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Abstract 

The theme of this dissertation is self-consciousness, understood as the ability to think 

thoughts with de se content (i.e., thoughts about oneself as oneself). Specifically, I am 

interested in the idea that we can, in some way, perceive or experience ourselves, qua 

subject of conscious experience. In this thesis, I present a series of four papers that 

examine specific concerns and claims regarding the topic of self-perception, construed 

in this way.  

Setting it apart from the other essays in the collection, the first paper (Ch. 2) focuses 

on a conceptual and reflective form of self-conscious thought. Here, I present a novel 

criticism of a highly influential argument against the claim that introspection is a form 

of perception or quasi-perception. I argue that the connection between a person’s 

belief and their knowledge of that belief is contingent, leaving open the possibility of 

a perception-based model of introspection.  

The remaining papers in the collection focus on pre-reflective forms of self-

consciousness, which are thought to underpin the more complex ability to think 

thoughts with de se content. The second paper (Ch. 3) addresses the claim that the self 

is represented implicitly as an “unarticulated constituent” in the content of perception. 

While the notion of an unarticulated constituent is well established in philosophy of 

language and linguistics, I show that the notion is unconvincing at the level of 

perception.  

The last two papers take up the idea that pre-reflective self-consciousness involves 

non-conceptual self-representation in experience. The third paper (Ch. 4) addresses 

the claim that visual experience is self-locating. Rather than arguing directly against 

this claim, I reject the most plausible explicit argument in favour of self-locating visual 

experience. In the final paper (Ch. 5), I offer a fresh alternative account of what 

grounds self-locating judgments, based on non-sensory agential experience, and 

defend the view that agent’s awareness is required for a normal, unified perceptual 

perspective on the world. 

Ultimately, I argue against the claim self-awareness should be understood as a type of 

self-perception. Taken together, the arguments of this thesis further the debate 

concerning the question of what grounds fully conceptual self-conscious thought by 

addressing the representational structure of visual perception and its connection to 

bodily and agential awareness. My work additionally provides a new perspective on 

existing debates about the nature of self-awareness, introspection, and perception. 
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Chapter 1  

General Introduction 

 

1.1. Self-consciousness and Self-Experience 

The broad theoretical focus of this dissertation is self-consciousness (or, alternatively, 

self-awareness) understood as the ability to think thoughts with de se contents, that is, 

thoughts about oneself as oneself. Rather than there being one particular “problem of 

self-consciousness” the topic is a tricky tangle of philosophical concerns. There are 

many interesting metaphysical and epistemological questions that I do not address in 

this thesis, such as what sort of thing is a self and what kinds of knowledge are obtained 

via self-consciousness. There are also questions regarding, for instance, the 

relationship between self-consciousness and consciousness, and the relationship 

between self-consciousness and our conception of an objective world populated with 

other objects and other selves. But the fundamental query underlying this thesis is this: 

How is it that we are justified in using the first-person in self-ascriptions? More 

specifically, can we usefully construe self-awareness as a form of self-perception. 

I present a series of four papers that address specific issues and claims regarding the 

various ways in which the self might be perceived. Along these lines, one view 

proposes that there is a perceptual (or quasi-perceptual) introspective awareness of the 

self as an object of experience. In the first paper (Ch. 2), I closely examine a highly 

influential argument against this claim, pointing out that the argument rests on a false 

assumption. Contrasting this view, another model posits a “pre-reflective” form of 

self-consciousness, which does not involve the awareness of the self as an object. In 

the second paper (Ch. 3), I question a foundational assumption in the philosophy of 

mind: a well-regarded theoretical device known as “unarticulated constituents”. In the 
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third paper (Ch. 4), I explore the claim that visual experience grounds self-locating 

judgements in virtue of being perspectival, before developing an alternative account 

of self-locating judgement that relies on a basic and pre-reflective awareness of oneself 

as an agent in the final paper (Ch. 5). The views I have focused on are, of course, not 

the only approaches (possible or actual) to self-consciousness and self-perception.1 

However, rather than provide a broad survey of the field, I have focused on areas I 

take to have the potential for interesting and original development.  

This dissertation rejects the claim that sensory experiences can have first-person 

contents. That is, I argue against the claim that first-person thought is grounded in the 

content of perceptual experience: Strictly speaking, what one perceives as being at the 

centre of perceptual space (space as it is presented in experience) is not the self but 

rather one’s body. Instead, I argue that non-sensory agent’s awareness – understood 

as a type of pre-reflective self-awareness – grounds more complex forms of self-

consciousness. However, I also argue for a tight interdependence between agent’s 

awareness and perceptual experience, such that agent’s awareness is fundamental to 

our egocentric experience of the spatial environment. As such, perceptual information 

grounds certain uses of the first-person, namely, self-locating judgements, but only by 

virtue of its relationship with agent’s awareness. The upshot of these claims is that a 

unified experience of the spatial world requires a basic form of self-awareness and 

grounds self-locating judgements in virtue of a grasp of the actions available to one 

based on what one perceives. 

 

1 For example, some philosophers hold that a distinctive “sense of ownership” accompanies 

various forms of experience, which provides the subject with an awareness of their states 

as their own (De Vignemont, 2007; Dokic, 2003; Marcel, 2003; Tsakiris, 2010; Zahavi, 2008, 

Chapter 5; Zahavi & Kriegel, 2015). However, I only briefly touch on this issue in Chapter 5 

of this thesis, where I defend a deflationary view of bodily ownership. 
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Although I try – as far as possible – to remain neutral regarding metaphysical and 

epistemological theories of selfhood and self-consciousness, many of these issues are 

naturally interwoven. For example, the very idea that bodily awareness is a form of 

self-perception stems from the metaphysical claim that we are “in fact such physical 

entities as human animals”, which makes it natural to “suggest that the kind of 

awareness each of us has of his or her own body will thereby be a form of self-

observation” (Martin, 1997, p.129). Nevertheless, I try to remain focused on the task 

I have set myself, avoiding related but separate problems regarding the metaphysics 

and epistemology of self-consciousness.  

There are several assumptions that I make from the outset. While a full justification 

for these assumptions goes well beyond the scope of the project, I do my best to be 

clear about which claims I am taking for granted. Many terminological issues will be 

cleared up along the way, though as a starting point when I say I am interested in the 

claim that the self “shows up” in experience, I mean that I am interested in whether 

the self can be identified in some aspect of phenomenal consciousness – the “what-

it’s-like” of mentality. I do not address the idea that sub-personal perceptual states 

carry self-related or self-referring information.  

My work also presupposes that experiences are conscious mental states with 

representational content and phenomenal character, which cannot vary independently 

of one another. However, I do not mean to commit myself to any particular view of 

the metaphysics of perception; an “Intentionalist” or “Representationalist” theory of 

perceptual content is assumed merely as a matter of convenience and simplicity. The 

Naïve Realist must also make sense of the issues discussed in this thesis, though 

without reference to representational content. Furthermore, while each paper starts 

from the assumption that there is a type of pre-reflective, non-conceptual self-

consciousness, I shall spend some time motivating this idea in the first half of the 
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introduction because it is helpful in appreciating both the importance and the 

theoretical context of this thesis. Only in the final substantive chapter of the thesis 

(Ch. 5) do I offer a positive view on what form this type of non-conceptual self-

awareness should take. 

This introductory chapter maps the intellectual landscape surrounding the topic of 

self-consciousness in experience and identifies where this thesis makes its original 

contribution. It is divided into three sections. The first section provides a very brief 

sketch of the more influential claims and ideas that emerged during earlier debates 

about the nature of self-consciousness and have motivated modern discussions, while 

the second gives an overview of relevant contemporary thinking. The final section ties 

together the individual papers and highlights how the manuscript challenges well-

regarded concepts and arguments in the existing literature and provides novel insights.  

 

1.2. Traditional Accounts of Self-Consciousness 

In philosophical discussions, being self-conscious is taken to entail an ability to think 

about oneself as oneself. That is, self-consciousness involves thinking thoughts about 

oneself with an awareness that it is oneself that one is thinking about. I am interested 

in a minimal form of self-awareness that can be understood in terms of the self 

“showing up” in experience – that is, in terms of perceiving or quasi-perceiving the 

self – which arguably grounds more complex forms of self-conscious thought. An 

influential contemporary proposal is that there exists a type of pre-reflective self-

consciousness, which underpins the more complex ability to think thoughts with de 

se content. This primitive type of self-consciousness is “pre-reflective” in the sense that 

it is an implicit awareness that a subject can have without the need to reflect on their 

own experience: it is a first-order awareness, as opposed to a higher-order, explicit 

awareness of oneself. 
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Despite an emerging consensus that there exists such a thing as pre-reflective self-

consciousness, there is wide disagreement about how to understand such a notion. For 

one thing, from the phenomenological point of view, it seems that there is no part of 

our conscious experience that we can readily identify as being “I”, “me”, or “self”, so 

there are fundamental questions regarding how to understand the notion of pre-

reflective self-consciousness. Until we settle on a definition of pre-reflective self-

consciousness it will be difficult to investigate and understand the theoretical and 

practical implications such a notion might have. In addition to questions relating to 

our understanding of the self, the discussion here has implications for questions about 

the architecture of the mind and consciousness, more broadly, as well as more 

traditional questions about self-knowledge and personhood.  

The aim of this section is to provide some understanding of the problems that 

motivate modern ideas about the nature of self-consciousness in experience, which 

will be the focus of this thesis. I briefly map out some traditional approaches to 

explaining self-consciousness and elucidate how these accounts have led to a growing 

interest in a basic type of “pre-reflective” self-awareness thought to underlie higher, or 

more complex, forms of self-conscious thought.  

1.2.1. Early Discussions of Self-Consciousness: A brief tour 

There have been wide-ranging discussions about the nature of self-consciousness 

throughout the history of philosophical thinking. In particular, there have been 

important discussions about the relationship between self-awareness and other aspects 

of conscious experience, such as sense perception and bodily awareness. For example, 

Aristotle is typically interpreted as claiming that in perceiving the objects in their 

environment, a subject must be aware of their own existence (Aristotle, De 

Sensu 7.448a; cited Smith, 2017). That is, that self-consciousness is derivative upon 

awareness of non-mental objects (Black, 2008). On this view, self-awareness is 
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construed as an act parallel to the understanding of other things: the object of self-

consciousness is the thinking, rather than the “self as a bare subject” (Black, 2008, p.67; 

emphasis in original). This is somewhat suggestive of the view that consciousness 

entails self-consciousness and, although different, might be read as an early antecedent 

to ideas about so-called “perspectival self-consciousness” (Hurley, 1998).  

Later, in the 4th and 5th centuries, a view emerges that self-awareness requires no 

awareness of outer things. Augustine, for example, writes that the mind “gains the 

knowledge of [itself] through itself” by being present to itself (On the Trinity 9.3; see 

also Matthews, 1992 and Cary, 2000). Similarly, Avicenna’s famous (11th century) 

“Flying Man” thought experiment is an argument to the conclusion that the human 

soul is aware of itself in the absence of sensory and bodily awareness. This argument 

supposedly shows that a newly created person floating in a void, without access to any 

sensory information, would be self-aware. Hence – according to this argument – self-

awareness cannot be construed as sensory awareness of a bodily thing. In short, the 

flying man argument denies that the bodily self is perceptible.2 According to Black 

(2008), Avicenna might even be interpreted as recognizing a form of primitive self-

awareness and therefore as a forerunner of modern ideas regarding pre-reflective self-

awareness.  

These early views on self-awareness are indicative of the important debates happening 

in the ancient and early medieval period; there is a question about whether 

consciousness entails self-consciousness and, relatedly, whether self-awareness can be 

understood as sensory in nature. These concerns are still the focus of lively debate and 

form overarching themes of this thesis (particularly in the case of the latter question). 

 

2 Though the “Flying Man” argument is arguably consistent with the claim that there is an 

inner-perceptual awareness of a non-bodily soul. 
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For instance, a variation on the flying man argument is found in Anscombe’s (1981) 

work and still plays an important role for anyone who thinks that self-awareness and 

perceptual awareness are distinct (see, e.g., O’Brien, 2007). 

During the early modern period, the agenda regarding self-consciousness was largely 

set by Descartes. Though his concerns were primarily epistemological (how we acquire 

knowledge), they span both metaphysical (or ontological) and phenomenological 

aspects of the self: That is, what sort of thing is a self and what is the nature of our 

experience of ourselves? The propositions “I am thinking” and “I exist” are at the 

heart of Descartes epistemological project and are based on phenomenological 

insights. The conclusion to his famous argument, the cogito (as it has become known), 

is that the self is a purely mental entity: “I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is 

put forward by me or conceived in my mind”  (1941/1998, p. 80).3 For Descartes, self-

consciousness is thought of in terms of a subject reflecting on itself as an intentional 

object of perception or introspection. The Cartesian pure ego is wholly distinct from 

the body with which the ego is contingently bound-up: In being aware of my body, I 

am not aware of it as “me” but rather as belonging to me (i.e., mine).4 Nevertheless, for 

Descartes, if we can be perceptually aware of our own mental properties, then in 

perceiving such a property we can be perceptually aware of that which has that 

property, namely, the ego or self. The cogito is perhaps one of the most famous 

philosophical arguments and has stimulated an enormous amount of discussion. 

 

3 The cogito is more commonly formulated thus: “I think, therefore I am” (Descartes, 

1637/1998, p. 36) or “cogito ergo sum” (Descartes, 1644/1998, p. 162). Note, Lichtenberg's 

(1801/2012) famous remark that one should not say “I think” but rather, “it thinks” (discussed 

in Zöller, 1992, and Burge, 1998). 

4 See Brewer (1995, p. 295-305), for a more detailed discussion of Descartes and bodily 

awareness. 
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Philosophers have been particularly interested in the epistemic grounds for its 

conclusion, and whether the propositions “I am thinking” and “I exist” are known 

inferentially or non-inferentially (that is, intuitively or self-evidently) (Smith, 2017). 

Building on some of these ideas – particularly that we can know ourselves non-

inferentially – Locke seems to liken self-awareness to a perceptual capacity (though he 

uses the term “reflection” to describe the mind’s ability to turn its view inward upon 

the self): 

we have an intuitive Knowledge of our own Existence, and an internal infallible 

Perception that we are. In every Act of Sensation, Reasoning, or Thinking, we 

are conscious to ourselves of our own Being. (Locke, 1700/1975, IV.ix.3; 

emphasis added) 

Locke also describes a capacity for introspection as perceiving the workings of one’s 

own mind, and says that, “though it be not Sense, as having nothing to do with external 

Objects; yet it is very like it, and might properly enough be call’d internal Sense” 

(1700/1975, p.105; italics suppressed). As Hume points out, however, this model fails 

to do justice to the phenomenology of introspective awareness.5 When we introspect 

there is no object which we encounter that can be identified as the self: 

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 never can catch myself at any time without 

a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception…. If any 

one, upon serious and unprejudic'd reflection thinks he has a different notion 

of himself, I must confess I can reason no longer with him. All I can allow him 

 

5 I use the term phenomenology here as a blanket term for what-it’s-likeness of conscious 

experience. 
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is, that he may be in the right as well as I, and that we are essentially different 

in this particular. He may, perhaps, perceive something simple and continu'd, 

which he calls himself; tho' I am certain there is no such principle in me…  

(Hume, 1739/1978, bk.1, ch. 4, §6) 

For Hume, when we introspect, all we come across are various perceptions; the self 

(as an intentional object) cannot be found in experience. Building on Hume’s thesis, 

Shoemaker (1996) agrees that introspection cannot reveal the self as an object of 

experience. He says that introspective awareness cannot be understood as a form of 

perception and that we cannot, therefore, introspectively perceive anything. 

Additionally, Shoemaker argues that if we construe self-consciousness along the lines 

of a subject reflecting on itself as an intentional object of perception or introspection, 

we are faced with an infinite regress since it requires that the subject recognise itself, 

which in turn would require another act of self-recognition, and so on, ad infinitum. 

Hence, according to Shoemaker, we cannot conclude that we are perceptually aware 

of the self.  

Hume’s views have been hugely influential with many of his ideas echoed in 

contemporary accounts that deny introspection is a form of perception (most notably 

Shoemaker, but others include Howell, 2010, and Prinz, 2012). Yet, it might be 

objected that his view of introspection employs an impoverished notion of self: The 

self is not merely an introspected object, as Hume seems to have assumed, but rather 

the introspecting subject.6 For Kant, for example, Hume’s emphasis on awareness of 

oneself as object misses out an important element of self-awareness without which we 

would not have any awareness of ourselves as ourselves (that is, qua self). Kant’s views 

on self-awareness assume that what is lacking from previous discussions is an 

 

6 For an overview of this distinction, see Gertler (2011, p. 211-212). 
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explanation of an awareness of the self as subject. Making a distinction between the two 

I’s – the I of  apperception (intellectual self-awareness) and the I of  inner sense 

(empirical self-awareness) – Kant says:  

How great is the difficulty… which lies in the fact that consciousness of  

himself  presents only the appearance of  himself, and not the man in himself, 

and so although there is not a two-fold “I”, yet there is a twofold 

consciousness of  this “I”, … consciousness of  mere thought, then also that 

of  inner perception (Kant, 1798/1902, p. 193, p. 193; quoted in Smythe, 2013, 

p.531). 

Although I do not wish to adopt Kant’s special terminology there are several 

important insights from his work which has informed current thinking and important 

strands in this dissertation. In contrast to Hume, Kant thinks that we learn about the 

mental aspects of ourselves through an “inner sense” which, in an important way, 

parallels the “outer sense” by which we learn about ordinary objects. Kant may be 

thought of as distinguishing I, taken as object, and I, taken as subject. The distinction 

between these two I’s is an important contribution to the clarification of self-

consciousness and raises a question about how these two I’s are related (which has yet 

to be settled, e.g., Salje, 2019). Although Kant is aware of this problem, he perhaps 

fails to give it the attention that it arguably deserves (Smythe, 2013, p. 531-532). 

Secondly, Kant may be interpreted as having prefigured modern discussions about 

self-reference and immunity to error through misidentification. The following thesis 

can be extracted from Kant’s writings: “The referential machinery used to obtain 

consciousness of self as subject requires no identifying (or other) ascription of 

properties to oneself” (Brook & Wuerth, 2004). Kant recognised that certain types of 

self-consciousness do not require any identification process, an idea that was taken up 

by Shoemaker and others, who argued that self-reference without identification is 
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central to an explanation of self-consciousness (Shoemaker, 1968, 1996; see also 

Wittgenstein, Castañeda, and Evans). He also recognised that in such instances, certain 

indexical terms (such as “I”, “me”, and “mine”) cannot be replaced or reduced to non-

indexical descriptions. This latter idea prefigures Frege’s “Sense and Reference” 

(1892/1948) and Perry’s “The Problem of the Essential Indexical” (1979) by about 

100 and 200 years, respectively (I say more about these below).  

Some of these ideas may have been extracted or elaborated by more modern 

philosophers, since it is not clear to what extent Kant was himself aware of these 

elements in his own work. Nevertheless, Kant has had a profound influence on 

modern thinking about self-consciousness. 

1.2.2. The Linguistic Approach: Special features of first-person reference 

During the 20th century, accounts of self-consciousness shifted focus onto the 

linguistic features of the first-person pronoun. In natural language, first-person 

contents are canonically expressed by words the speaker uses to refer to themselves 

(qua self), typically, by use of indexical terms, such as the first-person pronoun, (in 

English) “I”, “me”, “my”, or via an indirect reflexive pronoun (as Anscombe, 1981, 

refers to it) “he” or “she” where the speaker is using a “quasi-indicator” to mean he 

himself or she herself.7 It seems plausible that every utterance of a sentence containing 

“I” expresses a self-conscious “I”-thought (a thought which contains the first-person 

concept), and the two are so tightly associated that self-conscious thoughts are often 

referred to simply as “I”-thoughts. The linguistic approach to explaining this capacity 

for self-conscious self-representation – what grounds “I”-thoughts? – looks to the 

 

7 Castañeda (1966) expressed this as he* or she*, though I restrict my discussion to the first-

person pronoun simply for ease. 
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semantics of the first-person pronoun “I” and the nature of its counterpart first-person 

concept (Anscombe, 1981; Mellor, 1989; Castañeda, 1966).  

The linguistic approach is partly guided by what Bermúdez (2000, p. 13) refers to as 

the “thought-language principle”, which offers a methodology for the analysis of 

thought: The only way to analyse the capacity to think a particular range of thoughts 

is by analysing the capacity for the canonical linguistic expression of those thoughts. 

This principle is suggested in the following quotes:  

It is the essence of thought not merely to be communicable, but to be 

communicable, without residue, by means of language. In order to understand 

thought, it is necessary, therefore, to understand the means by which thought 

is expressed. (Dummett, 1978, p. 442.)  

The limits of my language mean the limits of my world. (Wittgenstein, 

1921/1961, 5.6, 5.62.) 

The systems of thought (…) use linguistic expressions for reasoning, 

interpretation, organising action, and other mental acts. (Chomsky, 2009, p. 

19) 

The significance of the thought-language principle in the context of self-consciousness 

is that an explanation of self-consciousness is often taken as equivalent to an 

explanation of the capacity to think “I”-thoughts; and, in turn, an explanation of “I”-

thoughts is taken to be satisfied by an explanation of the rules and uses of the canonical 

linguistic expression of “I” (cf., Bermúdez, 2000, Vosgerau, 2009).  

Although the linguistic approach is closely associated with, for instance, Castanēda, 

Shoemaker, and Perry, it was arguably Frege who firmly established the connection 

between the linguistic act of self-reference and self-awareness (Brook, 2001). It cannot 

be said that Frege reached the conclusions that Castanēda, Shoemaker, and Perry are 
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famously associated with, such as the ineliminable role of the first-person pronoun. 

Nevertheless, in “The Thought” (1918–1919/1956), Frege mentions the “special and 

primitive” sense of the first-person pronoun, pointing out that thoughts expressed 

with “I” cannot be paraphrased (and are therefore non-identical) with thoughts 

expressed with a coreferential proper name or non-indexical description (DeVidi, 

2001, p. 34). He suggests a form of self-acquaintance, claiming that “everyone is 

presented to himself in a special and primitive way in which he is presented to no one 

else” (Frege, 1918–1919/1956, p. 333).8 And he discusses the thesis that certain 

thoughts expressed with “I” are incommunicable. Following Frege’s example, the 

thought that I am wounded, for instance, is likely based on this primitive way in which 

I am presented to myself. And, since it is only me who can grasp such thoughts in this 

way it will be impossible to communicate such a thought to another person (ibid.). 

These ideas might be thought of as anticipating notions which only became established 

in the mainstream debate in the 1960’s onwards.9  

For example, it is sometimes claimed that in self-conscious thought one cannot fail to 

refer to oneself.10 Both Castañeda and Shoemaker (independently of each other) 

noticed that the indexical “I” cannot fail to refer. Both also pointed out that merely 

 

8 In early work Russell (1910) seems to hold the view that we are acquainted with ourselves, 

but later (1921, p. 141) seems to endorse a view more in line with Hume’s scepticism (Smith, 

2017).  

9 Many contemporary views (e.g., Perry, Evans) have also inherited Fregean ideas about 

propositions (what Frege called thoughts). Fregean propositions are abstract complexes of 

senses, which constitute the meanings of sentences. This stands in contrast to the Russelian 

view that propositions are complexes of ordinary objects, i.e., the referents of words. Here, 

propositions are standardly taken to be truth bearers but part of the debate centers on whether 

the truth values of indexical propositions vary across contexts.  

10 See Anscombe (1981), who argues “I” never refers, and Evans (1982), who argues that there 

can be reference failure with “I”.   
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accidental self-reference (referring to oneself unknowingly) does not constitute a 

genuine self-conscious “I”-thought. For example, my thought that “the person over 

there wearing the red jumper has terrible posture” happens to refer to me, since I am, 

in fact, the person wearing the red jumper. But, since I fail to realise that I am that 

person, my thought (“the person over there wearing the red jumper has terrible 

posture”) would not count as a self-conscious thought. To qualify as a genuinely self-

conscious “I”-thought the relevant thought must refer to me in a non-accidental way: 

self-conscious thoughts are thoughts of oneself as oneself (Bermúdez, 2000; Musholt, 

2015). So, it seems that first-person reference is guaranteed in three ways: a subject 

who used the first-person pronoun always not only succeeds in referring; she succeeds 

in referring to herself; and she succeeds in knowingly referring to herself (self-conscious 

self-reference) (O’Brien, 2007, p. 5).  

Castañeda and Shoemaker also notice that “I” cannot be replaced with a description. 

These ideas have been taken up by John Perry, who introduced terms such as “essential 

indexicality” and “self-locating attitude” in his paper “The Problem of the Essential 

Indexical” (1979), and David Lewis, whose terminology of attitudes de se in his 

“Attitudes De Dicto and De Se” (1983) has also become standard. Indexical terms are 

thought to have a certain philosophical significance. Self-locating beliefs (which feature 

heavily in parts of this thesis) “refer to one’s beliefs about where one is, when it is, and 

who one is. Such beliefs are essentially indexical” (Perry, 1993, p. 35). The thought is 

that some indexicals (such as “I”) are essential in that their role in action explanation 

cannot be played by any non-indexical term. Replacing the “I” in an explanation of my 

behaviour with any other designator of me would change the meaning of the sentence 

such that it would cease to have the same explanatory force. A person will (supposedly) 

be unable to act in ways appropriate to their environment unless that person can 

employ indexical terms and thoughts (see also Kaplan, 1989). This connection between 
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rational behaviour and the ability to think first-personally is evident in Perry’s messy 

shopper example:  

I once followed a trail of sugar on the supermarket floor, pushing my 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 dawned on me. I was the shopper I was trying to catch.” 

(Perry, 1993, p. 33) 

It is only once Perry realises that it is he himself who is making the mess that he acts in 

a way appropriate to the situation (namely, by stopping and replacing the torn bag of 

sugar). Whilst there are several different ways of referring in language or in thought to 

the shopper, (e.g., “the person that is making a mess”; “John Perry is making a mess”; “I 

am making a mess”), it is only the inclusion of first-personal content that the utterance 

or thought has the cognitive significance relevant for action.  

Again, imagine I thought to myself, “the person over there wearing the red jumper has 

terrible posture”, without realizing that, in commenting, I was in fact criticising my 

own posture. Eventually, it dawns on me that I am the person in the mirror and, only 

then, do I immediately correct my posture and sit up straight. Both sentences – “the 

person wearing the red jumper has terrible posture” and “I have terrible posture” – 

refer to me. Nevertheless, there is clearly an intuitive difference between them; namely, 

it is only the latter sentence, involving the first-person pronoun “I”, that is guaranteed 

to have any motivational force:  

When we replace it [“I”] with any other designations of me, we no longer have 

an explanation of my behaviour and so, it seems, no longer an attribution of 

the same belief (Perry, 1993, p.33) 
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In our example, if we replaced the first-person pronoun with another designator of 

me, say, “Penny”, or “the person wearing the red jumper”, the explanatory force of 

the sentence would be changed; that is unless I already know that I am Penny or the 

person wearing the red jumper, which would bring in the essential indexical again.  

If this view is right, then first-personal thought is irreducible to non-first-personal 

thought and language, and it is essential to the explanation of action (Perry, 1993; 

Lewis, 1983; Kaplan, 1989). Although the connection between indexical expressions 

such as “I” and action explanation “is taken for granted to such an extent that it by 

now seems unnecessary to provide arguments for it” (Cappelen & Dever, 2013, p. 30), 

there have been some recent and important challenges to this idea (see, for example, 

Cappelen and Dever, 2013, and Magidor, 2015).  

Another feature of “I”-thoughts that has become central to the discussion during the 

late 20th century is that “I”-thoughts, or at least a core class of them, are thought to be 

immune from a certain type of error. For example, it seems plausible that I could 

mistake a tingle or an itch for a pain, that is, I could misidentify my sensation as being 

one of pain, but I cannot be mistaken about who it is that feels the pain. In 

Shoemaker’s (1968) terminology, my belief that I am in pain is immune to error 

through misidentification relative to the first person (hereafter, “immunity to error 

through misidentification” or simply “IEM”). On Shoemaker’s formulation of IEM, 

which is typically taken as the standard version, an error of this kind occurs when one 

knows some particular thing, a, to be F and judges that b is F on the grounds that one 

mistakenly believes that a and b are identical.11 

 

11 See the informative volume by Prosser & Récanati (2012) for various alternative 

formulations of IEM. 
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These ideas were anticipated by Wittgenstein (1958), who observed that there are two 

different types of first-person content. It is possible to distinguish the first-person 

pronoun as used to refer to oneself as “object” or as “subject”. When “I” is used in 

the “I-as-object” manner, it is possible for one to make a certain type of mistake, a 

mistake that is not possible to make in cases where “I” is used to refer to oneself as 

subject. Consider my statement, “I am wearing blue shoes”, and suppose that when I 

looked under the table to see what colour my shoes were, I mistook my friend’s shoe 

for my own, it being close in position and size. In this case, I am mistaken about whose 

shoe is blue. On the other hand, take an example of “I” as subject: “I see blue shoes”. 

In this case, it is not possible for me to mistake who is doing the seeing.  

As Evans (1982) points out, immunity to error through misidentification is a 

consequence of the fact that there is no identification component in certain first-

person thoughts. As he puts it, judgements that are IEM are “identification-free”. 

First-person judgements that are based on introspection, memory, and so on will be 

immune to error through misidentification relative to the first person whenever there 

is no possibility of misidentification. And because such thoughts do not involve an 

identification component, there can be no possibility of errors of misidentification. 

For example, knowledge of one’s actions is arguably immune to error relative to the 

first person. In Intention (1963), Anscombe claims that a person always knows what 

they are intentionally doing without observation. One way to read Anscombe’s claim 

that knowledge of one’s actions is non-observational is to place this knowledge in the 

category of “I-as-subject”. In other words, we do not have knowledge of our own 

actions in the same way we come to know other people’s actions – namely, by 

observation – because we know our own actions in a distinctively first-personal way 

(“I-as-subject”). (N.B., I do not take Anscombe’s point to be that we cannot have 

observational knowledge, but that this is not the ordinary case.) 
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According to Shoemaker, thoughts that employ the first-person pronoun used in the 

latter (object) mode are ultimately based on or built up from thoughts that employ the 

former (subject) mode. Hence, despite the distinction between I-as-subject and I-as-

object, any first-person content that is subject to error through misidentification will 

be anchored in first-person content that is immune to such error. The simple argument 

for this is that when a thought such as “I am F” invokes the use of I-as-object, then it 

rests on two thoughts: “a is F” and “I am a”. Now we can ask whether the belief “I 

am a” is identification dependent. If it is, then it rests on two beliefs, “b is a” and “I 

am b”. And so on. Unless we are happy that such a chain goes on forever, we must 

admit that at some point there will be a belief that employs the subject mode and is 

identification independent. 

To sum up, some of the special characteristics associated with “I”-thoughts that are 

implicit or merely embryonic in early discussions have become crystallised in more 

recent writings, particularly in the second half of the 20th century. There is some general 

agreement that these features of “I”-thoughts are what makes self-consciousness 

distinctive: guaranteed self-reference, relevance for action (or cognitive significance), 

and immunity to error relative to the first-person. Though there is little agreement 

about how best to explain these distinctive phenomena associated with the first-

person. Despite there being an intuitive link between the word “I” and its conceptual 

counterpart, theories of self-awareness that focus on self-reference face a serious 

worry, which has motivated the claim that there exists a pre-reflective form of self-

consciousness. I turn to these ideas now.   

1.2.3. A (Maybe) Paradox of Self-Consciousness and a (Maybe) Solution  

Over the past 30 years or so, there has been a shift away from the linguistic approach 

to explaining self-consciousness (i.e., in terms of the semantics of the first-person 

pronoun).  Here I introduce a problem in explaining the essential indexical in terms of 
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self-reference and use of the first-person pronoun which drives the shift towards a 

pre-linguistic and pre-reflective type of self-awareness.  

One intuitive way in which people have tried to explain first-person reference is by the 

“Self-Reference Rule” (or, simply, SRR), which states that the referent of a token of 

“I” is just whoever produced it (Kaplan, 1989, p. 491). On this view, a token of the 

first-person pronoun “I” has guaranteed self-reference, because the correct use of “I” 

is enough to guarantee both that it has a referent, and that the referent is the user 

(Bermúdez, 2000, p. 9). While the Self-Reference Rule is intuitively appealing, a 

number of criticisms are available. The key problem is that the SRR leaves a gap 

between self-reference and knowing self-reference. Consider that a hypothetical 

creature or being may be able to refer in line with the SRR without having any 

conscious awareness of the thoughts characterised by it: such a creature would be 

unable to refer to themselves knowingly or self-consciously. Each of Lewis’s two gods, 

for example, can use “I” correctly without knowing that it is he himself that he is 

referring to (see Lewis, 1983. p.139). Hence, the SRR seems unable to explain self-

conscious self-reference. 

There are various iterations of the SRR aimed at addressing this worry, but none seem 

to explain the capacity for self-conscious self-reference. This objection is articulated by 

Anscombe, and forms part of her argument for the highly controversial claim that “I” 

is not a referring expression at all:12 

The explanation of the word ‘I’ as ‘the word each of us uses to speak of himself’ 

is hardly an explanation! – At least, it is no explanation if that reflexive has in 

turn to be explained in terms of ‘I’; and if it is the ordinary reflexive, we are 

 

12 Likewise, while Evans (1982) rejects Anscombe’s strong claim that “I” never refers, he argues 

that “I” sometimes fails to refer. 
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back at square one. (1981, p. 23; cited in O’Brien, 2007, p. 8, and Bermúdez, 

2000, p. 16). 

Bermúdez (2000) develops Anscombe’s worry further, arguing that the linguistic 

approach leads to problems of circularity twice over, resulting in what he calls the 

paradox of self-consciousness. These problems arise as a result of the assumptions 

guiding philosophical conceptions of self-consciousness: first, there is the idea that the 

best (only) way to understand self-consciousness is via an understanding of “I”-

thoughts; second, that “I”-thoughts are canonically expressed by means of the first-

person pronoun; third, that the best (only) way to analyse a range of thoughts is to 

analyse the rules and principles governing the linguistic expression of those thoughts. 

Put otherwise, 20th-century accounts of self-consciousness claim that an explanation 

of what it is to master the semantics of the first-person pronoun “I” will also explain 

what is distinctive about the capacity to think “I”-thoughts that are immune to error 

through misidentification. However, the problem, he says, is that any account that tries 

to explain self-consciousness in terms of the semantics of the first-person pronoun 

“I” will end up being circular in two ways. 

According to Bermúdez (2000, Ch. 1), if we think that linguistic self-reference is to be 

explained in terms of the subject’s capacity to think self-conscious thought, yet the 

subject’s capacity for self-conscious thought presupposes mastery of the first-person 

pronoun “I”, then the subject’s capacity for self-consciousness cannot be analysed 

further. One cannot correctly employ a token of “I” to refer to oneself without 

knowing that one intends to refer to oneself, knowledge which itself has a first-person 

content. Hence, first-person content must be presupposed in any satisfactory account 

of one’s understanding of and proficiency in using the first-person pronoun 

(Bermúdez, 2000, p. 18). This is the first problem of circularity, explanatory circularity: 

the explanandum is required to explain the explanans.  
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The second type of circularity, capacity circularity, arises because the interdependence 

between these abilities means that there is no possibility of explaining how a child 

might develop the capacity either for self-conscious thought or for linguistic use of the 

first-person pronoun in the normal course of human development. Full-blown 

(conceptual) self-conscious thought and linguistic understanding of the first-person 

pronoun each seem to presuppose the other, such that it seems as though neither 

capacity can be acquired unless the other is already in place (Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 1). 

Therefore, Bermúdez argues that any explanation of how self-conscious thought is 

possible will be circular (ibid.). Whether or not this leads to a genuine paradox, as 

Bermúdez claims, these problems of circularity pose a genuine difficulty for traditional 

accounts. Given that there must be some story to tell about the phylogenetic and 

ontogenetic development of self-consciousness, it seems reasonable to expect a theory 

of self-consciousness to be able to account for the development of this ability.  

Similar problems of circularity were also identified by the so-called Heidelberg School 

(which formed around Dieter Henrich in the 1960s), who interpreted Fichte as 

claiming that the self must already be acquainted with itself, independent of any self-

reflection.13 For if the self reflects on itself as object (rather than as subject), it must 

already know how to identify that object as itself. As Konrad Cramer says:  

How should the reflective subject be able to know that it has itself as an object? 

Obviously only so that the self knows that it is identical with its object. But it 

is impossible to ascribe this knowledge to reflection and to ground it in 

reflection. Because the act of reflection presupposes that the self already knows 

itself, in order to know that the one which it knows when it has itself as an 

 

13 The term “Heidelberg School” refers to a group of philosophers in Heidelberg. As far as I 

know, the term was coined by Tugendhat, (1979, p. 10). 
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object is identical with the one which accomplishes the act in the reflective 

thinking (back to itself). The theory that tries to make the origin of self-

awareness understandable through reflection, ends necessarily in a circle which 

needs to presuppose the knowledge that it wants to explain. (Cramer, 1974, p. 

563; quoted in Zahavi, 2022, p. 272)  

Hence, even if we set aside issues to do with linguistic and semantic explanations of 

self-consciousness, any model which assumes a reflective model of self-awareness will 

be subject to a problem related to the ones that Bermúdez identifies.  

