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Realizing Who I Am
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Abstract: In this paper, the old view of self-knowledge as a practical achievement is vin-
dicated. Constitutivism, the view that connects self-knowledge to rational agency, thus
taking a step towards this practical dimension, is discussed first. But their assumption of
an epistemic asymmetry that privileges self-knowledge is found mistaken. The practical
dimension of self-knowledge, its potential transformative power, is accounted in terms
of the interiorization of the concepts acquired in intersubjective interaction.
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Resumen: En este trabajo se reivindica la concepción tradicional del autoconocimiento
como una forma de saber práctico. Para ello, se discute primero el constitutivismo, la
posición que dentro de la filosofía anglosajona busca en la dimensión práctica la clave
de las propiedades distintivas del autoconocimiento, que es directo e inmediato. Sin
embargo, el constitutivismo asume aún la tesis de la asimetría epistémica, que privilegia
el autoconocimiento, un supuesto que se muestra incorrecto. Reconocer la dimensión
práctica del autoconocimiento, los efectos potencialmente transformadores de la refle-
xión sobre uno mismo, implica verlo como una capacidad resultado de la interiorización
de las capacidades conceptuales desarrolladas en la interacción intersubjetiva, aplicadas
a la propia experiencia subjetiva.
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1.

"Know yourself", said the Delphic ora-
cle. As influentially interpreted by So-
crates in the Alcibiades I, it turned out
to be a deep thought: a principle of wis-
dom, a guide for responsible action. It
was seen as a criptic statement of the
idea that a good life is an examined
life, a life lived with a reflexive atti-
tude towards oneself. What’s remar-
kable about it, is that this attitude re-
quires effort, "askesis": it is something
to be reached and exercised, a cogni-
tive achievement; something that most
people generally do not attain most
of the time. Knowing oneself is not
easy, nor without consequences; it is
not something natural, spontaneous, or
that suggests itself out of the blue. On
the contrary, self-knowledge is effort-
ful and has a transformative potential.
This Socratic approach underlies diffe-
rent Western traditions and practices
of “knowing oneself”, such as "vitae
examinatae", confessions, jesuitic es-
piritual exercises (of which Descartes
adopted their structure in the Meditati-
ons), or essays (Montaigne, Bacon). It is
also what gives psychotherapy its “hea-
ling” bite: through psychotherapy one
first understands oneself, so that one
can change oneself. This link between
self-knowledge and practical reason re-
ached its zenith with Kant’s and Fi-
chte’s notion of autonomy: a good life is
one carried out according to one’s un-
derstanding of Reason’s requirements,

and this involves a reflexive attitude
towards one’s own mental states. Self-
knowledge became a basic condition for
autonomy, and autonomy, a condition
for rational action.

This practical view of self-
knowledge, though, receded into the
background once self-knowledge, at le-
ast some forms of self-knowledge, were
distinguished as the most certain forms
of knowledge, and so taken as the cor-
nerstone of a foundationalist epistemo-
logical project of Cartesian inspiration.
While the practical stance towards self-
knowledge was recovered in the 20th
century by some existentialist writers
(most notably Sartre), it also made an
impact in angloamerican philosophy in
recent years (notably: Moran, 2001; Bil-
grami, 2006). It is not my goal in this
paper to review the details of this ques-
tion in the history of philosophy. My
goal is rather to contribute to this re-
covery in order to try to overcome the
vexing perplexities of self-knowledge.

Naturally enough, the shift of pers-
pective, though, is not neutral: the
"marks" of self-knowledge very much
depend upon which epistemic stance
is adopted. Ever since Descartes, self-
knowledge has been viewed, not as the
effortful outcome of a reflection on one-
self as an agent, but as the most certain
knowledge, one to which we have a pri-
vileged access, by means of a process
of self-observation. Later criticisms of
this model of self-knowledge, which I
take here for granted, have led to a de-
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flationary account of its marks: instead
of infallibility and transparency, it has
been attributed the properties of incor-
regibility and self-intimation (Shoema-
ker, 1996), traits that are also contenti-
ous on empirical grounds, or so I will
claim. What is not generally questi-
oned is that self-knowledge is direct
(non-evidential) and immediate (non-
inferential) in a way that grants it epis-
temic authority –although it is barely
noted that these are phenomenologi-
cal properties, which, by themselves,
say nothing as to how self-knowledge
is produced; but lacking an alterna-
tive model to the self-observation one
as regards its production, it is unclear
what the grounds are for the claim of
epistemic authority of the first per-
son. My contention is that when a
proper understanding of the practical
dimension of self-knowledge is achi-
eved, its claimed status as a special
kind of knowledge loses its grip. In
my view, it is the psychological role of
self-knowledge what makes it remar-
kable, not its epistemological autho-
rity. Not its epistemic quality –a sort
of certainty-, but the way we get it and
its role in agents like us.1

To show this, I will first discuss
“constitutivism”, as a contemporary at-
tempt to go beyond the self-observation

model of production of self-knowledge,
and to move towards a practical view of
self-knowledge, but an approach still
concerned with accounting for its di-
rectness and immediacy. Next, I will
argue that self-knowledge lacks those
epistemic marks in general; it is rather
a form of reflexive knowledge, groun-
ded in the conceptual abilities acquired
in interpersonal interaction.

