be different ipso facto.

Importantly, the inclusion of ‘ipso facto’ in this counterfactual is intended to guarantee

that it is not satisfied if M’s contribution to S’s overall phenomenology is merely causal.

Suppose that you are (consciously) tasting orange juice. If you were experiencing the acid

taste of lime juice rather than the sweet taste of orange juice, this would not merely cause a

difference in your overall phenomenology; rather, this would precisely be the difference in

your overall phenomenology. Experiencing the acid taste of lime juice would be an aspect

of your overall phenomenology, rather than experiencing the sweet taste of orange juice.

Taken together, (NST1) and (SIL) straightforwardly entail:

(NST6) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if S’s being in M at t constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

(NST6) satisfies the requirements I have set for the interpretation of the Nagelian dictum: it

does not rely on special technical terms, and it does not express a comparative statement.

As such, it provides the desired elucidatory account of (phenomenal) consciousness as a

property of mental states.
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Critics of the Nagelian dictum might object that none of the various versions of (NST)

I have distinguished are non-circular or “true definitions” (Chalmers 1996, p. 3) of con-

sciousness as a property of mental states. Indeed, the relevant meanings of terms such as

‘experiential’, ‘to feel’ and ‘overall phenomenology’ cannot be understood independently

of the meaning of ‘conscious’. Thus, the Nagelian account does not define consciousness in

more fundamental terms, and does not provide an explanatory account of consciousness.

This why I have referred to it as an ‘elucidation’ rather than a ‘definition’ strictly speaking.

What theNagelian account does provide, however, is a non-technical way to graspwhat

the obvious folk-psychological concept that ‘conscious’ refers to, when it is predicated of

mental states. Ultimately, there is no way to capture this concept other than circling around

it with paraphrases; but this is not problematic given the assumption that subject endowed

with suitable rational capacities possess the relevant concept, and can successfully latch

onto it when reading a claim such as (NST6).

Furthermore, (NST6) elucidates the nature of the relationship between consciousmental

states and psychological subjects. Indeed, it makes it clear that: (a) a mental state’s being

a conscious mental state involves that mental state being related in an appropriate way

to a subject; (b) the appropriate way in which a conscious mental state is related to its

subject is an experiential way of affecting its subject; (c) finally, a conscious mental state

is constitutively such that it affects its subject in an experiential way, that is, a conscious

mental state constitutively contributes to its subject’s overall phenomenology.

1.5 The phenomenal character of consciousness

My discussion of the Nagelian dictum has mostly focused on the SIL phrase as it is used in

(SIL) and the various versions of (NST). In these claims, the SIL phrase is used to express

the idea that a mental state is a conscious mental state of a subject, rather than a non-

conscious mental state of a subject (or, equivalently, that a mental state is constitutively

such that it makes some contribution to its subject’s overall phenomenology, rather than

no contribution at all). This is what the Nagelian dictum sought to elucidate.

While the meaning of the WIL phrase is intimately related to that of the SIL phrase,

there is an important difference between the two phrases. The SIL phrase is used to express
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an existentially quantified claim – there is something, rather than nothing, that it is like for

a subject S to be in a conscious mental state M. By contrast, the WIL phrase is used to refer

to the ‘witness’ (in the logical sense) of such an existential claim – provided that there is

something, rather than nothing, that it is like for S to be in M, the WIL phrase refers to

what S’s being in M is like. In other words, the WIL phrase does not merely capture the

fact that M makes some contribution or other to S’s phenomenology, but rather what M’s

contribution to S’s overall phenomenology is.

By analogywith the bridging principle (SIL), we can thus formulate a bridging principle

(WIL) to elucidate the meaning of the WIL phrase as follows:

(WIL) What it is like for a subject S to be in a mental state M at time t is what S’s being in

M at t constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

We are now well-equipped to distinguish between two properties captured respectively

by the SIL and WIL phrases. The SIL phrase captures the second-order property of making

any contribution at all to the subject’s overall phenomenology, rather than none at all. Let

us call this second-order property ‘phenomenality’. When a mental state is constitutively

such that there is something it is like for its subject to be in it, that mental state instantiates

the second-order property of phenomenality. In other words, phenomenality refers to

the feature that is common across all conscious mental states (and that all non-conscious

mental states lack).

In turn, the WIL phrase captures the first-order property of making a specific contribu-

tion to the subject’s overall phenomenology, rather than some other specific contribution.

This first-order property is commonly called the phenomenal character of a conscious men-

tal state. The phenomenal character of a conscious mental state is what that mental state

constitutively contributes to the subject’s overall phenomenology. It can be conceived

as the sum of the mental state’s phenomenal properties (such as the sharpness and the

vividness of a painful sensation).

Note that the conceptual distinction between phenomenality and phenomenal charac-

ter is apparent from attempts to define consciousness by example: the experience of tasting

a sweet orange and the experience of seeing a yellow lemon are both conscious (rather than
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non-conscious) mental states, in so far as there something (rather than nothing) that it is like

to taste an orange and to see a lemon. Thus, they both instantiate phenomenality. However,

what it is like to taste an orange differs from what it is like to see a lemon, in so far as these

experiences make distinct contributions to the subject’s overall phenomenology. Thus, the

experience of tasting a sweet orange and the experience of seeing a yellow lemon differ with

respect to their phenomenal character, but not with respect to their phenomenality.

As we shall see in chapter 3, it is important not to get confused about the distinction

between phenomenality and phenomenal character. Any mental state that instantiates the

first-order property of having a certain phenomenal character ipso facto instantiates the

second-order property of phenomenality, as the latter merely involves existential quantifi-

cation over the former. Consequently, it would be double-counting to treat the second-

order property of phenomenality as if it were a further first-order property to be specified as

part of a mental state’s phenomenal character. As a matter of logic, rather than substantive

philosophical theory, a specification of what it is like to be in a mental state M guarantees

that there is something it is like to be in M; conversely, the fact that there is something it

is like to be in M guarantees that there is some answer to the question of what it is like

to be in M. If there is nothing it is like to be in M, then the question of what it is like to

be in M does not arise.

As a simple example of this distinction betweenfirst-order and second-order properties,

consider the case of coloured objects. Some worldly objects are coloured – they have some

colour or other, rather than none. We could use the term ‘chromaticity’ for the second-order

property of having some colour(s) or other, rather than none; and we could use the term

‘chromatic character’ for the first-order property of having some specific colour(s), rather

than any other(s). Accordingly, all coloured objects instantiate chromaticity, although they

may differ with respect to their chromatic character. However, we cannot treat chromatic-

ity as if it were a further first-order property of coloured objects to be specified as part of

the object’s chromatic character.

The relationship between phenomenality and phenomenal character, just as the rela-

tion between chromaticity and chromatic character, can also be glossed as a determinable-

determinate relation. Having chromaticity (i.e., being coloured at all) is a determinable
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property of which having a certain chromatic character (e.g., being red) is a determinate.

Likewise, having phenomenality (i.e., making any constitutive contribution to the subject

phenomenology) is a determinable property of which having a specific phenomenal char-

acter (e.g., being painful) is a determinate.12

With this elucidatory account of consciousness in mind, I will now consider which

foundational claims about consciousness plausibly follow from this account.

1.6 Foundational claims about consciousness

1.6.1 Claims about the (self-)ascription of conscious mental states

Recall thatwehave previously captured the spirit of theNagelian dictum, under the affective

interpretation, in the following claim:

(NST6) A mental state M of a subject S is a conscious mental state of S at time t if and only

if S’s being in M at t constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

A few claims plausibly follow from this elucidation of consciousness. First, we can link

(NST6) to consciousness as a property of subjects (or creatures). To refer to such a property,

Nagel uses the phrases ‘something it is like for an organism to be that organism’ and ‘what

it is like for an organism to be that organism’. These formulations are potentially confusing,

for they seem to invite the idea that there is something is is like to be Mary, which could be

different from what it is like to be Paul, even if Mary and Paul are in the same type of total

phenomenal state.13 To prevent this misinterpretation, I will use the locutions ‘something

it is like for S’ and ‘what it is like for S’ without the addition of the embedded clause ‘to be

S’ (this is slightly awkward in English, but less likely to invite misinterpretation).

It follows from what precedes that an account of what it is like for a subject S at time

t is equivalent to an account of S’s overall phenomenology (or total phenomenal state) at

12See also Loar (1990, p. 95) and Kriegel (2015, p. 10) on the determinable-determinate relations between
phenomenal properties.

13Nagel himself guards against this interpretation when he says “I am not adverting here to the alleged
privacy of experience to its possessor” (Nagel 1974, p. 441).
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t. Furthermore, it plausibly follows from (NST6) that any account of what it is like for S at

t must refer to the conscious mental state(s) that S is in at t:

(F1) If M is a conscious mental state of subject S at t, then an account of what it is like for S

at t (i.e., an account of S’s overall phenomenology at t) must include that S is in M.14

An account of what it is like for you – that is, an account of your overall phenomenology

– while you are (consciously) tasting orange juice must include that you are experiencing

the taste of orange juice. But it is important to distinguish between a subject’s being in

a conscious mental state and giving an account of what it is or was like for the subject

to be in that conscious mental state. Your being in conscious mental state M at time t

does not depend on you (or anyone else) giving an account at t (or at any other time)

of your being in M.

Importantly, the following claim does not follow from (NST6) or (F1):

(S1) If M is a conscious mental state of subject S, then S is in a conscious mental state M*

with the content <S [self] is in M>.15

That a consciousmental state constitutively contributes to a subject’s phenomenology does

not entail that the subject in question should be in a conscious mental state – whether a

distinct, higher-order conscious mental state or the very same first-order conscious mental

state –whose content is a self-ascription of the first-order consciousmental state. Thus, (S1)

is a substantive claim that needs to bemotivated independently of (NST6) and (F1), whereas

(F1) itself flows quite naturally from the Nagelian account of a conscious mental state.

Toward the end of his paper on the Nagelian account, Stoljar (2016) considers whether

the Nagelian definition of a conscious mental state entails a claim that is similar to (S1);

namely “an individual is in a conscious state only if the individual represents or is aware

of (in some sense) their being in that state” (p. 1193). Stoljar finds this claim in several

14For clarity, I will flag foundational claims that plausibly follow from an elucidatory account of conscious-
ness with an ‘F’ for ‘foundational’.

15For clarity, I will flag the substantive claims that do not plausibly follow from an elucidatory account of
consciousness with an ‘S’ for ‘substantive’. I use angle brackets to denote the content of mental states.
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philosophers (e.g., Kriegel 2009; Levine 2007; Weisberg 2011) and he formulates a general

argument that seems to lie behind their claim. Stoljar calls this the ‘emphatic argument’

because it proceeds by placing emphasis on the ‘for SEXP’ in the Nagelian definition:

(P1) M is a phenomenally conscious state of S only if there is something it is like for
S to be in M.

(P2) There is something that it is like for S to be in M only if S stands in some
representational or awareness relation to M.

(C) M is a phenomenally conscious state of S only if S stands in some representa-
tional or awareness relation to M.

(Stoljar 2016, pp. 1193-4; with ‘X’ replaced by ‘M’)

The first premise (P1) is indeed a consequence of the Nagelian definition, but that

definition (with its ‘something it is like’ phrase) has been elucidated in terms of Stoljar’s

affective account. The formulation that Stoljar discusses (p. 1194) is his (N5) but the two

points that he makes about the emphatic argument are equally clear if we consider, for

example, (NST4) or (NST6). The first point is that there are versions of the first premise that

are plausible consequences of the Nagelian definition – for example (P1*) based on (NST4),

or (P1**) based on (NST6) – but the phrase ‘for S’ does not appear in these formulations;

“so nothing at all may be wrung from this phrase in particular” (p. 1194):

(P1*) M is a conscious mental state of S only if M is constitutively such that S’s being in

M affects S in some experiential way.

(P1**) M is a conscious mental state of S only if S’s being in M constitutively contributes

to S’s overall phenomenology.

The second point is that the second premise that is then required will be: “unpersuasive to

someone who does not already agree with [the claim (C) that is being argued for]” (ibid.).

Thus, if we modify the second premise as we have modified the first premise – for example

(P2*) based on (NST4), or (P2**) based on (NST6) –, we can see that this premise requires

independent motivation:

(P2*) M is constitutively such that S’s being inM affects S in some experiential way only

if S stands in some representational or awareness relation to M.
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(P2**) S’s being in M constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology only if S

stands in some representational or awareness relation to M.

Thus, following Stoljar (2016), we reach the conclusion that the emphatic argument

does not provide a persuasive route from the Nagelian definition of a conscious mental

state to a claim similar to (S1). This is not to say that claim (S1) is false, but only that it

requires its own motivation. I shall come back to the emphatic argument in chapter 3.

Are there foundational claims about consciousness in the vicinity of (S1) that, unlike

(S1) itself, plausibly follow from an elucidation of consciousness? There is an air of resem-

blance between (S1) and so-called constitutive accounts of self-knowledge. According to

such accounts, a subject’s having a first-ordermental stateM depends on her believing that

she is inM, in so far as this belief is constitutive of the first-ordermental state. Thus, on such

accounts, “the existence of a second-level belief about a first-level psychological state is itself

whatmakes it true that the first-level state exists.” (Heal 2002, p. 4).16 However, constitutive

accounts of self-knowledge do not entail that in order to be in a first-order mental state M,

one has to consciously believe that one is in M. As Boyle (2011) puts it, speaking of cases

in which the first-order mental state is a belief, “it may be true that a person’s believing

P involves his knowing himself to believe P [as the constitutive account claims], and yet

that a person can believe P without being conscious of it” (p. 230, my emphasis). Boyle’s

remark generalises to any first-ordermental state (beyond first-order beliefs), including any

conscious first-order mental state. Consequently, constitutive accounts of self-knowledge

do not entail a claim like (S1) without further assumptions that need not be part of such an

account. Furthermore, the assumptions on which constitutive accounts of self-knowledge

do typically rely are themselves substantive claims that, like (S1), do not plausibly follow

from the Nagelian account of consciousness.17

A less controversial claim about our knowledge of our conscious mental states is that

subjects are, generally, in a position to know that they are in a conscious mental state just

16See also Shoemaker (1994b, p. 272), Zimmerman (2006, p. 338), and Boyle (2011, p. 235).
17See Parrott (2017) for a critical discussion of the controversial assumptions of constitutive accounts of

self-knowledge.
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by virtue of being in it. At a first pass, this claim seems to be threatened by Williamson’s

anti-luminosity argument (Williamson 2000). In Williamson’s terms, a given condition is

luminous if and only if it is such that whenever it obtains, one is in a position to know that

it obtains. Williamson’s anti-luminosity argument purports to show that there is “virtually

no mental state” such that the condition that one is in that mental state is a luminous

condition (Williamson 2000, p. 14). While the argument focuses on establishing that

the condition that one feels cold is not luminous, it is supposed to generalise to almost

every mental state, including conscious mental states. Williamson’s initial example (2000)

involves a subject S feeling extremely cold at dawn, and very slowly warming up until she

feels hot at noon. At some time t1 during this gradual transition, S barely feels cold, and

still truly believes that she feels cold; but at time t2, one millisecond later, she feels ever so

slightly warmer, and thus no longer actually feels cold.

According toWilliamson, in order for S’s belief that she feels cold at t1 to be sufficiently

safe from error to constitute knowledge, it must be the case that this belief is not false in

any similar situation that S cannot discriminate from what is the case at t1. However, S’s

situation at t2 – a mere one millisecond later – is precisely such a situation, for S cannot

possibly discriminate between how she feels at t1 and how she feels at t2; yet, at t2, S’s belief

that she feels cold is false. Therefore, Williamson concludes that S is not really in a position

to know that she feels cold at t1, because at that time her true belief that she feels cold is not

sufficiently sheltered from the possibility of error to constitute knowledge. It follows that

the condition that one feels cold is not luminous, because there are cases in which one feels

cold without being in a position to know that one does. From there, Williamson argues

that this argument schema can generalise to almost any condition, such as being in pain,

feeling tired or having a headache.

Let us assume that the anti-luminosity argument successfully shows that there are a

number of conscious mental states M such that the condition that one is in M is not a

luminous condition. This would entail that subjects are not always in a position to know

that they are in a given conscious mental state just by virtue of being in it. However, the

anti-luminosity argument does not threaten two weaker claims about subjects’ epistemic

and doxastic attitudes towards their own conscious mental states. The first of these claims
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focuses on justified belief rather than knowledge, and thus avoids Williamson’s strong

constraint on safety from error:

(F2) IfM is a consciousmental state of subject S, then S is in a position to justifiably believe

that S [self] is in M.

This claim borrows from Berker (2008), who coins the notion of a lustrous condition to

characterize a condition such that one is in a position to justifiably believe that it obtains

whenever it does. Berker convincingly argues that an argument schema analogous to the

anti-luminosity argument would not be successful at establishing that the condition that

one feels cold is not lustrous, because justified belief does not require safety from error. For

the subject of Williamson’s thought experiment to justifiably believe that she feels cold at

t1 (when she barely feels cold), it need not be the case that she actually feels cold and her

belief remains true a millisecond later at t2. Indeed, she would be perfectly justified in

believing that she feels cold at t1 even though (a) this belief would be false at t2 and (b)

she would not be able to discriminate between her situation at t1 and her situation at t2.

The same remark applies to any other mental state: there is presumably no mental state

M such that an argument analogous to the anti-luminosity argument could show that the

condition that one is in M is not lustrous. If this is correct, then (F2) is plausible even

if the anti-luminosity argument is successful. Suppose that you are (consciously) tasting

orange juice. It follows from (F2) that you are in a position to justifiably believe that you

are experiencing the taste of orange juice. Specifically, you are in a position to rationally

form the belief that you are having an experience which has the phenomenal character it

has – an experience as of tasting orange juice.

If (F2) plausibly follows from an elucidatory account of consciousness, then so does

the claim that being in a conscious mental state gives one a reason to judge rationally

that one is that state:

(F3) If M is a conscious mental state of subject S, then S’s being in M gives S a reason to

judge rationally that S [self] is in M.
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Another plausible claim that one can make even if the anti-luminosity argument suc-

ceeds in showing that some conditions are not luminous is that, in most cases in which one

is in a given conscious mental state, one is in a position to know that one is in that state.

Indeed, Williamson’s example of the gradual transition from feeling cold to feeling warm

involves a rather unusual situation in which one barely feels cold at one moment and no

longer feels cold at the next. There are less marginal cases, for example, cases in which one

feels very cold. In such cases, one’s belief that one feels cold would not be false in a nearly

identical case, and would thus be plausibly safe from error in Williamson’s sense (DeRose

2002). This point generalises to most of our conscious mental life, as our justified beliefs

about the conscious mental states that we are in are quite often sheltered from the kind of

error illustrated byWilliamson’s example. Inmost cases, subjects are not only in a position

to make rational judgements and adopt rational beliefs about their own conscious mental

states, but they are also presumably in a position to know about their conscious mental

states. Williamson’s anti-luminosity argument shows only that there are some cases in

which we are not in a position to know about our (conscious) mental states. Thus, the

following claim appears to be very plausible:

(F4) In most cases, if M is a conscious mental state of a subject S, then S is in a position to

know that S [self] is in M.

If you are (consciously) tasting orange juice, having that experience puts you in a position

to know, at least in most cases, that you are experiencing the taste of orange juice (i.e., that

you are having an experience which has the character of tasting orange juice).18 Indeed,

you are in a position to have a justified belief that you are experiencing the taste of orange

juice (by F2), and in a typical case such belief is reasonably safe from error (it would not

be false in a nearly identical case that you could not discriminate from c, such as a case in

which you experience an ever so slightly sweeter taste).

18Of course, this does not entail that you are in a position to know that the liquid you are tasting is, in fact,
orange juice (or indeed that there is any liquid that you are in fact tasting, for you could be hallucinating the
taste of orange juice).
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Importantly, there is no persuasive route from (NST6) or from any or all of the founda-

tional claims (F1), (F2), (F3), and (F4) to (S1). Indeed, what puts a subject S in a position

rationally to believe and judge, and usually to know, that she (herself ) is in a conscious

mental state M need not be that she is already in a conscious mental state M* with the

content <S [self] is in M>. Rather, what enables S to form such doxastic attitudes and to

acquire such knowledge is just that M is a conscious mental state of which S is the subject

– or, to put it another way, that M constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology.

Thus, endorsement of (S1) must depend on further substantial commitments.

1.6.2 Claims about the subject of experience

Two other important foundational claims about consciousness plausibly follow from the

Nagelian account. These claims relate to the relationship between mental states and sub-

jects of experience. The first is that every consciousmental state has a subject of experience,

or as Frege puts it:

It seems absurd to us that a pain, a mood, a wish should rove about the world without
a bearer, independently. There is no experience without a subject of experience. The
inner world presupposes the person whose inner world it is.19

Frege (1921/1956, p. 299, translation modified)

More precisely:

(F5) If M is a conscious mental state, then there is a subject S such that S is in M (and, con-

sequently, S’s being in M constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology).

Any episode of experiencing is undergone – enjoyed or endured – by a subject of experience.

A mental state is a conscious mental state if and only if there is something it is like to be in

it; and it is only for someone – for a subject of experience – that there can be something it

is like to be in a mental state. Only a subject of experience has an overall phenomenology

to which being in a mental state contributes; only a subject of experience can be affected

in an experiential way by being in a mental state.

19I have modified A.M. and Marcelle Quinton’s original translation, “An experience is impossible without
an experient”. See also Shoemaker (1986, p. 10).
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A distinct foundational claim about subjects of experience is that no conscious mental

state can have more than one subject of experience. In other words, for any given (token)

conscious mental state M, there is no more than one subject of experience who is in M and

for whom there is something it is like to be in M:

(F6) There is no (token)mental stateM such thatMconstitutively contributes to the overall

phenomenology of more than one subject.

A given experience cannot be undergone by several subjects. If I am in pain, only I can feel

that specific episode of pain. Furthermore, this is a matter of metaphysical necessity, and

thus it should not be possible to find counter-examples to (F6).

Upon observing someone being touched on a specific area of the body (e.g. on the index

finger), individuals with vision-touch synaesthesia (also called mirror-touch synaesthesia)

routinely feel a tactile sensation on the same area (e.g. on the index finger) of their ownbody

(Ward and Banissy 2015). There is ametaphorical sense in which vision-touch synaesthetes

may ‘feel’ what another subject feels upon being touched. However, even such synaesthetes

do not literally have the same token experience as the observed individual.20 At best, they

have the same type of experience, because the observation of a tactile interaction triggers

for the synaesthete a tactile sensation of same type as the tactile sensation that the seen

touch causes (or would normally cause) in the observed individual.

The impossibility of sharing token conscious mental states can be explained by the fact

that mental states, and specifically conscious mental states, are individuated not only by

their type but also by their psychological subject. In other words, a mental state’s subject

features among the mental state’s conditions of individuation as a matter of metaphysical

necessity. Consequently, token experiences can neither be free-floating (F5) nor shared (F6):

theymake a constitutive contribution to one and only one subject’s overall phenomenology.

20In fact, the seen subject’s actual experience is irrelevant to the experience of vision-touch synaesthetes.
For example, if a synaesthete sees someone being touched on the arm while the arm is in fact anaesthetised,
that will not prevent the synaesthete from experiencing a tactile sensation on her own arm. There is even
evidence that vision-touch synaesthesia can be triggered by seeing a rubber hand being touched (Aimola
Davies and R. C. White 2013).
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I take it that the claims (F1), (F2), (F3), (F4), (F5) and (F6) are relatively uncontroversial

given the Nagelian elucidation of a conscious mental state (NST6). In the next chapter, I will

distinguish between two broad concepts of ‘self-consciousness’, which in turn yield two

versions of the claim that self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness.



2

Two Concepts of Self-Consciousness

The term ‘Self-Consciousness’ opens up a very wide discussion… The name Con-
sciousness standing single [is] intelligible and free from ambiguity. The addition of
the prefix ‘Self’ entirely changes the situation.

Bain (1894, p. 358)

In what precedes, I offered an elucidatory account of consciousness, and I outlined sev-

eral foundational claims that plausibly follow from such an account. I shall now turn to

the notion of self-consciousness, and to the claim that self-consciousness is constitutive

of consciousness.

Self-consciousness is a form of consciousness; in other words, an instance of

self-consciousness is, ipso facto, an instance of consciousness. More specifically, self-

consciousness is a form of consciousness construed as a property of subjects. Indeed, one

does not typically say of a mental state that it is ‘self-conscious’; but one does typically say

of a subject that he or she is ‘self-conscious’. Thus, a self-conscious subject is, ipso facto,

a conscious subject – that is, a subject who is in a mental state that makes a constitutive

contribution to his or her overall phenomenology. However, it does not follow that

a conscious subject is, ipso facto, a self-conscious subject; more needs to be said to

understand in what sense self-consciousness might be constitutive of consciousness.

In §2.1, I distinguish two broad concepts of self-consciousness, namely (a) conscious-

ness of consciousness itself, and (b) consciousness of oneself. While these concepts are oc-

casionally conflated, they are not prima facie equivalent. In §2.2, I formulate two broad

variants of the claim that consciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness, each of

which makes use of one of the two concepts of self-consciousness previously distinguished.

Finally, in §2.3, I review the surprisingly long history of each of the two resulting claims,

37
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and emphasise some questions raised by this historical survey regarding contemporary

versions of the claims.

2.1 Defining self-consciousness

Defining the notion of self-consciousness is a matter of specifying how the prefix self- quali-

fies themeaning of ‘consciousness’. However, this prefix can have several grammatical func-

tions, and this is an important source of ambiguity in the meaning of ‘self-consciousness’.

2.1.1 Self-consciousness as consciousness of consciousness itself

Afirst notion of self-consciousness results from the somewhat unorthodox use of the prefix

self- to indicate that the root of the lexical compound (‘consciousness’) is directed at itself

or takes itself as its own object.1 Accordingly, in a philosophical context, the notion of

self-consciousness can refer to consciousness of consciousness itself. As we shall see in

section 2.3, this use of the prefix self- in ‘self-consciousness’ was explicitly introduced by

Sartre (1943/1948) in French (‘conscience de soi’ being defined as ‘conscience de conscience’),

although one can find similar formulations in earlier works.

Thenotion of ‘consciousness of consciousness itself ’ stands in need of further elucidation.

At a first pass, it refers to a subject’s consciousness of her own consciousness:

(1) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is conscious at t and S is conscious of

that consciousness itself at t.

Of course, (1) does not clarify what it means for a conscious subject to be conscious of

her own consciousness. Given that a subject is conscious at a time if and only if she is in a

conscious mental state at that time, we can plausibly interpret (1) as follows:

(2) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is in a conscious mental state M at t and

S is conscious of M at t.

1This use of the prefix self- is equivalent to the more prevalent (although recent) use of the prefix meta-
(e.g. meta-data is data about data).



Two Concepts of Self-Consciousness 39

Note that a more complex and less straightforward interpretation of (1) is available, on

which a subject being conscious of her own consciousness is equivalent to her being con-

scious of her being conscious or of her being in a conscious mental state:

(3) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is conscious at t and S is conscious of S’s

being conscious at t.

(4) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is in a conscious mental state M at t and

S is conscious of S’s being in M at t.

It is natural to understand the phrase ‘x is conscious of being F’ as shorthand for ‘x is

conscious that x is F’. On such a reading, (3) and (4) state that a subject being self-conscious

is a matter of her being conscious that she [self] is conscious, or that she [self] is in a

conscious mental state. However, what this propositional use of ‘being conscious’ would

mean is unclear, as consciousness is not typically taken to be a propositional attitude.2

Furthermore, defining self-consciousness as the subject’s consciousness that she [self] is

conscious or that she [self] is in a conscious mental state seems quite demanding, as such a

notion of self-consciousness would presumably require the use of a concept of self. On the

face of it, no such use is required for a subject to be self-conscious in the sense defined by (2).

As we shall see, most authors who argue that self-consciousness is constitutive of con-

sciousness do not endorse the claim that self-consciousness involves a propositional atti-

tude, or requires the use a concept of self (for this would entail, rather implausibly, that

being conscious at all requires bearing a propositional attitude or using a concept of self).

Thus, most authors who argue that consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of

consciousness itself understand the latter as the subject’s consciousness of her occurrent

conscious mental state – as defined by (2).

2It is possible, although perhaps not particularly idiomatic, to use consciousness as a propositional attitude
in some colloquial contexts – for example, one could say “Mary is conscious that it is raining”. However, this
sentence would normally express an epistemic fact, namely the fact that Mary knows that it is raining. This
has little to do with the notion of consciousness elucidated in chapter 1.
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2.1.2 Self-consciousness as consciousness of oneself

A more common category of lexical compounds formed with the prefix -self results from

the use of the prefix to indicate that the subject of the act or attitude denoted by the root

of the compound is also the object of that act or attitude. For example, self-love denotes

the love that a subject has for that same subject (i.e., for herself ); self-deception denotes the

fact that a subject deceives that same subject (i.e., herself ); and an object is self-adhesive

if it adheres to itself.

Understood as a member of this category, ‘self-consciousness’ refers to the subject’s

being consicous of that same subject (i.e., of herself ):

(5) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is conscious of S [self] at t.

However, there is a lingering ambiguity in (5), for one can be conscious of (what is

in fact) oneself either accidentally or non-accidentally. For example, one might have a

conscious thought about the person who left the fridge door open, or see a man standing

in the hallway through a mirror, without being conscious of that person as oneself – when

that person in fact happens to be oneself. In such scenarios, by consciously thinking of

the person who left the fridge door open, or by consciously seeing the man standing in the

hallway, one is de facto conscious of oneself in a merely accidental way.3 In the philosophi-

cal literature, the notion of consciousness of oneself typically refers to cases in which one is

essentially or non-accidentally conscious of oneself. Being self-conscious, on this account,

is not simply being conscious of an x such that x happens (as a matter of fact) to be oneself;

it is, rather, being conscious of an x as oneself.

To capture this nuance, we can understand (5) as follows:

(6) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is conscious of S as oneself at t.

This definition of self-consciousness raises a further question: does being conscious of

oneself as oneself require the possession and use of a concept of self? While thinking of

3I will come back to the distinction between being conscious of oneself accidentally and non-accidentally
in chapter 5, which focuses on conscious thoughts about oneself.
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oneself as oneself does seem to require a concept of self, the issue is less straightforward

in other cases. Suppose, for example, that one can be conscious of oneself as oneself in

virtue of being conscious of a body part as a part of oneself. As we shall see in chapter 6,

being conscious of oneself as oneself in such a way might not involve a concept of self, but

might merely involve instead a nonconceptual form of self-representation. If it is possible

to represent oneself as oneself nonconceptually, that is without the use of a concept of self,

then we should not conclude from (6) that self-consciousness – defined as consciousness

of oneself as oneself – requires a concept of self.

2.1.3 A deflationary notion of self-consciousness?

I have so far considered two functions of the prefix self- as features in the lexical com-

pound ‘self-consciousness’: (a) indicating a relation of consciousness to itself (i.e., self-

consciousness construed as consciousness of consciousness itself ), and (b) to denote the self

as the object of consciousness (i.e., self-consciousness construed as consciousness of oneself

as oneself ). Perhaps one could construe the prefix self- in ‘self-consciousness’ as simply

denoting the subject of consciousness –whose consciousness it is, rather thanwhat orwhom

it is consciousness of. This would be the equivalent of construing the phrase ‘consciousness

of self’ as a subjective genitive rather than an objective genitive. Take for example the phrase

‘love of God’; it can refer either to someone’s (anyone’s) love for God (objective genitive),

or to God’s own love (subjective genitive). Similarly, the phrase ‘consciousness of Paul’

can refer either to someone’s consciousness of Paul (e.g., when someone sees Paul), or

to Paul’s own consciousness. By the same token, the phrase ‘consciousness of self’ could

refer to one’s consciousness of oneself, or – slightly awkwardly in English – to one’s own

consciousness. The same reading could be applied, by extension, to ‘self-consciousness’. On

this deflationary construal, ‘being self-conscious’ would mean ‘being oneself conscious’:

(7) A subject S is self-conscious at t if and only if S is (herself ) conscious at t.

According to (7), ‘self-consciousness’ would be amere synonym for consciousness, because

a sentence such as “Mary is self-conscious” would be equivalent to “Mary is (herself ) con-

scious”, or simply “Mary is conscious”.
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Why should we care at all about this seemingly vacuous (and unidiomatic) understand-

ing of self-consciousness? The answer is that some authors do seem to use the notion of self-

consciousness as a mere synonym for consciousness. Consider, for example, the following

definition of self-consciousness in a ‘weak’ or ‘minimal’ sense:

[A]ll subjective experience is self-conscious in the weak sense that there is something
it is like for the subject to have that experience.4

Flanagan (1992, p. 194)

On this definition, being self-conscious (in the ‘weak’ or ‘minimal’ sense) simply is

being conscious. Of course, if self-consciousness in one of the more specific senses out-

lined above (consciousness of consciousness itself or consciousness of oneself ) turns out

to be constitutive of consciousness, then it does follows that all instances of conscious-

ness are, ipso facto, instances of self-consciousness. However, this would presumably be

a substantive claim. By contrast, if self-consciousness merely denotes the consciousness

of some subject of experience, the idea that all consciousness is self-consciousness might

not be so substantive.

When philosophers argue for the claim that consciousness constitutively involves self-

consciousness, they need to demonstrate that they have not slipped into the deflationary

construal of self-consciousness expressed by (7). In chapters 3 and 4, I will assess whether

arguments for the constitutive claim (on either of the two putatively substantial construals

of self-consciousness) actually meet this standard. For now, we can leave the deflationary

construal of self-consciousness aside, and focus on the two putatively substantial concepts

of self-consciousness outlined above – namely (a) consciousness of consciousness itself and

(b) consciousness of oneself (as oneself ).

2.1.4 A note on terminology

Given the polysemy of the term ‘self-consciousness’, it is helpful to agree on some special

terminology to easily discriminate the notion of consciousness of consciousness itself from

4Interestingly, Flanagan immediately goes on to defend a notion of self-consciousness that appears to go
beyond the Nagelian account of consciousness: “This involves a sense that the experience is the subject’s
experience, that it happens to her, occurs in her stream” (Flanagan 1992, p. 194). I will come back to this
misleading semantic shift in chapters 3 and 4.
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the notion of consciousness of oneself (as oneself ). Drawing upon Gurwitsch (1941), I will

refer to the former notion as ‘non-egological self-consciousness’, and to the latter notion

as ‘egological self-consciousness’. In the context of this distinction, ‘egological’ expresses

the fact that the relevant kind of self-consciousness involves a form of self -representation

– as representation of oneself as oneself. By contrast, ‘non-egological self-consciousness’

does not involve such self-representation.5 One reason to adopt Gurwitsch’s terminology

over alternatives is that it is the only option that comes close to being the standard way of

drawing the distinction between the two notions of self-consciousness.6

2.2 Two constitutive claims: a first pass

We are now well-equipped to distinguish between two broad variants of the claim that con-

sciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness. The generic version of the claim can

be formulated as follows – where ‘CSC’ stands for ‘constitutiveness of self-consciousness’:

(CSC) Necessarily, for any subject S, if S is conscious at t, then S is self-conscious at t.

With the distinction between the non-egological and the egological notions of self-

consciousness in mind, we can distinguish two variants (CSCNE) and (CSCE):

(CSCNE) Necessarily, for any subject S, if S is conscious at t, then S is self-conscious – in the

non-egological sense – at t.

(CSCE) Necessarily, for any subject S, if S is conscious at t, then S is self-conscious – in the

egological sense – at t.

As we have seen, the non-egological notion of self-consciousness (or consciousness of

consciousness itself ) is not typically intended to be a matter of bearing an attitude to the

5Note that Gurwitsch himself talks about the ‘non-egological conception of consciousness’ and the
‘egological conception of consciousness’ in his (1941). In my preferred terminology, the former refers to the
claim that consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of consciousness itself (i.e., what I shall now
call ‘non-egological self-consciousness’), while the latter refers to the claim that consciousness constitutively
involves consciousness of oneself as oneself (i.e., what I shall now call ‘egological self-consciousness’).

6See, for example, Frank (2007, p. 154), Kriegel (2009, pp. 177-9), and Zahavi (2014, p. 48).
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proposition that one is conscious of some item. Rather, it is more adequately captured by

the subject’s being conscious of her conscious experience or mental state. Consequently, we

can reformulate (CSCNE) more specifically as follows:

(CSCNE) Necessarily, for any subject S and anymental stateM of S,M is a consciousmental

state of S at t if and only if S is conscious of M at t.

Note that in this claim, the notion of consciousness that is elucidated in terms of (non-

egological) self-consciousness is consciousness as a property of mental states rather than

subjects. However, given that a subject is conscious if and only if she is in a consciousmental

state, we can easily adapt (CSCNE) to focus on consciousness as a property of subjects:

(CSCNE*) Necessarily, for any subject S, S is conscious at t if and only if (a) S is in a conscious

mental state M at t and (b) S is conscious of M at t.

In turn, we have defined the egological notion of self-consciousness as consciousness

of oneself. We can thus reformulate (CSCE) as follows:

(CSCE) Necessarily, for any subject S, S is conscious at t if and only if S is conscious of S at

t.

As I have emphasised, many authors understand the notion of self-consciousness (in the

egological sense) in slightly stronger terms, namely as a consciousness of oneself as oneself.

While it will be important to keep this in mind in our discussion of (CSCE), we need not

build this stronger notion into the formulation of the claim.

We could formulate a third variant of (CSC) that draws upon the ‘deflationary’ no-

tion of self-consciousness discussed in the previous section; but of course this would be

a mere tautology:

(CSCDEF) Necessarily, for any subject S, S is conscious at t if and only if S is (herself ) con-

scious at t.
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I will leave (CSCDEF) aside for now, although it will come to play a dialectical role in the

next chapters. Indeed, for the notions of self-consciousness at play in (CSCNE) and (CSCE)

to be philosophically interesting and potentially illuminating, it should be clear that such

a notion does not collapse into the deflationary notion of (CSCDEF) – namely, into the

mere notion of consciousness.

The implications of (CSCNE) and (CSCE) are not immediately obvious. Prima facie,

both claims are neither equivalent to, nor entailed by, any of the foundational claims about

consciousness provided in chapter 1. This seems particularly clear in the case of (CSCE);

the case of (CSCNE) is more complicated in so far as it is not immediately clear what be-

ing conscious of one’s conscious experience really entails. In the next two chapters, I will

examine each claim in turn, by looking at how contemporary proponents of these claims

have explained them. Before turning to contemporary formulations of (CSCNE) or (CSCE),

however, it is helpful to review their philosophical ancestry – for each of them has a sur-

prisingly long and interesting history.

2.3 Historical overview

I have offered a first pass at disambiguating the idea that consciousness consitutively

involves self-consciousness (CSC). I shall now provide some textual evidence for

(CSCNE) and (CSCE) in the history of philosophy. The notions of non-egological self-

consciousness and egological self-consicousness both have a long history in philosophy,

as does the idea that one of them, or indeed both of them, are constitutively involved

in consciousness in general.

2.3.1 Non-egological self-consciousness

2.3.1.1 Ancient and medieval philosophy

The idea that consciousness constitutively involves non-egological self-consciousness, or

consciousness of consciousness itself, can arguably be traced all the way back to the work

of Aristotle.7 In Metaphysics 12.9, Aristotle seems to argue that conscious mental states

7See Caston (2002) for a defense of this historical claim.
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take themselves as their own intentional object, aside from whatever their primary inten-

tional object may be:

It seems that knowing, perceiving, believing and thinking are always of something
else, but of themselves on the side.

Aristotle, Metaphysics 12.9 (translation from Caston 2002, p. 786)

The following passages from Arstitotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and On the Soul are more

explicit about the nature of the relation between the subject and her conscious mental

states; indeed, Aristotle argues that one cannot perceive something without ‘perceiving’

that one perceives it:

The person seeing perceives that he is seeing, the person hearing [perceives] that he
is hearing… and similarly in other cases there is something that perceives that we are
in activity, so that we will perceive that we perceive and think that we think.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 9.9 (translation from Caston 2002, p. 774)

[When we see and hear] we perceive that we see and hear.
Aristotle, On the Soul 3.2 (translation from Caston 2002, p. 760)

It is worth noting that the verb rendered by ‘perceive’ (αἰσθάνομαι in Greek) can also

be translated by ‘to be aware of’. Aristotle uses a different word in the following passage

from On Perception and Perceptibles:

It is impossible to perceive and see something and yet be unaware of perceiving it.
Aristotle, On Perception and Perceptibles 3.2

(translation modified from Caston 2002, p. 758)

In the above passage, the verb translated by ‘being unaware’ is λανθάνειν, which literally

means ‘to escape notice’ or ‘to be unknown or unseen’. Thus, Aristotle’s claim appears to

be that one cannot consciously see something and yet fail to take notice of this experience.

This choice of terminology raises the issue ofwhetherAristotle’s thesis is an epistemic claim

about the subject’s knowledge of her occurrent conscious mental states, or a phenomeno-

logical claim about the subject’s consciousness of her occurrent conscious mental states.

As we shall see, this ambiguity is often present in historical claims about consciousness

constitutively involving an ‘awareness’ of one’s experience.

Interestingly, a view reminiscent of Aristotle’s emerged independently in 6th century

India, in the work of the Buddhist philosopher and logician Dignāga (c.480–c.540 CE).
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In his magnum opus on epistemology, the Pramāna-samuccaya (“A Compendium of Va-

lidities”), Dignāga argued that consciousness is characterised by a kind of ‘self-awareness’

(svasamvedana)8 in virtue of which every conscious mental state discloses itself to its sub-

ject in addition to disclosing its intentional object:

Every cognition is produced with a twofold appearance, namely, that of itself and that
of the object.

Dignāga, Pramāna-samuccaya 1.11.ab (1968, p. 28)

This pithy passage is translated more precisely by Finnigan (2018) as follows (the words

in brackets are also added by Finnigan):

[Conscious experience has] two forms [or appearances]… the cognition [or aware-
ness] of the object and the cognition [or awareness] of that [i.e. the cognition itself].

Dignāga, Pramāna-samuccaya 1.11.ab (translation from Finnigan 2018, p. 3)

This passage is strikingly similar to what Aristotle writes in Metaphysics 12.9, and like

the latter, its meaning is very debated. One matter of disagreement is whether Dignāga’s

notion of ‘self-awareness’ is a perceptual or quasi-perceptual awareness of one’s conscious

experience that makes a distinct contribution to the subject’s overall phenomenology, or

whether it is the very fact that every conscious experience is constitutively such that it

contributes to its subjects overall phenomenology.9

A few examples drawn from the secondary literature onDignāga show that it is difficult

to assess to what extent his view on ‘self-awareness’ really goes beyond foundational claims

put forward in chapter 1. Thus, Arnold (2010) interprets Dignāga as claiming that one has

a “first-personal acquaintance with the occurrence of one’s own cognitions [i.e., one’s own

conscious mental states]” (pp. 356-7). On Coseru (2016)’s interpretation, “self-awareness

consists in conscious cognitive events being inherently self-revealing” (p. 534). Finally,

MacKenzie (2016) articulates Dignāga’s view as follows: “when I have an experience as of

8In Sanskrit, samvedana (संवेदना) can have both an epistemic sense (‘knowledge’, ‘cognition’) and a phe-
nomenological sense (‘perception’, ‘sensation’, ‘feeling’). In turn, svasamvedana ( संवेदन) is a lexical com-
pound formed from the prefix sva- (self-) and samvedana (I am grateful to Michele Bianconi for confirming
this observation).

9See Arnold (2010), Kellner (2010), Coseru (2016), and Finnigan (2018) for a discussion.
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a tree, on this view, the experience presents both the tree… and the experiencing of the

tree” (p. 113). It is unclear whether or not, on these interpretations of Dignāga, his theory

of ‘self-awareness’ should plausibly follow from foundational claims about consciousness,

or whether it is a matter of substantive theory. As we shall see in the next chapter, the

same ambiguity is present in some contemporary versions of the claim that consciousness

constitutively involves self-consciousness in the non-egological sense.

After Dignāga, other philosophers of the Yogācāra school of Buddhist epistemology,

such as Dharmakīrti (6th or 7th century) and Śāntaraksita (725-788), endorsed the claim

that consciousness constitutively involves a form of awareness of itself.10 A common meta-

phor found in the Yogācāra school is that of ‘self-luminosity’ (svaprakāśa), according to

which consciousness reveals itself as well as its objects, just like the light of a candle makes

itself visible while also illuminating other things.11.