There is also a connection here, I think, with Shoemaker’s argument for the 

fundamental nature of self-as-subject rather than self-as-object. For reasons similar to 

those identified within the Heidelberg School, Shoemaker takes thoughts regarding the 

self-as-subject to be prior to, or “more fundamental” than thoughts about the self-as-

object (1968, pp. 566-7). For Shoemaker, thoughts about the self-as-object require a 

process of identification (perhaps viewed as a type of reflection), whereas thoughts 

about the self-as-subject are identification free. (For more on Shoemaker’s view that 

“I-as-subject” is more fundamental to “I-as-object”, see pp. 82-84 of this dissertation.) 

And, here, we can also see the beginnings of a solution to the problems of circularity 

and regress. In fact, the terms “reflective” and “pre-reflective self-consciousness” 

appear most prominently with the rise of the Heidelberg School, with reference to 

Fichte’s work on self-awareness. Fichte can be attributed with the claim that any 

reflective form of self-awareness must presuppose a more primitive kind of pre-

reflective self-awareness which grounds the reflective kind of self-consciousness 

(Henrich, Frank, Zahavi, 2007). In other words, we must be immediately acquainted 

with ourselves, such that “the self exists and posits its own existence by virtue of 

merely existing” (Fichte, 1794–1795/1982, p. 97; cited Smith 2017).  
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Given the challenges of explaining the nature of self-consciousness in a non-circular, 

non-regressive way, I am supposing that an appeal to a basic and pre-reflective type of 

awareness is unavoidable (along with many others: e.g., Bermúdez, 2000; Hurley, 1998; 

Zahavi, 2005; Peacocke, 2014; Musholt, 2015; O’Brien, 2007). In the next section, I 

introduce some accounts of pre-reflective forms of self-consciousness.  

 

1.3. Self-Consciousness in Experience 

To avoid the circularity and regress problems, some have argued for a very basic or 

primitive form of self-consciousness present in sensory and non-sensory experience. 

Roughly stated, the idea is that the ability to self-reflect is dependent on the possession 

of a more basic or fundamental form of self-consciousness which provides a subject 

with pre-reflective awareness of themselves. What these views posit is a “non-

conceptual parent”, in Peacocke’s words (2014, Ch. 4), of the first-person concept and 

the various phenomena that go with it (guaranteed self-reference, IEM, cognitive 

significance). In other words, they cut the link between content bearing states, on the 

one hand, and linguistic or conceptual mastery, on the other, by introducing non-

conceptual self-awareness, which grounds the capacity to entertain the first-person 

concept. 

This idea has gained support from prominent contemporary philosophers but there 

are several ways in which the proposal has been fleshed out. In what follows, I try to 

give a sense of the various ways in which sensory and non-sensory experience has been 

claimed to include some kind of self-awareness. Since I do not wish to be repetitive, I 

shall keep my remarks brief. Nevertheless, this overview (as well as the discussions I 

take up in the main part of the thesis) will benefit from some clarificatory remarks 

regarding the notion of non-conceptual content. Hence, before discussing theories of 

non-conceptual self-consciousness, I shall start by clarifying the claim that there are 
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non-conceptual representational contents and summarising the debate between 

conceptualists and non-conceptualists.  

1.3.1. Non-Conceptual Content  

What is non-conceptual content and what is non-conceptual first-person content? As 

a basic starting point, personal-level representational mental contents represent the 

world as being a certain way. Cussins offers a nice summary of what representational 

content is:  

representational states of mine have content in virtue of which they make the 

world accessible to me, guide my action, and (usually) are presented to me as 

something which is either correct or incorrect. (2003, p. 133) 

On the view that perceptual states, like thoughts, have representational contents, there 

is a debate about whether perceptual states can have the same kind of representational 

content as, say, beliefs. The standard way to set up the debate sees conceptualists 

defending the view that the content of personal-level perceptual experience is wholly 

conceptual (e.g., Brewer, 1999; McDowell, 1994a, 1994b, 2006), whereas non-

conceptualists maintain that perceptual states represent the world in ways that outstrip 

the conceptual capacity of the representing subject (Evans, 1982; Peacocke, 1992, 

1998, 2001, 2014; Heck, 2000, 2007). The debate is important for perceptual 

justification as well as content attribution because it primarily aims to clarify two things: 

firstly, the justificatory relation between perceptual experiences and perceptual beliefs 

and, secondly, the explanatory relation in which perceptual experiences stand to 

perceptual discriminative abilities (Crowther, 2006, p. 352). 

It is also important to mention a widely discussed distinction between content and 

state non-conceptualism (Heck, 2000, 2007). Being non-conceptual may be 

understood as a property of the content of the perceptual state or it may be a property 

of the perceptual state itself. According to the first interpretation, the “content view” 
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of the distinction between conceptual and non-conceptual content, there is a 

fundamental distinction between the kind of content a perceptual experience can have 

and the kind of content a propositional attitude might have. Content non-

conceptualism, therefore, is a view about the type of content perceptual experiences 

can have. On the other hand, the “state view” of the distinction holds that perceptual 

states and propositional attitudes can have the same type of content. Instead, state 

non-conceptualism can be understood as offering a view about the relation that holds 

between a subject of experience and its content: 

The relation is [state] non-conceptual because the subject undergoing a 

perceptual experience need not possess (at the time of the experience) the 

concepts involved in a correct characterisation of its content. (Crowther, 2006, 

p. 354) 

In what follows, I understand non-conceptual contents to be state non-conceptual 

contents. The Fregean view is that contents are specified by their truth-conditions (for 

propositional attitudes) or correctness/accuracy-conditions (for perceptual states). 

Broadly speaking, truth- or accuracy-conditions are the conditions under which a 

proposition is true or an experience is accurate (or correct), though the state view 

admits of other ways of characterising content (for example, functionalist accounts of 

content (Peacocke, 1992) or possible worlds view (Stalnaker, 1987, 1998; see also 

Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 4).   

Propositional attitudes, like beliefs and desires, are generally taken to be 

straightforwardly truth-conditional conceptual representations. But the content of 

perceptual states (and, perhaps, emotions, for example), are less obviously 

characterised in the same way. Although there is no agreed theory of concepts, 

conceptual content is generally thought to meet Evans’ Generality Constraint: “If a 

subject can be credited with the thought that a is F, then he must have the conceptual 
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resources for entertaining the thought that a is G, for every property of being G of 

which he has a conception” (Evans, 1982, p. 104). In other words, conceptual content 

is structured such that the components of a thought can be decomposed and 

recombined.  

Non-conceptual content is standardly defined negatively in opposition to conceptual 

content. Non-conceptual content does not meet the Generality Constraint (at least, 

not on any strong formulation), since its structure does not contain explicit 

components and is essentially “non-compositional” or “iconic” (Hanna, 2008; Heck, 

2000, 2007). More precisely, it is content that can be ascribed to a thinker even though 

that thinker does not possess the relevant concepts needed to specify that content. 

Non-conceptual first-person content, then, is first-person content (content that can only 

be specified by means of the first-person pronoun) that can be ascribed to a subject 

even though that subject lacks the self-concept needed to specify that content 

(Bermúdez, 2000, p. 49; Musholt, 2015, p. 654).  

There are several good reasons in favour of the existence of non-conceptual content, 

in general. One example comes from the literature on perception. The idea here is that 

our perceptual experiences are so rich and detailed that our perceptual discriminations 

are much more fine-grained than our conceptual abilities seem to allow (see, Heck, 

2000). Another example derives from the fact that some behaviour displayed by young 

infants and animals, who are either pre-linguistic or non-linguistic, can only be 

explained (intentionally, as opposed to mechanistically) with reference to 

representational content; yet most would not want to ascribe concept possession to 

such beings (Bermúdez, 2000; Hurley, 1998; Peacocke, 2001). Another argument for 

the existence of non-conceptual content is the fact that concept acquisition cannot be 



 39 

explained without presupposing that there are non-conceptual representations (e.g., 

Heck, 2000; Roskies, 2008; Ayers, 2002).14 

Non-conceptual forms of self-consciousness are thought to break the problems of 

circularity identified by Bermúdez and explain self-conscious self-reference by 

rejecting the idea that the best way to analyse thought is to analyse language. For 

example, many of the models assessed in this thesis (e.g., Bermúdez, 2000; O’Brien, 

2007; Recanati, 2007) can be viewed as adopting what O’Brien refers to as a “two-tier 

solution” to the problems of circularity. According to this approach, linguistic self-

reference can be explained by the subject’s capacity to think self-conscious thought, 

but we should reject the idea that the subject’s capacity for self-consciousness 

presupposes mastery of the first-person pronoun. On this view, some version of the 

Self-Reference-Rule can be accepted as explaining linguistic self-reference (upper-tier) 

but the knowledge that one is referring to themselves must be grounded in something 

else (lower-tier; for O’Brien, this is non-perceptual agent’s awareness).  

Relatedly, Christopher Peacocke (2014, Ch. 2) distinguishes between three types of 

self-representation. At the lowest level, “Degree 0”, a creature is conscious and able to 

represent locations in the immediate environment without representing any location 

as being mine. In other words, such a creature is conscious but cannot be said to have 

any self-consciousness. At the next level, “Degree 1”, a subject can employ non-

conceptual de se content. That is, a creature need not possess the relevant concepts 

(e.g., the first-person concept) in order to represent the subject as standing in certain 

relations to other objects and events in the spatial world. At the final level, “Degree 

 

14 It is worth noting that conceptualists have counter arguments to this (see, Brewer, 1999, and 

McDowell, 1994a). Also, Carey (2009) suggests that human infants do in fact have an innate 

set of “core concepts” that serve as a base from which more complex concepts are learned 

and constructed.  
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2”, has mastery of fully conceptual first-person de se representations: at this level, a 

subject can represent herself by employing concepts referring to the first-person (“I”, 

“me”, “mine”, etc.). The mental states characterised by conceptual first-person 

contents (Degree 2) are dependent on states characterised by non-conceptual de se 

contents (Degree 1), which are in turn made possible by states characterised by content 

at the lowest level (Degree 0). On this model, non-conceptual content is foundational 

to more complex, reflective self-consciousness.  

So far, for all I have discussed, it is possible that a person might agree that non-

conceptual representational content exists, and yet deny that there are non-conceptual 

forms of perceptual self-consciousness. This is the position I take in this thesis. I do 

not argue against the existence of non-conceptual content or even non-conceptual 

first-person content (in non-sensory experience). I object only to the idea that a non-

conceptual analogue of the self features in perceptual experience. Whether the non de se 

elements of visual content should be understood as conceptual or non-conceptual is 

not at issue, for, even if one were to think that a visual experience of a laptop as a laptop 

necessarily requires one to deploy the concept laptop, there is still a question over 

whether the visual experience involves a non-conceptual analogue of the first-person 

pronoun, such that its content approximates as <laptop in front of me>. 

1.3.2. The Mode of Experience 

As mentioned, there are several competing ways of fleshing out the idea that there is a 

primitive non-conceptual self-consciousness in experience. One view is that all 

consciousness involves a pre-reflective awareness of oneself. In other words, it is a 

necessary condition on being conscious that one is also pre-reflectively self-conscious 

(e.g., Kriegel, 2009; Legrand, 2006; Recanati, 2007; Zahavi, 2008; For criticism, see 

Schear, 2009). On this view, it is (somehow) possible to be pre-reflectively aware of 

being a subject without any explicit representation of oneself as object.  
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According to a related approach, when we have a visual experience of the world, for 

instance, the self is not part of the explicit content of the representation. Rather, it is 

implicitly supplied as an “unarticulated constituent” of the content of the visual 

representation (Perry, 1986; Recanati, 2007; Musholt, 2015). Key proponents of this 

view borrow this notion of an unarticulated constituent from the philosophy of 

language and apply it to the content of perceptual experience: an unarticulated 

constituent of an utterance or sentence is a propositional element that is not explicitly 

represented in the logical or surface form of the sentence or utterance, but which is 

necessarily interpreted to grasp its full meaning.  

On a reading of this view, it is the mode – rather than the content – of conscious 

experience that brings with it an implicit awareness of the self. So, rather than the self 

“showing up” in the content of the representation, the self is “found” (experienced) 

in the mode of representation; in this case, the perceptual mode, as opposed to the 

memory mode, or belief mode. The mode also fixes the higher-order relation of 

identity between the person bearing the first-order relation to the state and the person 

undergoing the conscious episode. So, we can say that the self is an unarticulated 

constituent of a thought or perception, when a thought or perception is implicitly 

about the self but does not contain any concept of self, or otherwise explicitly designate 

the self in the explicit content (what Recanati refers to as “lekton”). On this view, the 

“architecture of the system” guarantees the identity of the subject of the state (Perry, 

1986). For some, the mental state’s mode (e.g., belief, memory, perception, etc.) 

dictates the relation between the subject of the state and what the state represents, and 

this constitutes implicit self-representation (Recanati, 2007).  

Take, for example, the representational content this red door ahead. In the case of 

perceiving, one might stand in the seeing-relation (R-vis) to that representational 

content, while in the second case, one is in a judging or believing relation (R-bel) to 
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the same content; the cognitive system is somehow sensitive to the relation that it bears 

to the content of the mental state, namely, whether it is a belief, perception, memory, 

and so on. For instance, a subject is sensitive to the fact that they are perceiving rather 

than remembering that it is raining. The claim is then that self-consciousness proper, 

that is, a fully self-conscious “I-thought” or first-person judgement that is based on 

perceptual or bodily experience “exploits the fact that the relevant mode of experience 

is self-specific by making this fact – which is implicit in the experience – explicit” 

(Musholt, 2015, p. 81). Perceptual experience contains information which can (de 

facto) only be about the self (Perry, 1986). In this way, perceptual states are self-related 

even though they contain no explicit representation of the self. This means that 

perceptual experience can be said to provide the basis for paradigmatic forms of self-

consciousness by grounding self-conscious thought (Perry, 1986; Recanati, 2007, 

Musholt, 2015). (See Ch. 3 of this thesis for a critique of the notion of unarticulated 

constituents of perceptual representation.) 

1.3.3. Visual and Bodily First-Person Content 

On a different approach, perceptual experience contains or constitutes observational 

awareness of oneself as a subject of thoughts and experiences. Variations of this claim 

can be found in the work of Immanuel Kant, P. F. Strawson, Thomas Nagel, Gareth 

Evans, Michael Ayers, Bill Brewer, Quassim Cassam, and J. L. Bermúdez. On a 

prominent version of this idea, self-locating perceptual contents – primarily in the 

content of visual and bodily awareness – constitute a foundational form of self-

consciousness. The thought is that the subject experiences themselves as being located 

at the point of origin of egocentric perception, that is, the “bodily self” is experienced 

as an object located among other objects (Cassam 1997, 52–53; Hurley 1998, Ch. 4; 

Bermúdez 2000, Ch. 5, 2002, 2011; Peacocke, 1999, Ch. 6; Schwenkler 2014). Here, 

the relevant notion of self is the “bodily self” because it is the bodily, or embodied, 
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self that is located in virtue of perceptually represented information. Hence, according 

to this approach, perceptual content grounds self-locating judgements directly (i.e., 

without any intermediate mental processes) by representing a located (bodily) self. 

According to the idea that visual experience is self-locating, when we represent the 

objects in our environment, we represent them in a spatial relation to ourselves, in a 

two-place (here-there) relation. Drawing on Gibson’s (1979) theory of ecological 

optics, Bermúdez, for example, argues that the perspectival features of visual 

perception contain information about the self, which amounts to a primitive form of 

self-consciousness that is available from birth. The idea is that visual perception 

involves the ability to keep track of one’s own spatial relations to the environment, 

and the ways in which one’s own actions influence one’s perception of the 

environment. This ability is most obvious in visual kinaesthesia (though it is, to a lesser 

extent, evident in other modalities, such as olfaction and audition):  

There are differing patterns of flow in the optic array as one moves through 

the environment and the environment around one moves, and the relations 

between the variant and invariant features of this flow enable the perceiver to 

distinguish her movement in the world and the movement of the world around 

her. (Musholt, 2015, p. 48).  

A related source of self-specifying perceptual information is the perception of 

affordances. That is, in perceiving an object the perceiver will acquire information 

about the object, but also about the possibility of action that the perceived object 

affords. These affordances are perceived directly, as opposed to learned or inferred. 

For example, I don’t just see the chair or the mug, I see the chair as affording my sitting 

on it and the mug as affording my drinking from it. Susan Hurley takes a very similar 

approach, referring to this type of self-consciousness as “perspectival self-

consciousness”:  
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having a unified perspective involves keeping track of the relationships of 

interdependence between what is perceived and what is done, and hence 

awareness of your own agency. In this sense, perspective already involves self-

consciousness. But the sense of self-consciousness that makes good this 

thought is closely tied to ordinary motor agency and spatial perceptions, and 

need not involve conceptually structured thought or inferences” (Hurley, 1998, 

p. 16).  

What these observations about the phenomenology of visual experience amount to is 

the claim that the self is perceived in vision or, more precisely, that the field of vision 

contains self-specifying structural information.15 For example, I might visually perceive 

that the cup is to the left of me or that the door is ahead of me.16  

As mentioned, it is also sometimes claimed that self-consciousness is present in bodily 

experience. The idea is that, when one is aware of one’s own body, “from the inside”, 

one is aware of one’s bodily self. And, if it is to count as genuine self-consciousness, the 

content of one’s experience must make it manifest to one that the object of awareness 

is oneself (as opposed to an object that merely happens to be oneself). My body is an 

object in the world, just like other material objects; I can know about it in the same 

way I know about other objects, namely, by vision, olfaction, audition, touch, and 

 

15 Wittgenstein, for one, would disagree with this: “Where in the world is the metaphysical 

subject to be noted? You say that this case is altogether like that of the eye and the field of 

sight. But you do not really see the eye. And from nothing in the field of sight can it be concluded 

that it is seen from an eye.” (Wittgenstein,1921/1961: 5.633; emphasis in original).  

16 On a contrasting view, spatial relations are represented in monadic terms, such that the cup 

is represented as to the left, or ahead of, without specifying what the cup is to the left, or ahead 

of (Campbell, 1994, Perry, 1986). 

 



 45 

gustation. In addition to these external sources of perception, there are various internal 

sources of bodily awareness. Proprioception, for instance, delivers information about 

body posture; I can feel that my legs are crossed without looking to check. Kinaesthesia 

is an awareness of bodily movement, nociception is awareness of pain, vestibular 

senses register information about balance (and gravitational pull), and interoception 

registers hunger, change of heartbeat, and so on, allowing me to tell whether I feel 

hungry just by attending to the feelings in my tummy. The orthodox view is that bodily 

self-ascriptions made “from the inside” are IEM, whereas bodily self-ascriptions made 

based on external informational channels, such as vision, are not. Versions of this claim 

can be found in Shoemaker (1968), Evans (1982), Brewer (1995), Martin (1995), 

Bermúdez (2000), Dokic (2003) and Recanati (2007). (But see De Vignemont, 2011, 

for a powerful argument against this traditional view.) Hereafter, when I talk about 

bodily awareness, I will be referring to bodily awareness from the inside, unless 

otherwise stated.  

On this view, non-conceptual self-conscious states offer a way to break Bermúdez’s 

circularity problem by rejecting the idea that the best way to analyse thought is to 

analyse language. Non-conceptual representation, according to Bermúdez (2000), 

explains the emergence of and special characteristics of “I”-thoughts that are 

mentioned above: self-specifying information is self-referring, relevant for action, and 

grounds judgements that are immune to error through misidentification since it 

involves information that must be about the organism itself. Viewed this way, the non-

conceptual, non-linguistic abilities that infants possess at birth give rise to basic forms 

of self-consciousness which eventuate in mastery of the first-person pronoun.  

Bodily awareness is interesting precisely because it is an awareness only available to the 

subject, and the various aspects of bodily awareness constitute a special, unified 

phenomenological relation that each of us bears to our own bodies. In accounting for 
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this phenomenological relation, several authors have claimed that bodily awareness 

constitutes a basic form of self-awareness, but this view is not shared by all. A notable 

example is Martin (1995, 1997), who aims to account for the special phenomenological 

relationship each of us bears to our own bodies yet denies that bodily awareness 

amounts to a form of introspection or self-awareness. Martin claims that the 

phenomenological character of sensation is such that one feels events as occurring 

within one’s body, and within body parts that belong to one’s own body. He makes 

sense of this claim in terms of the structure of the spatial content of sensation. 

Furthermore, one perceives only one object in the “bodily mode”, namely, one’s own 

body and its parts (the so-called “sole-object view”). However, although Martin (1995, 

1997) defends the idea that bodily awareness is a form of perception, he does not 

assimilate it to introspection (see Ch. 5 of this thesis). According to Martin, the most 

that can be said about bodily awareness is that one is aware of one’s body as one’s 

body, which is closely related to but non-identical to oneself. 

1.3.4. Non-Conceptual Agent’s Awareness 

The crucial presupposition underlying what I call the “agential view” is that an 

awareness of the possibilities for action brings with it (for free, as it were) an awareness 

that the grasped possibilities are possibilities for the agent (O’Brien, 2007; Rödl & 

Sebastian, 2007). According to this perspective, first-person reference is grounded in 

the subject’s distinctive form of non-perceptual experience, specifically the capacity to 

exert control over one’s thoughts and actions, independent of an awareness of the 

thoughts and actions themselves. This experience of oneself as being the agent of one’s 

mental and physical actions constitutes the primary source of self-consciousness.  

The agential view of self-consciousness is strongly opposed to the idea that perception 

can ground first-person reference. According to O’Brien, uses of “I” that are based on 

perceptual information are not guaranteed to refer to the subject in the right way. This 



 47 

is because first-person reference remains unaffected by the loss of the relevant 

perceptual input. If bodily awareness is understood as a type of perception, for 

instance, it “cannot be a primary source of self-knowledge” (O’Brien, 2007, p. 209). 

One could unknowingly be hooked up to another body in the right way to have bodily 

awareness of another person’s body. In other words, perceptual information is not 

immune to error (relative to the first person) in a strong enough way to guarantee self-

reference (O’Brien, 2007, pp. 39-45). Agent’s awareness, on the other hand, is IEM in 

a strong enough way, experiencing an action as possible could only ever be an awareness 

of an action as possible for oneself.  

Additionally, O’Brien claims that accounts of pre-reflective self-consciousness that 

ground self-reference in perceptual awareness will either be circular or fail to account 

for first-person reference. This is due to the requirement that one must already possess 

a notion of oneself in order to identify oneself in perception. O’Brien, therefore, takes 

agent’s awareness not just to be a necessary source of self-consciousness but also to 

be the most fundamental or basic source of self-consciousness, ruling out a view 

according to which perceptual awareness and agent’s awareness play an equally 

important role in the explanation of self-consciousness. 

Personally, I find O'Brien’s argument that agential self-consciousness offers the most 

plausible account of pre-reflective self-awareness very persuasive. There is much 

disagreement over the nature of mental acts, particularly regarding what constitutes a 

mental activity and whether or not it differs from physical actions (Bayne, 2008; 

Buckareff, 2005; Marcel, 2003; Proust, 2001; Strawson, 2003), and there is undoubtedly 

work to be done to clarify various aspects of agentive phenomenology (see, 

Mylopoulos & Shepherd, forthcoming). Nevertheless, there seems to be general 

agreement that there is a sense of agency and to my knowledge there does not appear 

to be many obvious objections to the claim that the sense of agency constitutes a 
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fundamental source of self-awareness. Overall, I take the agential view to offer the 

most compelling explanation of self-consciousness. Instead of making a 

straightforward case for the view, this dissertation may be seen as constituting an 

implicit argument from the best explanation for a version of O’Brien’s model, since I 

argue against the other major contenders I have identified in this introductory chapter. 

Additionally, in the final essay of the thesis (Ch. 5), I argue for a view of the relationship 

between perception, self, and agency which is consistent with the agentive view of self-

consciousness.  

To take stock, there are several main rival theories of pre-reflective self-consciousness. 

It appears that in order for self-ascriptions or judgements to be considered genuinely 

self-conscious, they must satisfy the requirements set out above for “I”-thoughts (they 

must be self-referring, relevant for action, and immune to error through 

misidentification). Those who think that the self “show’s up” in experience argue (in 

various ways) that self-ascriptions or judgements that are based on internal 

informational channels (information derived from ecological perception, 

proprioception, or agent’s awareness) meet all of these criteria because they involve 

information that can only be about the organism itself. Nevertheless, these are where 

the arguments are to be had.  

1.4.  Overview of the Thesis 

The task of explaining self-consciousness is a difficult and complex one. It seems to 

me that devising a complete positive theory of self-awareness is the project of a lifetime 

(or several lifetimes) and is, perhaps, less well suited to the project of a single graduate 

thesis. So, rather than providing an overarching and coherent treatment of the subject, 

I have written several papers on closely related yet distinct questions. Here, I try to 

give brief sense of how each paper fits within the existing body of knowledge and how 

they fit together in a coherent collection of essays. 
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The first paper (Chapter 2: Moore’s Paradox & the Argument from Self-Blindness) 

focuses on a conceptual and reflective form of self-conscious thought, setting it apart 

from the other essays in the collection, which all focus on pre-reflective forms of self-

consciousness. If, through introspection, one is aware of the self as object, and 

introspection is a perceptual or quasi-perceptual capacity, then introspection is a form 

of self-perception. However, as we have seen, Hume – and later, Shoemaker (and 

others) – have rejected this approach. In this paper, I criticise a highly compelling and 

influential argument against the perceptual model of introspection from Shoemaker, 

known as the “argument from Moore’s paradox” (see Shoemaker, 1996, Ch. 4). This 

leaves us with no good reason to abandon inner-sense theories of introspection, but it 

is additionally important because I have also defended any theory of introspection (or 

self-knowledge) that views the connection between a person’s belief and their higher-

order awareness of that belief as contingent (e.g., Byrne, 2005, 2018). 

The second essay (Chapter 3: Perceptual Experience: Am I an Unarticulated 

Constituent?) shifts focus onto a pre-reflective, non-conceptual form of self-

consciousness. Here, I criticise a well-regarded notion in the philosophy of mind, 

namely, “unarticulated constituents”. Although the concept of unarticulated 

constituents is well-established in linguistics and philosophy of language, I contend in 

this paper that there are compelling arguments against it when it comes to perceptual 

content. This has a profound impact on how we understand the contents of 

perception, broadly speaking, as well as whether or not self-awareness can be viewed 

as a form of perception. 

The third and fourth papers take up the idea that the self is perceptually represented 

in the content of visual (and bodily) perception. The third paper (Chapter 4: Is Visual 

Experience Really Self-Locating?) addresses what I take to be the most plausible 

explicit argument in favour of self-locating visual experience. Briefly, the argument is 
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that a particular phenomenal contrast (brought about by a visual illusion) can only be 

explained in terms of self-locating visual experience. I argue that we can endorse 

several claims about visual experience that this argument relies on – such as, the idea 

that the “visual field” is limited in various ways and that visual experience employs a 

two-place relational (here-there) structure – without taking this as reason to suppose 

that the self must be perceptually represented. While I do not offer a wholesale 

rejection of self-locating visual content, I show that the main argument in favour of its 

existence fails, leaving the claim inadequately motivated.  

The final substantive chapter of this thesis (Chapter 5: Agent’s Awareness, Perceptual 

Awareness, and Self-Awareness) is perhaps the most ambitious and speculative of the 

essays. In it, I outline an original positive account of what grounds self-locating 

judgements. Building on the conclusions of the previous chapter (Ch. 4) – namely, that 

what one perceives as being at the centre of egocentric space is not the self but rather 

one’s body – I argue that perceptual information grounds use of the first-person in 

self-locating judgements but only by virtue of a tight interdependence between agent’s 

awareness and perceptual experience. The upshot of these claims is that a unified 

egocentric space requires a basic form of non-perceptual self-awareness but can 

ground self-locating judgements in virtue of a grasp of the actions available to one 

based on what one perceives.  

Taken together these essays provide in-depth analyses of key concepts and arguments, 

shedding new light on various aspects of the topic of self-consciousness and self-

perception. Ultimately, I reject the claim that self-consciousness should be thought of 

as a form of self-perception. Instead, I advocate for an account of self-consciousness 

that is grounded by non-sensory agent’s awareness. Although I stress the importance 

of perceptual information in key capacities that contribute to one’s experience of being 

a self (e.g., the role of visual and bodily information in spatial awareness), I do not view 
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such information as itself constituting self-awareness. By addressing the 

representational structure of spatial experience, I also provide a new perspective on 

existing debates about the nature of self-awareness and challenge some notions and 

arguments which have become orthodoxy. 

 

1.5. Conclusion 

The focus of this thesis is on how we are justified in using the first-person in self-

ascriptions and whether we usefully construe self-awareness as a form of self-

perception. This introduction has given a brief impression of the web of philosophical 

problems that surround the topic of self-consciousness and self-perception; problems 

that have persisted, in various forms, over time and have greatly impacted modern 

discussions.  

In the first section, I highlighted that many contemporary ideas and claims that appear 

throughout the dissertation were anticipated long before they were crystalised in more 

modern accounts, providing a deeper understanding of the current discourse. I also 

tried to motivate a central idea of the thesis, namely, that there exists a primitive, pre-

reflective form of self-consciousness. In the second section, I gave an overview of 

contemporary trends that included a variety of theories of pre-reflective self-

consciousness that have emerged in recent years. In surveying the theoretical 

landscape, my goal in these parts of the introduction, has been to set the stage for the 

chapters that follow and the unique contributions they provide.  

In the final section, I discussed how this thesis challenges well-regarded concepts and 

arguments found in the existing literature. I gave a brief overview of the individual 

papers that constitute this manuscript and demonstrated how they are related to one 

another. Taken as a whole, this thesis rejects the claim that sensory experiences can 

have first-person contents using novel and creative arguments. Furthermore, it argues 
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for the claim that agent’s awareness is fundamental to our egocentric experience of the 

spatial environment, and that perceptual information underpins certain uses of the 

first-person – namely, self-locating judgements – but only through its relationship with 

agent’s awareness. 
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Chapter 2  

Moore’s Paradox & The Argument From Self-Blindness 

 

Abstract: 

This paper examines a powerful and well-known argument against the perceptual 

model of introspection, known as the “argument from Moore's paradox” (Shoemaker, 

1996, Ch. 4). On Shoemaker’s assessment, if the analogy between perception and 

introspection holds, then it should be conceptually possible that a rational person be 

self-blind with respect to at least a subset of their own mental states. However, 

Shoemaker rejects the likeness between introspection and sense perception via a 

reductio ad absurdum. His argument, if sound, has the potential to threaten a broader 

class of theories of introspection, as it refutes theories that view the connection 

between one’s belief and one’s higher-order awareness of that belief as contingent. 

However, this paper contends that the argument from Moore's paradox relies on a 

false assumption and, therefore, that it does not rule out perceptual models of 

introspection. 

 

2.1. Introduction 

In a sustained critique over several independent papers, Sydney Shoemaker has 

rejected the inner-sense theory of introspection.17 A central claim of the inner-sense 

theory is that the way we gain introspective knowledge is, fundamentally, analogous to 

 

17 See especially, chapters 2 (On Knowing One’s Own Mind), 4 (Moore’s Paradox and Self-

Knowledge), 10 (Self-Knowledge and “Inner-sense”), and 11 (The Broad-Perceptual Model), 

of “The First Person Perspective & Other Essays” (1996). 
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the way we gain perceptual knowledge. In other words, introspection is a kind of quasi-

perception. On Shoemaker’s assessment, if the analogy between perception and 

introspection holds, then it should be conceptually possible that a rational person be 

self-blind with respect to at least a subset of their own mental states. However, 

Shoemaker then proceeds to reduce to absurdity the claim that a rational person could 

be self-blind, purportedly showing that the analogy on which the inner-sense theory 

rests is false. This strategy is known as the “argument from self-blindness”, which has 

become hugely influential in the literature on self-knowledge and self-awareness. As 

Siewert (2003, p. 132) says, the argument from self-blindness “is of interest not only 

because it is alleged to show what introspection is not – if Shoemaker is right, it will 

also show us what introspection is”.  

In this paper, I point out that the argument from self-blindness has the potential to 

threaten a broader class of theories of introspection than merely inner-sense theories. 

If sound, Shoemaker’s argument refutes any theory of introspection that views the 

connection between a person’s belief and their higher-order awareness of that belief 

as contingent. However, I argue that the primary consideration in support of the 

argument from self-blindness – the argument from Moore’s paradox – rests on a false 

assumption. Whilst it is not my intention to defend inner-sense theories, per se, I show 

that the argument from self-blindness fails to rule out perceptual models of 

introspection.  

Here is how I will proceed. After introducing inner-sense theories and Shoemaker’s 

broad case against them (§2), I go over the considerations from Moore’s paradox (§3). 

I then try to clarify the precise structure of the reductio ad absurdum and highlight some 

potential worries (§4). Even overlooking these problems, however, I argue that a 

critical premise of the argument is false (§5): the claim that a self-blind person would 
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be outwardly indistinguishable from a “typical” (that is, not self-blind) person. Hence, 

the reductio of the possibility of self-blindness fails.  

Before explaining the details of Shoemaker’s project, a few clarifications are in order. 

Firstly, in using the term “introspection” (alternatively, “self-acquaintance”), I mean 

only to refer to the special first-personal way in which we come to know our own 

minds, whatever way that turns out to be: I do not presuppose any positive hypothesis 

regarding the knowledge a person has of their own mental states. For the purpose of 

this discussion, first-person methods of ascribing mental states are just those methods 

which are not available in ascribing mental states to others. Similarly, the term “special” 

does not imply any Cartesian notions of infallibility. Rather, introspective self-

knowledge is “special” in that it is (usually) taken to be different from knowledge of 

other people’s mental states, which is typically acquired using third-person evidence 

(e.g., outwardly observable speech acts and other behaviours).18 

As another clarificatory point, the focus here is on a limited class of intentional mental 

states. Although Shoemaker tailors the argument from self-blindness to various other 

types of mental states – such as, sensations and pains – what I want to say concerns 

self-blindness regarding only beliefs. This is, at least partly, because this type of 

intentional mental state seems to afford the thinker a special epistemic entitlement or 

right to knowledge: in other words, the subject is usually taken to be authoritative 

about occurrent attitudes, with respect to identifying both the type of underlying first-

order mental state (distinguishing belief from, say, desire) and the contents of the 

relevant state (Macdonald, 1999). (All the same, despite agreeing that we can be 

authoritative about the contents of our thoughts, Dretske (2003, 2006), for example, 

 

18 But this is also a controversial claim. For instance, Ryle (1949), and more recently, Carruthers 

(2011) and Cassam (2017) deny (a reading of) this.  
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advocates a version of scepticism that denies we have special access to the fact that we 

have a mind or, in other words, an authoritative way of knowing that we think.)  

Finally, I want to point out that my comments are limited only to one strand of 

Shoemakers case against the perceptual model of introspective awareness – 

considerations relating to Moore’s Paradox – although I take this to be the main 

argument against inner-sense theories, it is by no means the only strand which is open 

to criticism (see for example, Kimble, 2013; MacDonald, 1999; Parrott, 2017).  

 

2.2. Inner-Sense Theories and Beyond 

Inner-sense theories view introspective awareness and perception as being, in an 

important way, analogous. According to Shoemaker, all versions of the inner-sense 

theory are committed to an assumption which applies to both introspective awareness 

and to perception. This feature is known as the “independence condition”: 19 

the objects and states of affairs which the perception is of, and which it 

provides knowledge about, exist independently of the perceiving of them, and 

(…)  independently of there being things with the capacity for perceiving them 

or being aware of them. Thus, trees, mountains, etc. can exist without there 

being creatures with the capacity to perceive them, and it is in principle possible 

for houses, automobiles, and human bodies to exist in this way. (Shoemaker, 

1996, p .206) 

The independence condition captures a key metaphysical difference between the inner-

sense theory and Shoemaker’s own view. For Shoemaker, a person who possesses the 

 

19 Some versions of the inner-sense model grant what Shoemaker calls “the causal condition” 

in addition to the independence condition (e.g., Armstrong, 1968; Nichols & Stich, 2003). 
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relevant concepts, along with a certain level of rationality, can necessarily recognise 

their own pains, sensations, beliefs, and other mental states. For him, being in a mental 

state “constitutes” knowledge that one is in that mental state. For anyone committed 

to the independence condition, however, both perception and (by analogy) 

introspection provide an awareness of objects and states of affairs that exist 

independently of the corresponding objects of perception or introspection (i.e., the 

mental states that are available for introspection) (Shoemaker, 1996). Consequently, 

the relationship between a mental state and the awareness a rational agent has of that 

state is only causal and contingent (rather than necessary, as Shoemaker would have 

it). Shoemaker’s primary case against the inner-sense theory – the argument from self-

blindness – is intended to show that this claim is false.  

The argument from self-blindness is very highly regarded. Dretske, for instance, takes 

Shoemaker to have refuted the perceptual model of introspection: “I can’t improve on 

Shoemaker”  (Dretske, 2003, p. 11). If his argument is sound, then the consequences 

will be further reaching than even Shoemaker himself seems to acknowledge. If the 

argument succeeds in refuting the inner-sense theory, then any theory of introspection 

committed to the independence condition will be refuted for the same reasons. For 

example, Alex Byrne considers his own position on introspection to be a version of 

what Shoemaker has called the “broad perceptual model” since it views self-ascriptions 

of mental states as being caused by the beliefs they self-ascribe. Yet he maintains that 

his theory is not a version of the inner-sense theory since it does not involve any quasi-

perceptual faculty. On his view, mental states are self-ascribed by following an 

epistemic rule in reasoning: “BEL: If P, believe that P” (Byrne, 2005, 2018). 