2.

One trend in this recent shift to a
(more) practical standpoint for self-
knowledge has been called “constitu-
tivism”. Proposed by several writers,
notably Wright and Bilgrami (Wright,
1989; 1990; Bilgrami, 1992; 1998;
2006), its main idea is to account for the
epistemic authority of self-knowledge
in terms of the conditions for rational
agency. To my lights, constitutivism
is not a satisfactory approach, though.
First, because instead of adopting the
practical stance to clarify the marks of
self-knowledge, these authors reason
the other way around; that is, accep-
ting as their starting point the claimed
marks of self-knowledge, as characte-
rized from the epistemological stance,
its aim is to try to account for these

1Cf. Cavell, M. (2006), pp.144: “We have resolved the seeming contradictions between the subjectivity demanded by self-
knowledge and the publicity demanded by self-knowledge, in distinguishing what I know from how I know it.” However, Cavell
still assumes an account of the differences in the “know” in terms of immediate vs inferential (see sec. 5). I’ll be trying to point out to
the reflexivity of self-knowledge, instead of appealing to this taken-for-granted phenomenal properties, heir to the epistemological
project that sees also a difference in the “what”. Finkelstein, D. H. (2008) also assumes the asymmetry in his defense of expressivism,
thus missing the practical dimension of self-knowledge.
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epistemic marks in terms of the prac-
tical dimension of the subject that pro-
duces them. Second, because in so
doing, although they reject the self-
observation model of self-knowledge
(in any of its guises), they fall short of
producing an alternative model of its
production from this practical perspec-
tive.

Both causes of concern are particu-
larly clear in Wright’s case. Wright de-
velops from the later Wittgenstein the
thesis that self-knowledge is not a cog-
nitive, epistemological, achievement;
he then proposes that it is constitu-
tive of the notion of intentionality and
agency that it involves self-knowledge:
both go together, because both are cen-
tral to our successful institutional prac-
tices of intentional interpretation. This
amounts, for Wright, to place the re-
ports of self-knowledge out of the scope
of public assessment, and within the
domain of the "subjective", along with
the so called "secondary qualities": as
judgement-dependent ones. To put it
boldly, it is my judging that I belief that
p that constitutes my believing that p,
just as for something to be green is just
to be experienced as green by someone.

There is a sense, to my view, in
which this proposal, despite its Witt-
gensteinian inspiration, seems to be up
to its ears involved with the subjec-
tive/objective dichotomy which Witt-
genstein himself tried to overhaul, and
which can (not surprisingly) be tracked
back to Descartes. Worse still, making

the claims of self-knowledge subject-
dependent, as opposed to the objective,
factual, ones, not only renders them
void of any epistemic value, but also
of causal import. Thus, they belong
with a scheme of interpretation of what
happens from the point of view of the
agent, even though what really occurs
may in fact be completely subject-less
or a-subjective, as you like (a move re-
miniscent of the Kantian aporia). In
other words, Wright’s proposal entails
an interpretive view of intentionality,
as extrinsic to the objective realm of the
facts.

Of course, Wright does not embrace
such a crude form of Kantianism. He
sets some ideal conditions that are re-
quired to hold for such a constitu-
tive thesis, and judgement-dependency,
to go through. Namely, it is requi-
red that the judgement be produced
with proper attention, that the sub-
ject have the concept involved in the
state, and that self-deception be ex-
cluded. His idea is that the judge-
ments of self-knowledge are constitu-
tive of the corresponding intentional
states by default, that is, unless there is
some evidence to cast doubt on them.
This is surprising because if there can
be grounds -objective, third-personal
ones- to doubt a self-ascription (that is,
grounds available as well to the sub-
ject of the self-ascription herself), then
it seems that such grounds should also
make such ascriptions right, over and
above the "grammar" of such concepts
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or the "primitivity" of the constitutive
thesis. In other words, if there were no
facts of the matter that make our jud-
gements of self-knowledge true, there
should not be such facts to make self-
deception possible either.