Within the Buddhist tradition, a similar view was also defended many centuries later

by Tibetan thinkers such as Gorampa (1429-1489), who wrote in his Elucidation

of Epistemology:

With regard to the object, consciousness and the consciousness of that consciousness
appear to consciousness in a twofold manner... Reflexive awareness is this twofold
appearance. If there were no reflexive awareness there would be no perception.

Gorampa, Elucidation of Epistemology 300 (translation from Garfield 2015, p. 148)

To my knowledge, this is one of the earliest occurrences of the expression ‘conscious-

ness of consciousness’, whose use was later revived within the phenomenological tradition.

On the view articulated by Gorompa, consciousness is intrinsically self-referential: all con-

sciousness is consciousness of itself, aside from being consciousness of an intentional object.

Such ‘reflexive awareness’, as Gorompa calls it, is taken to be a necessary condition for there

to be something it is like at all to be in a mental state.

10For example: “Consciousness is reflexive awareness; the nature of consciousness is reflexive awareness
and that which is not reflexively aware is insentient” (Śāntaraksita, The Ornament of the Middle Way 16,
translated by Blumenthal 2004, p. 237).

11SeeMacKenzie (2007) andMacKenzie (2017) on themetaphor of self-luminosity. Interestingly, a similar
metaphor for self-consciousness has been independently developed within Medieval Islamic philosophy, in
particular in the work of the 12th century Persian philosopher Suhrawardī (see Suhrawardī, Hikma al-ishrāq
II.1.5.117-118, translated by Kaukua 2015, pp. 149-50).
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2.3.1.2 Early modern philosophy

In Europe, a similar account of consciousness was developed in early modern philosophy

in the wake of Cartesianism. Whether Descartes himself endorsed this account remains

controversial on the basis of scarce textual evidence. Like most 17th century philosophers

before Locke, Descartes did not develop an explicit theory of ‘consciousness’ as such (as

the French conscience and the Latin conscientia did not yet have a fixed meaning at the

time). Nonetheless, Descartes’ very broad concept of ‘thought’ or ‘mental state’ (cogitatio)

– more or less synonymous with what we would now call conscious experience – does seem

to involve a form of self-consciousness in the non-egological sense:12

By the word ‘thought’ [cogitatio], I understand all those things which occur in us
while we are conscious, insofar as the consciousness of them is in us. And so not only
understanding, willing, and imagining, but also sensing, are here the same as thinking.

Descartes (1644/1983, p. 5, my emphasis)

I use the term thought [cogitatio] to cover everything that is in us in such a way that
we are immediately conscious of it. Thus all operations of the will, the intellect, the
imagination, and the senses are thoughts. But I added ‘immediate’, so as to exclude
the consequences of these operations: for instance, voluntary motion certainly has
thought at its origin, but is not itself a thought.

Descartes (1641/2008, p. 102, my emphasis)

A few passages suggest that Descartes specifically understands consciousness in terms

of a second-order thought (ormental state) targeting a first-order thought: “to be conscious

[conscium esse] is both to think and to reflect upon one’s thought” (Descartes 1648/1991, p.

335, translation slightlymodified). However, other passages suggest that the act of thinking

(experiencing) and the act of thinking about one’s thought are in fact one and the same.13

In any case, Descartes does not offer a fully developed theory of the self-referential nature

of consciousness, and itmay not be possible on the basis of his writings to determine exactly

what kind of view he held.

The Cartesian philosopher Antoine Arnauld (1612-1694) is more explicit than

Descartes about his endorsement of the idea that consciousness is ‘conscious of itself’:

12Onwhether Descartes endorsed the idea that consciousness involves a form of self-consciousness (in the
non-egological sense), see Lähteenmäki (2007), Thiel (2011, pp. 45-8), and Strawson (2013, pp. 14-5).

13See, for example, Descartes (1641/2008, pp. 230-1).



Two Concepts of Self-Consciousness 50

[T]hought or perception is essentially reflective on itself, or, as it is said more aptly in
Latin, est sui conscia [is conscious of itself].14

Arnauld (1683/2011, p. 73, my translation)

[T]he distinction between those beings who are intelligent [and conscious], and those
who are not, comes from the fact that the former sunt conscia sui, et suae operationis
[are conscious of themselves, and of their mental operations], while the latter are not.

Arnauld (1683/2011, p. 53, my translation)

While Arnauld switches from French to Latin in the original text in an attempt to be

more specific, these excerpts are indicative of the difficulty of formulating (CSCNE) clearly.

The second passage forebodes the tendency to equivocate between the non-egological

and the egological notions of self-consciousness, given that being conscious of one’s

mental states (or ‘operations’) and of oneself appear to be treated as one and the same

thing. The first passage seemingly avoids this equivocation by discarding the reference

to subjects of experience altogether; but it remains unclear how to interpret the idea

that experiences are conscious of themselves, if not as shorthand for the experiences’

subject being conscious of them.

In the English-speaking world, Locke was one of the first philosophers to give a spe-

cific meaning to the term ‘consciousness’, dissociated from the evaluative meaning of ‘con-

science’ (while the French ‘conscience’ carried both meanings). In this Essay Concerning

Human Understanding, Locke defines consciousness as “the perception of what passes in

a Man’s own mind” (Locke 1689/1979, p. 115); several other passages of the Essay gloss

this notion in a way that suggests that consciousness involves a form of self-consciousness

in the non-egological sense:

[It is] altogether as intelligible to say, that a body is extendedwithout parts, as that any-
thing thinks without being conscious of it, or perceiving, that it does so… [T]hinking
consists in being conscious that one thinks.

Locke (1689/1979, p. 115)

It [is] impossible for any one to perceive, without perceiving that he does perceive.
When we see, hear, smell, taste, feel, meditate, or will any thing, we know that we do
so.

Locke (1689/1979, p. 335)

14Like Descartes, Arnauld used the term ‘thought’ very broadly as a synonym of conscious experience.
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On a common reading of these passages, Locke’s theory of consciousness prefigures

what we would now call the ‘Higher-Order Perception’ (HOP) theory of consciousness.15

According to the HOP theory, prominently defended by Armstrong (1968) and Lycan

(1996), mental states are conscious because we ‘perceive’ them via a kind of inner sense,

namely a high-order perceptual (or quasi-perceptual) mental state that takes the first-order

mental state as its object. Leibniz already ascribed such a theory to Locke, and criticised

it on the grounds that it would entail an infinite regress: if, to perceive a yellow lemon, I

must perceive my first-order perception of the yellow lemon, then I must also perceive this

second-order perception by means of a third-order perception, and so on ad infinitum.16

Modern defenders of the HOP theory can escape such regress by claiming that the

second-order mental state in virtue of which the first-order mental state is conscious is not

itself a conscious mental state; consequently, the second-order mental state need not be the

object of yet another (third-order) mental state, and there is no threat of infinite regress.

This line of defence was not available to Locke, for, like many other early modern thinkers,

he did endorse the claim that all mental states (all thoughts, perceptions, or operations

of the mind) are conscious mental states. However, many modern commentators have

suggested that Locke’s theory of consciousness is not actually a HOP theory.17 On this

interpretation, Locke’s notion of consciousness “is not an additional mental act above

and beyond the original perception” (Weinberg 2016, p. 33). Rather, perceiving a yellow

lemon constitutively involves being conscious of one’s perception of the yellow lemon,

not by means of a higher-order mental state targeting one’s first-order perception of the

yellow lemon, but through a “reflexive self-referential awareness internal to [the first-order]

ordinary perception” (Weinberg 2016, p. 32). This notion of a “reflexive self-referential

awareness” stands in need of further elucidation. Unfortunately, it seems difficult to find

a technical account of such a notion in Locke’s work. Like Arnauld, Locke did not fully

15See, among many other examples of this reading of Locke, Lycan (1995) and Carruthers (2004).
16See Leibniz (1704/1996, p. 118).
17See, for example, Coventry and Kriegel (2008), Thiel (2011, pp. 109-120), and especially Weinberg

(2016).
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explain how we should understand the kind of reflexivity that is, on his view, inherent

to consciousness.

2.3.1.3 Post-Kantian philosophy

In the 19th century, Franz Brentano (1838-1917) revived and refined the idea that con-

sciousness essentially involves a form of consciousness of one’s experience, which he called

‘inner consciousness’. According to Brentano, every conscious mental event has two ob-

jects, one of which is itself: all experiences are in some way self-directed, aside from being

directed at an intentional object. When one hears a musical note, for example, the note

is the primary object of one’s hearing, while one’s hearing of the note is the secondary

object of one’s hearing:18

Every mental act is conscious; it includes within it a consciousness of itself. There-
fore, every mental act, no matter how simple, has a double object, a primary and a
secondary object. The simplest act, for example the act of hearing, has as its primary
object the sound, and for its secondary object, itself, the mental phenomenon in
which the sound is heard.

Brentano (1874/1995, p. 119)

As many commentators have remarked, these passages suggest that Brentano is a fore-

runner of a contemporary theory of consciousness known as self-representationalism, ac-

cording to which a mental state is conscious if and only if it represents itself in the right

way.19 In the above passages, Brentano does not formulate his view in terms of representa-

tion, but in terms of presentation (Vorstellung): every (conscious) mental state presents an

intentional object, but also presents this very presentation; every (conscious) mental state

is, in this sense, self-presenting.20 It is clear from other passages that this inner presentation

of the mental state to its subject is a form of ‘inner perception’ (innere Wahrnehmung).

Like Locke, Brentano emphasised that this inner perception is not a form of inner

observation (innere Beobachtung) – it is not a matter of attending to, or reflecting upon,

18See also Brentano (1874/1995, p. 98).
19See Kriegel (2009) for an exposition and defence of self-representationalism, and Kriegel (2013) for a dis-

cussion of Brentano’s thesis in light of self-representationalism. I will come back to self-representationalism
in chapter 3.

20Brentano uses the term ‘self-presentation’ (Selbstvorstellung).
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one’s mental states (Brentano 1874/1995, p. 22). When we experience raging anger – to

take Brentano’s own example – we do not experience it by means of introspection or inner

observation, for this would paradoxically require us to calm down in order to focus on

our present experience. Unlike introspection or inner observation, inner perception of

one’s experience is neither mediated by attention, nor under voluntary control. One does

not decide to perceive one’s experience by attending to it; rather, every experience is ‘self-

presenting’ in the very same process in which it presents its primary object.

Brentano’s treatment of the ‘self-presenting’ nature of consciousness was quite influen-

tial in the 20th century, especially within the phenomenological tradition. The founder of

this tradition, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), was himself a student of Brentano. Although

Husserl did criticise some aspects of Brentano’s thesis about inner perception, he endorsed

the gist of the claim, as is apparent in the following excerpts:

Every act [i.e. conscious event] is consciousness of something, but there is also con-
sciousness of every act. Every experience is ‘sensed’, is immediately ‘perceived’ (in-
ternal consciousness).

Husserl (1905/1991b, p. 130)

[E]very experience is ‘consciousness’ and consciousness is consciousness of… But
every experience is itself experienced [erlebt], and to that extent also ‘conscious’ [be-
wußt]. This being-conscious [Bewußt-sein] is consciousness of the experience…

Husserl (1907/1991a, p. 301, translation slightly modified)

This consciousness is self-perceiving… This perceiving that presents all lived-
experiencing to consciousness is the so-called inner consciousness or inner
perceiving.

(Husserl 1920/1970, p. 320; translation from Zahavi 2005, p. 130)

Husserl argues that conscious experience is characterised by a certain kind of ‘self-

manifestation’ or ‘self-appearance’ (Für-sich-selbst-erscheinens; Husserl 1924/1959, p. 189).

Thus, according to him, “self-consciousness, rather than being something that only occurs

during exceptional circumstances… is a feature characterizing the experiential dimension

as such” (Zahavi 2014, p. 12). The relevant notion of self-consciousness is non-egological:

it is form of consciousness of one’s experience.

Unlike Brentano, however, Husserl cautions against an understanding of this non-

egological self-consciousness by analogy with our consciousness of external objects. For

Brentano, as we have seen, every conscious mental state has a primary (external) object
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and itself as a secondary object, and ‘inner perception’ consists in the mental state having

itself as a secondary object. For Husserl, by contrast, the ‘self-appearance’ of experience

should not by understood on an act-object model, because our experiences are not

presented to us as external objects are presented to us through them. Indeed, on Husserl’s

view, consciousness of external objects involves a subject-object division – a division

between what is presented, and the subject to whom it is presented. The ‘self-appearance’

of consciousness exhibits no such subject-object division. This is why Husserl often

avoids the indirect construction ‘consciousness of one’s experience’, and writes instead

that experience is ‘experienced’ or ‘lived through’ (erlebt). As he puts it, that something

“is experienced, and is in this sense conscious, does not and cannot mean that this is

the object of an act of consciousness, in the sense that a perception, a presentation or

a judgement is directed upon it” (Husserl 1901/2001b, p. 273). It is not obvious that

such formulations point to an aspect of phenomenology that is not also acknowledged

by the Nagelian account of consciousness, in so far as what it is for a mental state to

be ‘experienced’, ‘lived through’ or ‘self-manifesting’ simply is for that mental state to

constitutively contribute to its subject’s overall phenomenology.

After Husserl, the phenomenologist Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) explicitly endorsed

the idea that consciousness constitutively involves ‘consciousness of consciousness’:

[T]he type of existence that consciousness has is that it is consciousness of itself.
Sartre (1936/2004, p. 4)

[T]he necessary and sufficient condition for a knowing consciousness to be knowl-
edge of its object, is that it be consciousness of itself as being that knowledge. This
is a necessary condition, for if my consciousness were not consciousness of being
consciousness of the table… it would be a consciousness ignorant of itself, an uncon-
scious consciousness [conscience inconsciente] – which is absurd. This is a sufficient
condition, for my being conscious of being conscious of that table suffices in fact for
me to be conscious of it… What is this consciousness of consciousness?… This self-
consciousness [is] the only mode of existence which is possible for a consciousness of
something.

Sartre (1943/1948, pp. lii-liv, translation slightly modified)

Sartre is particularly clear that the relevant notion of self-consciousness is not a

form of consciousness of oneself, that is, an egological notion of self-consciousness

(Sartre 1936/2004, p. 8). For him, although I am not aware of myself at all times
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when I am conscious, I cannot be conscious of anything without being conscious of

that very consciousness. Importantly, Sartre also stresses that “this consciousness of

consciousness… is not positional, i.e. consciousness is not its own object” (Sartre

1936/2004, p. 5). In Sartre’s vocabulary, consciousness is said to be ‘positional’ if it is

directed towards an intentional object which is presented (or ‘posited’) to the subject as

‘transcendent’, i.e. distinct from the subject’s experience. The kind of self-consciousness

inherent to every conscious experience is not ‘positional’, because I am not conscious of

my conscious experiences in the same way in which I am aware of intentional objects

– as Husserl emphasised before Sartre.

Continuing a common trend in the history of philosophy, Sartre emphasises that

this form of self-consciousness is not a matter of reflecting upon one’s experience (Sartre

1943/1948, pp. liii-liv). Rather, it is ‘pre-reflective’ and constitutive of the first-order

conscious experience: “[t]his self-consciousness we ought to consider not as a new

consciousness, but as the only mode of existence which is possible for a consciousness of

something” (Sartre 1943/1948, p. liv).

A few years after the publication of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, the American phe-

nomenologist Aron Gurwitsch also defended the claim that consciousness essentially in-

volves ‘self-awareness’ or ‘inner awareness’ in a manuscript titled Marginal Consciousness.

In the first chapter, ‘The Self-Awareness of Consciousness’, Gurwitsch presents his view as

a development of Brentano’s theory of consciousness. According to him, self-awareness

in a necessary condition for consciousness:

When an object is given in experience, the experiencing subject is conscious of the
object and has an awareness of this very consciousness of the object… Thus every
act of consciousness is accompanied by an awareness of itself…. That every act of
consciousness carries self-awareness with it, so that this self-awareness accompanies
us throughout all our conscious life, is more than a merely empirical fact, ascertained
with utmost empirical generality; it is an a priori condition for consciousness… [S]elf-
awareness permanently and necessarily pervades all of our conscious life, so that at
every moment of this life we are aware of the act experienced at this very moment.

Gurwitsch (1953/2010, pp. 451-5)

Gurwitsch also insists that self-awareness is ‘unreflective’ or ‘marginal’: “the experience

of every act, whatever its object, carries marginal consciousness of… the act in question”
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(Gurwitsch 1953/2010, p. 463).21 In other words, Gurwitsch reiterates the point that the

relevant form of self-awareness does not require directing one’s attention to one’s occur-

rent experience.

Thus, the idea that consciousness constitutively involves a non-egological and ‘pre-

reflective’ form of self-consciousness is a theme that runs throughout the history of the

phenomenological tradition, from Brentano to Gurwitsch through Husserl and Sartre.22

This view is certainly not as commonwithin 20th century analytic philosophy. Nonetheless,

one occasionally finds formulations that seem reminiscent of the phenomenological view.

For example, Alvin Goldman argues that thinking always involve a non-reflective meta-

awareness that one thinks, in a passage often quoted as a rare instance of this view in

analytic philosophy:

In the process of thinking about x, there is already an implicit awareness that one
is thinking about x. When we are thinking about x, the mind is focused on x, not
on our thinking of x. Nevertheless, the process of thinking about x carries with it a
non-reflective self-awareness.

Goldman (1970, p. 96)

While Goldman focuses on thinking rather than experiencing, many have read

him as defending the claim that consciousness constitutively involves a form of self-

consciousness.23 Another passage often quoted as an ‘early’ expression of the view

that non-egological self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness in the analytic

tradition is due to Harry Frankfurt:

[B]eing conscious in the everyday sense does (unlike unconsciousness) entail reflex-
ivity: it necessarily involves a secondary awareness of a primary response… For what
would it be like to be conscious of something without being aware of this conscious-
ness? It would mean having an experience with no awareness whatever of its occur-
rence. This would be, precisely, a case of unconscious experience. It appears, then,

21Here, ‘act’means ‘mental act’, which refers in the phenomenological tradition to intentionalmental states.
22Dan Zahavi goes so far as to write that “literally all the major figures in phenomenology defend the view

that the experiential dimension is characterized by a tacit self-consciousness” (Zahavi 2005, p. 11; see also
Zahavi 2014, p. 30).

23See, among many other examples, Kriegel (2009, p. 176), S. Gallagher and Zahavi (2012, p. 51), and
Strawson (2013, p. 13). To my knowledge, Goldman never provided a retrospective commentary on this
passage to clarify what he intended to say.
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that being conscious is identical with being self-conscious. Consciousness is self-
consciousness.… The self-consciousness in question is a sort of immanent reflexivity
by virtue of which every instance of being conscious grasps not only that of which it is
an awareness but also the awareness of it. It is like a source of light which, in addition
to illuminating whatever other things fall within its scope, renders itself visible as well.

Frankfurt (1988, pp. 161-2)

The view expressed by Frankfurt in this passage is remarkably similar to older views

discussed in this section. Thus, the idea that an experience whose subject was not conscious

of it would be an unconscious experience (which is an inconsistent notion) is already found

in Sartre.24 Likewise, Frankfurt’s notion of ‘immanent reflexivity’ is reminiscent of Śān-

taraksita and Gorompa’s ideas, as is the metaphor of light which is very similar to the Bud-

dhist notion of ‘self-luminosity’. Frankfurt also clarifies in a footnote that the sort of self-

consciousness he has inmind is not egological and does not refer to a propositional attitude:

What I am here referring to as ‘self-consciousness’ is neither consciousness of a self
– a subject or ego – nor consciousness that there is awareness. Both require rational
capacities beyond what would seem to be necessary for consciousness itself to occur.
The reflexivity in question is merely consciousness’s awareness of itself. To hear a
sound consciously, rather than to respond to it unconsciously, involves being aware
of hearing it or being aware of the sound as heard.

Frankfurt (1988, pp. 162, fn. 5)

From these passages, it is unclear whether Frankfurt’s notion of self-consciousness

really goes beyond the foundational claims outlined in chapter 1. Indeed, his purpose

seems to be to highlight that conscious experiences are not merely events that happen to

us; they also constitutively contribute to what it is like for us. If being conscious or aware

of one’s conscious experience merely points to the fact that conscious experiences con-

tribute to one’s overall phenomenology, then (CSCNE) plausibly follows from the Nagelian

elucidatory account of consciousness. I will come back to this issue in the next chapter,

in which I will discuss in more detail contemporary formulations of this claim. As we

shall see, one version of the claim (inspired by Sartre and Husserl) does not seem to go

24See also Locke (1689/1979, p. 110): “If the Soul doth think in a sleeping Man, without being conscious of
it, I ask, whether, during such thinking, it has any Pleasure or Pain, or be capable of Happiness or Misery?…
For to be happy or miserable without being conscious of it, seems to me utterly inconsistent and impossible”.
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beyond foundational claims about consciousness, while another (drawing upon Brentano

and Gurwitsch) does seem to point to a distinct substantive view of consciousness.

2.3.2 Egological self-consciousness

2.3.2.1 Ancient and medieval philosophy

The claim that consciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness in the egological

sense – consciousness of oneself (as oneself ) – appears to be less prevalent in the history

of philosophy than its non-egological counterpart. In Ancient philosophy, Stoics such as

Hierocles and Seneca might have endorsed the view that all animals, including humans,

are conscious of themselves from birth:

We should realise that when an animal is born it immediately simultaneously per-
ceives itself.

(Hierocles, translation from Knuuttila and Sihvola 2014, p. 417)

[A child] does not know what an animal is, but he is aware that he is an animal…
Thus, even children and animals have an awareness of their primary constituent, but
the awareness is not very lucid, nor articulate.

(Seneca, Letter 121, translation from Knuuttila and Sihvola 2014, pp. 417-8)

In Late Antiquity, Augustine (354-430 CE) examined the way in which the mind may

relate to itself, although he did not clearly distinguish between a phenomenological and an

epistemic notion of self-awareness (i.e. what we may call a sense of self on the one hand,

and self-knowledge on the other). In his treatiseOn the Trinity, he argues that there are two

levels of self-awareness: an implicit, non-conceptual self-awareness that even infants have

(nosse), and a more intellectual form of self-awareness that requires the ability to think

about oneself (cogitare):

Should we believe that [the infant’s mind] is aware of [nosse] itself, but, being too
intent on the things that it has begun to sense with the bodily senses, with pleasure all
the greater for being new, while it cannot be unaware of [ignorare] itself, is yet not able
to think of [cogitare] itself? [Infants] have no thought of their inner self, nor can they
be admonished to do so… But we have already shown in this same book that it is one
thing not to be aware of [nosse] oneself, and another thing not to think of [cogitare]
oneself.

Augustine (2002, pp. 143-4)
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Many centuries after Augustine, the Persian philosopher Ibn Sīnā (c. 980-1037), also

known as Avicenna in the Christian world, developed a more sophisticated theory of self-

consciousness. In a very influential passage from his psychological treatise On the Soul

which anticipates the Cartesian cogito, Avicenna outlines a thought experiment known

as the ‘Flying Man’, in which he asks the reader to imagine what it would be like to be

deprived of any sensory input:

[O]ne of us must imagine himself so that he is created all at once and perfect but his
sight is veiled from seeing external [things], that he is created floating in the air or in
a void… He will not hesitate in affirming that his self exists, but he will not thereby
affirm any of his limbs, any of his intestines, the heart or the brain, or any external
thing… Thus, he who takes heed has the means to take heed of the existence of the
soul… and to know and be aware of it.

(Avicenna, On the Soul 5.7, translation from Kaukua 2015, p. 35)

The interpretation of this thought experiment and of Avicenna’s commentary is de-

bated. What seems relatively uncontroversial is that he wants to establish the distinction

between the soul and the body, by arguing that one could know that one exists even in the

absence of sensory and bodily stimuli. However, commentators have debated whether or

not such knowledge is supposed to be justified by a non-sensory form of self-consciousness

or self-awareness which is also present in ordinary waking life. In a recent monograph

dedicated to the notion of self-awareness in Islamic philosophy, Jari Kaukua argues that the

Flying Man is intended as a demonstration that self-awareness accompanies all conscious

states: Avicenna “takes self-awareness to be a phenomenal feature of experience, not a

mere transcendental or logical condition” (Kaukua 2015, p. 36), and wants to convey

that it is “something familiar to each of us from a perfectly commonplace human expe-

rience” (p. 85). According to this interpretation, the Flying Man is meant to make us

aware of a feature of experience that usually goes unnoticed. As Avicenna himself puts

it, “it is often the case that knowledge about something is close at hand, but one does not

pay attention to it, so that it verges on the unknown and is investigated at the greatest

remove”.25 Beyond Avicenna, many other Islamic philosophers commented on the Flying

25Avicenna, On the Soul 5.7, translation from Kaukua 2015, p. 86.



Two Concepts of Self-Consciousness 60

Man and appear to have reached similar conclusions about the ubiquity of a basic form

of self-awareness in experience26.

2.3.2.2 Early modern philosophy

In early modern philosophy, the notion of self-consciousness remains linked to the notion

of self-knowledge in the wake of Descartes’ cogito argument, being typically defined as

that in virtue of which one knows that one exists. Interestingly, some of the philosophers

who hold that consciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness in the non-egological

sense also appear to hold that it constitutively involves self-consciousness in the egological

sense. For example, Locke does not merely argue that perceiving requires perceiving one’s

perception; he also seems to argue that perceiving involves being conscious of oneself, and

consequently of one’s own existence:

In every act of sensation, reasoning, or thinking, we are conscious to our selves of our
own being.

Locke (1689/1979, p. 619)

[O]ur own existence is known to us by a certainty yet higher than our senses can give
us of the existence of other things, and that is internal perception, a self-consciousness
or intuition.

(Locke, journal note from 1696 printed in King 1830, p. 138)

These passages might simply be read as Locke’s version of Descartes’s cogito: in having

any conscious experience, one is in a position to know that one exists. Being in a position to

know that one exists need not involve being actually conscious of oneself (as oneself ). How-

ever, one can also read these passages as making the claim that all conscious experiences

involve some a sense of self – a sense that I myself exist. As Locke also puts it, “conscious-

ness [is that] whereby I am my self to my self ” (1979, p. 345). In a rich monograph on

early modern theories of consciousness and self-consciousness, Udo Thiel notes that “the

consciousness of states and operations on the one hand and the consciousness of one’s own

existence or self-consciousness on the other are very closely connected in Locke” (2011, p.

118). On this interpretation of Locke, “by way of the consciousness we have ofmental states

26These philosophers include Suhrawardī (1154-1191) and, much later, Mullā Sadrā (c. 1571-1640); see
Kaukua (2015) for a detailed discussion.
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and operations, we perceive immediately… our own existence” (ibid., p. 119). Ultimately,

it is difficult to work out a specific theory of self-consciousness (in the egological sense)

from Locke’s work, as he remains somewhat evasive on how one’s perception of one’s

mental states relates to one’s perception of oneself – or indeed, whether one’s perception

of one’s mental states only puts one in a position to know about one’s own existence.

After Locke, the German philosopher Christian Wolff (1679-1754) clearly claims that

consciousness constitutively involves being conscious of oneself. Indeed, Wolff argues, in

order to be conscious of anything in particular, the subject has to be able to distinguish

intentional objects from one another, otherwise there would only be a chaotic bundle of

ideas in experience and conscious mental states would not be about anything specifically.

But in distinguishing intentional objects from one another, he claims that we necessarily

become conscious of our own activity of distinguishing, hence of ourselves. This is what

leads him to conclude that being self-conscious (in the egological sense) is necessary to

be conscious of anything:

[In being conscious of things] we are conscious of ourselves, namely, we notice the
difference between ourselves and other things of which we are conscious.… Since,
supposing that we are conscious of something which we cognize through the sense,
then we must notice the distinction between what we perceived in it, indeed, we must
immediately distinguish the thing that we cognize thereby from the other things. Yet
representing things is an action of the soul no less than this differentiation… and we
cognize thereby the distinction of the soul from the things that it represents and that
it distinguishes.

Wolff, German Metaphysics, §§729-30 (translation from Dyck 2014, p. 107)

Let us unpack this difficult passage. According to Wolff, the ‘soul’ (i.e., the subject) can

be only conscious of an object (e.g., a yellow lemon) by discriminating it from other objects

(for example, other objects in the visual scene) – otherwise we would not be conscious of

anything in particular, and perception would just be a chaotic assemblage of sensations. In

discriminating objects fromone another, the soul also becomes conscious of its own activity,

which, in turn, means that it becomes conscious of itself as distinct from the perceived

objects. Since being conscious of objects necessarily involves amental act of discriminating

between objects, and since a suchmental act necessary involves discriminating between the
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objects and the subject herself, it follows on Wolff’s view that being conscious of objects

necessarily involves being conscious of oneself.27

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who was heavily influenced by Wolff, appears to endorse

a weaker claim, according to which having any experience merely requires the capacity to

self-ascribe that experience: “The ‘I think’ must be able to accompany all my representa-

tions” (Kant 1781/1999, p. 246). Kant’s account of self-reference and self-knowledge is

extremely complex, and I cannot discuss it in any detail here. However, it is fairly clear

that Kant did not intend his emphasis on the role of the ‘I think’ to entail that all conscious

experiences involve a form of consciousness of oneself.28

2.3.2.3 Post-Kantian philosophy

The idea that consciousness of oneself permeates our mental lives became quite popular in

the early days of psychology. Thus, William James argues that there is always an elusive

sense of self in the background of experience: “whatever I may be thinking of, I am always

at the same time more or less aware of myself, of my personal existence” (James 1892/1961,

p. 42; see also Calkins 1908, p. 68). In turn, Sigmund Freud seems to endorse a similar

claim at least with respect to ordinary experience, and suggests that this sense of self, far

from being elusive, is rather manifest: “normally, there is nothing of which we are more

certain than the feeling of our self, of our own ego” (Freud 1930/1961, p. 12).

Some passages from Husserl suggest he held the view that subjects of experience are

necessarily conscious of themselves:29

The consciousness in which I am conscious of myself is my consciousness, and my
consciousness of myself and I myself are concretely considered identical. To be a
subject is to be in the mode of being aware of oneself.

(Husserl 1922/1973b, p. 151; translation from Zahavi 2014, p. 13)

I exist for myself and am continually given to myself, by experiential evidence, as ‘I
myself ’.

27See Thiel (2011, pp. 304-11) for a clear explanation of Wolff’s view on the interdependence of conscious-
ness and self-consciousness.

28See Longuenesse (2017) for a detailed discussion of Kant’s account of self-reference and self-knowledge.
Longuenesse mentions that on Kant’s view, “sensations… are not, unless they are taken up in intuition and
thought under concepts, accompanied with self -consciousness” (p. 199, n. 37).

29See also Husserl (1932/1973a, pp. 492-3).
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Husserl (1931/1960, p. 68)

In reading these passages, however, one should be careful not to ascribe to Husserl an

inflationary view about the ubiquity of self-consciousness in the egological sense. Indeed,

the notion of selfhood at work in these passages is very minimal, in so far as Husserl often

equates the self with the stream of consciousness itself. In his Bernau Manuscripts on Time

Consciousness, for example, he writes that the “a stream of consciousness… is necessarily

conscious of itself” (Husserl 1918/2001a, p. 48, my translation), and that this is a form of

‘self-consciousness’ (Seiner-selbst-bewusst-Sein). There does not seem to be any daylight, on

this view, between the idea that consciousness is experienced (Erlebt) or ‘self-manifesting’,

and the idea that it is a form of consciousness of the ‘self’, in the specific sense that the

stream of consciousness manifests itself to itself, as it were.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I offered a first pass at clarifying the claim that consciousness constitutively

involves self-consciousness. As we have seen, the concept of self-consciousness has two

broad meanings that are not equivalent, namely (a) consciousness of consciousness itself

(i.e., self-consciousness in the non-egological sense), and (b) consciousness of oneself (as

oneself ) (i.e., self-consciousness in the egological sense).

There are two main variants of the claim that consciousness constitutively involves self-

consciousness, depending on which concept of self-consciousness features in this claim.

According to (CSCNE), consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of consciousness

itself, that is, self-consciousness in the non-egological sense. I have suggested that (CSCNE)

can more specifically formulated as the claim that a mental state is a conscious mental state

if and only if its subject is conscious of it. According to (CSCE), consciousness constitutively

involves consciousness of oneself, that is, self-consciousness in the egological sense. On a

broad understanding of this claim, a subject is conscious if and only if she is conscious of

herself. On a slightly stronger understanding of this claim, a subject is conscious if and

only if she is conscious of herself as herself.

As I hope to have shown in my historical overview, both (CSCNE) and (CSCE) have a

long history, arguably dating back to Ancient philosophy, and encompassing both Eastern
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andWestern traditions. Thediscussion of the history of each claimhas already encountered

interpretative issues that will come back in the discussion of more recent formulations. In

the following chapters, I shall turn to contemporary defences of (CSCNE) and (CSCE).



3

Debunking the Myth:
Non-Egological Self-Consciousness

Our language may suggest that pains are perceived, but it does not suggest – and it
seems to me clearly not to be true – that one perceives the feeling or the ‘having’ of
one’s pains.

Shoemaker (1968, p. 564)

In the preceding chapters, I have introduced anddiscussed a number of foundational claims

that plausibly follow from a philosophical elucidatory account of consciousness, and I have

subsequently distinguished two broad notions of self-consciousness, each of which yields a

distinct variant of the claim that self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness (CSC).

In this chapter, I shall focus on the first variant (CSCNE) according to which consciousness

constitutively involves self-consciousness in the non-egological sense:

(CSCNE) Necessarily, for any subject S and anymental stateM of S,M is a consciousmental

state of S at t if and only if S is conscious of M at t.

My overall strategy in this chapter will be to argue that while various formulations of

(CSCNE) can be interpreted in different ways, those that go beyond the foundational claims

of chapter 1 are not adequately supported. In §3.1, I examine how several proponents of

(CSCNE) gloss the Nagelian dictum in potentially distorting ways to arrive at the claim that

consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of one’s experience. I subsequently

argue that formulations of (CSCNE) fall into two categories. In the first category are

claims that point to aspects of phenomenology already acknowledged by the foundational

claims about consciousness outlined in chapter 1. I examine the claims that fall within

this first category in §3.2, focusing on the Zahavi’s influential account of (CSCNE). In

65
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the second category are claims that point to determinate aspects of phenomenology

that are not acknowledged by the foundational claims as being constitutive aspects of

consciousness. I examine the claims that fall within this second category in §3.3, focusing

on Kriegel’s equally influential account of (CSCNE). I argue that such claims are not

adequately supported as substantive claims about all conscious mental states. The upshot

of this analysis is that we need not appeal to self-consciousness – in the non-egological

sense – to elucidate the notion of consciousness.

3.1 From subjectivity to consciousness of one’s experience

Contemporary proponents of (CSCNE) often take the Nagelian dictum as a starting point

to introduce the idea that consciousness constitutively involves self-consciousness (in the

non-egological sense), by way of a series of emphases leading to the coinage of new – and

potentially misleading – terminology.

Recall that in chapter 1, I characterised what is common to all conscious mental states,

qua conscious mental states, as ‘phenomenality’ – the second-order property of there being

something (rather than nothing) that it is like to be in a mental state. I contrasted this

notion of phenomenality with the notion of phenomenal character, defined as the first-

order property of what it is like to be in some specific mental state; or, equivalently, what

that mental state’s constitutive contribution to the subject’s overall phenomenology is.

Furthermore, I cautioned against potential misinterpretations of the distinction between

phenomenality and phenomenal character; in particular, I emphasised that it would be

double-counting to consider phenomenality as a further first-order property alongside the

phenomenal character of a mental state, for the former merely involves existential quan-

tification over the latter.

In his seminal article, Nagel uses a slightly different terminology. After spelling out his

famous dictum – an organism has conscious mental states if and only if there is something

it is like for that organism to be be that organism –, he adds “[w]emay call this the subjective

character of experience” (1974, p. 436, my emphasis). It is not entirely clear, at first, what

‘this’ refers to in this sentence. However, it quickly becomes apparent that Nagel uses the

notion of ‘subjective character’ to refer to what I call ‘phenomenal character’ – following
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a usage of the term now common in philosophy of mind (e.g., Shoemaker 1994a). For

example, Nagel writes that “[t]he subjective character of an experience… is the essential

property… in virtue of which it is, necessarily, the experience it is” (1974, p. 445, fn. 11).

Commenting on experiences such as “pain, fear, hunger, and lust”, he mentions that “these

experiences also have in each case a specific subjective character” (1974, p. 439). Thus,

‘subjective character’, in Nagel’s sense, qualifies what having a particular experience (being

in a particular conscious mental state) is like for its subject.

In recent years, the terms ‘subjectivity’ and ‘subjective character’ started being used in

a different way. An early example of this tendency can be found in McGinn (1991):

Subjective aspects of experience involve reference to the subject undergoing the ex-
perience – this is what their subjectivity consists in… Thus perceptual experiences
are Janus-faced: they point outward to the external world but they also present a
subjective face to their subject; they are of something other than the subject and they
are like something for the subject.

McGinn (1991, p. 29)

In an often quoted passage, Levine (2001) defines the notion of ‘subjectivity’more explicitly,

alongside that of ‘qualitative character’:

Let’s take my current visual experience as I gaze upon my red diskette case, lying by
my side on the computer table. I am having an experience with a complex qualitative
character, one component of which is the color I perceive. Let’s dub this aspect of
my experience its ‘reddish’ character. There are two important dimensions to my
having this reddish experience. First… there is something it’s like for me to have this
experience. Not only is it a matter of some state (my experience) having some feature
(being reddish) but, being an experience, its being reddish is ‘for me’, a way it’s like
for me, in a way that being red is like nothing for – in fact is not in any way ‘for’ –
my diskette case. Let’s call this the subjectivity of conscious experience… The second
important dimension of experience that requires explanation is qualitative character
itself. Subjectivity is the phenomenon of there being something it’s like for me to
see the red diskette case. Qualitative character concerns the ‘what’ it’s like for me:
reddish or greenish, painful and pleasurable, and the like.

Levine (2001, p. 7)

What Levine calls ‘qualitative character’ is what I called ‘phenomenal character’: namely,

the specific contribution that some experience makes to its subject’s overall phenomeno-

logy. In turn, what he calls ‘subjectivity’ is what I called ‘phenomenality’. Notice that

Levine puts a particular emphasis, in his definition of subjectivity, on the ‘for me’ phrase.
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As we have seen, both the SIL and the WIL phrases can be completed with ‘forEXP x’ to

specify whose overall phenomenology an experience constitutively contributes to. For any

utterance of the SIL phrase and the WIL phrase, one can meaningfully ask ‘for whom?’ –

and the answer will have to specify a subject of experience.

Thus, Levine’s emphasis on ‘for me’ does not properly capture the distinction between

phenomenality (there being something, rather than nothing, that it is like for me) and

phenomenal character (what, specifically, it is like for me). Properly speaking, the so-called

subjectivity of a conscious experience is no more subjective (‘for a subject’) and no less

qualitative (‘something it is like’) than its so-called qualitative character. Consequently, if

Levine’s definition of ‘subjectivity’ is intended to refer to what I call phenomenality, the

emphasis should be on the word ‘something’ instead of the phrase ‘for me’, because the

contrast captured by phenomenality is between there being something that it is like (for a

subject) and there being nothing that it is like (for that subject).

The significance of Levine’s emphasis on the phrase ‘for me’ is amplified in some sub-

sequent discussions of the Nagelian dictum, in which the notion of subjectivity becomes

‘subjective character’ (against Nagel’s own use of the term) and even ‘for-me-ness’. Here is

how Kriegel (2009) introduces these notions:

When I have a conscious experience of the blue sky, there is something it is like for
me to have the experience. In particular, there is a bluish way it is like for me to
have it. This ‘bluish way it is like for me’ constitutes the phenomenal character of
my experience. Phenomenal character is the property that makes a phenomenally
conscious state (i) the phenomenally conscious state it is and (ii) a phenomenally
conscious state at all. The bluish way it is like for me has two distinguishable com-
ponents: (i) the bluish component and (ii) the for-me component. I call the former
qualitative character and the latter subjective character. To a first approximation, phe-
nomenal character is just the compresence of qualitative character and subjective
character. To a second approximation, there is a more specific division of conceptual
labor between qualitative and subjective character: a phenomenally conscious state’s
qualitative character is what makes it the phenomenally conscious state it is, while its
subjective character is what makes it a phenomenally conscious state at all. Thus, my
conscious experience of the blue sky is the conscious experience it is in virtue of its
bluishness, but it is a conscious experience at all in virtue of its for-me-ness.

Kriegel (2009, p. 1)

Kriegel’s definition of the terms ‘phenomenal character’, ‘qualitative character’ and

‘subjective character’ implicitly relies on two kinds of distinction: (a) a determinable-

determinate distinction (b) a type-token distinction. On the face of it, what Kriegel calls
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‘subjective character’ is what I call ‘phenomenality’: it is the second-order property

that involves existential quantification over what it is like for a subject to be in a

mental state. As we have seen in chapter 1, we can also gloss the relation between

phenomenality and phenomenal character as a determinable-determinate relation –

the phenomenality of an experience being the determinable of which its phenomenal

character is a determinate. In turn, Kriegel’s distinction between ‘phenomenal character’

and ‘qualitative character’ appears to be a type-token distinction. What it is like for any

subject to have a certain type of experience of the blue sky is, in Kriegel’s terminology, the

‘phenomenal character’ of that type of experience. By contrast, what it is like for me (or

for some other specific subject) to have a token experience of the blue sky is, in Kriegel’s

terminology, the ‘qualitative character’ of that token experience. Note that Kriegel does

not draw a corresponding type-token distinction for his notion of ‘subjective character’

or ‘for-me-ness’. For the sake of completeness, we can also draw such a distinction to

discriminate between there being something it is like for any subject to be in a mental

state of a certain type, and there being something it is like for a particular subject to

be in a particular token mental state. In summary, the type-token distinction and the

determinable-determinate distinction yield four notions:

1. Phenomenal character [determinate type]

The (type of) contribution that a type of mental state M constitutively makes to the

overall phenomenology of any subject who is in M.

2. Phenomenal character [determinate token]

The (token) contribution that a token mental state M constitutively makes to the

overall phenomenology of a particular subject who is in M.

3. Phenomenality [determinable type]

There being some (type of) contribution that a type of mental state M constitutively

makes to the overall phenomenology of any subject who is in M.

4. Phenomenality [determinable token]

There being some (token) contribution that a token mental state M constitutively

makes to the overall phenomenology of a particular subject who is in M.
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On this taxonomy, Kriegel’s notion of ‘phenomenal character’ corresponds to the

first notion above (type phenomenal character); his notion of ‘qualitative character’

corresponds to the second notion above (token phenomenal character); and his notion of

‘subjective character’ arguably corresponds to the fourth notion (token phenomenality).

In light of this analysis, we can see how Kriegel’s suggestion that ‘qualitative character’

and ‘subjective character’ are two components of ‘phenomenal character’ is, at the very

least, misleading; with this choice of terminology occurs a semantic slippage that arguably

distorts the Nagelian elucidation of consciousness. Indeed, the phenomenal character

and the phenomenality of the specific mental state of a particular subject are not, in

any meaningful sense, components of the phenomenal character of that type of mental

state. To take a specific example, what it is like for Mary to see a blue sky (Kriegel’s

‘qualitative character’) and there being something it is like for Mary to see a blue sky

(Kriegel’s ‘subjective character’) are not components of what it is like for any subject to

see a blue sky (Kriegel’s ‘phenomenal character’).

In a footnote, Kriegel qualifies his analysis of the distinction between ‘qualitative char-

acter’ and ‘subjective character’ in the following terms:

There is a question as to whether the qualitative [character] and the subjective [char-
acter] are really separable. Even if they are not separable in reality, however, they are
certainly separable ‘in thought’. That is, there is a conceptual distinction to draw here
even if no property distinction corresponds.

Kriegel (2009, p. 8, fn. 8)

The question Kriegel asks here is whether ‘qualitative character’ and ‘subjective character’

have different extensions, that is, whether one could be instantiated without the other

being instantiated. Later on, he treats this as a substantive question about consciousness

that could be answered positively, although he himself favours a negative answer (see

Kriegel 2009, p. 53). However, this question does not make sense if ‘subjective character’

merely refers to the second-order property obtained by existential quantification over

the first-order property of ‘qualitative character’. Indeed, it is absurd to ask whether a

mental state could make some specific contribution to its subject’s overall phenomenology

without making any contribution at all to its subject’s overall phenomenology; and

it is equally absurd to ask whether a mental state could make any contribution at all
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to its subject’s overall phenomenology without making some specific contribution to

its subject’s overall phenomenology.