Here is another example of a view that would be refuted by the argument from self-

blindness. Gilbert Ryle (1949) famously denied that there is any fundamental difference 

in kind between the way we make self-ascriptions and the way we make mental state 
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ascriptions to other people.20 This type of model (see also, for example, Carruthers, 

2011) effectively denies the existence of distinctively first-personal means of coming 

to know one’s mental states. According to this Rylean view, the key difference between 

the first- and third-person case is superficial: From the first-person perspective, we 

have a much greater wealth of evidence in interpreting or inferring our own states.21 

Both approaches, Ryle’s and Byrne’s, view the relationship between believing and 

believing that one believes as being merely contingent. If correct, Shoemaker’s view 

would challenge this idea, since he takes the argument from self-blindness to show that 

the connection between believing and believing that one believes is necessary, with the 

former partly constituting the latter. 

 

2.3.The Argument from Self-Blindness 

To show that the relationship between a mental state and one’s knowledge of being in 

that state is not merely contingent, Shoemaker formulates a clever argument based on 

a fictitious introspective deficit called “self-blindness”. Briefly, the thought is that, if 

the analogy holds between perception and introspection, then it should be possible 

that a person might lack reliable introspective access to their mental states, or a subset 

of their mental states. In the same way that it is possible (and actual) that a person 

 

20 Several people have challenged this type of view on the basis that, if it were true (that I 

ascribed beliefs to myself using only evidence and inference), then I would be alienated from 

myself in an important way. According to this worry, believing is no longer an intentional 

activity, since it leaves out the role of the person as an agent in deliberation about what to 

believe (Boyle, 2009; Evans, 1982; Moran, 2012; Shoemaker, 1996). 

21 Carruthers (2011, p. 24), for instance, views inner-speech as a form of “evidence” which is 

available in only the first-person case. This muddies the waters somewhat, so for simplicity’s 

sake I avoid this issue in the present discussion. 
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become visually blind, whilst retaining the same conceptual capacities, rationality, and 

intelligence of a normal human adult, it should be possible for a person to become 

“self-blind” with respect to (a class of) their own mental states.22 And, Shoemaker says:  

Only if self-blindness were a conceptual possibility would it be appropriate to 

think of the capacity for self-acquaintance as a quasi-perceptual capacity, which 

is something over and above the capacity to have and conceive of the mental 

states in question (Shoemaker, 1996, p. 31).  

Nevertheless, as he purports to show, self-blindness is not in fact a conceptual 

possibility. Hence, according to Shoemaker the independence condition is false, and 

the analogy between perception and introspection collapses. We should, therefore, 

reject the inner-sense theory. 

It may be helpful to summarise the argument from self-blindness schematically: 

1) Inner sense theories are committed to the analogy between perception and 

introspective awareness. 

2) The objects of perception can, in principle, exist unperceived. 

3) Inner-sense theories are committed to the claim that the objects of introspection can, 

in principle, exist unperceived. 

4) If the objects of introspection can, in principle, exist unperceived, then, just as a person 

can suffer a perceptual deficit, like blindness, necessarily, it should be possible that a 

person can suffer an introspective deficit, like self-blindness. 

5) Self-blindness is not possible. 

 

22 For the sake of the argument, I am willing to grant Shoemaker this assumption.  
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6) Therefore, perception and introspection are not analogous, and the inner sense theory 

is false. 

Shoemaker puts forward several considerations to substantiate premise (5) of the 

argument from self-blindness. The rest of this paper is dedicated to evaluating what I 

take to be the most important of these considerations; namely, the appeal to Moore’s 

Paradox. The next section starts with an explanation of Moore’s problem before 

delving into the relationship between Moore paradoxical sentences and self-blindness. 

I try to clarify how the discussion of Moore’s paradox purportedly shows that self-

blindness is an impossibility.  

 

2.4. The Argument from Moore’s Paradox 

Moore’s paradox involves the apparent absurdity of declarative statements such as, 

“it’s raining, but I don’t believe that it’s raining” (where “I don’t believe” indicates the 

speaker’s ignorance as to whether it is raining) or “it’s raining, but I believe that it’s 

not raining”. Such sentences do not involve an explicit contradiction. After all, it could 

be true that it is raining and that I don’t believe that it is (or believe that it is not). 

Nonetheless, something would seem odd if I were to make an utterance of this sort.  

What it is that makes Moore paradoxical statements odd is still up for debate. Moore’s 

(1944/2013) own position is that by uttering P, one implies that one believes that P.  

So, in uttering a Moorean sentence, the second conjunct contradicts what one has 

implied in the first conjunct. But, while this approach (and others like it, e.g., Black, 

1912; Baldwin, 1993; and Rosenthal, 1995) explains the logical impropriety of Moore 

paradoxical utterances, it does nothing to explain why Moore paradoxical thoughts seem 

so peculiar. Indeed, Shoemaker (see also Heal, 1994) believes that Moore paradoxical 

utterances reveal something important about the nature of belief, to the extent that 

“… an explanation of why one cannot (coherently) assert a Moore-paradoxical sentence 
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will come for free, via the principle that what can be (coherently) believed constrains 

what can be (coherently) asserted” (Shoemaker, 1996, p. 76). 

Shoemaker’s suggestion, regarding what makes Moorean beliefs (and utterances) odd, 

emphasises full human rationality, since a fully rational belief is a self-conscious belief:   

…believing something commits one to believing that one believes it, in the 

sense that… if one believes something, and considers whether one does, one 

must, on pain of irrationality, believe that one believes it. (Shoemaker, 1996, p. 

77) 

Larkin provides this helpful formulation of what Shoemaker refers to as “the self-

intimation thesis”: “Necessarily: if a rational agent S has an available belief that P, then 

S will believe that she believes that P” (1999, p. 240).23 Shoemaker’s explanation of 

Moore’s Paradox, then, lies in the constitutive connection between believing and 

believing that one believes.24 For Shoemaker, it is irrational to assent to P and, at the 

same time, deny that one believes P or withhold judgement over whether one believes 

P. Prima facie, at least, this view of Moore’s paradox presupposes that self-blindness is 

impossible; for, if the connection between believing P and believing that you believe 

P is necessary, then there is no room for self-blindness, since a subject cannot be in 

one state without being in the other. 

With Shoemaker’s solution to Moore’s paradox in mind, we a need an explanation of 

how the paradox is used to show that self-blindness is a conceptual impossibility. 

Shoemaker thinks that when we try to imagine very precisely someone who is self-

 

23 Shoemaker would not want to say that we have access to all our beliefs all the time. So, in 

this context, “available” just means not lost to memory, etc. and does not make any 

presuppositions about how that belief is made available to the subject.  

24 See Larkin (1999) for an argument against this formulation of Moore’s Paradox.  
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blind we simply end up imagining a normal person, that is, someone with ordinary 

introspective awareness. And according to him, this means that self-blindness is not 

possible. Using Moore’s paradox, he tries to show that a self-blind individual would be 

totally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind individual. And he writes that “I am 

tempted to say that if everything is as if a creature has knowledge of its beliefs and 

desires, then it does have knowledge of them” (Shoemaker 1996, p. 34).  

Developing his case against the inner-sense theory, Shoemaker asks us to consider a 

person, George, who is self-blind with regards to his own beliefs (1996, p. 35). On 

Shoemaker’s specification of self-blindness, George has no access to any distinctively 

first-personal methods of attributing beliefs and other attitudes to himself (whatever 

the specifics of that method turn out to be). However, George is able to use third-

person inferential methods of attributing mental states to himself. After all, he is 

supposed to be equal in intelligence, rationality, and conceptual capacity to a normally 

self-aware person: Just as he can attribute beliefs to other people based on observable 

cues, he can, likewise, use the same kinds of evidence in self-attributions by observing 

his own behaviour and speech acts. Shoemaker ultimately claims that – because 

George is rational, etc. and can still make self-attributions based on third-person 

evidence – it should not be possible for an observer to tell George apart from an 

introspectively normal person.  

To argue for this counterintuitive claim, Shoemaker considers (and rejects) the 

possibility that a self-blind individual might reveal their self-blindness by uttering a 

Moore paradoxical sentence. He says that while it might seem like there are 

circumstances in which George would be susceptible to making Moore paradoxical 

utterances, rationality dictates that he will refrain from doing so.  

For example, we might first suppose that there are circumstances in which George 

might utter a Moore paradoxical assertion, thereby revealing himself to be self-blind. 
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Imagine that George has seen that it is raining, and he expresses this by saying “it’s 

raining”. But, suppose further that George simultaneously sees himself in a mirror 

wearing sunglasses and a short sleeve t-shirt, and forms the judgement that he believes 

that it is not raining (on the basis of this third-person evidence). Of course, in saying 

aloud “it’s raining” George will have his own testimony as (third-person) evidence, but 

suppose further that the total third-person evidence is so compelling that George’s 

own testimony is overridden, or maybe he has reason to suspect that his earlier 

assertion was insincere. Perhaps George is deaf and he didn’t hear himself say “it’s 

raining”. Consequently, he attributes to himself the belief that it is not raining, and 

utters, “I believe that it’s not raining”, thereby completing the Moorean assertion “P 

but I believe that not-P”. 

However, Shoemaker says that George will not in fact reveal his introspective 

discrepancy by asserting a Moore-paradoxical utterance. For, remember that (by 

Shoemaker’s own design) a self-blind person would still have the intellectual ability to 

recognise the prima facie inconsistent nature of such utterances. Having, at least, a 

rudimentary grasp on the concept of belief, George will only use the word “believe” 

in first-person utterances in ways that are pragmatically appropriate. For instance, he 

will assent to “I believe that P” only in the cases he would assent to “P”. In this way, 

being as conceptually sophisticated as someone who is not self-blind, George will 

refrain from uttering Moore paradoxical sentences.  

Similarly, given the assumption of rationality, George should be otherwise 

behaviourally identical to a normally self-aware person. In addition to his refraining 

from uttering paradoxical statements, in every day conversation, for example, he will 

be able to recognise when it is appropriate to answer questions like “do you believe 

that P?” in the affirmative, and preface utterances of P with “I believe that…”. 

Assuming that this is true, Shoemaker says, a self-blind person will never reveal their 
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introspective deficit. George will remain wholly indistinguishable from someone with 

a normal introspective capacity, for there “would be nothing in his behaviour, verbal 

or otherwise that would give away the fact that he lacks self-acquaintance” 

(Shoemaker, 1996, p. 35).  

Additionally, Shoemaker holds the view that if a subject is rationally and behaviourally 

indistinguishable from a normally self-aware person, there are no grounds for judging 

him to be non-normally self-aware. Although he says little to clarify this idea 

(particularly regarding what might constitute “the best possible evidence”): 

if someone is equal in intelligence, rationality, and conceptual capacity to a 

normal person, she will, in consequence of that, behave in ways that provide 

the best possible evidence that she is aware of her own beliefs and desires to 

the same extent that a normal person would be, and so is not self-blind. (Ibid., 

p. 236) 

Together, Shoemaker takes these considerations to be a problem for the inner-sense 

theorist. He thinks that if George’s behaviour is indistinguishable from a typical, self-

aware person, then George would be aware of his own beliefs to the same extent as a 

normally self-aware person. Additionally, there would be no benefits to having 

introspective awareness over and above those available to the self-blind person, and 

there would be no way of knowing that self-blindness was not ubiquitous. However, 

according to Shoemaker, to accept this would be absurd. In light of this, it is better to 

conclude that George is not self-blind. He writes: 

And how can we be sure (…) that self-blindness is not the normal condition 

of mankind? But rather than conclude that self-acquaintance provides no 

benefits that would not be available without it, and that it is questionable 

whether we have it, it seems better to take the considerations just mentioned 
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as a reductio ad absurdum of the view that self-blindness is a possibility. (Ibid., p. 

36) 

So, according to Shoemaker, self-blindness would only be possible if a self-blind 

person could be revealed as self-blind. But, as we have just seen, he thinks that when we 

try to imagine very precisely someone who is self-blind, we end up imagining someone 

who we cannot discriminate from an ordinary person, that is., someone with ordinary 

introspective awareness. Shoemaker takes this to show that self-blindness is not 

possible.  

Despite Shoemaker’s careful and detailed case against the inner-sense model of 

introspection, the precise structure of his reductio ad absurdum is, at times, a little opaque. 

To help clarify what exactly the argument from Moore’s paradox is supposed to 

establish, here is one way to formulate the argument:25 

A. A self-blind person is self-blind and equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual 

capacity to a non-self-blind person. 

B. If someone is equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a non-

self-blind person, they are behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind 

person. 

 

25 Kind (2003) formulates the argument differently, paraphrasing Shoemaker as follows: “If 

someone is equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a normal person, his 

behaviour provides the best possible evidence that he is aware of his own beliefs and desires 

to the same extent as a normal person would be” (2003, p.44). She views Moore’s paradox as 

showing that George is aware of his beliefs to the same extent as a non-self-blind person. 

However, I find the consequent “provides the best possible evidence…” difficult to 

understand since, as Kind acknowledges in a footnote (fn.15), the best possible evidence might 

fail to be good evidence. For that reason, I prefer the formulation in terms of behavioural 

equivalence. 
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C. A self-blind person is behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind 

person. (From A and B.) 

D. If someone is behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind person, there 

are no grounds for judging them self-blind. 

E. There are no grounds for judging a self-blind person (George) to be self-blind. 

(From C and D.) 

F. If there are no grounds for judging someone to be self-blind then they are not 

self-blind. 

G. A self-blind person is not self-blind. (From E and F.) 

So, here we have three interlocking mini-arguments, which are together a valid 

argument. My main objection is against the truth of premise C (which is the subject of 

the following section). Nevertheless, before I make my case, I would like to highlight 

some potential misunderstandings or problems with the argument as I have presented 

it. 

Firstly, for the argument to work, Shoemaker must make a universally quantified claim 

“For all S, if S is equal in intelligence, etc., then S is behaviourally indistinguishable 

from, etc.”, rather than a weaker existential claim (“For some S, if S is equal in 

intelligence, etc., then S is behaviourally indistinguishable from, etc.”). That is, 

Shoemaker must argue that every self-blind subject would function normally and not 

merely that some self-blind subject would function normally. After all, the fact that a 

subject could be indistinguishable from a typically self-aware individual does not show 

us anything about whether a subject would be indistinguishable from a non-self-blind 

person. Given the self-intimation thesis, however, we can assume that the story of 

George is supposed to support the stronger conclusion and that Shoemaker is trying 

to show that any difference in behaviour between George and a non-self-blind person 
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would have to derive from some failure of rationality. It’s not just a story about a 

particular individual called George. Rather, “George” can be replaced with “any 

rational self-blind agent”. Claims about what George would do, then, are really claims 

about what rationality requires George to do. So, to challenge Shoemaker, I must show 

that there is a coherent situation in which a rational (and intelligent and conceptually 

proficient) self-blind agent would be distinguishable from someone not self-blind, 

which is exactly what I go on to do in section 5.  

Secondly, while I am willing to allow premise A as an innocent assumption, it is 

possible to object at this point. Premise A says that a self-blind person is self-blind and 

equal in intelligence, rationality and conceptual capacity to a non-self-blind person. 

However, if George is congenitally self-blind then we have reason to suppose that he 

will fail to equal the conceptual capacity of a non-self-blind person. Revisiting the 

analogy between visual blindness and self-blindness, since congenitally blind people 

(presumably) lack some of our concepts (e.g., colour concepts), it should similarly be 

the case that congenitally self-blind people lack some mental-state concepts. On this 

view, mental-state concepts would be (or be analogous to) observational concepts, and a 

self-blind person would, therefore, lack at least some mental state concepts (e.g., belief, 

desire, etc.). If mental state concepts are indeed observational then, clearly, this would 

distinguish a self-blind individual from someone not self-blind.26  

 

26 My own view on this would be that while some mental state concepts must surely be 

observational (e.g., pain), belief is possibly not – a grasp of the functional role of belief is 

probably sufficient. I am less clear about the case of desire. Arguably, there may be two notions 

here, one observational another functional. 
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Nevertheless, to avoid this complication, Shoemaker might stipulate that the self-blind 

person has gone self-blind. But, this is also problematic. For, it seems likely that (at least) 

some people, were they to suddenly go self-blind, would run around screaming “I don’t 

know what I think!”. In which case, premise C would be false (C: A self-blind person 

is behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind person). So, Shoemaker 

potentially faces a dilemma. On one horn of the dilemma, George would fail to match 

the conceptual sophistication of a non-self-blind person. On the other horn of the 

dilemma, George will be disposed to reveal his self-blindness. However, for the sake 

of the argument, I am willing to set aside the worry about George lacking 

“observational” concepts, and assume that Shoemaker has in mind the non-congenital 

case. Perhaps George has become self-blind over a period of time such that he has 

failed to notice the change in his introspective capacity.  

Finally, premise F is the claim that if there are no grounds for judging someone to be 

self-blind then they are not self-blind. But, this claim is susceptible to the worry that it 

is objectionably verificationist. Shoemaker says that if everything is as if George has 

knowledge of his beliefs and desires, then he does have knowledge of them, yet this is 

not obviously true. As Kind (2003, p. 44) says, even the best possible evidence for x is 

not necessarily good evidence for x. Unless we accept the highly influential but now 

deeply unpopular thesis, Behaviourism, it should be possible for the self-blind George 

and his self-aware counterpart to be behaviourally indistinguishable yet still differ 

psychologically (ibid.).27 Again, though, I am willing to overlook this worry for the sake 

of argument. 

The task now is to show that premise C is false. 

 

27 But see Shoemaker’s (1996, pp. 239-240) anticipation of this worry (see also Barnett, 2021, 

§6). 
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2.5. Is George Really Indistinguishable from You or I?  

Arguably, the central claim of the argument is premise C: A self-blind person is 

behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind person. For Shoemaker, it is a 

requirement on rationality that George refrains from making Moorean assertions and 

from other behaviours that would distinguish him from a typically self-aware agent, 

since rationality dictates that if George believes that P then he should believe that he 

believes that P. Therefore, it is essential to Shoemaker’s case that he convince his 

readers that a self-blind person (or, more precisely, all self-blind people) would be 

behaviourally indistinguishable from a non-self-blind person. In this section of the 

paper, I consider three objections to premise C. The first (§5.1) is ultimately 

unconvincing and bolsters Shoemakers contention that George will not utter Moorean 

propositions. The second (§5.2) is based on an existing objection and shows that 

George might reveal his introspective faults in another way. I defend this existing 

objection against a potential counter-objection. The third (§5.3) offers a novel reason 

to think that George will be disposed to reveal his introspective foibles (again, without 

uttering a Moorean sentence). 

2.5.1. Distinguishing Belief from Thought 

One might think that there is a direct way in which George’s self-blindness might 

become apparent. This worry is similar to a difficulty anticipated (and overcome) by 

Shoemaker (1996, p. 42), which involves asking a self-blind individual to report some 

of their own beliefs. On the face of it, it seems like George might be unable to comply 

with such a request and this is how George would be revealed as being self-blind. But, 

according to Shoemaker, George would easily be able to answer such a request (in the 

appropriate manner) by treating the question, “tell me some things you believe?”, as 

analogous to, “tell me some things that are true”. For, “trying to satisfy the latter 
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request, whether successful or not, guarantees successfully satisfying the earlier one. And, 

there is no reason why George should not realise this” (ibid., p. 42).  

However, suppose we instead ask George, “What are you thinking about?”. And, 

imagine that, when we ask him, he is not engaged in any particular activity or task and 

has very little information that he might use to infer what he might have been thinking 

about. Prima facie, at least, it seems that George will not be able to answer. After all, 

this question has no world-directed analogue that can be used to bootstrap into the 

self-ascription. Assuming George cannot answer, there are two ways in which he might 

be distinguished from a typically self-aware agent: Firstly, he may fail to answer the 

question; and, secondly, he may be disposed to declare the peculiarity of his situation, 

constituting a way in which he might go as far as admitting outright to his being self-

blind. 

There are a few potential rejoinders to this objection, however. For one thing, George 

might say that he cannot remember what he had been thinking about, or he may guess 

or confabulate an answer. For example, he could say that he is now thinking about the 

fact that you just asked him what he had been thinking about. Such a response would 

not be particularly unusual or atypical, hence, would not provide a reason for judging 

George to be non-normally self-aware. Nonetheless, unlike a typically self-aware 

person, George will never be able to answer the question “what are you thinking about?” 

without turning to third-person evidence. So, unless George always resorts to 

confabulation or guesswork, then we have a (behavioural) difference between the self-

blind person and the normally self-aware person. And, even supposing George does 

always have to guess what he was thinking about it will come across as strange, at the 

very least, that he should have to guess the answer and there is no reason he should 

not communicate this oddity. 
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However, there is a different and potentially stronger response that Shoemaker could 

make. The question, “what are you thinking about?”, doesn’t really ask about belief but 

about thought, which falls short of belief. From Shoemaker’s description of the case, it 

seems like George can have various thoughts flowing through his head without actually 

coming to know whether he believes anything first-personally: 

a self-blind creature would be one which has the conception of the various 

mental states, and can entertain the thought that it has this or that belief, desire, 

intention, etc., but which is unable to become aware of the truth of such a 

thought except in a third-person way (emphasis added) (Shoemaker, 1988, p. 

115).  

George might, for example, be thinking rather vacuously about whether the King of 

France is bald or about a song he heard. Presumably, George enjoys first-person access 

with respect to such non-committal thoughts (in the same way he has access to pains 

and sensations), and can therefore directly report or assert that he was thinking about 

the King of France (or a song). But, note, he is not judging anything to be the case or 

affirming any beliefs by merely entertaining such thoughts. Of course, we would 

ordinarily take the utterance “I am thinking about the King of France” to express a 

first-order belief or judgement about one of his non-committal thoughts. And, 

according to Shoemaker, George will (being rational, etc.) immediately form the 

second-order belief (“I believe that I am thinking about the King of France”). 

According to this reckoning, then, we are left with no reason to judge George to be 

non-normally self-aware since he will be capable of both answering questions about 

his thoughts and uttering sentences of the form, “I believe that I am thinking about 

x”.  

Ultimately, this critique of the argument from self-blindness has proved to be 

unsuccessful but understanding why provides some further clarification on how self-
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blindness is conceived by Shoemaker. There are, however, two further ways in which 

a self-blind agent might go as far as admitting outright to their being self-blind. 

2.5.2. Won’t George Admit to Being Self-Blind? 

Prima facie, George should be able to self-ascribe attitudes based solely on third-person 

evidence, without any first-personal awareness of those attitudes. In fact, people who 

have a normally functioning introspective capacity may rely on this type of evidence 

based procedure for self-ascriptions, at least some of the time.28 Nevertheless, if a 

person’s only access to their beliefs was via third-person inference, would they remain 

wholly indistinguishable from a “normal”, self-aware person, as Shoemaker insists?  

Shoemaker is right to think that George will refrain from making Moore Paradoxical 

assertions: I agree that if George confidently and happily assents to “P” then he will 

also affirm, “I believe that P”. Since, to do otherwise would – at a minimum – lead to 

an obvious violation of linguistic convention: Even if the Moorean conjunct happens 

to be true, it is a linguistic convention that (all else being equal) uttering “P” is 

shorthand for “I believe that P”. George should recognise this and hence refrain from 

following an utterance of “P” with the contradictory second conjunct of the Moorean 

proposition, “not P”. Moreover, according to Shoemaker (1996), there is a 

contradiction in the idea that the total evidence available to someone could point 

unambiguously towards the proposition that it’s raining and towards the proposition 

that they do not believe that it is raining. The reason being that the total evidence one 

has for the second proposition should include the same evidence that one has for the 

first. So, if someone sees that it is raining, this will equally count as evidence for the 

proposition that he or she believes that it is. Nevertheless, nothing in this concession 

 

28 Some inner-sense theorists concede such a dual method approach, see for example, 

Goldman (2006) and Nichols and Stich (2003). 
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to Shoemaker precludes a self-blind individual from revealing themselves to have only 

third-person access to their own beliefs in some other way.  

Let us work through an example to clarify this point. Suppose George says aloud, “it 

is raining”. Perhaps his evidence for this first-order belief is certain meteorological 

facts, or perhaps just that he is inclined to answer “yes” if asked “is it raining?”. In the 

absence of conflicting evidence about what he himself believes (his second-order 

belief), George will have no need to follow this with a Moorean conjunct of the form 

“but I don’t believe it”. But, let’s say that George is wearing inappropriate clothing for 

rainy weather, or perhaps he has some other third person evidence which might lead 

him to form a conflicting second-order belief. Even in cases where there is such a 

conflict, a rational agent will weight the sources of evidence appropriately. In this case, 

having no indication that he is speaking with sarcasm or deception, George should 

give more weight to his utterance that it is raining and less weight to the fact that he 

inappropriately dressed for wet weather. After all, endorsing a proposition is 

(ordinarily) strong evidence that one believes it, whereas circumstantial evidence is 

often open to more than one interpretation (perhaps George enjoys the feeling of rain 

against his skin or perhaps he believes he won’t be going outside in the rain, for 

example). Again, George will refrain from uttering a Moorean proposition.29 

On this view, any questions about George’s own beliefs can be answered by inserting 

“I believe that” before any stated proposition “P”, preventing George from uttering a 

sentence of the form “P, but I believe that not P” (or, equivalently, “P, but I do not 

 

29 Although, see Barnett (2021) for an argument that a rational, self-blind agent may 

mark a Moorean sentence as true in a true or false exam, constituting another way 

in which the difference between a self-blind agent and a self-aware agent would be 

evident. 
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believe that P”). And, there is no reason why George should not employ this procedure 

as a matter of routine. Consequently, the prospects for Shoemaker’s argument will 

come down to the possibility of George handling all of his belief self-ascriptions – via 

what rationality demands – by adding “I believe” to any of his relevant assertions. If 

Shoemaker’s case rests on the assumption that George can handle all of his belief self-

ascriptions by simply adding “I believe” to any of his assertions, this implies that a self-

blind person cannot lie. However, it is not clear how obvious this difference would be 

to an observer, and therefore it is unclear what can be taken from this point.  

As an aside, it is worth noting that while this procedure is very similar to Byrne’s (2005, 

2018) epistemic rule following procedure, it is not identical. Byrne’s view is that there 

is a procedure for gaining self-knowledge according to which one reasons from the 

evidence that P to the belief that one believes that P, which is a self-verifying and a 

first-personal method of introspection: (BEL) If P, believe that you believe that P. 

George, however, is following a rule that is more accurately formulated thus: (BEL*) 

If you utter P, say that you believe that P. BEL* is neither self-verifying nor does it 

constitute first-person introspection. This is because BEL* is not sensitive to whether 

one takes P to be true or not (merely uttering P need not entail that one takes P to be 

true) and can be equally applied to others as well as oneself. BEL, on the other hand, 

stipulates that if one takes P to be true then one should believe that one believes that 

P – BEL cannot be successfully applied to others. 

Nonetheless, even if George were to refrain from uttering Moorean propositions as a 

result of following BEL*, this need not preclude George from admitting outright to his 

being self-blind. As Siewert (2003, p. 134) observes, so far, there is no reason to think 

that George’s beliefs are acquired via anything other than third-person evidence: If 

George’s evidence for his second-order belief is his utterance of the first-order belief, 

then he has acquired it using third-person evidence. However, if George comes to 
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declare or endorse both that it’s raining and that he believes that it is raining by using only 

third-person-evidence, one might think that he would be disposed to acknowledge this 

fact in conversation – an observable difference between George and a typically self-

aware agent. Siewert (2003, p. 134) argues that, unlike a normally self-aware person, 

George may have a potential disposition to say that he never knew his own mind until 

he could observe or perceive his own speech acts and other behaviour. Additionally, 

given that he is as intellectually competent as anyone else, George may also be disposed 

to try to diagnose his introspective deficiency, even going as far as to seek help from a 

medical professional. For, he would surely recognise at the conceptual level that this 

state of affairs is, at the very least, unusual. 

One might try to reject Siewert’s proposal, on the grounds that the method of 

introspection is unavailable to George – that is, he doesn’t know how he knows what 

he believes, he just knows. Clearly, the means by which introspectively normal people 

come to know their own beliefs is, in the vast majority of cases, a mystery to themselves 

(as evidenced by the huge literature on self-knowledge and self-awareness). The idea 

is that, if George is unaware of the means by which he comes to know his beliefs, then 

he will be unable to tell whether he is using first-person introspection, third-person 

evidence, or confabulation in attributing beliefs to himself.30 That is, he will fail to 

realise that he must observe his behaviour before he can report his beliefs. Hence, he 

will not be disposed to comment on the peculiarity of his situation, thereby revealing 

his introspective deficit. 

This is not a convincing reply, however. The fact that George has one method of 

introspecting his beliefs (first-person access) denied to him should not mean that he 

 

30 There is some evidence of confabulation in both pathological and non-pathological cases. 

Typically, the subject is completely unaware of their confabulation. E.g., Nisbett & Wilson 

(1977). 
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has no awareness of his methods more generally. If George can recognise that he is 

using third-person evidence to come to know what other people believe, then there is 

no reason he should not be able to recognise when he is using third-person evidence 

to attribute beliefs to himself. And, because of the assumption that he is as 

intellectually competent as any self-aware agent, we can safely assume he does in fact 

recognise his use of third-person evidence in attributing beliefs to other’s. Therefore, 

we have good reason to suppose that George will have a potential disposition to reveal 

his self-blindness, constituting a behavioural difference between George and a typically 

self-aware person.  

Moreover, supposing George were to admit to being self-blind, his doing so would 

not be due to a failure of rationality. Rationality, as it is typically and broadly conceived, 

requires that one be consistent in one’s beliefs and intentions, that one believe the 

obvious and non-trivial consequences of one’s beliefs and that one’s means are 

(ostensibly) aligned with one’s intended ends (Broome, 2013; Way, 2018), among other 

potential requirements.31 George could say all of the following without obviously 

violating these constraints on rationality: (1) that it’s raining; (2) that he believes that 

it’s raining; (3) that he could only know (1) & (2) on the basis of third-person evidence. 

This is one way in which Premise C (A self-blind person is behaviourally 

indistinguishable from a non-self-blind person) is shown to be false, for (3) is not 

something a typically self-aware agent would say.  

 

31 For other debatable proposals regarding what rationality requires of us, see, for 

example: Broome, 2013, 9.4; Horowitz, 2014; Way, 2018. 
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2.5.3. Anscombe’s “A”-Users 

Here is a different reason to think that George might reveal himself as self-blind with 

respect to his beliefs: Unlike a typically self-aware individual, he may be disposed to 

make what are known as errors of misidentification (to be explained below) when self-

ascribing beliefs. Although not quite the same, George is very similar to the “A”-users 

in Anscombe’s “The First Person” (1981) since “A”-users have deficits that seem to 

match George's, in a certain respect. While George lacks self-consciousness with 

respect to his own beliefs, “A”-users lack self-consciousness with respect to all of their 

mental states: “they perhaps have no self-consciousness, though each one knows a lot 

about the object that he (in fact) is” (ibid., p. 24).  

In Anscombe’s imagined society, everyone is labelled with two names: One name is 

printed on the inside of their wrists and is the same for everyone, “A”; while the other 

name is stamped at the top of their chests and on their backs so that their bearers 

cannot see them – these names are various, “B” to “Z”. When reporting on their 

actions, everyone uses the same name “A”; but, when reporting on others’ actions, 

everyone uses the names that are printed on chests and backs. Furthermore, everyone 

learns to respond to utterances of the name on their chest or back, in just the same 

way we tend to respond to utterances of our own names:  

Reports on one’s own actions, which one gives straight off from observation, 

are made using the name on the wrist. Such reports are made, not on the basis 

of observation alone, but also on that of inference and testimony or other 

information. B, for example, derives conclusions expressed by sentences with 

“A” as subject, from other people’s statements using “B” as subject. 

(Anscombe, 1981, p. 24) 
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The point of the “A”-users example is to show us that “I” functions differently to an 

ordinary name.32 It is true that Anscombe's aims are very different from Shoemaker’s, 

hence one might suppose that the “A”-user example is slightly under described to be 

of use to our discussion; for instance, Anscombe does not directly discuss belief or 

epistemic access to one’s beliefs. However, we can see that George’s use of “I” is very 

similar to the way that “A”-users use “A”, at least in a subset of his self-attributions. 

Crucially for our purposes, according to Anscombe’s argument, “A”-users are 

observably different to typical “I”-users. The important question now becomes, is 

George also observably different to regular “I”-users?  

In answering this question, we should keep in mind the distinction between “I” as used 

to refer to oneself as “object” or as “subject”. In an independent (though related) 

discussion, Wittgenstein (1958) observed that there are two different types of first-

person content. When “I” is used in the I-as-object manner, one can make a certain 

type of mistake, a mistake that is not possible to make in cases where “I” is used to 

refer to oneself as subject. Consider my statement, “I am wearing blue shoes”, and 

suppose that when I looked under the table to see what colour my shoes were, I 

mistook my friend’s shoe for my own, it being close in position and size. In this case, 

I am mistaken about whose shoe is blue. On the other hand, take an example of “I” as 

subject: “I see blue shoes”. In this case, it is not possible for me to mistake who is doing 

the seeing. In other words, thoughts that refer to oneself as subject are immune to a 

particular kind of error. Shoemaker (1968) refers to this phenomenon as, “immunity 

 

32 In fact, this is a part of Anscombe’s (1981) overall argument that “I” is not a referring term 

at all. Evans (1982) also argues that while it usually refers, you can come up with cases in which 

“I” fails to refer. (See also Wittgenstein, 1958.) 
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to error through misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun” (hereafter, 

IEM).  

As Evans (1982) points out, IEM is a consequence of the fact that there is no 

identification component in certain first-person thoughts. Some judgements of the form 

“I am F” are justified on the basis of an identification. For example, judging oneself to 

be dishevelled based on seeing one’s appearance in a mirror. In such cases, one’s 

judgement will rest on two further beliefs: “a is F” and “I am a” (or, as in the present 

case, “the person in the mirror is dishevelled” and “I am the person in the mirror”). 

On the other hand, some “I”-thoughts, for example, those that are based on 

introspection, memory, and so on, will be immune to error through misidentification. 

The idea being that, because such thoughts do not involve an identification component 

there can be no possibility of errors of misidentification. Conversely, “I”-thoughts that 

are based on third-person evidence will involve an identification component and so 

will be subject to errors of misidentification.  When one’s self-attribution is subject to 

an error of misidentification there is a possibility that one’s belief is either false or 

merely accidentally true. This is because the fact that there is an identity component 

opens up the possibility of a false identification, that is, a misidentification (“I am a”). 

Let us return to our question about the observable differences between  George, “A”-

users, and “I”-users. It seems that “A”-users must reidentify themselves every time 

they use the term A, having only the ability to refer to themselves as objects, and not 

first-person subjects. This sets them apart from typical “I”-users in a way that is 

observable: For any self-attribution that an “A”-user might make, they will always be 

open to making errors of misidentification, that is, it will be possible for them to ask 

“who?”. For every statement an “A”-user makes, “A is φ” – where φ might be a state 

(e.g., hunger or pain), belief (e.g., that ghosts exist), or an action (e.g., running), etc. – 

it is possible for the utterer to simply be wrong or for them to ask, “someone is φ but 
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who?”. This is quite different to typical “I”-users who would have no need to ask, 

“someone is hungry, but is it me?”. Similarly, a typically self-aware agent would not 

(under normal conditions) make the mistake of saying “I am running” based on seeing 

that someone is running and then mistakenly identifying that person as oneself.  

Were George to be completely introspectively blind (and assuming that he possessed 

mental state concepts), he would be forced to rely on third-person evidence in all of 

his self-attributions, thus he would need to reidentify himself every time he referred to 

himself. His use of the first-person pronoun “I” would be identical to the way “A”-

users use the term A and, therefore, radically unlike our use of “I”. So, the outcome 

would be that George would be (and act) very differently to typically self-aware agents. 

It would perhaps be commonplace for George to utter sentences such as, “well, 

someone went to the shops today but was it me?” or “someone is very sleepy but is it 

me?”. 

But, we have restricted our discussion to self-blindness concerning belief only, 

allowing that George has access to his pains and sensations, passing thoughts and 

emotions, and so on. Consequently, he will only need to reidentify himself in cases 

where he is making a judgement or utterance concerning his own beliefs. In other 

words, unlike a typically self-aware agent, George must employ I-as-object when he 

self-ascribes a belief; and in such case, his uses of “I” will function just like any other 

ordinary name. But, importantly, he can still make many self-attributions in the normal 

way (e.g., “I see rain”; “I feel angry”, “I want an ice-cream” and so on). Hence, only 

George’s uses of “I believe” requires that he reidentify himself. Nonetheless, George 

will still be prone to making errors of misidentification, leading him to behave in an 

observably different way to an average, self-aware individual.   

Let me outline two examples I have in mind. First, imagine that George has some 

third-person evidence to suggest that he is unhappy in his employment. Perhaps he 
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overhears a conversation between his co-workers, who are discussing some other, 

different George and how dissatisfied he is with his job. Without realising that they are 

talking about someone else, our self-blind George erroneously attributes to himself the 

belief that he is unhappy at work, perhaps saying something like, “it looks as though I 

am dissatisfied with my job”, or ask something like, “someone believes that they are 

unhappy at work, but is it me?”. In a second example, suppose that George has strong 

evidence that he is an atheist. However, when he receives a subscription to The Church 

Times through the post, without realising that the magazine has been sent to the wrong 

George, he will have good reason to be confused. Perhaps he exclaims, “I’m not 

religious, am I?”. In both examples, a clear behavioural difference between the self-

blind and the self-aware agent is on show. 

While this clearly constitutes a difference between George and his self-aware 

counterpart, one might worry that this difference will be imperceptible to an observer. 

It is true that a self-aware agent may, from time to time, have cause to say something 

like “someone believes that P, but is it me?”. However, such cases will only occur in 

highly limited conditions and are not the normal way of things. In most circumstances, 

a self-aware agent will be able to tell whether they are unhappy or what their theistic 

beliefs are purely by introspection. But, for George, his self-blindness would likely 

cause him to make such errors much more often and in more mundane circumstances. 