There is something else even more
revealing in this hedging self-deception
from the ideal conditions. Because the
evidence that may discredit a report of
self-knowledge as one of self-deception
must in principle be non-accessible
from the first-person point of view
(since if it were, it would not be a case of
self-deception, but of cynicism or bad
faith, what is not to say that it must
be non-accessible to the subject, since
it could be from an objective, third-
personal, stance, as said before), it fol-
lows that judgements of self-knowledge
cannot be viewed as authoritative tout
court: they must comply with intersub-
jective constraints; they must be ac-
ceptable, credible, likely, convincing.
Otherwise, they could be challenged,
as rationalizations or as lies. To put
it another way: what the possibility of
self-deception really shows is that the
subject has not the last word on the
issue of which intentional state he is
really in.2 Therefore, it is difficult to
accept that self-reports are judgement-

dependent, subjective, as opposed to
objective. There is a sense in which they
are intersubjective, a sense which needs
exploring. More on this later on.

In summary, Wright is concerned
with the issue of the epistemic autho-
rity of self-knowledge ascriptions, not
with the issue of the psychological role
such ascriptions may have. But his in-
terpretativist account seems to preempt
that such an issue can even arise.

3.

Bilgrami, on his turn, while sharing the
constitutive thesis with Wright, tries to
go beyond the judgement-dependency
account of the latter. So to speak, Bil-
grami is not content with simply sta-
ting the constitutive thesis as a primi-
tive fact about intentionality, and sets
forth the task to explain such a fact.
For this goal he recruits Strawson’s clas-
sic strategy on the issue of freedom vs.
determinism (Strawson, 1962): just as
freedom must be presupposed for our
practices of moral evaluation to make
sense, because they amount to holding
each other responsible, Bilgrami adds
that authoritative self-knowledge must
equally be presupposed since to be res-

2Wright could point out that Wittgenstein already distinguished between two ways in which a report can be untrue: being false
and being deceitful or insincere, while self-reports can only be untrue in the second sense. Two comments are due on this. First,
after demolishing the self-observation model of self-knowledge, Wittgenstein suggested an expressive view of self-reports, which
makes some sense for qualitative states like pain, but none at all for intentional states, as Wright’s proposal reflects (the expressive
view is absent in his proposal). Second, and more important, Wittgenstein paid attention zero to self-deception, a kind of "contradic-
tion in terminis" for him, given his expressive view. Accepting self-deception amounts to accepting both senses of being untrue for
self-reports.
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ponsible for something we do, we have
to "know what we are doing", and to
know what we are doing, "we must, in
general, know our beliefs and desires;
and our intentions, because it is these
states which bring about and explain
our doings." (Bilgrami, 1992, p. 250).

Although Bilgrami’s design seems to
face the point about the risk of causal
irrelevance I raised as to Wright’s ac-
count, there are two aspects of this pro-
posal that require commentary. First,
that its wording is in the present tense,
as if the scope of self-knowledge redu-
ced to currently held states. This is
surprising because, on the one hand,
were to be so understood, the scope of
self-knowledge would conflict with the
appeal to the structure of agent respon-
sibility, which clearly extends beyond
what one is currently doing. Agent
responsibility makes sense for tempo-
rally extended subjects, for whom even
counterfactual situations matter (“I
wish I had not tried to convince her...”).
It is not clear to me that Bilgrami’s ver-
sion of the constitutive thesis could be
spread out so as to include past mental
states, given that nobody claims that
memory is infallible, self-intimating,
incorrigible or authoritative, and gi-
ven the well-known fact that autobio-
graphical memory works like a narrator
trying to make sense of the past, thus
ignoring some events, adding others,

embellishing the whole3. Moreover, it
is worth noting that such self-reports
about one’s past mental states show the
same directness and immediacy as the
ones about current states. One is led
to wonder whether Bilgrami, as Wright,
in trying to account for the epistemic
authority of self-knowledge, have fai-
led to address the full domain of self-
knowledge judgements, and have res-
tricted to the sub-part that is claimed
to exhibit a privileged epistemic condi-
tion.

On the other hand, the present tense
wording not only suggests that the
constitutive thesis applies only to cur-
rent mental states, but it also further
entails that the proper way to conceive
of them is as occurrent states, not as
dispositional ones. In other words, it
comes close to the idea –defended by
those who conceive the mind as self-
intimating– that such states are intrin-
sically conscious. This is what the ap-
peal to knowing what we are doing,
and for which reason, seems to entail.
Again, this is problematic. To articulate
the problem in Bilgrami’s own way to
make his proposal, it is not just current,
conscious mental states that are pre-
supposed to be accessible in our practi-
ces of moral evaluation, social accoun-
tability and personal responsibility, but
also habits, tendencies, character fea-
tures, virtues, personal motives, deeply

3See Cohen (1996) as a survey of evidence that shows the lack of reliability of eyewitness testimony, flashbulb memory, and
autobiographical memory.
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entrenched beliefs, values, life-long in-
tentions, vital goals...: many kinds of
in fact dispositional traits, including, of
course, intentions. For many of these
states, the claim of epistemic authority
makes no sense.