It is worth dwelling for a moment on the term ‘for-me-ness’ that a number of au-

thors have appropriated.1 Zahavi and Kriegel (2016) introduce two interpretations of the

term as follows:

According to a deflationary interpretation, [for-me-ness] consists simply in the expe-
rience occurring in someone (a ‘me’). On this view, for-me-ness is a non-experiential
aspect ofmental life – amerelymetaphysical fact, so to speak, not a phenomenological
fact. The idea is that we ought to resist a no-ownership view according to which expe-
riences can occur as free-floating unowned entities. Just as horse-riding presupposes
the existence of a horse, experiencing presupposes a subject of experience. In contrast,
a non-deflationary interpretation construes for-me-ness as an experiential aspect of
mental life, a bona fide phenomenal dimension of consciousness. On this view, to
say that an experience is for me is precisely to say something more than that it is in
me. It is to state not only a metaphysical fact, but also a phenomenological fact. Here
the relationship between experiencing and the subject goes deeper than that between
horse-riding and the horse.

Zahavi and Kriegel (2016, p. 36)

Zahavi and Kriegel go on to clarify that they claim that every conscious experience

has ‘for-me-ness’ in the ‘non-deflationary’ sense. Talking of experiences being ‘for their

subject’, as opposed to merely ‘in their subject’, is not particularly idiomatic; however, one

can see the contrast that Zahavi andKriegel intend tomarkwith these phrases. The “merely

metaphysical fact” associated with the deflationary interpretation of ‘for-me-ness’ pertains

to the metaphysics of instantiation. If a vase is cracked, being cracked is a state of the

vase, and the vase’s instantiating the state of being cracked is a metaphysical fact about the

vase. Similarly, if Paul has tacit knowledge of syntactical rules, then having knowledge of

syntactical rules is a state of Paul, and Paul’s instantiating of the state of having knowledge

of syntactical rules is a metaphysical fact about Paul. I take it that this is what Zahavi and

Kriegel mean when they appeal to the notion of a mental state being in a subject, which in

common parlance would be equivalent to the notion of a mental state being the state of a

subject, or alternatively to that of a subject being in a mental state.

1See, for example, Kriegel (2009, pp. 1-2 and p. 47), Sebastián (2012), Zahavi and Kriegel (2016), Zahavi
(2014, pp. 19-24), and Zahavi (forthcoming).
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Thus, the deflationary interpretation of ‘for-me-ness’ corresponds to the use of ‘for’ that

specifies the the grammatical subject of an experience – namely what I labelled ‘forSUBJ’ in

the context of the elucidation of the SIL andWIL phrases. ‘ForSUBJ Mary to have a headache’

simply refers to the fact that Mary is the grammatical subject of the infinitive ‘having a

headache’, that is, that Mary instantiates the state of having a headache. This is, indeed, a

metaphysical fact about Mary. Shoemaker comments on this metaphysical fact as follows:

[A]n experiencing is something whose existence is ‘adjectival on’ a subject of experi-
ence… I am of course taking it as an obvious conceptual truth that an experiencing
is necessarily an experiencing by a subject of experience, and involves that subject as
intimately as a branch-bending involves a branch.

Shoemaker (1986, p. 107)

Zahavi and Kriegel’s example of horse-riding is presumably intended to make the same

point: experiences are ‘adjectival’ on their subjects as horse-riding is ‘adjectival’ on horses.

Thus, on the non-deflationary interpretation, ‘for-me-ness’ is intended to refer to a further

fact about conscious mental states – a ‘phenomenological fact’.2 What is the relevant phe-

nomenological fact? One obvious answer goes as follows: in addition to the metaphysical

fact that a conscious mental state M is a state of a subject S (or instantiated by a subject

S), there is the fact that there is something it is like forEXP S, forSUBJ S to be in M – or

equivalently, that S’s being in M constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology.

This is a ‘phenomenological’ fact in so far as it pertains to the subject’s phenomenology,

although it is perhaps slightlymisleading to characterise it as a further fact distinct from the

metaphysical fact that the subject instantiates the relevant mental state. If M is a conscious

mental state of S, then it is simply in virtue of S’s being inM that there is something it is like

for S, for S to be in M; strictly speaking, then, it is the metaphysical fact – S’s being in M,

where M is a conscious mental state – that contributes ipso facto to S’s phenomenology.

Nonetheless, one can see how making a conceptual distinction between the relation of

branch-bending to branches (or horse-riding to horses) on the one hand, and the relation

of experiences to subject of experiences on the other, is warranted, helpful, and important.

2As Zahavi also puts it, “[t]he point is not simply that it is part of the very concept of experience that an
experience necessarily requires an experiencer” (Zahavi 2014).
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Elucidating the way in which subjects are related to their conscious mental states beyond

the observation that they instantiate such states was precisely the purpose of the Nagelian

account of consciousness offered in chapter 1.

If the non-deflationary interpretation of ‘for-me-ness’ points only to the ‘phenomeno-

logical’ fact that experiences constitutively contribute at all to their subject’s overall pheno-

menology, it seems innocent enough – provided that one does not suggest that ‘for-me-

ness’ is a component of phenomenal character. However, an additional semantic shift

occurs in the discussion of ‘for-me-ness’ by proponents of (CSCNE). Indeed, the notion

of a mental state having ‘for-me-ness’ or being for a subject is often glossed in terms that

suggest that the subject has a special awareness of the relevant mental state. Thus, Kriegel

argues that “a mental state has subjective character just in case it is for the subject, in the

sense that the subject has a certain awareness of it” (Kriegel 2009, p. 38). In other words,

“for a conscious experience to be not only inme, but also for me, I would have to be aware of

it” (Kriegel 2011, p. 444).3 Similarly, Zahavi contends that the notion of for-me-ness “was

introduced in order to capture the special awareness we have of our ongoing experiences”

(Zahavi 2018, p. 706); indeed, “[t]he for-me-ness of experience refers to [one’s] being pre-

reflectively aware of one’s own consciousness” (Zahavi 2014, p. 24).

This construal of ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ is echoed in a number of other

publications claiming that there being something it is like for a subject to be in a mental

state is a matter of the subject being conscious (or aware) of the mental state in some way.4

Thus, the emphasis on the ‘forEXP x’ phrase in the Nagelian dictum leads these authors to

the non-egological notion of self-consciousness, which in turn leads them to transition

from the Nagelian dictum to (CSCNE).

3See also: “a mental state of mine is phenomenally conscious iff it has for-me-ness (subjective character);
a mental state has for-me-ness (subjective character) iff I am aware of it in the right way” (Kriegel 2011, p.
444).

4The same idea has been glossed under many labels, including ‘self-consciousness’ (Kriegel 2003a;
Kriegel 2004), ‘self-awareness’ (S. Gallagher 2010; Janzen 2006; Janzen 2008; Kapitan 1999; Strawson 2010;
Thomasson 2006; Zahavi 1999), ‘consciousness of consciousness’ (Fasching 2008), ‘awareness of awareness’
(Montague 2016b; Strawson 2013), ‘inner awareness’ (Kriegel 2009; D. W. Smith 1986), ‘self-intimation’
(Armstrong 1968; Ryle 1949; Strawson 2013), ‘self-luminosity’ (Ganeri 2012), and ‘self-givenness’ (Zahavi
2005; Zahavi 2011). This remarkable lexical fragmentation does not help to clarify whether these authors
really advocate the same claim, and if so what is the meaning of the claim in question.
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As we have seen in chapter 1, Stoljar (2016) briefly discusses this transition in the form

of what he calls the ‘emphatic argument’:

(P1) M is a phenomenally conscious state of S only if there is something it is like for
S to be in M.

(P2) There is something that it is like for S to be in M only if S stands in some
representational or awareness relation to M.

(C) M is a phenomenally conscious state of S only if S stands in some representa-
tional or awareness relation to M.

(Stoljar 2016, pp. 1193-4; with ‘X’ replaced by ‘M’)

The first premise of this argument (P1) is a consequence of the Nagelian dictum, and the

conclusion (C) is a version of (CSCNE). The second premise (P2) illustrates the seman-

tic shift that occurs through the emphasis on the ‘forEXP x’ phrase, leading to the non-

egological notion of self-consciousness. Once we get to (CSCNE) through this semantic

shift, one might wonder whether we have wandered away from the Nagelian elucidatory

account of consciousness.

Consider the following passages taken from recent publications discussing the nature

of conscious experience:5

Let us call awareness of external features and objects in one’s environment or body
outer awareness, and awareness of internal events and states in one’s own mental life
inner awareness… [A] mental state is phenomenally conscious only if its subject has
inner awareness of it.

Kriegel (2009, p. 16)

[I]n having a visual experience of a tree in leaf (for example), the subject, in addition
to being aware of the tree and any other relevant external representational content, is
also aware of the awareness of the tree. In having a particular conscious perceptual
experience the subject is always and necessarily also aware of that very experience
itself.

Montague (2016b, p. 41)

5Most of the cited authors use the terms ‘awareness’ and ‘consciousness’ equivalently. One notable
exception is Kriegel, whose notion of awareness is representational. On Kriegel’s view, to be aware of x is to
represent x. Consequently, one can be consciously or non-consciously aware of something. However, unlike
higher-order theorists such as Rosenthal (1990), according to which a mental state is a conscious mental state
if and only if it is represented by a non-conscious higher-ordermental state, Kriegel endorses the claim that the
awareness we have of our conscious mental states is a conscious awareness, because conscious mental state
represent themselves. Therefore, it is not inaccurate to characterize Kriegel’s view as stating that conscious
mental states are states we are conscious of.
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When I see the bottle of wine in front of me on the table, I experience (I am visually
aware of) the wine bottle. But I also experience my seeing.

E. Thompson (2007, p. 285)

[W]e cannot be conscious of an object (a tasted apple, a seen chair, a touched piece of
marble, a remembered event, an imagined creature, etc.) unless we are aware of the
experience that allows the object to appear (the tasting, seeing, touching, remember-
ing, imagining).

Zahavi (2014, p. 35)

[A]ll awareness involves awareness of awareness – awareness of that very awareness…
To experience is of course to experience, to be aware of, one’s experiencing… One’s
awareness is almost invariably focused on the world, or at least on something other
than itself… but it is always also awareness of itself.

Strawson (2013, pp. 5-17)

On the face of it, all of these excerpts express a version of (CSCNE): in having a conscious

experience, one is conscious (or aware) of this conscious experience. There are two main

ways in which we can interpret (CSCNE). Firstly, on what we may call a minimal construal

of (CSCNE), being conscious (or aware) of a conscious mental state M would simply mean

being the subject whose overall phenomenology M constitutively contributes to.6 If this is

how the non-egological notion of self-consciousness is construed, then (CSCNE) does not

actually go beyond the foundational claims of chapter 1.

Secondly, on what we may call a substantive construal of (CSCNE), being conscious (or

aware) of one’s conscious mental state points to some determinate aspect of phenomeno-

logy that is not already acknowledged by the foundational claims of chapter 1 as being

a constitutive aspect of consciousness. As I noted, discussions of the Nagelian dictum

that put a particular emphasis on the ‘forEXP x’ phrase appear to involve some slippage

in the direction of a more substantive claim. There are two elements to this slippage: first,

the suggestion that all conscious mental states have ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’,

where this notion is intended as a component of phenomenal character; and second, the

6Note that what I call here the ‘minimal construal’ of (CSCNE) involves a stronger notion than what
Zahavi and Kriegel call the ‘deflationary interpretation’ of ‘for-me-ness’: what is at stake is not simply the
‘metaphysical fact’ that M is instantiated by S, but the ‘phenomenological fact’ that S’s instantiation of M
makes a constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology (as elucidated by the Nagelian account).
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suggestion that ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ is a matter of the subject being con-

scious or aware of the mental state. Even if we adopt the deflationary construal of ‘con-

sciousness of’ (or ‘awareness of’), the first element of the slippage would remain, leading

us to suspect that ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ points to something more than

what I call phenomenality.

Thus, formulations of (CSCNE) can be in principle divided into two categories. In the

first category are claims that might seem to go beyond the foundational claims of chapter

1, but are not actually intended to go beyond such claims, in accordance with the minimal

construal of (CSCNE). In the second category are claims that are actually intended to point

to some aspect of phenomenology that is not acknowledged by the foundational claims,

in accordance with the substantive construal of (CSCNE). Claims in the second category

stand in need of further motivation as substantive claims about what is constitutive of all

conscious mental states.

With this distinction inmind, I will now examine some of themost influential defences

of (CSCNE) to determine whether they fall within the first or the second category. I will

suggest that Zahavi’s version of (CSCNE) falls within the first category, while Kriegel’s

version of (CSCNE) falls within the second category.

3.2 Zahavi’s minimal constitutive claim

One of the most influential contemporary accounts of the claim that consciousness consti-

tutively involves self-consciousness in the non-egological sense (CSCNE) is due to Zahavi

(1999; 2005; 2014). OnZahavi’s account, “phenomenal consciousness as such entails a thin

or minimal form of self-consciousness” (Zahavi 2014, p. 14). Echoing similar remarks by

Husserl and Sartre, Zahavi emphasises that this minimal form of self-consciousness is ‘pre-

reflective’: it is not a matter of reflecting upon one’s consciousmental state. More generally,

pre-reflective self-consciousness is not a matter of being in a higher-order mental state that

represents one’s first-order conscious mental state, as claimed by higher-order theories

(HOT) of consciousness (Rosenthal 1997). Rather, pre-reflective self-consciousness refers

to the fact that “experience is given [to the subject], not as an object, but precisely as sub-

jectively lived through” (ibid., p. 16). This is what Zahavi means by “being pre-reflectively
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aware of one’s own consciousness” (ibid., p. 24) and, through the emphasis on the ‘forEXP

x’ phrase in the Nagelian dictum, by the term ‘for-me-ness’:

[T]he for-me-ness… of experience simply refer[s] to the subjectivity of experience,
to the fact that [one’s] experiences are pre-reflectively self-conscious and thereby
present in a distinctly subjective manner…

Zahavi (2014, p. 41)

How are we to understand the claim that experiences are ‘present’ in a ‘distinctly sub-

jective manner’? To shed light on his understanding of pre-reflective self-consciousness

or ‘for-me-ness’, Zahavi considers the following thought experiment (Zahavi 2014, pp. 22-

23; see also Zahavi 2005, p. 127):

Phenomenal Twins

Two individuals, Mick and Mack, are physically and psychologically type-identical.

Mick and Mack’s respective token experiences, although numerically distinct, have

exactly the same type of phenomenal character.

For the sake of clarity, consider Mick and Mack’s experiences at a specific time t; call

Mick’s experience at t ‘e1’ and Mack’s experience at t ‘e2’. From a third-person perspective,

Zahavi claims, there is no “relevant qualitative difference between the two [experiences]”

(ibid., p. 22). Having said that, Zahavi prompts the reader to abandon the third-person

perspective and consider Mick’s stream of consciousness from his own perspective. Con-

sider specifically what it is like for Mick to have e1 at t. According to Zahavi, there is

for Mick “a crucial difference between [e1 and e2], a difference that would prevent any

kind of conflation [between e1 and e2]” (ibid., p. 22). This difference consists in the fact

that only e1, and not e2, is “given first-personally to [Mick] at all, and therefore part of

[Mick’s] experiential life” (ibid., p. 22). To use Zahavi’s alternative terminology, Mick is

pre-reflectively conscious of e1, but not of e2.

One should be careful not to read too much into the claim that there is a ‘crucial

difference’, from Mick’s point of view, between his experience and Mack’s. In accordance

with the elucidatory account of consciousness offered in chapter 1, we can express the

relevant difference as follows: while there is (constitutively) something it is like forEXP

Mick, forSUBJ Mick to have e1, there is (constitutively) nothing it is like forEXP Mick, forSUBJ
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Mack to have e2. More straightforwardly: only Mick’s experience e1, and not Mack’s

experience e2, is such that it constitutively contributes to Mick’s overall phenomenology.

Importantly, this does not entail that pre-reflective self-consciousness or ‘for-me-ness’ is a

special qualitative property of the experience that is somehow unique to the experience’s

subject, that is, thatMick’s experience has a distinctive flavour of ‘for-Mick-ness’.7 One can

see how, in this respect, Zahavi’s suggestion that “for Mick, his experience will be quite

unlike Mack’s experience (and vice versa)” (ibid., p. 24) could be misunderstood: given

that Mick and Mack’s experiences are type-identical (i.e., they share the exact same type

of phenomenal character), what it is like forEXP Mick, forSUBJ Mick to have e1 is exactly the

same as what it is like forEXP Mack, forSUBJ Mack to have e2.

In the movie Being John Malkovich by Spike Jonze (1999), the main character is able to

access JohnMalkovich’s steamof consciousness by crawling through amysterious portal in

his office. Imagine that by using a similar science-fiction device, you could randomly access

either Mick’s or Mack’s stream of consciousness at t. You would be completely unable to

knowwhose stream of consciousness youwere accessing (i.e., whether you inhabitedMick’s

stream of consciousness and lived through e1, or whether you inhabited Mack’s stream of

consciousness and lived through e2). Furthermore, after repeated use of the device, you

would have no way of finding out that you were successively accessing two numerically

distinct streams of consciousness without prior knowledge of that fact. Even if you rapidly

alternated between the two streams of consciousness, you would not be able to notice any

change in your experience. Thus, what distinguishes e1 from e2 is merely that e1 constitu-

tively contributes to Mick’s overall phenomenology (and not Mack’s), while e2 constitu-

tively contributes to Mack’s overall phenomenology (and not Mick’s). There is certainly

nothing in the type phenomenal character of e1 that distinguishes it from e2, and vice versa.

7This echoes Parfit’s remark that the only distinction between two qualitatively identical experiences is
not some unique subject-specific property, but the relationship that each experience bears to its subject: “I
agree withMadell that I and he could have two simultaneous experiences that were qualitatively identical, but
were straightforwardly distinct. But this need not be because one of the experiences has the unique property
of being mine, and the other has the unique property of being Madell’s. It could simply be because one of
these experiences is this experience, occurring in this particular mental life, and the other is that experience,
occurring in that other particular mental life. These two mental lives might have to be referred to publicly
through their connections to a pair of different human bodies.” (Parfit 1984, p. 516).
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I take it that Zahavi would agree with this commentary. The purporse of the Phenone-

mal Twins thought experiment, as I understand it, is to stress the fact that being the subject

of a conscious mental state is not merely a matter of instantiating a property like any other.

In particular, it differs substantially from instantiating a property like mass. Suppose that

Mick and Mack, being physically type-identical, both weigh 80kg. The property of having

a mass of 80kg is ‘adjectival’ on a physical object or person: there can be no having a mass

of 80kg without something or someone whose mass it is. By contrast, pre-reflective self-

consciousness or ‘for-me-ness’, in Zahavi’s sense, does not merely point to the fact that

having an experience is ‘adjectival’ of a subject of experience; in other words, Zahavi refuses

what Zahavi and Kriegel (2016) call the ‘deflationary interpretation’ of ‘for-me-ness’.

This is the first lesson to be drawn from the remark that the difference between e1 and

e2 is more than a mere numerical distinction between the two experiences. Mick’s having a

mass of 80kg is a different token instantiation fromMack’s having amass of 80kg, but there

is a mere numerical distinction between the two token instantiations. Mick’s having e1 is

also a different token instantiation from Mack’s having e2, but there is a sense in which

the difference goes further than this ‘metaphysical’ fact. Indeed, there is something it is

like forEXP Mick, forSUBJ Mick to undergo e1, and there is something it is like forEXP Mack,

forSUBJ Mack to undergo e2. By contrast, there is nothing it is like forEXP Mick, forSUBJ

Mick to have a mass of 80kg, and there is nothing it is like forEXP Mack, forSUBJ Mack

to have a mass of 80kg.

The second lesson to be drawn from the thought experiment is that each conscious

experience constitutively contributes to the overall phenomenology of one and only one

subject of experience – what I have expressed in chapter 1 with the foundational claims

(F5) and (F6). This is what is occasionally called (somewhat contentiously) the ‘privacy’

of experience (e.g., Sprigge 1969). Zahavi’s emphasis on this point is apparent from the

following elucidation of ‘for-me-ness’:8

[T]o highlight the for-me-ness of experience is not merely to make a grammatical or
logical ormetaphysical point. The point is not simply that it is part of the very concept
of experience that an experience necessarily requires an experiencer. No, the point

8See also Zahavi (2014, p. 22).
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being made is also phenomenological. To speak of the for-me-ness of experience is
to pinpoint something with ramifications for the subject’s overall phenomenology.
The for-me-ness of experience refers to the first-personal character of experience, to
the fact that our acquaintance with our own experiential life differs from the acquain-
tance we have with the experiential life of others and vice versa. This difference in
acquaintance or access obtains, not only when we reflect or introspect, but whenever
we pre-reflectively live through an experience.

Zahavi (2014, p. 24)

Thus, on Zahavi’s account, to say that I am pre-reflectively conscious of a mental state

M – or, equivalently, to say that M has ‘for-me-ness’ – is to say (a) that M constitutively

contributes tomy overall phenomenology, and (b) thatMdoes not constitutively contribute

to any other subject’s overall phenomenology. Given this minimal understanding of pre-

reflective self-consciousness or ‘for-me-ness’, the claim that a mental state is a conscious

mental state if and only its subject is pre-reflectively conscious of it – that is, if and only if

it has ‘for-me-ness’ – strikes me as true, because it does not go beyond the foundational

claims about consciousness outlined in chapter 1.

Zahavi himself emphasises that one should not understand the notion of ‘pre-reflective

self-consciousness’ on an act-object model, similarly to the notion of ‘consciousness of

an object’: “the experience [of an apple] is not itself an object on a par with the apple,

but instead constitutes the very access to the appearing apple” (Zahavi 2014, p. 35). The

relevant notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness must be understood in a minimal way,

so that what it is for S to be (pre-reflectively) conscious of mental state M is for M to be a

conscious mental state of which S is the subject; or, equivalently, for there to be something

it is like forEXP S, forSUBJ S to be in M; or, also equivalent, for M to constitutively contribute

to S’s overall phenomenology (to the exclusion of anyone else’s). Furthermore, with these

comes along S being in a position to know, or rationally to believe, that S [self] is in M.

Nonetheless, one can see how the notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness could

potentially be mistaken for a less minimal notion. Using the term ‘self-consciousness’ and

its cognates to point to notions that can be constructed within the scope of the foundational

claims chapter 1 requires a considerable amount of exposition and qualification (e.g., with

adjectives such as ‘pre-reflective’, as well as lengthy glosses). Moreover, despite Dan Za-

havi’s carefulness in clarifying what he intends by ‘self-consciousness’, his view has often
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been misconstrued as pointing to a more substantive notions.9 Given these two observa-

tions, one might suggest that it would be preferable – both for proponents of the minimal

interpretation of (CSCNE) themselves and for their readers – to avoid the terminology of

‘self-consciousness’ altogether when discussing foundational claims about consciousness.

3.3 Kriegel’s substantive constitutive claim

Another very influential version of (CSCNE) is due to Kriegel (2009). Recall that Kriegel

defines the ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ of a mental state as “what makes [it] a

phenomenally conscious state at all” (ibid., p. 1). He subsequently argues that “it is central

to subjective character that it enables an epistemic or mental relation between the subject

and her experience” (ibid., p. 105) This epistemic or mental relation is the relation of

awareness. To distinguish the subject’s awareness of worldly objects from the subject’s

awareness of her experience itself, Kriegel calls the former outer awareness and the latter

inner awareness. The specific version of (CSCNE) to be elucidated is what he calls the

‘Ubiquity of Inner Awareness Thesis’, henceforth (UIA):

(UIA) For any mental state M of a subject S, if M is conscious at t, then (a) S is aware of

M at t and (b) S’s awareness of M is part of S’s overall phenomenology at t.10

(UIA)’s clause (b) introduces the specification that the subject’s awareness of her conscious

mental state is itself part of the subject’s overall phenomenology. This idea comes through

in other passages of the book:11

[I]nner awareness is such that [we] bear some epistemic relation to it, in virtue of
which it is phenomenologically manifest to us.

Kriegel (2009, p. 182, my emphasis)

[A]nother constant element in the fringe of consciousness is awareness of one’s con-
current experience.

Kriegel (2009, p. 49, my emphasis)

9See Zahavi (2017; 2018) for a defence against misunderstandings of his minimal interpretation of
(CSCNE).

10Kriegel (2009, p.181).
11See also: “the awareness of our conscious states is something we experience” (Kriegel 2003a, p. 120).
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[I]nner awareness… is a component of the [subject’s] phenomenology…
Kriegel (2009, p. 188, my emphasis)

Does (UIA) go beyond foundational claims about consciousness? Recall that according

to the elucidation of consciousness provided in chapter 1, it is the subject’s being in amental

state that contributes to her overall phenomenology. By contrast, (UIA) states that the

subject’s being aware of the mental state that she is in is part of her overall phenomenology.

A proponent of (UIA)might say that what it is for you to be aware of amental state simply is

for you to be the experiencing subject of that mental state. Accordingly, (UIA) would mean

that for any mental state M of a grammatical subject S, if M is a conscious mental state, then

(a) S is the experiencing subject of M, and (b) S’s being the experiencing subject of M is

part of S’s overall phenomenology. Suppose that you are (perceptually) aware of a yellow

lemon. On this interpretation of (UIA), you have an (inner) awareness of your (outer)

awareness of the yellow lemon; but your being aware of your awareness of the yellow lemon

would be nothing more than your being the experiencing subject of your awareness of the

yellow lemon. This interpretation does not seem to point to aspects of phenomenology

that are not already acknowledged by foundational claims about consciousness as being

constitutive of consciousness.

However, this is not how Kriegel himself seems to interpret (UIA). As we have seen,

Kriegel suggests that the ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ of all conscious mental

states is a component of their phenomenal character (Kriegel 2009, p. 116). Since Kriegel

claims that the ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ of a conscious mental state is equiv-

alent to the subject’s inner awareness of that mental state, this suggests that such inner

awareness is somehow a component of the state’s phenomenal character; on this view, your

awareness of your awareness of a yellow lemon would be a part of what it is like for you

to be aware of the yellow lemon.

In a more recent publication, Kriegel makes it clear that his understanding of (UIA)

is intended to go beyond any of the foundational claims discussed in chapter 1. Indeed,

Kriegel stresses that the relation between inner awareness or ‘for-me-ness’ and phenomenal

character is not exhausted by the point that the former is a determinable of which the latter

is a determinate:
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While the bluish way it is like for me to see blue is different from the reddish way it is
like for me to see red, the element of for-me-ness in these two ways-it-is-like-for-me is
strictly identical, and not only in the sense that we can define a genus, or determinable,
of which both bluishness and reddishness are species, or determinates, and which
qua genus or determinable remains invariant. Rather, there is a very specific, very
determinate aspect of bluish-for-me-ness and reddish-for-me-ness that is common
to the two, namely, for-me-ness as such.

Kriegel (forthcoming)

Kriegel is clear that inner awareness or ‘for-me-ness’ is not merely a ‘pre-condition’

for a mental state to contribute to the subject’s phenomenology, but it is also a distinct

component of the subject’s phenomenology. Thus, Kriegel compares the relation between

inner awareness and the subject’s phenomenology to the relation between a keystone and

thirteen-stone masonry arch:

As a mere commonality and yet a substantive one, for-me-ness serves a double func-
tion as both (i) a component among others in a conscious state’s overall phenome-
nal character and (ii) a precondition for the existence of all other phenomenal com-
ponents (as phenomenal components). Compare the keystone of a thirteen-stone
masonry arch. On the one hand, it is a stone among others composing the arch, as
intrinsically ‘beefy’ as the other twelve. On the other hand, if we remove it the whole
arch collapses, and to that extent it is a precondition for there being any other arch-
component.

Kriegel (forthcoming)

By analogy with the keystone, your (inner) awareness of your (outer) awareness of a yellow

lemon is taken to both (a) enable your (outer) awareness of the yellow lemon to make

any contribution at all to your phenomenology, and (b) make its own, independent con-

tribution to your phenomenology. The resulting version of the constitutive claim is clearly

substantive, and does not plausibly follow from the Nagelian elucidatory account of con-

sciousness. It stands in urgent need of support.

Kriegel himself suggests that “the best reason to think that there is such as a thing

as… inner awareness is phenomenological: [it] is simply phenomenologically manifest”

(2009, p. 50). Thus, he takes his view to be phenomenologically plausible, so much so that

he “cannot envisage what it would be like to have a phenomenology lacking the kind of

inner awareness that constitutes for-me-ness” (2009, p. 175). However, many authors
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have attested that they do not share this intuition.12 If inner awareness were indeed a

ubiquitous and phenomenologically manifest feature of consciousness, one might expect a

broader agreement on its existence. Kriegel readily admits that “[t]he awareness in question

is certainly somewhat elusive” (2009, p. 47). He elaborates on the elusiveness of inner

awareness or ‘for-me-ness’ through two additional claims that we can formulate as follows:

(FMN1) Most of the time, inner awareness or ‘for-me-ness’ is peripheral, rather than focal.

(FMN2) Peripheral inner awareness can never be introspected.

Let us unpack each of these claims, starting with (FMN1). Kriegel introduces the

distinction between focal and peripheral awareness by analogy with the structure of the

visual field. Human vision has a centre/periphery structure in so far as visual stimuli are

perceived with greater clarity in the fovea than in the peripheral visual field. By analogy,

Kriegel argues that experience itself has a centre/periphery structure: some aspects of one’s

overall phenomenology are focal, while others are peripheral. This analogy is not to be taken

literally, because the centre/periphery structure of experience is obviously not a matter of

physiology (e.g., the density and sensitivity of receptor cells such as those covering the

retina); rather, it is meant to be determined by the allocation of attentional resources.13

Indeed, Kriegel glosses the distinction between focal and peripheral awareness as a distinc-

tion between attentive and inattentive awareness.14 Thus, focal awareness is the awareness of

what we attend to, while peripheral awareness is the awareness of what we do not attend to.

According toKriegel, the distinction between focal and peripheral awareness cuts across

the distinction between outer and inner awareness. Outer awareness of external objects

can be either focal (e.g., when one attends to the yellow lemon one sees) or peripheral (e.g.,

when one sees a yellow lemon without attending to it), and most experiences involve both

varieties of outer awareness at the same time (e.g., one may be focally aware of the yellow

12See, for example, Dretske (1993), Gennaro (2008), Gertler (2012), Howell and B. Thompson (2017),
McClelland (2015), Mehta (2013), Siewert (1998), and D. W. Smith (2004).

13See Kriegel (2009, p. 183).
14“The distinction that is relevant to our present purposes is between attentive/inattentive… awareness”,

Kriegel (2009, p. 183, n. 20).
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lemon while being peripherally aware of the hum of the refrigerator in the background).

Inner awareness, in turn, is understood to be typically peripheral: in having an experience,

one is aware of it even if one does not attend to it. This is the first part of Kriegel’s answer

to sceptics – if you doubt that your experience constantly involves a phenomenologically

manifest inner awareness or ‘for-me-ness’, this might be because such inner awareness or

‘for-me-ness’ is typically peripheral.

Kriegel goes on to argue that peripheral inner awareness becomes focal when one intro-

spects (attends to) one’s occurrent experience. Thus, “introspective awareness is the same

old constitutive, inbuilt awareness that… every conscious state involves, though properly

augmented with additional attention resources” (Giustina and Kriegel 2017, p. 158). This

is what Kriegel calls the ‘attention-shift’ model of introspection: introspection consists

in shifting attention from external objects to one’s awareness of these objects, through a

conversion of peripheral inner awareness into focal inner awareness. Introspection, on this

view, is nothing but an inbuilt inner awareness of one’s experience to which attentional

resources have been allocated.

This model of introspection leads to the second part of Kriegel’s answer to sceptics:

since introspection results from the conversion of peripheral inner awareness into focal

inner awareness, it follows that peripheral inner awareness itself cannot be introspected

(FMN2). Indeed, when we introspect, we no longer have a pheripheral inner awareness

of our experience, and our focal inner awareness of our experience is the very relation of

introspection. The reason why critics deny the ubiquity of inner awareness is that they fail

to notice such awareness upon introspecting their experience – but this is precisely what

the attention-shiftmodel of introspection predicts: “introspecting cannot reveal peripheral

inner awareness because it annihilates it (by supplanting it)” (Kriegel 2009, p. 184).

Kriegel argues that the ‘attention-shift’ model of introspection explains how (UIA) can

be compatible with the so-called ‘transparency of experience’ thesis. The traditional for-

mulation of the transparency thesis states that when one attempts to attend to one’s experi-

ence, one can only attend to features of the worldly objects presented by one’s experience

(Harman 1990). In other words, attempting to introspect one’s experience does not reveal

properties of the experience itself, but only properties of its objects – properties of what
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it is an experience of. Note that this formulation of the transparency thesis is not strictly

incompatible with (UIA), because (UIA) does not explicitly say that inner awareness is

ever focal rather than peripheral. However, Kriegel does need to give some account of what

happens when we attend to our occurrent experience, that is, when our peripheral inner

awareness of that experience is supplanted by the focal inner awareness of it.

Kriegel denies that his view is incompatible with the transparency thesis, which he

formulates in the following way:

(TE) For any experience e and any feature F, if F is an introspectible feature of e, then F

is (part of) the first-order representational content of e.15

The notion of first-order representational content refers here to content that does not in-

volve representations or representational properties, but only involves worldly objects and

their properties. In other words, (TE) states that the only features of one’s experience that

are available to introspection are those that are part of the experience’s world-directed rep-

resentational content. Kriegel goes on to say that his view is compatible with (TE), because

the attention-shift model predicts that peripheral inner awareness cannot be introspected.

Upon introspecting, peripheral inner awareness turns into focal inner awareness, and such

awareness is directed to the first-order representational content of the experience.

This treatment of the transparency of experience raises several concerns. Firstly, (TE)

does not reflect traditional formulations of the transparency thesis. Indeed, the very for-

mulation of (TE) suggests that one can introspect properties of one’s experience, which is

precisely what the transparency thesis is normally taken to deny. Moreover, it is difficult to

see how a property could be both the property of an experience, and part of what Kriegel

calls the experience’s ‘first-order representational content’. Suppose that you have a visual

experience of the blue sky. Kriegel might say that the blueness of the sky is part of the ‘first-

order representational content’ of that experience, insofar as the experience represents the

sky as blue; however, the blueness of the sky is a property of the sky, not a property of your

experience of it. The corresponding property of the experience would be the property of

15Kriegel (2009, p. 181); see also Kriegel (forthcoming).
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representing (or presenting) blueness – but such a property is not part of the ‘first-order

representational content’ of the experience in Kriegel’s sense. According to the traditional

version of the transparency thesis, any attempt to attend to your experience of the blue sky

would result in attending to what your experience represents, namely the blue sky itself.

Interestingly, Kriegel himself initially introduces the transparency thesis as the claim that

“whenever we try to introspect one of our experiences, we can become acquainted only

with what it is an experience of – not with the experiencing itself” (Kriegel 2009, p. 69).

This is presumably not equivalent to (TE).

A more straightforward and accurate formulation of the transparency thesis would

be the following:

(TE*) For any experience e (e.g., a visual perceptual experience), upon attempting to at-

tend to a feature (i.e., a property) of e, one can only attend to objects and properties

that are part of the worldly scene that e represents.

The formulation of the transparency thesis as (TE*) suggests that it is in fact incompatible

with Kriegel’s account. Consider again the experience of looking at the blue sky. According

to Kriegel, “although I am not focally aware of the experience itself, but rather of the sky, I

amnonetheless peripherally aware of the experience itself. That is, the experience combines

focal outer awareness of the sky with peripheral inner awareness of itself.” (Kriegel 2009, p.

17). Now, suppose that you introspect your experience of the blue sky. According to the

attention-switch model, this consists in reallocating your attentional resources, such that

your experience of the blue sky becomes the focus of your attention (fig. 3.1). The same

inner awareness that was before peripheral is now focal, and introspection simply consists

in having such focal inner awareness of one’s experience. If introspection is just focal inner

awareness, and focal inner awareness is just peripheral inner awareness plus attention, then

it would seem that anything of which a subject has peripheral inner awareness is available

to introspection (although not as peripheral) – given that it is a possible target for focal

inner awareness.
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conscious state object conscious state object

non-introspective state introspective state

peripheral awareness
focal awareness

Figure 3.1: The attention-shift model of introspection.

It follows that there must be something that is available to introspection over and be-

yond the experience’s first-order representational content. If not, then (UIA) would be-

come vacuous, for there would be no difference between outer awareness and inner aware-

ness. Because the focal inner awareness that constitutes introspection just is the same in-

built inner awareness that happens to be peripheral in the non-introspective case, intro-

specting one’s experience cannot be the same thing as attending to the object and prop-

erties it represents. To see this, consider the two awareness relations in Kriegel’s model:

inner awareness (the loopy arrow in fig. 3.1) or outer awareness (the straight arrow in fig.

3.1). We know that each of these awareness relations can be qualified by the allocation of

attentional resources, to be either focal (attentive) or peripheral (inattentive). Furthermore,

we know that the introspection relation can only be of the focal (attentive) variety. Upon

introspecting, one of the two awareness relations – the inner awareness relation – becomes

focal, and this is what introspection consists in (see Kriegel 2009, p. 184).

If, upon introspecting one’s experience, it was only possible to attend to objects and

properties that are part of the worldly scene that the experience represents – as stated by

(TE*) –, it would suggest that the introspection relation is in fact a focal outer awareness

relation. In turn, this would mean that peripheral inner awareness no longer has a role as

a ‘precursor’ to introspection in non-introspective states, and the real ‘precursor’ to intro-

spection would be peripheral outer awareness (inattentive awareness of external objects).

Such a view would leave the nature of peripheral inner awareness wholly mysterious.
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Thus, Kriegel’s account combining (UIA) and the ‘attention-shift’ model of introspec-

tion does not seem compatible with the transparency thesis, if the latter is adequately for-

mulated as in (TE*). Given that Kriegel takes the transparency thesis to be phenomenolog-

ically plausible (e.g., Kriegel 2009, pp. 69-71), this conflict undermines the weight of his

phenomenological intuition in favour of (UIA).

Admittedly, Kriegel does not pretend to offer a positive argument in favour of his in-

terpretation of (UIA); rather, he states his view of inner awareness as an “unpedestrian

phenomenological pronouncement” (ibid., p. 166), and subsequently defends it against

some potential objections, and in particular the objection that it is incompatible with the

transparency thesis. This argumentative sequence is a part of Kriegel’s broader project.

Indeed, Kriegel argues that the only theory of consciousness that can accommodate his

interpretation of (UIA) is his preferred theory, called self-representationalism, according

to which what makes a mental stateM of S a conscious mental state is that it represents itself

– thereby making S aware of M.16 In the context of this broader project, Kriegel admits that

his interpretation of (UIA) is both substantive and controversial:

I consider it a substantive claim, not a matter of definition, that subjective character
amounts normally to peripheral inner awareness.

Kriegel (2009, p. 47, fn. 38, my emphasis)

My claim, and I do not mean it as trivial or uncontroversial, is that subjective character
just is normally peripheral inner awareness.

Kriegel (2009, p. 50, my emphasis)

Nonetheless, Kriegel claims not only that his view is phenomenologically plausible, but also

that his rebuttal of potential objections should lead us to conclude that “we have no good

reason not to accept that the overall phenomenology of a conscious subject at a time always

and necessarily includes an element of inner awareness” (ibid., p. 196).

I have argued that we may in fact have good reasons not to endorse Kriegel’s inter-

pretation of (UIA). Beyond the anecdotal observation that I – like many others – find

16More precisely, on the self-representationalist theory, any consciousmental stateM has two components,
M1 andM2, such thatM2 directly representsM1, and thereby indirectly representsM itself. Themetaphysical
details of this theory are complex and need not detain us here (see McClelland forthcoming for an overview).
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Kriegel’s account particularly implausible as a characterisation of what is ‘phenomenolog-

ically manifest’ in every conscious experience, I suggested that it is incompatible with the

transparency thesis that Kriegel himself seemingly takes for granted. More importantly,

the transition from the Nagelian dictum to Kriegel’s inflationary interpretation of (UIA),

through the emphasis on the ‘for me’ phrase, seems to involve a form of double-counting

that equivocates on the meaning of ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’. Consider the

challenge that Kriegel addresses to critics of his view:

[P]hilosophers [who deny] the very existence of for-me-ness… owe us an alternative
account of the substantive commonality among conscious states, or an argument to
the effect that there is no substantive commonality among conscious states. In that re-
spect, for-me-ness is not just phenomenologically compelling, but also does a certain
explanatory work, insofar as it accounts for the apparent substantive commonality
across experiences.

Kriegel (forthcoming)

On the view I defended following Nagel’s elucidation of consciousness, the ‘substan-

tive’ commonality among conscious mental states is merely the second-order property of

phenomenality: all consciousmental states are constitutively such that theymake some con-

tribution or other to their subject’s overall phenomenology.17 The second-order property

of phenomenality is certainly not a component of the first-order property of phenomenal

character in anymeaningful sense. In otherwords, whatmakes amental stateMof a subject

S a conscious mental state at all is not part of what it is like for S to be in M. To treat

phenomenality as a component of phenomenal character is not only phenomenologically

implausible – in so far as it is implausible that “for-me-ness [is] ubiquitous in conscious

experience [and is] necessarily so” (Kriegel forthcoming) –, but perhaps alsometaphysically

suspect – in so far as a second-order property obtained by existential quantification over a

first-order property cannot be a component of the first-order property.

In summary, Kriegel’s version of (CSCNE) explicitely goes beyond the foundational

claims laid out in chapter 1: it is a substantive and controversial claim that does not plausi-

bly follow from the Nagelian elucidatory account of consciousness. On Kriegel’s account,

17Furthermore, the commonality among the conscious mental states of a particular subject S is that they
all make some contribution or other to S’s overall phenomenalology.
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being in a conscious mental state constitutively involves having a (typically peripheral) in-

ner awareness of that state. Such inner awareness is phenomenologicallymanifest; although

we cannot introspect it, “we do have a general impression of peripheral inner awareness from

our ordinary, non-introspective consciousness” (Kriegel 2009, p. 186). However, Kriegel

does not give a positive account of what this ‘general impression’ of our inner awareness

consists of.18 Ultimately, his version of (CSCNE) stands in need of further support as a

substantive claim about what is constitutive of all conscious mental states. Additionally,

and perhaps more worryingly, his account is is potentially misleading in its treatment of

‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ as a component of phenomenal character.

3.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, I examined the first variant of (CSC), according to which consciousness

constitutively involves self-consciousness in the non-egological sense (consciousness of

one’s experience). On the minimal interpretation of (CSCNE) adopted by Zahavi, the non-

egological notion of self-consciousness points to aspects of phenomenology also acknowl-

edged by the foundational claims of chapter 1. Once it has been properly understood, this

minimal interpretation of the claim is both plausible and illuminating; but it is prefer-

able to formulate foundational claims about consciousness without using a term as poly-

semous as ‘self-consciousness’, which is likely to invite a stronger reading. On the more

substantive interpretation of (CSCNE) favoured by Kriegel, the non-egological notion of

self-consciousness (or ‘inner awareness’) is treated both as the second-order property of

phenomenality and as a first-order component the phenomenal character of mental states.

The resulting claim stands in need of further support, and is potentially misleading. The

upshot of this discussion is that we should avoid treating the non-egological notion of self-

consciousness as a constitutive aspect of the notion of all conscious mental states.

18See, for example, Kriegel (2009, p. 186).
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Self-consciousness appears, in many cases, as an intermittent mode of conscious ex-
perience.

Titchener (1911, pp. 551-2)

In the previous chapter, I have argued that (CSCNE), the claim that consciousness con-

stitutively involves consciousness of one’s experience, stands in need of support if it is

intended as a substantive claim about determinate aspects of phenomenology. Given the

Nagelian account of consciousness, it is not conceptually possible for a subject to have a

conscious experience that does not constitutively contribute to the subject’s overall pheno-

menology. However, it is at least conceptually possible for a subject to have a conscious

experience without being conscious of that experience, in so far as this notion goes beyond

the scope of the Nagelian elucidatory account of consciousness and of the foundational

claims of chapter 1.

In this chapter, I will turn to the second constitutive claim (CSCE), according to which

consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of oneself :

(CSCE) Necessarily, for any subject S, S is conscious at t if and only if S is conscious of S at

t.