The difference between George and a normal “I”-user is not that one is disposed to 

say "someone believes that P, but is it me?", while the other will never be disposed to 

say such a thing. Rather, it is that George will always be open to making errors of 

misidentification whenever he makes an assertion about what he takes himself to 

believe.  

Again, this difference between George and his self-aware counterpart is likely to 

manifest itself at the behavioural and, therefore, observable level (see the previous 
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section). Not only will George have cause to say things like, “Someone believes P, but 

is it me?”, he will also be unable to justify his positive belief assertions (for example, 

that he is unhappy) with anything other than the third-person evidence which led him 

to make such an assertion. That is, if asked directly why he thinks he is unhappy (or 

why he is confused about his religious commitments) he will reference his third-person 

evidence as justification and not his own beliefs, which constitutes another difference 

between self-blind George and a normally self-aware agent.  

Given that Shoemaker himself coined the phrase, “immunity to error through 

misidentification relative to the first person”, it is perhaps surprising that he does not 

anticipate this worry, or something like it. Perhaps this is because he would very likely 

assume Anscombe’s “A”-users to be impossible, since he takes uses of I-as-subject to 

be “more fundamental” than, or prior to uses of I-as-object (1968, pp. 566-7). One 

way in which I-as-subject is prior to I-as-object is that the latter can always be explained 

in terms of the former. In his paper, “Self-Reference and Self-Awareness”, Shoemaker 

makes this point using the distinction between M-predicates and P-predicates: M-

predicates – or material predicates – are those that typically ascribe physical 

characteristics to objects and do not imply any consciousness on the part of that object 

(e.g., “is 6-foot tall”); P-predicates are a class of psychological predicates which can be 

“known to be instantiated in such a way that knowing it to be instantiated in that way 

is equivalent to knowing it to be instantiated in oneself” (Shoemaker, 1968, p. 565) 

(e.g., “I am in pain”).33 According to Shoemaker, “M-predicates are mine in virtue of 

being connected in a certain way with P-predicates that are mine” (Shoemaker, 1968, 

p. 567). In other words, the self-attribution of any M-predicate, φ, is equivalent to 

saying, “my body is φ”. And, what makes a body my body are explanations or reasons 

 

33 See Strawson (1959) on M-predicates and P-predicates.  
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that employ I-as-subject, such as “this is the body from whose eyes I see, the body 

whose mouth emits sounds when I speak, the body whose arm goes up when I raise 

my arm (…) and so on” (Shoemaker, 1968, p. 567).  

The same point can be made slightly differently: If the belief “I am F” is identification 

dependent, then it rests on two further beliefs “a is F” and “I am a”. Now we can ask 

whether the belief “I am a” is identification dependent. If it is, then it rests on two 

more beliefs, “b is a” and “I am b”. And so on. To avoid this regress, we must admit 

that at some point there will be a belief that is identification independent. Hence, 

according to Shoemaker, anyone who can self-ascribe “any predicate whatever” should 

also be capable of self-ascribing some P-predicates, and that an incapacity to do so can 

only be attributed to the agent lacking the relevant vocabulary or concept, rather than 

an inability to refer first-personally. The upshot is that uses of I-as-subject (P-

predicates) are more fundamental than uses of I-as-object (M-predicates). 

Even if you think that Shoemaker is right on this point and that “A”-users are 

impossible, this argument does not show that George is an impossibility. Unlike “A”-

users, George can make some uses of I-as-subject, just not those that involve belief 

self-ascription. Although George’s belief self-ascriptions employ I-as-object, they are 

based on self-ascriptions of other states that use I-as-subject, such as seeing or hearing, 

for example. Hence, an infinite chain of identification can be avoided. For example, if 

George says, “I am unhappy” or “I believe I am unhappy”, based on his overhearing 

a conversation between some of his colleagues then he has made a pair of 

identifications of the following kind: “a is F” and “I am a” (or, as in the present case, 

“the person who my colleagues are talking about is unhappy” and “I am the person 

my colleagues are talking about”). This set of identifications is based on another pair: 

1) “The person my colleagues are talking about is hearing this conversation” and 2) “I 

am the person hearing this conversation”. Although the first identification (1) is 
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erroneous, the second is not and uses I-as-subject (“I hear…” is a P-predicate). So, 

George can ground his uses of I-as-object in the I-as-subject in a way that is unavailable 

to Anscombe’s “A”-users. Hence, George is possible where “A”-users are not. 

The difference between George and a typical "I"-user is not a purely private experience. 

He will be prone to making mistakes that typically self-aware agents will not. And, 

further to this, it seems that if the total third-person evidence should lead George to 

assert "someone believes that P, but is it me?" the rational thing to do in this case 

would be to acknowledge the oddness of the situation. George’s puzzlement at the 

fact that he should have cause to say such a thing seems to me to be entirely rational. 

Indeed, so too is his assertion of his puzzlement: For all George knows, his 

predicament might be a symptom of some underlying pathology. In this case, a visit 

to a psychotherapist or doctor seems like a good – and rational – idea.  

 

2.6. Conclusion 

In this paper, I have examined a deeply influential objection to the inner-sense theory. 

I have also explained why I think it fails. Shoemaker tries to show that the connection 

between a person’s first-order belief and their knowledge of that belief is necessary as 

opposed to contingent. To do so, he uses Moore’s paradox in an attempted reductio ad 

absurdum of the supposition that self-blindness is possible. It is essential to his 

argument that a self-blind person will be behaviourally equivalent to a normally self-

aware person. This is a universally quantified claim; that is, all self-blind people in all 

circumstances must be indistinguishable from a typically self-aware person. But, as I 

have argued, Shoemaker has left this key claim of his argument inadequately supported 

and defended. Whilst I am willing to concede that all self-blind agents will avoid 

uttering Moorean sentences, since rationality requires that one avoid making obvious 

and foreseeable contradictions, I have tried to show other ways in which George will 
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be disposed to reveal his introspective limitations. The first – which was ultimately 

unconvincing – involved asking George to make a self-ascription that cannot be 

answered by turning outwards to the world (§5.1). The second was based on an existing 

argument and showed that George may be disposed to admit to being self-blind (§5.2). 

I defended this claim from a potential counter-objection. The third (§5.3) offered a 

novel reason to think that George will be disposed to making errors of 

misidentification relative to the first person in ways that set him apart from normally 

self-aware people, thus revealing his introspective deficit. If my arguments are sound, 

then Shoemaker’s reductio has failed.  
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Chapter 3  

Perceptual Experience: Am I an Unarticulated Constituent? 

 

Abstract: 

The notion of an “unarticulated constituent” is well-regarded in the philosophy of 

mind. Much of the discussion surrounding unarticulated constituents has focused on 

linguistic examples, yet there have been comparatively few attempts to systematically 

explain the idea at the level of thought and perception. An unarticulated constituent 

of an utterance or sentence is a propositional element that is not explicitly represented 

in the logical or surface form of the sentence or utterance, but which is necessarily 

interpreted in order to grasp its full meaning. Some philosophers additionally hold the 

view that the self can be an unarticulated constituent of perceptual experience. In this 

paper, I argue that we have strong reasons to be sceptical of this latter view, which I 

refer to as the “unarticulated-self claim” (USC, for short). If we understand the analogy 

between language and perception literally, then USC is committed to a controversial 

thesis regarding the structure of the mind: namely, modularity. If, on the other hand, 

we take a looser interpretation of this analogy, then it is committed to a version of the 

view that perceptual experiences do not have full accuracy-conditions. Both ways of 

viewing the analogy undermine the key arguments in favour of USC. Ultimately, I 

argue that we should not commit ourselves to the claim that the self is an unarticulated 

constituent of perceptual contents. Though, despite perceptual content being wholly 

selfless, we should construe perception as contributing to the first-personal content of 

beliefs, intentions, and so on.  
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3.1. Introduction  

The notion of an “unarticulated constituent” was introduced by John Perry in a paper 

titled “Thought Without Representation” (Perry, 1986). Perry argued that one might 

talk about an entity without employing any syntactic element in the utterance explicitly 

picking out that entity. For example, in some cases, the self is a part of the proposition 

expressed by a thought or utterance, despite the representational content of that 

thought lacking any explicit self-representation. I might say, “there’s a door ahead” 

when I mean to express the proposition that there is a door ahead of me. In such cases, 

we might say that the self is an “unarticulated constituent” of the sentence. And, 

supposing that what is said of unarticulated constituents at the linguistic level easily 

generalises to the level of perceptual experience, Perry further proposes that one might 

have a perceptual experience of the self without employing a mental representation 

that stands for (represents) the self.  

The idea that the self features as an unarticulated constituent in the content of 

perception has gained prominence over the last 30 years or so. Broadly, the idea is that 

the self is not something that is explicitly represented in the content of egocentric 

perception but rather is implicitly supplied by “the architecture of the representational 

system” (Perry, 2012, p. 92) or by the “mode of the experience” (Recanati: 2007; 2012). 

There is a strong language-first trend in the literature on unarticulated constituents; 

much of the discussion and argumentation for and against perceptually unarticulated 

content proceeds at the level of linguistic expression, and it is often presumed that 

what applies to linguistic expression transfers easily to non-linguistic cognitive or 
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perceptual states.34 The aim of this paper is to put some pressure on the quick moves 

between language, thought, and perception.  

Since the claim that there are unarticulated constituents of sentences is a core 

commitment of what is sometimes referred to as “semantic contextualism”, I refer to 

the view that there are unarticulated constituents of perception as “perceptual 

contextualism”. I will refer to the more restricted claim that the self is an unarticulated 

constituent of perception as the Unarticulated-Self Claim. 

Perceptual Contextualism: perceptual contents sometimes include 

unarticulated constituents. 

Unarticulated-Self Claim (USC): the self is an unarticulated constituent of 

perceptual contents. 

While the idea that there are unarticulated constituents might seem clear enough in the 

linguistic case, I hope to show that the notion is far more problematic at the perceptual 

level. I argue that, depending on how the analogy between language and perception is 

interpreted, perceptual contextualism is either committed to a version of the 

modularity thesis concerning the structure of the mind, or it is committed to the claim 

that perceptual experiences do not have full accuracy-conditions. My arguments work 

against this more general claim about unarticulated constituents of perception, but in 

many cases I will be discussing the more restricted USC. 

I will proceed as follows. First, I try to pin down the notion of an unarticulated 

constituent, both at the level of sentences (§2.1) and of perceptual experiences (§2.2), 

 

34 For examples of the language-first treatment, see Borg, 2005; Cappelen & Lepore, 2007; 

Martí, 2006; Perry, 1998; Recanati, 2002; Stanley, 2000, 2002; Perini-Santos, 2023). As far as I 

am aware, Recanati (2007) and Dokic, (2002, §7) are the only authors to explicitly discuss 

unarticulated constituents of perceptual representations. 
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clarifying the precise nature of the supposed analogy between language and perception. 

Then (in §3.3) I highlight an important dis-analogy between language and perception, 

arguing that a more literal interpretation of perceptual contextualism is committed to 

the controversial modularity hypothesis and point out that this weakens the motivation 

for positing a visually implicit subject in the first place. I also try to offer a looser, 

alternative reading of perceptual contextualism, but find that this is even less appealing, 

since it potentially undermines the arguments for the presence of unarticulated 

constituents of perceptual experiences. I end by arguing for a view, according to which 

we are simply entitled to certain perceptually based self-ascriptions (despite the self 

not being a part of the representational content of visual experience) given their role 

in agent’s awareness. This view is, in fact, very similar to Perry’s (1979) own, though it 

denies perceptually unarticulated constituents. 

 

3.2. Unarticulated Constituents  

In making the case for unarticulated constituents at the perceptual level, Perry first 

argues for the possibility of “talking about something, without designating it” (1986, 

p.138). Here, I follow Perry’s example by discussing the notion at the linguistic level 

before trying to clarify the view that there can be unarticulated constituents of 

perceptual experience. 

3.2.1. Unarticulated Constituents of Sentences 

The meaning or semantic content of an utterance or sentence is standardly derived 

from the conditions under which the sentence is true (see Davidson, 1967). In other 

words, the content of a sentence is an abstract object that encodes a truth-condition 

(Perry, 2012, p.92). However, often the information conveyed by a sentence outstrips 

the meaning of the words uttered (i.e., the conventional meaning of individual words 
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and their combination). There is a distinction between the literal meaning of a sentence 

and what is implied or understood upon hearing that sentence in a particular context 

(See Grice, 1968). But it is an open question how much of the information conveyed 

by an utterance should count as semantic content and how much should count as 

contextual, pragmatic factors.  

There is a spectrum of views regarding the distinction between semantic content and 

utterance context (see Borg & Fisher, 2021, for a discussion). Semantic contextualism 

is the view that the context in which a sentence is uttered “freely enriches” the content 

of that sentence. In other words, the formal linguistic meaning of a sentence is often 

incomplete and some of what a speaker means when they utter a sentence is part of 

the semantic content of the sentence uttered: In addition to what is explicitly 

represented by the syntactical and lexical components (words and combinations of 

words) of the sentence, the context can supplement what the sentence directly 

communicates with indirect or implicit contents (such as unarticulated constituents, 

e.g., Musholt, 2015; Perry, 1986; Recanati, 2007). Though, not all of what a speaker 

means is taken to be part of the semantic content of an utterance. For example, 

Gricean implicatures are not standardly viewed as such (see Grice, 1968). According 

to semantic contextualism, the implicit content of a sentence amounts to whatever 

must be added to the explicit content (syntactical and lexical elements) to achieve a 

truth-condition, that is, the full context-relative truth-evaluable meaning of what is 

understood by the hearer of the sentence.  

The existence of unarticulated constituents in language is a key commitment of 

semantic contextualism. Consider Perry’s example utterance: “it is raining” has the 

content it is raining because its truth-condition is satisfied if and only if it is raining. 

However, upon hearing the utterance “it is raining”, we intuitively take the speaker to 

mean that it is raining at some location – typically the same location at which the 
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sentence is uttered. Yet, unlike the time of the rain, which is indicated by the tense-

marker “is”, the location of the rain is not provided by any lexical component of the 

sentence. So, according to Perry, the complete proposition expressed goes beyond the 

syntactical and lexical elements of the sentence uttered. To account for what is 

intuitively meant by the utterance, Perry argues that its complete content includes the 

location of the rain event as an unarticulated constituent of the utterance. It is a 

constituent even though it is not explicitly articulated because the location of the 

raining event is essential for evaluating the truth-conditions of the proposition 

expressed by the utterance:  

In this case, I say that the place is an unarticulated constituent of the proposition 

expressed by the utterance. It is a constituent because, since rain occurs at a 

time in a place, there is no truth-evaluable proposition unless a place is 

supplied. It is unarticulated, because there is no morpheme that designates that 

place. (Perry, 1998, p. 8; author’s emphasis) 

For sentences like “it is raining” contextual factors provide enough relevant 

information, such that it is obvious that the speaker is talking about her current 

location.  

It is simply facts about the speaker’s intentions, perhaps limited by 

what the speaker can expect the audience to figure out, that 

determines which place is being talked about when (6a) [“it is 

raining”] is used (ibid, p. 8). 

On Perry’s view, the utterance “it is raining” expresses the proposition – has the 

(complete) representational content that – it is raining [at l] (again, where the bracketed 

content is unarticulated). Hence, there are numerous ways of referring to objects, 

including explicitly naming, describing, or by using an indexical term; but we can also 

use implicit reference, as in the case of the unarticulated constituent. According to 
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Perry, it is appropriate to do so in cases when it is obvious who or what is being spoken 

about, even though the reasons for this obviousness can vary from case to case (1998, 

p. 12).  

There are two key contextualist arguments for the existence of unarticulated 

constituents, both of which relate to the truth-conditions of an utterance. Concerning 

the first argument, the thought is that “it is raining” simply fails to express a truth-

evaluable proposition unless the location of the raining event is provided by an 

unarticulated constituent: 

For at least some sentences, given just the syntactic constituents of the sentence, 

no truth-evaluable proposition can be recovered (without unarticulated 

constituents the sentence simply lacks truth-conditions). (Borg, 2005, p. 241) 

For example, it might be true that it is raining in Manchester and, at the same time, 

false that it is raining in Edinburgh. Without the location of the rain event being 

supplied implicitly, in the form of an unarticulated constituent, the utterance “it is 

raining” is both true and false at the same time, hence it lacks truth-conditions. Or so 

the argument goes. 

A second related argument questions the relevance of the truth-condition of an 

utterance: While the explicitly represented elements of a sentence may provide us with 

a truth-evaluable proposition, the truth-conditions by which its truth or falsity can be 

assessed are, somehow, the wrong ones: 

For at least some sentences, given just the syntactic constituents of the sentence, 

the wrong truth-conditions will be recovered (truth-conditions based solely on 

verbalised constituents do not fit our intuitions about the circumstances in 

which the sentence will be true or false). (Ibid.) 
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So, for example, on this version of the argument, the proposition that it is raining is 

always truth-evaluable, for it is always true that it is raining somewhere in the world. 

However, intuition tell us that, when a person utters the sentence “it is raining”, they 

are communicating a proposition that is to be evaluated relative to a specific 

circumstance or context – hence, the truth-condition derived solely from “it is raining” 

is too general to be of any practical use and does not fit our intuitions about the 

circumstances which make the proposition true of false. 

These are the core contextualist arguments for taking an unarticulated constituent (e.g., 

the location of rain) to be a part of the proposition expressed by the relevant utterance 

(“It is raining”). So, according to the contextualist, we can understand the claim that 

there are unarticulated constituents in a natural language sentence or utterance by 

appealing to the syntax of that sentence or utterance, along with its truth-conditions. 

By analysing these elements of an utterance, it is possible to determine whether there 

is an unarticulated constituent in the content of the utterance: Syntactically, whenever 

an N-place predicate is used in place of what is in fact a N+1-place relation (as in the 

case of “it is raining [at l]”), we can see that there is an unarticulated constituent of the 

utterance (Prosser, 2015). For instance, when someone utters “It is raining”, the 

location of the rain must be an unarticulated constituent of the utterance, since 

otherwise the utterance would be without (the right) truth-conditions, and therefore, 

would not express a genuine proposition.  

Semantic contextualism stands in conflict with “semantic minimalism”, versions of 

which are championed by Borg (2005), Cappelen & Lepore, (2007), and others. 

According to this alternative view regarding semantic content and utterance context, 

an utterance expresses some minimal semantic content which the hearer of the 

utterance must first interpret, before applying further pragmatic information to achieve 

the full context rich meaning of the utterance. Here, sentences have a fully 
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propositional (i.e., truth-conditional) content independent of contextual factors. At the 

linguistic level, Borg says that we can try to understand an utterance by its literal 

meaning, for which we only need to look to the meaning of the surface elements of 

the sentence and their mode of combination (i.e., language-based), or we can 

understand it by what is communicated (i.e., pragmatic enrichment). Although this type 

of understanding is multidimensional, the approach is considered minimalist in that it 

assigns only a minimal role for contextual factors in determining the semantic content 

of an utterance. Hence, according to Borg, it is beyond the remit of a semantic theory 

to explain the “vast majority of our judgements” and intuitions about what a speaker 

communicates in their utterance (2018, p. 247): 

To arrive at an understanding of what is said a great deal of language 

independent information must come together; though we start with an 

understanding of the meanings of words and their mode of combination, we 

proceed almost automatically to an assessment of what the literal meaning itself 

means in the current context and in the mouth of the current speaker. The literal 

meaning may be enriched, altered, rejected, or refined in the light of an agent’s 

non-semantic knowledge (Borg, 2005, p. 254). 

So, all (well-formed) declarative sentences express a complete proposition, with a fixed 

set of truth-conditions (Borg, 2018).35 That is, complete meanings can be derived from 

the lexico-syntactic elements of by a sentence in natural language. Semantic 

minimalism insists that the minimal semantic content of “it is raining” is just that it is 

raining (for it is clearly always true that it is raining somewhere) and that the location of 

the rain event is a part of the non-semantic (or pragmatic) information involved in a 

 

35 There are some important qualifications to this claim: E.g., not all semantic minimalists 

believe this (see Cappelen & Lepore, 2006). 
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communicative act. On this view, the formal meaning of the sentence is just the 

minimal semantic content derived from the conventional meaning of its constituents, 

whereas what is communicated by an utterance of that sentence in a particular context 

includes wholly pragmatic information. Here is another way to put the point: what is 

unarticulated in the utterance can be supplied by means other than the representational 

system of the utterer (Perini-Santos, 2023). 

For the sake of the argument, I will assume that one or other of the contextualist 

arguments for unarticulated constituents in language is sound.36 The question I ask in 

what follows is whether the notion of an unarticulated constituent can be applied at 

the level of perception? First, however, I try to clarify the notion of a perceptually 

unarticulated constituent, identifying the supposed analogy between the linguistic and 

perceptual versions of the view. Later, I say more on the possibility that, just as there 

is a corresponding view of semantic contextualism at the perceptual level, there may 

also be a perceptual version of semantic minimalism.  

3.2.2. Unarticulated Constituents of Perceptual Experience 

The justification for the claim that the self is unarticulated in the content of perception 

is found almost wholly in the arguments for semantic contextualism. Just as in the 

linguistic case, in order for our perceptual experience to be evaluable with respect to 

some accuracy-condition, the self must be included as a constituent of that content 

despite the fact that the self is not explicitly represented as an object in the experience. 

Presumably, then, other indexicals (such as here and now) are also unarticulated 

constituents of perception, unless they are specified in some other way (e.g., Connor 

 

36 Though for discussion, see, for example: Stanley, 2000; Borg, 2005; Cappelen and Lepore, 

2006. 
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& Smith, 2019). For, by the same argument(s), the perceptual state will only be accurate 

relative to a time and place, as well as a person. Though my focus will be solely on the 

claim that the self is an unarticulated constituent of perception, it may be possible to 

generalise the arguments I put forward to include other alleged unarticulated 

constituents.   

Proponents of the view that the self is an unarticulated constituent of perception 

(USC) are, in fact, committed to two key claims. The first negative claim is that the self 

is not a part of the explicit representational content of experience; the second, positive 

claim is that there are some cases in which a thinking or experiencing subject is an 

unarticulated constituent of that subject’s own perceptual experience (Perry, 1986; 

Recanati, 2007; Musholt, 2015). It is possible to hold the first claim without 

committing to the second (e.g., Campbell, 1994). Though my focus here is on the 

second positive claim, which a) entails the first claim, and b) is what makes the view a 

perceptual equivalent of semantic contextualism. Ultimately, my complaint against 

USC is that the second claim (that the self is an unarticulated constituent of the 

subject’s own perceptual experience) is unmotivated. We can accept that the self is not 

part of the explicit content of perceptual representations without positing unarticulated 

constituents: Rather, the representational system is such that we are entitled to make 

self-ascriptions based on non-first-personal perceptual information without the need 

for unarticulated constituents. Therefore, by an appeal to parsimony, we should 

abandon the claim that the self is an unarticulated constituent.  

Despite the general focus of the paper being the second (positive) claim, it may be 

instructive to investigate the reasons for endorsing the first (negative) claim (i.e., that 
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the self is not part of the explicit content of perception).37 Part of Perry’s motivation 

is to account for cases in which a subject cannot see any part of their own body, and 

yet can still act on their environment: 

I am not in my field of vision: no component of my visual experience is a 

perception of me. How then can this experience provide me with information 

about how objects are related to me? (Perry, 1986, p.137; author’s emphasis) 

The thought is that, even though perception seems to provide me with information 

about how objects in the world are related to me, there is no me in my field of vision 

(ibid.). When I am engrossed in, say, watching a film, I am focusing on the images in 

front of me; I am not also visually aware of myself. Nevertheless, it looks as though 

there must be some kind of visual self-representation for our visual experiences to 

non-inferentially cause action, since without self-representation in the content of visual 

perception it is hard to see how such an experience could provide me with information 

about how objects are related to me. And, without knowing how objects are related to 

me, it is difficult to see how I could perform any intentional actions at all. So, the task 

is to explain how we can visually represent something that is not part of the visual 

field: that is, something that is not strictly speaking seen. For the moment, I am 

assuming that it is possible for one to have a visual experience in which no part of 

one’s body is seen, such that one might demonstratively identify one’s body with 

oneself. (Though I question this assumption in §3.4. of this chapter and elsewhere, in 

Ch. 4.)  

 

37 There may be a perceptual equivalent to semantic minimalism that offers an alternative view 

which is consistent with this first key claim of perceptual contextualism but not with the 

second (the view that the self is an unarticulated constituent of some perceptual experiences).  
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Unarticulated constituents supposedly solve the problem of the essential indexical by 

allowing the self to be a part of the implicit content of a perception: 

What each of us gets from perception may be regarded as information 

concerning ourselves, to explain connections between perception and action. 

There is no need for a self-referring component of our belief, no need for an 

idea or representation of ourselves. When a ball comes at me, I duck; when a 

milkshake is put in front of me I advance. (Perry, 1986, p.151) 

Thus, I may perceive that an object (o) is to the left of me by perceptually representing 

“o is to the left [of me]”, where the bracketed content is unarticulated and left implicitly 

represented.38 The perceptual information available to me (the subject of experience) 

is just manifestly mine. (The distinction between implicit and explicit perceptual content 

is one I try to elucidate in this chapter and the next, though there are a number of 

different ways of fleshing out the difference.) A similar view is expressed by John 

Campbell (1994), who argues that the character of visual experience can be perfectly 

described in terms of monadic spatial predicates, hence, we have no reason to 

introduce indexical first-person pronouns (such as, “I” or “my”). To perceptually 

represent a self would be surplus to requirement and place an unnecessary 

representational burden on the perceptual system: 

Now in stating the spatial content of vision, we do not seem to need these 

relational notions. We do not need the general conception of something’s 

 

38 On an alternative view, there may be some explicit but non-first-personal way of 

representing the subject (e.g., this body), tokened in the representational content of perception. 

For example, I might have a visual experience which could be approximated in English as, 

“there is a red door ahead of this body”. This is what I argue in chapter 5 of this thesis. 
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being to the right or left of an arbitrary subject. Rather, we need the more 

primitive monadic egocentric terms. These are notions such as ‘x is to the 

right’, ‘x is below’, and so on. ... [Ordinary human vision] represents things as 

‘to the right’ or ‘above’ using the monadic egocentric notions, rather than the 

relational terms. (Campbell 2002: 184)39 

Hence, proponents of the unarticulated-self claim argue that implicit perceptual 

content offers a neat way of explaining how perceptual states can guide intentional 

behaviour even though they contain no (explicit) self-representation. However, Perry 

seems to jump from the possibility of unarticulated constituents at the level of belief 

to the level of perception without much hesitation. Despite defending the analogy 

between unarticulated constituents at the level of language and belief at great length, it 

is difficult to pin down precisely how the self is supposed to be an unarticulated 

constituent at the level of perceptual content. 

Perry says that both linguistic and perceptual representations are evaluable with respect 

to their truth-conditions or accuracy-conditions.40 However, assessing whether a 

constituent is “articulated” or “unarticulated” seems much more straightforward in the 

linguistic case. In analysing an utterance, we can determine the presence of an 

unarticulated constituent by appealing to the syntax of the utterance along with its 

truth-condition; but, at first glance, it is difficult to see how the same analysis can be 

applied to the content of a visual experience. Experience is not taken to have the same 

 

39 Shoemaker (1994) also suggested a similar view regarding the egocentric content of 

experience taking a monadic form (e.g., “ahead”, “to the right”, “behind” and so on). 

40 Strictly speaking, according to the representationalist, the contents of visual experience have 

accuracy-conditions as opposed to truth-conditions (Pautz, 2010; Schellenberg, 2018; Siegel, 

2011). If a visual experience has the content that there is a red door ahead, then that visual 

experience is accurate only in cases where there is a red door ahead. 
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kind of (linguistic) structure as an utterance. It is difficult or perhaps impossible to 

evaluate the syntax of an experience in order to tell us about the potential presence of 

unarticulated constituents (Prosser, 2015). Furthermore, the mere notion of a 

“constituent” implies that the experience is structured in some way that can be easily 

deconstructed, but the self is supposed to be represented non-conceptually in the types 

of experiences under consideration. Non-conceptual representation does not 

obviously have the same compositional structure as natural language sentences, so it is 

not clear how we are to determine what is “unarticulated” in the content of an 

experience. If the idea that a subject is an unarticulated constituent of that subject’s 

perceptual experience cannot be understood by appeal to its syntax, then how are we 

to know what is implicitly (or even explicitly) represented in perception? 

As an explanation of how experience might have the sort of implicit/explicit structure 

that the unarticulated constituent claim seems to require, Perry says: 

The content is an abstract object that encodes truth-conditions or success-

conditions. An object can be a constituent of the content of a state or event for 

two different reasons. There may be a part of the representation that has the job 

of representing that object, rather than some other, is the one that has to meet 

certain conditions for the representation to be true, or to be successful. Or it 

may be that the architecture of the representational system ensures that this 

object belongs in the content, without an explicit part of the representation 

having that job. In the former case, I say the representation is about the object, 

and it is an articulated constituent of its content. In the latter case, I say that the 

representation concerns the object, which is an unarticulated constituent of the 

content. (Perry, 2012, pp. 93-4) 

I must confess that I find the distinction between “about” and “concerns” difficult to 

understand, particularly with respect to how this distinction maps on to the 
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implicit/explicit distinction. In earlier writings, Perry talks as though unarticulated 

constituents fall under the about category: “the statement is about the unarticulated 

constituent, as well as the articulated ones” (Perry 1986, p. 141; emphasis in original). 

More recently, however, he writes as though all unarticulated constituents fall under 

the concerning relation (as is demonstrated in the above passage). Assuming that these 

latter comments are representative of Perry’s updated view, I interpret him as claiming 

that a visual representation is about an object when it explicitly represents something, 

that is, when that object features explicitly in the visual field. So, for example, my visual 

representation is about rain when rain (or what seems to be rain) is present in my field 

of vision, that is, when I see rain and not, say, a tree or a frog or any other object. 

According to Perry, though, my visual experience concerns – that is to say, implicitly 

represents or indicates – me because certain facts about the representational system 

ensure that it is only me that is doing the seeing: that I am doing the seeing is part of 

the accuracy-condition of the experience.41 The first-person content comes along with 

what is explicitly represented “for free”. So, according to this view, the self is strictly 

speaking not represented but rather indicated by self-concerning or “self-tracking” visual 

content (Perry, 2012).  

We can see in Perry’s attempt to further explain the implicitness of the self in 

perception, a version of the contextualist argument in favour of perceptual 

contextualism: Perry says that the accuracy-conditions of the perception – that is, it’s 

contents – are dependent on the inclusion of the relevant unarticulated constituent. 

Perry uses an analogy, telling us that the reading on a speedometer in a car provides 

information concerning that car without explicitly representing the car: “It’s content, it’s 

 

41 Recanati (2012, Ch. 31) has a different interpretation to the one I prefer, viewing the 

about/concerns and implicit/explicit distinctions as non-coextensive. 
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truth or veridicality conditions, are not simply that some car is going fast. So, the car is 

an unarticulated constituent of the content of the speedometer” (Perry, 2012, p. 90). 

And, what makes this the case is facts about the representational system. Namely, that 

the speedometer is mounted in a particular car and connected in the usual way to that 

car’s drive train. In the same way, my experience of a red door provides information 

concerning a particular subject (me) because of facts about the representational system 

(my visual system and my body). The full content of my perception, then, is not simply 

that there is a red door in front of someone, but rather that there is a red door in front 

of me: The content “there is a red door in front of someone” is not accuracy-evaluable 

or is too general to fit our intuitions about the circumstances which make the 

perception accurate or inaccurate.  

How does this implicit self-representation justify use of the first-person in self-

ascriptions? Building on Perry’s work, Francois Recanati (2007) argues that the 

unarticulated, implied subject allows the perceptual state to be evaluated according to 

some (or the right) accuracy-condition, and grounds the explicit “I” content at the level 

of belief. He too argues that there is no need for the representational content of 

experience to include a self; instead, the self is implicitly supplied by the mode of the 

representation (in this case, the perceptual mode, as opposed to the memory mode, or 

belief mode). On this view, certain structural features of the system – namely, the mode 

of experience – guarantees the identity of the subject of the state, allowing one to move 

from the “egoless” visual content to the “I” involving thoughts that one can form on 

its basis, by a process he calls “Reflection” (which I will say more about, shortly). The 

mode of experience brings an implicit awareness of the self. To borrow an analogy 

from Smith (2017), one might say that the concept of truth features implicitly in the 

mode of every belief. All beliefs are holdings true, though they do not all have the 

content that such and such is true. Likewise, whilst every experience is an experience 
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of one’s own, it is not the case that every experience has the content that such and 

such is experienced by oneself (ibid.). 

On Recanati’s view, there are two types of context-dependent contents of both 

utterances and perception: the explicit “lekton” of the representation and an 

“Austinian” proposition, which is the whole truth-evaluable content.42 That is, the 

Austinian proposition is constituted by the lekton as well as the mode or the situation 

of evaluation (Recanati, 2007, p. 47). In the perceptual case, the mode is what 

“supplies” the implicit content (an unarticulated constituent) to give a complete 

accuracy-evaluable content. The mode of an experience dictates the relation between 

the subject of the state and what the state represents. Moreover, the cognitive system 

is somehow sensitive to the relation that it bears to the content of the mental state 

(2007, p. 161). Take, for example, a mental representation which has the content there 

is a red door ahead. In the case of perceiving, one might stand in the seeing-relation (R-

vis) to this particular content, while in another instance, one might be in a judging or 

believing relation (R-bel) to the same content: 

 (R-vis) there is a red door ahead.  

 (R-bel) there is a red door ahead. 

On this view, it is obvious to the subject whether they are believing, perceiving, 

remembering, and so on, and this information allows for the transition from vision to 

fully self-conscious “I”-thoughts: for example, (R-vis) there is a red door ahead to “there 

is a red door ahead of me”. Again, the thought is that perceptual experience can only be 

evaluated relative to a self, without requiring that the self be explicitly represented: 

 

42 As I understand it, the lekton is like Kaplanian content in being true relative to some 

situations and false to others.  
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The mode is what enables us to classify experiential states into types such as 

perceptions, memories, etc., quite independent of the content of that state (what is 

perceived, remembered, etc.). The mode M of an experience determines that 

(if all goes well) a certain relation RM holds between the subject of the 

experience (S) and what the experience represents (it’s content p). The subject 

undergoing an experience Mp is therefore entitled to proceed as if he or she 

bore relation RM to p. For example, the subject undergoing a visual experience 

normally stands in an appropriate causal relation to the scene represented (she 

‘sees’ the scene, i.e. stands in front of it and has her visual apparatus causally 

affected by it). (Recanati, 2007, p. 185-6) 

The idea is that I do not need to represent that the door is to the right of me because 

the fact that I am perceiving the red door ahead guarantees that it is me that is doing 

the seeing, that is, that I am the subject undergoing a visual experience (ibid.). Indeed, 

all modes have this feature equally; in each case, it is me that bears the relation RM to 

the content. So, according to this view, the unarticulated subject is implicit in the mode 

of experience, which determines the relation between the subject and the represented 

object, event, or state of affairs.  

I will return to some of these ideas below, but if this claim turns out to be true, it will 

explain how perceptual states can guide intentional behaviour in virtue of their self-

relatedness, even though they contain no (explicit) self-representation. If the self is in 

fact implicitly represented in perception, this solves Perry’s problem of how visual 

perception can motivate and guide action even in cases where the subject cannot see 

any part of themselves. The justification for the claim that the self can be an 

unarticulated constituent of perception is found almost wholly in the arguments for 

semantic contextualism. Just as in the linguistic case, for our perceptual experience to 

be evaluable with respect to some accuracy-condition, the self must be included as a 
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constituent of that content despite the fact that the self is not explicitly represented as 

an object in the experience. I need not explicitly represent myself, for it is obvious that 

my visual experience is mine, and this is guaranteed by the architecture of the 

representational system or by “the mode of experience”, as Recanati would have it.  

Moreover, we have a related claim about how a subject gets from implicitly self-related 

perceptual experience to entirely conceptual self-ascriptions. According to Recanati, 

the implicit self grounds explicit self-ascriptions through a non-inferential process he 

calls “Reflection” and requires no new evidence on the part of the subject: the mode 

of the grounding experience makes explicit the first-person content of that experience. 

In other words, we automatically add the self-content at the level of judgement because 

that is how the representational system is designed. Nothing in addition to the 

experience is required to ground the more complex judgement: it simply makes 

explicit what was already conveyed by the mode of the grounding experience. (I say more 

about this point, particularly the process of “Reflection”, in §3.4.) 

To summarise, unarticulated constituents are significant for some theorists in 

explaining the relationship between perceptual input and behavioural output (Perry, 

1986). The analogy between language and perception is critical to understanding the 

concept of perceptually unarticulated content. However, in the following section, I 

highlight that a literal interpretation of this analogy commits the proponent of the view 

to a particular thesis regarding the architecture of mind, namely, the modularity thesis 

made familiar by Jerry Fodor (1983). If perceptual contextualists are committed to 

modularity, then this undermines a key motivation for positing unarticulated 

perceptual content. On a more natural, and less literal reading – which I take 

proponents of USC to intend – it is unclear what explanatory work unarticulated 

constituents are doing. 
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3.3.  Implications of the Language/Perception Analogy  

According to proponents of USC, the self is strictly speaking not represented but 

rather “indicated” by the mode of representation or by virtue of its self-concerning 

content. Arguments for perceptual contextualism are directly isomorphic to the 

arguments for semantic contextualism. Such arguments are based on the assumption 

that perception and language are analogous in a certain respect: both are evaluable with 

respect to how things are in the world, an accuracy- or truth-condition. 