Finally, although Bilgrami –in con-
trast with Wright– clearly defuses an
interpretive stance on the intentional,
explicitly assuming it to have an ex-
planatory and causal dimension, his
argument also misses the point about
self-deception, but in a complementary
way. For his point about the necessary
connection between self-knowledge
and responsibility would equally hold
for agents whose self-knowledge jud-
gements were always self-deceptive,
whose intentional attributions were no
more than rationalizations; that is, false
to the facts. Indeed, he tries to avoid
this consequence by assuming that in
self-deception the subject holds both
beliefs, that p and that not p, so at le-
ast she is right on one of them. But
this view of self-deception does not fare
well with what is known about our con-
fabulatory capacities (Hirstein, 2006;
2009; Gomila, 2007), our making up
of rationalizations on the spot, a phe-
nomenon that doesn’t square well with
the dispositional nature of the “false”
beliefs; it rather suggests that they are
“made up” right away, given the context
and the dialogical demands. His ver-
sion of the constitutive thesis, hence, ig-
nores the possibility that a subject may
be mostly blind to her real intentions

and motives (as it may happen in de-
lusions –importantly for our purposes,
it would be shallow, to say the least, to
understand them as beliefs that happen
to be false: they exhibit the sort of prac-
tical involvement characteristic of self-
knowledge, its psychological mark).

To close these two sections, then, let
me sum up what we have got from our
examination of Wright’s and Bilgrami’s
initial efforts at placing self-knowledge
in a practical perspective. First, both
adopt such a stance while trying to ac-
count for the marks of self-knowledge
attributed from the epistemic stand-
point. But, as I have tried to argue, in
so doing they introduce some grounds
to doubt that self-knowledge even re-
tains the deflationary marks that they
take for granted (namely, first-person
authority, a sort of privileged access).
The possibility of self-deception and of
self-knowledge about one’s past men-
tal states and dispositional mental sta-
tes cast doubt on the traditionally as-
sumed epistemic authority of the first
person –it rather seems to be a dialo-
gical authority, an “speaker” authority
that can be challenged at any moment.
Second, neither of them has explored
deeply enough the practical stance on
self-knowledge to look for a model of
self-knowledge that pays proper atten-
tion to the psychological role of self-
knowledge: its potential to change the
subject’s attitudes or identity. The mo-
ral of the first point is that we should
try to understand self-knowledge for its
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own sake, not from the point of view of
its (contentious) privileged epistemic
status, especially when we are suppo-
sed to have given up on the Cartesian
foundationalist project, while looking
for an account of its phenomenological
attributes, immediacy and directness.
The moral of the second point is that
a practical approach to self-knowledge
may provide the key to make progress
in these respects, in shedding light on
the role of self-knowledge in the struc-
ture of intentional agents like us. At
bottom, it may well turn out that self-
knowledge is to be seen along with,
rather in opposition to, to our kno-
wledge of other minds.4 I will just sug-
gest at the end a reading of the Greek
dictum "Gnothi sauthon" as entailing
that the way to find out about the dis-
positional states that conform what we
do is through our (intentional) interac-
tion with others. We become able at
self-knowledge as we become able to
understand others.5

4.

The first moral confronts a very long
tradition of thought, one that is easily
confused with common sense, or even
worse, obviousness: that we are autho-

ritative about our own mental states.
The hints I’ve provided for doubting
that we are, are barely convincing in
themselves, for sure, so it is pressing to
make this claim credible. Thus, I would
like to explore in more detail the issue
in this section.

The first thing to realize, as alre-
ady anticipated, is that views of self-
knowledge such as the ones discus-
sed above (as well as the ones that,
while still within the epistemic appro-
ach, share the Wittgensteinian spirit,
such as Burge’s and Davidson’s), gain
their initial plausibility from an inad-
vertent framing of the scope of self-
knowledge to occurrent mental states,
or more precisely, to avowals, their self-
attribution. It could be claimed that it
is just these states that we are autho-
ritative about (because of how second-
order states are produced, or because of
the constitutive thesis or whatever), but
such a claim would be insufficient on
two counts: first, because this authority
is contentious (given not just the pos-
sibility of self-deception, but also the
psychological literature on the (lack of)
reliability of self-reports or avowals);
second, because it frames the scope
of self-knowledge too restrictively, le-
aving aside other judgements, equally
direct and immediate, about one’s past

4Notice that, historically, those approaches that have privileged the first-person point of view have encountered a deep "pro-
blem of other minds" (rather than "of other’s minds"), while those that adopt a third-personal point of view are led to struggle with
the problem of self-knowledge. We are advocating a symmetrical epistemological standpoint and contend that the asymmetry is
functional.