My overall strategy will follow that of the previous chapter. In §4.1, I examine how some

proponents of (CSCE) gloss the notions of ‘subjectivity’, ‘subjective character’ and ‘for-

me-ness’ to arrive at the claim that consciousness constitutively involves consciousness

of oneself. I subsequently argue, once again, that formulations of (CSCE) may be divided

92



Debunking the Myth: Egological Self-Consciousness 93

into two categories. In the first category are claims that point to aspects of phenomenology

that are acknowledged by foundational claims about consciousness. I examine the claims

that fall within this first category in §4.2. In the second category are claims that point

to determinate aspects of phenomenology that are not acknowledged by the foundational

claims as being constitutive aspects of consciousness. I examine the claims that might fall

within this second category in §4.3, and argue that they lack argumentative support. This

is where the parallel between this chapter and the previous one ends. In §4.4, I consider a

weaker but still substantive claim about egological self-consciousness, according to which

being conscious typically or ordinarily involves a form of consciousness of oneself. I suggest

that while this claim is antecedently plausible, a full assessment would involve distinguish-

ing between more determinate notions of egological self-consciousness and examining

empirical evidence regarding their prevalence in conscious experience. This will be the

purpose of the second part of this thesis.

4.1 From subjectivity to consciousness of oneself

In the last chapter, we have seen how glosses of the Nagelian dictum could lead some

authors, through an emphasis on the ‘for x’ phrase, to the non-egological notion of self-

consciousness (consciousness of one’s experience). Interestingly, some authors use the

same emphasis to arrive at what seems like an egological notion of self-consciousness (con-

sciousness of oneself ). Consider, for example, the following passage:1

Pre-reflective self-consciousness specifically corresponds to consciousness of the self
as it is the subject of any given experience. Compare two different experiences: the
smelling of fresh coffee and the seeing of midnight sun. These experiences differ in
their phenomenality, i.e. in ‘what it feels like’ to undergo them… However, these
experiences… share a specific dimension in the fact that they are all given from the
first-person perspective, they are given (at least tacitly) as my experiences, as expe-
riences I am undergoing: they feel like something for me. This quality of mineness
or for-me-ness is what the notion of pre-reflective consciousness of the self-as-subject
designates.

Legrand (2007, p. 584)

1See also Sebastián (2012, pp. 160-2) and Duncan (2018, p. 88), among other examples.
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This passage is reminiscent of the exposition of ‘subjectivity’, ‘subjective character’ and ‘for-

me-ness’ discussed in the previous chapter. However, it marks a different emphasis on the

subject of an experience being conscious of herself, as the subject of that experience.

Being conscious of oneself as the subject of one’s occurrent experience is prima facie

not equivalent to being conscious of that experience. The former might entail the latter, at

least on the following interpretation: if a subject S in conscious mental state M is conscious

of S as the subject of M, then (a) S is conscious of the relation that holds between S and

M, and (b) S is conscious of the relata of that relation, namely (i) S and (ii) M. However,

being conscious of one’s experience presumably does not conversely entail being conscious

of oneself as the subject of that experience.

Both Zahavi and Kriegel acknowledge the difference between the non-egological

notion of self-consciousness at play in (CSCNE) and the egological notion of self-

consciousness at play in (CSCE). Thus, Zahavi writes that “[b]eing pre-reflectively

aware of one’s experiences is neither tantamount to being aware of oneself as an object,

nor equivalent to being thematically aware of the experiences as one’s own” (Zahavi

forthcoming). Kriegel himself admits being tempted by a claim close to (CSCE), but falls

short of endorsing the idea that consciousness of oneself is constitutive of consciousness:2

I would say that my current experience’s pre-reflective self-consciousness strikes me
as egological – that is, as a formof peripheral self -awareness. Myperipheral awareness
of my current experience is awareness of it as mine. There is an elusive sense of
self-presence or self-manifestation inherent in even a simple conscious experience
of the blue sky. It is less clear to me, however, that this feature of peripheral inner
awareness – its being self -awareness and not mere inner awareness – is constitutive of
phenomenology.

Kriegel (2009, p. 177)

As we have seen, however, some formulations of (CSCNE) point to aspects of pheno-

menology already acknowledged by the Nagelian elucidatory account of consciousness

and the foundational claims that plausibly follow from it. Thus, Zahavi’s account of pre-

reflective self-consciousness ultimately boils down to the claim that consciousmental states

are constitutively such that they contribute to their own subject’s overall phenomenology,

2Kriegel does seem to endorse (CSCE) in his earlier (2003b, pp. 13-21).
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and to no other subject’s overall phenomenology. The above passage from Legrand (2007)

also presents itself as an account of ‘pre-reflective self-consciousness’; consequently, one

might wonder whether her version of (CSCE) also boils down to one or several of the foun-

dational claims considered in chapter 1. Despite appearances to the contrary, there might

not be any daylight between some versions of the claim that consciousness constitutively

involves consciousness of one’s experience (CSCNE), and some versions of the claim that

consciousness constitutively involves consciousness of oneself (CSCE).

One noteworthy feature of the above passage from Legrand (2007) is that it concerns

a consciousness of oneself as the subject of one’s experience, while Zahavi (forthcoming)

claims that “[b]eing pre-reflectively aware of one’s experiences is [not] tantamount to being

aware of oneself as an object” (my emphasis).3 The distinction between being conscious of

oneself as a subject and being conscious of oneself as an object complicates the distinction

between non-egological and egological self-consciousness. As we shall see, it is not always

clear that the version of (CSCE) defended by authors who put an emphasis of the subject

being conscious of herself as a subject really differs from Zahavi’s minimal interpretation

of (CSCNE), and, consequently, from the foundational claims discussed in chapter 1.

With this in mind, let us consider additional examples of the claim that consciousness

constitutively involves consciousness of oneself :

If ‘self-consciousness’ is taken to mean ‘consciousness with a sense of self’, then all
human consciousness is necessarily covered by the term – there is just no other kind
of consciousness as far as I can see.

Damasio (1999, p. 19)

[A]ll consciousness involves consciousness of self… [A]ll conscious states make me,
at least prereflectively, aware of myself… One is always, at least prereflectively, in the
presence of oneself in being present to the world.

Wider (2006, pp. 63-78)

I can recognize... a sense in which a special form of self-consciousness is built into the
character of experience. [For example] some sort of peripheral consciousness of one-
self as a situated, active perceiver... is essentially involved in the ordinary experience
of looking.

Siewert (2013, p. 256)

3See also Zahavi (2018, p. 706).
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[O]ne cannot consciously experience anything without thereby being aware of one-
self… In having an experience we are necessarily aware… of ourselves as the one to
whom something is phenomenally given.

Nida-Rümelin (2014, p. 269)

On the face of it, all of these excerpts express a version of (CSCE): in having a conscious

experience, one is conscious (or aware) of oneself. As in the case of (CSCNE), we can divide

interpretations of (CSCE) into two categories. First, on a minimal interpretation of (CSCE),

being conscious (or aware) of oneself as the subject of a conscious mental state M would

mean being the subject whose overall phenomenology M constitutively contributes to. If

this is how (CSCE) is interpreted, then it does not actually go beyond the Nagelian elucida-

tory account of consciousness provided in chapter 1; nonetheless, in so far as it plausibly

follows from such an account, this minimal interpretation of (CSCE) can be illuminating.

Second, on a more substantive construal of (CSCE), being conscious (or aware) of one-

self whenever one is in a conscious mental state points to some determinate aspect of

phenomenology that is not already acknowledged by the foundational claims of chapter

1. Specifically, it might point to some kind of sense of self that is part of what it is like

for a subject to be conscious at all. This is arguably the most natural understanding of the

expression ‘consciousness of oneself ’.

Following the same strategy as that of the previous chapter, I will first examine versions

of (CSCNE) that seem to fall within the first category, then examine versions of (CSCE) that

seem to fall within the second category.

4.2 Minimal constitutive claims

It is not immediately clear how (CSCE) could be a claim that merely points to aspects of

phenomenology already acknowledged by foundational claims about consciousness. For

example, (CSCE) clearly does not follow from foundational claim (F5):

(F5) If M is a conscious mental state, then there is a subject S such that S is in M (and, con-

sequently, S’s being in M constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology).
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If M is a visual experience of a yellow lemon, then there is a subject S such that S has

this visual experience, and furthermore this visual experience constitutively contributes to

S’s overall phenomenology: there is something it is like for S to be conscious of a yellow

lemon. Presumably, it does not follow that S is conscious of herself, or conscious of being

the subject to whom a yellow banana is presented. It certainly seems conceivable that one

could have a conscious experience that represents the world as being thus-and-so without

representing oneself as the subject of that experience.4

(CSCE) does not follow either from foundational claim (F3):

(F3) If M is a conscious mental state of subject S, then S’s being in M gives S a reason to

judge rationally that S [self] is in M.

A subject S being the subject of a conscious mental state M does put S in a position to judge

rationally that her being inM is an aspect of her overall phenomenology.5 Furthermore, the

judgement that S is thus in a position to make is not simply that someone is in M, but that S

herself is in M. In other words, by being in M, S is in a position to judge “I am in M”. Such a

judgement involves a representation of oneself as oneself. Consequently, if S does come to

make such a judgement consciously, she will ipso facto be self-conscious in so far as making

a conscious judgement constitutively contributes to one’s overall phenomenology.6

However, being in a position to judge that p is not equivalent to judging that p. In

normal circumstances, one does not constantly self-ascribe the consciousmental states that

one undergoes. Therefore, having a visual experience of a yellow lemon does not typically

involve representing oneself as the subject of that experience – that is, unless one does come

to judge “I am having a visual experience of a yellow lemon”.

Let us examine some of the defences of (CSCE) quoted above, starting with Legrand

(2006). Initially, Legrand appears to suggest that she intends her claim to go beyond the

4As Bayne puts it, “it seems at least conceptually possible to have a phenomenal state without experiencing
oneself as the subject of that phenomenal state” (Bayne 2004, p. 231).

5Note that S will not always be in a position to know that she in in M, because of the kind of scenario
emphasised by Williamson’s anti-luminosity argument; but even then, as foundational claim (F4) states, she
would presumably be in a position to know that she is in M in most cases. See chapter 1 for a discussion.

6I will come back to the kind of self-consciousness afforded by conscious propositional attitudes in
chapter 5.
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Nagelian elucidation of consciousness. For example, she writes that “[i]t is important to

note that the specificity of pre-reflective consciousness of the self-as-subject is not fully

captured by the notion of phenomenal consciousness” (2006, p. 584). This statement is

potentially misleading, however, for Legrand actually means that all conscious experiences

involve pre-reflective self-consciousness even though their phenomenal character varies.

Furthermore, she suggests that being pre-reflectively self-conscious is not a matter of hav-

ing an experience of one’s self:

[I]t is crucial to understand that the notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness does
not suppose that the self would be experienced as standing opposed to the stream of
consciousness. Rather, at the pre-reflective level, it is an integral part of conscious ex-
perience… [A]ny experience is pre-reflectively experienced as intrinsically subjective
in the sense that it is experienced from the perspective of the experiencing subject…
The latter is a first-person perspective; it is tied to a self in the sense of being tied to
the point of view of the experiencing, perceiving, acting subject.

Legrand (2007, p. 584)

This passage makes it rather clear that the relevant notion of pre-reflective self-

consciousness is very minimal, and might in fact not differ at all from Zahavi’s notion

of pre-reflective self-consciousness.7 On this minimal understanding, the appeal to

self-consciousness is meant to emphasise that the subject of an experience is not merely

the grammatical or instantiating subject on which the experience is ‘adjectival’ (as branche-

bending is to a branche), but the experiencing subject whose overall phenomenology

the experience constitutively contributes to.

Let us now turn to Nida-Rümelin’s version of (CSCE) (Nida-Rümelin forthcoming;

2014; 2017; 2018). Nida-Rümelin states her view as follows:

Being phenomenally conscious (which is nothing else than instantiating experiential
properties) involves being aware of having those experiential properties… which in
turn involves… being aware of oneself… One might say that phenomenal conscious-
ness and pre-reflective self-awareness are just two sides of one and the same ‘phe-
nomenon’.

Nida-Rümelin (2018, p. 3380)

7The fact that Legrand repeatedly cites Zahavi in the passage that elucidates her notion of pre-reflective
self-consciousness is further evidence of this equivalence.
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Some technical exposition is needed to fully understand Nida-Rümelin’s account. On

her account, properties of subjects of experience are explanatorily prior to properties of

experiences in providing an elucidation of consciousness. Instead of saying that experiences

instantiate phenomenal properties, Nida-Rümelin finds it more illuminating to say that

subjects instantiate ‘experiential properties’, where these are a special class of properties that

are constitutively such that there is something it is like for a subject to instantiate them. As

she also puts it, experiential properties are properties whose instantiation by a subject S at

t partially constitutes what it is like for S at t. In my own preferred terminology, one might

say that experiential properties are properties that constitutively contribute to the overall

phenomenology of the subject who instantiates them. In turn, experiences are events that

consist in the instantiation of experiential properties by a subject.

The second important element of Nida-Rümelin’s account is actually formulated as

a version of (CSCNE): consciousness constitutively involves “awareness of one’s own ex-

perience such that it is impossible to undergo an experience without being… aware of

undergoing it” (2018, p. 3368). This is what Nida-Rümelin calls ‘primitive awareness’. On

this account, if you have an experience of a yellow lemon, then you must have a ‘primitive

awareness’ of this experience the yellow lemon, and such awareness is constitutive of your

having that experience. Importantly, your primitive awareness of your experience of the

yellow lemon does not seem to be anything over and beyond the fact that your experi-

ence constitutively contributes to your overall phenomenology. Nida-Rümelin also char-

acterises primitive awareness in terms of the subject’s relation to experiential properties:

Whenever a subject has an experiential property E, the subject is aware of having
property E in a way which is constitutive of having E. For example, when you are
phenomenally presented with a specific pain in your head, then you must, in a sense,
be aware of your being presented with that pain in order for it to be true that the pain
is phenomenally presented to you.

Nida-Rümelin (2014, p. 264)

In consciously seeing a yellow lemon, one might say that you are phenomenally presented

with yellow; this involves having a ‘primitive awareness’ of being phenomenally presented

with yellow, where such ‘primitive awareness’ is constitutive of your being phenomenally
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presented with yellow. This account of primitive awareness, like Zahavi’s account of pre-

reflective self-consciousness, does not seem to go beyond foundational claims that follow

from the Nagelian elucidation of consciousness. Indeed, Nida-Rümelin ultimately eluci-

dates the notion of primitive awareness as follows:8

A subject is necessarily aware of being presented with something in the sense that be-
ing so presented with somethingmakes a difference for the subject at that moment.…
A subject is primitively aware of having [an experiential property] E just in case that
having E makes a difference for the subject: Having E partially constitutes the subject’s
overall phenomenology.

Nida-Rümelin (2014, p. 266)

We are back in familiar territory: a property E of a subject S (e.g., being phenomenally

presented with yellow) is an experiential property of S just in case S’s instantiation of

E constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology; and for S to be ‘primitively

aware’ of E in Nida-Rümelin’s sense is for E to constitutively contribute to S’s overall

phenomenology. Thus, there is a use of ‘awareness of’ (namely, ‘primitive awareness of’)

that can be constructed within the scope of foundational claims about consciousness.

We can now ask how awareness of oneself comes into this picture to yield a version of

(CSCE); and this is where it becomes more difficult to interpret Nida-Rümelin’s account.

In a number of passages, Nida-Rümelin suggests that primitive awareness involves a form

of awareness of oneself, in the following sense: being aware of an experiential property is,

ipso facto, being aware of being the subject who instantiates this experiential property –

that is, being aware of being the subject whose phenomenology this experiential property

contributes to. In Nida-Rümelin’s words:9

[I]n having an experience we are necessarily aware […] of ourselves as the one to
whom something is phenomenally given […]. When a tree is phenomenally given to
you, you are, in being under that impression, aware of there being something that is
phenomenally present to you. This kind of awareness is not something the experience
of the tree might have or lack; it is rather part of what it is to have an experience
of there being a tree. According to this proposal, having an experience necessarily
involves awareness of there being something that is ‘given to me’…

Nida-Rümelin (2014, p. 269-70)

8See also: “Primitive awareness of instantiating [experiential property] P is nothing over and above
instantiating P” (Nida-Rümelin 2017, p. 64, my emphasis).

9See also Nida-Rümelin (2018, pp. 3379-80).
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Thus, by having a conscious experience of a yellow lemon, you are ipso facto aware of

being phenomenally presented with yellow, that is, aware of being the subject to whom a yel-

low is phenomenally presented. This viewmight sound puzzling. It is one thing to say that a

subject S’s instantiation of an experiential property E (e.g., being phenomenally presented

with yellow) constitutively contributes to S’s overall phenomenology; but it is presumably

another to say that S is aware of being the subject whose overall phenomenology E constitu-

tively contributes to. As I have previously argued, having an experience of a yellow lemon

certainly puts one in a position rationally to judge (and perhaps to know in many cases)

that one oneself is having that experience. But one might wonder in what sense having an

experience of a yellow lemon constitutively involves being aware of being the subject who

is having that experience, or whose overall phenomenology the experience contributes to.

Nida-Rümelin stresses that this awareness of oneself is both pre-reflective, meaning

that it is not a matter of attending to oneself or to one’s experience, and non-conceptual,

meaning that it need not involve the deployment – nor even the possession – of a concept

of self (Nida-Rümelin 2017, p. 66). But the question remains: why would all conscious

experiences involve a (pre-reflective and non-conceptual) awareness of oneself as the sub-

ject of that experience? Consider the experiences of watching a captivatingmovie, running

the final stretch of a marathon, solving a difficult equation, or letting one’s mind wander

just before falling asleep. Do such experiences really involve an awareness of oneself as

an experiencing subject?

One way to answer these questions is to interpret Nida-Rümelin’s notion of

self-awareness in a very minimal sense, like Legrand’s notion of ‘pre-reflective self-

consciousness’. Indeed, like Legrand, Nida-Rümelin emphasises that “the subject is aware

of itself in a way which does not involve its occurrence in its own stream of consciousness”

(ibid., p. 67). In Nida-Rümelin’s terminology, what it means for an item to “show up in

the stream of consciousness” is for it to “[show up] in the totality of what is phenomenally

presented to a subject in a given moment” (ibid., p. 63). Thus, she claims the subject

is aware of itself in a way that does not involve its being phenomenally presented to

itself, as one can be phenomenally presented (for example) with yellow. This suggests
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that Nida-Rümelin’s notion of pre-reflective self-awareness, like her notion of primitive

awareness, can be construed within the scope of foundational claims about consciousness.

However, this picture gets significantly more complicated when one looks in more

detail at the three most recent publications in which Nida-Rümelin presents her account of

self-awareness (Nida-Rümelin forthcoming; 2017; 2018). Recall that ‘experiential prop-

erties’ are properties that are constitutively such that there is something it is like for a

subject to instantiate them. In her (2017), Nida-Rümelin mentions that some (perhaps

most) experiential properties are such that “having them consists in being presented with

something”, which involves a “subject-object structure” that she calls “basic intentionality”

(ibid., p. 58). She calls the subset of experiential properties that satisfy this description

‘p-experiential properties’ (where ‘p’ stands for ‘being presented with something’). On this

account, being presented with something (basic intentionally) need not be being phenom-

enally presented with something; for example, something can be “presented to the subject

in thought” without there being “phenomenal presence” (ibid., p. 58). So thinking about

something is a ‘p-experiential property’ even though it does not involve being phenomenally

presented with something, where paradigmatic examples of the latter are being presented

with blue, or with a sound (see ibid., p. 55). In summary, the set of experiential properties

includes the subset of experiential properties that involve being presented with something

(p-experiential properties), and this subset includes yet another subset of experiential prop-

erties that involve being phenomenally presented with something.

With this distinction in place, Nida-Rümelin states that she will not defend the claim

that “all experiential properties are such that having them necessarily involves being aware

of oneself” (ibid., p. 66); rather, she restricts her claim to p-experiential properties: “being

presented with something necessarily involves being pre-reflectively and pre-conceptually

aware of being the subject to whom something is presented” (ibid., my emphasis). She then

goes on to claim that “being so aware of oneself (as the one in the subject position) does not

involve being in any way presented to oneself…In other words: pre-reflective self-awareness

does not exhibit basic intentionality.” (ibid., p. 67, my emphasis). In other words, the

relevant kind of self-awareness is not itself a ‘p-experiential property’, that is, an experiential

property that involves being presented with something – this what Nida-Rümelin means
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when she claims that the subject does not occur in its own stream of consciousness. But

while being aware of oneself in the relevant sense is not a p-experiential property, it is

nonetheless “an experiential property since being aware of oneself is part of what it is like

to experience” (ibid., p. 66, fn. 10, my emphasis). This kind of formulation immediately

raises the question of whether Nida-Rümelin’s notion of self-awareness might go beyond

the foundational claims about consciousness introduced in chapter 1.

Interestingly, Nida-Rümelin considers an objection to her account of self-awareness

according to which “[it] is trivially true and does not add anything to the claim that having

experiential properties involves being primitively aware of having them” (ibid., p. 68).

In other words, the objection points out that it is not clear what exactly pre-reflective

self-awareness adds to a subject S’s being primitively aware of S’s instantiation of a p-

experiential property (e.g., S’s being primitively aware of what it is like for S to be presented

with yellow). In her response to this objection, Nida-Rümelin stresses that her position

about self-awareness does add something to her claim about primitive awareness, because

“we are self-aware in a way which is manifest in the way it is like to live through the relevant

moment” (ibid., p. 69, my emphasis).10 There are two ways to interpret this claim. One

could interpret it as stating that pre-reflective self-awareness is ‘phenomenologically man-

ifest’, in the same sense that Kriegel’s inner awareness is taken to be ‘phenomenologically

manifest’ – which would suggest that Nida-Rümelin’s position is after all a substantive

claim that points to an aspect of phenomenology not already acknowledged by theNagelian

elucidatory account of consciousness. Alternatively, one might interpret this claim as re-

iterating the now familiar point about the relationship between subjets and experiences

being more than mere instantiation.

The problem is that Nida-Rümelin is not very explicit about what it means to “be aware

of [one]self as an experiencing subject in the phenomenologically manifest way” (ibid., p.

69). She suggests that this notion is illuminated by the distinction between being aware

of oneself as object and being aware of oneself as subject. This distinction originates from

10Further down, Nida-Rümelin also writes: “it is a phenomenological fact that the subject undergoing
such an experience [i.e., an experience consisting in the instantiation of p-experiential properties] is pre-
reflectively aware of being the one to whom something is presented” (ibid., p. 69).
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a famous passage of Wittgenstein’s Blue Book in which he identifies two uses of the first-

person pronoun in self-ascriptions, ‘as object’ and ‘as subject’ respectively (Wittgenstein

1958). According to Wittgenstein, the first-person pronoun is used ‘as object’ in a self-

ascriptive judgement if such judgement is vulnerable to a certain kind of error, namely

to the misidentification of the subject of the self-ascription as oneself. In turn, the first-

person pronoun is used ‘as subject’ if the relevant self-ascription is immune to this kind

of error. The judgement ‘My arm is broken’ is an example of the first kind of use (‘as

object’), while the judgement ‘I have toothache’ is an example of the second kind of use

(‘as subject’). Self-ascriptions involving the use of the first-person pronoun ‘as subject’, in

Wittgenstein’s sense, are commonly said to be immune to error through misidentification

with respect to the first-person (Shoemaker 1968; see also Child 2011): in judging that one

has toothache, one cannot misidentify oneself as the subject who has toothache – in other

words, one cannot be correct that someone has toothache, yet mistaken that one oneself

has toothache. By contrast, upon seeing a broken arm, one can in some circumstances

(e.g., in the immediate aftermath of a car accident) misidentify that arm as one’s own –

in other words, one can be correct that someone’s arm is broken, yet mistaken that one’s

own arm is broken.11

After Wittgenstein, a number of authors have drawn an analogous distinction between

two kinds of self-consciousness: a consciousness of oneself as object and a consciousness

of oneself as subject.12 This distinction is often fleshed out by saying that consciousness of

oneself as object is the kind of self-consciousness that grounds self-ascriptions using the

first-person pronoun as object, while consciousness of oneself as subject is the kind of self-

consciousness that grounds self-ascriptions using the first-person pronoun as subject. For

instance, the judgement “My arm is broken” might be grounded in a visual experience

of a broken arm, together with a set of beliefs regarding the prior occurrence of a car

accident and the anatomical congruency of the broken arm’s position with the location

of my torso (for example). On this view, the relevant visual experience of a broken arm

11See Wittgenstein (1958, p. 67): “It is possible that, say in an accident, I should feel a pain in my arm, see
a broken arm at my side, and think it is mine, while in fact it is my neighbour’s.”

12See, for example, Legrand (2007), Nida-Rümelin (2017), D. W. Smith (1986), and Zahavi (2014).
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is an instance of consciousness (as) of oneself as object because it does not preclude the

possibility ofmisidentifying the arm that one sees as one’s own. By contrast, the judgement

“I have toothache” is normally grounded in the subjective experience of toothache, whose

occurrence does preclude the possibility of misidentifying it as one’s own. If any conscious

experience e can in principle ground the self-ascriptive judgement “I am undergoing e”,

and if such judgement formed on the basis of undergoing e makes use of the first-person

pronoun as subject (i.e., it is immune to error through misidentification with respect to the

first-person), then any conscious experience should constitutively involve consciousness

of oneself as subject in the relevant sense.

However, something more needs to be said to understand what being conscious of

oneself as subject really involves. Proponents of this notion generally emphasize that self-

consciousness as subject involves a special connection to the self that guarantees the immu-

nity to error through misidentification of self-ascriptive judgements formed on the basis

of experiences involving such self-consciousness. How are we to understand this special

connection? One might say that being conscious of oneself as subject “does not involve

being presented to oneself as an object” (Shoemaker 1968, p. 563) – but such formulation

has an air of tautology.13 Nida-Rümelin does say a bit more about the relevant notion:

“[w]hen a subject instantiates a p-experiential property, then it is aware of being in the

subject position of basic intentionality” (Nida-Rümelin 2017, p. 67). In other words, in

being presented with something, the subject is aware of being in the subject position of the

‘subject-object structure’ that characterises the event of being presented with something;

but such self-awareness is not itself an instance of being presented with oneself (‘as an ob-

ject’), although it is an experiential property, and in that respect constitutively contributes

to what it is like for the subject.

In light of this analysis, we can see that Nida-Rümelin’s account of self-awareness

in her (2017) seems to go beyond what she says in her (2018), namely that “[p]rimitive

13See also Nida-Rümelin (2017, p. 73): “in pre-reflective self-awareness... the subject is not given to itself
as an object”; and Legrand (2007, p. 587): “consciousness of the self-as-subject [is] a non-objectifying form
of self-consciousness where the self is not an intentional object of consciousness detached from the subject
of consciousness”.
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awareness of experiential properties therefore comes along with some form of awareness

of oneself [such that] phenomenal consciousness and pre-reflective self-awareness are just

two sides of one and the same ‘phenomenon”’ (2018, p. 3380). In her (2017), Nida-Rümelin

claims that (a) only primitive awareness of p-experiential properties, rather than primi-

tive awareness of all experiential properties, involves pre-reflective self-awareness, and (b)

such pre-reflective self-awareness is phenomenologically manifest in what it is like to in-

stantiate p-experiential properties. This is presumably not equivalent to the claim that

phenomenal consciousness and pre-reflective self-awareness are just two aspects of the

same phenomenon.

In her (forthcoming), Nida-Rümelin is more explicit. She distinguishes between three

meanings of the phrase ‘subjective character’:

• An experience e of a subject S has [subjective character]1 if and only if e consists in

the instantiation of experiential properties by S.

• An experience e of a subject S has [subjective character]2 if and only if S is primitively

aware of having the experiential properties whose instantiation e consists in.

• An experience e of a subject S has [subjective character]3 if and only if S is pre-

reflectively aware of S [self] as being the subject to whom something is presented.

Nida-Rümelin clarifies that on her view, [subjective character]1 and [subjective character]2

really are like two faces of the same phenomenon. This is consistent with her definition of

primitive awareness: being primitively aware of an experiential property simply is to instan-

tiate that property. However, Nida-Rümelin also clearly states that [subjective character]3

is not equivalent to either [subjective character]1 or [subjective character]2: it points to

some further aspect of phenomenology:

It is a substantial and interesting fact about the nature of experiential properties that
having them coincides with being primitively aware of having them. For an expe-
rience to have [subjective character]3, by contrast, is a different fact. It is not the
same, or so the discussion presented suggests, as the fact which renders attributions of
[subjective character]1 and [subjective character]2 correct. Contrary to the latter two
senses of having subjective character, for an experience to have [subjective character]3
is for it to come along with a certain phenomenal aspect: the subject is aware of
itself in a phenomenally manifest manner. To say that an experience has [subjective
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character]3 is to make a statement about what it is like to undergo the experience. To
say of an event that it has [subjective character]1 or [subjective character]2 is to say of
it that it belongs to the ontological category of experiences.

Nida-Rümelin (forthcoming)

In linewithwhat she says in her (2017), Nida-Rümelin adds that she is not committed to the

claim that “there is a necessary connection between experiencing and being pre-reflectively

aware of oneself” (ibid., my emphasis). Rather, she tentatively endorses the claim that pre-

reflective self-awareness is “present in all mature human experience” (ibid.). Thus, she ul-

timately refrains from endorsing a claim like (CSCE) if ‘pre-reflective self-awareness’ is un-

derstood as a notion that goes beyond primitive awareness. But she also adds in a footnote

that there is a notion of awareness of oneself that does not go beyond primitive awareness:

One may object that being aware of having an experience involves being aware of
oneself just like any awareness of an instantiation of a property involves being aware
of the object instantiating it. I agree that there is a sense in which primitive awareness
involves awareness of oneself but I deny that it implies being aware of oneself in a
phenomenally manifest manner as the subject undergoing the experience.

Nida-Rümelin (forthcoming, fn. 27)

Consequently, it might be possible to reconcile what Nida-Rümelin says in her different

papers if one interprets her position as the combination of two distinct claims: (i) a mini-

mal version of (CSCE), according to which, instantiating an experiential property involves

being aware of oneself, but not in a phenomenologically manifest manner; (ii) a stronger

claim according to which all mature human experience (according to her forthcoming),

or perhaps all instantiations of p-experiential properties (according to her 2017), involve

a phenomenologically manifest awareness of oneself as the subject undergoing the expe-

rience. The second claim is presumably not a version of (CSCE), in so far as it might not

apply to all conscious experiences. The first claim, by contrast, is a version of (CSCE).

Let us take stock. I have argued that there are two versions of (CSCE) that do not seem

to go beyond the foundational claims discussed in chapter 1. For example, the versions of

(CSCE) defended by Legrand and Nida-Rümelin seem to fit within that category. While

Nida-Rümelin also articulates a seemingly stronger notion of self-awareness, she denies

that this stronger notion is constitutive of consciousness. The upshot of this analysis of
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‘minimal’ interpretations of (CSCE) is rather similar to what I concluded from my discus-

sion of ‘minimal’ interpretations of (CSCNE). Glossing the idea that experiences consti-

tutively contribute to their subject’s overall phenomenology in terms of consciousness or

awareness of oneself is illuminating in so far as this notion can be constructed within the

scope of the foundational claims about consciousness discussed in chapter 1. Nonetheless,

the formulation ‘consciousness (awareness) of oneself’ is quite suggestive, and can easily

be mistaken for a more substantive notion; in that respect, it is perhaps safer to use some

alternative terminology, such as the terminology I have used in chapter 1.

4.3 Substantive constitutive claims

I have argued so far that there is a notion of egological self-consciousness, or consciousness

of oneself, that – upon close examination – does not actually go beyond foundational claims

about consciousness. This notion is Legrand’s and Nida-Rümelin’s minimal notion of

pre-reflective self-consciousness, according to which being in a conscious mental state M

constitutively involves being conscious (or aware) of being the subject ofM, in theminimal

sense that M constitutively contributes to one’s overall phenomenology. It is also prima

facie equivalent to Zahavi’s minimal notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

I have suggested that there is a stronger – and perhaps more idiomatic – egological

notion of self-consciousness that could be employed in a less minimal interpretation of

(CSCE). According to this stronger notion, being self-conscious is a matter of being con-

scious of oneself as oneself in such a way that one’s consciousness of oneself as oneself is a

component of one’s overall phenomenology. For clarity, we may call this stronger egolog-

ical notion of self-consciousness phenomenal self-consciousness, to distinguish it from the

minimal egological notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness:

(PSC) A subject S is phenomenally self-conscious at t if and only if (a) S is conscious of

S [self] at t, and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] at t makes a determinate

constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

Thus, phenomenal self-consciousness does not merely point to the fact that there is

something at all, rather than nothing at all, that it is like for the subject; it also points
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to a specific aspect of what it is like for the subject, namely what we might call on first

approximation a sense of self. In Nida-Rümelin’s terminology, one might say that being

phenomenally self-conscious is to be phenomenally presented with oneself – in such a way

that, as she would also put it, the self occurs in one’s stream of consciousness.

If one interprets the egological notion of self-consciousness at work in (CSCE) as phe-

nomenal self-consciousness, then (CSCE) entails that whenever one is conscious, there is

a component of one’s overall phenomenology that corresponds to one’s consciousness of

oneself as oneself – perhaps some form of “phenomenology of self” that, as Chalmers (1996)

puts it, is present in every conscious experience like “a kind of background hum… that is

somehow fundamental to consciousness” (p. 10). This interpretation of (CSCE) clearly

goes beyond the foundational claims discussed in chapter 1, and thus requires indepen-

dent motivation.

As we have seen, Kriegel (2009) is tempted by this substantive version of (CSCE), al-

though he falls short of endorsing it as a claim about what is constitutive of consciousness.

He suggests instead that consciousness or awareness of oneself as oneself – and perhaps as

the sort of thing that has one’s autobiographical memories – is a ubiquitous feature of the

conscious lives of normal human adults:14

For my part, I find myself attracted to the view that pre-reflective self-consciousness
in normal human adults is a genuine form of awareness [of] oneself as (potentially
autobiographical) subject… I am much less confident of this claim, however, than of
the claim that peripheral inner awareness is a constitutive aspect of phenomenology.

Kriegel (2009, p. 179, fn. 17)

Kriegel is not isolated in acknowledging some sympathy for this kind of view. Thus,

Block (1995) seems tempted by a somewhat similar view when he writes that “[phenom-

enally] conscious states often seem to have a ‘me-ishness’ about them; the phenomenal

content often represents the state as a ‘state of me”’ (p. 235). Like Kriegel, Block is careful

not to claim that the relevant ‘me-ishness’ is constitutive of consciousness. As I noted in

the general introduction, Chalmers himself mentions that “there seems to be something to

14See also Kriegel (2009, pp. 42-3).
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the [ubiquitous] phenomenology of self, even if it is very hard to pin down” (1996, p. 10);

but he does not elaborate on how one might defend this view.

It proves difficult to find more confident endorsements of the non-minimal interpre-

tation of (CSCE). Quite often, passages that seem at first to endorse a non-minimal read-

ing of (CSCE) end up equivocating between this reading and the more minimal reading

interrogated in the previous section. An early example of this trend can be found in an

interesting article on consciousness and self-consciousness published by William Henry

Scott in Mind in 1918:

It is certain that there is a ‘self-quality’ in all experience, even the most primary. Self
is always present, whether consciously or not, and its presence necessarily imparts a
distinctive character to the experience. It is like a condiment, which affects the taste
of our food though we take no distinct notice of it. Experience is flavored through
and through with a self-quality even when we do not recognize it. My experience
is mine whether I recognize the relation or not. ‘The baby new to earth and sky has
never thought that “this is I”;’ yet such experience as he has is his, and all its meaning
and value to him grow out of that fact. But this self-quality is not what I mean by
self-consciousness. It is rather a sign or prophecy of what may be. Self-consciousness
is a recognition of self as being conscious. Even so, it is of many degrees. It may be an
almost unobserved element, barely emerging into light and deeply overshadowed by
the consciousness of the object.

Scott (1918, p. 10)

This passage initially seems to defend the strong claim that every experience necessarily

involves a sense of self that is part of what it is like to have it (i.e., what I have called

phenomenal self-consciousness). But then Scott goes on to characterise this as the fact

that my experience is mine, or that a baby’s experience is his – which does not entail that

one is conscious of oneself as the subject of one’s experiences. Moreover, he qualifies the

claim that “[the] Self is always present” in experience by adding “consciously or not”. The

idea that the self can be non-consciously present in experiencemight simply refer to the fact

that all experiences are undergone – enjoyed or endured – by a subject, whether or not this

subject is conscious of herself. Scott also contrasts the ‘self-quality’ of experience with ‘self-

consciousness’ construed as a recognition of oneself. The term ‘recognition’ might evoke a

rather sophisticated and salient process that would leave room for ‘self-quality’ being, after

all, a simpler, pre-reflective and non-recognitional sense of self. But he goes on to say that

self-consciousness itself comes in many degrees, and can be barely noticeable at all, which
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suggests on the contrary that the relevant ‘recognition’ of self need not be so sophisticated

and salient. In any case, Scott asserts his position as evident (“it is certain...”), and does

not provide a positive argument for it.

One might read into another passage cited by Nathan (1997) – seemingly to endorse it

– a bolder yet even less explicit formulation of a strong interpretation of (CSCE):

I consider... my consciousness and feeling of myself, that taste of myself [to be] more
distinctive than the taste of ale or alum, more distinctive than the smell of walnut-leaf
or camphor.

Hopkins (1959, p. 123)

However, this passage is not taken from a philosophical work but from a sermon; and

Hopkins does not elaborate on whether the ‘feeling of myself’ is constitutively present in all

conscious experiences, let alone provide an argument to support this controversial claim.

As these examples show, it is not easy to find clear positive arguments in favour

of (CSCE) that go beyond the minimal interpretation put forward by Legrand and

Nida-Rümelin. Many authors are happy to acknowledge a general inclination to endorse

a claim in the vicinity of (CSCE), according to which most conscious experiences –

perhaps only in normal human adults – involve phenomenal self-consciousness. But

far fewer authors are willing to extend this claim to all conscious experience, and to

characterise phenomenal self-consciousness as a constitutive feature of consciousness.

There is, in my opinion, a good reason for this: there is simply no good argument for

a substantive reading of (CSCE). Upon elucidating the notion of consciousness as we

have done in chapter 1, it becomes clear that being conscious at all is not a matter of

being conscious of oneself as oneself, unless the relevant notion of self-consciousness is

intended to point only to the fact that one’s experiences constitutively contribute to one’s

overall phenomenology. If one were to claim unambiguously and confidently that being

conscious constitutively involves being conscious of oneself in a stronger sense – i.e.,

in the sense that what it is like to be in any conscious experiences necessarily involves

phenomenal self-consciousness –, one would have to provide independent support for

this claim beyond what the Nagelian account of consciousness can offer. I must confess

that I cannot see how one might convincingly provide such motivation.
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Let us recapitulate what has been argued in this chapter so far. I suggested that formu-

lations of (CSCE) can be in principle divided into two categories. In the first category are

‘minimal’ interpretations of (CSCE) that do not actually go beyond the foundational claims

of chapter 1. In the second category are more substantive interpretations of (CSCE) that

go beyond such foundational claims. I argued that claims that belong to the first category

– such as Legrand’s and Nida-Rümelin’s versions of (CSCE) – are plausible, because they

plausibly follow from the Nagelian elucidatory account of consciousness. I subsequently

argued that it is difficult to find clear formulations of claims that belong to the second

category, and even more difficult to find clear positive arguments for such claims. This

should not be surprising, for the more substantive interpretation of (CSCE) is particularly

implausible. Being conscious at all necessarily involves being in a conscious mental state

that constitutively contributes to one’s overall phenomenology; but a theoretical elucida-

tion of the notion of consciousness certainly does not suggest that being conscious should

also necessarily involve being phenomenally self-conscious, where this is taken to be a

further fact about consciousness.

The outcome of the long discussion that runs from the previous chapter to the present

section is that we should abandon what I have provocatively called the myth of constitutive

self-consciousness. If the relevant notion of self-consciousness points to aspects of pheno-

menology that are not acknowledged by foundational claims about consciousness, then

it is incorrect to claim that self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness. If, on the

other hand, the relevant notion of self-consciousness is intended in a minimal sense that

can be constructed from the resources provided by the Nagelian elucidatory account of

consciousness, then it is plausible and potentially illuminating; but it is preferable to gloss

such a notion without the terminology of ‘self-consciousness’ that evokes more substantive

and determinate aspects of phenomenology.

4.4 Non-constitutive substantive claims

I have argued so far that there is no compelling argument to support the claim that self-

consciousness is constitutive of consciousness, whether the former is construed as con-

sciousness of one’s experience or consciousness of oneself – unless these notions are not
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intended in a minimal sense. Given the Nagelian definition of consciousness, it is not con-

ceptually possible for a subject to have a conscious experience that does not constitutively

contribute to the subject’s overall phenomenology. However, it is at least conceptually

possible for a subject to have a conscious experience without being conscious of that expe-

rience or conscious of herself, in so far as either of these notions go beyond the Nagelian

elucidation of consciousness.

Importantly, phenomenal features that are not constitutive of consciousness might still

play important roles in the mental life of humans and non-human animals. Visual pheno-

menology, for example, is clearly not constitutive of consciousness, since blind individuals

are no less conscious than the rest of the population. Yet such phenomenology is pervasive

in the experience of sighted individuals, and plays a major role in guiding their behaviour.

The same might be true of self-consciousness; perhaps the vast majority of conscious expe-

riences do involve some form of self-consciousness, even if there are some cases in which

it can be exceptionally missing. Whether or not this is the case is an empirical question,

and my arguments against (CSCE) do not carry any implications regarding the prevalence

of egological self-consciousness in conscious experience.

I noted earlier that a number of authors are generally inclined to agree that many con-

scious experience involve phenomenal self-consciousness, namely the egological notion of

self-consciousness that does not point to aspects of phenomenology already acknowledged

by the Nagelian account. While few philosophers have endorsed the strong version of

(CSCE) according to which phenomenal self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness

(an aspect of all conscious mental states), many seem to find it plausible that ordinary

conscious experience involves phenomenal self-consciousness. Let us call this the typicalist

claim about phenomenal self-consciousness, or (TSC) for short:

(TSC) In ordinary circumstances, if a subject S is conscious, (a) S is conscious of S [self],

and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] makes a determinate constitutive contribu-

tion to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

In this formulation of (TSC), I purposefully leave open what one might build into the

reference to ‘ordinary circumstances’. Onemight interpret this qualification as a restriction
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on the type of subject towhich (TSC) applies. For example, Kriegel seems to suggest that the

relevant form of egological self-consciousness is a ubiquitous feature of the conscious lives

of normal (e.g., healthy and ‘neurotypical’) adult human beings. Alternatively, one might

interpret ‘ordinary circumstances’ as a restriction on the frequency at which (TSC) applies.

For example, Block seems to suggest that some form of self-consciousness is often or typi-

cally part of one’s phenomenology, but not always. Onemight specifically claim that (TSC)

applies in the ordinary wakeful state, but not in altered states of consciousness (such as

during dreams, meditation or drug-induced states); or onemight claim that (TSC) does not

apply in specific pathological conditions (such as psychosis or depersonalisation disorder).

While I do not accept (CSCE) on a substantive interpretation, I think (TSC) is an-

tecedently plausible. Note that unlike (CSCE), (TSC) is a contingent empirical claim: it

is a claim about what empirically applies in some circumstances in which a subject is con-

scious, not a claim about what necessarily applies in all circumstances in which a subject is

conscious. As such, (TSC) can and should be supported in principle by an examination of

phenomenology – an examination of what it is like for a subject in ordinary circumstances.

In other words, if (TSC) is true, then an examination of the overall phenomenology of

conscious subjects in ordinary circumstances (whatever may be intended by this qualifi-

cation) should in principle confirm that some form of consciousness of oneself as oneself

is part of that phenomenology. Furthermore, if one’s circumstance at some time t is in-

cluded within the subset of ‘ordinary circumstances’ in which (TSC) holds, then it should

in principle be possible to assess (TSC) by introspecting one’s own phenomenology at t.

Indeed, introspection is presumably the mechanism through which Block, Chalmers and

Kriegel find support for (TSC), as their choice of terminology reveals: “conscious states

often seem to have a ‘me-ishness’ about them” (Block 1995, p. 235, my emphasis); “there

seems to be something to the phenomenology of self” (Chalmers 1996, p. 10, my emphasis);

“my current experience’s pre-reflective self-consciousness strikesme as egological” (Kriegel

2009, p. 177, my emphasis).