However, this strategy overlooks an important dis-analogy between language and 

perception. Expressing meaning in language, whether spoken or written, typically 

involves both a communicative and an interpretive act. As Perry (quoted above) says, 

it is “facts about the speaker’s intentions, perhaps limited by what the speaker can expect 

the audience to figure out” which determine the location of the rain event when 

someone utters “it is raining” (1998, p. 8; emphasis added). Given that conversational 

participants draw upon a shared body of beliefs, it is easy to comprehend how certain 

components of a truth-conditional proposition may be left implicit and assumed to be 

true in order to make their statements true, but it is unclear how the analogy is 

supposed to work for experience.  

The difficulty is that the perceptual version of contextualism has no obvious 

correlatives of the essential participants in a linguistic act: speaker and audience. How 

can perceptual content be implied and who or what is assuming such contents to be 

accurate in order to make the representation meaningful? When I have a visual 

experience that represents the world as being in a certain way, the perceptual system 

cannot be said to have communicative intentions (Gricean or otherwise) and there is 

no interpretive element on the part of a would-be hearer – at least, not obviously so. 

It is not as though there is a homunculus sitting inside one’s head waiting to interpret 

incoming perceptual representations, “filling in” the unarticulated constituents. 
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Consequently, it is not clear how the notion of an unarticulated constituent should be 

applied at the level of perception. 

To make sense of the analogy between language and perception, we need some notion 

of a perception/cognition boundary, such that the perceptual system “communicates” 

to the cognitive system. A stronger view of the perception/cognition boarder views 

the mind as massively modular. In the next subsection of the paper (§3.3.1.), I show 

why this strong interpretation undermines the arguments for perceptually 

unarticulated constituents. A weaker view might only be committed to the modularity 

of the early visual system, which avoids the problems associated with massive 

modularity. However, I go on to show (in §3.3.2.) that the looser interpretation of the 

language-perception analogy cannot help the proponent of perceptually unarticulated 

constituents.  

3.3.1. A More Literal Interpretation of the Analogy 

What, then, could an understanding of the unarticulated constituent claim look like at 

the level of perception? On a more literal interpretation of the analogy between 

language and perception, we might appeal to the modularity of mind hypothesis. By 

viewing the mind as a composed of informationally encapsulated modules, it is 

possible to maintain the analogy between language and perception at the architectural 

level. The idea might be something like this: in the linguistic case, person A 

communicates via an utterance (with explicit syntactical content) with person B, who 

interprets its meaning and fills in any unarticulated content; likewise, at the perceptual 

level, module A “communicates” its explicit perceptual information with module B 

“interpreting” this visual output and filling in the implicit content. On a picture of this 

sort, the inputs to the various sensory modules are the informational inputs from the 

environment. Then, within the module, domain specific computations are performed 

before their outputs are “communicated” to various other modules. For example, 
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when information is output from the visual system, it is subject to a range of other 

informational processes which form (part of) the central processing unit, otherwise 

known as an agent’s “general intelligence” (Carruthers, 2005, 2011). These further 

informational processes in the perceptual example can be seen as equivalent to free 

enrichment in the linguistic case; that is, post-perceptual informational processes are 

responsible for “assuming” or “filling in” the unarticulated or implicit content in order 

to make that content meaningful according to some accuracy-condition. In other 

words, information contained (and encapsulated) in one faculty must be 

“communicated” before it is then “interpreted” by the other systems of the mind.43 

Modularity (as proposed and championed by Fodor, 1984; 1983, 1988, 2000) proposes 

that the mind’s low-level systems are composed of specific modules or faculties each 

with their own distinct evolutionary functions (e.g., perception, language, and so on).44 

According to Fodor’s original thesis, informational encapsulation – a defining feature 

of a systems modularity – means that the computations performed by a particular 

module cannot be influenced by information contained in other modules or faculties. 

Rather, modules perform computations on a given set of inputs by using domain 

specific information stored within the module itself, in a proprietary database (e.g., a 

language-proprietary database might contain information about the grammar of 

English) (Fodor, 1984, pp. 245-246). These domain specific modules then output 

information that can be passed on to the central processing unit. In this analogy, the 

“conversational participants” are the modular systems of the mind, including the 

 

43 Carruthers would further claim that this interpretive process occurs via the mindreading 

faculty (See Carruthers, 2011). 

44 More recent approaches to modularity of mind propose a that the mind is “massively 

modular”, with higher-level systems such as planning and decision making, etc. also having a 

modular structure (see, for example: Carruthers, 2005; Clarke, 2021; Sperber, 2001). 
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central processing unit, which “fills in” the implicit or unarticulated content input from 

the perceptual systems.  

Why would we have to think of the communicating entities as informationally 

encapsulated? Well, distinguishing whether a representation is a cognitive (processes 

involving the judging of representational content in relation to reasoning) or perceptual 

(the processing of sensory information) one is a notoriously hard, perhaps impossible, 

task.45 But, allowing for a cognitive influence on perception muddies the water for 

proponents of USC because it becomes very difficult to tell which comes first – 

cognitive or perceptual self-representation. This matters because part of the 

motivation for a proposing perceptually implicit self-representation is to explain how 

self-conscious thought (the conceptual self) is grounded in perceptual experience (the 

non-conceptual, perceptual self) (Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 1). If the self is represented in 

perceptual processing only by virtue of some cognitive influence, then the motivation 

for positing an implicit perceptual self is undermined. That is, if one allows that visual 

content is to some extent dependent on cognitive inputs (rather than being wholly 

encapsulated in the perceptual domain), then the claim that the self is unarticulated in 

perception is left unmotivated, because the critic may then argue that the first-person 

content is to be found in some pre-existing cognitive or otherwise non-perceptual 

component of the experience.  

Still, a commitment to modularity may be an unacceptable way to view perceptual 

contextualism. This is, at least, in part, because empirical evidence is often taken to 

have demonstrated that perceptual modules are not encapsulated from information 

stored in central memory (including beliefs, desires, and utilities). This is known as 

 

45 These broad definitions of “cognitive” and “perceptual” were taken from Montemayor & 

Haladjian (2017).  
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“cognitive penetration” (Pylyshyn, 1984; 1999). Although the debate regarding 

informational encapsulation and cognitive penetration is far too extensive to go into 

here, it is fairly widely accepted that perceptual processing can be sensitive to the 

content of beliefs, desires, and perhaps even emotions.46 And many accept that if a 

system is cognitively penetrable then it cannot be informationally encapsulated (e.g., 

Churchland, 1988; Lupyan, 2015; Ogilvie & Carruthers, 2016; Wu, 2013). If cognitive 

penetration has indeed been demonstrated, then, according to critics of the view, the 

mind cannot be modular in any way that sustains the interesting consequences of 

encapsulation (such as, the analogy central to the argument of this section, namely the 

analogy between linguistic and perceptual contents being communicable). Modularity 

of mind (and, in particular, of the perceptual system) is a highly controversial thesis 

because cognitive penetration is accepted by the mainstream as having been 

demonstrated (e.g., Balcetis & Dunning, 2006, 2010; Bruner & Goodman, 1947; 

Hansen et al., 2006; Levin & Banaji, 2006). 

Hypothetically, a proponent of USC might bite the bullet and try to defend the 

modularity thesis from objections centred on cognitive penetration. Attempts to 

defend modularity have typically proceeded by either denying that cognitive 

penetration occurs or rejecting or softening informational encapsulation (see, for 

 

46 For example, there is some evidence to suggest that certain sub-personal processes involving 

prior knowledge, expectations and information from memory systems, play a role in 

supporting visual experience (Munton, 2022, p.4). The visual system may use such information 

to increase its chances of accurately perceiving its environment and locating relevant 

information within it (ibid.). For example, subjects must selectively attend to and prioritise 

information within the visual field to avoid being overwhelmed by visual input (Summerfield 

& Egner, 2009). And the salience of visual information may be determined by the subject’s 

prior knowledge and expectations (see, e.g., Chalk et al., 2010; Munton, 2021, 2022).  
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example: Firestone & Scholl, 2016; Fodor, 1983, 1988; Ogilvie & Carruthers, 2016; 

Pylyshyn, 1999). Another possibility for the perceptual contextualist involves positing 

a view of modularity according to which encapsulation and cognitive penetration are 

compatible. This sidesteps many of the view’s key objections and retains the essential 

parts of the thesis (informational encapsulation), allowing that the self could be left 

implicit in the content of perception and assumed or “filled in” by the other modules 

in order to make the perceptual content evaluable according to some accuracy-

condition.47 

There may be plausible versions of modularity that avoid these key objections. 

Nonetheless, there are two points to be made about any potential attempts to save 

perceptual contextualism from the criticism that it is committed to modularity. Firstly, 

there is no real consensus on the question of encapsulation and thus modularity is still 

a highly controversial view. Secondly, even adopting a view of modularity that allows 

for cognitive penetration may not necessarily get the proponent of perceptual 

contextualism wholly out of trouble. Since, for reasons discussed above, a view of this 

sort opens up the possibility that the inputs to perceptual processing include cognitive 

information about the self, because it allows that the visual field is interpreted within 

 

47 For example, Clarke (2021) argues for a view according to which human perceptual 

processing takes place within a hierarchy of modules, allowing cognitive penetration to occur 

“at the joints between the modules in the hierarchy, leaving each module completely 

encapsulated from central cognition and the rest of the mind” (p.2622). On this view, the 

outputs from modules lower down the hierarchy are taken as inputs to the modules higher up 

in the chain of processing, but modifications resulting from cognitive penetration that occur 

between the modules in the hierarchy do not amount to perceptual computations, which leaves 

the encapsulation thesis intact despite allowing for the possibility of cognitive penetration 

(ibid.).  
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a pre-existing body of information, perhaps including facts about one’s agency, as well 

as how the self is related to one’s environment. Allowing for such a cognitive influence 

on perception muddies the water for proponents of perceptually unarticulated 

constituents because it becomes difficult to tell which comes first – cognitive or 

perceptual self-representation. This undermines a key motivation for perceptual 

contextualism because it does not explain how self-conscious thought is grounded in 

perception (Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 1).  

If perceptual contextualism is committed to modularity, then the notion of an 

unarticulated constituent becomes an unattractive theoretical device. Modularity is a 

highly controversial view, with many iterations all with different views about the 

cognition/perception divide. It is now well established that the perceptual system does 

not operate in complete isolation from the cognitive system, and, therefore, any 

version of modularity is likely to undermine a key part of the motivation behind 

implicit self-representation in the first place. At this point, however, the perceptual 

contextualist might accuse me of attacking a straw man. Perhaps, they might say, the 

analogy between language and perception has been interpreted too literally. If we can 

drop the ideas relating to common practices of communication and interpretation that 

are important for linguistically unarticulated constituents, then perceptual 

contextualism might be able to avoid a commitment to a massively modular view of 

the mind, after all.  

3.3.2. A Less Literal Interpretation 

What might a less literal interpretation of the analogy between perceptually and 

linguistically unarticulated constituents look like? On this reading – which I assume is 

the intended interpretation – we have a vaguer impression of the conversational 

“participants” involved. I shall assume the perceptual system “communicates” 

information to the personal-level subject, who “interprets” this information and fills 
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in any unarticulated content. Here, making a first-person judgement that is grounded 

in experience is a matter of the subject making explicit what was implicit in the 

experience. That is, it involves the subject (as opposed to sub-personal modules) 

articulating what was left unarticulated in (implied by) the content of the experience, 

for example, the self.  

A view of this sort would need only be committed to the modularity of the early visual 

system, which corresponds to the speaker in the linguistic example, while the 

(personal-level) subject interprets and supplements the perceptual information by 

adding in the unarticulated constituents. If modularity is a property of so-called “early” 

perceptual processes and cases of cognitive penetration merely concern the influence 

of later stages of perception, then this looser interpretation of the analogy is not subject 

to the same problems that a massively modular view of the mind faces (regarding 

cognitive penetration). However, this weaker interpretation of the analogy is subject 

to a different worry: namely, it is not clear that unarticulated constituents of perception 

are needed. 

Consider, for example, the veridical visual experience one enjoys whilst looking at a 

red door. Allowing that monadic spatial relations can be represented by the early visual 

system, the visual content of this experience might be expressible in language as: “there 

is a red door ahead” (but possibly more accurately captured as: <large, red, blocky-shape, 

ahead>).48 According to perceptual contextualism, the subject is entitled to move from 

the perception of the red door to the belief that “I am in front of a red door” without 

 

48 It is a commonly held view that the early visual system represents, at a minimum, shape, 

colour, and illumination properties of facing surfaces and allows some depth perception. (This 

is essentially what David Marr (1982/2010) terms the “2.5D sketch”). Other, slightly more 

liberal views, might allow that object’s and higher-order properties are also represented in 

vision (for a discussion, see Siegel, 2006). 
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the need for inference or any additional evidence. And the subject is entitled to do this 

because the self is an unarticulated constituent of the perceptual content. That is, the 

subject must take the perceptual content at face value (Peacocke, 1999). So, when I 

experience a red door ahead it is manifest to me (the subject) that the red door is ahead 

of me. 

But it is not clear how this process of moving from implicit self-related content to 

explicit self-representation is supposed to occur. In an attempt to explain how one 

constructs a fully conceptual “I”-thought from the implicit perceptual content, 

Recanati says this:  

The transition from the simple to the more complex thought I call ‘Reflection’ 

(…) it is non-inferential and requires no new evidence on the part of the 

subject (…) nothing in addition to the experience is required to ground the 

more complex judgement: it simply makes explicit what was already conveyed by 

the mode of the grounding experience. (Recanati, 2012, p. 192; emphasis added) 

Recanati is claiming that “Reflection” justifies a move from the perceptual experience 

of, say, a red door ahead to the perceptual belief that “there is a red door ahead of me” 

because the self is an unarticulated constituent of the perceptual state. Yet, this 

explanation is vague. It is unclear what this process really amounts to: what does 

“makes explicit” mean? And how is information “conveyed by the mode”? It is 

possible that the notion of “Reflection” refers to nothing more than, “however it is 

that first-person content gets included in perceptual judgements”. But this does not 

seem to be what Recanati has in mind. For, if the term is used as a placeholder in this 

way, then the claim that the self is an unarticulated constituent in perception fails to 

provide any interesting explanatory work when it comes to self-awareness.  

Nevertheless, it seems to me that whatever “Reflection” amounts to, it could occur 

without postulating the mysterious notion of unarticulated constituents. For it is 
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unclear to me what work this extra theoretical machinery is doing. On the less literal 

interpretation, whereby the perceptually unarticulated self is “interpreted” by or 

“conveyed” to the personal level subject, we might say that it is just manifest to the 

subject that the visual experience concerns that subject. That is, we should view 

“Reflection” as simply adding the self into the belief content based on a perceptual 

experience that itself lacks a full accuracy-condition.49  

An objection to this view might question the cognitive significance of the perceptual 

state for the subject. Why should we think that the subject will be motivated to act on 

perceptual contents if they do not contain de se content (by virtue of the inclusion of 

an unarticulated self): the subject might ask, “What’s that got to do with me?” (Bradley, 

2021, p. 373; emphasis in original). But, here, we can appeal to the functional role of 

the perceptual state (see also §5.2.2. of this manuscript for a similar point regarding 

bodily awareness). While it is an open question whether (and to what extent) visual 

awareness is used in guiding fine-grained motor action, there is a widespread view that 

there is a profound connection between conscious perception and rational agency 

 

49 There are several versions of the idea that perceptual contents do not have full accuracy-

conditions. For example, some versions of Naïve Realism (the idea that phenomenal character 

of visual experience is determined relationally) deny that experiences have accuracy-conditions. 

But Naïve Realism is also highly controversial and not how Perry or Recanati (the two most 

prominent proponents of perceptual contextualism) seem to view visual perception. (For 

recent denials of the view that experiences have truth-evaluable or accuracy evaluable content, 

see e.g., Campbell, 2002, Brewer, 2006, and Travis, 2004). However, I do not wish to commit 

myself to Naïve Realism. Rather, I view perceptual content as being somewhat like an 

incomplete sentence. Perceptual content does not determine a full accuracy-condition, 

nonetheless, I allow that phenomenal character is determined by the (incomplete) content, 

perhaps plus some relational features. While this complex and interesting topic warrants 

further discussion, for reasons of space I must leave this to another day. 
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(Brewer, 1999; Dretske, 2006; Evans, 1982; Gallagher, 2005; Merleau-Ponty, 

1945/1962). Visual consciousness is employed in higher level planning and goal 

setting, and to that degree, is necessary to the success of an activity: that is, the success 

of my activity (see Ch. 5 of this dissertation; see also Briscoe, 2009 and Ward et al., 

2011). Goals, plans, and actions can only be understood in the context of what one 

believes to be the case, based on what one consciously perceives. Perceptual 

experiences are personal-level mental states, and it is widely accepted that they provide 

evidence to the person: since one’s evidence is possessed by oneself, it can only be 

provided by one’s mental states at the personal level. Only in reference to what one is 

perceptually aware of can one be said to be acting rationally in the environment.  

Hence, it is this fundamental functional role of the perceptual state that renders it ideal 

for feeding the “de se” into first-person judgements, even though visual content is not 

first-personal in and of itself. If I see a door ahead there is only one person who the 

door could be ahead of – I can judge that there is a door ahead of me because there is 

no other option. The functional role that perceptual awareness plays in action 

awareness (planning, initiation and execution) ensures that it is me that the door is 

ahead of. We need not postulate an unarticulated constituent to account for the 

cognitive significance of our perceptual states., since perceptual information is 

functionally integrated with a subject’s capacity for action such that the subject is 

simply entitled to grasp that the perceptual information is information for themselves. 

That is just how the system is set up: we are simply entitled to add the self into the 

belief content based on a perceptual experience that itself lacks a full accuracy-

condition. The fact that we transition between perceptual inputs to fully first-personal 

perceptual judgements “almost automatically” and unconsciously, I think, obscures the 
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distinction between the representational content of perception and the information 

that we are entitled to grasp given that representational content.50 

To sum up, then, it is my view that we can accept almost all of what Perry and Recanati 

say without also employing the notion of an unarticulated constituent. For, it is not 

clear (to me) what explanatory work unarticulated constituents are doing in an account 

of how visual experience is supposed to ground conceptual self-consciousness. The 

view that perceptual states lack full accuracy-conditions is, admittedly, a controversial 

position. But if we can accept this point, it negates the need for unarticulated 

constituents altogether since we can view perceptually based self-ascriptions as being 

grounded on self-less perceptual experiences, without needing to posit unarticulated 

constituents.  

 

3.4. Perceptual Contextualism vs Perceptual Minimalism? 

If semantic contextualism claims that the context in which a sentence is uttered freely 

enriches the content of that sentence, then the parallel view, perceptual contextualism, 

claims that the context in which a subject perceives something freely enriches the content 

of that perception. According to perceptual contextualism, the formal meaning of, for 

example, a visual representation is (often) incomplete and supplemented by implicit 

contents (such as unarticulated constituents). In addition to what is explicitly 

represented in the visual field, the context can supplement what the sentence directly 

communicates with indirect or implicit content (Recanati, 2007). According to 

semantic contextualism, the implicit content of a sentence amounts to whatever must 

be added to the explicit content (syntactical and lexical elements) to achieve a truth-

 

50 See Borg (2005) quoted on p. 92 (Ch. 3) of this thesis.  
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condition, that is, the full context-relative truth-evaluable meaning of what is 

understood by the hearer of the sentence. Likewise, for perceptual contextualism, the 

implicit content of visual experience amounts to whatever must be added to the 

explicit perceptual contents (what is explicitly seen in the visual field) to achieve a truth-

condition, that is, the full context-relative accuracy-evaluable meaning of what is 

understood by the subject of the perceptual experience. 

As mentioned above (§3.2.1.), just as there is a perceptual version of semantic 

contextualism there is a perceptual version of semantic minimalism. Recall that, 

according to semantic minimalism, an utterance expresses some minimal semantic 

content to which the hearer of the utterance must apply extra pragmatic information 

to achieve the full context rich meaning of the utterance. The explicit content of the 

sentence is fully propositional (i.e., truth-conditional) independent of contextual 

factors. According to the perceptual version of minimalism, then, we may start with a 

grasp of the meaning of some minimal visual content – e.g., a person-neutral meaning 

– then proceed almost automatically to an assessment of what the minimal content means 

within the relevant context. The meaning of the minimal perceptual content may be 

enriched, altered, rejected, or refined in the light of an agent’s non-perceptual 

processing: further information must be used in order to arrive at an understanding of 

what we see.  

The debate between semantic minimalism and contextualism boils down to the 

distinction between semantic content and pragmatic contextual information: a 

distinction between the literal meaning of a sentence and what is understood upon 

hearing that sentence in a particular context. However, this dichotomy between what 

is said and what is meant (or understood) only makes sense because there is a sharp 

distinction between the explicit content of an utterance (what is said remains stable 

across various contexts) and the meaning that may be extrapolated from that utterance 
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in a particular context (what is meant often depends on various pragmatic factors). 

The corresponding distinction in the perceptual case is a distinction between what is 

seen (explicit perceptual content) and what is grasped (what the subject understands 

based on what is seen). Yet, it is far from obvious where the distinction between these 

two lies. Within contemporary debate there is no consensus on many important 

questions regarding the distinction between perceptual capacities or states and extra-

perceptual cognitive processing.51 For example, there may be many distinctions 

between cognition and perception or only one meaningful and important one, or there 

may be no principled or important distinction between them (for a review, see Nes et 

al., 2023).  

Until these issues are resolved and a clear and principled distinction between 

perception and cognition is established, it appears that the language-first approach to 

understanding the concept of perceptually unarticulated constituents – along with a 

focus on the dichotomy between semantic content and pragmatic factors – will be 

inappropriate. The onus is on proponents of perceptually unarticulated constituents to 

make their case without relying on linguistic examples. Given the issues raised in this 

paper, however, I propose that we accept that some self-ascriptions are based on 

selfless perceptual experiences without positing unarticulated constituents: I have 

agreed that the self is not explicitly represented in the content of egocentric perception 

and may be implicitly supplied by “the architecture of the representational system” 

(Perry, 2012, p. 92). But I have argued that this need not entail that the self is an 

unarticulated constituent in the content of perceptual experience. Rather, the subject 

 

51 I touched on one such question about the flow of information between perceptual and 

cognitive architectural systems in §3.3.1., but there are many others such as whether there is, 

in fact, a principled distinction to be drawn (Clark, 2015). 
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is entitled to add the de se content into certain self-ascriptions because of the functional 

role that perceptual awareness plays in agent’s awareness.  

3.5. Conclusion  

This paper has taken a critical look at the claim that the self is an unarticulated 

constituent of perceptual experience. Proponents of the idea argue that the self is 

implicitly supplied in perceptual experience in the form of an unarticulated constituent. 

According to this picture, the transition from self-related perceptual information to 

fully conceptual first-person thought involves making explicit what is implicitly 

conveyed by the mode of experience or by the architecture of the representational 

system: it is a matter of articulating the unarticulated self. I have argued, however, that 

we need not posit unarticulated constituents in explaining this transition, because 

“making explicit” is merely a matter of the subject adding the de se into the belief 

content based on a perceptual experience that itself lacks a full accuracy-condition.  
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Chapter 4  

Is Visual Experience Really Self-Locating? 

 

Abstract: 

Can visual experience be self-locating? Put more precisely, can visual experience 

represent the location of a perceiver as the location from which she perceives, purely 

in virtue of its perspectival character? Some philosophers have assumed that visual 

experience is self-locating in just this sense and, therefore, that visual experience 

contains first person (or de se) content (e.g., Cassam, 1997, Peacocke, 2001, 2014). I 

follow Schwenkler (2014) in calling this the Self-Location-Thesis (SLT). SLT has been 

highly influential in discussions regarding the nature of self-consciousness, as well as 

the contents of perceptual states, more generally, so it is worth scrutinising. My aim 

here is relatively modest. While I do not offer a wholesale rejection of SLT, I show 

that the main argument in favour of self-locating visual content fails, leaving the claim 

inadequately motivated.  

 

4.1. Introduction 

The central claim of the Self-Location-Thesis (SLT) is that “simply in virtue of its 

perspectival character, visual experience can include the location of the perceiver 
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among its face value contents” (Schwenkler, 2014, p. 139).52 Put more simply, when 

someone perceives the objects in their environment, they experience them as standing 

in spatial relations to themselves, rather than employing monadic spatial relations 

(Campbell, 1994).  

SLT: Visual experience can represent the location of the perceiver as the 

location from which she perceives, purely in virtue of its perspectival character. 

Some philosophers have assumed that visual experience is self-locating in just this 

sense (e.g., Cassam, 1994, Peacocke, 2001, 2014), yet, until recently, the claim has rarely 

been argued for explicitly. The idea is that visual experience can represent the location 

of the perceiver as the location from which she perceives, even when the perceiver’s 

body is entirely out of sight. Visual experience, on this view, has a perspectival 

structure that is describable in terms of a two-place spatial (here-there) relation. In 

addition to external objects and their spatial locations, the perceiver’s own location is 

among the things represented by the experience, even in cases where the perceiver is 

unable to see the spatial location of their own body (Schwenkler, 2014). Note that the 

relevant notion of self that SLT is concerned with is the bodily or embodied self, that 

is, the self with which we act on and experience our surroundings. Consequently, the 

thing that is located in virtue of the perspectival character of visual experience is the 

bodily self rather than merely a point in space located between a subject’s eyes: 

 

52 As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, although I refer to the “content of visual 

experience”, “visual perceptual representation”, and so on, I do not mean to commit myself 

to any particular view of the metaphysics of perception. The issues are discussed here in terms 

of a representationalist or intentionalist theory as a matter of convenience and simplicity. 

However, the Naïve Realist must also make sense of the issues discussed in this paper, though 

without reference to representational content. 
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“Indeed, there is no privileged point in (or on) my body that counts as me for the 

purposes of characterizing my perceived spatial relation to the object” (Briscoe, 2009, 

p. 425).53 

SLT is important for a number of reasons. If true, it offers an explanation of how 

visual experience might ground self-locating judgements: I can tell that I am standing 

in front of a tree just “by looking” at a tree, even when I cannot see any part of my 

own body, because I (the bodily self) figure in the content of my visual perceptual 

experience (Schwenkler, 2014). The idea is that the judgement, which shares the same 

manifest content as the visual perception, is formed just by taking the perceptual state 

at face value, without the need for any inferential processes. As a result, self-

representing visual content may be seen as a form of primitive self-consciousness 

which could provide an explanatory foundation for more complex forms of self-

consciousness because it offers a way of grounding first-person self-reference.54 

Additionally, SLT provides a possible explanation of the perception-action link. For 

Susan Hurley (and others) the importance of de se content in visual experience is tied 

to the way in which such contents non-inferentially guide intentional action (Hurley, 

1998). Roughly, the thought is that certain actions are primed, and make sense in 

response to what I see, because my experience represents not merely the location of 

the object but my location relative to the object. For example, it might be the case that 

if visual experience was entirely silent on the location of the perceiver, then the path 

from vision to action, say, in the case of moving out of the way of an object coming 

 

53 One might think that if the SLT is true and that self-locating judgements are formed purely 

via the perspectival features of visual experience (as opposed to the integration of visual and 

bodily information), then one would experience the self as located at a point between one’s 

eyes. See Ch. 5 of this dissertation, see also, Alsmith & Longo (2014) and Alsmith (2020). 

54 See, Bermúdez (2000). 
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towards one, would require judgements and inferences (which it plausibly does not). 

Given the potential explanatory value of SLT, it is worth investigating whether its core 

claim stands up to scrutiny. 

My aim in writing this paper is relatively modest: rather than arguing that SLT is false, 

I show that the main argument in favour of self-locating visual content fails, leaving 

the claim inadequately motivated. A broader sentiment of this paper is that the SLT 

needs some notion of representation, indeed visual representation, that can account 

for the idea of oneself being visually presented while remaining “presentationally 

silent”. In other words, the SLT needs to explain the possibility of visually representing 

oneself, even when one strictly speaking does not see oneself (as Schwenkler, Cassam, 

Peacocke, and others hold). 

The structure of this paper is as follows. I start by unpacking the core commitment of 

the “Self-Location-Thesis”, which is that visual experience is self-locating in virtue of 

being perspectival. Specifically, I discuss the notion that we can perceive something 

that is absent from the field of vision, since SLT is supposed to hold even in cases 

where one’s body is absent from one’s field of view. I also examine the perspectival 

structure of visual experience, arguing that visual perspective has both a “limitation 

structure” and a relational (here-there) “orientational structure” but that neither of 

these imply that visual experience is self-locating. Then, in Section 3, I introduce the 

principal argument in favour of the Self-Location-Thesis, which is ultimately an 

argument from best explanation. I then show that this argument fails by outlining an 

alternative explanation that has not been adequately ruled out. Hence, the view that 

visual experience can represent the location of the perceiver as the location from which 

she perceives is left unmotivated. Moreover, the alternative interpretation that I offer 

is more parsimonious and should, therefore, be preferable to SLT. 
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4.2. The Self-Location Thesis: Implicit self-representation 

According to SLT, nothing over and above the content of visual experience is required 

to represent the location of the perceiver as the location from which she perceives, 

even when the perceiver’s body is completely out of view. However, a sceptic will be 

inclined to point out that the self is not an object that is perceived. SLT claims that one 

visually represents but does not see (in the folk-understanding of the word), one’s own 

location, so there is some notion of visual representation at play here that is not to be 

understood in terms of local sensory stimulation. This raises a question about the 

nature of our representational capacities; namely, can one visually perceptually 

represent something that lies outside the visual field, or “the panorama that reveals 

itself to the two eyes working together” (Bermúdez, 2000, p. 105)?  

One possibility, gestured to by Schwenkler (2014, p. 151), is that visual self-location is 

supposed to be equivalent or analogous to “amodal completion”. Typically, amodal 

completion occurs when we perceive a partly occluded object or when the back side 

of an object is occluded by the surface of the object that is facing the viewer. When 

this happens, we experience 3D objects as having non-facing sides, even when those 

parts of the object are strictly speaking not seen. Indeed, Gibson seems to agree that 

genuine perception can occur in the absence of local sensory stimulation: ‘‘the 

perception of occlusion, it seems to me, entails the perception of something which is 

occluded’’ (Gibson, 1979 p. 229). For example, when we see a tomato, the occluded 

backside of the 3D object is part of the manifest image: we perceive a tomato rather 

than a tomato surface. In what sense is this implicit? Well, the idea is that the (explicit) 

perception of a tomato involves two elements: the explicit representation of the 

surface and the implicit representation of the rest. In a similar way, the self is thought 
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to be a part of the manifest image even though the self is not strictly speaking part of 

the visual field, or so the thought goes: perceptual experience explicitly represents 

various objects and properties (i.e., those things that are in the field of vision) while 

implicitly representing the self. It is this kind of implicit self-representation which is the 

focus of this paper, rather than explicit self-representation of the sort that might occur 

when one sees oneself (qua self) “from the outside”.  

However, amodal completion is not a good model for thinking about implicit 

representation of the self.55 In the case of amodal completion for ordinary objects of 

sense-perception, a couple of things are presupposed. Namely, that I could, at least in 

principle, move around the object so as to bring its occluded sides into view, or perhaps 

imagine doing so (if for whatever reason actual movement was not possible). This 

arguably generates certain practical attitudes of anticipation or expectation (Noë, 2004, 

2005). For instance, if I was to move over to the right, the occluded side of the tomato 

would come into view; if it did not (if the tomato turned out to be two-dimensional, 

for instance) I would be “surprised”. Now, in the case of the implicit representation 

of the self in experience, it is not as if the perceiver's location is experienced as (or 

given in the mode of) “not currently visually present, but possibly visually present” (as 

in the tomato example). Additionally, the concept of amodal completion refers to the 

act of “completing” an object. What is it that, in relation to the subject's self-location, 

 

55 It should be noted that there is some disagreement about how we represent those parts of 

the object that are not seen (Nanay, 2010; Briscoe, 2011; Schellenberg, 2007, 2018). If the 

means by which amodal completion represents are non-perceptual, for example, then the claim 

that visual experience is self-locating in virtue of the perspectival character of visual perception 

will be false. I assume for the sake of the argument, however, that amodal completion is a 

perceptual phenomenon.  
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is given in part but “would be” given “completely” (or, better yet, would reveal itself 

to have additional sides or determinations)? Perhaps there is a more generic notion of 

implicit or background representation, which both amodal completion and the SLT can 

draw on. But I remain sceptical (for the above reasons) that the phenomenon they are 

targeting is analogous in the relevant sense. 

On another interpretation, Bermúdez (2000, 2011) argues that certain features of the 

visual array reveal “self-specifying” information, and although these features of visual 

experience are not like objects of perception which are imaged on the retina, they are 

perceived nevertheless (Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 5). Note that by “structural invariant” or 

“structural feature” I mean to refer to invariant aspects of the ambient optic array 

rather than the “structure” of the intentional experience itself, which is not usually (or 

necessarily) aligned to a content-based feature (e.g., a structural invariant of perception 

might be that it involves certain non-propositional attitudes of anticipation, but that 

wouldn’t be part of their content). Drawing on Gibson’s (1979) theory of ecological 

optics, Bermúdez argues that the self is manifested as a structural invariant of the visual 

field despite the self not being present in the visual field (variations of this idea can 

also be found in Niesser, 1991, and Hurley, 1998). As Bermúdez says, “what was 

formerly described as the self being directly perceived can be reinterpreted in terms of 

the existence of self-specifying structural invariants in the field of vision” (2000, p. 109, 

emphasis in original).  

Still, for some, the notion of perceptual self-location might seem too mysterious: what 

does it mean to say that the self is visually perceptually represented despite not taking up 

any part of the visual field? One thing that Bermúdez might say here, is that talk about 

“the first-person occurring in an experience” is highly figurative, since “neither the 

first-person pronoun or the first-person concept appear in the content of an 

experience” (2011, p. 29). Rather, the invariant information contained in the visual 
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array are self-specific; visual proprioception guarantees that the experience provides 

information about me (and I am somehow sensitive to this fact). In this way, the self is 

implicitly represented, and perspectival visual experience can ground perceptual 

judgements about the subject’s self-location. Nevertheless, a different idea regarding 

implicit self-representation is that the mode of experience (e.g., vision, audition, 

olfaction, etc.) implicitly supplies the subject (Recanati, 2012, Musholt, 2015). 

Although, importantly, on this type of view, implicit self-representation is precisely not 

self-location in, for example, Bermúdez’ sense. So, it would be a mistake to read this 

as an explication of the SLT.  

Given the disagreement over the notion of implicit representation, it is fair to say that 

we do not yet have a robust and principled distinction between implicit and explicit 

perceptual representation. In the next section, I discuss the perspectival structure of 

visual experience in more detail, arguing that visual experience can be perspectival 

without being self-locating. If I am right, then we need not commit ourselves to any 

notion of implicit self-representation. This undermines Bermúdez’ contention that the 

structural invariants of visual experience are self-specifying. If there is a more 

parsimonious interpretation of perspectival representation that does not require any 

extra theoretical devices, then, according to Occam’s Razor, we should prefer the 

simpler view. 

 

4.3. The Perspectival Structure of Visual Experience 

What does it mean to say that a visual representation is perspectival? At a minimum, 

we can say that a perspectival visual representation presents objects or states of affairs 

from somewhere, from a particular point of view. SLT explains the perspectival 

character of visual experience in terms of a two-place relation. I argue that we can (and 
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should) preserve the relational structure of vision, without committing to the existence 

of de se visual contents.  

4.3.1. Perspectival Structure 

Visual experience has certain structural features that can be grouped under the 

headings “limitation structure” and “orientational structure”.56 The limitation structure 

of visual experience means that a perceiver will pick up information concerning the 

“bounded visual field” (Gibson, 1950, p. 27). This should be distinguished from the 

images that appear on the two retinas; instead, the bounded visual field refers to “the 

solid angle of light that the eyes can register at any one time” (Bermúdez, 2000, p. 105), 

that is, the visual scene that is revealed by the two eyes working together. The field of 

view is horizontally and vertically limited or bounded. The objects that are visible to 

the subject must fall within a certain geographical location relative to the position and 

orientation of the viewer (typically in front of the viewer, due to the position of the 

eyes being at the front of the head): 

If you keep your eyes fixed but put your attention on the periphery of the field 

(…) you can observe that things are visible only to a limited angle out to the 

right and left and to an even more limited angle upwards and downwards. 

(Gibson, 1950, p. 27) 

 

56 Adrian Alsmith (2017) uses the terms “limitation structure” and “egocentric structure” to 

group or classify these various features of visual experience but given the argument of this 

paper I prefer the term “orientational structure”. 
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So, the boundedness of the visual field means that a perceiver can only perceive a part 

of the potential panorama at any one time, depending on their physical location and 

orientation. Moreover, these boundaries are themselves phenomenologically manifest. 

Another aspect of vision’s limitation structure is that various objects and surfaces hide 

or occlude certain parts of the environment. Examples include one’s own body-parts, 

such as one’s nose and, perhaps less obviously, one’s cheekbones and eyebrows. 

Likewise, one’s limbs can often be seen, occluding parts of the environment.57 Of 

course, it is not just one’s body that occludes parts of the environment. Some of the 

objects and surfaces which fall within the bounds of the visual field will be occluded, 

either partly or wholly, by other opaque objects and surfaces. The way in which parts 

of the environment are occluded in the visual field is itself a source of information 

relative to the location of the perspective, characterising how we perceive objects that 

are experienced as being three dimensional. Again, this aspect of perception is salient 

in the phenomenology of visual experience. 

The second important feature of perspectival visual representation – orientational 

structure – concerns the systematic organisation of the perceived locations of objects 

in the environment. The locations of objects and surfaces are experienced relative to 

a single point in space and organised according to an egocentric frame of reference. 