5In fact, the psychological evidence points out that the so-called "theory of mind" is a unitary competence, that the same concepts
are deployed both in self-attribution and other-attribution. See, for instance, Gopnik, A. Meltzoff, A.N. (1994).
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or future-directed mental states, whose
epistemic marks are clearly not equally
privileged.6

But it is when we turn to non-
ocurrent, dispositional, mental states,
that the standard view of first-person
authority is clearly called into ques-
tion. Let me remind, first of all, that
it was precisely the acceptance of such
unconscious states, due to empirical re-
asons, that cast into trouble the Car-
tesian transparency thesis about the
mind, as well as the infallibility the-
sis, and forced the retreat to the in-
corrigibility and self-intimation theses.
Unfortunately, the debate about self-
knowledge instigated by the challenge
set from the externalist view of con-
tent has tended to ignore this fact. Of
course, it is a very difficult issue how to
conceive of mental states such that they
can be both occurrent and dispositio-
nal. But it is clearly wrong to say that
they cannot be both, and to set them
apart in terms of conscious awareness,
the occurrent ones being self-conscious
by definition.

Thus, for instance, it has been con-
tended that we have to distinguish
between self-consciousness and self-
knowledge (Tugendhat, 1990). But
doing so is a way of accepting the dif-

ferent remarks I have been making,
thus implying that the current debate
on self-knowledge went wrong just ter-
minologically, being self-conscious re-
ports, which are epistemically privile-
ged, but conceding the point on dis-
positional states and the lack of any
epistemological relevance of the self-
knowledge of these states7. The cost of
so doing, however, is to establish a gap
between occurrent and dispositional in-
tentional states, so that the latter fall
beyond the scope of self-consciousness.
I take it that the cost is to high to pay:
I can only be self-conscious of a desire
to travel to the moon as long as it is an
occurrent, active, one –just as I can only
be self-conscious of a pain as long as the
pain is felt–.

Another way to make the same point
is by considering how to make sense
of third-personal self-consciousness
from this restrictive standpoint (Eilan,
1995). This is something usual among
politicians and football-players. Ins-
tead of saying "I think...", "I want...",
...they rather say "Obama thinks..."
(said by Obama), "Messi wants..." (said
by Messi). Given that the epistemic cre-
dentials of such statements are assu-
med to differ from those of the "I-" ones,
are we to conclude that they are not

6Or, even, for that, matter, about one’s bodily states, s Evans (1982) pointed out.
7Moran (2001) does something similar, in restricting epistemic authority just to what he calls “avowals”, a small subset of self-

attributions that constitute self-knowledge.
8It is a different question that the "I"-judgement exhibit an epistemic trait called, after Wittgenstein, "immunity to error through

misidentification" (See Evans, op. cit.). As it has become clear, this trait is a by-product of the semantic value of "I" as a minimally
identificatory indexical. It has nothing to do with the certainty or evidence of the content of the judgment. In fact, Wittgenstein
pointed to this trait as the cause of the illusion of a metaphysical self. See Gomila, A. (1999).
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self-conscious? Are they cases in which
the speaker lacks privileged access, or
even authority, to his own sayings?8

The distinction between self-
consciousness and self-knowledge,
once we give up on the foundationalist
project in epistemology and its search
for certainty in consciousness, turns out
to be an ad hoc dichotomy, a move set to
stick to the epistemic privilege thesis, a
kind of prejudice when taken apart of
the package to which it belonged.

5.

Once self-knowledge is discharged of
its traditional epistemic, foundatio-
nalist, burden, we still need to ac-
count for its phenomenological featu-
res: directness and immediacy, its non-
inferential, non-evidential, character,
the asymmetry with mental attribu-
tion to others. We need to find an al-
ternative model to the self-observation
one, as well as an account of the
practical consequences that “realizing
who I am” may have. It is tempting,
though, to interpret these marks in still
epistemic terms, as signs of its spe-
cial mode of production and justifica-
tion, and henceforth, as establishing a
gap between self-knowledge and kno-
wledge of others’ minds. Thus, for ins-
tance, Boghossian says:

[there appears to be] a pro-
found asymmetry between the

way in which I know my own
thoughts and the way in which
I may know the thoughts of
others. The difference turns not
on the epistemic status of the
respective beliefs, but on the
manner in which they are ar-
rived at, or justified. In the case
of others, I have no choice but
to infer what they think from
observations about what they
do or say. In my own case, by
contrast, inference is neither re-
quired nor relevant.” (Boghos-
sian, 1989)

Boghossian contends that the pro-
blem of self-knowledge –in contrast to
the problem of other’s knowledge- is
that only the first is direct and imme-
diate, while the second is inferential. If
we are looking for an account of the
psychological role of self-knowledge,
this difference may appear as an attrac-
tive idea. Maybe self-knowledge is not
epistemically privileged, but its pro-
duced differently, in such a way that
this “direct and immediate” mode of
production has to do with its practical
import. However, I’m going to argue
that this way to formulate the problem
is misleading, since at the personal le-
vel the attribution to others is as non-
inferential as self-attribution.