However, there has been no shortage of scepticism regarding the idea that we can find

anything like a sense of self in experience, since Hume’s infamous remark:
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For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble
on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred,
pain or pleasure. I can never catch myself at any time without a perception, and can
never observe anything but the perception.

Hume (1978, p. 252)

Thus, a claim like (TSC) is likely to generate an introspective disagreement, that is, a dis-

agreement as to whether introspection does reveal, in the relevant ordinary circumstances,

that one’s overall phenomenology includes phenomenal self-consciousness. Introspective

disagreements are difficult to arbitrate, as they often lead to seemingly intractable disputes

in which it is hard for both camps to find common ground (Bayne and Spener 2010). In

particular, it is possible that the disagreement about (TSC) might hinge at least in part on

terminological variation. Indeed, the two sides of the disagreement might lack a common

understanding of what they are supposed to notice in their experience, although they could

perhaps come to an agreement if the target feature was specified in more detail. Consider,

for example, Prinz’ sceptical stance on the possibility of experiencing the self in isolation:

Among the various phenomenal qualities that make up an experience, there is none
that can be characterized as an experience of the self… There is no phenomenal I. If
I wait for myself to appear in experience, I will never arrive.15

Prinz (2012, pp. 214-240)

On this neo-Humean view, one might say (paraphrasing Nida-Rümelin) that there is no

phenomenal presentation of the self as oneself. In other words, there is no distinctive experi-

ence of the self – no qualitative property of ‘selfhood’, as it were – among the various phe-

nomenal qualities that showup in one’s streamof consciousness. But perhaps Prinz’ notion

of an ‘experience of the self’ or a ‘phenomenal I’ is not specific enough to allow both sides

of the disagreement to agree on what they can or cannot notice in their phenomenology.

Consider, by analogy with (TSC), a typicalist claim about ‘world-consciousness’, or

(TWC) for short:

(TWC) In ordinary circumstances, if a subject S is conscious, then (a) S is conscious of the

world and (b) S’s being conscious of of the world makes a determinate constitutive

contribution to S’s overall phenomenology.

15See Howell (2006) and Dainton (2008) for similar considerations.
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The relevant notion of ‘world-consciousness’ or ‘consciousness of the world’ might

seem prima facie mysterious. Paraphrasing Hume’s comment on the sense of self, one

might take the following sceptical stance on the matter:

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call the world, I always stumble
on someparticular perception or other. I cannever catch theworld at any timewithout
a perception, and can never observe anything but the perception.

However, this sceptical stance fails to account for the possibility that the notion ofworld-

consciousness might refer generically to any conscious experience of a worldly object – any

instance in which one is conscious of the external world in one way or another – rather

than something over and above any such experience. Thus, being conscious of a table

(table-consciousness, as it were) would be a particular instance ofworld-consciousness. More

specifically, world-consciousness would be the determinable of which table-consciousness

is a determinate, much as being coloured is a determinable of which being red is a deter-

minate. Moreover, world-consciousness might have a number of determinates – such as

chair-consciousness, lamp-consciousness, etc. – each of which is a different instance of being

conscious of a worldly object. Now, if subjects facing a table were asked whether their

experience involves table-consciousness defined as consciousness of a table, it is unlikely

that this question would yield any introspective disagreement.

In this toy example, the initial disagreement about the existence of world-consciousness

in ordinary experience was simply an unfortunate consequence of the ambiguity of the

notion. Disambiguating the notion involves specifying that it refers to the determinable of

which table-consciousness, chair-consciousness, lamp-consciousness, etc. are determinates,

rather than consciousness of something over and above the chair, the table, the lamp, etc.

Once the notion has been properly disambiguated, (TWC) can be broken down into several

more specific claims that are more likely to generate agreement.

Similarly, one could consider the relevant notion of self-consciousness in (TSC) as a

determinable of which there are several determinates. This would involve distinguishing

between several candidate forms of phenomenal self-consciousness – several ways

of being conscious of oneself as oneself that make some determinate contribution to

one’s phenomenology, and thus go beyond the ‘minimal’ interpretation of egological
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self-consciousness. Whether such forms of phenomenal self-consciousness actually

occur in experience, and in what circumstances or with what frequency, are empirical

questions that require us to examine evidence about phenomenology. I will explore

these questions in the second part of the present thesis, by considering three candidate

determinates of phenomenal self-consciousness.

The most obvious way in which one can be phenomenally self-conscious is to engage

in conscious thinking about oneself as oneself, or cognitive self-consciousness. In chapter 5,

I will argue that cognitive self-consciousness is a manifest aspect of one’s phenomenology,

and often occurs in ordinary conscious experience, although it is certainly not pervasive.

But engaging in conscious thinking about oneself as oneself is not the only determinate of

which phenomenal self-consciousness is a determinable. In chapters 6 and 7, I will focus on

two other candidate determinates of phenomenal self-consciousness that play a particularly

important role in our conscious mental lives. The first of these, considered in chapter 6, is

the consciousness of oneself as the bodily subject whose body part one feels a sensation in

or on, or bodily self-consciousness. I will argue that bodily self-consciousness is a relatively

pervasive feature of ordinary conscious experience, and is not merely a species of cognitive

self-consciousness, but a genuinely distinct form of phenomenal self-consciousness. In

chapter 7, I will turn to another candidate determinate of phenomenal self-consciousness,

namely the consciousness of oneself as being located at the origin of the spatial perspec-

tive of one’s perceptual experience, or spatial self-consciousness. I will argue that spatial

self-consciousness is ubiquitous in ordinary circumstances, and is not merely a species of

cognitive self-consciousness either, but yet another genuinely distinct form of phenomenal

self-consciousness. Taken together, chapters 5, 6, 7 thus constitute a defence of what we

might call a pluralist account of phenomenal self-consciousness, according to which there

are several ways in which one can be phenomenally self-conscious.

One noteworthy consequence of my focus on (TSC) and phenomenal self-

consciousness in the second part of this thesis is that the non-egological notion of

self-consciousness (consciousness of consciousness itself, or consciousness of one’s

experience) will fall out of the picture. There are several reasons for this. First, the idea that

self-consciousness might be pervasive in ordinary circumstances yet not be constitutive of
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consciousness has little appeal if one construes the relevant notion as consciousness of

one’s experience. Indeed, it is difficult to find authors who argue that we are conscious

of our experiences most of the time, but not always. Second, as I have already noted in

chapter 2, the most natural understanding of the notion of ‘self-consciousness’ is the

egological notion of self-consciousness, and more specifically the notion of phenomenal

self-consciousness. The non-egological notion of self-consciousness is a rather unusual

construal of the term ‘self-consciousness’ that was cemented in philosophical parlance

by the phenomenological tradition. Third, if one were to examine a claim analogous to

(TSC) in which the relevant notion of self-consciousness is non-egological, one would

most likely end up interpreting this notion as a form of introspection (since being in a

mental state does not constitutively involve introspecting it); the resulting discussion

would then focus on the nature and prevalence of introspection in ordinary experience.

Quite a lot has been written already about introspection; rather less has been written about

whether there might be distinct ways in which one may be phenomenally self-conscious.

For these reasons, I will now leave non-egological self-consciousness to the side – as

well as the minimal interpretation of egological self-consciousness as ‘pre-reflective

self-consciousness’ – to investigate the nature and prevalence of substantive phenomenal

self-consciousness in the real world.



II

Self-Consciousness in the Real
World
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5

Cognitive Self-Consciousness

It is good to think about oneself, but one should not concern oneself too much with
it.

Arnauld (1660/1775, p. 217, my translation)

In the first part of this thesis, I considered whether self-consciousness is constitutive of

consciousness. This question has ledme to distinguish a number of different notions of self-

consciousness, starting with a broad distinction between (a) self-consciousness in the non-

egological sense (consciousness of one’s experience) and (b) self-consciousness in the egolog-

ical sense (consciousness of oneself ). For each of these broad notions of self-consciousness,

I have distinguished between (i) more specific ‘minimal’ or deflationary notions that point

to, and further elucidate, aspects of phenomenology already acknowledged by a Nagelian

elucidatory account of consciousness (in particular, what I have called ‘phenomenality’, the

second-order property of there being something rather than nothing that it is like to be in a

mental state), and (ii)more specific ‘thick’ or inflationary notions that point to some further

and determinate aspect of phenomenology – determinate components of what it is like to

undergo an experience. This double conceptual distinction is summarised in figure 5.1.

At the end of chapter 4, I focused more closely on the ‘thick’ egological notion of self-

consciousness that I have called ‘phenomenal self-consciousness’, defined as follows:

(PSC) A subject S is phenomenally self-conscious at t if and only if (a) S is conscious of

S [self] at t, and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] at t makes a determinate

constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology at t.
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Non-egological self-consciousness 
(consciousness of one’s experience)

Egological self-consciousness
(consciousness of oneself) 

Self-consciousness

Minimal 
interpretation

Stronger
interpretation

Minimal 
interpretation

Stronger
interpretation

Zahavi’s 
‘pre-reflective 

self-consciousness’

Kriegel’s 
‘inner awareness’

Nida-Rümelin’s  
‘pre-reflective 

self-awareness’

phenomenal 
self-consciousness

Figure 5.1: A disambiguation of ‘self-consciousness’.

I observed that a number of philosophers seem tempted by (TSC), the claim that in some

set of ordinary circumstances to be further specified, a subject S is phenomenally self-

conscious if she is conscious at all:

(TSC) In ordinary circumstances, if a subject S is conscious, (a) S is conscious of S [self],

and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] makes a determinate constitutive contribu-

tion to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

However, I also remarked that this claim is not easy to assess if the notion of phenomenal

self-consciousness is left indeterminate, for there might several ways in which one can

be conscious of oneself as oneself such that this consciousness of oneself as oneself is a

determinate component of one’s overall phenomenology. The most obvious candidate

determinate of which phenomenal self-consciousness is a determinable is conscious think-

ing about oneself as oneself. In fact, a number of authors seem to assimilate the ability

to be self-conscious in general with the capacity to think of oneself as oneself.1 In this

chapter, I will motivate the weaker claim that engaging in conscious thinking about oneself

as oneself is ipso facto being phenomenally self-conscious.2 Furthermore, I will argue that

if conscious thinking about oneself as oneself is the only determinate of which phenomenal

self-consciousness is a determinable, then (TSC) is empirically very implausible.

1See, for example, Rödl (2007, p. 1), Musholt (2015, p. 2), Baker (2000, p. 60), and J. Smith (2017).
2I shall argue in subsequent chapters that engaging in conscious thinking about oneself as oneself is not

the only way in which one can be phenomenally self-conscious.
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In §5.1, I introduce the general notion of de se thoughts, or thoughts about oneself as

oneself, through a series of conceptual distinctions. In §5.2, I argue that a subject engaged

in conscious de se thinking is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious. In §5.3, I argue that

conscious de se thinking is not ubiquitous in all conscious experiences. Finally, in §5.4,

I discuss empirical evidence that conscious de se thinking is not even ubiquitous in the

ordinary wakeful consciousness of normal adult human beings.

5.1 Thinking about oneself as oneself

Thoughts are structured by intentional content – they are about something. Some thoughts

are de dicto (‘about what is said’ in Latin), such as the thought “The highest mountain

on earth rises over 8,000 meters”. This kind of thought is not ‘directly’ about a particular

object, but rather about whatever happens to satisfy the descriptive condition “the highest

mountain on earth”. Other thoughts are singular or de re (‘about the thing’ in Latin): they

are about a specific object – for example, the thought “That mountain rises over 8,000

meters”, as thought by an alpinist looking at mount Everest.

Thoughts about oneself can be de dicto or de re. Suppose that I am the tallest man in

the room. If I think “The tallest man in the room is over six feet tall”, this de dicto thought

will be de facto (‘as a matter of fact’) about myself – whether or not I happen to know that

I am the tallest man in the room. In turn, if I catch a glimpse of my reflection in a mirror,

I might think “That man is over six feet tall”; again, this de re thought would be de facto

about myself, whether or not I happen to realize that the man in the mirror is myself.

We might refer to thoughts about oneself in general – whether such thoughts are de

dicto or de re – as de se thoughts loosely speaking (where de se means ‘about oneself’ in

Latin). As we will see, the meaning of the phrase ‘de se thought’ is rather inconsistent in

the literature. It is common to consider de se thought as a subspecies of de re thought;

but given that ‘de se’ literally means ‘about oneself’, and that de dicto thoughts can also

be about oneself, it seems more intuitive to call all thoughts about oneself de se thoughts,

at least in first approximation. By contrast with this general notion of de se thought, we

might refer to thoughts that are not about oneself as de mundi thoughts (or thoughts ‘about

the world’). As we have seen, de mundi thoughts can themselves be either de dicto (e.g.,



Cognitive Self-Consciousness 123

“The highest mountain on earth rises over 8,000 meters”) or de re (e.g., “That mountain

rises over 8,000 meters”).

There is a further distinction to be drawn within the category of thoughts that are

both de re and de se, between thoughts that are about oneself de facto (‘as a matter of

fact’, or merely accidentally), and thoughts that are about oneself de jure (‘by law’, or non-

accidentally). Only the latter deserve to be called thoughts about oneself as oneself. This

distinction is a special case of the general distinction discussed in chapter 2 betweenmental

states that are accidentally about oneself and those that are non-accidentally about oneself.

Thoughts that are about oneself de jure form a subset of de re thoughts about oneself, in

so far as they refer to a singular individual – myself. To illustrate this idea, consider Perry

(1979)’s famous shopper example (see also Lewis 1979):

I once followed a trail of sugar on a supermarket floor, pushingmy cart down the aisle
on one side of a tall counter and back the aisle on the other, seeking the shopper with
the torn sack to tell him he was making a mess. With each trip around the counter,
the trail became thicker. But I seemed unable to catch up. Finally, it downed on me.
I was the shopper I was trying to catch.

Perry (1979, p. 33)

Prior to his epiphany, the protagonist of this story may have the thought “The shopper

with the torn sack is making a mess”. This is a de dicto thought that is accidentally about

oneself, because the thinker himself happens to fit – unbeknownst to him – the descriptive

condition “the shopper with the torn sack”. By contrast, after realizing that he himself is

responsible for the trail of sugar on the floor, the shoppermight entertain the thought “I am

making a mess”. This is not only a de re thought, in so far as it is directly about a particular

individual, but it is also specifically a de se thought that is de jure, or non-accidentally, about

oneself. The resulting taxonomy of thoughts about oneself, including the special case of de

se thoughts that are non-accidentally about oneself, is represented on figure 5.2.

For the sake of simplicity, I will henceforth refer to thoughts that are non-accidentally

about oneself (namely, thoughts that are conjointly de re, de se and de jure in the above

taxonomy) simply as de se thoughts. De se thoughts, in this strict sense, form a special case
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Figure 5.2: A taxonomy of thoughts about oneself.

of ‘de se thoughts’ broadly construed as thoughts about oneself. From now on, all mentions

of de se thought will refer to de se thought in the strict sense.3

Generally, de se thoughts are thoughts that make use of the first-person concept (or

concept of self), and are suitably expressed with the first-person pronoun. Indeed, the

use of the first-person concept secures the reference to oneself as oneself, as opposed to an

accidental reference to oneself under a descriptive condition (e.g., “the tallest man in the

room”) or with a third-person demonstrative concept (e.g., “that man” in reference to what

one sees in the mirror). This is the case because the first-person concept is individuated

by the following subject-reflexive condition: in any mental state whose intentional content

involves the first-person concept, the latter refers de jure to the subject of that mental state.4

This condition is easily transposed to the specific case of thoughts: in any thought whose

intentional content involves the first-person concept, the latter refers de jure to the thinker

of that thought. Thus, de se thoughts are thoughts whose content involves the first-person

concept and refers de jure to the thinker.

There is a final conceptual distinction to be drawn between conscious and non-conscious

thinking. It is at least conceptually possible that one might think that p without there being

3Note that some authors consider that only de re thought can be de se, but refer to all de re thoughts that
are about oneself (accidentally or not) as de se thoughts. See for example Recanati (2009), who distinguishes
between de se thoughts in general (that may or may not be accidentally about oneself) and ‘first-person
thoughts’ that are non-accidentally or de jure about oneself. I what follows, I will reserve the notion of de se
thought for what Recanati calls ‘first-person thoughts’.

4See Peacocke (2014, pp. 10-14).
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anything at all that it is like for one to think that p. Perhaps such instances of non-conscious

thinking can and do have a causal influence on behaviour. Upon arriving at a stuffy soirée,

for example, I might non-consciously think that I am underdressed, and this might cause

me to avoid eye contact with other guests, although I might not realise what caused this

change in my behaviour, as there was (constitutively) nothing that it was like for me, for

me to think that I am underdressed. By contrast, there must be (constitutively) something

that it is like to engage in conscious thinking. In so far as it is possible to think consciously or

non-consciously, itmust also be possible, specifically, to think consciously or non-consciously

about oneself as oneself. (In the above example, my thinking that I am underdressed is an

instance of non-conscious de se thinking.)

It is worth mentioning that there are various modes of thinking that may involve dif-

ferent types of propositional attitudes, such as consciously (or non-consciously) judging,

suspecting, assessing, realizing, understanding, believing or desiring, etc., that p.5 Thus, any

subsequentmention of thinking will refer to the determinable of which judging, suspecting,

assessing, realizing, understanding, believing, desiring, etc., are determinates. Naturally, all

the determinates of which thinking is a determinable can be non-accidentally about oneself.

Consequently, in my terminology, thinking about oneself as oneself broadly encompasses

judging, suspecting, assessing, realizing, understanding, believing, desiring, etc., that p –

where the proposition p involves a reference to oneself as oneself. With these preliminary

distinctions in place, I will now move to the question of whether engaging in conscious de

se thinking qualifies as a form of phenomenal self-consciousness.

5.2 De se thought and self-consciousness

Recall that in chapter 4 I defined phenomenal self-consciousness as an egological notion of

self-consciousness (consciousness of oneself ) stronger than Legrand’s and Nida-Rümelin’s

minimal notion of ‘pre-reflective self-consciousness’. We can now ask the following ques-

tion: is engaging in de se thinking sufficient to meet the definitional requirements for

5Not everyone would agree that non-conscious belief, for example, is an instance of non-conscious
thinking, if non-conscious belief is treated as a dispositional state, and thinking is treated as an episode that
unfolds over time (see for example Crane 2013). We need not get into this debate here.
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phenomenal self-consciousness? If it is possible at all to engage in non-conscious de se

thinking (for example, by thinking non-consciously that one oneself is underdressed), then

the answer to this question is presumably negative. Indeed, it follows from (PSC) that a

subject S who is phenomenally self-conscious at t is ipso facto in a conscious mental state

at t, that is, in a state of consciousness of oneself as oneself that constitutively contributes

to S’s overall phenomenology. Consequently, being in a mental state M cannot meet the

definitional requirement for phenomenal self-consciousness if M is not a conscious mental

state. It follows that in order for a subject engaging in de se thinking to be (ipso facto)

phenomenally self-conscious, it must be the case that the subject is engaging in conscious

– rather than non-conscious – de se thinking.

Until recently, it was commonly assumed by philosophers in the analytic tradition

that while there is something it is like to have perceptual experiences, feelings of pain

and pleasure, or emotions, there is nothing it is like to engage in thinking. Let us call

this general claim the conservative view of the phenomenology of thinking. On a strong

version of the conservative view, engaging in thinking never makes any contribution to the

subject’s phenomenology; consequently, thinking is never a conscious mental state. Here

is a representative example of the strong conservative view:6

Bodily sensations and perceptual experiences are prime examples of states for which
there is something it is like to be in them. They have a phenomenal feel, a pheno-
menology, or, in a term sometimes used in psychology, raw feels. Cognitive states
are prime examples of states for which there is not something it is like to be in them,
of states that lack a phenomenology.

Braddon-Mitchell and F. Jackson (2007, p. 129)

On a seemingly weaker – and more widespread – version of the conservative view, en-

gaging in thinking does not involve any distinctive or proprietary phenomenology, but it

may nonetheless make a contribution to the subject’s phenomenology in so far as it may

bring about perceptual, algedonic or emotional phenomenology. Here is a representative

example of this view:7

6See also Nelkin (1989, p. 430).
7See also Carruthers and Veillet (2011) and Tye and Wright (2011).
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Our thoughts aren’t like anything, in the relevant sense, except to the extent that they
might be associated with visual or other images or emotional feelings, which will be
phenomenally conscious by virtue of their quasi-sensory status.

Carruthers (2005, pp. 138-9)

Note that the difference between these two versions of the conservative view is not as

clear-cut as itmight seem at a first pass. Indeed, both positions appear to state that engaging

in thinking does not constitutively contribute to the subject’s overall phenomenology. The

weaker conservative view simply seems to emphasise that engaging in thinking may indi-

rectly contribute to the subject’s overall phenomenology, to the extent that it may causally

bring about distinctmental states, such as sensory or emotional experiences, that domake a

constitutive contribution to phenomenology. However, this claim is not necessarily incom-

patible with the ‘strong’ version of the conservative view, which does not deny that sensory

and emotional states constitutively contribute to the subject’s overall phenomenology –

regardless of how they are formed. This distinction is familiar from chapter 1: if thinking

about my dog Fido systematically causes me to feel joy, then thinking about Fido causally

– but not constitutively – contributes to my overall phenomenology. In such a case, the

change in my overall phenomenology brought about by my thinking about Fido would be

exhausted by the emotional phenomenology of the joy caused by my thinking about Fido.

Thus, both versions of the conservative view can agree that my thinking about Fido does

not constitutively contribute to my overall phenomenology. Generally, both versions can

agree that a subject S’s thinking that p is always a non-conscious mental state of S, in so far

as it does not constitutively contribute to S’s overall phenomenology.

Nonetheless, it is possible to articulate a version of the conservative view that is clearly

distinct from the stronger variant, by saying that one can engage in conscious thinking,

where this means that one’s thinking that p can make a constitutive contribution to one’s

overall phenomenology even though it does not have proprietary phenomenology. For

example, onemight say that some (or all) instances of thinking have ‘quasi-auditory’ pheno-

menology in so far as they involve inner speech (Prinz 2011).8 The idea is not that engaging

8By ‘quasi-auditory phenomenology’, I refer to the phenomenology of inner speech in so far as what it
is like to ‘hear’ a sentence in one’s head differs from what it is like to hear the same sentence as spoken by
someone in one’s environment.
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in thinking may causally bring about distinct mental states with sensory phenomenology,

but that the very state of thinking can constitutively contribute sensory phenomenology to

the subject’s overall phenomenology. On this view, there is constitutively something it is

like to think that p, in so far as thinking that p is not merely causally “associated with visual

or other images or emotional feelings” (Carruthers 2005, pp. 138-9); however, what it is

like to think that p does not pertain to a proprietary phenomenology of thinking, but to

the quasi-auditory phenomenology of inner speech.

There is some daylight between the view that thinking may constitutively involve

non-proprietary phenomenology (e.g., quasi-auditory phenomenology), and the view

that thinking may merely causally bring about sensory states but does not make a

constitutive contribution to phenomenology. For the sake of clarity, we might call the

latter the ‘intermediate’ conservative view, and the former the ‘weak’ conservative view

properly speaking (see figure 5.3 for a summary). In practice, the distinction between

the ‘intermediate’ and the ‘weak’ versions of the conservative view might come down

to considerations about the individuation of mental states. Suppose, for example, that I

think that Paris is the capital of France, and that upon having that thought I experience

a quasi-auditory phenomenology of inner speech corresponding to the sentence “Paris is

the capital of France”. Some might consider that this scenario involves two distinct mental

states – a non-conscious cognitive state without phenomenology and a conscious sensory

state with phenomenology –, while others might consider that this scenario involves a

single mental state – a conscious cognitive state with sensory phenomenology. Nonetheless,

the ‘intermediate’ and ‘weak’ versions of the conservative view are distinct in principle.

The various versions of the conservative view have recently come under criticism from

proponents of the liberal view, according to which engaging in thinking does involve a

proprietary phenomenology, typically called ‘cognitive phenomenology’ (see figure 5.3).

Here is a representative example of the liberal view:9

In addition to arguing that there is something it is like to think a conscious thought, I
shall also argue that what it is like to think a conscious thought is distinct from what
it is like to be in any other kind of conscious mental state, and that what it is like to

9See also Strawson (1994), Siewert (1998), T. E. Horgan et al. (2004), and Chudnoff (2015a).
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think the conscious thought that p is distinct from what it is like to think any other
conscious thought...

Pitt (2004, p. 2)

I will not get into the intricacies of the debate between these different positions here; rather,

I will briefly explore the implications of each position for the relationship between de se

thinking and phenomenal self-consciousness.

Mental state with 
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Figure 5.3: Different views regarding the phenomenology of thinking.

Recall that for a subject S to be phenomenally self-conscious, as defined by (PSC),

S must be conscious of oneself (as oneself), and S’s being conscious of oneself (as one-

self) must make a specific constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology. Con-

sequently, the issue at hand is whether subject S’s thinking of oneself as oneself meets

the definitional requirements for being conscious of oneself as oneself in such a way that

S’s being conscious of oneself as oneself makes a constitutive contribution to S’s overall

phenomenology. In other words: if S is engaged in de se thinking, is S ipso facto phe-

nomenally self-conscious?

Being phenomenally self-conscious is a conscious mental state but, according to the

‘strong’ and ‘intermediate’ versions of the conservative view, subject S’s engaging in de

se thinking makes no constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology. Thus, it is
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immediate that, on these versions of the view, a subject engaged in de se thinking is not ipso

facto phenomenally self-conscious. On the ‘weak’ conservative view, subject S’s engaging

in de se thinking can make a constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology; and

what it contributes is the phenomenology of inner speech. This need not always be the case

when S is engaging in de se thinking, as some proponents of the ‘weak’ conservative might

want to maintain that S may non-consciously think that p. For example, in some particular

circumstance, S might non-consciously think that S [self] is underdressed. Nonetheless,

the ‘weak’ conservative view allows that some instances of de se thinking are conscious, in

so far as they constitutively contribute the phenomenology of inner speech to their subject’s

overall phenomenology. Thus, on the ‘weak’ conservative view, a subject engaged in con-

scious de se thinking is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious only if the phenomenology

of inner speech is or includes the phenomenology of self-consciousness. There are reasons

to doubt that this is the case.

Consider the difference between consciously thinking “I am making a mess” and con-

sciously reading the sentence “I am making a mess”. According to the ‘weak’ conservative

view, both experiences might involve the phenomenology of inner speech, that is, they

might involve quasi-hearing the sentence ‘I ammaking amess” in one’s head. Furthermore,

the experience of consciously thinking “I am making a mess” should not make any contri-

bution to one’s overall phenomenology that the experience of consciously reading “I am

making a mess” does not also make, since the former simply involves the phenomenology

of inner speech. For a subject S to be phenomenally self-conscious, in the sense defined

by (PSC), it is presumably not sufficient for S to quasi-hear in her head a sentence that

happens to include the first-person pronoun. Indeed, one may read or hear the sentence

“I am making mess” without consciously representing what this sentence means. More

specifically, the experience of hearing the phoneme [ aɪ ] (‘I’) in one’s head is not sufficient

to make one conscious of oneself as oneself, unless one also entertains the meaning of this

phoneme in English in such a way that (a) one represents oneself as oneself by making use

of the first-person concept, and (b) the deployment of the first-person concept contributes

to one’s overall phenomenology.
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Admittedly, it does presumably follow from the ‘weak’ conservative view – and, for that

matter, from all versions of the conservative view – that engaging in de se thinking involves

representing oneself as oneself by making use of the first-person concept. However, such

self-representation should not be consciously registered by the subject if the only contribu-

tion of de se thinking to the subject’s overall phenomenology is a matter of quasi-auditory

inner speech. Thus, it is not exaggerated to say that on the ‘weak’ conservative view, con-

scious thinking is “just and wholly a matter of sensation... on the experience side, and

entirely non-conscious registration of meaning... on the non-experiential side.” (Strawson

2011a, p. 295). Specifically, conscious de se thinking is just a matter of quasi-auditory

sensation within the subject’s overall phenomenology, and a matter of non-conscious self-

representation outside of the subject’s overall phenomenology. In other words, the various

versions of the conservative view entail that de se thinking involves self-representation, but

not quite self-consciousness.

On the liberal view, a subject S’s engaging in thinking can also make a constitutive con-

tribution to S’s overall phenomenology; but what it contributes is the proprietary pheno-

menology of thinking (cognitive phenomenology), rather than the phenomenology of in-

ner speech. Cognitive phenomenology is intimately related to the subject’s grasp of the

thought’s propositional content. Indeed, as Montague (2016a) puts it, it is reasonable to

assume that “the phenomenology that makes a particular occurrent thought a conscious

thought must be explanatorily or intelligibly linked to the representational content of that

thought” (p. 171).

As we have seen, it is difficult to link the quasi-sensory phenomenology that may ac-

company a thought (e.g. through inner speech) to the representational content of that

thought: the phenomenology of quasi-hearing the phoneme [ aɪ ] does not seem intelligi-

bly related to the representation of oneself as oneself through the deployment of the first-

person concept. The liberal view addresses this by postulating the existence of non-sensory

cognitive phenomenology, where such phenomenology is tightly connected to the content

of thoughts.10 While the representation of oneself as oneself in de se thinking is a common

10For the representationalist version of the liberal view, the (proprietary) phenomenology of a thought is
fully determined by the thought’s intentional content (Bourget 2017). For the phenomenal intentionalist ver-
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factor across all the views of the phenomenology of thinking, what matters for phenom-

enal self-consciousness is that de se thinking should involve conscious self-representation,

namely a phenomenology of representing oneself as oneself. The liberal view satisfies this

requirement: what it is like to consciously think a de se thought, on this view, includes

the cognitive phenomenology of representing oneself as oneself. Consequently, according

to the proponent of the liberal view, not only does a subject S’s engaging in conscious de

se thinking make a constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology (as is also the

case on the ‘weak’ conservative view), but by being engaged in conscious de se thinking S

is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious.

I have argued so far that consciously thinking about oneself as oneself can only count

as an instance of phenomenal self-consciousness in so far as thoughts have a cognitive

phenomenology that is intelligibly related to their contents (as the liberal view suggests).

While I cannot offer a detailed defence of the liberal view here, I shall briefly explain why

I think it is more plausible than alternatives. First, it is helpful to say a few words about

how might one positively characterise the cognitive phenomenology of thinking. I have

already noted that the cognitive phenomenology postulated by proponents of the liberal

view is by definition irreducible to sensory phenomenology; it is not a matter of ‘quasi-

hearing’ words or ‘quasi-seeing’ images in one’s head as one thinks. Rather, one might say

that it is the experience of meaning, or perhaps more aptly the experience of entertaining

and understanding – holding before one’s mind, as it were – the propositional content

of one’s conscious thoughts.

Suppose that you are Perry (1979)’s messy shopper, pushing a shopping cart containing

a leaking bag of sugar down the aisle of a grocery store. As you go around the store, you

start noticing that there is a trail of sugar on the floor, and you think “Someone is making

a mess”. Every time you go around, the trail becomes thicker, and you cannot seem to

find who the messy shopper is. After racking your brain to figure out who in the store

is the messy shopper, you have a sudden realization: you think “I am making a mess”.

sion of the liberal view, the intentional content of a thought is fully determined by the thought’s (proprietary)
phenomenology (Pitt 2004). I will not get into the debate between representationalism and the phenomenal
intentionality view here.
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Presumably, this is a conscious and salient thought – it is the culmination of a train of

voluntary and effortful thoughts attempting to solve the mystery of the messy shopper. It is

intuitively plausible that having the realization that you are the messy shopper would make

a constitutive contribution to your overall phenomenology; this contribution is additional

to whatever else you might experience at the time, for example your visual experience of

the trail of sugar on the floor. Furthermore, there seems to be more to such an experience

than hearing (or quasi-hearing) in your head the words “I am making a mess” in inner

speech. The auditory imagery of the phonemes that make up these words does not, by

itself, mean anything. By contrast, having the realization that you are the messy shopper

is a meaningful conscious episode. According to the liberal view, what it is like to think

“I am making a mess” involves cognitive phenomenology, namely the phenomenology of

entertaining and understanding the meaning of the proposition “I am making a mess”.

There are three main classes of arguments in favour of the liberal view. A first class of

arguments appeals to examples of familiar experiences whose phenomenology is difficult

to account for in merely sensory or emotional terms. Such examples include suddenly

remembering something (e.g., suddenly remembering where one has put one’s car keys),

tip-of-the-tongue phenomena, and being immersed in a stream of thoughts. My use of

the example of the messy shopper (which diverges from Perry’s use of the example) would

also fit within this first category. Indeed, it appeals to the presumably familiar experience

of having a sudden realisation after pondering a problem for a while. This is a mental

event that is phenomenologically salient; and its phenomenology does not seem reducible

to hearing (or quasi-hearing) words in one’s mind.

A second class of arguments in favour of the liberal view appeals to the phenomenal con-

trast between minimal pairs of experiences, namely pairs of experiences whose respective

phenomenal characters seem to differ only in that one of them involves cognitive pheno-

menology while the other lacks such phenomenology. Examples of relevant phenomenal

contrasts includes the contrast in one’s experience before and after one grasps a mathe-

matical proof, or the contrast between hearing a sentence in a foreign language without

understanding it and hearing the same sentence when one understands it. Thus, Strawson

(1994) considers the respective experiences of Jack (a monolingual English speaker) and
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Jacques (a monolingual French speaker) as they listen to the news in French. Suppose Jack

and Jacques both hear the sentence “Le chef d’État s’est rendu à l’étranger” on the radio.

Jack’s and Jacques’ respective experiences both involve the same auditory phenomenology

(assuming their hearing is equally good); however, Jacques’ experience will presumably

involve some additional phenomenology, namely the phenomenology of understanding

the meaning of the sentence “Le chef d’État s’est rendu à l’étranger” (which is translated as

“The Head of State has travelled abroad” in English). This phenomenology of understand-

ing is what the cognitive phenomenology of thinking is taken to be: when one consciously

thinks that the Head of State has travelled abroad, one does not – or not merely – hear

the words that compose the corresponding English sentence in one’s mind; there is (also)

something it is like to entertain and understand the meaning of the proposition the Head

of State has travelled abroad.

A third class of arguments in favour of the liberal view relies on a priori considerations

rather than introspection or phenomenal contrast. Thus, Montague (2016a) plausibly sug-

gests that for a subject S’s thinking that p to be a conscious mental state of S – that is, for S

to engage in conscious thinking that p –, S must consciously entertain the propositional

content p of that thought. From there, she argues that an adequate account of what it

is for the propositional content of a thought to be consciously entertained must appeal

to cognitive phenomenology, because merely sensory or quasi-sensory phenomenology

(e.g., the phenomenology of inner speech) cannot represent the propositional content of

thoughts. Consequently, cognitive phenomenology – the phenomenology of entertaining

the meaning of propositions – must be constitutive of conscious thinking, if engaging in

thinking is ever to make a constitutive contribution to a subject’s overall phenomenology.

I find this argument plausible: it is antecedently plausible that thinking that p can constitu-

tively contribute to one’s overall phenomenology, and that what thinking that p contributes

to one’s overall phenomenologymust involvewhat it is like to entertain of the propositional

content p; since it is also plausible that sensory or quasi-sensory phenomenology alone

cannot account for what it is like to entertain of the propositional content p, consciously

thinking that p must involve cognitive phenomenology (the phenomenology of holding

the meaning of p before one’s mind).
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Once we accept the liberal view, we can formulate the following argument in favour of

the claim that any subject S engaged in conscious de se thinking is ipso facto phenomenally

self-conscious:11

(P1) A subject engaged in conscious de se thinking is ipso facto phenomenally self-

conscious if and only if engaging in conscious de se thinking involves consciously

representing oneself as oneself.

(P2) If a subject consciously entertains themeaning of a proposition featuring the concept

of self, then she consciously represents herself as herself.

(P3) A subject engaged in conscious thinking that p consciously entertains the meaning

of p if and only if conscious thinking that p has cognitive phenomenology.

(P4) All conscious thinking has cognitive phenomenology.

(C1) Therefore, a subject engaged in conscious thinking that p consciously entertains the

meaning of p.

(P5) Conscious de se thinking is conscious thinking that p, where p features the concept

of self.

(C2) Therefore, a subject engaged in conscious de se thinking consciously entertains the

meaning of a proposition featuring the concept of self.

(C3) Therefore, a subject engaged in conscious de se thinking consciously represents her-

self as herself.

(C4) Therefore, A subject engaged in conscious de se thinking is ipso facto phenomenally

self-conscious.

11Note that one could avoid the reference to cognitive phenomenology altogether by endorsing (C1), the
claim that a subject engaging in conscious thinking that p is ipso facto consciously entertaining the meaning
of p, as a premise (replacing (P3)). While I do find (C1) antecedently plausibly, I think the comparison of the
‘weak’ conservative view with the liberal view is helpful to get a better grip on what it means for a subject to
consciously entertain the meaning of a proposition.
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(P1) plausibly follows from the definition of phenomenal self-consciousness (PSC). (P2) is

antecedently plausible if one agrees that consciously entertaining the meaning of a proposi-

tion involves consciously entertaining the meaning of the concepts featured in that propo-

sition, and that consciously entertaining the meaning of the concept of self involves con-

sciously representing oneself as oneself. (P3) is plausible in light of the consideration of-

fered by Montague (2016a) in favour of the liberal view: given that cognitive phenomeno-

logy is the phenomenology of entertaining the meaning of a proposition, a subject engaged

in conscious thinking that p cannot consciously entertain themeaning of p if her conscious

thinking that p does not have cognitive phenomenology. (P4) simply is the liberal view of

the phenomenology of thinking that has already been defended. Finally, (P5) straightfor-

wardly follows from the definition of de se thinking.

5.3 Is cognitive self-consciousness ubiquitous?

I have argued so far that when one consciously thinks of oneself as oneself, one is

ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious. In chapter 4, I suggested that there are no

compelling arguments for the claim that consciousness constitutively involves phenomenal

self-consciousness. If this is right, then there should be no compelling argument for the

more specific claim that consciousness constitutively involves conscious de se thinking. To

my knowledge, no scientific or philosophical theory of consciousness holds that being

conscious at all necessarily involves consciously thinking, let alone consciously thinking

about oneself as oneself.12 One can occasionally find formulations that suggest that being

12Admittedly, the so-called Higher-Order Thought (HOT) theory of consciousness does claim that con-
scious mental states are systematically represented by higher-order thoughts, such that being conscious
constitutively involves having thoughts about one’s first-order mental states (Rosenthal 1986; 1993; 2005).
Furthermore, some versions of the HOT theory hold that the relevant higher-order thoughts are in fact de
se thoughts: “[the HOT’s] content must be that one is, oneself, in [the first-order] mental state... HOTs
refer both to oneself and to one’s mental states” (Rosenthal 1997, p. 741, my emphasis). However, the
HOT theory is not committed to the claim that higher-order thoughts about first-order mental states should
themselves be conscious thoughts; its proponents readily acknowledge that “the HOTs are typically not
conscious thoughts” (Rosenthal 1997, p. 745). Thus, the HOT theory of consciousness does not vindicate
the claim that consciousness constitutively involves conscious de se thought, nor does it vindicate the broader
claim that consciousness constitutively involves phenomenal self-consciousness.
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conscious constitutively involves engaging in conscious thoughts in general. Perhaps the

following passages from O’Shaughnessy (2000) offer an example of such a view:

The mind of one who is conscious is necessarily a mind actively governing the move-
ment of its own attention and thinking processes.

O’Shaughnessy (2000, p. 89, my emphasis)

In the final analysis it is because thinking is active and thinking is essential to conscious-
ness that mental action is a necessary condition of consciousness…Thus thinking [is]
the source of the interiority necessary to consciousness…

O’Shaughnessy (2000, p. 264, my emphasis)

However, in the context in which these passages occur, O’Shaughnessy appears to

restrict this claim to the kind of consciousness one has in the ordinary wakeful state. More

generally, there is no reason to believe that in order to be conscious at all, one should engage

in conscious thinking, unless one simply equates ‘thought’ with ‘experience’ as early mod-

ern philosophers often did. A fortiori, there is no reason to believe that in order to be con-

scious at all, one should engage in conscious de se thinking. While it is very plausible that

a number of non-human animal species have the capacity to be conscious, it is much less

plausible that all members of the relevant species have the capacity to think of themselves

as themselves. Furthermore, even if we focus on human subjects, it would be odd to claim

that all such subjects are perpetually thinking of themselves as themselves whenever they

are conscious, from the moment they wake up in the morning to the moment they slip into

unconsciousness at night. Even the most narcissistic individuals presumably live through

many conscious episodes in which they are not thinking about themselves in any way.

While these remarks are intuitively obvious, they can be substantiated by empirical

evidence regarding states of consciousness lacking conscious de se thinking. I will focus

here on relevant evidence concerning three conditions: so-called flow states, states induced

bymeditation practice, and dreaming. It has been argued that the performance of attention-

demanding activities can induce a state of flow, especially at expert level, characterized by

extreme and undivided focus on the task at hand (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). The Flow State

Scale (FSS) was designed tomeasure different aspects of flow states across nine factors (S. A.

Jackson and Marsh 1996). In a sample of 747 respondents from a variety of competitive

and noncompetitive sport activities, the mean score (on a five point Likert scale from 1 =
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‘strongly disagree’ to 5 = ‘strongly agree’) for the FSS factors Concentration on the task

at hand (measuring the subject’s focus and immersion in her activity) and Loss of self-

consciousness (measuring the “absence of preoccupation with self” and the degree to which

the subject “is not focusing on the information normally used to represent to oneself who

one is”13) were 3.73 and 3.92 respectively (S. Jackson andEklund 2004). Similar results were

obtained with a sample of 236 music student performing for an examination, with mean

scores of 3.53 and 3.12 for the same FSS factors (Wrigley and Emmerson 2013). These data

suggest that skilled individuals focused on a demanding performance may reach a state in

which they are entirely focused on task-related goals, and therefore are unlikely to engage

in conscious de se thinking, let alone constantly engage in such thinking.

Dreaming is another condition in which cognitive self-consciousness might temporar-

ily subside. An analysis of 500 rapid eye movement (REM) dreams in the laboratory found

that only 21.2% of dream reports included instances of thinking, and that such instances

only made up 5% of the content of reported dreams (Meier 1993). A more recent study

obtained reports about 788 dreams from 144 participants over two years using the Subjec-

tive Experiences Rating Scale (SERS). On average, participants gave a score of 2.29 for the

item “During how much of the time were you engaged in thinking?” on a scale from 0

(“none of the time”) to 4 (“all of the time”) (Kahan and Claudatos 2016) – indicating that a

significant proportion of most dreams lack thoughts. These results suggest that “different

forms of thinking can be lacking in dreams” (Windt 2015, p. 424), including thinking

of oneself as oneself.

While questionnaire reports about flow states and dreams should be interpreted

with caution, research on meditation provides stronger evidence that cognitive self-

consciousness is not ubiquitous in all conscious experiences. Many meditation practices,

especially in the Buddhist and Hindu traditions, explicitly aim at suppressing spontaneous

thoughts and focusing attention on sensory stimuli.14 This is the case in particular for

13S. A. Jackson and Marsh (1996, p. 19).
14“[T]he original goal of Meditation is the elimination or reduction of thought processes, the cessation or

slowing of the internal dialogue of the mind” (Rubia 2009, p. 2); “Meditation... is aimed to reduce thoughts
to ultimately reach the state of thoughtless awareness which is considered a different state of consciousness
where one is fully perceptually alert, yet has no thoughts. It is consequently described as a state of pure
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a large family of meditation practices commonly called ‘Focused Attention meditation’.

Focused Attention meditation involves sustaining one’s attentional focus on a particular

object, either internal (e.g., breathing sensations) or external (e.g., ambient sounds or

the flame of a candle). The practitioner is instructed to monitor their attention, notice

episodes of distraction (mind-wandering), and subsequently bring their attention back

to the object of the meditation. More specifically, the practice of Focused Attention

meditation cycles indefinitely through four phases: (1) sustained attention on a particular

object or sensory stimulus (typically the breath), (2) occurrence of spontaneous task-

unrelated thoughts (mind-wandering), (3) awareness of the mind-wandering episode

(also called ‘meta-awareness’), (4) re-focusing of attention on the relevant object or

sensory stimuli (see figure 5.4).

