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Self-Knowledge  
1. Summary so far  

2. What is self-knowledge?  

some of the mental states are things that happen and pass in your mind. They occur. Let’s call these occurrent 

mental states.  

Think about your belief that Paris is in France. You’ve had this belief for a very long time and you continue to 

have it even when your mind is on other things, when you are asleep and so on. Let’s call these standing mental 

states. Some people call them dispositional states.  

Questions arise:  

(i) What is it for someone to know that they have or are in a mental state? (ii) How do they gain such knowledge? 

(iii) How does this method or way of gaining knowledge compare and contrast with other means of acquiring 

knowledge?  

3. Seven distinctive features of self-knowledge  

1) First-person/third person contrasts  

2) Directness. Example of pain.  

Self-knowledge seems to be a direct form of knowledge.  

3) Non-inferential in its nature  

A related point is that Tom’s knowledge of his own toothache doesn’t seem to be inferential. It’s not based on 

making an inference about something else. Sue has to make inferences based on Tom’s behaviour, or upon what 

he says (and this will involve further assumptions, that Tom is rational, that he is honest and so on).  

4) First-Person Authority with regard to one’s own mental states  

Seems to be granted a special kind of authority. Each of us, then, is assumed to be authoritative about our own 

minds.  

5) Immunity to error (infallibilism)  

6) Exclusivity: This special kind of knowledge is restricted (to one’s own mental states)  

First-person knowledge seems to be restricted to mental states.  

7) Exhaustiveness (This is more contentious)  

Mentality is essentially a first-person-knowable phenomenon - there is nothing left over, outside the reaches of 

self-consciousness. 

 

What kind of process, relation, or phenomenon is self-knowledge such that it has all of these features?  

4. Self-knowledge and “inner perception” or “inner sense”  

Self-knowledge involves a special kind of “inner perception”. Inner perception involves the formation of beliefs 

about one’s own mental states.  

So, self-knowledge is akin to a kind of inner perception. But, on closer inspection, this view is, in some ways, 

puzzling. This is because self-knowledge is radically unlike perception in many respects. For example, there is no 

obvious organ of inner sense. 

  

(i) The problem of “no added phenomenal character”  

In fact, whenever we think of perceiving any kind of object there is a “phenomenal character” (a way things appear 

to us, or feel to us from the first person point of view) to those perceptual states. But inner perception doesn’t seem 

to be like this.  

 

There are two ways of expanding on this.  

First, there is the phenomenal character of the pain, but there is not any additional phenomenal character for the 

supposed “perceptual” state that is the perception of the pain.  

Second, we can think about standing states like beliefs. What you believe without its being like anything to 

“perceive” your belief. You just state what you believe. Here there is nothing like the phenomenal character 

associated with perception. Knowing one’s own beliefs seem to be radically unlike knowing whether there is a 

tomato in the room and so on.  

 

(ii) The problem of “transparency”  

A second problem for the inner perception view is that it seems to be very mistaken about just how it is that we get 

to know our own minds. The beliefs themselves never really show up as objects of attention or perception, rather, 

it is the worldly situations that the beliefs are about that we focus upon when we answer questions about our own 

minds.  
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(iii) The problem of “essential interdependence” of lower- and higher-order mental states 

In normal cases of perception, the perceptual state and the thing that it is about are independent of one another. 

How could there be a dull throbbing pain in your ankle without you knowing that you had it. Your self-knowledge 

of the pain, and of what it is like, seem to be inseparable from the pain itself.  

 

(iv) The problem of unconscious mental states  

A fourth problem—related to the third—is that if self-knowledge is a kind of inner perception then it seems that 

our mental states are one thing whilst our knowledge of them is another. This seems to follow from the fact that 

perception and its objects are distinct entities. Perceptual objects exist independent of the perceiving of them, so 

mental states must be able to exist, and be the mental states that they are, without the subject knowing that they 

exist. But many philosophers over the centuries have argued that this is absurd. How can there be mental states that 

you don’t know that you have! 

 

(v) Perceptual error and the rejection of infallibilism  

The perceptual model of self-knowledge seems to call into question the idea that we have infallible knowledge of 

our own minds. If perception is viewed as a causal relation between one kind of mental state (the first-order mental 

state) and another (the higher- order state that is about the first-order one) then it seems to be, in principle, possible 

that one might be wrong about one’s own mental states. … misperceive.  

 

5. The possibility of unconscious mental states? 

Mental states are essentially bound up with self-knowledge. Mental states are “subjective” entities, where 

“subjective” means something like “falling within the first-person point of view of a knowing subject. If this is 

right, then unconscious mental states are as impossible as a round square or a married bachelor.  

Psychologists make appeal to unconscious mental states. So, on the one hand, people have ascribed unconscious 

mental states, but, on the other hand, unconscious mental states seem to be very puzzling. If you assume that a 

mental state just is a state that is “subjective” (i.e. known by its subject in a direct first-person way) then 

unconscious mental states are impossible. We can and do know other people’s mental states. This doesn’t have 

to involve first- person knowledge because we can ascribe mental states by way of explaining behaviour.  

 

We can think about mental states in two very different ways.  

(1) We can think about how our mental lives strike us from the first-person point of view, or (2) We can think 

about mental states in terms of their causal significance: our beliefs, pains, emotions, and so on, play a distinctive 

causal role in shaping our speech, behaviour and other mental states.  

 

For example, in cognitive psychology there is a phenomenon known as blindsight. Subjects can, when forced, 

reliably ‘guess’ the orientation of objects in their ‘blind’ field even though they deny that they see the object. The 

blind sight subject seems to have a deficit in her subjective experiential point of view. The cognitive states and 

processes which underpin her reliable guesses do not make any contribution to the subjective character of 

experience. But the best explanation of how the subject reliably makes guesses is that she has ‘perceived’ the 

stimulus in some way or other, albeit unconsciously.  

 

6. The epistemology of self-knowledge & the metaphysics of mind  

Many contemporary philosophers and psychologists in fact view of mind in a way that fundamentally divorces it 

from self-knowledge and consciousness. The dominant conception of mind in contemporary philosophy is a 

functionalist and physicalist one. On this view mental states are primarily inner causal states of creatures (e.g., 

brain states) and mentality is a matter of standing in the right kind of causal relations.  

 

Assumptions about metaphysics: If you assume that mental states have no essential connection to first-person 

self-knowledge then it becomes feasible to think about self-knowledge and consciousness in terms of something 

like “inner sense” or “inner perception”. Gilbert Ryle held that we don’t really have any special kind of first-

person access to our mental states at all.  

 

7. Conclusion  

Focusing on self-knowledge, and the distinctiveness of first-person knowledge carries on in our individualistic 

approach to knowledge. We have been thinking about knowledge in terms of responsible individuals forming 

beliefs on the basis of reasons and evidence. In looking at foundationalism and self-knowledge we really have been 

focusing on the subjective point of view.  