To begin with, I completely agree
that we are not consciously aware of
any inference to find out what our men-
tal states are, but for that matter, we
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are not aware of any inference as re-
gards to memory, vision, or to language
comprehension, for example: we do not
hear noises and then infer what they
mean; the experience is that of unders-
tanding them directly. Of course, Cog-
nitive Science has made plausible, theo-
retically plausible, that all these mental
capacities – memory, vision, language
comprehension, recognition of emoti-
ons... – are sustained by unconscious
computational processes which involve
transformation of informational struc-
tures (or patterns of activations in con-
nectionist networks, or trajectories in
the space-state of dynamic fields, make
your pick). The debate on Gibson’s "di-
rect perception" theory solved satisfac-
torily this question, to my lights: we
see (perceptual) patterns in a robust,
immediate, way (what was latter ter-
med "modular" by Fodor), that could be
called "direct" even though it involves
some kind of processing. This view of
perception makes possible that we can
“directly and immediately” perceive as-
pects of our environment, through the
mediation of subpersonal processes we
do not experience. This view departs
from an empiricism view of the mind,
though, because empiricism conceives
of perceptions as the outcome of a cons-
tructivist process; they are built out of
sensations or impressions, which are
the units which enjoy such directness

and immediacy, and play the role of in-
termediate steps in an inferential pro-
cess at the personal level. This view is
to be resisted: at the personal level, we
directly and immediately perceive the
world. “Directness and immediacy”
are not the marks of subjective states,
but of our objective experience of the
world.

On the other hand, immediacy and
directness are also marks of our every-
day attributions of mental states to
other people with whom we interact
face to face. We do not work, as beha-
viourists imagined, by getting first all
the movements in detail, to infer la-
ter what’s in the black box (through a
theory or through analogical projection
of our own inferences) (Gomila, 2001).
Our experience is that of directly per-
ceiving the emotions, intentions, and
sometimes epistemic states (not just ob-
jects, movement, or spatial relations) of
others. In other papers, I have called
this the standpoint of the second per-
son, which we adopt in face-to-face in-
teraction, and which works in an im-
plicit, practical, way (Gomila, 2002;
2007).9 Again, this is not to deny that
this experience is mediated at a subper-
sonal level.

Therefore, Boghossian is doubly
wrong: it is not true that the thoughts
of others are always known through an
inferential process at the personal level,

9The notion of a “second person” of intentional attribution has become popular in recent years, in a variety of versions. See Gal-
lagher (2001), De Jaegher & di Paolo (2008), Butterfill (2012), Schilbach et al. (2013), Roessler (2014), Gomila y Pérez (2017), Gomila
y Pérez (2018), Pérez y Gomila (2018), and Pérez & Gomila (2021).
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and it is not true that self-knowledge
proceeds without any grounds, just as
a “given”. Once the empiricist view of
perception is given up, the epistemic
asymmetry also disappears. The only
difference is functional: the informa-
tion drawn upon concerns oneself in
the case of self-knowledge, because it is
about oneself; but this does not mean
that there is no perceptual channel is
involved. Besides, since it is about one-
self, its role in the production of beha-
vior is obviously different from kno-
wledge about another, but in both cases
the attribution is of practical interest,
and in both cases, it has a “dialogical”
authority: it can be challenged in the
interaction.

Of course, I am not denying that
an objective, third-personal, detached,
theoretically mediated, wholly inferen-
tial, stance can be adopted towards
other people. This is what a cognitive
scientist, or a psychologist, tries to do,
to get a theoretically grounded account
of the minds of other people. But such
an approach can also be taken towards
oneself. What I am saying is that, as
regards face to face, everyday, interac-
tions, this is not the attitude we adopt
by default. What we adopt is what I
have called "a second-person" point of
view, not a third-personal one. I take
it that something similar is already im-
plicit in Hume’s Treatise. Hume raises
the question of the justification of emo-
tional attributions, on the grounds of
analogical or inductive inferences, in

the Third Part of the Treatise, while in
the Second he simply presents the na-
tural phenomena of emotional interac-
tion. "The minds of men are mirror to
one another", says Hume, in what it se-
ems to me a graphical way to push this
"second person" stance.