The point in space is (typically) at the intersection of the left/right, forward/backward, 

and up/down axes: it is essential to our perceptual field of view that it has a foreground 

 

57 Some authors (notably, Gibson, 1979, and Bermúdez, 2000, Ch .5) maintain that the body 

is almost always present in the visual field, and in the few cases in which it is not, the 

perspectival structure of the experience changes (although this point need not concern us here, 

I revisit this idea in the final section of the paper). I owe this point to Louise Richardson 

(2017). 
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and background, an up and a down (Taylor, 1979, p. 254). The idea is that visual 

experience employs a two-place relational structure, whereby objects are experienced 

as standing in some relation to the self. According to SLT, we perceive objects in the 

environment as being to the left of me, ahead of me, and so on. This kind of structure may 

be experienced in a static way, when one perceives an object as being to the left of me, or 

ahead of me, etc. But the orientational structure of vision may be experienced 

dynamically too, when one sees an object as moving leftwards of me, coming closer to me, and 

so on.  

When the representational content of experience is described as “egocentrically 

organised”, or simply “egocentric” it usually means that it is structured in one (or both) 

of these ways: limitation structure and/or orientational structure, although, often, the 

emphasis is placed on the latter, orientational structure of visual experience (Alsmith, 

2017, p. 266).  

According to an alternative view, the “monadic view”, visual experience represents 

only the object and its monadic spatial location and does not include the location of 

the perceiver. Importantly, the relevant contents are still specified by egocentric spatial 

predicates, such as in front, to the left, to the right, behind. It is just that such egocentric 

spatial properties as figuring in experience are, on this view, monadic rather than 

relational and so are not given subject-reflexive qualifications by way of first-person 

indexicals (i.e., me, my, I). This caveat is essential since the monadic view does not 

deny that visual experience is perspectival or (spatially) egocentric, but rather contests 

whether the relevant visual experiences are self-locating in virtue of that perspectival 

character.  

Defenders of SLT explain these aspects of perspectival visual character in terms of 

self-location. It is claimed that the self is experienced as a structural invariant of the 
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visual field: the limitation structure and the orientational structure of visual experience 

provides information about where the (bodily) self is located relative to various objects 

and surfaces in the environment (Niesser, 1991; Bermúdez, 2000; Hurley, 1998; 

Peacocke, 2014). So, even when the body is entirely out of view, the self can feature in 

the content of experience as a result of structural aspects of experience which locate 

the perceiver in physical space. In this way, visual experience can represent the location 

of the perceiver as the location from which she perceives. But this is only one possible 

interpretation of the structural organisation of visual perspective. As I go on to show, 

we can accept that vision can be perspectival without simultaneously representing the 

location of the perspective as being occupied by me. If I am right, then the perspectival 

character of visual experience can be explained without any appeal to self-locating 

content.  

4.3.2. Selfless Perspective 

Here, I discuss some examples of perspectival representations that do not at the same 

time represent a self or subject who is experiencing from that perspective. Although 

photographic images and many paintings have a perspectival structure like that of 

visual experience, I focus on the point of view in film. Filmed representations offer a 

particularly good example of a perspectival visual representation because the dynamic 

structural changes in filmed representations (as the camera moves, pans, and zooms in 

or out) are akin to the changes in visual experience in response to bodily movement 

and position. In each of these cases, the pictorial representation has both a limitation 

structure and an orientational structure, yet none imply a located perceiver purely in 

virtue of being perspectival. If we accept that there are plausible examples of pictorial 

representations that count as perspectival but do not represent a subject, then we have 

prima facie reason to suppose that visual experience need not be self-locating in the 

sense required for SLT. 
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At this point, however, an obvious objection might be raised. When one views a filmed 

representation (or any perspectival pictorial representation, such as a photograph or 

painting), is it not the case that one implicitly imagines oneself as located at the viewing 

location? In such cases, the subject imaginatively represents their own location as the 

location of the perspective in question – namely, the location from which the film was 

filmed (or the photograph was taken, etc.). According to this objection, the fact that 

the actual location of the subject isn’t identical to the viewing location doesn’t matter; 

a subject will still represent the perspective from which she experiences a filmed scene 

or image as the location at which she is located. However, in answer to this worry, it 

should be noted that this does not fit with the phenomenology. It is not the case that, 

when watching a film, say, at one moment I experience myself as sitting before a screen 

and then, at the next moment, as being located at the location of the filmed scene. It 

is enough that I am aware of the difference between the represented (filmed) 

perspective and my own location. For even if it is true that, for example, the director 

of a film intends that there be an implicitly represented subject, there is no reason to 

think that the represented subject is me: I am not forced to imagine the filmed location 

necessarily as my location, rather than someone else’s location (say, the location of the 

film’s protagonist), or some unspecified person’s location. 

This point is echoed by Bernard Williams (1976), who also highlights the similarity 

between visual perceptual representation and pictorial representation. He argues that 

while the cinematic point of view may be utilised to reflect our own point of view, this 

is not typically the case. In some instances, the cinematic point of view might be 

intended to reflect a particular character’s visual perspective, say, or the point of view 

of the director, but it is often the case that no one is reflected as being at the viewpoint: 

we are not normally “invited to have the feeling that we are near to this castle, floating 

towards its top, or stealing around these lovers, peering minutely at them” (Williams 
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1973, pp. 36-7). In typical cases, when I watch a film, the filmed scene is nowhere in 

my immediate vicinity (unless I, myself, have filmed that scene), and I am almost always 

aware that there is a difference between my spatial location and the location of the 

perspective from which the scene has been filmed.58 Hence, there is no reason to 

suppose that I represent the location of the filmed perspective as my own location.  

As a rebuttal to this point, one might point out that the same is typically true of 

imagination. That is, I can be aware that there is a difference between my actual 

location and the camera’s location at the same time as imagining myself in the camera’s 

location. In reply, again, it must be noted that I do not want to deny that it is possible 

to imagine myself as being located at the viewpoint. Nevertheless, it is not necessarily 

the case that I must always imagine or represent myself at the viewpoint of every 

perspectival image I come across. When looking through a periscope on a submarine, 

for example, I do not (as a matter of necessity) imagine myself hovering just above the 

water. Likewise, when watching a film, I am not required to imagine myself at the 

camera’s location. As Adrian Alsmith (2017) says, “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” (2017, p. 269). 

To further support this idea, we can appeal to Richard Wollheim’s (1987, Ch. 3) view 

that some paintings ought to be interpreted as showing or implying someone’s 

perspective (i.e., with someone located at the viewpoint of the picture), while others 

should be interpreted as having nobody at the viewpoint. Wollheim thinks that some 

pictures contain an internal spectator, an implied viewer of the depicted scene, through 

 

58 At the time of writing of this paper I became aware of some similar points made in Alsmith 

(2017).  
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whose eyes we are to see it, while other pictures do not. By focusing on particular 

examples of paintings, which he takes to have an internal spectator, Wollheim argues 

that imaginative identification with an internal spectator causes the viewer to respond 

to the picture differently, both perceptually and affectively. Thus, a new understanding 

of the picture is provided by the presence of an internal spectator. This ability to 

imagine an event from the viewpoint of one of the participants in the event is partly 

constitutive of paintings with an internal spectator. In describing visual imagination, 

however, he says:  

When I visualise an event, there will be mental imagery that acts as the vehicle 

of imagination. Now inevitably this imagery will, in presenting what I imagine, 

display it from a certain point of view, or at least as from a certain direction. 

That is what visual imagery is like: it is inherently perspectival. But it does not 

follow that the point of view from which the event is visualised or the 

perspective in which it is presented is itself imagined as occupied (…) If I don’t 

imagine the point of view as occupied, then, no matter that my mental imagery 

is perspectival, the event that it presents is imagined acentrally [from no one’s 

standpoint]. (Wollheim, 1987, p. 103) 

According to Wollheim, it is not the case that one never imagines oneself as occupying 

the location from which an event or scene is depicted; but it is a mistake to suppose 

that the perspectival character of visual representations necessarily involves one 

imagining oneself as occupying that location. Of course, it may be pointed out that 

visual imagination is not strictly analogous to visual experience. According to Sartre, 

one cannot learn anything from imagination, for when it comes to “the image”, “I will 

never find anything there but what I put there” (Sartre 1940/2004, p. 9). Whereas, in 

visual experience there is always the possibility of further perspectives on the object 

that might “complete” the object, which constitutes a putative dis-analogy between 
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visualising and visual experience. Nevertheless, the two are sufficiently alike – in terms 

of their structural features – to provide some core insight into the perspectival nature 

of a visual point of view. Hence, we have some reason to suppose that the most natural 

view of visual perspective is one that is not committed to there being a represented 

perceiver.  

The foregoing discussion regarding the structural features of a perspective shows us 

that, while visual representation has both a limitation structure and a relational (here-

there) orientational structure, this need not imply that visual experience is self-locating. 

This self-less interpretation of perspectival representation contradicts the key claim of 

the SLT, namely, that the perspectival character of a visual representation alone 

provides self-locating information. While it does not provide a refutation of SLT, it 

does provide a more parsimonious alternative to SLT since it does not draw on any 

notion of implicit visual self-representation. Thus, the onus is on the proponents of 

the Self-Location-Thesis to provide a strong argument in favour of their claims.  

 

4.4. The Method of Phenomenal Contrast 

There are relatively few explicit arguments for SLT to be found in the literature. 

However, this section provides an overview of the primary exception to this. The 

argument – which proceeds via the method of phenomenal contrast – relies on an 

inference to the best explanation for the conclusion that visual experience is self-

locating; yet, as I go on to show, this inference is unwarranted.  
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The method of phenomenal contrast, proposed by Susanna Siegel (2011), offers a way 

of determining which (if any) high-level properties are represented in experience.59 The 

method proceeds in two steps. First, one describes a scenario that involves two 

intuitively and phenomenally contrasting overall experiential states of the same subject. 

As an example, take the experiences of seeing a pine tree before, and then again after 

learning to recognise pine trees. Now there is supposed to be an intuitive phenomenal 

contrast here; what-it-is-like to see the pine tree after one has acquired the relevant 

expertise is different from what-it-was-like before. The next step is that what best 

explains this phenomenal contrast is that in the case where one has gained the relevant 

expertise one visually represents a specific high-level property (the kind property of 

being a pine tree), which one does not represent in the first case (Siegel, 2011). The 

second step of the argument is abductive; hence, it relies on ruling out alternative 

explanations or interpretations of the relevant contrast as contenders for the best 

explanation.  

Schwenkler (2014) employs the method of phenomenal contrast to argue in favour of 

self-locating visual content. He isolates a phenomenal contrast between two overall 

experiences within the same subject at different times, using an experimental paradigm 

first reported by Ernst Mach (1875).60 In the experiment, an illusion of self-motion or 

“vection” is induced in participants who are placed inside a rotating cylindrical drum 

with vertically painted stripes on it: shortly after the drum starts rotating, the 

participant’s experience changes from a veridical experience of the drum rotating, 

 

59 Most of the discussion surrounding the richness of perceptual content has focused on visual 

awareness but may also be applied to other modalities: for example, bodily awareness (De 

Vingemont, 2018). 

60 This “classical” vection case has been replicated many times since (see Palmer, 1999). 
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while they themselves remain stationary, to that of an illusory experience of the drum 

as stationary and of themselves as rotating. For simplicity, I follow Schwenkler (2014) 

in calling the veridical experience of the drum rotating, V, and the illusory experience 

of self-rotation, I. The core idea is that, to explain the phenomenological difference 

between V and I, the subject’s visual experience must include the self as a relatum in 

the two-place relational spatial structure of the visual experience.  

Identifying the phenomenal contrast between the overall experiential state of the 

subject of V and the overall experiential state of the subject of I constitutes the first 

step of the argument. We can take it as uncontroversial that there is such a difference 

between experiences V and I. The next step of the argument involves ruling out 

alternative explanations of the relevant contrast until only one (best) explanation 

remains, namely, that visual experience includes self-locating content. Schwenkler 

considers four such possible alternatives, finding each one problematic (2014, pp. 11-

15): 

1. A cognitive difference: One possible explanation of the difference between 

experiences V and I appeals to the cognitive phenomenology of the subject. 

In this case, the difference would be explained in terms of a difference in 

what the subject believes (or is disposed to believe) rather than a difference 

in perceptual experience.  

2. Non-visual modality: Another potential explanation appeals to a difference 

in non-visual sensory modalities. Perhaps the shift from experience V to I 

can be explained in terms of kinaesthesia, or feelings of nausea and dizziness. 
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3. Purely phenomenal difference: Schwenkler also considers an explanation 

in terms of nonrepresentational features of visual experience that are not at 

the level of content.61  

4. Something else: A final alternative explanation accepts that the difference 

is visual and representational but maintains that what one visually represents 

as moving is not the self, but rather something else (e.g., here, this body or the 

point of view itself).  

Having taken himself to have ruled out each of these alternatives, Schwenkler 

concludes that SLT is the only credible explanation of the phenomenal contrast. That 

is, the difference between V and I is a difference in whether the self is represented as 

moving or as stationary. However, in what follows, I go on to argue that alternative 

explanation 4 has been rejected too quickly.  

 

4.5. An Alternative Explanation 

To make good on the claim that SLT offers the best explanation of the phenomenal 

contrast between experiences V and I, plausible alternative explanations must be ruled 

out – or, put more carefully, they must be shown to be less credible than the 

explanation offered by SLT. However, as I argue in this section, the experiment that is 

so central to Schwenkler’s argument is under-described to allow a full rejection of 

explanation 4. If I am right, then, so far, the claim that visual experience is self-locating 

in virtue of its perspectival character is unmotivated. Not only has a version of 

 

61 See Richardson (2017) for an argument against self-locating visual content along these lines. 
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explanation 4 not been properly eliminated, but it is also shown to offer a more 

parsimonious model and should therefore be the preferred default view. 

4.5.1. Alternative Explanation 4 

Alternative explanation 4 is the possibility that the illusory experience of motion is not 

represented as my motion but rather the motion of something else. Schwenkler (2014, 

pp. 13-15) considers a number of possible stand-ins for a represented self, including a 

representation of here, and a representation of the point of view itself (what Husserl 

calls the “zero point” of observation). However, my focus is on the idea that one’s 

own body is represented as the object of apparent motion. The thought is that 

participants in the vection experiment are experiencing apparent self-motion by virtue 

of representing their body or body parts (in a non-first-personal way) as being in 

motion. So, on this view, the content of visual experience can be characterised in an 

entirely self-less way. A consequence of this model is that visual information does not 

qualify as non-accidental self-reference – i.e., is not self-specifying in the right way – 

hence, perspectival visual information alone cannot ground self-consciousness.  

If a portion of one's own body occupies a portion of the visual field and is represented 

non-first-personally, then visual experience does not represent the perceiver's location 

as the location from which she perceives, purely in virtue of its perspectival nature. Or at 

least it is plausible that it does not; for while I have undermined the claim's justification, 

I have not yet demonstrated that it is false.  

However, this alternative self-less view has the advantage of offering a more natural 

and parsimonious interpretation of the content of visual perceptual experience. Recall 

that the SLT is committed to a notion of visually representing something that we do 

not see, yet the proponents of SLT are largely non-committal about what it takes to 

implicitly represent the self. But if one’s location is represented in virtue of 
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representing a visible body part (or parts), then we needn’t be committed to the extra 

theoretical machinery required by SLT. A lot hangs on the putative complexity of 

implicit self-representation, but (whatever implicit representation turns out to be) it 

will be more demanding for visual experience to represent not just the spatial location 

of an object in the external environment but also to represent that object as standing 

in a spatial relationship to the self.  

Despite the advantage of parsimony, there are some potential objections to this 

alternative suggestion. Schwenkler, for instance, rejects this view based on the 

supposition that the participants in the vection experiment do not see any part of their 

own body when the illusion occurs. His point is that to pick out an object using a visual 

demonstrative (expressible in language as, “this”), one must be able to see the object in 

question: 

It seems to be a condition on the meaning of a visual demonstrative like ‘this’ 

that the object it refers to be experienced visually: yet in the kind of case we 

are considering the perceivers body is supposed to be entirely out of view. 

(2014, p. 14) 

In other words, the thought standardly expressed using the words “this body” is only 

made available by a perceptual link with the body picked out by the demonstrative 

“this”.62 But visual experience is (supposedly) self-locating even in cases where one’s 

own body cannot be seen, that is, when one’s own body is no part of the visual field. 

Hence, in such cases, the demonstrative “this” cannot be used to pick out one’s body 

as the object of apparent motion in the illusory experience of self-motion. 

 

62 See Evans (1982). 
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Many authors (including Schwenkler, 2014; Peacocke, 2014; Perry, 1979; and Cassam, 

1994) seem comfortable taking the assumption that it is possible for one’s body to be 

entirely out of view for granted. However, such an assumption is unsupported. Is it 

not the case that we always (or very nearly always) see something of our own bodies? 

In many cases, I visually experience my own limbs – for instance, when I am driving 

or typing at my computer – but even if I am to look up towards the sky, I can always 

see parts of my own face, such as, my brow, my nose, or the top of my cheeks.63 If it 

is the case that all visual experiences include a representation of the parts of one’s face 

– and they are represented as such (i.e., non-first-personally) – then the difference we 

have isolated between the experiences V and I may well be explained in terms of a 

difference in the represented movement of physical objects: In the veridical experience, 

what is represented as moving is the (rotating) drum; in the illusory experience it is 

one’s body (but not one’s self) that is represented as moving. 

For the sake of argument, then, perhaps we should ask in what scenarios we might fail 

to perceive our own bodies? Were we to have our eyes out on stalks, or if we were to 

become wholly invisible for a time, then we would have a scenario in which no part of 

our own body could be seen. If, in such cases, we were to experience the same 

 

63 Munton (2022) claims that subjects can be said to see (maintain a visual representation of) 

an object even during brief periods of occlusion (without retinal stimulation). She convincingly 

argues that we should understand perceptual experience as embedded within an extended 

temporal frame at a fundamental level, such that we can see invisible objects. On her view, the 

there is no hard border between memory and perception. Applying this to the present case, 

then, even if it were possible for one’s body to be entirely out of sight, there is still a possibility 

that one represents one’s own body (non-first-personally) even in cases where one’s body is 

not part of the visual field. Presumably, however, this only works for brief periods of time, so 

may only have limited significance in the present context. That is, the vection experiment may 

be conducted such that one’s body is out of sight for a long period of time. 
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phenomenal contrast brought about in the standard case by the vection experiment, 

then we would have good grounds for the conclusion that visual experience is self-

locating. But it is very difficult to imagine what our visual experiences would be like in 

these cases. Perhaps the experience of looking through binoculars (or  perhaps a 

cylindrical tube) provides a more compelling example in which the body is totally 

absent from the field of view.64 Supposing that the vection illusion can be induced 

when looking through binoculars, the difference between V and I can still be 

accounted for by noting that, in I, it may be the binoculars (as experienced while 

looking through them) that are represented as being in motion. Put otherwise, there is 

something other than the self that may be visually represented as the thing that is 

moving; namely, the binoculars. So, we can see that an appeal to this sort of case – 

where we plausibly cannot see any part of our own body because it is blocked by 

another object – is not going to rule out explanation 4 as an alternative best explanation.  

In fact, the idea that one can always see one’s nose and parts of one’s face is an 

important part of Gibson’s account of ecological optics – and, therefore, part of 

Bermúdez’ own arguments. For them, the position of various facial features in one’s 

field of view counts as self-specifying, invariant information picked up by the visual 

system. According to Gibson (1979), for example, the boundaries of the visual field 

(the limitation structure) are perceived as the self: “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!” (1979, p. 112). So too, are one’s own visually represented 

body parts. The thought is that the relationship between my visual perspective and the 

 

64 Anyone who is familiar with binoculars will recognise that to see much of anything at all 

they must be held a short distance away from the eye, allowing for some peripheral vision 

(including represented parts of the body, such as the nose). But I shall bracket this practical 

consideration. 
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visual experience I have of my own body is dictated by certain anatomical or biological 

facts, whereas the experience of ordinary objects is not. In this context, Gibson (1979) 

refers to the nose, cheeks, arms, and other perceived body parts as “subjective 

objects”. On Gibson’s view, these subjective objects occlude parts of the environment 

in a systematic and predictable (invariant) way, unlike ordinary physical objects. The 

hand, for instance, can only move in a certain range relative to the point of observation, 

whereas a “detached object”, like a ball, can move far from the body such that it 

occludes a much smaller portion of the environment. “These ranges of magnification 

and minification between limits link up the extremes of here and out there, the body and 

the world, and constitute another bridge between the subjective and the objective” 

(ibid., p. 121).65 

Hence, even supposing we can agree that certain parts of the body are always (or very 

nearly always) in the field of vision, this does not automatically undermine the 

contention that such a representation would be part of what Bermúdez' considers to 

be self-specifying structural invariants (and hence part of what he takes to be self-

representation). In other words, why should we think that subjects would be visually 

experiencing their bodies in a non-first-personal way? After all, this seems to be 

precisely what is at issue.  

It is possible that the binocular example may help provide a response to this objection. 

Now, it is an open (empirical) question to what extent participants would experience 

the vection illusion if they could only see through a pair of binoculars (or a tube of 

some sort). Some proponents of SLT think that we experience our bodies first-

 

65 These claims from Gibson are highly reminiscent of some of the things that Merleau-Ponty 

articulates in Phenomenology of Perception (1945/1962). 
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personally: when one sees one’s own arm, it is natural to say that the self is the thing 

that blocks out the unperceived environment (e.g., Bermudez, 2000). But, in this 

altered version of the vection experiment, we are assuming that the only object 

blocking out parts of the visual field is the binoculars. And, in this case, it would strike 

us as odd to say that the self is blocking the environment. Hence, if participants do 

experience the illusion of self-motion in this version of the experiment, then it would 

support an interpretation according to which the body (and not the self) is visually 

represented. I take it that it is at least plausible that someone might experience the 

illusion while looking through binoculars. On the other hand, if the participants do 

not experience self-motion, then this would conversely support the conclusion that 

the body is represented first-personally: I am the thing that is represented as being 

either stationary or in motion.  

While there is some limited empirical evidence to suggest that the perspectival nature 

of visual experiences would not remain wholly unaffected in the binocular example, 

this cannot settle the matter one way or the other. Research on illusions of self-motion 

in virtual reality, for instance, has shown that a wider field of view produces a more 

powerful illusion than does a smaller field of view and that fixating participants’ eyes 

also induced less vection compared with free eyes, suggesting that an ability to view 

the visual periphery (which naturally includes body parts, like the nose, etc.) is 

important to the experience of apparent self-motion in an otherwise stationary 

environment (Stern, et al., 1990; Zhang, et al., 2010). Crucially, however, this research 

did not manipulate the participants’ ability to visually represent parts of their own 

bodies. The research investigating the size of the field of view in the illusion of self-

motion was conducted using different virtual reality screens to present an altered visual 

stimulus to the participants, rather than manipulating their actual limits to the field of 

vision. Hence, it is not wholly clear what we can take from this research. 
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As a more compelling reply, if the proponent of SLT commits themselves to the claim 

that the body is given as the self in perception, then they are forced to accept a few 

unfavourable consequences. For one thing, they have moved away from the defining 

claim of the thesis, namely, that one’s location is represented purely in virtue of the 

perspectival character of visual experience. For now, the claim is that one’s location is 

represented in virtue of visually representing the body as the self as occupying part of 

the visual field (along with the spatial relations between one’s body and other objects 

in the visual field). This is (perhaps subtly) different to the claim that one represents 

one’s body as occupying part of the visual field in an invariant and self-specifying way. 

There is also an interesting and related asymmetry here: while an invisible man would 

(perhaps) help the case for SLT (assuming he were to experience the illusion of self-

motion during the vection experiment), the same outcome would do precisely the 

opposite for this body-as-self view. So, the two claims are not compatible with one 

another, for it is either the case that vision is self-locating in virtue of its perspectival 

structure or that the body is visually perceived as the self. 

Additionally, if SLT is true in virtue of the fact that the body is given in perception as 

the self, as I have just been considering, then we are forced to accept an odd 

commitment regarding the phenomenology of vision. Recall Gibson’s thought that a 

visual experience of one’s own body, or a part of it, “from the outside” is special or 

different from representing non-bodily objects, in that bodily objects or “subjective 

objects” are present in and occlude parts of one’s visual environment in very specific 

and predictable ways. But there are other, non-bodily objects for which this may also 

be true, so, the range of potential subjective objects suddenly becomes much broader 

than seems plausible. For instance, the vast majority of my own visual experiences 

include a representation of my glasses (given that I wear glasses almost all of my waking 

hours, I can almost always see their rims) and my hair (which falls across my peripheral 
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vision) and these things frame my field of vision in a consistent and predictable way, 

structurally similar to the way that other subjective objects are visually present. Should 

my glasses and hair also be thought of as subjective objects? We could bite the bullet 

and accept that one’s hair or glasses can be visually presented as the self, but this is at 

odds with the phenomenology: it does not visually seem as though my hair is me, nor 

do I experience the rims of my glasses as me. Furthermore, it seems equally strange to 

say that the rims of my glasses (or my hair) are visually presented as the self with which 

I act on and (veridically) experience my surroundings.66 Hence, neither visual object 

seems to fit the criteria for bodily selfhood. 

One might protest that the rims of one’s glasses and one’s hair are not permanently 

fixed in one’s visual field in the same way that, say, one’s nose is. However, it would 

be a mistake to dismiss the point about the potential range of subjective objects on 

this basis. For, the claim is not that one must be able to see a particular subjective 

object at all times, but that the object occlude or frame parts of one’s visual field in a 

reliable and consistent way. I do not always see my nose (e.g., when I look towards the 

top of my visual field without moving my head), but my nose is nevertheless to be 

counted as a subjective object. Similarly, the rims of my glasses are not permanently 

present in my field of view, yet they frame and occlude parts of my visual field in a 

predictable and consistent way (after all, I am dependent on them to see much at all). 

So, on the one hand, my hair and glasses should be included on the list of subjective 

objects; but, on the other hand, it is highly counterintuitive for them to be so included. 

There is a key difference, though, in that one does not experience one’s hair 

(presumably) or one’s glasses also from the inside. These subjective objects are not 

 

66 I am not including the fact that the lenses of my glasses help me to experience the world 

veridically, because I don’t experience the lenses of my glasses as a visual object at all. 
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given in both vision and proprioception, arguably unlike true bodily parts, where I can 

see my hands and feel them (i.e., enjoy the relevant kinaesthetic sensations). But, notice, 

once we are talking about the self as given through a non-visual modality, like 

proprioception or kinaesthetic sensations, then we are no longer in the realm of SLT, 

since the “self-locating content” is not strictly visual anymore.  

Schwenkler considers a slightly different objection. Here, the thought is that the 

perceptual demonstrative this does not mark out what is special about the object of 

apparent motion in an experience such as I (the illusory experience of self-motion): 

… the experience of a moving object in the surrounding world, or even of one’s 

own body as seen ‘from the outside’, can equally well be described using 

perceptual demonstratives, and even though the demonstratives are being put to 

different uses in the respective cases that difference is not exhibited, as it were, 

simply by citing the demonstrative contents in this very generic way. 

(Schwenkler, 2014, p. 14) 

According to this argument, what we need is a way of describing the difference 

between V and I, which is non-first-personal but “nevertheless proprietary, in the right 

sort of way, to the thing that occupies the perceiver’s location as experienced ‘from 

within’” (ibid.). Since no such description is available, visual experience must be self-

locating, or so the thought goes.  

It is not wholly clear what Schwenkler’s concern is here. One possible interpretation 

is that the demonstratives this body and this object are too generic to pick out what is 

distinctive about visually experiencing yourself move past an object (I) and visually 

experiencing an object move past you (V). Of course, what “this body” refers to is 

context sensitive. For example, I might have a visual experience whose content might 

be linguistically expressed as, “this body is moving”. Yet, this content seems 
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insufficient to pick out the subject’s body as the body that is moving, since that content 

specification might equally well capture the case in which I demonstratively identify 

the movement of the sun, or some such celestial body. 

We can dispense with this worry, however. For it presupposes that we should be able 

to easily capture visual phenomenal distinctions in our linguistic descriptions. But if 

the contents of visual experience are non-conceptual – as they are commonly thought 

to be by proponents of SLT – then this presupposition starts to look rather 

unjustifiable.67 This is because non-conceptual content is notoriously difficult to 

capture using language, the use of which is determined by one’s conceptual capacities. 

In fact, many phenomenological differences in perceptual content cannot be 

accommodated at the level of language (e.g., two very similar but experientially 

different colour hues).68 So, with regards to the concern over the generic demonstrative 

description of experiences (V) and (I), it should be noted that our linguistic 

competence for expressing the difference between a visual experience of this body (my 

body) and this body (the sun) is highly limited, despite being clear at the experiential 

level. And, while it may be the case that the words “this body” can be used to capture 

an experience both of one’s own body and an object in the distance, there are other 

ways of linguistically describing the situation. For example, we might say “this body” 

and “that body”. The difference between this and that may not be obvious at the 

 

67 The non-conceptual content claim is found in one form or another in the writings of, for 

example, Bermúdez (1995, 2000, 2007a, 2007b), Evans (1982), Peacocke (1992, 1999, 2001, 

2014), and Hurley (1998), among others.   

68 Although, according to McDowell (1994b), for example, we can accommodate the fine-

grained content of visual experience in language by the use of context-sensitive demonstrative 

phrases like “this colour”, “this hue”, “this shade”, etc. 
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linguistic level, while being clear at the phenomenal level.69 Perhaps the difference, in 

this case, is a reference to bodily awareness or agent’s awareness, where there is a unifying 

link between one’s visual experience and one’s bodily location. The thought would be 

that this body refers to the one and only body with which I would act with. This is 

precisely what I argue elsewhere in this thesis (see chapter 5). 

Finally, the defender of the SLT may object to the proposal laid out here on the 

grounds that this body is an oddly impersonal way of capturing the contents of visual 

perception. Why not my body? There is also a related issue that an appeal to this body 

seems to turn on a demonstrative identification of something, namely “this” as a “body”. 

But that doesn’t seem to be the way the body is given in visual experience. Here is how 

this little counter-argument might run. I have proposed that what explains the 

phenomenal contrast between V and I is that in one case I represent the apparent 

motion of the drum, in the other case this body. But then consider the following thought 

experiment. Say I have been transplanted into someone else’s body and I am aware of 

this fact. Subsequently, when I am subject to the vection illusion experiment, I have a 

new experience. Let us call this experience W. In such a case, when the illusion kicks 

in I might plausibly account for the content of my experience (partly) in terms of the 

impersonal locating content “this body is moving”. But now there is a phenomenal 

contrast between the case W and I: What-it-is-like to experience the vection illusion 

when I’ve been transplanted into a different body and what-it-is-like to experience the 

vection illusion when I’m in my usual body (as it were) are different. What explains 

this phenomenal contrast is that, in I, I represent the apparent motion as the apparent 

 

69 Additionally, the fact that we find it convenient to refer to our bodies as selves need not 

imply that we visually represent our bodies as such. My three-year-old daughter often says 

things like “my body is tickling me”, which is perfectly intelligible, if a bit unconventional. 



 151 

motion of my body (de se content), whereas in the body transplant case, I merely 

represent the apparent motion as affecting this body (non-first-personal content).  

In response to this, I should like to note that it is very difficult to know whether there 

would be a phenomenal difference between I and W. In fact, there are some reasons 

to think that there would not be. Firstly, the thought driving this counterexample is 

presumably that the visual experience of my “new” transplanted body will be strikingly 

different in some way. However, proponents of SLT hold that visual experience is self-

locating even when one cannot see one’s own body “from the outside”. Hence, if this 

were to work as a genuine counterexample, there would need to be a phenomenal 

difference between W and I even in the absence of seeing one’s own body. Though I 

am not sure what to make of the idea that the visual experience of my “new” body will 

be strikingly different, if I cannot see it. And, although I have argued that we can always 

see parts of our own bodies, such as one’s brow or nose, it seems unlikely that there is 

a striking difference between the peripheral features of my normal visual experience 

and the peripheral features of my transplanted experience. Given that human faces are 

all share a roughly similar shape, the visual experience of my face and your face from 

the first-person perspective is likely to be reasonably similar. There are two reasons for 

this: 1) we typically do not attend to the periphery of our visual fields, and 2) even 

when we do, they are blurry and indistinct. An exception here might be a case in which 

I was transplanted into a body whose skin colour was different to my own. In this case, 

the transplanted experience might be somewhat different to one’s typical visual 

phenomenology, but since we don’t typically attend to the periphery of the visual field, 

it is not clear to me that this should be phenomenologically salient, unless I was 

attending to – or could plainly see – my transplanted body.  

More generally, it is unclear what it means to say I have been transplanted into 

someone else’s body. Are we supposed to imagine that I am literally inside someone 
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else’s head (as in the 1999 film “Being John Malkovich”) or just that my visual 

experience is from another person’s body? Do I have bodily awareness (from the inside) 

of my transplanted body? Do I have agential awareness corresponding to my “new” 

body’s actions? If I do, then everything will be phenomenally exactly as if the 

transplanted body were my own, even if the experience is in fact illusory. So, it is 

difficult to see why there would be any visual phenomenal difference between the two 

cases. On the other hand, if I do not have all the usual phenomenal connections with 

my transplanted body, then the transplant case might be analogous to using a virtual 

reality headset (perhaps the closest real-world example we might have to being 

transplanted into a different body). The whole point of virtual reality headsets is that 

they give the user the illusory experience of being transported to a different visual space 

in the virtual world, but I cannot feel the virtual body from the inside. So, this time, the 

question becomes whether there is a difference between the perspectival, egocentric 

structural features of what-it-is-like to experience the vection illusion in virtual reality 

and what-it-is-like to experience the vection illusion when I’m in my usual, live body 

(as it were). If there is a phenomenal contrast, then it could be explained in the same 

way that our objector explained the difference between I and W:  in I, I represent the 

apparent motion as the apparent motion of my body (de se content), whereas in the 

virtual reality case I merely represent the apparent motion as affecting this body (non-

first-personal content). However, even if some of the experiential qualities of the two 

cases differ, the egocentric structure of virtual space does not seem to be any different 

between the two experiences. So, this iteration of the objection also fails to provide 

any support for the claim that one represents one’s location first-personally.  

What this discussion shows is that SLT has not been shown to be the best explanation 

of the phenomenal contrast between experiences V (the veridical experience of the 

drum rotating) and I (the illusory experience of oneself moving). There is an alternative 
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interpretation of this difference that not only offers a more natural explanation of 

perspectival visual experience but is also free of the complicated theoretical machinery 

that the SLT requires, since it needn’t commit us to any notion of visually representing 

something that we don’t strictly speaking see (namely, the self). As things stand, the 

empirical data provided by the vection experiment gives us no way of adjudicating 

between SLT and the alternative “this body” interpretation. However, a benefit of the 

proposal sketched out here is that it offers a more parsimonious view of visual 

representation than the SLT and should therefore be preferred.  

 

4.6. Conclusion 

The Self-Location-Thesis is the claim that, purely in virtue of its perspectival character, 

visual experience can represent the location of the perceiver as the location from which 

she perceives, even when the perceiver’s body is out of sight. If true, this thesis has 

valuable explanatory power, not only regarding the nature of our perceptual 

experience, but also in wider debates about self-consciousness and self-reference. 

Nevertheless, we should not be too quick to accept SLT. As I have argued, the 

perspectival character of visual experience can be accounted for without reference to 

self-locating content, since the location of a perspective is not identical to the location 

of one’s self, as is assumed by proponents of SLT. Additionally, the core argument in 

favour of SLT is unconvincing. The phenomenal contrast argument – which is 

ultimately an inference to the best explanation – fails to properly address a potential 

rival explanation of the relevant phenomenal contrast. Unlike the SLT, this alternative 

proposal is not committed to any notion of visually representing something that is 

outside the visual field (i.e., things that we cannot see), making it a more parsimonious 

and therefore more natural and attractive position. Because SLT has not been shown 
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to be the best explanation, the phenomenal contrast argument cannot support the 

conclusion that visual experience is self-locating. Based on the considerations I have 

reviewed here, it would be too hasty to conclude that SLT is false, however, the thesis 

has been shown to be unmotivated. 
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Chapter 5  

Self, Perception, and Agency  

 

Abstract: 

Is perceptual awareness self-locating? Proponents of this view argue that perceptual 

experience determines the sense of where I am in space. Here, I shall argue that what 

one strictly speaking perceives as being at the centre of egocentric space is not the self 

but rather one’s body. However, I argue that perceptual information grounds use of 

the first-person in self-locating judgements but, importantly, only by virtue of a tight 

interdependence between agent’s awareness and perceptual experience. The upshot of 

these claims is that a unified egocentric space requires a basic form of self-awareness 

and grounds self-locating judgements in virtue of a grasp of the actions available to 

one based on what one perceives.  

 

5.1. Introduction  

The connection between perceptual awareness, agent’s awareness, and self-awareness 

is a complex and hotly debated topic among philosophers and psychologists. Some 

hold that perceptual awareness is self-specifying or self-locating. The thought is that 

perceptual experience (somehow) determines the sense of where I am in space. 

Proponents of this idea include Evans, Bermúdez, Cassam, and Hurley, to name just 

a few. In this paper, I shall argue – in line with the earlier chapters of this thesis – that 

what one strictly speaking perceives as being at the centre of egocentric space is not 

the self but rather one’s body. However, building on ideas expressed by Brewer (1992), 

Schellenberg (2007), and Alsmith (2017) (among others), I argue that there is a tight 
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interdependence between agent’s awareness and perceptual experience, such that only 

together can they genuinely ground self-locating judgements. The upshot of these 

claims is that a unified egocentric space requires a basic form of self-awareness and 

grounds self-locating judgements in virtue of a grasp of the actions available to one 

based on what one perceives.70 I also consider some objections to this view. 