It is very plausible that the second phase of the practice, during which meditators get

distracted and let their minds drift into spontaneous thoughts, routinely involve conscious

de se thinking – for example, thinking that one is hungry. The third phase, in which med-

itators ‘catch’ themselves in the act of mind-wandering, also plausibly involves conscious

de se thinking, such as the thought “I am lost in thoughts again”. It is less clear whether the

fourth phase involves conscious de se thinking, since it corresponds to the transition period

during which meditators bring their attention back to the object or stimulus on which it

should be focused. In any case, the first phase of the practice, during which themeditator’s

attention is fully focused, is intended to be free of spontaneous thoughts, including de se

thoughts (Hasenkamp 2018). Indeed, advanced meditators report that once attention has

been stabilized and the mind ‘quieted’, they can momentarily undergo conscious episodes

lacking conscious thoughts altogether.15

attention without any thought content.” (Hernández et al. 2016, p. 2); “[T]he Hindus had postulated, defined
and demonstrated the existence of a fourth... state of consciousness which is neither ordinary wakefulness,
dream nor sleep. What is this fourth... state? This has been defined as a state where the mind is still and there
are no thoughts.” (Ramamurthi 1995, p. 108).

15“My mind became more free and I became more and more peaceful, without any thoughts” (Siff 2014);
“You’re aware of your whole body... at once, without any thoughts at all” (Selby 2003); “[T]houghts seemed to
become confused as they faded into nothingness. I experienced myself as being in a thoughtless and timeless
place” (Barnes 2001, p. 7).
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Figure 5.4: The phases of Focused Attention meditation (adapted from Hasenkamp et al. 2012).

These remarks should suffice to show that being conscious at all does not constitutively

involve engaging in conscious de se thinking; furthermore, conscious de se thinking is not

even ubiquitous in all actual conscious experiences as a matter of contingent empirical

fact. I will now assess how prevalent cognitive self-consciousness actually is in ordinary

conscious experience.

5.4 Cognitive self-consciousness in ordinary experience

After arguing against (CSCE) in chapter 4, I endeavoured to shed light on the commonly

held view that phenomenal self-consciousness, although not constitutive of consciousness,

might nonetheless be relatively pervasive in conscious experience, particularly in a set of

‘ordinary circumstances’ to be further characterised:

(TSC) In ordinary circumstances, if a subject S is conscious, (a) S is conscious of S [self],

and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] makes a determinate constitutive contribu-

tion to S’s overall phenomenology at t.
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I have suggested that the difficulty of assessing this claim lies partly in the indeterminacy

of the relevant notion of phenomenal self-consciousness. We now know that conscious

de se thinking can plausibly be taken to be a determinate of which phenomenal self-

consciousness is a determinable, and we can ask how prevalent conscious de se thinking

is in conscious experience. Of course, unless conscious de se thinking is the only way

in which one can be phenomenally self-conscious, answering that question will not be

sufficient to assess (TSC). Nonetheless, conscious de se thinking is one way in which

one can be phenomenally self-conscious, and consequently assessing its prevalence in

conscious experience should at least bring us one step closer to assessing (TSC).

While it is difficult to precisely assess the prevalence of conscious de se thinking in

ordinary experience, the empirical literature on mind-wandering provides some insight

into this question. Mind-wandering refers to the spontaneous occurrence of thoughts in

the waking state, and particularly thoughts that are not related to the specific task that

one is currently performing (if any). There is converging evidence that episodes of mind-

wandering are more frequent in ordinary experience than we might think. Studies using

experience sampling16 found that mind-wandering may occur in more than 40% of the

samples obtained by probing the mental life of participants at random intervals (Christoff

et al. 2009; Killingsworth and Gilbert 2010). Furthermore, we often fail to notice when

our minds are wandering, which might cause us to underestimate how often we are lost

in thoughts (Schooler et al. 2011).

What is the proportion of de se thought during mind-wandering? Many experimen-

tal studies have indicated that the content of task-unrelated thoughts is often related to

oneself (Andrews-Hanna et al. 2013; Baird et al. 2011; Ruby, Smallwood, Engen, et al.

2013; Ruby, Smallwood, Sackur, et al. 2013; Song and Wang 2012; Stawarczyk, Cassol,

et al. 2013). There is also considerable evidence that mind-wandering episodes are pre-

dominantly focused on the future, and frequently involve the planning and anticipation

of personal goals, known as autobiographical planning (Baird et al. 2011; D’Argembeau

16Experience sampling involves probing participants at random intervals and asking them to report on
aspects of their subjective experience immediately before the probe (Hurlburt and Akhter 2006).
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2016; Ruby, Smallwood, Engen, et al. 2013; Ruby, Smallwood, Sackur, et al. 2013; Small-

wood, Nind, et al. 2009; Smallwood, Schooler, et al. 2011; Stawarczyk, Cassol, et al. 2013;

Stawarczyk, Majerus, et al. 2011). Furthermore, task-unrelated thoughts focused on the

future seem particularly likely to be related to the self.

For example, Baird et al. (2011) assessed the proportion of self-related thoughts in par-

ticipants who were pseudo-randomly prompted to report their thoughts while performing

a task. They found that 77% of task-unrelated thoughts that were focused on the past and

as much as 92% of task-unrelated thoughts that were focused on the future were related to

the self. As the authors indicate, “thought samples were classified as self-related [by four

independent judges] if they included specific mention of an individual’s self” (p. 1606) –

presumably through the use of the first-person pronoun in the participants’ reports. It is

plausible that most if not all reports classified as ‘self-related’ in that sense did correspond

to conscious thoughts about oneself as oneself (e.g., “I need to buy milk for breakfast”, or

“I should apply for this job”).

Thus, there is convincing evidence that conscious de se thoughts might be more preva-

lent in ordinary experience than we notice: we spend a significant part of our lives lost in

thoughts about ourselves, particularly when we spontaneously think about future actions

and goals (see D’Argembeau 2018 for a discussion). Nonetheless, this point should not be

overstated, for experience sampling studies also suggest that a large portion of our mental

lives is not spent lost in task-unrelated thoughts. Of course, thoughts still occur outside

of mind-wandering episodes, in which case they are generally related to the specific task

that subjects are performing (e.g., finding one’s way in the subway, solving a puzzle, or

writing a doctoral thesis). However, it is plausible that many task-related thoughts are

not focused on oneself.17

In their experiment, Baird et al. (2011) found that only 46% of all on task (task-related)

thought samples were self-related, compared to 66% of all off task (task-unrelated) thought

17Try solving the following equation:
x2 + 5 = 13 − 4

Once you have determined the value of x, ask yourself whether you were thinking about yourself in any way
while you were pondering the problem. I predict that the answer will be almost unanimously negative.
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samples. Although they do not indicate the proportion of all thought samples that were on

task and off task respectively, we know from aforementioned experience sampling studies

that 40% to 50% of our waking lives is spent mind-wandering (Killingsworth and Gilbert

2010). Thus, if we assume that roughly 50% of thought samples from Baird et al. (2011)’s

experiment were off task, this means that about 56% of all thought samples they collected

were self-related. In so far as we can further extrapolate from these data, we can tentatively

speculate that roughly half of all our conscious thoughts are de se thoughts. Thus, given

that we are probably not constantly engaging in conscious thoughts from the moment we

wake up to the moment we go to sleep, it very plausible that we spend less than half of

our waking lives – and perhaps significantly less than half of our waking lives – thinking

about ourselves as ourselves.

Coming back to (TSC), this analysis suggests that even if we interpret the relevant set of

‘ordinary circumstances’ in a very restrictive manner – for example restricting the claim to

the ordinary wakeful state of consciousness of healthy neurotypical adult human beings –

the claim would be empirically wrong if the only way in which one could be phenomenally

self-conscious was by consciously thinking of oneself as oneself. Not only is cognitive

self-consciousness not constitutively involved in all consciousness, but it is also far from

ubiquitous even in the ordinary conscious experience of normal adult human beings. This

raises the obvious question of whether cognitive self-consciousness is the onlyway inwhich

one can be phenomenally self-conscious.

5.5 Conclusion

At the outset of this chapter, I mentioned that a number of authors seem to assimilate the

ability to be self-conscious to the capacity for de se thoughts. I have subsequently argued

that if conscious de se thinking is indeed the only form of phenomenal self-consciousness,

then (TSC) appears to be empirically inaccurate, even on a restrictive understanding of the

relevant set of ‘ordinary circumstances’.

In the following chapters, I will offer new arguments in favour of the claim that cog-

nitive self-consciousness is not the only form of phenomenal self-consciousness. Indeed,

I will argue that there are at least two other determinate notions of which phenomenal
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self-consciousness is a determinable: bodily self-consciousness, namely the consciousness

of oneself as the bodily subject whose body part one feels a sensation in or on, and spatial

self-consciousness, namely the consciousness of oneself as being located at the origin of the

spatial perspective one’s perceptual experience. I will ask two questions regarding each

of these notions. Firstly, I will consider whether each notion refers to an actual feature

of experience whose phenomenology is distinct from that of cognitive self-consciousness.

Secondly, after answering the first question affirmatively, I will ask what is the actual preva-

lence of bodily self-consciousness and spatial self-consciousness in conscious experience.

This will allow me to assess (TSC) again, and defend the empirical accuracy of the claim,

at least on restrictive understanding of the relevant set of ‘ordinary circumstances’.



6

Bodily Self-Consciousness

Like the shadow of one’s own hand, [the self] will not wait to be jumped on… It
evades capture by lodging itself inside the very muscles of the pursuer.

Ryle (1949, p. 186)

In the previous chapter, I argued that a subject engaged in conscious de se thinking is

ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious. I have called the determinate kind of phenome-

nal self-consciousness that consists in engaging in conscious de se thinking cognitive self-

consciousness. I suggested that cognitive self-consciousness is not ubiquitous in ordinary

experience: we frequently undergo conscious episodes during which we do not consciously

think about ourselves as ourselves. If being cognitively self-conscious is the only way in

which we can be phenomenally self-conscious, then we should reject (TSC), the typicalist

claim that that phenomenal self-consciousness is pervasive in ordinary circumstances in

which one is concious – even on a restrictive interpretation of the relevant ‘ordinary cir-

cumstances’. If, by contrast, being cognitively self-conscious is not the only way in which

we can be phenomenally self-conscious, then some version of (TSC) might be empirically

accurate. To address this question, we must investigate whether there are determinates

of phenomenal self-consciousness other than cognitive self-consciousness. In other words

we must ask whether – as a matter of contingent empirical fact – there are ways of being

phenomenally self-consciousness that are not instances of cognitive self-consciousness.

In this chapter, I will focus in particular on bodily experience, namely the experience

of bodily sensations. In §6.1, I introduce the notion of non-conceptual de se content, and

argue that if bodily experiences can have such content, then one can be phenomenally

self-conscious – in a non-conceptual and non-cognitive way – in virtue of having a bodily

145
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experience. In §6.2, I relate the question of whether bodily experiences can and do have

non-conceptual de se content to a recent debate on the existence of a ‘sense of bodily

ownership’. In §§6.3-6.4, I consider two empirical arguments in favour of the claim that

some but not all bodily experiences involve such sense of bodily ownership. In §6.5, I argue

that the second empirical argument supports the claim that ordinary bodily experiences

involve a sense of bodily ownership, if this is understood as the claim that such experiences

have non-conceptual de se content. Finally, in §6.6, I consider whether the hypothesis that

bodily experiences normally involve non-conceptual de se content vindicates (TSC).

6.1 Non-conceptual de se content

As you are reading these lines, you are probably sitting in a chair. If so, bring your at-

tention to what it is like for you to rest your back against the back of the chair. What

this is like might include a sensation of pressure mediated by the activation of cutaneous

mechanoreceptors, as well as a sensation ofwarmthmediated by the activation of cutaneous

thermoreceptors. Upon feeling these bodily sensations, you should be in a position to

make the following judgements:

(a) There is pressure on my back.

(b) There is warmth in my back.

If you make such judgements on the basis of attending to bodily sensations in your back,

they are presumably conscious judgements. Furthermore, these judgements make use of

the first-person concept, since they are suitably expressed by utterances containing the

first-person pronoun ‘my’. Thus, self-ascriptions of bodily sensations like (a) and (b) are

instances of conscious de se thinking. Since a subject engaged in conscious de se thinking is

ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious, it follows that a subject consciously self-ascribing

bodily experiences is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious. However, this does not entail

that a subject undergoing bodily experiences is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious,

without engaging in conscious de se thinking.

Bodily experiences do not have the same degree of cognitive sophistication as thoughts.

It is very plausible that a number of non-linguistic creatures such as human infants and
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non-human animals can undergo bodily experiences; but this presumably does not require

such creatures to have the capacity to think, let alone to think of themselves as themselves.

One important aspect of the difference between bodily experiences and thought is that

the latter, but not the former, have concept-involving content. In particular, bodily expe-

riences (e.g., the experience of warmth in one’s back) require neither deployment – nor

even possession – of the first-person concept that is a component of the content of de se

thoughts. If being phenomenally self-conscious is a matter of being in a conscious mental

state that makes use of the first-person concept – a conscious mental state with conceptual

de se content –, then it follows that a subject undergoing a bodily experience is not ipso

facto phenomenally self-conscious.

However, there are reasons to doubt that the intentional content of all consciousmental

states need be concept-involving. Consider, once again, the mental states of non-linguistic

creatures. Such creatures presumably represent the world as being a certain way. For

example, a lion’s visual experience of a gazelle grazing on a patch of grass might have

an intentional content of the type <A gazelle is grazing on a patch of grass>, or perhaps

simply <This animal is idle>. Having a mental state with such content is useful to guide the

lion’s behaviour, but it does not require the lion to possess and use the concepts gazelle,

animal, grazing, or being idle. Rather, it is plausible that the lion’s perceptual state

makes use of non-conceptual analogues of such concepts.1 The same could be true of some

conscious mental states that human have, such as perceptual or indeed bodily experiences.

If the intentional content of some mental states need not involve concepts, then one

might wonder whether conceptual de se content is the only kind of intentional content

that involves a representation of oneself as oneself, or whether there is a non-conceptual

analogue of conceptual de se content. Thus, Bermudez (1998) and Peacocke (1992; 2014)

argue that some mental states involve non-conceptual de se content. This hypothesis is

attractive, because it can play an explanatory role in an account of de se thinking in two

ways. First, as Bermudez (1998) suggests, it might be that a creature’s capacity to engage in

1There is, of course, room for further disagreement about whether it is plausible that the intentional
content of the visual experience of a lion would include a non-conceptual analogue of such a high-level
concept as gazelle; but we can set this debate aside for the present discussion.
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de se thinking (with conceptual de se content) is developmentally rooted in that creature’s

early-acquired capacity to undergo conscious experiences with non-conceptual de se con-

tent. Second, as (Peacocke 2014) suggests, the capacity to self-ascribe certain properties in

conscious de se thought merely on the basis of undergoing certain conscious experiences

might be explained by the hypothesis that the relevant conscious experiences have non-

conceptual de se content, and that subjects can easily transition from the non-conceptual

to the conceptual de se. This suggestion is particularly relevant for an account of bodily

self-ascriptions: your capacity to judge that there is warmth in your own back, where this

is a conscious de se thought formed merely on the basis of feeling warmth in your back,

might be explained by the hypothesis that your bodily experience of warmth in your back

has non-conceptual de se content. If this account is correct, then it seems to be the case

that bodily experiences, such as the experience of warmth in one’s back normally, have

non-conceptual de se content. In Peacocke’s words:

Some things are given in perception and in sensation in ways that do essentially in-
volve the [non-conceptual] de se… A hand’s being experienced as yours is part of the
phenomenology of ordinary human experience. As elsewhere, this phenomenology
should not be identified with any kind of judgement of a content ‘that’s mine’… It
seems equally right to say that each normal human’s experience of his or her body
has the content that it is his or her own body.

Peacocke (2014, p. 51)

Nonetheless, as Peacocke (2014, pp. 30-9) emphasises, we can conceive of a

subject whose conscious experiences entirely lack de se content (conceptual or not).

The experiences of this subject would be, in Peacocke’s terminology, at ‘degree 0’ of

self-representation, rather than ‘degree 1’ – corresponding to the instantiation of non-

conceptual de se content –, let alone ‘degree 2’ – corresponding to the instantiation of

conceptual de se content. Furthermore, we can specifically conceive of a subject whose

bodily experiences lack de se content. To borrow an example from Peacocke (2017, p.

292), it could be the case that a subject’s proprioceptive experience of her leg as bent

has the degree 0 content <this leg is bent>, rather than the degree 1 content <my leg is

bent>, were ‘my’ expresses, not the first-person concept, but its non-conceptual analogue

(that Peacocke calls ‘first-person notion’).
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This raises the question of whether the bodily experiences we undergo in ordinary

circumstances do have non-conceptual de se content at all. This question is directly relevant

to the question we started with about phenomenal self-consciousness. Indeed, recall that

I have defined phenomenal sef-consciousness as follows:

(PSC) A subject S is phenomenally self-conscious at t if and only if (a) S is conscious of

S [self] at t, and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] at t makes a determinate

constitutive contribution to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

If a subject S undergoes a bodily experience e with non-conceptual de se content (say,

the content <my back is warm>), then S arguably meets this definitional requirement for

phenomenal self-consciousness in virtue of having e. This is perhaps not obvious if we

say that S is conscious of her back as her own in virtue of having e; but we might say, more

appropriately, that S is conscious of her back as a part of herself in virtue of having e, or even

that S is conscious of herself as the bodily subject whose back is warm in virtue of having e.

Thus, to answer the question of whether a subject undergoing bodily experiences can be –

and normally is – ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious, we need to determine whether

bodily experiences can have – and normally do have – non-conceptual de se content; and,

furthermore, we need an account of what it is for an experience to have non-conceptual

de se content (at ‘degree 1’) rather than no de se content at all (at ‘degree 0’).

Consider once again what it is like for you to rest your back against a chair, and feel

pressure and warmth on/in your back. These sensations of pressure and warmth are not,

as it were, ‘free-floating’. One sense in which these sensations are not ‘free-floating’ has

already been elucidated in chapter 1: they are undergone – enjoyed and endured – by

some subject of experience. More specifically, they constitutively contribute to your overall

phenomenology. But there is another sense in which these sensations are not ‘free-floating’:

you do not feel pressure and warmth simpliciter, but you feel pressure and warmth in your

back. In other words, these bodily sensations have a location, not merely in the sense that

the cutaneous receptors causally mediating them happen to be located in a region of skin

situated on your back, but in the sense that an aspect of what it is like for you to have such
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bodily sensations is their being felt in your back, rather than in some other body part of

yours, or in some region of space outside the boundaries of your own body.

This view of bodily experiences is not entirely uncontroversial. According to a more

traditional conception of bodily experiences, these are just ‘raw feels’ that do not repre-

sent the world as being a certain way.2 Perhaps there is some truth to this idea for a

specific subset of bodily experiences. For example, some interoceptive experiences such

as tiredness, nausea, thirst or hunger, and some vestibular experiences such as dizziness,

might not always involve feeling something in a specific body part.3 By and large, how-

ever, bodily experiences have at least spatial content. Suppose that, while resting your

back against a chair, you also rest your right hand on a table in front of you; in doing

so, you might have two distinct experiences of pressure: one caused by the stimulation

of cutaneous mechanoreceptors in your hand, and another caused by the stimulation of

cutaneous mechanoreceptors in your back. It is conceivable that the mechanoreceptors

in both body parts might be stimulated in exactly in the same manner and to the same

degree, such that your two experiences of pressure do not differ in intensity. Nonetheless,

you should have no difficulty in distinguishing the two experiences on the basis of their

phenomenology: one is a feeling of pressure on your right hand, and the other a feeling

of pressure on your back. What it is like to feel pressure on one’s right hand differs from

what it is like to feel pressure on one’s back.4

A plausible implication of the view that bodily experiences such as sensations of pres-

sure or warmth are felt in a body part is that they constitute a form of consciousness of

the relevant body part as feeling a certain way. Bodily experiences of this kind are not

simply experiences originating from one’s body, but also experiences of one’s body. We

can formulate this idea as the following bodily consciousness principle (BCP):5

2For example, “bodily sensations do not have an intentional object in the way perceptual experiences do”
(McGinn 1996, p. 8).

3Armstrong (1962, p. 42) calls bodily experiences without spatial content bodily feelings, by contrast with
bodily sensations. Of course, even if such experiences do lack spatial content, this does not entail that they are
‘raw feels’ without any intentional content, as the more traditional conception of bodily experiences would
have it.

4See de Vignemont (2018, p. 68) for a similar example.
5I take it that (BCP) is commonly accepted in the philosophical literature as an implication of the view
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(BCP) If a subject S feels a bodily sensation in a body part P, S is ipso facto conscious of (or

as of ) P.

(BCP) does not entail that a bodily experience consisting in feeling a sensation in a body

part P has non-conceptual de se content. Indeed, paraphrasing Peacocke (2017)’s example,

the content of an experience of warmth in one’s back might simply be <this back is warm>,

rather than <my back is warm>. In having an experience with such content, one would

be ipso facto conscious of the back represented by the non-conceptual notion ‘this back’.

But one would not be ipso facto conscious of that back as one’s own, let alone conscious

of oneself as oneself. The recent debate on the so-called ‘sense of bodily ownership’ is

directly relevant to that distinction; in what follows, I will briefly present the debate, before

considering several empirical arguments purporting to shed light on the de se component

of bodily experiences.

6.2 The sense of bodily ownership

In recent years, a debate has emerged on whether bodily experiences ordinarily involve a

‘sense of bodily ownership’.6 Martin (1995) introduces this notion as follows:

When I feel an ache in my ankle, the ankle that feels hurt to me does not just feel like
an ankle belonging to some body or other. Rather, the ankle feels to me to be part of
my body… [I]n having bodily sensations, it appears to one as if whatever one is aware
of through having such sensation is a part of one’s body… This phenomenological
quality, that the body part appears to be part of one’s body [can be called] a sense of
ownership…

Martin (1995, p. 269)

More recently, de Vignemont has extensively defended what she calls the liberal view

of the sense of bodily ownership, according to which it is “a distinctive phenomenological

quality in virtue of which one is aware of one’s body as one’s own” (de Vignemont 2018,

p. 30). On the liberal view, when we have bodily experiences such as feeling warmth in

that some – perhaps most – bodily experiences involve feeling something in a body part. See for example
Martin (1995): “[w]hen you feel an ache in your left ankle, it is your ankle that feels a certain way” (p. 268);
“the experience [of feeling warmth in a body part] is as of a certain body part, as warm” (p. 269).

6For discussions of this claim, see for example Martin (1995), de Vignemont (forthcoming; 2007; 2013;
2018), Bermúdez (2005; 2011; 2017; 2018), Alsmith (2015), and Billon (2017).
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one’s back, feeling pain in one’s knee, feeling pressure on one’s hand, etc., “we [normally]

have a primitive nonconceptual awareness of bodily ownership, which is over and above

the experience of pressure, temperature, position, balance, movement, and so forth” (de

Vignemont 2018, p. 13).7

De Vignemont contrasts the liberal view of the sense of bodily ownership with the

conservative view, according to which there is no “distinctive experiential signature for the

sense of bodily ownership: ownership is something that we believe in, and not something

that we experience” (ibid., p. 13). In the words of Bermúdez, cited as one of the main

proponents of the conservative view:8

There are facts about the phenomenology of bodily awareness (about position sense,
movement sense, and interoception) and there are judgments of ownership, but there
is no additional feeling of ownership.

Bermúdez (2011, p. 167)

The nature of the disagreement between the liberal view and the conservative view

of the sense of bodily ownership requires further elucidation. In particular, we need an

account of what it means for the sense of bodily ownership to be an ‘additional’ to the

phenomenology of bodily awareness (as Bermúdez puts it), or ‘over and above’ bodily

sensations (as de Vignemont puts it). To a first approximation, the liberal view says the

following: the phenomenology of the experience of pressure on your back is not exhausted

by its being an experience of pressure, nor even by its being an experience of pressure on

a back (or on this back). It is an experience of pressure on your own back. Experiencing

pressure on one’s own back is a determinate of the determinable experiencing a body part as

a part of one’s own body, which, for short, we can refer to as a determinable ‘sense of bodily

ownership’. Thus, on de Vignemon’s liberal view, saying that a subject has a sense of bodily

ownership at t does not mean that she has a determinate experience of ownership of her

body (in general) at t. Rather, it means that she undergoes a determinate bodily experience

in a specific body part (e.g., pressure on her back), and that what it is like to undergo that

7See also S. Gallagher (2005, pp. 28-29) and Kühle (2017). The existence of a sense of bodily ownership
is often assumed in the growing body of empirical research on bodily awareness (see Tsakiris 2011 for a
discussion).

8See also Alsmith (2015) and W. Wu (forthcoming).
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determinate bodily experience is not exhausted by the bodily sensation (pressure) or its

location (on the back), but also includes its being on her own back.

I take it that the gist of de Vignemont’s view of the sense of bodily ownership can be

translated in Peacocke’s terminology as follows: bodily experiences that involve feeling

a sensation in a body part normally have non-conceptual de se content, in so far as they

represent (non-conceptually and non-cognitively) the relevant body part as a part of the

subject’s own body. Importantly, de Vignemont argues that this is not a necessary feature

of bodily experiences, but only a feature of the ordinary bodily experiences of healthy

subjects. Thus, on her view, one can in principle have a bodily experience that lack a

sense of bodily ownership, that is, non-conceptual de se content. This allows de Vignemont

to substantiate her liberal view with an examination of the phenomenal contrast between

putative empirical examples of bodily experiences lacking a sense of bodily ownership, and

ordinary experiences that have a sense of bodily ownership.

6.3 The argument from somatoparaphrenia

De Vignemont’s strategy to defend her view of the sense of bodily ownership relies in large

part on arguments from phenomenal contrast. Arguments from phenomenal contrast have

a long history in philosophy, although the label was recently introduced by Siegel (2007).

Such arguments purport to show that the best explanation of the phenomenal contrast

between two experiences is the hypothesis that one involves a specific phenomenal feature

F that the other lacks, as a way to arbitrate introspective disagreements about the existence

of F. As we saw in the previous chapter, some arguments in favour of the liberal view of the

phenomenology of thought are arguments from phenomenal contrast.9

De Vignemont’s main argument from phenomenal contrast relies on clinical descrip-

tions of the psychopathology known as somatoparaphrenia (de Vignemont forthcoming;

9See Chudnoff (2015b), T. Horgan and Tienson (2002), Siewert (1998), and Strawson (1994).
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2007; 2013; 2018).10 Somatoparaphrenia is a monothematic delusion (typically caused by

a brain lesion) characterized by the patients’ belief that one of their body parts (usually

contralateral to the side of their brain damage) is not really theirs. A number of patients

also believe that the affected limb belongs to someone else. Here are a few characteristic

reports from somatoparaphrenic patients cited in de Vignemont (2018, p. 21 and p. 216):

E: If this hand is not yours can I take it away with me? P: Of course! If you want it, I
will give it to you as my gift, since I have no need for it. E: Do you want to move this
hand away? Wouldn’t you be sad without it? P: Yes, if it was mine, but it’s not.

Invernizzi et al. (2013, p. 148)

How am I supposed to know whose hand is this? It’s not mine.
Gandola et al. (2012, p. 1176)

We can reconstruct de Vignemont’s argument from phenomenal contrast as follows:11

(P1) There is a phenomenal contrast between (a) what it is like for a somatoparaphrenic

patient S1 to have bodily sensations in body part P1, where P1 is the body part whose

ownership S1 denies (e.g., S1’s right hand), and (b) what it is like for a healthy in-

dividual S2 to have bodily sensations in corresponding body part P2 (e.g., S2’s right

hand).

(P2) The best explanation of this phenomenal contrast, in light of reports from somato-

paraphrenic patients, is that in having bodily sensations in P1, S1 is not conscious of

P1 as a part of her own body, while in having bodily sensations in P2, S2 is conscious

of P2 as a part of her own body.

(C1) Therefore, for healthy individuals – but not for somatoparaphrenic patients – what it

is like to have bodily sensations in a body part involves being conscious of that body

part as a part of one’s own body (i.e., having a sense of bodily ownership over that

body part).

10In her rich book, de Vignemont (2018) relies on additional phenomenal contrasts between the ordinary
bodily experience of healthy individuals and the bodily experiences associated with a number of other
psychopathologies and bodily illusions to motivate her account of the sense of bodily ownership. For lack of
space, I shall leave these aside in this chapter.

11The gist of this argument can be found in amore discursive format in de Vignemont (2013, pp. 648-650),
de Vignemont (2018, pp. 18-23), de Vignemont (2019a) and de Vignemont (forthcoming).
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In light of clinical evidence, the first premisse of this argument calls for important

qualifications. Somatoparaphrenia is associated with a large number of dramatic bodily

and sensory disorders, including severe motor and somatosensory impairments (see Vallar

and Ronchi 2009 and Romano and Maravita 2019 for reviews). Such impairments very

frequently include unilateral neglect, both extrapersonal (inability to explore and repre-

sent the contralesional side of the extrapersonal space) and personal (inability to attend

to sensory or motor aspects of the contralesional side of the body), hemiplegia on the

contralesional side of the body (paralysis of half of the body, including the affected limb),

impairment of the ability to determine the position of one’s affected limb through propri-

oception, hemianaesthesia on the contralesional side (impairment or loss of tactile percep-

tion), and hemianopia on the contralesional side (loss of vision in half of the visual field).

Figure 6.1 summarises the frequency of the bodily and sensory disorders most commonly

associated with somatoparaphrenia, using data about a large sample of 131 patients pooled

from 58 studies.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Extrapersonal neglect

Hemiplegia

Impaired position sense

Hemianaesthesia

Personal neglect

Hemianopia

Figure 6.1: Bodily and sensory disorders commonly associated with somatoparaphrenia (adapted
from Romano and Maravita 2019; percentages indicate the proportion of cases in which each
impairment was observed in studies in which it was reported upon).

The first conclusion we can draw from these clinical data is that the bodily experiences

of somatoparaphrenic patients, particularly on the contralesional side of the body, are

very different from the bodily experiences of healthy individuals. So much so, in fact,

that in many cases the ability of somatoparaphrenic patients to feel bodily sensations at
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all in their affected limb is heavily impaired. For example, Halligan et al. (1995) report

the following case:

Physical symptoms included left hemiparesis [muscle weakness and reduced motric-
ity], left hemianopia, incontinence and impaired sensation. There was decreased
muscle tone on the affected side and gross impairment of sensation on the left. Light
touch was absent throughout; deep pressure was present but impaired. Joint position
sense was only present at the left hip and there was astereognosis [inability to identify
an object by active touch of the hands without other sensory input] in the left hand.

Halligan et al. (1995, p. 174, my emphasis)

This case report is far from isolated; for example, Romano and Maravita (2019) found

that hemianaesthesia was observed in no less than 95% of cases in which it was reported

upon – as indicated in figure 6.1. Thus, the differences between the bodily experiences of

somatoparaphrenic patients and that of healthy individuals are so dramatic that it is not

as easy as one might think to find a clear phenomenal contrast on which de Vignemont’s

argument can rely. Indeed, the argument should ideally focus on the contrast between

two experiences involving the same type of bodily sensation in the same limb (e.g., touch

on the right hand), to bring out a phenomenal feature that is missing in one experience

and present in the other.

De Vignemont acknowledges that touch is frequently affected in somatoparaphrenia

(2018, p. 40), but notes that many somatoparaphrenic patients can feel pain in the affected

limb, and that in a handful of rare cases these patients can also feel and report touch in

the affected limb (e.g., Bottini et al. 2002). Drawing on cases in which somatoparaphrenic

patients have an intact ability to experience pain or touch in the affected limb, one might

set up the argument by comparing, for example, what it is like for a somatoparaphrenic

patient to feel pain or touch on/in her right hand, and what it is like for a healthy individual

to feel pain or touch on/in her right hand. However, one might wonder what evidence we

have that the determinate experience of pain (or touch) of the somatoparaphrenic patient

and the determinate experience of pain (or touch) of the healthy individual differ, if at all,

with respect to their phenomenal character. While there is ample evidence that overall,

somatoparaphrenic patients have a range of abnormalities in the way they can experience

their affected limb, there is less evidence to support the claim that patients with intact ability
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to feel pain or touch in the affected limb have a different determinate phenomenology from

healthy individuals when they experience pain or touch in the affected limb.

Consequently, the first premise of the argument does not seem to be, in effect, ad-

equately supported by empirical evidence. Let us nonetheless suppose, for the sake of

the argument, that there is indeed a clear phenomenal contrast not simply between the

overall bodily experiences of somatoparaphrenic patients and healthy individuals, but in

the specific experiences of, say, pain or touch that subjects in each category can undergo

in a specific limb (corresponding to the affected limb of patients). The second step of the

argument consists in arguing that in light of available reports, this phenomenal contrast

is best explained by the hypothesis that only healthy individuals experience the relevant

body part as a part of their own body. De Vignemont justifies this premise by examining

the thematic content of the delusional reports of somatoparaphrenic patients – namely,

the denial that the affected limb belongs to the patient’s body. As an example, she cites the

following exchange between an clinician and a patient:

patient: I still have the acute pain where the prosthesis is.

examiner: Which prosthesis?

patient: Don’t you see? This thing here. [indicating his left arm] The doctors have

attached this tool tomy body in order to helpme tomove…Once home could

I ask my wife, from time to time, to remove this left arm and put it in the

cupboard for a few hours in order to have some relief from pain?

Maravita (2008, p. 102)

Commenting on this case report, de Vignemont writes the following:

There is no doubt here that the patient was experiencing pain and that he was locating
his pain in his left arm, and yet there is also little doubt that he was not experiencing
his left arm as his own.

de Vignemont (2018, p. 40, my emphasis)

There is certainly little doubt that the patient of that case report was not reporting his left

arm to be his own, and was reporting instead that what was actually his left arm was a

prosthesis. From such reports, we can plausibly infer that the patient believed that what

was actually his left arm was not his left arm but a prosthesis. But this is presumably not
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sufficient to infer that the patient was not experiencing his left arm as his own, if this is

intended to illuminate the phenomenal contrast between the patient’s painful sensation in

his left arm and a healthy individual’s painful sensation in her left arm.

To motivate her interpretation of delusional reports from somatoparaphrenic patients,

de Vignemont appeals to the two-factor theory of monothematic delusions:12

[A]ccording to the current most influential theory of delusion, the two-factor model,
the thematic content of a particular delusion finds its origin in sensory or motor im-
pairment leading to abnormal experiences that the patient tries to account for (Lang-
don andColtheart 2000). This seems to be confirmed in somatoparaphrenia, in which
the disownership delusion appears to be strongly anchored in abnormal feelings.

de Vignemont (2018, p. 24)

[According to the two-factor model], one needs to distinguish between the factors
that trigger the initial implausible thought (and thus contribute to explaining the
thematic content of a particular delusion), and the factors that explain the uncritical
adoption of the implausible thought as a delusional belief (Coltheart, Langdon, et al.
2011; Langdon and Coltheart 2000). Abnormal rationality can only account for the
feeling of confidence in the delusional beliefs, but not for their content.

de Vignemont (2018, p. 42)

According to the two-factor account, monothematic delusions are caused by two dis-

tinct factors rather than one: the first factor is supposed to explain the thematic content

of the delusional idea or hypothesis, while the second factor is supposed to explain why

the delusional idea or hypothesis is adopted and maintained as a belief (e.g., Coltheart,

Langdon, et al. 2011; Davies et al. 2001). On this view, the first factor is the existence of

abnormal data in need of an explanation, such as unusual perceptual data. Although a

possible explanation for such data is provided by the delusional idea or hypothesis, the

existence of the data is not sufficient in itself to explain why the delusional idea or hypoth-

esis would be adopted as a belief – rather than being rejected – if cognitive processes were

operating normally. Accordingly, the two-factor account postulates that a second explana-

tory factor is required, namely a deficit at the level of cognitive mechanisms responsible

for the evaluation of explanatory hypotheses (possible explanations of the abnormal data).

Thus, delusional patients come to adopt andmaintain the relevant delusional belief because

12See also de Vignemont (2013, p. 649).
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they fail to select the hypothesis that best explains the abnormal data, given what they

otherwise know.

De Vignemont’s appeal to the two-factor account calls for a few remarks. First, the

hypothesis that the content of monothematic delusional beliefs is rooted in an anoma-

lous experience is not specific to the two-factor account, but shared with the one-factor

account offered by Maher (e.g., Maher 1999). According to the one-factor account, such

anomalous experience is the single factor that explains the adoption of the delusional be-

lief (ibid., p. 551).

Second, the first factor of the two-factor account need not be a conscious experience.

Admittedly, the first factor is often referred to as an abnormal experience; but the relevant

notion of ‘experience’ is evidential rather than phenomenal. In other words, the first factor

must be some abnormal data in need of explanation, regardless of whether the subject is

conscious of these abnormal data. For example, Coltheart, Menzies, et al. (2010) emphasise

that on the two-factor account of the Capgras delusion, characterised by the patients’ belief

that someone close to them has been replaced by an impostor, the first explanatory factor

is lack of autonomic response to familiar faces. Since people are not conscious of the

activities of their autonomic nervous systems, the lack of autonomic response to familiar

faces is “not an abnormal experience, because it is not an experience” (ibid., p. 264). The

subsequent process of abductive inference that leads to the delusional belief need not enter

into consciousness either:

Everything that preceded the occurrence of that belief and was responsible for the
belief having come about – the stroke, the neuropsychological disconnection, the ab-
sence of an autonomic response when the wife is next seen, the invocation of a process
of abductive inference to yield some hypothesis to explain this, and the successful
generation of such a hypothesis – all of these processes are unconscious. What’s
conscious is only the outcome that this chain of processes generated: the conscious
belief ‘This person isn’t my wife’.

Coltheart, Menzies, et al. (2010, p. 264)

Coltheart, Menzies, et al. (2010) also mention that this “this kind of analysis holds true

for many forms of delusion, not just for Capgras delusion” (ibid., p. 264). Of course,

in the case of somatoparaphrenia, we have independent reasons to believe that patients

may lack a number of normal conscious experiences that healthy individuals have, and
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have a number of abnormal conscious experiences that healthy individuals do not normally

have. Consequently, there is no doubt that there are phenomenal differences between the

conscious experience of somatoparaphrenic patients, and that of healthy individuals; but

we cannot rely on the two-factor account to make this claim.

Third, the claim that the thematic content of a delusion is causally mediated by the

content of some anomalous experience does not entail that one should take patients’ re-

ports concerning their delusional beliefs as reports of the anomalous experiences in which

the adoption of these beliefs are rooted (let alone trustworthy reports of such experiences).

For example, somatoparaphrenic patients frequently report not only that the affected limb

does not belong to them, but also that it belongs to someone else; and, in some cases, they

even report that one of the doctor’s limbs belongs to themselves (e.g., Hécaen and deAjaria-

guerra 1952). It would be odd to claim that such reports are best explained by the hypothesis

that these patients experience a distinctive feeling of the affected limb as belonging to the

doctor, or a distinctive feeling of the doctor’s limb as belonging to themselves.

With these remarks inmind, let us review briefly the two-factor account of somatopara-

phrenia in hemiplegic patients provided byColtheart, Langdon, et al. (2011, pp. 287-8). On

this account, the first factor is the abnormal datum that a paralysed limb cannot be moved.

Coltheart and colleagues suggest that patients can ‘detect’ this abnormal datum through

preserved somatosensory and motor feedbacl when they attempt to move the affected limb.

In turn, the cognitive deficits that constitute the second factor lead to the adoption of the

delusional belief as the best explanation of the datum. In this particular case, it is natural

to interpret Coltheart and colleagues as saying that patients with somatoparaphrenia do

have a (conscious) bodily experience of motoric failure when they try to move the affected

limb.13 This two-factor account of somatoparaphrenia explains the thematic content of the

delusion, because the idea or hypothesis that a limb is not one’s own is an explanation of

the datum that the limb cannot be moved by one’s own will (not a rational explanation,

13Following Coltheart, Langdon, et al. (2011), this can be contrasted with patients suffering from anosog-
nosia for hemiplegia, who are not able to register the abnormal datum that a limb cannot be moved because
of the lack of somatosensory and motor feedback from that limb, leading them to adopt the delusional belief
that they can move their arm.
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but an explanation nonetheless). Importantly, this account does not and need not appeal

to the putative lack of a sense of ownership in the patient’s bodily experiences.

Romano and Maravita (2019, pp. 5-7) report on an interesting case that seems helpful

to assess the relative plausibility of competing accounts of somatoparaphrenia. The case

concerns a patient with severe motor impairment for the left arm, severe unilateral spatial

neglect and personal neglect, and dense left hemianopia, but nearly intact tactile sensitivity,

kinesthetic sensitivity (ability to detect when the affected limb is passively moved) and

position sense (assessed by the ability to reproduce the posture of the affected limb with

the unaffected limb on the other side of the body). What is interesting about this case is

the fact that the patient could have bodily experiences such as tactile and proprioceptive

experiences in her affected limb, as healthy individuals do. Consequently, it is in principle

an ideal case to set up an argument from phenomenal contrast in favour of the existence

of a sense of bodily ownership.

The following exchange between the patient and an examiner is reported:

[After moving [the patient’s] hand in front of her face, while she was keeping her eyes closed:]

examiner: Open your eyes, what is this?

patient: This is my hand.

examiner: Is this yours? Are you sure?

patient: Yes, I feel that you are touching it.

examiner: And if you could only look at it?

patient: I don’t know, it looks like it is mine.

[After a few minutes [the examiner] moves [the patient’s] left hand towards her face, after

putting it on a pillow in order to reduce tactile cues:]

examiner: Now open your eyes. What is this?

patient: A hand.

examiner: Whose hand is this?

patient: I don’t know.

examiner: Whose might it be?

patient: It could be mine, but I don’t really feel like it’s mine. No it is not mine. It

is swollen and it does not move, I don’t feel like it is mine.
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examiner: So whose might it be?

patient: It could be someone else’s hand, but I don’t know… I guess it’s yours.

[Then, after spontaneously touching the left hand with the right one:]

patient: No no, this is mine, now I feel it, I recognise it. It’s mine!

Romano and Maravita (2019, p. 6)

As Romano and Maravita point out, the patient “could easily distinguish her hand

when touched” (ibid., p. 6): the delusional belief was only reported when tactile sensations

were attenuated. This is prima facie difficult to explain within de Vignemont’s account

of somatoparaphrenia, according to which the delusional belief is rooted in the abnormal

lack of a sense of bodily ownership over the affected limb (and perhaps a additional feeling

of surprise that the affected limb does not feel like one’s own). When the patient from

Romano and Maravita’s case report feels a tactile sensation in the affected limb, she im-

mediately updates her delusional belief in favour of the correct belief that the limb is hers.

Moreover, she is able to justify her belief that the limb is hers with reference to her tactile

sensation in the limb (“I feel that you are touching it”, “this is mine, now I feel it”). By

contrast, she justifies the delusional belief that the limb is not hers with reference to her

inability to move it (“it does not move”). This is prima facie consistent with the account

provided by Coltheart and colleagues.

Against the kind of account offered by Coltheart and colleagues’, according to which

somatoparaphrenia is rooted in the experience of motoric failure, de Vignemont points

out that most individuals who are paralysed do not report lacking ownership of a limb

(de Vignemont 2018, p. 169). However, this is what the two-factor account of soma-

toparaphrenia predicts. Indeed, the two-factor account holds that the first factor is not

sufficient to cause the formation of the delusional belief. A second factor is needed to

explain why this far-fetched belief is selected as the best explanation of the abnormal data.

Thus, somatoparaphrenic patients should be expected to have an impairment of belief

evaluation that non-delusional individuals with paralysis do not have, explaining why the

latter do not come to believe that their paralysed limb does not belong to them.

In summary, the argument from phenomenal contrast that relies on available

evidence regarding somatoparaphrenia does not conclusively suggest that such patients
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lack a sense of bodily ownership that healthy individuals have. I will now introduce

and discuss a new argument that focuses on the phenomenal contrast provided by

certain drug-induced states.

6.4 The argument from drug-induced disownership

Psychoactive molecules belonging to the pharmacological class of ‘classic psychedelics’

are known to produce dramatic alterations of conscious experience, which include

in many cases alterations of bodily experience.14 The subjective effects of classic

psychedelics – such as mescaline, psilocybin, LSD and DMT – are mediated by agonism

of serotonin 2A receptors.15

Themolecule known asN,N-Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) has particularly interesting ef-

fects on bodily experience, as attested by a large number of online anecdotal reports. DMT

is a psychedelic compound naturally occurring in a variety of plants such as Mimosa tenui-

flora, with short-lasting (15 to 20 minutes) but powerful subjective effects. The short dura-

tion of DMT’s subjective effects makes it particularly convenient to use in controlled exper-

imental studies. To address the limitations of anecdotal reports, I conducted in-depth in-

terviews with the 15 participants of a randomised, placebo-controlled neuroimaging study

on the effects of DMT (Timmermann et al. 2019). Participants were administered the drug

intravenously while lying down with an eye mask, without being able to see their bodies.