The point of this section, then, is
to oppose the last resort to keep at-
tributing epistemic relevance to self-
knowledge through retaining a pheno-
menological asymmetry between self-
knowledge and "knowledge of other
minds". The branches of Descartes’ tree
have spreaded a lot, and it is easy to get
entangled in them, even for people who
claim to refuse the Cartesian roots and
trunk.

6.

Our challenge, then, is to account for
how self-knowledge is produced, as
a cognitive achievement, in order to
explain its practical import, without
relying on the standard idea that this
“mode of production” is somewhat
mysterious because of its phenomeno-
logy. I’m not going to be able to de-
velop such an account in full here, but
I’ll try to provide the basics. It seems
to me that the right strategy is to con-
sider self-knowledge as any other area
of cognition. In this regard, it seems
to me that self-knowledge structurally
depends upon two basic components:
a phenomenological self-model (Met-
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zinger, 2003; Gallagher, 2005), and the
conceptual capacity to adopt a reflexive
point of view towards oneself. Let’s
consider them in turn.

This second notion, that self-
knowledge involves a reflexive attitude,
which involves the deployment of a
set of mental concepts, makes clear
the role of the second person point of
view in providing the opportunities for
mastering these concepts. Mental con-
cepts are acquired in and through in-
tersubjective interaction (Pérez, 2013),
which provides broader opportunities
for grasping the complexities of mental
life by making information contingent
upon oneself (Butterfill, 2012). In other
words, the second-person point of view
is the starting point of mental develop-
ment, and it provides the conceptual
network to be deployed towards one-
self. In self-knowledge, one confronts
oneself as another, by mastering how
other’s reactions to one’s expressive and
intentional behavior help one to un-
derstand oneself. The concepts gained
in the context of social interaction can
be later on deployed in making sense of
oneself, by reflecting on the meaning of
one’s dispositions and reactions.

But, of course, self-knowledge does
not depend upon looking to anybody,
nor in looking to one’s face in a mir-
ror. It is based on our subjective ex-
perience, our “phenomenological self”
(Metzinger, 2003; Gallagher, 2005), on
the particular kind of bodily system we
happen to be, with inner senses that

make one aware of one’s inner wor-
kings. This self-awareness is organi-
zed at least at two levels: at an eco-
logical level and at a relational level,
that are captured by “the ecological
self” and the “interpersonal self” (Neis-
ser, 1997). The ecological self-concerns
one’s bodily awareness, and it shows
up in our experiences of initiating ac-
tion, of being the author of change, as
well as the owner of the body that goes
through such a change, and as invol-
ved in self-regulation. The interper-
sonal self-concerns the experiences of
intersubjective interaction. Both are
preconceptual experiences, that reflec-
tion may articulate in conceptual terms,
once the required mental concepts are
acquired through intersubjective inte-
raction. But their deployment requires
an effort to make sense of one’s experi-
ence, just as in interaction one tries to
make sense of another’s behavior.

Let me illustrate with one example
how this double structure works in pro-
ducing self-knowledge, in the particu-
lar case of the reactive attitudes –such
as resentment, or guilt, blame, embar-
rassment.... These emotions involve an
assessment of the relationship between
me and somebody else, in regard to so-
mething I did to them, or the other way
around. This assessment is implicitly
grounded in a norm or value, but do-
esn’t require an explicit judgement, the
valuing is implicit in the emotional re-
action. By internalizing the point of
view of the other (through a dialogical
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structure, I would say), I may come to
realize that my feeling guilty for what
I did –that is, making conceptually ar-
ticulated and explicit an emotion that
involves the relational self-, I come to
understand those values that move me,
I realize why I did what I did. In so
doing, I put myself in the position to
try to change my attitudes –maybe by
being less prone to feeling shame, or by
questioning the correction of such a re-
action in some circumstances. I apply
my conceptual abilities to the experi-
ential, pre-reflexive, level of my mental
life. Through such a reflexive attitude I
also display the narrative schemas that
allow me to make sense, not just of
a situation/reaction, but of robust re-
cursive patterns of action and reaction,
providing a narrative of temporal con-
tinuity.

The moral of this approach is that we
acquire the capacity for self-knowledge
as we acquire the capacity to unders-
tand others and apply this conceptual
capacities to our proprioceptive and re-
lational experiences. This “phenome-
nal self” provides the preconceptual
background for conceptual reflexion.
In this way, we can account for the idea
of intersubjective constraints on "sub-
jective" reports: of rationality, consis-
tency, identity (along time), etc. in so
far as they are internalized with the
development of self-knowledge. Self-
knowledge is therefore not foundati-
onal, but revisable as any other form
of knowledge. First-person authority

turns out to be a kind of discursive
authority. Moreover, it implies the
possibility that sometimes, others may
know better than oneself what one re-
ally wants, feels, intends –this discur-
sive authority may be challenged. As
a matter of fact, some subjects may
barely exercise this capacity for self-
knowledge; there is also room for dis-
crepancies among subjects: some may
be more reliable than others in their
self-reflective practices.