There are some terminological difficulties that I shall do my best to clear up along the 

way. To this end, it might be useful to start with some clarification regarding the types 

of awareness that are central to this investigation. The types of self-awareness and 

perceptual awareness are the same as those that have featured throughout this thesis. 

I focus on the same pre-conceptual and pre-reflective self-awareness that is thought 

to ground more complex forms of self-conscious thought. Again, I focus primarily on 

visual and bodily experience. For, although audition carries spatial information such as 

distance and direction, it is less determinate than vision, touch, proprioception, etc. 

Similarly, I bracket smell and taste, as well as non-spatial interoceptive senses (e.g., 

general fatigue), because they carry less spatial information than vision, touch, and 

audition. 

The “sense of agency” (or, alternatively, “feeling of agency” or “agent’s awareness”) is 

standardly taken to mean the experience of oneself as the agent of one’s own actions. 

More specifically, as I understand it, the sense of agency also encompasses a grasp of 

the possible actions that are open to one in the immediate future. Agent’s awareness 

is distinguishable from the sense of ownership over the various parts of one’s body. 

In walking, talking, reaching for a coffee cup, or moving a chess piece, for example, 

there is an accompanying sense that “I am the one who is causing or generating an 

action”, and this is separate from the sense that, regardless of volition, “I am the one 

 

70 This is a defence of what Smith (2014) calls the conceptual act-space claim. 
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who is undergoing this experience” (Gallagher, 2000).71 There is also a distinction to 

be made between feelings and judgements of agency (Synofzik, et al., 2008).72 The 

“feeling of agency” is implicit and characterised by pre-reflective sensorimotor 

processes, whereas, the explicit “judgement of agency” is characterised by reflective 

and belief-like processes. It is also natural to think that, as Synofzik, et al. (2008) 

suggest, the implicit feeling of agency precedes judgements and attributions of agency. 

The implicit feeling of agency is supposed to be a feature of the many actions we 

undertake as humans without reflecting on what we are doing (for example, switching 

on the kettle to make tea or typing the letters to form this sentence). Importantly, it is 

this low-level feeling of agency that is central to this paper.  

My plan is as follows. First, I explore the connection between perceptual awareness 

and self-awareness (§5.2). I show that what we perceptually experience as being at the 

centre of egocentric space is one’s body and does not involve first-personal, self-

representation. Then (in §5.3.), I argue that perceptual awareness and agent’s awareness 

are fundamentally interdependent and (in §5.4,) discuss the implications of this 

profound connection in relation to self-awareness and self-locating judgements. I go 

on to defend this view from potential objections (§5.5.), helping to clarify the view. 

Ultimately, I argue that we should understand the interaction between perceptual 

awareness and a basic awareness of oneself as the agent of one’s actions as grounding 

self-locating judgements. 

 

71 The two normally coincide but can come apart (Gallagher, 2000). 

72 Synofzik et al. (2008) also postulate a third level of the sense of agency; namely, social 

interaction. Though I do not discuss this here.  
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5.2. Perceptual Awareness and Self-Awareness 

A number of existing accounts of the connection between spatial perceptual awareness 

and self-awareness have featured in earlier chapters of this dissertation. In Chapter 3, 

I focused on accounts of pre-reflective self-consciousness that claim that the self is an 

unarticulated constituent of perceptual representation. On this view, visual spatial 

experience lacks self-locating content (i.e., employs monadic spatial notions) yet still 

grounds self-locating judgements in virtue of implicit or “unarticulated” content (e.g., 

Recanati, 2007; Musholt, 2015; Perry, 1979). In Chapter 4, I shifted to another view of 

pre-reflective self-consciousness which posits self-locating or first-personal perceptual 

contents (e.g., Cassam, 1997, p. 45; Peacocke, 1999, pp. 264-7; 2014; Hurley, 1998, pp. 

207-47; Schwenkler, 2014, pp. 137-155; Bermúdez, 2000, p. 89). However, I have 

argued that neither unarticulated constituents nor self-locating visual experience can 

explain self-consciousness satisfactorily. (Yet another view of pre-reflective self-

consciousness claims that bodily perception is a form of self-perception; I discuss this 

in §5.2.2.) 

In order to grasp more precisely the claim that spatial perception can be self-locating 

(in any of the postulated ways), it will be helpful to introduce the notion of an 

egocentric frame of reference and clarify what it means to say that perceptual 

experience is perspectival. I then argue that what is perceptually experienced as being 

located at the centre or “zero point” of spatial perception is one’s body and does not 

amount to self-awareness. Nevertheless, as I go on to show, perceptual experience is 

importantly tied to self-awareness, but only in facilitating agent’s awareness, which is 

what ultimately grounds self-awareness. 
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5.2.1. Egocentric Visual Perspective  

Space, as it is presented in visual experience, is egocentric. In other words, the world 

is presented from somewhere; it is perspectival or orientated. Charles Taylor provides 

this elaboration: 

[o]ur perceptual field has an orientational structure, a foreground and a 

background, an up and down. And it must have; that is, it can’t lose this 

structure without ceasing to be a perceptual field in the full sense, i.e., our 

opening onto the world. (Taylor, 1979, p. 154; quoted in Smith, 2014) 

The “orientational structure” of perceptual representations (as well as, linguistic 

representations) can be described in terms of a spatial frame of reference.73 A frame 

of reference is a coordinate system used to interpret representations of the location, 

motion, and orientation of objects and events.74 Egocentric frames of reference represent 

objects in space relative to the location of the perceiver. They are constituted by an 

origin or “zero point” (anchored somehow on the body of the perceiver) and several 

axes, which intersect at right angles at the point of origin, for instance, the right/left, 

in front/behind, and the up/down axis. Egocentric frames can be contrasted with 

allocentric frames of reference, which offer a view of spatial relationships between 

objects from an external, objective, or non-first-personal perspective (object to object 

rather than object to subject). An example of an allocentric representation might be a 

standard street map, where the location of one object is defined relative to the location 

of other objects.  

 

73 For more on the orientational structure of visual experience, see §4.3 of this thesis. 

74 Early discussions (e.g., Kant, Merleau-Ponty, Wittgenstein, and Evans) seem to assume that 

an egocentric frame of reference is essential to spatial perception, though some (e.g., Brown 

& Levinson, 2000; Dokic & Pacherie, 2006; Levinson, 1996) argue this is false.  
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What difference does an egocentric perspective make to one’s perceptual experience? 

“A subject’s perceptual experience is perspectivally structured in so far as the world 

she experiences is presented from an egocentric perspective” (Alsmith, 2020, p. 138). 

An egocentric frame of reference represents the world from somewhere. Hence, 

spatial perception carries information about the location from which worldly objects 

and their spatial layout are experienced (Smith, 2014, p. 15). For example, in visual 

experience objects are presented as bearing various spatial relations to each other 

(including above, below, to the left of, and to the right of) in virtue of being 

perspectival. This also implies that the visual field itself has a top, bottom, left, and 

right, which can be distinguished from the directions up, down, etc. (Smith, 2014, p. 

15).  

For all that I have said, however, a visual egocentric perspective is not connected up 

with the body of the subject (Gregory, 2013, p. 38; cited in Alsmith, 2020). It is not 

the case that one experiences oneself as located at a single point between one’s eyes at 

– the “zero-point” of the frame of reference. Hence, to understand how a visual 

egocentric perspective (qua point of origin) is connected to a body (qua bodily subject), 

we need to introduce the notions of centring, anchoring, and embedding.  

Centring provides a mere correspondence between a body and a perspective in terms 

of locating them both at the same place but goes no further in specifying this 

relationship. Anchoring and embedding are slightly more complicated concepts that 

capture more precisely the ways in which perspectival experience is tied to the subject’s 

body, in a way that is sensitive to how the subject’s body is arranged. Anchoring should 

account for the fact that what I experience as being “to the left” will change to be 

experienced as “to the right” when I turn to face the opposite direction (assuming the 

experienced object or event does not change its location in objective or allocentric 

space).  
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Embedding is a composite notion: a perspective is embedded within an object or body 

if it is centred within that object by virtue of its structure, or part of its structure, being 

anchored to it (Alsmith, 2020, p. 235). Ordinary human perspectives are (typically) 

both centred on and anchored to the same body because (typically) “we perceive the 

world from the body which determines the structure of our experience” (ibid.or). 

However, one could imagine a perspective that was centred on one body but anchored 

to another: for example, Strawson (1959, p. 90) has a far-fetched example along these 

lines, whereby the visual perspective of a multi-bodied subject is centred on one body 

and anchored to another, and is therefore not embedded.  But we can, perhaps, 

imagine a less fanciful version of this whereby a subject’s visual perspective is centred 

on an avatar’s body in virtual space but anchored to the subject’s actual (physical) body. 

In this scenario, the subject’s physical body is connected up to the virtual avatar in 

such a way that it determines how the avatar moves within its virtual environment. 

Here, the subject’s perspective would fail to be embedded, since the frame of reference 

would not be centred on the subject’s actual body despite being anchored to it. 

In ordinary perceptual experience, there is some debate about how one’s frame of 

reference is anchored to, or embedded within, one’s body or body parts (e.g., Alsmith, 

2020; Bermúdez, 2005; Briscoe, 2009, 2021; Serino et al., 2015). But, in broad strokes, 

this has something to do with the systematic causal relations that hold between the 

subject’s perspectival experience and their body or body parts. For example, the 

orientation of one’s torso is systematically causally related to how one experiences 

spatial relations of objects in the environment that fall on the left-right axis in one’s 

frame of reference: the experience of seeing something directly in front of one is 

phenomenologically distinct from the experience of seeing the same thing as off to one 

side (c.f., Peacocke’s Buckingham Palace example, 1992, p. 62; cited in Alsmith, 2017). 

A popular claim is that the orientation of one’s frame of reference is explained by the 

constitutive connection between one’s visual experience and bodily activity (I say more 
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on this and come back to the notion of anchoring and embedding in §5.3.2, where I 

argue that agent’s awareness is important for orientating one’s perspective).  

While egocentric frames of reference are relatively straightforward to understand in 

the context of visual perspective, the possibility of an egocentrically structured bodily 

experience is less easy to grasp. In fact, there is some scepticism towards the claim that 

bodily experience is egocentrically structured (e.g., Orbán, 2018; see also Block, 1983). 

Bodily awareness includes awareness of the position, orientation, size, and movement 

of our limbs (proprioception and kinesthesia), as well as an awareness of sensations 

such as heat, cold, pains, itches, tickles, pressure, and so on. But it does not include a 

special location or body part that counts as me: there is no privileged point on (or in) 

the body that counts as me for the purpose of discussing the spatial relations they bear 

to one another (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 209). For instance, it does not seem to me that I 

experience a pain in my foot or an itch on my neck from another location in my body, 

or from anywhere else. This non-perspectival structure, it seems, is a result of the fact 

that there is no non-arbitrary point or axes on the body that could be used to determine 

an egocentric frame of reference for interoceptive bodily perception (Bermúdez, 

2005).  

On the other hand, the phenomenology of bodily sensations would be misrepresented 

if we claimed that what we perceive via bodily awareness has no structure at all. An 

experience as of a tickle in my foot is felt to occupy a location in “body-relative-

physical-space”, that is, a location relative to the rest of my body (O’Shaughnessy, 

1980, p. 165; cited in Mandrigin, 2021, p. 1888). They are also experienced as falling 

within the bounds of the body as a whole (Brewer, 1995; Martin, 1995). It is possible, 

for example, to feel an itch in my foot as being down there. For reasons of space, I am 

bracketing questions to do with what De Vignemont et al. (2006) describe as “body 

mereology” (see also Bermúdez, 2005), or part-whole or part-part relations, though I 
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do want to point out that there is an open question regarding how precisely the 

structure of bodily experience should be construed.  

A final and related point here is that there is some confusion about how many points 

of origin might be simultaneously occupied in one’s frame of reference. Put another 

way, are there multiple perspectives embedded within the same body? In some sense, 

it seems as though there are multiple bodily locations that can act as the point of origin 

for one’s frame of reference. As Anthony Marcel writes, “the ‘ego’ of an ‘egocentric’ 

reference frame is whatever is the body part, and its indexical location, that stands in 

an intentional relation to a target, and this can be multiple points simultaneously” 

(2003, p. 84).75 My visual experience of an object may convey information about the 

object’s location relative to any part of my body of which I am also proprioceptively 

aware. On the other hand, there is a strong and persisting intuition that we have a 

single perceptual perspective of the world (Alsmith, 2020). This raises a question about 

how one’s experience of egocentric space is unified. However, as I shall argue in §5.3.1, 

while there may be several different, yet simultaneous, points of origin for action-

orientated representations, it is not the case that there are multiple points of origin for 

visual experience. 

There is an implication here that a visual frame of reference is necessarily connected 

to something that is itself spatially located (i.e., occupies space). Of course, de facto, 

my body is the thing that occupies the location at which one’s visual perspective is 

located. However, whether something is necessarily experienced or represented as 

 

75 Although the extent to which these additional points of origin are present in the 

phenomenology of visual experience – as opposed to sub-personal processing – is up for 

debate. For according to Alsmith & Longo (2014), when asked to locate oneself subjects 

typically point to one of two regions: the upper face and upper chest is where “I” am judged 

to be.  
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occupying the centre of an egocentric frame of reference and what exactly is 

represented – the self, the body, the bodily self – is an open question. Additionally, 

there is a question about how the various modally specific frames of reference are 

unified in the subject’s experience of the world. And there is a question about how our 

visual and bodily perspectives are orientated or structured (i.e., in virtue of what do 

our body parts have a determinate felt spatial location?). The answer to all of these 

questions is connected to a subject’s capacity to grasp the possibilities for action given 

what she perceives. 

As mentioned at the outset of this paper, some have argued that the self is represented 

in the content of perception. On this view, perception represents a two-place spatial 

relation between subject and object. For example, a visual representation might be self-

locating in virtue of having content that is equivalent to (or expressible in language as), 

“There is a table to the left of me”. Some others have proposed that perceptual 

experience employs monadic spatial notions such as “ahead”, “leftwards”, “above”, 

etc., which are non-first-personal yet ground self-locating judgements in virtue of 

implicitly representing the self as an unarticulated constituent of perceptual content. 

In the next sub-section, I show that neither of these ideas are credible options. In 

§5.4.2., I draw heavily on the work of Brewer, Schellenberg, Alsmith, Brisco and Ward 

et al. to offer an account of how self-locating judgements are grounded and answer 

some of the outstanding questions regarding spatial perception. Though I go beyond 

existing works in arguing for the importance of a type of self-awareness for one’s 

spatial perception. Before I do this, however, I need to show that the self is not a part 

of the representational content of experience. Perceptual experience represents one’s 

body-location, and not one’s self-location. This is what I argue in the next sub-section. 



 165 

5.2.2. Self-Location vs. Body-Location 

On yet another variation of the idea that experience is self-locating – one which, thus 

far, I have only mentioned in the introduction – bodily awareness can ground a basic 

form of non-conceptual self-awareness. The idea is that the body is presented in bodily 

experience as the self. Bermúdez, for instance, claims that bodily awareness constitutes 

a form of bodily self-awareness. Along similar lines, Cassam (1997) says that when I 

experience objects as being spatially related to me, I literally experience my bodily self 

as located in the perceived world (pp. 52-53) and that this basic form of self-awareness 

is essential to more complex forms of self-awareness: 

Even if I am deluded as to the type of thing I am I still have a concrete sense 

of where I end and the rest of the world begins, and I have this sense in virtue 

of being intuitively aware of myself as a bounded physical object among others. 

(Cassam, 2021, p. 64) 

In fact, many researchers define the sense of self-location in terms of body-location. 

For example, Serino et al. define self-location as “the experience of being a body with 

a given location within the environment” (2015, p. 1239; see also Blanke & Metzinger, 

2009; Ionta et al., 2011; Pfeiffer et al., 2014). But there is, I think, an important 

difference between body-location and self-location that is obscured by this definition. 

In other words, it cannot be assumed that an experience of being a body is identical to 

an experience of being a self.  

Of course, as mentioned in this chapter already (see also previous chapters), many do 

make the stronger claim that the self is represented as being at the centre of 

perspectival or egocentric perception; for example, Cassam 1997, p. 52–53; Hurley 

1998, Ch. 4; Bermúdez, 2000, Ch. 5, 2002, 2011; Peacocke 1999, Ch. 6, 2014. However, 

I have argued against two highly influential views in this vein. Firstly, in Chapter 3, I 

disputed the notion of an unarticulated constituent of perceptual experience as a viable 
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explanation of the grounds of self-awareness. If the comparison between language and 

perception is taken literally, then the unarticulated constituent claim is dedicated to the 

highly contested idea that the mind is modular. On the other hand, if we read this 

analogy with a looser interpretation, it is committed to a position that claims that 

perceptual experiences are not subject to accuracy-conditions. Once more, this is a 

very contentious stance, but it also undercuts the main arguments in support of 

perceptually unarticulated constituents. In the end, I make the case that we shouldn't 

commit to the thesis that the self is an unarticulated constituent of perceptual contents. 

Secondly, in Chapter 4, I rejected the view that visual content is self-locating in virtue 

of being perspectival (the Self-Location-Thesis). Briefly, I argued that the perspectival 

features of visual experience that are supposed to specify the self are shared with non-

first-personal visual representations of space, such as film and picture representations 

(see also Alsmith, 2017). I also pointed out that the best argument in favour of self-

locating perspectival perception fails to provide support for the view because it fails 

to rule out a plausible alternative explanation of a phenomenon which is purportedly 

best explained by the SLT.  

Turning now to the claim that one is aware of a bodily self in bodily awareness, there 

are two ways of conceiving of such an awareness. On the one hand, I might be aware 

of having a body, and on the other, I could be aware of myself as being a body (that is, 

as being a bodily self). The first, weaker claim regarding bodily awareness claims that 

bodily ownership – a feeling of “myness” or “mineness” – constitutes a basic form of 

self-consciousness. There are two ways of viewing the feeling of ownership, only one 

of which takes it seriously as constituting a type of pre-reflective self-awareness. The 

deflationary view essentially sees the sense of ownership as reducible to some other 

aspect of bodily sensation. For example, both Bermúdez (2011) and Martin (1995) take 

bodily ownership to be nothing more than a way of describing the spatial content of 
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bodily sensations. The inflationary view, on the other hand, takes the sense of 

ownership to be a phenomenologically salient feature of experience, a feeling of 

“myness” that accompanies or is present in bodily awareness and introspection (e.g., 

Gallagher, 2005).  

As far as Bermúdez is concerned, there are no good reasons to accept an inflationary 

conception of the sense of ownership: the inflationary view lacks explanatory value 

because it trades in claims about “mysterious feelings” which cannot be elucidated by 

an appeal to purely qualitative aspects of bodily experience (Bermúdez, 2018). 

Similarly, Bradley (2021, pp. 371-372) objects to the inflationary view on the grounds 

that it cannot explain how or why the proposed primitive quality of bodily ownership 

is “inalienable”: Suppose that we grant the inflationist view that the content of bodily 

awareness can be schematically represented as “x is F and G”, where x is some body 

part, F is some other bodily feature, such as being in pain, and G is the feeling of 

ownership (ibid.). This way of explaining the content of bodily awareness presupposes 

that F and G are separate qualities, such that one could have an experience of a body 

part as F but not G, and vice versa. However, while there are pathologies in which 

subjects genuinely seem to lack the capacity to feel pain with otherwise unaltered 

bodily awareness, the feeling of ownership seems not to be detachable in this sense: 

subjects who claim to lack a feeling of ownership otherwise behave in ways that reflect 

an awareness of that body part or feature as their own. According to Bradley (2021), 

the inflationary view has no way of explaining this feature of bodily ownership.  

However, the deflationary view has also recently been criticised for failing to explain 

the first-personal character of bodily experience (Bradley, 2021, p. 372). According to 

Bermúdez, a pain in one’s hand is experienced as occurring within a certain body 

shaped volume, relative to the various other body shaped parts of that volume. 

Judgements of ownership are, on this view, based on the distinctive way in which 
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bodily locations are experienced relative to non-bodily locations (Bermúdez, 2017). 

This can be more precisely expressed as two conditions (ibid., ff. 124): 

1) Boundedness: Bodily events are experienced within the experienced body (a 

circumscribed body-shaped volume whose boundaries define the limits of the 

self). 

2) Connectedness: The spatial location of a bodily event is experienced relative 

to the disposition of the body as a whole. 

But, if bodily ownership is nothing more than Boundedness and Connectedness, “it is 

fair to ask: what’s that got to do with me?” (Bradley, 2021, p. 373; emphasis in original). 

Another way to make the point is to ask, in virtue of what am I justified in taking that 

hand-shaped volume to be my hand? According to Bradley, the problem with 

Bermúdez’ account seems to be that there is some unstated third condition that is 

needed to establish a connection between the spatial aspects of bodily awareness and 

me. 

Bradley presents what he takes to be an alternative view of bodily ownership. He 

explicitly distinguishes his “functionalist” account from the deflationary view, claiming 

that bodily ownership is not reducible to any other aspect of bodily awareness (e.g., 

spatial character). According to Bradley, what accounts for the feeling of ownership is 

the functional role of bodily awareness: 

Bodily awareness of a body part or state is poised to token the self-ascription 

of that part or state and enable action with it. Awareness of a pain in a body 

part is integrated with motivation, withdrawal reflexes, protective dispositions, 

etc. Bodily awareness is invariably first-personal, on this view, because of its 

function, what it does for the organism. (Bradley, 2021, p. 373) 

Nevertheless, I think we can interpret Bradley’s functionalist view as consistent with 

the deflationary view: rather than providing an alternative to Bermúdez, he has 
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provided the missing third condition that links the spatial aspects of bodily awareness 

to the first-person subject. Specifically, Bradley is claiming that bodily awareness 

“connects up with certain first-person capacities” (ibid.), such as making judgements 

based on bodily awareness that (at least) appear to be immune from error relative to 

the first-person (IEM).76 That is, when judgements are made based on bodily 

awareness, the subject cannot be wrong about whose body they are aware of. But, so 

far, this is consistent with Bermúdez’ (and Martin’s) claim that bodily awareness 

grounds first-person judgements of ownership despite not consisting in a distinctive 

feeling of ownership.  

Bradley goes on to claim that “The feeling of minimal ownership is just the de se content 

of bodily awareness” (2021, p. 374). In addition to grounding first-personal 

judgements, he thinks that de se representational contents are required to rationalise 

our responses to sensations such as pains and tickles:  

If bodily awareness of an arm is necessarily bodily awareness of my arm, then 

it is easy to see the rational connection between that experience and saying 

‘This is my arm’, using that arm to pick up a coffee mug, or wincing when that 

arm is hurt. By contrast, if bodily awareness lacks such de se content these 

connections immediately become mysterious. (Bradley, 2021, p. 371; emphasis 

in original) 

Admittedly, this sounds like an outright rejection of the deflationary view. However, 

we have no reason to suppose that bodily awareness is itself genuinely first-personal 

(and some reason to believe that it is not, which I come to below). Therefore, I think 

that we can interpret the “de se content”, here, in a looser sense than Bradley would 

 

76 There is some debate regarding the status of bodily IEM. For instance, Morgan (2019) argues 

that bodily awareness is IEM, while Chen (2011) disputes this claim.  
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have it. We can view the content of bodily awareness as being appropriate for feeding 

into first-person judgements despite not being self-representational precisely because 

of (what Bradley refers to as) the “functional role” that bodily awareness plays. When 

I experience a pain in my hand, we might represent this as “x is F”, where x is some 

body part felt at a bodily location, say, my hand, and F is some other bodily feature, 

such as being in pain. I can judge that “I have a pain in my hand” because there is no 

one else whose hand I could be aware of as being in pain. I am entitled to the first-

personal content at the level of judgement because the experiencing of “x is F” implies 

that the experience is mine and could not belong to anybody else. The capacity for 

making first-personal judgements based on bodily states or experiences is “functionally 

integrated with the occurrence of those states, and that it is this functional integration 

which confers immunity to error through misidentification to such judgements and 

which thereby accounts for their first-personal character” (Bradley, 2021, p. 373). In 

many ways, this is similar to Perry’s view of self-locating judgements, although without 

the claim about unarticulated constituents (see also Ch. 3 of this dissertation). 

If we accept this last point regarding de se representational content, then the claim that 

bodily awareness is itself genuinely first-personal is poorly motivated. For I have 

argued that we can agree that “Awareness of a body part or state is poised to token 

the self-ascription of that part or state and enable action with it” (Bradley, 2021, p. 

373), without also accepting a non-conceptual equivalent of the first-person concept 

in the content of bodily experience. The alternative – representing the first-person at 

the level of bodily sensation – is representationally more complex and demanding than 

merely representing the pain and the spatial aspects of the perceived body-part. We 

should therefore prefer the simpler explanation. And, since the feeling of ownership 

is here reduced to some other aspect of bodily awareness (namely, the spatial features 
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of bodily awareness plus the functional role bodily awareness plays in grounding first-

person judgements) this looks like a version of the deflationary view.   

Recall the stronger bodily self-consciousness claim that, through bodily sensation, I 

can be aware of myself as being a body (that is, as being a bodily self). The obvious 

objection here is that bodily awareness and consciousness of my own identity can come 

apart. Along these lines, Mike Martin (1995, 1997) offers a particularly convincing 

argument against the claim that the body is presented as the self. He argues that 

although bodily awareness is genuinely perceptual awareness of a single object – one’s 

own body – the body is not thereby presented in experience as the self. In brief, he 

says that if the body were presented to oneself as oneself in the content of bodily 

experience, then it would not be coherent to wonder whether one was distinct from 

one’s body.  

Martin’s argument proceeds from the widely accepted assumptions that 1) first-person 

(or de se) judgements are guaranteed to refer to the subject of that thought (i.e., there 

is a guaranteed link between the agent of the thought and the referent of the thought); 

and, 2) because guaranteed reference is part of the first-person concept, it is a priori 

that the subject will be thinking about herself.77 Hence, if it is to qualify as a form of 

self-awareness, bodily awareness must ground judgements that are a priori guaranteed 

to refer to the subject and, further, it must be manifest to the subject that they are 

thinking about themselves. But, since we can rationally doubt whether we are identical 

to our bodies (think of Cartesian dualism), neither of these conditions are met in the 

case of bodily awareness. Because I can rationally doubt whether my body is myself, 

in a way that is not rational to doubt whether I am me, then my body and myself are 

not a priori tied together. Martin concludes that what one is aware of through bodily 

 

77 With some notable exceptions: e.g., Anscombe (1981) and Evans (1982). 
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awareness is one’s body, which is very closely related to (but not identical with) oneself. 

Hence, bodily awareness does not constitute a form of self-awareness.  

One might be tempted to object to Martin’s argument on the basis that it is not, in 

fact, rational to doubt whether my body is myself, since very few take Cartesian 

dualism to be true. But the argument does not hinge on the status of Cartesian dualism. 

The point is rather that it is possible to doubt whether you are identical with your body, 

in a way that it is not possible to doubt whether you are you. A similar line of argument 

applies to the claim that in being aware of my body I am aware of it as being mine or 

my own: Again, while it is rationally possible to wonder whether the body I feel is my 

own body, it is not rationally possible to wonder whether I am me.  

I have argued that visual and bodily spatial representations cannot provide the grounds 

for self-consciousness. The self is not experienced as being located at the “zero point” 

of the frame of reference; rather, it is one’s body that occupies the centre of egocentric 

space. However, typically, our experience of the environment is not divided up into 

visual space, auditory space, bodily space, and so on. We experience a unified action 

space. In what follows, I argue that agent’s awareness and perceptual awareness are 

deeply interdependent. Action awareness accounts for the unified nature of spatial 

perception and its self-locating quality. To borrow a phrase from Baldwin, “the 

subjectivity of perception depends upon agency” (2003, p. 199). 

This alternative interpretation not only offers a more natural explanation of 

perspectival visual experience, but it is also a more parsimonious view since it is free 

of the complicated theoretical machinery that the SLT requires. Since our bodies (or 

parts of them) nearly always take up some part of the visual field, the alternative view 

needn’t commit us to any notion of visually representing something that we don’t 

strictly speaking see, namely, the self. Therefore, the alternative should be preferred.  
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5.3. Agent’s Awareness and Perceptual Awareness  

In this section, I argue for a constitutive link between agent’s awareness and perceptual 

awareness. They are connected in two important ways: Both the unification and 

orientation of space as it is presented in experience is determined by one’s grasp of the 

ways in which one can act on one’s environment. I will go on (in §5.4) to argue that 

these conclusions support the claim that perceptual awareness and action awareness 

are together self-locating. 

5.3.1. Action as Unifying Perceptual Frames of Reference 

Earlier I mentioned that action may have a role to play in orientating one’s egocentric 

perspective. Variations on this claim can be found in the work of Taylor, Evans, 

Grush, Mandik, Bermúdez, Gibson, Baldwin, Hurley, Alsmith, Schellenberg, and Noë, 

among many others.78 The central idea is that the orientation of one’s frame of 

reference is explained by the constitutive connection between one’s perceptual 

experience and bodily activity. Merleau-Ponty (1945/1962), for instance, claimed that 

“what counts for the orientation of the spectacle is not my body such as it in fact exists, 

as a thing in objective space, but rather my body as a system of possible actions” (p. 

291).79 Here, I build on arguments in Alsmith (2020) to defend this Merleau-Pontian 

claim. I show that one’s perceptual experience is dependent on one’s awareness of the 

possibilities for action in two ways: first, modally distinct frames of reference are 

unified by an awareness of the possibilities for action; second, the orientation of one’s 

 

78 For some, the notion of “action” here is actual, though potentially passive, movement 

through the environment. Bermúdez (2000; 2011), for example, counts visual proprioception 

as a form of bodily awareness. 

79 See Smith (2014) for a critical discussion of this claim. 
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perceptual field is partially dependent on an experience of the world as affording 

action. 

More recently, Alsmith has defended Evans’ claim that, “there is one egocentric space 

because there is one behavioural space” (Evans, 1982, p. 160; quoted in Alsmith, 2020, 

p. 232). Intuitively, our experience of the world is unified in relation to a single 

perceptual perspective, yet Alsmith argues that there are multiple ways in which our 

perceptual experience of the world is egocentrically structured, within and across 

modalities. And it is not a trivial matter how a subject can have a unified perceptual 

experience, such that she experiences “one egocentric space”. Alsmith’s example is 

helpful in grasping the problem, for it seems as though the subject’s visual perspective 

is embedded within both her head and her torso:80 

One can imagine a subject with one’s head and torso misaligned, with a visible 

object placed at 15° relative to her torso and -15° relative to her head. Her 

visual experience of the object might equally well be characterised as being ‘to 

the right’ and ‘to the left’. Yet, on the assumption that her experience of the 

object is unified in relation a single perspective, it cannot seem to her to be in 

both directions at once. (2020, p. 234) 

According to Alsmith, what unifies distinct frames of reference is their integration with 

our capacity for bodily action. There is a connection between perceptual representation 

and action that is manifest at the experiential level: egocentrically structured perceptual 

experiences “present the world in relation to a part of a single thing, the body as a 

dynamic unity” (ibid.). Experiencing the world as “one behavioural space” – grasping 

 

80 Though, in his paper, Alsmith also discusses auditory and haptic experience.  
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the environment as affording certain bodily actions81 – ties together the distinct 

modally specific frames of reference (visual, auditory, haptic, etc.) because the world 

is presented in relation to part of the thing with which we would act. For example, we 

do not distinguish between what our visual world affords and what our auditory world 

affords – there is only one unified experience of the environment and what actions are 

open to us given what we perceive. In this way, agency offers a “common structural 

connection to a single thing, the one and only body with which we directly act” 

(Alsmith, 2020, p. 244).  

Thinking again to Strawson’s example of a subject, S, whose visual experience is 

determined by multiple bodies, this might be a case where one’s spatial experience is 

disunified: whether S sees is determined by body A having her eyes open or shut; the 

orientation of the S’s experience is determined by body B, but the location of her 

experience is determined by body C.82 It is difficult to imagine what such a subject’s 

experience would be like. S is an example of a subject whose conscious visual 

perception is disunified (Alsmith, 2020, p. 238). What S is lacking is a unified grasp of 

what the spatial world affords her: if she tries to pick up a cup that she sees, she will 

fail (unless, of course, there just so happens to be a cup in exactly the same body-

relative position all of the environments in which she has perceptual experiences – but 

let us suppose that this is not the case).  

 

81 The thought that we experience the world as affording various actions is not a new idea and 

seems to be fairly well received (Gibson, 1979; but see also Bermúdez, 2000, and more recently, 

Nanay, 2011, and Vetter, 2020, among others). 

82 Alsmith (2020, §3.3.) discusses a similar example across modalities. So, a subject’s visual 

experience is determined by one body, their haptic experience by another, and so on. I owe 

many of the points made here to his work. 
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What Alsmith’s analysis has right is the description of a unified spatial phenomenology: 

the experience of being located in egocentric space “structured as a field of potential 

action” (Taylor, 1979, p. 155). This is because egocentric spatial notions are related to 

how one moves. Along similar lines to Alsmith, Taylor says, “it is only as a bodily agent 

functioning in a gravitational field that ‘up’ and ‘down’ have meaning for me” (ibid., p. 

154–5; emphasis added). 

While I agree with Alsmith’s (2020) view, I have a small worry about his claim 

regarding visual points of origin. Sometimes it seems as though he endorses the claim 

that there really are distinct visual frames of reference or points of origin: that visual 

experience can be embedded in different parts of the body, say, one’s head or torso. 

In the example quoted above, Alsmith says that “her visual experience of the object 

might equally well be characterised as being ‘to the right’ and ‘to the left’” (2020, p. 

234). He also says that “each sensory modality might itself present multiple ‘apparent 

directions’, raising again the question of how the complex structure of each modality 

is unified relative to a single perspective” (2020, p. 238), and then goes on to argue that 

distinct intramodal and intermodal frames of reference are unified in virtue of the 

subject’s agency. Yet, it seems wrong to describe multiple origin points for visual 

experience. Since it is not as though my visual experience is embedded in my torso; I do 

not literally see from my chest. Likewise, I do not see from my fingertips whilst 

experiencing the needle as between my fingers or from my foot when I experience the 

ball as in front of my left foot.  

There may be an ambiguity in the level of explanation Alsmith (2020) is relying on, 

here. I have, thus far, used egocentricity in an experience-based way to describe the 

spatial structure of perceptual awareness. Yet, this phenomenological level of 

explanation can be contrasted with the computational level, where egocentricity is used 

in understanding perceptual processing at the sub-personal level (Orbán, 2018). At the 
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computational level, there may be several different frames of reference, with distinct 

origin points (finger, hand, head, trunk, and so on), but the subject is typically not 

aware of these (at least, not in any strong sense of phenomenal consciousness) 

(Levinson, 1996; cited in Orbán, 2018). At this sub-personal level, there may be a high 

degree of multisensory integration, such that perceived objects can be represented in 

relation to any part(s) of the subject’s body.  

So, perhaps there is a better way to interpret Alsmith’s proposal? While the claim that 

there are multiple origin points may hold true of, say, haptic experience, it seems more 

natural to claim that visual experience has only one point of origin (between the eyes, 

or thereabout). At the sub-personal, information processing level, however, there can 

be multiple yet simultaneous points of origin for action. On this reading, sub-personal 

visual information may be encoded in multiple frames of reference depending on what 

one is doing or might be doing. Multisensory interaction at the sub-personal level gives 

rise to action-orientated representations of an object from the location from which 

one would act and as the focus of one’s possible action. And, while claims about sub-

personal multisensory processing do not entail claims about personal level 

multisensory experience (Briscoe, 2021, p. 3931), these sub-personal perceptual 

representations seem to influence the phenomenological level to the extent that there 

is no privileged point in (or on) my body which counts as me for the purposes of 

characterising the spatial relation to the object (Brisco, 2009, p. 425).  

Distinguishing personal and sub-personal frames of reference explains why there can 

be multiple ways of describing the spatial relation in Alsmith’s example above: When 

focusing on the subject’s visual experience, it is natural to describe the object as to the 

left of her visual perspective (her head), and to the right of the part(s) of her that are 

most relevant for acting on the object (in this case, her hand or torso). The subject’s 

experience might be characterised as both to the left and to the right, simultaneously, 
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leaving open the possibility that, phenomenology speaking, the subject’s experience 

can be decomposed into modally specific awareness of an object’s retinocentric 

location, plus co-conscious awareness of one’s bodily position (including the eye’s 

position and the head’s position relative to the subject’s body). In this case, the object’s 

location relative to part(s) of the body other than the eye may be inferred rather than 

consciously perceived (here, our experience of the object would not qualify as 

possessing novel multisensory content; c.f. Brisco, 2021, p. 3931). 83 

Hence, it is not the case that visual experience includes multiple perspectives or frames 

of reference. Rather, sub-personal perceptual information may be encoded in an eye-

centred frame of reference for vision, a multi-body-part centred frame of reference 

(for proprioception and touch), and a head-centred frame of reference for audition, 

for example. And, despite these various modally distinct frames of reference, what 

unifies a subject’s perspectival experience (phenomenology) is the fact that the world 

she experiences is presented from part of the one and only body with which she 

directly acts. This is one way in which one’s perceptual experience is connected to 

one’s sense of agency and explains why it seems as though there can be multiple points 

of origin in one’s frame of reference, yet only one unified conscious perspective: While 

there may be several different sub-personal points of origin for action, it is not the case 

that there are multiple points of origin for visual experience. By focusing on the 

connection between perception and action at the phenomenological level, we avoid 

the difficulties involved with identifying egocentric perception with any one particular 

frame of reference (eye-centred or hand-centred, for example).  