Soon after the effects of the drug had completely subsided, I conducted post-hoc interviews

for one hour with each participant.16

All participants described an experience with a similar temporal structure. One of the

first effects of the drug, a few seconds after administration, was the occurrence of salient

bodily sensations of pressure, vibration and warmth all over their bodies. Participants

described the gradual appearance of visual hallucinations of increasing complexity soon

14See Millière (2017) for a review.
15A given molecule acts as an agonist for a certain type of receptor if it fully activates the receptor that it

binds to (somewhat like a key opening a lock), triggering cascade effects on brain activity and connectivity,
which in turn may be associated with significant subjective effects.

16I used an interview technique known as microphenomenology, designed to obtain fine-grained descrip-
tions of subjective experience while minimizing the risk of confabulation (Bitbol and Petitmengin 2017).
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Figure 6.2: A model of the bodily effects of DMT

afterwards. As the visual hallucinations became immersive and three-dimensional a few

minutes after administration, most participants reported losing any kind of bodily experi-

ence for several minutes, then gradually regaining bodily sensations when the effects of

the drug started to wane.

Many participants described in great detail the transition phases leading respectively

to the loss and retrieval of bodily sensations. Interestingly, these descriptions suggest that

both transition phases included a brief period (ranging roughly from thirty seconds to

a couple of minutes) during which participants had bodily sensations that they did not

experience as in or on themselves. One possible interpretation of these reports is that

participants initially experienced bodily sensations (e.g. pressure, vibration and warmth)

in body parts that felt like part of their own body, then – during the first transition phase

– these bodily sensations ceased to feel to them as is they were on/in their own body, and

finally participants ceased to have any bodily sensation at the peak; and converselywhen the

effects of the drug started started to subside, they progressively regained bodily sensations

that – during the second transition phase – they did not experience on/in their own body,

before they started experiencing again normal bodily sensations in body parts that felt like

parts of their own body (figure 6.2).

Describing the initial transition phase leading to the loss of all bodily sensations, one

participant (subject 6) mentioned having sensations in body parts that were not experi-

enced as part of herself :
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[T]his was kind of the intermediate point… and then in that moment [I remember]
having a sensation in my toes or my hands but they didn’t really feel like they were a
part ofme. And then I was just completely somewhere else and therewas no sensation
of body anymore, I completely lost that.17

Another participant (subject 12) described this transition as involving a bodily sensa-

tion – an intense sensation of pressure – but insisted that in experiencing this sensation

she was not conscious of her own body as such:

I do feel the intense pressure on me. And I don’t have any awareness of my body at
all… [I]n every single cell of my body I feel pressure, but I didn’t feel my body, I just
felt pressure… I can’t really say where I felt the pressure.

Several participants described in rich detail the parallel transition phase that occurred

as they regained bodily sensations, insisting on the fact that these bodily sensations were

not experienced in the usual way at first. Descartes famously wrote that “through these

very feelings of pain, hunger, thirst, and so forth… I am not present in my body only

as a pilot is present in a ship, but that I am very closely conjoined to it and, so to speak,

fused with it, so as to form a single entity with it” (Descartes 1641/2008, p. 57). For a

few minutes, one participant (subject 3) described bodily sensations as if he was, to use

Descartes’ metaphor, merely inside a vessel:

[T]hen what happened was I became aware of my body again… I had a body but I
felt like a limp puppet… [I]t’s like my body was just this kind of husk… So it’s like a
return to my body. But my sense of self was separate. That’s interesting isn’t it? So
I guess I have this profound sense of my consciousness and sense of self being stuck
in this kind of husk… The body is one thing, and me is something else.… It felt like a
sort of useless lump of flesh… It sort of felt like a vehicle that was carrying me around.
I was aware that my self… was being carried around by this vehicle. And I could see
it as a vehicle. It felt like a vehicle it felt like a machine in which I live sort of thing.
It’s like this is my house. This physical lump of flesh and my self… was something
else… [I]t was sort of amusing that I was aware of my self… as residing in a body but
dissociated from it.

The same participant elaborated on the metaphor of being inside a vehicle, to describe his

experience of the bodily sensation of his arm being pinned as a doctor was taking

blood samples:

17This report and the subsequent reports are taken from the unpublished transcripts of interviews I
conducted with the participants of Timmermann et al. (2019).
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Imagine if you’ve taken your car to the mechanics… and you had all these mechanics
milling around, undoing the wheels, going under the bonnet, and you’re in the car. It
felt like that. [I was] sitting in my body as a sort of observer watching them mill
around, pull bits… I felt as if I was in a machine, as opposed to [how one feels]
normally… If you prod my arm today, now… you’re prodding me. But then you
weren’t prodding me. You were prodding the machine. I was somewhere else. My
soul was just in there.

Another participant (subject 11) also described the phase transition that occurred as

he was regaining awareness of his body in terms that suggest that something was initially

missing from the way in which he experienced bodily sensations:

Then the next stage would be when I was starting to become aware of myself again…
it’s kind of wrong to say ‘I’, because it wasn’t like that, it wasmore likemy body started
to have sensations again…

These are a few excerpts sampled from 15 interviews, although a number of other seg-

ments describe similar experiences. Taken at face value, these reports describe a phenom-

enal contrast between (a) bodily sensations (e.g. of pressure or warmth) experienced in or

on body parts that feel like parts of the subject’s own body; and (b) bodily sensations that

are experienced by the subject, yet not in or on body parts that feel like parts of the subject’s

own body (or on/in body parts that do not feel like parts of the subject’s own body). On this

interpretation, onemight say that the bodily sensations in category (a) comewith a ‘sense of

bodily ownership’, while bodily sensations in category (b) lack a ‘sense of bodily ownership’.

Instead of using the terminology of ownership, one might say more specifically that bodily

sensations in category (a) have non-conceptual de se content, while bodily sensations in

category (b) do not. An alternative interpretation of the reportsmight take them to describe

a different phenomenal contrast, between (a) bodily sensations (e.g. of pressure or warmth)

experienced in or on body parts, and (b) bodily sensations experienced in or on body parts,

and accompanied by an additional (and unusual) feeling of alienation or disownership with

respect to the relevant body parts. On this alternative interpretation, reports do not support

the hypothesis that bodily sensations on either side of the phenomenal contrast should

involve a ‘sense of bodily ownership’ or non-conceptual de se content.

While available evidence might not allow us to arbitrate with high confidence in favour

of either interpretation, there are nonetheless a few reasons why one might favour the first
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one overall. Firstly, reports describe the transitions surrounding the peak of the experience

in a symmetrical manner. The first transition is described as progressing through the loss

of an ordinary feature of bodily experiences to the loss of all bodily experiences, while the

second transition is described as progressing through the retrieval of bodily experiences,

but lacking an ordinary feature, to the retrieval of this ordinary feature. This symmetrical

structure is coherent with the first interpretation, according to which subjects first cease to

experience bodily sensations as of their own body or body parts, before ceasing to experi-

ence bodily sensations altogether; and then first feel bodily sensations again that they do

not experience as of their own body or body parts, before transitioning back to baseline

and to normal bodily experiences as of their own body or body parts (figure 6.2).

Secondly, reports describe each transition as relatively linear. The first transition gradu-

ally progresses from salient bodily sensations to a complete loss of bodily sensations, while

the second transition gradually progresses from the lack of bodily sensations to normal

bodily sensations. If the second interpretation were correct, then neither of these transi-

tions would be linear. The first transition would involve the emergence of an additional

feeling of disownership accompanying bodily sensations before leading to the abrupt loss

of both this additional feeling and the bodily sensations themselves. As for the second

transition, it would progress from the lack of bodily sensations to the reappearance of

bodily sensations plus an additional feeling of disownership, and then to the loss of this

additional feeling. By contrast, the first interpretation fits well with the seemingly linear

nature of the transitions described by the reports.18

6.5 From body to self

Let us come back to our initial question, namely whether a subject can be phenomenally

self-conscious without engaging in conscious de se thinking – and, specifically, whether

a subject can be phenomenally self-conscious by undergoing bodily experiences, without

engaging in conscious bodily self-ascription. I argued that this would be the case if bodily

18Furthermore, this interpretation is also consistent with the relationship between the pharmacokinetics
of the drug and the evolution of its subjective effects. For example, one might expect a gradual return to
ordinary bodily experiences as the plasma concentration of the drug decreases.
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experiences involved a non-conceptual form of self-representation – non-conceptual de se

content – that partly determines what it is like for a subject to undergo them.

I suggested that reports from the DMT study provide some support for the existence

of a phenomenal contrast between

(a) bodily experiences with non-conceptual de se content, namely bodily sensations that

are experienced on or in a body part P such that their subject is conscious of P as a

part of their own body; and

(b) bodily experiences without de se content, namely bodily sensations that are experi-

enced on or in a body part P such that their subject is not conscious of P as a part of

their own body.

Following Peacocke, one could schematically express the content of a sensation of warmth

in one’s hand belonging to the first category as <myhand is warm>, and the content of a sen-

sation of warmth in one’s hand belonging to the second category as <this hand is warm>.19

One question remains: how canwe elucidate the difference between bodily experiences

with non-conceptual de se content, and those that lack such content? In other words, what

is required for a bodily experience to have non-conceptual de se content? For a bodily

experience to have such content, it is not sufficient that it represents a sensation as in or on

a body part, because otherwise there would be no difference between an experience with

the content <this hand is warm> and an experience with the content <my hand is warm>.

Peacocke (2017, p. 293) offers a sophisticated account of non-conceptual de se content that

he calls the agency-involving account, according to which there are two severally sufficient

and jointly necessary conditions for a non-conceptual component c of intentional content

employed by a creature to be the non-conceptual de se component:

(1) there is a range of action notions A for which the creature must be capable of
being in mental states… with the content

c is A-ing

19Some bodily sensations belonging to the second category might not be assigned to a body-part-specific
location at all, in which case their non-conceptual content might simply be <this body is warm> or even <this
is warm>.
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where the state… is produced by the initiation of an A-ing by the reference of c;
and

(2) there is a range of notions F of bodily properties, spatial properties, and past tense
properties F such that the creature is capable of being in mental states… with the
content c is F; where in these attributions,

c is F

is accepted (in central basic cases) if and only if

this body is F

is also accepted.
Peacocke (2017, p. 293)

This account is offered as an elaboration on the account given in Peacocke (2014), according

towhich the non-conceptual analogue of the first-person concept (the ‘first-person notion’)

is individuated by the reference rule that on any occasion of its occurrence in a mental

state, it refers to the subject of that state. Conditions (1) and (2) of the agency-involving

account are meant to clarify how this reference rule secures the reference to the subject,

rather than something else.

On the agency-involving account, a subject will be capable of having a bodily expe-

rience with non-conceptual de se content of the type <my hand is warm> if and only if:

by condition (1), S is capable of being in mental states produced by S’s initiating some

action with her hand that represent the subject’s hand as performing that action; and by

condition (2), the content <my hand is warm> is accepted if and only the content <this

body is warm> is also accepted. On the face of it, the agency-involving account seems

to predict, somewhat implausibly, that paralysed subjects who cannot move a given body

part should not be capable to have bodily experiences with de se content in that body part.

Yet it seems that subjects can have bodily experiences in a paralysed body part (sensation

of pressure or warmth, for example), where these experiences do not feel different from

similar experiences in non-paralysed subjects.20

Peacocke (2019) briefly mentions that the agency-involving account would allow for

a paralysed subject to keep using the first-person concept in thought, because she “would

20For example, Gooch et al. (1993) report the case of 12 patients with prolonged paralysis but no sensory
loss after treatment with neuromuscular junction blocking agents. See also de Vignemont (2018, p. 169).
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still know what it is like to act” (p. 127). However, he does not explicitly mention whether

such a paralysed subject would be able to have bodily experiences with non-conceptual de se

content. It is certainly implausible that the subject’s capacity to undergo such experiences

in some body part should depend upon their knowledge of what it is like to act with that

body part. If this is indeed what the agency-involving account predicts, then it seems

overly intellectualistic. Furthermore, subjects in the DMT study did presumably have the

knowledge of what it is like to act, and their bodily experiences satisfied the first condition

of the agency-involving account; yet they seemed to lack de se content altogether.

For these reasons, we may tentatively propose an alternative account of the non-

conceptual de se content of bodily experiences.21 On this account, a bodily experience on

or in a body part P has non-conceptual de se content only if it has not only a body-part-

specific location, but also an egocentric location specified with respect to the subject’s

trunk and determined at least in part by proprioceptive information.22 Thus, a tactile

sensation in one’s right hand is normally not merely represented as occurring in this hand,

but is also represented as occupying a relative location to the right of the subject’s body.23 In

the DMT study, the bodily experiences that subjects reported during the transition phases

appeared to lack egocentric location, although some of them appeared to have body-

part-specific locations. This is not particularly surprising, given that classic psychedelic

drugs like DMT have significant disrupting effects on multisensory integration, including

integration of bodily signals.24 In the relevant phase of the DMT-induced state, it appears

that bodily sensations are no longer properly integrated with proprioceptive information;

21In her (2018), de Vignemont also proposes an alternative account of the sense of ownership, the affective
account, according to which an experience of a bodily sensation involves a sense of ownership only if the body
part in which the sensation is located is represented within the ‘protective body map’, a spatial representation
of the body that grounds protective behaviours. I cannot do justice to this account here, although I note
that there are reasons to prefer an account that does not link the de se content of bodily experiences to the
disposition to engage in protective behaviours (see Bradley 2019 for a discussion).

22I am less confident that this is a sufficient condition for a bodily experience to have non-conceptual de se
content.

23On the distinction between these two kinds of bodily location, see de Vignemont (2018, pp. 71-3) and
Bermúdez (2017).

24For a review and discussion, see Letheby and Gerrans (2017) and Millière (2017).



Bodily Self-Consciousness 171

as a result, they no longer feel connected to a self, and the body parts in which they occur

are no longer represented as parts of the bodily subject.

Reports from the DMT study also suggest that the terminology of ‘ownership’ is not

really adequate to capture the non-conceptual de se content that appears to be present in

ordinary bodily experience and missing in the bodily experiences one might have after

intoxication. As de Vignemont (2018) mentions, the term ‘sense of bodily ownership’ is

unfortunate, because “I do not ‘own’ my body [as I] own my laptop, my flat, and my books”

(pp. 1-2). Interestingly, participants of the DMT study did not extensively use the termi-

nology of ownership (or disownership); rather, they reported having bodily sensations in

body parts that did not feel like a part of themselves (“didn’t really feel like they were a part

of me”), or more generally that the body in which they experienced bodily sensations did

not feel like themselves (“The body is one thing, and me is something else”). Similarly, it

might be slightly misleading to describe ordinary bodily sensations experienced on/in a

body part as involving consciousness of that body part as one’s own or as a part of one’s

own body. A more appropriate way to describe the non-conceptual de se content of such

experiencesmight be to say that in feeling a bodily sensation in body part P, one is normally

– non-conceptually and non-cognitively – conscious of P as a part of oneself, or better yet

that one is – non-conceptually and non-cognitively – conscious of oneself as the bodily

subject whose body part P one feels the sensation on/in.25

The upshot of this discussion is that in ordinary circumstances – in the sober, wakeful

state – a subject feeling a bodily sensation in a body part is ipso facto phenomenally self-

conscious in a non-conceptual and non-cognitive way. This is not a constitutive feature of

all bodily experiences, because there are unusual circumstances (e.g., in DMT intoxication)

in which bodily experiences are not instances of phenomenal self-consciousness. Nonethe-

less, it answers the first question we set out to address: being cognitively self-conscious –

25Note that this account need not commit us to the “strong metaphysical claim” that “I am my body”
(de Vignemont 2019b). Rather, the claim is that in experiencing a bodily sensation in one’s body part, one
is normally conscious of oneself as a bodily (or ‘embodied’) subject. This is why the relevant experiences
provide us with a way of “gaining knowledge of ourselves as physical and spatial things” (Evans 1982, p. 220;
see also Cassam 1997, chapter 1).



Bodily Self-Consciousness 172

engaging in conscious de se thinking – is not the only way in which one can be phenome-

nally self-conscious. There is a distinct determinate of phenomenal self-consciousness that

we might call bodily self-consciousness.

6.6 Bodily self-consciousness in ordinary experience

I have already suggested that bodily self-consciousness is not ubiquitous in all conscious

experience, let alone constitutive of consciousness. By definition, one can only be bodily

self-conscious when one experiences bodily sensations; and, furthermore, there appear to

be cases in which one can have bodily sensations without being bodily self-conscious (e.g.,

in DMT intoxication). Recall, however, that the overarching purpose of Part II is to assess

(TSC), the claim that we are phenomenally self-conscious in ordinary circumstances. I have

argued so far that one can be phenomenally self-conscious by engaging in conscious de

se thinking, or by undergoing bodily experiences with non-conceptual de se content. In

the previous chapter, I suggested that conscious de se thinking is far from ubiquitous in

ordinary experience; we can now ask what is the prevalence of bodily experiences with

non-conceptual de se content in ordinary experience. In the set of ‘ordinary circumstances’

to which (TSC) is restricted, do we always have, as William James (1890) puts it, a “feeling

of the same old body always there” (p. 242)?

Let us, once again, consider a very restrictive understanding of ‘ordinary circum-

stances’, limiting (TSC) to the ordinary wakeful (and sober) experience of healthy,

neurotypical adult human beings. How often, in such circumstances, do such subjects

experience bodily sensations in any body part? It is difficult to give a specific answer

to this question. It is fairly plausible that one does not constantly experience bodily

sensations in any specific body part in particular – for example in one’s hand or foot.

Interestingly, Schwitzgebel (2007) used experience sampling to assess how frequently

participants wearing a device beeping at random intervals had tactile experiences just

before the beeping sound. One group of participants had to report on the occurrence

of tactile experience in general (in any body part), while the other had to report on the

occurrence of tactile experience in their left foot specifically. Answers were divided

into three categories, ‘yes or leaning yes’, ‘undecided/don’t know’, and ‘no or leaning
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no’ (p. 19). Schwitzgebel found a high variability in the answers given by participants

in the left foot group, with one participant reporting tactile experience in their left foot

(‘yes or leaning yes’) 92% of the time, and another 16% of the time. The median for

the left foot group was 49%. The median proportion of ‘yes or leaning yes’ answers for

participants who had to report on their tactile experience in general was significantly

higher at 76.5%, with less variability among participants.

Taken at face value, these data do not support the claim that – in the ordinary wakeful

state –we constantly have tactile experiences, left alone tactile experiences in a specific body

part such as one’s left foot. Admittedly, bodily experiences are not limited to tactile expe-

riences; the kind of bodily sensations we experience in body parts also include sensations

of muscle stretch, tendon tension, joint position, pain and temperature. But Schwitzgebel

(2007) notes that he defined ‘tactile experience’ broadly for participants to include “any

tactile, somatic, nociceptive, or proprioceptive experience” (p. 22).

De Vignemont herself seems to take a more conservative stance on the prevalence of

bodily experience and the sense of bodily ownership in ordinary circumstances:

Like most bodily awareness, the phenomenology of ownership is recessive, staying at
the margin of consciousness… [W]e have very little experience of [the] bodily self.
Although we receive a constant flow of information about our body, we are most of
the time barely aware of our body, let alone of our body as our own.

de Vignemont (2018, p. 22)

However, while de Vignemont suggests that bodily experiences are not something we nor-

mally attend to, she does not explicitly deny that bodily experiences are constantly present

in the ordinary wakeful state, albeit ‘at the margin’ of attention (see in particular de Vi-

gnemont 2018, p. 11). Ultimately, it is difficult and perhaps impossible to assess with great

specificity how prevalent bodily experience is. Extrapolating from Schwitzgebel’s data, we

can tentatively suggest that in the ordinary wakeful state, healthy and neurotypical adult

human beings undergo bodily experiences on/in body parts most of the time – although

such experiences might not be salient. On the assumption that bodily experience on/in

body parts normally have non-conceptual de se content, it would follow that healthy and

neurotypical adult human subjects are bodily self-conscious, and hence phenomenally self-

conscious, in most of the ordinary wakeful state. Nonetheless, there might also be times in
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the ordinary wakeful state during which healthy and neurotypical adult human subjects are

neither cognitively self-conscious, nor bodily self-conscious – perhaps, for example, when

they are entirely focused on a demanding task or absorbed in movie, without paying any

attention to their bodies.

6.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that, aside from the conceptual de se content of de se

thoughts, some mental states might have non-conceptual de se content. I subsequently

argued that bodily experiences usually have such content, and that their having such

content contributes to what it is like to undergo them. A subject undergoing a bodily

experience with non-conceptual de se content is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious,

without having to engage in conscious de se thinking. While very frequent in ordinary

experience, however, it is difficult to say how pervasive bodily experiences with non-

conceptual de se content really are. Accepting the existence of bodily self-consciousness

alongside cognitive self-consciousness certainly gets us closer to vindicating (TSC),

but it is not quite sufficient. In the next chapter, I will argue that there is yet another

distinct determinate of phenomenal self-consciousness whose pervasiveness in ordinary

experience provides better support for (TSC).
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Spatial Self-Consciousness

Ask yourself what it is that you see hiding the surroundings as you look out upon the
world – not darkness surely, not air, not nothing, but the ego!

Gibson (1979, p. 112)

In the previous chapters, I have argued that a subject undergoing a bodily experience with

non-conceptual de se content is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious. Consequently,

phenomenal self-consciousness is not reducible to cognitive self-consciousness. In

this chapter, I will argue that there is yet another way in which a subject can be

phenomenally self-conscious, namely by undergoing perceptual experiences with

non-conceptual de se content.

Being able to navigate through one’s environment is fundamental for the survival of

many organisms endowed with the capacity for locomotion. Spatial navigation crucially

involves locating oneself with respect to one’s surroundings, and thus representing spatial

properties of environmental landmarks conveyed by sensory input. Some perceptual ex-

periences – particularly those associated with distal sensory modalities such as vision and

audition – seem to represent the locations of perceived objects with respect to the location

of the organism. For example, a particular object might be represented as being located at

a certain distance to the right of the perceiving subject.

Perceptual experiences that have this kind of spatial content represent the world from

somewhere, namely from a specific vantage point constrained by the location and anatomi-

cal configuration of the subject’s perceptual apparatus. Wemight say that such experiences

are perspectivally structured, where this means to a first approximation that their spatial

content is organised in a way that is sensitive to the location, orientation and anatomy of

175



Spatial Self-Consciousness 176

the subject’s body. If the relevant experiences represent the locations of environmental

landmarks relative to the location of the subject’s body, then there is a sense in which they

must conversely represent the location of the subject’s body relative to the locations of

environmental landmarks. A number of authors have dwelled upon this observation to

suggest that perspectivally structured perceptual experiences involve a basic form of self-

consciousness that consists in experiencing one’s location (with respect to one’s perceived

environment) as one’s own:

The ecological self is the self as perceived with respect to the physical environment:
‘I’ am the person here in this place... Are we conscious of our ecological selves?... I
believe... that it is often accompanied by a definite – and often powerful – kind of
awareness.

Neisser (1988, pp. 36-41)

[I]n egocentric spatial perception the objects of perception are experienced as stand-
ing in spatial relations to the perceiver... Egocentric spatial perception can therefore
be described as self-locating; in experiencing objects as spatially related to one, one
literally experiences the bodily self as located in the perceived world.

Cassam (1997, pp. 52-53)

Consider... the everyday case in which an ordinary person forms a belief with the
content ‘I am in front of a door’, and does so for the reason that he sees a door ahead
of him. His visual experience represents the door as bearing a certain spatial relation
to him. This is so even if he cannot see or otherwise experience his own body on this
particular occasion.

Peacocke (1998, p. 264)

Perceptual content... can vary along a perspectival dimension, in regard to how things
look (or appear) from the vantage point of the perceiver... This corresponds to the fact
that perception is, at once, a way of keeping track of how things are, and also of our
relation to the world. Perception is thus world-directed and self-directed.

Noë (2005, p. 168)

[S]imply in virtue of its perspectival character, visual experience can include the loca-
tion of the perceiver among its face value contents... [V]isual experience can be self-
locating even when ‘the self’ is entirely out of view: that is, even when the perceiver’s
body is nowhere in the field of vision.

Schwenkler (2014, p. 139)

In what follows, I will assess the claim that perspectivally structured perceptual experi-

ences can (and generally are) instances of phenomenal self-consciousness. In §7.1, I define

the notion of perspectival spatial contentmore precisely. In §7.2, I argue that an experience
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can in principle have perspectival spatial content without de se content. In §§7.3-7.4, I

discuss two arguments from phenomenal contrast purporting to show that some but not all

perspectivally structured perceptual experiences have non-conceptual de se content. First,

I examine an argument drawing upon the contrast between the experience of watching a

scene in person and the experience of watching the same scene on a video, and argue that

it is unconvincing (§7.3). Second, I introduce a novel argument drawing upon the contrast

between experiences induced by immersive and non-immersive virtual reality respectively,

and argue that it provides compelling support for the claim that perspectivally structured

perceptual experiences normally have non-conceptual de se content (§7.4). In §7.5, I draw

upon this empirical argument to provide an elucidatory account of what it takes for a

perceptual experience to have non-conceptual de se content. Finally, in §7.6, I ask whether

this account vindicates the typicalist claim that conscious subjects are phenomenally self-

conscious in ordinary circumstances (TSC).

7.1 Perspectival spatial content

Focus your attention on your current visual experience. This experience is not chaotic and

undifferentiated, but organised or structured in several respects. One respect in which your

visual experience is structured is that it represents objects as unified wholes, rather than

meaningless arrangements of colours and shapes. But your visual experience is also spa-

tially structuredwith respect to a specific perspective or vantage point. Indeed, it represents

the location of objects or landmarks in your environment within a subject-centred per-

spective, also called an egocentric frame of reference: objects are seen as being at a certain

distance (near or far) and in a certain direction from you (left, right, up, down or directly in

front). In other words, your visual experience represents the world from somewhere. This

description applies not only to visual experience, but also to auditory experience.1

A frame of reference refers to a system of coordinates used to represent locations in

space, together with a set of reference points that uniquely fix coordinates within that frame.

1See Evans (1982, p. 155). This is consistent with empirical evidence about the processing of auditory
stimuli: “early auditory cortex primarily represents sound source location relative to ourselves” (Town et al.
2017, p. 1).
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Figure 7.1: Representation of a location in an egocentric frame of reference.

An egocentric frame of reference specifically refers to a system of coordinates in which

locations are represented with respect to a particular perspective specified by a subject-

specific point of origin (also called ‘ego’) and a subject-specific reference axis (also called

‘orientation’) (Klatzky 1998). In the context of perception, this point of origin is the particu-

lar vantage point of a perceiving subject, roughly determined by the physical configuration

of the relevant sensory organs (e.g., the eyes), and the reference axis is the direction in

which the perceiving subject is facing.

Locations in an egocentric frame of reference can be formally characterised using a

spherical coordinate system as follows (see figure 7.1):2 a point p has coordinates (do, φ, θ)

defined with respect to the origin o, where do is the egocentric distance of the point (dis-

tance between p and o), φ is the egocentric bearing of the point on the axial plane (angular

deviation of the vector from o to p, referenced on a left-right axis from the orientation v⃗

of the subject), and θ is the egocentric bearing of the point on the sagittal plane (angular

deviation of the vector from o to p, referenced on an up-down axis from the orientation

v⃗ of the subject).

Egocentric frames of reference are contrasted with allocentric frames of reference, in

2I use a spherical coordinate systemhere because this is arguably themost intuitive way to define locations
as they are represented by perceptual experiences, but it is possible to use a cartesian coordinate system
instead (the formalisms are interchangeable, although there might be computational benefits in representing
locations within one system of coordinates rather than the other).
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which locations are represented within a system of coordinates that is independent of the

subject’s particular vantage point and location. Intuitively, allocentric frames of refer-

ence can be said to be ‘map-like’, in so far as they represent locations independently of

the subject’s position and orientation, just as maps represent the locations of landmarks

independently of the user’s position and orientation.

There is converging empirical evidence that humans and many non-human animals

represent locations both in egocentric and allocentric frames of reference. For example,

it is now well-established that rodents and primates (among other mammals) make use

of a ‘cognitive map’ representing both the spatial configuration of their environment in

an allocentric frame of reference and their own location in that environment (O’Keefe

and Nadel 1978; Tolman 1948). This cognitive map is encoded by specialised neurons,

in particular ‘place cells’ in the hippocampus that fire whenever the animal is at specific

locations in the environment (O’Keefe and Dostrovsky 1971), and ‘grid cells’ in the medial

entorhinal cortex that fire in a regular hexagonal lattice of locations tiling the entirety of the

environment independently of the animal’s location (Hafting et al. 2005). Intuitively, grid

cells can be considered to provide the allocentric coordinate system of the cognitive map,

while place cells pin down the location of the animal in this coordinate system (similarly

to the ‘you are here’ sign on a printed map).

Having a cognitive map storing allocentric representations of locations is important

for animals to find their way from one position to another, by representing their trajectory

independently from their particular point of view at any one time. However, the allocentric

representation of locations on a cognitive map must be derived from a representation of

locations in an egocentric frame of reference, since the spatial content of perception initially

involves only the second type of representation. Indeed, given that sensory organs are

located on the animal’s body, the locations of environmental landmarks are represented

within an egocentric (body-centred) frame of reference before they can be represented in

an allocentric (world-centred) frame of reference. Consequently, it has been suggested

that there are neural mechanisms transforming the short-term egocentric representation

of locations given by the spatial content of perception into long-term allocentric represen-

tations for spatial navigation, which are subsequently converted back into an egocentric
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frame of reference prior to behavioural output (Bicanski and Burgess 2018; Byrne et al.

2007; Hinman et al. 2019).

As we have seen, representing the location of a landmark in an egocentric frame of

reference requires information about (a) its egocentric distance, or distance between the

relevant landmark and the point of origin of the perceiving subject’s perspective, and (b) its

egocentric bearing, or angular deviation between the vector from the origin to the landmark

and the orientation of the perceiving subject. With respect to visual perception, the ego-

centric bearing of landmarks can be computed from the location of their inverted image on

the retina. For example, in the illustration of figure 7.1, the location of the retinal image of

the apple should provide enough information in principle to represent the apple as located

to the upper left of the perceiving subject’s orientation, where this orientation is given by

the vector from the eye to any location in the centre of the visual field.3

In turn, egocentric distance of visual landmarks is computed through a variety of depth

cues, some of which are given directly by static features of visual stimuli (pictorial depth

cues), while others depend on additional information (nonpictorial depth cues). Picto-

rial depth cues include occlusion (nearer objects can cover up parts of farther objects,

providing information about their relative distance), relative size (nearer objects form a

bigger retinal image, while farther objects form a smaller retinal image, providing absolute

distance information if the size of objects is known), and height in the visual field (the

egocentric distance of an object can be computed as a function of the perceiver’s eye height

and the angle between the line of sight to the horizon and the line of sight of the subject).

In turn, nonpictorial depth cues include motion parallax (when the subject moves, the

retinal images of stationary objects move on the side of the direction of movement in the

inverse proportion to their egocentric distance), muscular feedback from accommodation

3This is a simplified account, since the orientation of the eyes can be misaligned with the orientation of
the head and/or the orientation of the torso. The egocentric bearing of visual landmarks is not only computed
with respect to a retinotopic (eye-centred) frame of reference, but also with respect to a head-centred frame
of reference and a trunk-centred frame of reference. Information about the retinal location of visual stimuli
is not sufficient to compute the egocentric bearing of a visual landmark in a head-centred or trunk-centred
frame of reference, which requires additional information about the orientation of the eyes with respect
to the orientation of the head, and the orientation of the head with respect to the orientation of the torso
(respectively). Such information can be provided by proprioceptive input about joint position and vestibular
input about head movement.
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(the change in the curvature of the lens of the eye allowing it to focus on objects at various

distances), muscular feedback from convergence (the angle between the optical axes of the

eyes increases when the subject looks at nearer objects), and most importantly binocular

disparity (the difference between the retinal locations of visual stimuli in the left eye and

in the right eye, see figure 7.2).4

Theauditory system also uses a variety of depth cues to compute the egocentric distance

of the source of sounds, including the relative loudness of familiar sounds and the amount

of reverberation. Egocentric bearings are less straightforward to compute for auditory

stimuli than for visual stimuli, since there is no equivalent of the spatial layout of retinal

images for sounds. Nonetheless, they can be computedmainly through binaural disparities,

such as differences in the timing and loudness of auditory stimuli between the left ear and

the right ear. Indeed, if a sound wave arrives at the head from one side, it has to travel

further to reach the far ear than the near ear. This difference in pathlength results in a

time difference between the sound’s arrivals at the ears, as well as a difference in intensity

between the sound registered by each ear, which are detected to compute the direction of

the sound’s source (figure 7.2).

Beyond the static representation of locations in an egocentric frame of reference, au-

diovisual perception can also provide dynamic information about the movement of the

organism. Thus, during locomotion, patterns of optic flow in the visual field specify the

speed and heading direction of the subject (a phenomenon dubbed ‘visual kinesthesis’ by

Gibson 1979). Importantly, the heading direction of a moving subject need not coincide

with the reference axis of the egocentric frame of reference of perceptual content. For

example, a crab’s heading direction is normally at a 90° angle from the reference axis

(orientation) of its visual reference frame. Likewise, human beings can move in a direction

other than the one in which they eyes are oriented. Consequently, the subject’s heading

direction can be computed in an egocentric frame of reference on the basis of audiovisual

4There is a further distinction betweenmonocular and binocular depth cues. Depth cues aremonocular if
they can be computed from the information provided by a single eye, while they are binocular if they require
information from both eyes. All pictorial depth cues are monocular. However, nonpictorial depth cues can
be either monocular (such as those provided by motion parallax and accommodation) or binocular (such as
those provided by convergence and binocular disparity).
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Figure 7.2: Detection of egocentric locations by the visual and auditory systems through left-right
disparities.

input, in addition to the subject’s orientation.5 In so far as the content of audiovisual

perception does represent heading direction during locomotion, this is yet another feature

of egocentric spatial content.

The contents of visual and auditory perception thus have broadly perspectival features,

representing locations within an egocentric frame of reference. The perspectival structure

of perceptual content specifies the subject’s location, orientation and heading direction

relative to her perceived environment. In what follows, I will assess whether the subject of

a conscious perceptual state with perspectival spatial content is ipso facto self-conscious.

7.2 de hinc and de se content

The empirical evidence reviewed in the previous section suggests that visual and auditory

experiences typically have perspectival spatial content structured by an egocentric frame

5This is not to say that heading direction can be computed from audiovisual input independently from the
subject’s orientation, since the latter constitutes the reference axis of the egocentric frame of reference within
which heading direction is initially represented (prior to the transformation of egocentric coordinates into
allocentric coordinates).
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of reference. Furthermore, it suggests that such experiences represent spatial relations be-

tween environmental landmarks and the point of origin of this frame of reference, whose lo-

cation roughly coincides with the location of the subject’s head in ordinary circumstances.

However, there is a prima facie difference between

(1) a perceptual experience representing locations as being at a certain distance and in a

certain direction from here – where here refers to the location of the point of origin

of the frame of reference structuring the perceptual field (roughly coinciding with a

point in the middle the subject’s head, behind the eyes); and

(2) a perceptual experience representing locations as being at a certain distance and in

a certain direction from me.

While (b) involves de se content, namely a representation as of oneself, (a) involves

only de hinc content, namely a representation of the location of the experience’s point of

origin in relation to surrounding landmarks that does not represent oneself as occupying

that location.6 The empirical evidence reviewed so far does not entail that perspectivally

structured experiences should involve de se content, as opposed to merely de hinc content.

The distinction between de hinc content and de se content relates to Peacocke (2014)’s

distinction between three degrees of self-representation. A perspectivally structured per-

ceptual experience with merely de hinc content would involve what Peacocke calls ‘degree

0’ of self-representation: it would represent the locations of landmarks with respect to

here, where here denotes the point of origin of its frame of reference. It is plausible that

the intentional content of perceptual experiences, like that of bodily experiences, need

not involve concepts. Consequently, a perceptual experience with de hinc content would

employ the non-conceptual analogue of the de hinc concept here. By contrast, a perceptual

experience involving what Peacocke calls ‘degree 1’ of self-representation would have non-

conceptual de se content rather than merely non-conceptual de hinc content: it would

represent the locations of landmarks with respect to me, where me denotes the subject

6I borrow the label ‘de hinc content’ from Schellenberg (2016), as it is a convenient way to characterize
this kind of content by analogy with de se content. While ‘de se’ means ‘about oneself’ in Latin, ‘de hinc’ means
‘about here’.
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as such. Peacocke considers the possibility that a simple organism could have perceptual

experience involving only ‘degree 0’ representations:7

At what we can call Degree 0, the subject does not enjoy mental states with de se
contents. The subject itself really is an element of reality, but it does not represent itself
as such... There could be a creature, let us take it to be a spherical underwater creature,
whose perceptual apparatus is positioned in such a way that it cannot perceive its own
body. It is moved passively through the fluid. It enjoys perceptions of objects and
events around its location... This creature remains at Degree 0, however, because
it never represents anything as standing in certain relations to itself. None of its
perceptual states have de se contents of such forms as that thing is that direction from
me. Rather, they have here-contents [or de hinc contents], such as that thing is that
direction from here.

Peacocke (2014, p. 30)

By claiming that a creature limited to ‘degree 0’ of self-representation is conceivable,

Peacocke suggests that perspectivally structured experiences without de se content are at

least metaphysically possible, if not nomologically possible.8 Schellenberg also argues that

perspectivally structured experiences enjoyed by creatures as sophisticated as humans

could have merely de hinc content without de se content:9

[T]he thesis that one perceives objects in relation to one’s location does not imply that
one perceives objects to one’s right or to one’s left. It implies only that one perceives
objects to the right or to the left. So the idea that one perceives objects in relation
to one’s location does not depend on being aware of oneself as standing in spatial
relations to those objects.

Schellenberg (2007, p. 620)

Note that neither Peacocke nor Schellenberg denies that some perspectivally structured

experiences do have de se content; rather, they both suggest that having perspectival spatial

content is not sufficient for having de se content, and consequently that something more

7See also Campbell (1994, p. 119): “it seems absolutely clear visual proprioception [i.e., visual experience
providing information about the subject’s location, orientation and movement] is possible for creatures that
are not self-conscious and have no grasp on the first person.”

8In his 2014, Peacocke falls short of endorsing the claim that experiences at ‘degree 0’ of self-representation
actually exist. In more recent publications, however, he acknowledges that “there is a much wider range of
important and interesting examples at Level 0 than I [previously] considered”, and that “there is a wide range
of conscious states and events that a subject can enjoy, including perceptual experience… without employing
the de se” (Peacocke 2016, p. 352-3; see also Peacocke 2017, p. 290).

9See also Schellenberg (2016, p. 341).
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must be said to vindicate the claim that some perspectivally structured experiences repre-

sent the location of the subject as such.

For a conscious experience to have non-conceptual de se content is, as Peacocke (2014,

p. 51) puts it, “part of the phenomenology” of that experience. Any conscious experi-

ence with de se content involves conscious self-representation, and consequently a subject

undergoing a conscious experience with de se content should be ipso facto phenomenally

self-conscious. This is true for bodily experiences, and it is also true for perceptual experi-

ences. Thus, if some perspectivally structured perceptual experiences have non-conceptual

de se rather than merely de hinc content, this should be reflected in what it is like to have

such experiences.

In what follows, I will defend the claim that some but not all perspectivally structured

experiences have non-conceptual de se content by using the same strategy as that of the

previous chapter. I will first discuss an argument from phenomenal contrast in favour of

this claim drawn fromprevious discussions of perspectival spatial content, and argue that it

is ultimately unconvincing. I will subsequently put forward a new argument from phenom-

enal contrast appealing to recent empirical evidence from psychological research on virtual

reality. I will argue that the relevant phenomenal contrast cannot be explained by the occur-

rence of conceptual de se thinking, and is best explained by the hypothesis that in normal

circumstances, perspectivally structured experiences have non-conceptual de se content.

As in the case of bodily experiences, this empirical argument can be supplemented

with a philosophical elucidatory account of what it takes for a subject to have perspecti-

vally structured experiences with non-conceptual de se content. I previously argued that

Peacocke’s agency-involving account was not completely compelling as an explanation of

a subject’s capacity to undergo bodily experiences with non-conceptual de se content, be-

cause the constitutive role of action-capabilities in this account seems too restrictive in the

case of bodily experiences. In what follows, I will argue by contrast that an account in the

vicinity of Peacocke’s agency-involving account can explain a subject’s capacity to undergo

perspectivally structured perceptual experiences with non-conceptual de se content rather

than merely de hinc content.
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7.3 The argument from film-watching

Drawing on Campbell’s remarks about “the position of someone watching a film” (Camp-

bell 1994, p. 120), Alsmith (2017) suggests that watching a film is an example of a conscious

experience with perspectival spatial content but no de se content. Here is how Alsmith

discusses the example of a film-watcher called Johanna:

Film is a medium for the presentation of perspectival images of scenes. Film images
can and typically do have both limitation structure and egocentric structure. Johanna’s
film experience, her experience of a filmed scene through film images, will also be
structured in these ways. Unless one is involved in the creation of the film, the filmed
scene will typically not be anywhere in one’s whereabouts. Hence, Johanna can ex-
perience a filmed scene that is not itself in her locale and be aware of this fact. And
given that she is aware of this fact, ex hypothesi we then have no reason to think that
Johannawould represent the perspective fromwhich she experiences the filmed scene
as where she herself is located. Film experience thus seems to be a candidate case in
which one can experience something from elsewhere, without representing oneself as
being in that location.

Alsmith (2017, p. 269)

Alsmith does not explicitly frame his use of this example as an argument from phenomenal

contrast. Rather, he appeals to this example to motivate the claim that some perceptual ex-

periences with perspectival spatial content do not represent the location of their egocentric

frame of reference’s point of origin as the subject’s own location. However, we can modify

his example slightly to make it more suitable for an argument from phenomenal contrast.

Suppose that Johanna takes a video of an exotic bird with her phone while on vacation –

e.g., she films the bird from the position in which she is standing, roughly at eye level, while

looking at the bird rather than her phone’s screen. Call her visual experience of the bird

‘bird-watching’. Now suppose that a few weeks later, Johanna watches this vacation film on

her television at home. Call her visual experience of the film ‘film-watching’.10 Alsmith’s

remarks should apply to Johanna’s film-watching experience: even though Johanna was

10While it is not strictly necessary that the film attempts to capture Johanna’s bird-watching experience as
faithfully as possible for the two experiences to be contrasted, their similarity does narrow down in principle
the difference in phenomenal character between them, which facilitates the argument from phenomenal
contrast. Nonetheless, as I argue below, this pair of experiences is far from being a ‘minimal pair’, namely a
pair of experience whose phenomenal contrast is entirely due to the fact that one of them lacks de se content.
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involved in the creation of the film, the filmed scene is not anywhere in her whereabouts

while she watches the film at home, and she is aware of that fact.

An argument from phenomenal contrast could then proceed as follows:

(P1) There is a difference in phenomenal character between Johanna’s bird-watching ex-

perience and her film-watching experience, which are both perspectivally structured

perceptual experiences.

(P2) This difference in phenomenal character is best explained, at least in part, by the

hypothesis that Johanna’s bird-watching experience involves non-conceptual de se

content while her film-watching experience does not.

(C1) Therefore, some but not all perspectivally structured perceptual experiences involve

non-conceptual de se content.

While the first premise of this argument is beyond dispute, the second premise is prob-

lematic for several reasons. Firstly, the experience of watching a film differs in many ways

from the experience of actually watching the scene captured by the camera as it unfolded.

Some of these differences are due to properties of the film itself. Alsmith is correct in

pointing out that film images do contain enough information to represent locations in an

egocentric frame of reference, whose point of origin is the location of the camera itself.

In particular, films contain pictorial depth cues (e.g. occlusion and relative size) that are

often sufficient to estimate egocentric distance from the camera’s location, and their spatial

layout straightforwardly conveys information about the egocentric bearings of objects in

the scene (e.g., an object is located to the right of the camera).