It might be thought that the sugges-
ted structure is in fact a new version
of the internal self-observation model,
in that self-knowledge depends upon
deploying concepts acquired in inte-
raction to this bodily phenomenology
which appears to be independently gi-
ven. But this is not the thrust of the pro-
posal. Self-knowledge of self-conscious
emotions is not a matter of just looking
inside (inside what? to what?) and re-
ading or looking (in which code?). It
is rather a matter of making explicit
what is implicit in the reactive attitudes
themselves, through the adoption of the
reflexive attitude: taking oneself as an
agent, in contrast to others, to make
sense of what one experiences: dis-
positional states, not occurrent, ones,
that just show up, expressively. The
"marks" of self-knowledge, therefore,
directness and immediacy, would result
from this effort at self-understanding,
this aiming at controlling the forces
that determine our actions, in virtue
that it is our own behavior that we are

64 Revista de Filosofia Moderna e Contemporânea, Brasília, v.9, n.1, abr. 2021, p. 51-67
ISSN: 2317-9570



REALIZING WHO I AM

dealing with. It is my action that I try
to shed light on, so that what I judge
about myself directly and immediately
influences it. Life experience (the com-
mon sense notion of experience, not the
empiricist one), interaction with others,
etc. turn out to be preconditions to ac-
quire this capacity, this ability to deal
with oneself.10

This approach also makes clear that
self-knowledge is a cognitive achieve-
ment: one may very well get oneself
wrong, this is a common experience.
Moreover, it is just agents with complex
cognitive skills that are able to exhibit
this competence. But I would rather in-
sist that it is a cognitive achievement
of practical, not theoretical, import. In
other words, the "knowledge" in self-
knowledge, is to be understood as wis-
dom, not as science. Self-knowledge
is for a better life, not for quenching
intellectual curiosity (Moran, 2001).
This practical dimension makes it the
case that what we grasp about oursel-
ves adds up to the process of delibe-
ration and decision. The idea here is
that the self-knowledge reached by re-
flection also becomes part of conside-
rations the agent has to consider in her
action, besides her other motivational
states. Thus, in contrast to constitu-
tivism, this account of self-knowledge
accounts for the fact that it can be reve-
latory, a sort of discovery, of realization,

that may bring about changes in how
one behaves, which goals one pursues.
This is especially relevant when we, as
agents, face a conflict, and have mixed,
ambiguous, feelings about a situation,
etc. Realizing that this is so can set-
tle the stage for overcoming the conflict
–or for living it with despair.

7.

The Greek dictum "Know yourself", to
sum up, points out to this role of reflec-
tion in the structure of action in agents
like us. It is not, as I understand Bil-
grami, that self-knowledge is a condi-
tion of possibility of being an agent;
there can be different ways of being
an agent, variable in their degree of
functional integration and coherence,
of akrasia and self-deception, of higher-
level control. Thus, I would prefer to
say that different degrees of responsibi-
lity for oneself are possible, depending
on the degree of self-knowledge. Self-
knowledge can’t be taken for granted
as a condition of possibility of agency;
agency is possible without it –just as
massive self-deception is a possibility,
or delusions. Deep motives and objec-
tive needs and interests, the values and
norms implicitly involved in the “re-
active attitudes”, the ambiguous emo-
tions they can give rise to when they

10Thus, the approach is not to be confused either with purely theoretical, third-personal, view of the mind, such as Carruthers
(2011), which overlooks the practical dimension of self-knowledge.
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enter into conflict; life-long intentions
and goals, virtues and character, etc.
are all cases where self-knowledge can
make a difference in practical terms,
but it cannot be taken for granted. They
are dispositional states of which we are
implicitly self-aware through the “in-
terpersonal self”, that we can make ex-
plicit through reflection. Realizing that
they drive our life is the key to modu-
late them, to take responsibility of them
(but not easily self-control them –that’s
again difficult, an achievement, not a

condition of possibility of agency). But
it is this complex web of intentional,
dispositional, states and relations, cau-
sally active in the production of action,
that constitutes our identity as agents
in the long run, in opposition to tran-
sient and cursory volitional and episte-
mic states, so that one has a say in what
kind of person one wants to be, through
the reflexive attitude that ponders rea-
sons, solves motivational conflicts, as-
sesses courses of action and ways of
life.11
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