 

83 The claims I make in this thesis are consistent with the idea that there are genuinely 

multisensory features of perceptual experience, though I refrain from taking a stance on 

whether there are such features of experience. See Briscoe (2021) for an argument that 

personal level awareness of space is multi-modal in a strong sense.  
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Taking stock of this section, I have tried to clarify the claim that there are multiple 

points of origin in perceptual experience. The claims regarding one’s 

phenomenologically unified egocentric perspective are crucial for the broader 

argument I make in what follows. Specifically, that a unified egocentric spatial 

experience requires a basic type of self-awareness and grounds self-locating 

judgements in virtue of a grasp of the actions available to one based on what one 

perceives. Before I move on to establish this further point, there is another way in 

which one’s perceptual awareness is dependent on one’s sense of agency: namely, the 

spatial orientation of one’s environment. 

5.3.2. Action as Orientating Perceptual Frames of Reference  

The fact that visual experience has an orientational structure seems undeniable. 

However, there is an important distinction between one’s field of vision (i.e., the 

panorama of the world made available through visual experience) and the orientational 

structure of what is seen (i.e., the perspectival, orientational organisation of the 

environment) (Smith, 2014). For example, the top and bottom of my visual field are 

not identical to the directions up and down of the orientational structure. If I am 

upside down – say, in an advanced yoga position – I am not confused about which 

way is up, even though the top of my visual field in fact corresponds to the direction 

down. In this situation, I also perfectly well recognise (i.e., experience) that it is me 

that is upside down and not the objects around me.84  

 

84 Even if one believes that visual experience is self-locating (in the strong sense of Bermúdez, 

Schwenkler, et al.) then there is still a question about what orientates the perceptual field. For, 

“the fact that the first-person picks out the viewpoint as me (or mine) does not tell us its 

direction” (Smith, 2014). 
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One natural thought is that one’s visual orientation can be determined merely by felt 

bodily location (Smith, 2014, p. 12). According to this view, the top of the visual field 

is roughly where I feel my forehead to be, and the bottom is where my nose seems to 

be. Imagine two visual experiences that are identical in every respect except the 

position of one’s body. In the first, the subject is looking straight ahead at a tree. In 

the second, the subject sees the same tree, however, the subject’s body is turned to the 

side with their face still directed towards the tree (c.f. Peacocke, 1992, p. 62). The 

experiences are different in that, in the first, the tree is experienced as being in front of 

the subject and in the second, the tree is experienced as being off to the side. What 

accounts for this phenomenal difference must be the felt position of one’s body, since 

the visual information is identical in both cases: the experience is of the same tree, 

experienced at the same angle and with the same orientation in the gravitational field. 

Yet, this cannot be the entire story. While experiencing the felt position of one’s body 

might play a role in orientating the “up” and “down”, and so forth, of one’s own field 

of vision, it does not explain one’s orientation with respect to the objective spatial 

direction “up”, “down”, etc. The felt position of one’s body says nothing of how the 

objects in one’s environment are orientated with respect to one’s body. Feeling my 

forehead to be in the direction “up” cannot also tell me whether my “up” corresponds 

to the “up” of objective space. One might interject that the vestibular senses have a 

role to play in determining the orientation of the subject’s perspective relative to the 

subject’s environment. This may be so, but it is not an essential or transcendental role, 

since astronauts have a functioning egocentric perspective – and can accurately self-

locate – in the absence of gravitational pull (and, therefore, in the absence of vestibular 

information). 

Hence, in addition to the felt position of one’s body, one needs an understanding of 

what it would mean to move one’s body upwards in order to understand the spatial 
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direction up, or an understanding of something as graspable in order to understand 

something as nearby (Schellenberg, 2007, p. 617). In other words, for the connection 

between the orientation of one’s body and the orientation of one’s environment to be 

established, one needs to grasp the possible actions that one’s environment affords 

(i.e., agent’s awareness). This basic idea is also expressed by Baldwin (2003, p. 197), 

who argues that perceiving something as near is to perceive it as within easy reach.85 

Moreover, the success of an action depends on having an accurate orientation of the 

perceptual field in this way: without a practical grasp of what it would be to move 

upwards, one could not rise from a seated position.  

Awareness of the potential actions available to one also helps determine how one’s 

unified frame of reference is embedded. As Ávila (2014, p. 276) points out, some but 

not all variations in body posture yield a difference in visual perspective. For example, 

turning my torso to the right changes my perspective of a tree in my field of vision but 

turning, say, a foot, does not (ibid., p. 276). A full and systematic understanding of the 

ways in which variations in body posture and movement influence our perceptual 

perspective presumably has something to do with the way in which one’s frame of 

reference is anchored on and embedded within the body. The suggestion here is that 

one’s unified egocentric frame of reference is anchored on the body in virtue of one’s 

grasp of the actions that are available to one based on what one perceives. For example, 

one’s unified frame of reference (for action) might be embedded within one’s fingertips 

when one is threading a needle or, perhaps, kicking a ball might involve perspectives 

embedded within one’s foot and anchored to one’s hips or torso. Where the frame of 

reference is embedded depends on an awareness of those actions as possible actions 

 

85 Much of the literature on peripersonal space is relevant here, though for reasons of space I 

avoid discussing peripersonal representations. See, for example, the collection of papers in De 

Vignemont et al. (2020). 
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for oneself. So, on the suggestion I am making, it is agent’s awareness – that is, an 

awareness of the possibility of the action – of threading the needle, or kicking the ball, 

walking, talking, taking a drink, and so on, that determines how one’s unified frame of 

reference is embedded at any one time. These claims about embedding and anchoring 

are manifest at the phenomenal level only to the extent that one experiences the needle 

as between one’s fingers or the ball as near to one’s foot. Again, this illustrates that 

there can be multiple points of origin for action, potentially simultaneously (not that I 

recommend one engages in needlework whilst playing football).  

One might worry that while the frame of reference for exteroceptive senses might be 

fixed or embedded in virtue of action awareness, this cannot be the right account of 

the spatial content of one’s interoceptive senses. Egocentric spatial terms such as 

ahead, to the left, to the right, near, and so on, just do not capture the locations of 

interoceptive bodily sensations. I do not experience my pain as being near to me or 

below me. According to this objection then, exteroceptive and interoceptive senses 

cannot have a shared frame of reference.86 But, as discussed in §5.2.1., the spatial 

location of bodily sensations can still be felt as being located relative to the other parts 

of one’s body. So, while it’s true to say that bodily sensations are not experienced or 

represented in terms of near or to the left, etc., they can be felt as down there or on 

that side (Bermúdez, 2005, 2017; De Vignemont, 2009, 2011; Mandrigin, 2021; 

O’Shaughnessy, 1980). 

In sum, the importance of one’s sense of agency for perceptual experience is twofold. 

Firstly, agent’s awareness determines one’s egocentrically structured experience of the 

environment: the various ways we experience the environment are unified in virtue of 

 

86 Salje (2019) makes a similar argument against a shared frame of reference for interoception 

and exteroception based on the perceived spatial location of objects.  
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being connected to a single thing, namely, the one and only body with which we 

directly act (Alsmith, 2020). Secondly, one’s sense of agency allows one to orientate 

one’s egocentric perspective with respect to the objects in one’s environment. There 

may be other ways in which agent’s awareness is intimately tied to perception, though 

I have limited the discussion to the specifically spatial aspects of experience.87 In what 

follows, I return to the perceptual justification of self-locating judgements and the 

thought that there exists a perceptually based form of self-awareness, connecting this 

discussion to ideas raised in Chapter 2. 

 

5.4. Agent’s Awareness as a Foundational Source of Self-Awareness  

I have argued for a tight interdependence between perceptual awareness and agent’s 

awareness that explains both the orientation and unification of egocentric perception. 

What does this interdependence mean for our understanding of self-locating 

judgements and self-awareness, more generally? If, as I have suggested, what we 

experience as being at the centre of egocentric space is one’s body (rather than oneself), 

then perception alone is not sufficient to locate a subject in the perceived world. 

Instead, it is the awareness of the possibilities for action open to one based on what 

one perceives that grounds self-awareness, or so I argue in this section.  

 

87 For example, Hanna Pickard (2004, pp. 222-228) argues that perceptual awareness of the 

body (from the inside) is necessary for keeping track of one’s actions over time. Briefly, she 

says that one’s knowledge of one’s own actions keeps near perfect time with one’s actions, and 

this is not sufficiently explained by one’s expectations about the time one’s action is likely to 

take – one’s expectations are neither sufficiently precise nor reliable to explain this feature of 

our knowledge of our actions. For this reason, the awareness we have of our own bodies as 

acting not only facilitates the practical execution of action. It can – all else being equal – serve 

to sustain one’s present-tensed knowledge that one is acting over the course of the action. 
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I also argue that because action awareness is a form of self-awareness, we are justified 

in making self-locating judgements based on perceptual experience. The claim is that 

my body is (non-first-personally) perceptually represented as being at a location and, 

since my bodily location is represented in relation to “my” possibilities for action, 

perceptual contents are appropriate for feeding into first-personal judgements about 

my location. If this is the right way to view things, then perceptual self-location, far 

from grounding pre-reflective self-awareness, requires an existing capacity for pre-

reflective agentive self-awareness. 

5.4.1. Agent’s Awareness as Self-Awareness 

The experience of intentionally raising one’s arm is phenomenally distinct from the 

experience of passively having one’s arm raised. What is present in the former, active 

case, and lacking in the latter, passive case, is an awareness of being the agent of the 

action.88 This difference between active and passive movement is key to understanding 

pre-reflective self-awareness, or so I shall argue. The thought is that an awareness of 

the possibilities for intentional action (active movement) brings with it, for free, as it 

were, an awareness that the grasped possibilities are possibilities for the agent. When 

an action is enabled by my environment, the action is open to me. But what reasons 

do we have for adopting such a view? 

I take it that an appeal to a basic, pre-reflective type of self-awareness is unavoidable. 

As I have explained in the introduction to this thesis, traditional accounts of self-

 

88 Some have challenged the constitutive link between the awareness of one’s own actions and 

the sense of agency (e.g., see Pacherie, 2006). The thought is that some empirical data shows 

that the two can come apart. For example, in alien-hand-syndrome the subject is aware of an 

action she performs, yet supposedly lacks the sense of being the agent of the action. Others 

have rejected this interpretation, claiming instead that what the subject lacks in this case is the 

sense of ownership.  
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consciousness are prone to problems of circularity or regress. Recall that the problem, 

roughly stated, is that it is difficult to provide an explanation of self-consciousness 

without presupposing some kind of self-awareness. Traditional accounts tend to claim 

that self-conscious thought should be explained in terms of the subject's capacity for 

self-reference; but this capacity in turn presupposes a grasp of the first-person concept. 

Hence, it seems that our capacity for self-consciousness cannot be analysed any further 

(Bermúdez, 2000). Given this challenge, then, we need a “non-conceptual parent” to 

ground the first-person concept (Peacocke, 2014). This is where pre-conceptual, pre-

reflective accounts of self-consciousness fit in.  

There are several key proposals on how to fill out the notion of pre-reflective self-

consciousness, many of which propose that perception is self-specifying or self-

locating. Yet, I have argued that perception does not constitute a form of self-

awareness. Instead, I take it that the most plausible explanation of pre-reflective self-

consciousness is in terms of a basic and non-conceptual agent’s awareness (O’Brien, 

2007). On an influential interpretation of this idea, the connection between agency and 

self-awareness appeals to a distinctive type of non-perceptual experience involved in 

controlling one’s actions; it is the experience of oneself as being the agent of one’s 

actions which constitutes a fundamental source of self-consciousness. A leading 

proponent of this view is Lucy O’Brien (2007) (see also Rödl & Sebastian, 2007). On 

her account, first-person reference is grounded by the subject’s awareness of 

themselves as the agent of their thoughts and actions (which is independent of an 

awareness of the thoughts and actions themselves). First-person reference is grounded 

by an awareness of the possibilities for mental and physical action, grasped as 

possibilities for the agent herself (O’Brien, 2007). I call this the agential view.  

However, perhaps influenced by thinkers such as Hume (1739/1978), Wittgenstein 

(1921/1961), Anscombe (1963), and Shoemaker (among others), O’Brien views self-
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awareness as wholly independent of perceptual awareness. In walking, talking, judging, 

remembering, calculating, and so on, one exercises a rational control over one’s actions 

that provides a non-conceptual agent’s awareness of oneself: “The suggestion then is 

that any action produced directly on the basis of an active assessment by an agent will 

be an action of which the agent is aware of as hers” (2007, p. 117). The agent need not 

be conscious of any explicit deliberation. Rather, an act produced by an implicit 

“process of considering what to do will be a conscious act – one of which the subject 

will be agent aware – and there is a general entitlement immediately to self-ascribe 

those states and activities which are conscious” (ibid., p. 119).  

Nevertheless, consider Conor McHugh’s (2009) objection against the agential view. 

He asks, is the subject aware of the possibilities for action merely as possibilities, or 

must the subject hold a (belief-like) attitude such that she actively takes the possibilities 

to be possibilities for herself? The trouble is that neither option is particularly attractive 

(ibid.). If the subject takes an awareness of the possibilities for action to be possibilities 

for her, then agent’s awareness is first-personal and therefore presupposes first-person 

reference. Recall that this is precisely what the agential view is trying to avoid doing. 

On the second understanding of O’Brien’s claim, agent’s awareness involves an 

awareness of the possibilities for action grasped merely as possibilities. But then it is 

difficult to see how agent’s awareness is supposed to ground first-person reference or 

constitute a basic form of self-consciousness. For example, having an awareness of X-

ing as possible, without simultaneously having an awareness of X-ing as possible for 

oneself, does not seem sufficient for one to self-ascribe X-ing when one performs X 

(McHugh, 2009). In other words, it looks as though the agential account will be circular 

or fail to account for self-reference.  

Yet, the force of McHugh’s worry dissipates once we recognise that representing the 

possibilities as possibilities for oneself (in a belief-like state) and representing those 
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possibilities merely as possibilities are not the only options. A third option, one that I 

take O’Brien to mean, is that non-conceptual, non-perceptual agential experience is 

supposed to ground more complex, conceptual forms of self-consciousness. Such an 

experience could be first-personal, without presupposing the first-person concept. 

There is no reason to assume the self only gets in via belief or belief-like states.  

O’Brien offers a compelling explanation of certain features of first-personal thought 

and self-reference. For example, she connects her discussion to views on first-person 

authority that ground privileged access in the normative commitment we have to our 

own beliefs and decisions (such as, Bilgrami, 2012, and Moran, 2012). And, though her 

focus is not on the perceptual justification of first-personal spatial judgements, her 

view fits well with the explanation of such self-ascriptions on offer here.  

5.4.2. Perceptually Justified Self-Location 

We started this paper with the claim that self-locating perceptual content grounds a 

form of self-consciousness. Self-locating visual content has been proposed as basic 

form of self-consciousness that provides an explanatory foundation for more complex 

forms of self-consciousness because it offers a way of grounding first-person self-

reference. Throughout this thesis, however, I have argued that perception alone is not 

sufficient for self-representation. Instead, what is strictly speaking visually represented 

as occupying the centre of egocentric space is this body: this body is perceptually 

represented as being at a location. But I have also argued that perception is dependent 

on action awareness, and since action awareness is a form of self-awareness, we are 

justified in our self-locating judgements (and not merely body-locating judgements). 

Yet, we need not visually represent something for which we have no sensory 

stimulation, namely, the self.  

With a few caveats (to be discussed), the view I have proposed here is consistent with 

what I shall call the Agentive-Self-Location Thesis, following Alsmith (2017) (see also, 
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Brewer, 1992 and Schellenberg, 2007). There are subtle variations of this view, but the 

key idea is that “the interrelation between perception and action constitutes a kind of 

triangulation of the subject's location” (Brewer, 1992, p. 27). Brewer, for instance, 

claims that: “perceptual contents are self-locating in virtue of their contribution to the 

subject's capacity for basic purposive action in the world” (1992, p. 26).89 And this idea 

is echoed by Schellenberg, who argues that “a subject represents her location as the 

location from which she both perceives objects and would act in relation to objects 

were she to act” (Schellenberg, 2007, p. 603). According to her view, perceiving the 

spatial properties of objects presupposes that the subject can represent her own 

location in this way. Similarly, Alsmith (2017, p. 278) claims that representing an object 

in this way is not to represent it in relation to a single location from which one 

perceives and acts but, rather, to represent it in relation to a single, unified thing from 

which one perceives (and with which one acts). 

So, according to these views, an experience is self-locating if that experience represents 

an object as the focus of its subject’s possible action (i.e., from the location from which 

she would act). There are two ways of reading the agentive-self-location view. One is 

a more inflationary version, whereby one’s location is literally represented in visual 

contents along with the possibilities for action. So, when one sees an object, say, a cup, 

 

89 Brewer is slightly ambiguous, in that, at times, he seems to require actual token bodily 

actions: “perceptual contents succeed in being self-locating in this way in virtue of their 

immediate role in the control and coordination of spatial behaviour” (1992, pp. 17-18). Yet, at 

other times he seems only to require attempted action: “perceptual experience is intimately 

bound up with the subject's capacity for (attempted) purposive behaviour. Perceptual contents 

locate the subject in the perceived world in virtue of their role in grounding his capacity for 

perceptually guided spatial action.” (Brewer, 1992, p. 18; emphasis added). The view I defend 

is based on one’s practical grasp of the actions afforded to one given what one perceives, not 

one’s actual or even attempted actions.  
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one visually represents the cup as graspable for me (relational spatial notions).90 A 

second, more deflationary interpretation is that visual contents merely represent the 

objects along with the actions they afford, and on that basis, one is (somehow) justified 

in making self-locating judgements. Here, the self is not literally represented in the 

content of the perceptual representation, instead, representing one’s location need only 

involve monadic spatial representations (Schellenberg, 2007). On this reading, one 

represents the cup simply as graspable.  

Of the two interpretations I have presented – relational or monadic spatial notions – 

the account put forward here is in the second of these two camps: what I visually 

represent is that the cup is graspable. I might typically also visually represent parts of 

my body, such as my hand, but this need not be the case.91 Affordances presented in 

perception are entirely non-first-personal, yet visual content is an appropriate 

information channel for self-locating judgements despite not representing the self in 

the content of perception because of the interaction with agent’s awareness. What I 

am aware of in agent’s awareness is a matrix of possible actions based on what I (non-

first-personally) perceive. In weighing up the possibilities for action, I am aware that 

they are possibilities for me.   

According to the view I have presented, perceptual experiences do not constitute a 

fundamental source of self-consciousness and do not qualify as a type of self-

 

90 The standard idea is that, if perception is relational, then it is a two-place relation between 

subjects and objects, however Schellenberg argues for the claim that perception is a three-

place relation between subjects, objects, and situations (Schellenberg, 2018). 

91 In chapter 4, I argued that what explains the phenomenal difference between I and V in the 

vection experiment is that in I one can almost always see one’s own body, and therefore, one 

represents one’s body as in motion in the illusory I experience (and not oneself). But this is not 

to say that self-location requires that one always represent one’s own body.  
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perception.92 Rather, it is the non-perceptual experience of agency that constitutes a 

basic and fundamental form of self-awareness (O’Brien, 2007). What a subject 

perceptually represents is her body’s location. But, since this body-location is 

represented in relation to my possibilities for action, the subject is justified in making a 

self-locating judgement based on her perceptually represented bodily location. In other 

words, self-locating judgements are justified by perceptual experience because one 

perceives one’s bodily location in relation to one’s own actions: what makes an 

awareness of a body an awareness of my body is an ability to act with that body. The 

subjects total, unified egocentric experience is only self-locating in virtue of the 

interconnections between perception and agency, even though the self is not 

perceptually represented.  

We can formalise the argument I have presented as follows:  

1) A unified and orientated spatial experience of the world depends on action 

awareness (Evans, 1982, and Alsmith, 2020, for example, defend versions 

of this claim).  

2) Action awareness is a form of self-awareness (O’Brien, 2007). 

3) One’s experience of a unified and orientated spatial world depends on a 

form of self-awareness.  

Therefore, contra Bermúdez, Schwenkler, and others, a unified egocentric experience 

of space requires self-awareness rather than grounds it. We may wonder, then, what 

justifies the use of the first-person in self-locating judgements?  

Strictly speaking, what one locates in spatial perception is one’s body, or so I have 

argued. The way I see things, the body is perceptually represented non-first-personally 

 

92 Alsmith, Brewer, Schellenberg, and Brisco do not make such a claim, though the agentive 

self-location thesis may be interpreted in this way.  
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as being at a location relative to the objects in one’s environment: one’s body (qua 

body) is represented as being at a location and that location is represented in relation 

to the possible actions open to me (qua bodily self). So, one is justified in making self-

locating judgements based on visual and bodily perception. I say indirectly, because 

perception is dependent on a practical grasp of the possibilities for action that are open 

to me given what I perceive. So, there is an interdependence here between perception 

and action, such that one is justified in making a limited class of self-ascriptions based 

on perception, namely, self-locating judgements. Nonetheless, the first-person content 

is ultimately grounded in non-perceptual agential experience.  

This point links back to an earlier chapter of the thesis. In Chapter 2, I looked at one 

of Shoemaker’s main objections to the perceptual model of introspection. Shoemaker 

denies the analogy between introspection and sense perception with a reductio ad 

absurdum. While introspection, on my view, is not to be understood as a special type of 

perception, I have argued, in the present chapter, that a subset of self-ascriptions are 

grounded by visual perceptual awareness: namely, self-locating beliefs. Of course, self-

locating beliefs may be trivially dependent on spatial perception since we need to be 

able to perceive spatial properties in order to locate anything in space. Contrary to 

Shoemaker's claims, however, I have argued that a subset of self-ascriptions are 

dependent on perceptual awareness in a more philosophically interesting sense. Self-

locating beliefs are partly based on the visual and bodily awareness of one’s own body, 

which is represented in connection to “my” possible actions.  

5.5. Objections 

Let me take stock of the claims I have made so far. I have argued for a tight conceptual 

link between self-awareness, agent’s awareness, and perceptual awareness. I argued that 

the orientation and unification of perceptual awareness depends on the subject’s grasp 

of the various actions that are open to the subject. And, because I take agent’s 
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awareness to be a form of self-awareness, the orientation and unification of perceptual 

awareness depends on a form of self-awareness. In this section I consider specific 

objections to the view I have proposed.  

5.5.1. The Two Visual Streams Hypothesis 

On the face of things, it may seem natural to suppose that spatial information gained 

via visual experience is necessary for the planning and success of an action. For 

instance, one might think that visual awareness is necessary for grasping a cup with the 

correct grip aperture. However, this natural assumption has been challenged by 

proponents of the so-called “two-visual-streams-hypothesis” (TVSH) (Clark, 1999; 

Foley et al., 2015; M. A. Goodale & Keith Humphrey, 1998; M. A. Goodale & Milner, 

1992; Milner & Goodale, 2006). Broadly, the thought is that bodily action is guided by 

non-conscious visual processing in the “dorsal stream”, while the “ventral stream” 

(operating in parallel) is optimised for higher-level planning, reasoning, and semantic 

recall. These functionally distinct information processing streams or pathways can 

come apart in a variety of ways, or so the proponents of the TVSH argue.93 

It might be thought that the TVSH poses a worry for the view on offer here. Earlier, 

I argued for a tight connection between agent’s awareness and perceptual awareness. 

But the claim that visual awareness of space plays no role in the control of action might 

be taken by some as a challenge to this tight interdependence. While I do not intend 

on committing myself to the truth or falsity of the TVSH, there are two points I raise 

in defence of the claims I have made here. Firstly, on the assumption that some version 

of the dual-systems view of visual processing is true, then the points I have made in 

 

93 There are nuanced versions of this dual-systems view, though I only give an overview here.  

Goodale & Milner (2013) outline a relatively strong model of the dual systems view, for 

instance (though, see Jeannerod & Jacob 2005 and Clark 2007 for variations). 
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this paper are largely consistent with even the stronger versions of TVSH. TVSH 

challenges the idea that visual awareness (of space) is implicated in all visually guided 

action. But I have not made this claim. In fact, I have argued for the converse, that the 

orientation of one’s perceptual awareness is dependent on a grasp of the possible 

actions available to one based on what one perceives. In other words, it is the 

possibility of visually based action that is implicated in all visual awareness of space, 

not the other way around (see Brisco, 2009, p. 429). 

The only claim I have made that might be thought to conflict with TVSH is the idea 

that successful action depends upon perceptual awareness. Nevertheless, this worry 

can be rebutted once we clarify what counts as “successful action” in this context. 

Although, I have focused on one’s awareness of bodily actions, I have not said much 

about the type of action awareness relevant for conscious perception. Here, action 

awareness refers to the sort of awareness that might play into high-level intentional 

explanation of action, and not the fine-grained motor planning involved in fluent 

control of physical action (Ward et al., 2011, p. 375).  

The TVSH claims that semi-autonomous, non-conscious perceptual processing in the 

dorsal stream is used for visually guided action. On this view, non-conscious visual 

processing only plays a role in ventrally-mediated abilities to the extent that they enable 

higher-level recognition, planning, and reasoning (Ward et al.). For example, 

processing in the dorsal stream might be used in fine-tuning the position of one’s hand 

to accurately grasp a cup without either dropping or crushing the cup (Clark, 1999, 

2001; Milner & Goodale, 2006); while the ventral stream, is used for capacities of 

conscious visual perception that might be used in the selection of appropriate actions 

given one’s background knowledge, goals, and plans (Ward et al., 2011, p. 385). For 

instance, grasping the cup with the intention of passing it to one’s neighbour. Of 

course, the two capacities are connected, “in the service of reasoned worldly response” 
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(Ward et al., p. 385). Nevertheless, according to theorists like Brisco (see also Ward et 

al, Schellenberg, Brewer, etc.), direct, unmediated knowledge of the actions available 

to the agent both explains and suffices for visual perceptual experience. This implies 

that visual spatial information is available to the subject herself (and not just to her 

non-conscious visual system) to the extent that it is able to inform the subject’s 

intentional, bodily actions (Brisco, 2009):94  

[the] subject is perceptually aware of the region occupied by an object in 3-D, 

egocentric space to the extent that she has a practical understanding of the 

various movements and actions that are afforded her by the object. (Brisco, 

2009, p. 450) 

What gives sense to the claim that in consciously seeing, say, that an object o 

is situated in a certain egocentrically identified location l one is delivered with 

a potential reason for action is simply the fact that, were it one’s intention at 

the time of the visual experience to move toward o, or to turn toward o, or to 

point toward o, etc., then l would be the location, ceteris paribus, toward which 

it would be rational for one to move, or to turn, or to point. A description of 

the spatial information conveyed by one’s visual experience would be an 

essential part of a complete, intentional explanation of the action one would 

be motivated to perform. (Ibid.)95  

Hence, conscious perceptual information is important for the success of an action to 

the extent that it can be immediately “imported into the contents of intentions for 

 

94 I do not doubt that there are non-conscious visual effects on action, but I take it that visual 

experience has some influence on one’s sense of agency, at least some of the time. 

95 See also Dretske 2006, 174. 
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spatially directed, bodily action” (Brisco, 2009, p. 427).96 That is, visual awareness is 

essential to the success of an action, where successful action is defined as appropriate 

and reasoned worldly-response on the part of the subject (given what she perceives).  

5.5.2. Counterexamples: Intelligent Trees, Deafferentation, and Sleepwalking. 

According to the story presented in this paper, there is a tight conceptual link between 

perceptual awareness, agent’s awareness, and self-awareness. One sort of 

counterexample to this would be a case where a conscious subject is self-aware but has 

no ability or conception of what it would be to act intentionally. One such argument 

might be the “intelligent trees argument” (Smith, 2014; for the original thought 

experiment, see Dummett, 1964). The argument starts from the intuition that we can 

conceive of intelligent trees who are self-aware but who have no conception of what 

it would be to act (i.e., are not agents). Though they lack agency, we are to suppose 

that intelligent trees perceive the world much as we (humans) do, in an egocentric 

frame of reference. The thought is that intelligent trees are conceivable, and, since 

conceivability is a good guide to possibility, intelligent trees are possible.97 The 

possibility of intelligent trees, therefore, constitutes a counterexample to the claim that 

agent’s awareness is essentially connected to either self-awareness or perceptual-

awareness, as I have argued here.  

However, while intelligent trees might suffice as a counterexample to the claim that 

agent’s awareness is metaphysically necessary for self-awareness, it poses no threat to 

the view on offer here. I am not claiming that a grasp of the actions available to one is 

metaphysically necessary but rather nomologically necessary for egocentric spatial 

 

96 See also Peacocke 1992, Ch. 3. 

97 The idea that conceivability entails possibility has a long tradition in philosophy, starting 

with Hume (1739/1978). 
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perception. Nomological possibility is about what is possible given the actual laws of 

nature that govern this world (as opposed to other possible worlds where the laws of 

nature might have been some other way). For example, building a ladder to the moon 

might be metaphysically possible, though it is not thought to be nomologically 

possible. So, while there may be strange counterexamples one can think of, my claim 

is that – de facto – humans have evolved in such a way that self-awareness and agent’s 

awareness are connected as a matter of (nomological) necessity. This is how the human 

perceptual system has been evolutionarily “designed”.  

A second sort of counterexample to the view offered here would involve a subject who 

was agent aware yet had no conscious perceptual awareness. There are two potential 

real-world examples that might be thought to fit this description. Firstly, if (as I have 

claimed) a grasp of the actions available to a subject involves a grasp of actions in 

relation to reasoning, planning, and forming intentions (as opposed to fine-grain bodily 

action control), then a sleepwalker may arguably be an example of a subject who is 

non-conscious but is sensitive to the features of her environment which enable her 

action planning and execution. For example, sleepwalkers have been known to carry 

out routine tasks such as driving or carrying out repairs on a motorbike (Thomas, 1997; 

Ward et al., 2011). However, sleepwalking is notoriously difficult to characterise. It is 

not clear whether a sleepwalker is conscious and does not remember upon waking, if 

they are genuinely unconscious, or if they are somewhere in between. Hence, it is not 

clear what can be taken from these cases.  

The second real world example is deafferented subjects, who lack an important aspect 

of perceptual experience (proprioception) despite having agent’s awareness. 

Deafferented subjects, who have lost nearly all their proprioceptive awareness, might 

be taken to show us that bodily perception is not essential to the knowledge we have 

of our own actions. After all, deafferented subjects can both act and have knowledge 
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of their actions even in the near total absence of bodily experience. Ian Waterman (IW) 

– perhaps the most well-known example of deafferentation – suffered from a virus 

that attacked the nerve cells in his spinal cord leading to a complete loss of sensation 

below his jaw line. Despite this extremely rare and debilitating condition, IW relearned 

how to act with his limbs, sit and even walk. However, IW’s intensive rehabilitation 

took months of concerted effort. He had to re-learn how to move intentionally, and 

act with body parts that he could not feel “from the inside”, by substituting absent 

proprioceptive feedback with online visual information.  

The problem is that IW can self-locate in a unified egocentric space, despite not having 

bodily perception. How, then, can we explain this in a way that preserves the proposed 

connections between self-awareness, agent’s awareness, and perception. An important 

point to note is that deafferented subjects typically fail to act accurately or meaningfully 

in the absence of visual control (Ingram et al. 2000). Without visual control of his 

body, IW cannot control his limbs and does not know whether he has acted or what 

he has done. He might know that he has tried to act, but his action may have deviated 

from his intention (Balslev et al. 2007, Cole 1991, p. 16). The point here is that visual 

awareness (from the outside) is playing the important role in grounding self-locating 

judgments: Even though IW lacks bodily awareness, he can visually represent his arm 

(qua body) as being located at the place from which he himself (qua subject) would act.  

Complicating the matter somewhat, however, the knowledge IW possesses of his own 

bodily actions is merely observational, or “from the outside” and, as such, may be 

prone to errors relative to the first-person. This is particularly significant since it is 

thought that sincere self-conscious thought is guaranteed to refer to the subject and is 

immune from errors of misidentification relative to the first-person (IEM).  

Deafferented patients still have some kind of a sense of agency. They might experience 

a somewhat altered agential awareness: “if one couldn’t be aware of one’s body ‘from 
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the inside’, then acting with it would be like a form of remote control” (Wong, 2018, 

p. 589). Nonetheless, deafferentation may not alter one’s ability to grasp what actions 

are possible for one to take, given what is visually perceived. So, while it may turn out 

that bodily awareness is a necessary requirement for the ability to act directly with one’s 

body (Wong, 2015, 2018), there is less of a case for claiming that (occurrent) bodily 

awareness is required for a practical grasp of the actions that are available to one, since 

deafferented subjects can (and do) act in a unified egocentric space. It seems that they 

can be wrong about who’s body is currently acting, but they cannot be wrong about 

who is intending to perform the action (i.e., who is experiencing the “remote control” 

version of a sense of agency). Hence, deafferented subjects do not constitute a valid 

counter-example to the claims of this paper.  

The examples of sleepwalkers and deafferented subjects may be more difficult to 

dismiss than the intelligent trees objection, since they are real, and not just 

hypothetical, phenomena. But, as I’ve established, it is impossible to tell whether 

sleepwalking is a valid counterexample, and I’ve shown that deafferented subjects do 

not refute the idea that agent’s awareness, self-awareness, and perceptual awareness 

are intimately related. 

 

5.6. Conclusion 

I started with the claim that spatial perception can ground a form of basic self-

consciousness. For reasons discussed in §5.2., the contents of non-conceptual visual 

and bodily perception do not seem to provide adequate grounds for self-awareness. 

Far from grounding self-awareness, I have shown that a unified egocentric space both 

presupposes and requires a primitive kind of agentive self-awareness. To sum up, my 

argument is as follows: 

1.  Unified spatial world depends on agent’s awareness.  
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2. Agent’s awareness is a form of self-awareness (O’Brien, 2007).  

3. So, a unified spatial world depends on self-awareness. 

I have drawn heavily on ideas expressed in the literature, though I go beyond these 

views in clarifying how first-person judgements are justified by perceptual experience 

and by explicitly claiming that a unified experience of egocentric space requires self-

awareness. I’ve also shown what justifies use of the first-person in self-locating 

judgements. The body is represented as at a location and those locations are 

represented in relation to my possible actions. So, we are justified in making self-

locating judgements based on bodily location.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate whether self-consciousness should 

be regarded as a type of self-perception. I have rejected this idea. However, I also 

advocated for an account of self-consciousness that is grounded by non-sensory 

agent’s awareness and, in this sense, self-awareness might be thought of as a form of 

non-perceptual self-experience. In these final and brief concluding remarks, I present 

what I consider to be the original contributions of each substantive chapter. 

In Chapter 2, I formalised Shoemaker’s (1996) “argument from Moore’s paradox”, 

which is an original contribution to the literature in and of itself.98 Nevertheless, the 

main argument of this paper constitutes a novel defence of the perceptual model of 

introspection. More broadly, however, I have also defended the claim that the 

connection between a person’s belief and their knowledge of that belief is contingent 

in a new and original way.  

Pursuing a slightly different focus, Chapters 3-5 discussed the representational 

structure of spatial experience, providing a new perspective on ongoing discussions 

about the nature of self-awareness and debunking some widely held notions and 

assertions. 

In Chapter 3, I focused on the concept of an unarticulated constituent because it is 

highly regarded by many philosophers of mind and psychology. This chapter identified 

the limitations of such a concept in relation to perceptual content. I argued that while 

 

98 The only other attempt to systematise the argument, that I know of, is not quite perfect (see 

p. 65-66 and fn. 25 of this thesis). 
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linguistics and the philosophy of language may have legitimately embraced this notion, 

it fails to hold up when applied to perception. This is the only objection to perceptually 

unarticulated constituents of which I am aware.  

Chapter 4 is unique in directly challenging a key argument for the Self-Location-Thesis 

(or SLT). The SLT is the intuitive claim that one can know where one is simply by 

looking, or more accurately, simply in virtue of the perspectival structure of visual 

perception. However, I show that visual information may not be self-specifying or self-

referring – hence, visual information alone cannot ground self-consciousness. 

Moreover, this paper offers some original insight into the structure of visual spatial 

representation by arguing that visual experience always (or very nearly always) includes 

a non-first-personal representation of one’s body. 

Chapter 5 is the most ambitious of the four papers. Here, I stress the importance of 

perceptual information in key capacities that contribute to one’s experience of being a 

self (e.g., the role of visual and bodily information in spatial awareness), though I do 

not view such information as itself constituting self-awareness. The body, not the self, 

is what one consciously perceives to be at the centre of egocentric space. Instead, I 

contend that self-awareness is ultimately grounded by non-perceptual agent’s 

awareness. Although certain uses of the first-person (e.g., self-locating judgements) 

may be partly grounded by visual and bodily perception, this is only due to the close 

relationship between agent’s awareness and perceptual experience. These assertions 

lead to an original contribution to the literature: the conclusion that a single egocentric 

space requires a fundamental level of (agential) self-awareness and that self-locating 

judgements are grounded in a practical understanding of the possible actions available 

to one based on what is perceived. 

This dissertation opens new avenues for exploring the intricate relationship between 

self, consciousness, and perception. It asks us to re-evaluate established frameworks 
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and gives us some reason to reconsider our understanding of the contents of 

perception by questioning whether self-awareness can truly be considered a form of 

perception, as has been suggested in the contemporary literature. By untangling some 

of the complexities of self-awareness, I have challenged established positions in the 

field and encouraged a more nuanced understanding of sense perception and 

consciousness, ultimately paving the way for further advancements in our 

philosophical and scientific understanding of the mind.  
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