Unlike the output of the visual system, however, the output of a camera is monoscopic

(i.e. obtained from a single viewpoint) and not sensitive to the viewer’s eye movements;

consequently, films lacks nonpictorial depth cues from convergence, accommodation and

binocular disparity. In other words, film images are ‘flat’, and they are impossible tomistake

for unmediated visual experiences of the world if only for that reason. Consequently, it is

difficult to assess whether the presence or lack of non-conceptual de se content should be

part of the best explanation of the phenomenal contrast between Johanna’s bird-watching
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and film-watching experiences. This is the case even if Johanna took good care of filming

the scene from an anatomically congruent perspective roughly coinciding with the actual

location of her head.11

Secondly, there is a significant difference between the content of the visual experience

of watching a film, and the content of the relevant film.12 The visual experience of watching

a film on a screen does not merely represent the content of the film, but also the subject’s

environment (e.g., the screen itself, the lights, or any other environmental landmark in

the room). In particular, the experience of watching a film represents locations of the

subject’s actual environment in an egocentric frame of reference. For example, Johanna’s

film-watching experience should represent the location of the television screen as being in

front of her location, just as Johanna’s bird-watching experience represents the location of

the bird as being in front of her location. Thus, the point of origin of her film-watching

experience is not the location of the camera relatively to landmarks depicted in the film,

but Johanna’s actual location in the room while she is watching the film.

Consequently, there is no reason to think that Johanna’s film-watching experience

differs from her bird-watching experience with respect to the way in which it represents

spatial relations between the environmental landmarks and her own location. At best,

one might say that her film-watching experience embeds a secondary egocentric frame

of reference corresponding to the scene depicted on the film, whose point of origin does

correspond to the location of the camera with respect to the filmed scene. However, this

is not sufficient to conclude that Johanna’s film-watching experience is an example of a

perceptual experience without de se content.

Thirdly, according to Alsmith, it follows ex hypothesi from the fact that Johanna is

aware that the location of the filmed scene is not her actual location (while she is watching

the film) that she does not “represent the perspective from which she experiences the

filmed scene as where she herself is located” (Alsmith 2017, p. 269). A natural way to

11One could even imagine a futuristic scenario in which Johanna has a retinal implant that directly records
the input of one eye and acurately reconstructs Johanna’s visual experience as a video. The resulting film
would lack depth cues from binocular disparity all the same.

12There is further question about whether the notion of content implicated in each case is the same, or
similar enough to warrant the analogy. I will leave that question aside here.
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interpret the antecedent claim is that Johanna knowns that her actual location (say, in her

apartment in Oxford) differs from the location in which the bird was filmed (say, in the

Amazonian rainforest). However, it is implausible that such abstract knowledge would

impact the content of Johanna’s visual experience, unless one endorses a strong version of

the claim that perceptual experience is cognitively penetrable.13 Consequently, Alsmith’s

claim threatens to prove too much.

For these reasons, the argument from film-watching does not provide sufficient moti-

vation for the claim that some but not all perspectivally structured perceptual experiences

have de se content. I will now argue that a more compelling argument from phenomenal

contrast can be developed by substituting virtual reality for film as the medium of the

contrasted scenarios.

7.4 The argument from virtual reality

The most compelling arguments from phenomenal contrast rely on pairs of experiences

whose phenomenal character is as similar as possible, while nonetheless differing in some

respect. As we have seen in the previous section, the argument from film-watching is

unconvincing because the contrasted experiences differ significantly with respect to their

phenomenal character. Consequently, there are many ways in which one could explain

what the phenomenal contrast between these experiences consists in, and it is unclear that

the best explanation should appeal to the phenomenology of self-location.

Virtual reality (VR) offers a way to simulate the experience of perceiving a scene much

more faithfully than watching a video on a flat screen. VR broadly refers to any tech-

nology allowing users to perceive a virtual (computer-generated) environment in three-

dimensions. A typical VR system consists of a stereoscopic head-mounted display con-

nected to a computer, and broadcasting images and sounds from the virtual environment

to the user’s eyes and ears in such a way that they have an illusory perceptual experience

of the virtual environment in three-dimensions (figure 7.3).

13I will argue in the following section that one’s visual experience can represent the location of its point of
origin as one’s own location even though one knows that it is not one’s actual location.
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Figure 7.3: A typical VR system using a computer and a stereoscopic head-mounted display.

Visual experiences provided by VR differ from the visual experience of watching a film

in several respects. Firstly, because the user has a head-mounted display strapped directly

to her face, the images of the virtual environment broadcast to each eye through a lens

cover almost the entirety of the user’s field of view, as opposed to a small region of the

user’s field of view for a film watched on a flat screen at a comfortable distance. Secondly,

head-mounted displays are stereoscopic, meaning that they broadcast a slightly different

perspective on the virtual environment to each of the user’s eyes, to generate the illusion

of perceiving this environment in three dimensions. Consequently, the general spatial

features of the visual experience that one has in VR are very similar to those of a veridical

visual experience. In particular, VR-induced experiences have at least de hinc content, in

so far as they represent the locations of virtual environmental landmarks in an egocentric

frame of reference, whose point of origin is given by the location from which the scene is

digitally rendered within the virtual environment.

There is a further technical distinction between immersive and non-immersive VR

systems.14 The former differ from the latter in that they not only enable the user to have

a perceptual experience of a virtual environment, but also deliver “the ability to perceive

14I follow Slater (2009) in understanding ‘immersive’ as a technical property of VR systems that depends
upon specific features such as head-tracking, rather than a phenomenal property of experiences induced by
VR systems.
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through natural sensorimotor contingencies” (Slater and Sanchez-Vives 2016, p. 5). In-

deed, immersive VR systems allow users to interact with the virtual environment, by track-

ing the user’s bodily movements in three dimensions and adjusting the graphical input

to the head-mounted display accordingly. Specifically, such systems include rotational

and positional head-tracking, meaning that they detect rotations of the user’s head on

longitudinal, lateral and vertical axes (roll, tilt and yaw), as well as changes of the head’s

location in world-centred coordinates (forward/backward and leftward/rightward). Thus,

the visual perspective broadcast into the head-mounted display is rendered in real time

by the computer to match the user’s head movements. For example, if the user rotates

their head to the right, the visual perspective rendered in the head-mounted display will

be rotated to the right at the same time, as if the user was actually present in the virtual

environment and looking around the scene.

There is a large body of empirical evidence suggesting that immersive VR can induce a

‘sense of presence’ in the virtual environment, unlike non-immersive VR. This experience,

also known as ‘place illusion’, refers to the feeling of ‘being there’ within the computer-

generated environment that one perceives through the head-mounted display (Heeter 1992;

Held and Durlach 1992; Slater 2009). The empirical literature on the sense of presence

in immersive VR suggests that it is related to “perceived self-location” (Wirth et al. 2007,

p. 497), namely to the representation of the egocentric location specified by the user’s

perspective within the virtual environment as the user’s own location.

The relevant empirical evidence supports an argument from phenomenal contrast ac-

cording to which the best explanation of the fact that perceptual experiences induced by

immersive VR involve a ‘sense of presence’, unlike perceptual experiences induced by non-

immersive VR, is that the former have non-conceptual de se content (Peacocke’s ‘degree 1’

of self-representation), while the latter merely have non-conceptual de hinc content (Pea-

cocke’s ‘degree 0’ of self-representation):

(P1) There is a difference in phenomenal character between the perspectivally structured

perceptual experience of a given virtual environment induced by immersive VR and

non-immersive VR respectively.
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(P2) This difference in phenomenal character is best explained, at least in part, by

the hypothesis that the perceptual experience induced by immersive VR has non-

conceptual de se content while the perceptual experience induced by non-immersive

VR has merely non-conceptual de hinc content.

(C1) Therefore, some but not all perspectivally structured perceptual experiences have

non-conceptual de se content.

In the empirical literature on the sense of presence in VR, subjective reports are gener-

ally collected through dedicated questionnaires. Van Baren and IJsselsteijn (2004) found

that no less than 28 different questionnaires have been used to measure the sense of pres-

ence in virtual environments. The most widely used questionnaires are the Witmer and

Singer PresenceQuestionnaire (PQ;Witmer and Singer 1998), the Slater-Usoh-SteedQues-

tionnaire (SUS; Usoh et al. 2000), and the Igroup Presence Questionnaire (IPQ; Schubert

et al. 2001) – the IPQ being the most reliable (Schwind et al. 2019).

Several studies contrasted scores on the IPQ in non-immersive VR – involving a stereo-

scopic head-mounted display without head-tracking – and in immersive VR – involving a

stereoscopic head-mounted display with head-tracking. Thus, Regenbrecht and Schubert

(2002) assessed the sense of presence with the IPQ in two conditions: in the passive con-

dition, participants were shown a pre-recorded sequence in the virtual environment from

a first-person perspective, while in the self-movement conditions, the participant’s move-

ments were tracked in real time so that they could freely move their point of view within

the virtual environment. The authors found that self-movement significantly increased the

sense of spatial presence as measured by the IPQ.

A more recent study tested the influence of head-tracking on the sense of presence

by comparing the experience of riding a virtual rollercoaster in VR without and without

tracking the participants’ head movements (T. L. Y. Wu et al. 2019). Scores on the IPQ

were higher in the head-tracking condition; specifically, the IPQ items “Somehow I felt

that the virtual world surrounded me” and “I felt present in the virtual space” were rated

significantly higher in the head-tracking condition compared to the passive condition.
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The phenomenal contrast between perceptual experiences induced by immersive VR

and non-immersive VR respectively cannot be explained by the hypothesis that the for-

mer, but not the latter, have perspectival spatial content. Indeed, both immersive and

non-immersive VR systems use a steroscopic head-mounted display that provides more

than enough visual and auditory depth cues – including strong cues from binocular and

binaural disparities – for the resulting experience to represent the locations of virtual land-

marks within an egocentric frame of reference. A more plausible hypothesis to explain the

phenomenal contrast is that perceptual experiences induced by immersive VR have non-

conceptual de se content, while perceptual experiences induced by non-immersive VR only

have de hinc content. This is in line with reports of the ‘sense of presence’ as the experience

of being oneself located within the virtual environment.

There are, however, three alternative interpretations of the relevant phenomenal

contrast:

(a) Cognitive interpretation. The ‘sense of presence’ reported in immersive VR does

not pertain to the phenomenology of perceptual experiences, but to the subject’s

judgements or beliefs about their location.

(b) Something missing interpretation. Perceptual experiences in immersive VR do

not involve a phenomenology of self-location that perceptual experiences in

non-immersive VR lack; rather, the immersive VR experiences lack an abnormal

feeling that is as aspect of the non-immersive VR experiences.

(c) Something else interpretation. Perceptual experiences in immersive VR do have

some phenomenal property (or properties) that perceptual experiences in non-

immersive VR lack; but the additional phenomenal property (or properties) of

immersive VR experiences have nothing to do with their having non-conceptual

de se content.

(a) The cognitive interpretation is easy to dismiss. In so far as participants in VR ex-

periments are not delusional, it would be ludicrous to suggest that post hoc self-reports

regarding the ‘sense of presence’ in immersive VR reflect genuine judgements or beliefs
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that they were actually located within the virtual environment while they were wearing

the headset. Mel Slater, one of the pioneers of psychological research on the effects of

immersive VR, eloquently articulates the implausibility of this interpretation:

Of course no one, not even when they are standing by a virtual precipice with their
heart racing and feeling great anxiety, ever believes in the reality of what they are
perceiving. Thewhole point of presence is that it is the illusion of being there, notwith-
standing that you know for sure that you are not. It is a perceptual but not a cognitive
illusion, where the perceptual system, for example, identifies a threat (the precipice)
and the brain-body system automatically and rapidly reacts (this is the safe thing to
do), while the cognitive system relatively slowly catches up and concludes ‘But I know
that this isn’t real’. But by then it is too late, the reactions have already occurred.

Slater (2018, p. 432)

(b) Refuting the something missing interpretation is less straightforward. Indeed, it is not

implausible that some experiences with immersive VR might lack a phenomenal feature

instantiated by some experiences with non-immersive VR. In particular, stereoscopic head-

mounted displays without head-tracking cause a mismatch between visual input and pro-

prioceptive and vestibular cues about self-motion, since the viewpoint rendered by the

computer is not sensitive to the user’s headmovements.15 Suchmismatch can be associated

with an unpleasant combination of symptoms known as ‘cybersickness’ – a special case

of motion sickness (M. Gallagher and Ferrè 2018). Furthermore, there is some evidence

that cybersickness is negatively correlated with scores on various presence questionnaires

(Weech et al. 2019).

These findings are consistent with the something missing interpretation: non-

immersive VR would involve a feeling of cybersickness that is missing in immersive VR

experience, because the latter matches sensory input to self-motion through head-tracking.

Accordingly, one might suggest that reports of the ‘sense of presence’ in immersive VR

are indicative of the lack of cybersickness when head movements are tracked, rather

than an additional phenomenology of self-location.

However, this hypothesis does not stand up to careful scrutiny of available evidence.

First, it should be noted that there is significant inter-individual variability in susceptibility

15The visual system contains neurons that are specifically attuned to this kind of mismatch (Keller et al.
2012; Zmarz and Keller 2016).
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to cybersickness; around 20%of people donot experience cybersickness evenwith lowqual-

ity VR systems (Cobb et al. 1999). If the self-reported ‘sense of presence’ wasmerely indica-

tive of a lack of cybersickness, we should expect 20% of participants to score high on pres-

ence questionnaire with both immersive and non-immersive setups, which is not the case.

Second, the existence of a negative correlation between cybersickness and the sense

of presence is still a matter of disagreement, with a number of studies suggesting instead

either a positive or a null correlation (see Weech et al. 2019 for a review and discussion).

In any case, the existence of a negative correlation between cybersickness and the sense

of presence should not be surprising if the former is mediated by multisensory conflict

between visual cues and proprioceptive/vestibular cues while the former is mediated by

multisensory congruency between these cues.

Thirdly and most importantly, subjective reports themselves suggest that the ‘sense of

presence’ in immersive VR is not merely related to the absence of cybersickness, but also to

a positive change in phenomenology. Items from questionnaires designed to measure the

sense of presence in virtual environment are not related to the lack of unpleasant symptoms,

but to the feeling of being spatially present within the environment (e.g., “In the computer

generated world I had a sense of ‘being there”’, “I felt present in the virtual space”, and

“Somehow I felt that the virtual world surrounded me” in the IPQ). There is also a large

amount of anecdotal evidence regarding the sense of presence from online discussions

between users of consumer-oriented VR headsets with head tracking (mainly used for

immersive video games). Many VR users describe their first experience with immersive

VR as involving the feeling of being present in the virtual environment:

My first experience [with immersive VR] was running the tutorial. You’re in a huge
room, and it feels like you’re really there... It doesn’t feel like the screen is changing
in front of your eyes, it actually genuinely feels like you’re just looking around the
room.16

I was blown away at how fast my brain just accepted it... I really felt like I was ‘there’.17

16www.reddit.com/r/Vive/comments/7g550v/i_know_its_been_asked_a_million_times_but_whats.
17www.reddit.com/r/virtualreality/comments/9k2u8o/first_time_in_vr.

https://www.reddit.com/r/Vive/comments/7g550v/i_know_its_been_asked_a_million_times_but_whats
https://www.reddit.com/r/virtualreality/comments/9k2u8o/first_time_in_vr
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[W]hen I put the [VR headset] on last night and tried this game I almost cried themo-
ment I flew towards and then entered an enormous space station and looked around.
This was real, I was there. Disbelief was completely and utterly suspended.18

These reports do not seem to describe the mere absence of cybersickness; in fact, many

anecdotal online reports from VR users highlight that the sense of being present within the

virtual environment can be concomitant with a sensation of sickness. Such reports suggest

that the ‘sense of presence’ does not merely refer to the lack of cybersickness.

(c) The something else interpretation allows that the ‘sense of presence’ reported in immer-

sive VR is an additional phenomenal feature that is not not an aspect of non-immersive

VR. However, it denies that this additional phenomenal feature is best explained by the

hypothesis that immersive VR experiences have non-conceptual de se content. There is no

doubt that some of the phenomenal differences between the overall experiences induced

by immersive and non-immersive VR respectively are not simply due to the presence or

absence of perceptual experience with de se content. For example, the overall experience

of immersive VR typically involves sensations of bodily movement, since it allows users to

move to control the visual viewpoint. By contrast, the overall experience of non-immersive

VR might often lack such sensations, because users might stay still as they would when

watching a movie on a flat screen. Consequently, at least in some cases, part of what

‘additional’ in the overall experience of immersive VR – compared to non-immersive VR –

should involve sensations of bodilymovement. However, this is not sufficient to explain the

phenomenal contrast systematically reported between immersive and non-immersive VR.

Indeed, users of non-immersive VR can and occasionally do move their heads (voluntarily

or involuntarily), even though doing so has no effect on the graphical input to the head-

mounted display because of the lack of head-tracking. If the phenomenal contrast between

immersive andnon-immersiveVRwasmerely amatter of experiencing sensations of bodily

movement, one would expect users who move their heads in non-immersive VR would

report a sense of presence in the virtual environment; but this is not what the empirical

evidence suggests. Consequently, there must be something additional to the experience

18www.reddit.com/r/Vive/comments/8mxq15/vive_pro_elite_dangerous_first_vr_experience_to.

https://www.reddit.com/r/Vive/comments/8mxq15/vive_pro_elite_dangerous_first_vr_experience_to
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of immersive VR, a sense of presence distinct from sensations of bodily movement. This

sense of presence can plausibility be taken to reflect the non-conceptual de se content that

perceptual experiences have in immersive VR, and lack in non-immersive VR.

In summary, objections to the three alternative interpretations of the phenomenal con-

trast between immersive and non-immersive VR support the hypothesis that perceptual

experiences induced by immersive VR have non-conceptual de se content, while perceptual

experiences induced by non-immersive VR have only de hinc content.

7.5 The agency-involving account revisited

I have argued so far that the phenomenal contrast between perspectivally structured per-

ceptual experiences induced by immersive VR and those induced by non-immersive VR is

best explained by the hypothesis that the former, but not the latter, have non-conceptual

de se content. This content represents the egocentric location of the point of origin of

the perceptual experience’s frame of reference as the subject’s own location with respect

to her environment. We can now connect this empirical hypothesis with a philosophical

elucidatory account of what it takes for a perspectivally structured perceptual experience

to have non-conceptual de se content.

Recall that according to Peacocke (2017)’s agency-involving account of the subject’s

capacity to undergo experiences with non-conceptual de se content, there are two severally

sufficient and jointly necessary conditions for a non-conceptual component c of intentional

content employed by a creature to be the non-conceptual de se notion:

(1) there is a range of action notions A for which the creature must be capable of
being in mental states… with the content

c is A-ing

where the state… is produced by the initiation of an A-ing by the reference of c;
and

(2) there is a range of notions F of bodily properties, spatial properties, and past tense
properties F such that the creature is capable of being in mental states… with the
content c is F; where in these attributions,

c is F

is accepted (in central basic cases) if and only if

this body is F



Spatial Self-Consciousness 198

is also accepted.
Peacocke (2017, p. 293)

Peacocke glosses these two conditions in simpler terms as follows:

[According to condition (1)] for possession of a first-person notion…the subjectmust
be capable of representing the state of affairs that he or she or it is performing some
action-type, such as that of moving, running, or extending an arm. [According to
condition (2)] [T]he subject must also be capable of using in bodily attributions the
same way of representing itself as is employed in those action-attributions.

Peacocke (2019, p. 122)

Note that in this explanation, Peacocke presents his account as an account of what is re-

quired for possession of the first-person notion, that is for the capacity to deploy the non-

conceptual notion in the content of some mental state. Consequently, the agency-involving

account does not explain why, for a subject who does possess the first-person notion, that

notion might be deployed in some conscious mental states and not in others. Specifically,

in the context of the hypothesis I have defended, I am interested in explaining why perspec-

tivally structured experiences induced by immersive VR would have non-conceptual de se

content, while experiences induced by non-immersiveVRwould have only non-conceptual

de hinc content – for the very same human subjects who possess the first-person notion.

The empirical literature on the sense of presence can help us answer this philosophical

question. Remember that non-immersive VR differs from immersive VR in so far as non-

immersive VR does not involve head-tracking capabilities. Consequently, the actual move-

ments of the user’s head in real three-dimensional space are not translated intomovements

of the point of origin of the virtual viewpoint within the virtual environment. This is

true not only for visual input – i.e., the user’s real head movements do not result in a

shift of the visual scenery rendered in the display –, but also for auditory input – i.e.,

the user’s real head movements do not result in a change in the timing and loudness of

environmental sounds rendered in each of the user’s ears through headphones. Thus,

non-immersive VR does not provide action-contingent visual and auditory feedback, while

immersive VR does. The fact the the latter, but not the former, induces a ‘sense of presence’

thus seems intimately connected to the availability of action-contingent feedback, as several

VR psychologists have pointed out:
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You know you are ‘there’ because sounds and images in the virtual world respond like
the real world to your head movements.

Heeter (1992, p. 264)

The real-time update of sensory perception as a result of movement (e.g., head turn-
ing) gives rise to the sense of ‘being there’ – the illusory sensation of being in the
computer-generated environment...

Slater and Sanchez-Vives (2016, p. 5)

Stereoscopic displays allow us to look at a scene from two different viewpoints... but
[without head-tracking] this does not provide a sense of presence because the location
does not behave like locations usually do – namely, changing as we move.

Troje (2019, p. 1036)

The association between the sense of presence and action-dependent visual feedback in

particular is well-established. A large meta-analysis of the relationship between the sense

of presence (asmeasured by various questionnaires) and different technical features related

to the level of immersion of VR systems in eighty-eight studies found that head-tracking

had the most significant impact on the occurrence of a sense of presence (Cummings and

Bailenson 2016). In particular, tracking was found to be considerablymore important than

the resolution and visual quality of the rendered scene, suggesting that the sense of presence

is not related to the degree of realism of the virtual environment. In other words, one does

not feel as if one is present within a virtual environment simply because the virtual environ-

ment looks sufficiently similar to a real environment. Head-trackingwas also found to have

three times as much influence on self-reported presence as stereopsis (Snow and Williges

1998): while stereopsis mediates the perspectival spatial content of VR-experiences, the

sense of presence appears to be specifically mediated by action-dependent feedback.

More precisely, head-tracking guarantees the congruency of (a) visual and auditory sig-

nals that provide information about changes in the egocentric locations of environmental

landmarks (e.g., a seen treemoves from left to right across the subject’s visual field) with (b)

vestibular and proprioceptive signals that provide information about the actual movement

of the subject in three-dimensional space (e.g., the subject feels her head moving from

right to left). In immersive VR, these signals are congruent and their integration provides

the subject with a sense of where they are in their environment. However, when signals

in category (a) are conflicting with signals of category (b), as in non-immersive VR, the
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subject’s perceptual experience can no longer represent the location of the point of origin

of its egocentric spatial frame of reference as the subject’s own location.

In accordance with this interpretation of the empirical evidence, I suggest that a per-

ceptual experience e (e.g., a visual experience of a tree) of a subject S has non-conceptual

de se content (e.g., <i am in front of a tree>, where i is the non-conceptual analogue of the

first-person concept) if and only if:

(1) experience e has perspectival spatial content (grounded in the availability of depth cues,

particularly through stereopsis) in virtue of which it represents the location of a point

of origin with respect to the environment (e.g., it represents the origin as being in front

of the tree); and

(2) The spatial information conveyed by the sensory signals (e.g., visual) whose process-

ing experience e depends on are congruent with vestibular and proprioceptive signals

about S’s bodily movement in three-dimensional space.

If both of these conditions are met, then e should not merely have de hinc content (e.g.,

<here is in front of a tree>), but have genuine de se content (e.g., <i am in front of a tree>),

because it represents the location from which the subject perceives the environment as

the location from which the subject can move herself in the environment. Note that this

does not actually require the subject to move her body: if, say, visual input is fixed while

the subject does not move, there is no conflict between visual cues on the one hand, and

vestibular/proprioceptive cues on the other. Nonetheless, the congruence between the

two types of signals is constantly put to the test, as it were, by small involuntary head

movements known as ‘head jitters’; for example, such movements have been shown to

provide consistent and reliable cues about self-induced motion parallax in immersive VR

(Fulvio and Rokers 2017).

This account of the de se content of perceptual experiences deserves to be called an

‘agency-involving’ account, because it highlights an important link between perception and

action in self-representation. This is consistent with the fact that reports of the sense of

presence in immersive VR are highly correlated with a number of behaviours in reaction

to visual stimuli designed to elicit bodily movement. Thus, Nichols et al. (2000) presented
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participants with a sudden looming stimulus towards their viewpoint inVR, and found that

participants who scored higher on the SUS presence questionnaire exhibited significantly

more startle responses to this stimulus. T. L. Y. Wu et al. (2019) found that the postural

sway of participants riding a virtual rollercoaster in VRwas significantly more pronounced

in the head-tracking condition than in the passive conditions, and that this difference was

positively correlated with the participants’ scores on the IPQ questionnaire. The sense of

presence was also found to be consistently correlated with the strength of the fear responses

of phobic patients in VR exposure therapy (Alsina-Jurnet et al. 2011; Price et al. 2011;

Riva et al. 2007; Robillard et al. 2003). These empirical findings are not surprising if the

availability of action-contingent feedback mediates the non-conceptual de se content of

perceptual experiences, allowing such experiences to represent the subject’s location as

the location from which she can act.

The upshot of this analysis is that ordinary visual and auditory experiences, in so far as

they normally have perspectival spatial content and provide action-contingent feedback,

normally have non-conceptual de se content rather than merely de hinc content. Con-

sequently, in ordinary circumstances, a subject undergoing a conscious visual or audi-

tory experience is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious, without needing to engage in

de se thinking. We can refer to this third kind of phenomenal self-consciousness as spatial

self-consciousness.

7.6 Spatial self-consciousness in ordinary experience

In the previous chapter, I suggested that bodily self-consciousness is rather prevalent in

ordinary experience, but probably not ubiquitous. What about spatial self-consciousness?

It seems plausible that healthy human beings constantly undergo visual and/or auditory

experiences in the ordinary wakeful state, from the moment they wake up to the moment

they drift into sleep. Interestingly, Schwitzgebel (2007)’s experience sampling experiment

also tested a group of participants on the frequency of their visual experiences; that is, after

hearing a ‘beep’ at random intervals, participants had to report whether or not they had

a visual experience just prior to the ‘beep’. Schwitzgebel found that the median frequency
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of reports of visual experiences across participants was 100%, supporting the intuition that

visual experience is virtually ubiquitous in the wakeful state.

Given that the processing of egocentric distance and bearing through left-right dispar-

ities and other cues is not under voluntary control and built into the visual and auditory

systems, it also plausible that virtually all visual and auditory experiences we have in the

wakeful state have perspectival spatial content. Furthermore, because of the basic anatom-

ical fact that the eyes and ears are located on the subject’s head, visual and auditory sig-

nals are normally narrowly coupled with vestibular and proprioceptive information about

self-motion, thus providing congruent action-contingent feedback. On the account I have

offered in this chapter, it follows first that visual and auditory experiences normally have

non-conceptual de se content, and second that for healthy (sighted and hearing) subject,

phenomenal self-consciousness is ubiquitous in the ordinary wakeful state.

Thus, the account of the non-conceptual de se content of perspectivally structured

perceptual experiences provided in this section appears to vindicate at least a restrictive

version of (TSC) through the following argument:

(P1) For any healthy neurotypical human subject S, if S is conscious in the ordinary wake-

ful state, then S undergoes visual and/or auditory experiences with non-conceptual

de se content.

(P2) A subject S undergoing visual and/or auditory experienceswith non-conceptual de se

content is ipso facto phenomenally self-conscious.

(C1) Therefore, for any healthy neurotypical human subject S, if S is conscious in the

ordinary wakeful state, then S is phenomenally self-conscious.

7.7 Conclusion

At the beginning of Part II, I indicated that my goal was to assess the empirical plausi-

bility of the typicalist claim (TSC), according to which conscious subjects are phenome-

nally self-conscious in ordinary circumstances. In chapters 5 and 6, I argued that one can

be phenomenally self-conscious by engaging in conscious de se thinking (cognitive self-

consciousness) and by undergoing bodily experiences with non-conceptual de se content
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(bodily self-consciousness). However, it is plausible that neither cognitive nor bodily self-

consciousness are ubiquitous in the ordinary wakeful state. In this chapter, I argued that

one can be phenomenally self-conscious by undergoing perceptual experiences with non-

conceptual de se content (spatial self-consciousness). Since it is plausible that such expe-

riences are virtually ubiquitous in the ordinary wakeful state, (TSC) is vindicated. This

analysis leaves open several important questions about phenomenal self-consciousness, on

which I will now offer some concluding remarks.



Conclusion:
The Significance of Self-Consciousness

I have stated in the introduction that the broad aim of this thesis was to illuminate the

relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness. We are now in a good position

to answer our original questions about this relationship: Does consciousness constitutively

involve self-consciousness? Is self-consciousness an aspect of every consciousmental state?

If not, does self-consciousness nonetheless occupy a particularly significant place in our

conscious mental lives? It is impossible to address these questions without getting clearer

on what self-consciousness might be. To this end, I have disambiguated the notion of self-

consciousness at two levels. At the higher level, I have distinguished between two broad

notions of self-consciousness:

(1) the ‘non-egological’ notion of self-consciousness, or consciousness of consciousness

itself, or consciousness of one’s experience; and

(2) the ‘egological’ notion of self-consciousness, or consciousness of oneself.

At the lower level, each of these broad notions of self-consciousness can itself be further

disambiguated into more specific notions that fall within two categories:

(a) ‘thin’ or ‘minimal’ notions that point to foundational aspects of phenomenology, and

in particular to the second-order notion of phenomenality: there being something,

rather than nothing, that it is like for a subject S to be in a conscious mental state M

(or, equivalently, S being in M’s making some constitutive contribution to S’s overall

phenomenology, rather than none); and

(b) ‘thick’ or ‘strong’ notions that point to further, more determinate, aspects of pheno-

menology, which are taken to make their own, distinct contribution to the subject’s

overall phenomenology.

204
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The notions subsumed under the terms ‘pre-reflective self-consciousness’ or ‘pre-reflective

self-awareness’ in the phenomenological tradition fall within category (a), whether they

are glossed as (1.a) pre-reflective consciousness or awareness of one’s experience, or (2.a)

pre-reflective consciousness or awareness of oneself. Some of the notions subsumed under

the terms ‘subjective character’ or ‘for-me-ness’ also fall within categories (1.a) and (2.a),

but others – such as the notion Kriegel refers to as ‘inner awareness’ – fall within category

(1.b). Finally, the notion that I have called ‘phenomenal self-consciousness’ falls within cat-

egory (2.b): it refers to a consciousness of oneself as oneself that makes a more determinate

contribution to the subject’s overall phenomenology.

In Part I, I argued against what I provocatively called the ‘myth’ of constitutive self-

consciousness: the claim that self-consciousness is constitutive of – or a necessary aspect

of – consciousness, and consequently an aspect of every conscious mental state. Natu-

rally, the assessment of this claim depends on how one understands the relevant notion

of self-consciousness.

This claim may well be true if the notion of self-consciousness that one deems con-

stitutive of consciousness is a ‘thin’ or ‘minimal’ notion that falls under categories (1.a)

or (2.a). However, the Nagelian account of consciousness provides us with a framework

in which to elucidate the aspects of consciousness that such notions seek to illuminate

without appealing to a term as polysemous as ‘self-consciousness’. Rather than illuminating

the relevant aspects of consciousness, the use of the term ‘self-consciousness’, even when

prefixed with a cautionary ‘pre-reflective’, runs the risk of leading readers to mistake the

thin notion for a thicker one. Consequently, I suggested, if a notion of self-consciousness

that is constitutive of consciousness is ‘thin’ – belonging to category (1.a) or (2.a) – then

one would ideally avoid referring to the notion with the term ‘self-consciousness’.

The claim that self-consciousness is constitutive of consciousness might, on the other

hand, involve a ‘thicker’ notion of self-consciousness – belonging to categories (1.b) or

(2.b). I argued that such claims are not adequately supported. Contentious intuitions

about phenomenology do not provide us with good enough reasons to believe that some

constitutive aspect of consciousness makes its own, distinct, determinate contribution to

the phenomenal character of every conscious mental state.
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Dispelling the myth of constitutive self-consciousness allows us to examine the proper

place of ‘thicker’ notions of self-consciousness in our conscious mental lives. Among these,

the notion of phenomenal self-consciousness – in category (2.b) – is perhaps the most

deserving of the name ‘self-consciousness’ given its connection to the representation of

the self as such. In Part II, I took a closer look at the typicalist claim that consciousness

comes along with phenomenal self-consciousness in ordinary circumstances, as a matter

of contingent empirical fact:

(TSC) In ordinary circumstances, if a subject S is conscious, (a) S is conscious of S [self],

and (b) S’s being conscious of S [self] makes a determinate constitutive contribu-

tion to S’s overall phenomenology at t.

According to (TSC), phenomenal self-consciousness is not a constitutive feature of con-

sciousness; but it is nonetheless a typical feature of conscious experience. A number of

philosophers seem to find (TSC) intuitively plausible, although difficult to defend because

the relevant aspect of phenomenology seems “very hard to pin down” (Chalmers 1996, p.

10). My strategy in Part II has been to examine inmore detail three candidate determinates

of which phenomenal self-consciousness is a determinable:

• Cognitive self-consciousness. A subject S is cognitively self-conscious if and only if

S engages in conscious thinking with conceptual de se content (i.e., S consciously

thinks about herself as herself).

• Bodily self-consciousness. A subject S is bodily self-conscious if and only if S under-

goes a bodily experience with non-conceptual de se content (i.e., S is conscious of

herself as the bodily subject whose body part S feels a sensation in or on).

• Spatial self-consciousness. A subject S is spatially self-conscious if and only if S un-

dergoes a perspectivally structured perceptual experience with non-conceptual de se

content (i.e., S is conscious of herself as being located at the origin of her perceptual

frame of reference).
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Rather than simply assuming that these three forms of phenomenal self-consciousness are

present, let alone ubiquitous, in ordinary conscious experience, I have provided empirical

arguments for their existence as genuine and distinct aspects of phenomenology, as

well as elucidatory accounts of what it takes for conscious thoughts, bodily experiences

and perspectivally structured perceptual experiences to have (conceptual or non-

conceptual) de se content.

Furthermore, I have assessed the prevalence of each of these forms of phenomenal self-

consciousness in conscious experience. I have argued that each of these can be missing

in some cases: a subject can be conscious without engaging in conscious de se thinking,

or without undergoing a bodily experience with de se content, or without undergoing a

perspectivally structured perceptual experiences with de se content. This is an exclusive

disjunction. I have not (yet) argued that a subject can be conscious while cognitive, bodily

and spatial self-consciousness are all absent.

The order in which I have considered these three forms of phenomenal self-

consciousness matches their order from the least pervasive to the most pervasive in

the ordinary wakeful state. We often think about ourselves as ourselves; but even the

most narcissistic individuals do not go through life with incessant de se thoughts. More

frequently still, we undergo bodily experiences with de se content. While the saliency of

such experiences certainly waxes and wanes depending on how much we attend to bodily

sensations, it is plausible that we very often experience some bodily sensation or other

in some body part or other, and that, in ordinary circumstances, such experience has

non-conceptual de se content. Finally, visual and auditory experiences that have not only

perspectival spatial content but also non-conceptual de se content seemvirtually ubiquitous

in ordinary experience. There is hardly a moment in our conscious waking lives when we

do not hear sounds or see our environment from a perspective, in such a way that we are

conscious of ourselves as being located at the origin of our perceptual frame of reference.

The ubiquity of spatial self-consciousness alone appears to support a version of (TSC)

in which the relevant set of ‘ordinary circumstances’ is (conservatively) restricted to the

conscious wakeful state of healthy, neurotypical adult human beings. A fortiori, the account

I have given of all three forms of phenomenal self-consciousness provides even stronger



Conclusion 208

support for the following disjunctive claim –where the disjunction is inclusive – that entails

the restrictive interpretation of (TSC):

(DIS) For any healthy neurotypical adult human subject S, if S is conscious in the ordi-

nary wakeful state, then S is cognitively self-conscious, or bodily self-conscious, or

spatially self-conscious.

It follows from (DIS) that in the ordinary conscious wakeful state, healthy neurotypical

adult human subjects are phenomenally self-conscious. There is indeed a ‘sense of self’ in

ordinary conscious experience, but it is not detached, as it were, from cognitive, bodily

and perceptual mental states; it is not a free-floating ‘self quale’. Ordinary forms of self-

consciousness are genuine aspects of ordinary phenomenology, but this is because they are

aspects of the phenomenology of ordinary experiences – thinking thoughts, feeling bodily

sensations, seeing and hearing our environment. Humewas right to point out that one “can

never catch [one’s] self at any time without a perception” (Hume 1978, p. 252), or, more

exactly, without a particular conscious experience that represents the world and oneself as

being a certain way, be it a conscious thought, a bodily experience, or a perception.

Many substantive and philosophically interesting questions remain about phenomenal

self-consciousness, and these questions could occupy many more chapters or, indeed, an-

other dissertation. Although most of these questions will have to be addressed in future

work, I will briefly consider three of them to conclude this investigation. The first question

is an obvious one: while I have limited my analysis to three forms of phenomenal self-

consciousness, might there be other forms of self-consciousness that are not reducible to

cognitive, bodily and spatial self-consciousness? I am inclined to answer this question in

the affirmative. For example, many authors believe that there is such a thing as a sense of

agency that normally accompanies voluntary movement (e.g., Bayne 2008; Haggard 2017),

and perhaps evenmental actions (e.g., Peacocke 2006; Proust 2009). This sense of agency is

typically defined as a form of consciousness of one’s actions as one’s own, or, more appro-

priately, a consciousness of oneself as the agent of one’s actions. Under such a definition,

the sense of agency would be yet another determinate of phenomenal self-consciousness –

presumably not reducible to the other three. The existence of a phenomenology of agency
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can also be defended through arguments from phenomenal contrast; it would explain, for

example, the apparent contrast between feeling an involuntarymuscle twitch in a body part,

and twitching the samemuscle voluntarily. While, for lack of space, I did not examine such

phenomenology, I find it intuitively plausible that it does occur in ordinary experience, and

quite frequently (given the frequency of voluntary movements).

Another candidate determinate of phenomenal self-consciousness that I have left aside

is so-called ‘self-conscious emotion’ (see Sznycer 2019). Indeed, conscious emotions such

as pride and shame often seem to involve some form of self-representation: one can feel

proud or ashamed of oneself. The nature of emotional phenomenology is hotly debated.19

It is possible, for example, that ‘self-conscious emotions’ like pride and shame are reducible

to a combination of some bodily feeling (e.g., elation or anxiety) with a conscious de se

thought. In this case, self-conscious emotionwould not constitute a genuinely distinct form

of phenomenal self-consciousness. I do not find this reductionist suggestion particularly

implausible, but the question would have to be settled by a substantial discussion of the

phenomenology of emotion. In any case, it seems to me that self-conscious emotions are

rather sporadic occurrences in our mental lives.

Are there other forms of phenomenal self-consciousness that are not aspects of cog-

nitive, bodily, perceptual, agentive or emotional phenomenology? Perhaps, in so far as

there is a sui generis phenomenology of imagination, there is a form of imaginative self-

consciousness that consists in imagining oneself as such in some situation.20 I do not

have strong intuitions about this suggestion; but as in the case of self-conscious emotions,

imaginative self-consciousness – if there is such a thing – should be rather infrequent.

This brings us to the second outstanding question: are there states of consciousness in

which a subject can lack any form of phenomenal self-consciousness? I have argued that

self-consciousness is not constitutive of consciousness; but it could still be the case, as a

matter of contingent empirical fact, or perhaps even as a matter of nomological necessity

for human beings, that we are phenomenally self-conscious whenever we are conscious at

19See Kriegel (2015, chapter 4) for a review and discussion.
20See Kriegel (2015, conclusion, §1) for a defence of the claim that there is a sui generis phenomenology of

imagination.
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all. Part of the difficulty of answering this question is that it would require us to have an ex-

haustive inventory of the different ways in which one can be phenomenally self-conscious,

in order to determine whether they are all missing from some particular conscious mental

state(s). This project is deemed to be controversial, because for any putative example of a

selfless state of consciousness, someone is likely to suggest that it does instantiate some

fundamental and elusive form of phenomenal self-consciousness that one has failed to

account for. Perhaps this kind of dialectic is part of the reason why some philosophers

do not draw a sharp distinction between consciousness and self-consciousness:

[W]e often fail to distinguish clearly enough between consciousness and self-
consciousness. One possible explanation of this failure is that we have no access to
unproblematic actual examples of consciousness without self-consciousness.

S. L. White (1987, p. 168)

Putative examples of consciousnesswithout (phenomenal) self-consciousnesswill probably

never be ‘unproblematic’, if by this we simply mean ‘uncontroversial’. But I do think such

examples exist, and are of tremendous interest for philosophy of mind. In particular, I have

argued elsewhere that there is a subset of drug-induced states (known in the empirical lit-

erature as ‘drug-induced ego dissolution’), as well as a subset of meditation-induced states,

that can plausibly be taken to lack any formof phenomenal self-consciousness – any formof

conscious self-representation.21 Subjects in these states are effectively real-world examples

of what Peacocke (2014) calls a creature at ‘degree 0’ of self-representation. Studying the

phenomenology and neurophysiology of drug-induced and meditation-induced loss of

self-consciousness is perhaps the best antidote to what Dennett (1991) calls Philosopher’s

Syndrome – “mistaking a failure of imagination for an insight into necessity” (p. 401) –

when it comes to phenomenal self-consciousness. It is perhaps difficult to imagine what

it would be like to lack phenomenal self-consciousness, because self-consciousness is so

pervasive in the wakeful state. But it does not follow that self-consciousness cannot actually

be completely missing from conscious experience.

The third and final question concerns the significance of phenomenal self-

consciousness, and specifically of the three forms of self-consciousness I have chosen to

21See Millière (forthcoming; 2017) and Millière et al. (2018) for a discussion.
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focus on in the present work. The significance of cognitive self-consciousness is fairly

obvious: it is the only way in which we can consciously represent ourselves to ourselves

by means of the first-person concept. As such, it is directly connected to our beliefs about

ourselves (de se beliefs) and thus to self-knowledge. Standing de se beliefs are dispositional

states, but when we bring the contents of such beliefs to consciousness, we do so by

engaging in conscious de se thinking. Cognitive self-consciousness is a central component

of what it is to reflect upon what we believe, and on what we know, about ourselves.

Bodily and spatial self-consciousness are also connected to de se belief and self-

knowledge, but as sources rather than outputs of de se belief and knowledge. Undergoing

a bodily experience or a perspectivally structured perceptual experience with non-

conceptual de se content puts us in a position rationally to judge and believe that we have

certain physical and spatial properties, and most of the time to know that we have such

properties. In normal circumstances, feeling a pressure on one’s thigh is sufficient to

justify the belief that one is being touched on one’s thigh; likewise, seeing a tree in front

of oneself is sufficient to justify the belief that one is front of a tree.

The role of bodily and spatial self-consciousness in certain kinds of de se beliefs and self-

knowledge relates to a further point about their significance. Being conscious of oneself as

a bodily subject located within one’s environment is presumably an important aspect of the

survival of conscious organisms. As de Vignemont (2018, p. 176) emphasises, our bodies

are not like any other objects in the world, they need to be protected from threats if we are

to survive. Bodily self-consciousness enables us to feel bodily sensations not simply as any

other event in the world, but as events that happen to ourselves as bodily subjects. Likewise,

spatial self-consciousness enables us to act on and react to our environment; this is why

subjects in non-immersive VRwho do not have a ‘sense of presence’ fail to react to looming

or arousing stimuli. In sum, if a creature is to consciously navigate its environment and

avoid predators, it seems important that it be conscious of its body as its own (rather than

any other part of the environment) and of the origin of its perceptual frame of reference as

its own location (rather than a location that has no relevance to its actions).

The upshot of this discussion is that phenomenal self-consciousness is not only a perva-

sive aspect of ourwaking lives, but also plays a significant role in a variety of phenomena. In
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cognitively sophisticated creatures such as human beings, it grounds beliefs about ourselves

and is part of what it is to reflect upon these beliefs; and in conscious creatures more gener-

ally, it plays an important role in guiding behaviour for survival. Despite its pervasiveness

and significance, however, phenomenal self-consciousness should not be confused with

consciousness: being phenomenally self-conscious is ipso facto being conscious, but being

conscious is not ipso facto being phenomenally self-conscious.
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