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Knowing�How�it�Feels:�On�the�Relevance�of�Epistemic

Access�for�the�Explanation�of�Phenomenal�Consciousness

Itay Shani 

Kyung Hee University

Consciousness ties together knowledge and feeling, or sapience and sentience. The connec-
tion between these two constitutive aspects — the informational and the phenomenal
— is deep, but how are we to make sense of it? One influential approach maintains that
sentience ultimately reduces to sapience, namely, that phenomenal consciousness is a
function of representational relations between mental states which, barring these relations,
would not, and could not, be conscious. In this paper I take issue with this line of thought,
arguing that neither of these salient aspects of consciousness reduces to the other. Instead,
I offer an explanatory framework which takes both sentience and sapience as ontological
fundamentals and explore how they co-evolve. In particular, I argue that while epistemic
access cannot generate experience from scratch it does play a crucial role in constituting
an important form of higher-order experience, namely, the capacity to experience a sense
of ownership over one’s experiential domain. 

Keywords: sapience, sentience, panpsychism

“Herein lies the great mistake of the Cartesians, that they took no account of per-
ceptions which are not apperceived.”

Leibniz
Monadology

Consciousness is a multifaceted phenomenon, and the concept of consciousness
is a mongrel connoting a variety of different senses (see Block, 1995; van Gulick,

This work was supported by the National Research Foundation of Korea Grant funded by the Korean
Government (NRF 2010–220–A0001). A much earlier and considerably different version of the
paper was presented on February 9, 2013 at the Consciousness and Intentionality: Franz Brentano’s
Heritage in the Philosophy of Mind conference in Salzburg, Austria. I thank the participants and
organizers of this conference and in particular Johannes Brandl, Uriah Kriegel, and Elisabetta
Sacchi, for their thoughtful comments. I also thank Liam Dempsey, an unknown reviewer, and
the editor of this journal, Raymond Russ, for their wise advice. Correspondence concerning this
article should be addressed to Itay Shani, Ph.D., Department of Philosophy, Kyung Hee University,
1 Hoegi dong, Dongdaemun gu, Seoul, 130–701, Korea. Email: ishani479@hotmail.com 
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2014). It is widely assumed that the puzzle of consciousness is the puzzle of fitting
this multifaceted and remarkable phenomenon into the wider nexus of reality,
finding it a place in nature, as it were (see, for example, Rosenberg, 2004). Yet,
it is not hard to see that part of the puzzle is also internal, namely, that the
challenge consists, in part, in the difficulty of bringing the various facets of
consciousness into mutual accord. When the task emphasized is that of inte-
grating consciousness with the rest of nature we ask questions such as: Can the
raw feels of conscious experience be nothing but physical processes? Or, can
the subjective dimension of consciousness be a part of an objective physical
order? In contrast, when emphasis is laid on the internal task of bringing the
various facets of consciousness into mutual accord the relevant query is of a
different type, to wit: What has one aspect of conscious experience, X, to do
with another aspect Y? It is this latter sort of problem which occupies me here.
More specifically, my goal is to investigate the nature of the connection between
two of the most fundamental features of consciousness: the phenomenal dimension
of felt experience, and the cognitive dimension of knowledge and information
processing. 

Feeling and knowing are, without a doubt, among the most recognizable,
general, and fundamental features of consciousness. When conscious, we expe-
rience, and there is a felt quality, a phenomenal character or “something it is
like,” to our experience. But, when conscious, we are also aware of something,
which is to say that the act of experiencing is also an act of knowing, laden
with epistemic qualities. Philosophers refer to these two aspects, or features, as
“sentience” and “awareness” (de Quincey, 2002), “experience” and “information”
(Flanagan, 1992), or, more technically, “phenomenal consciousness” and “access
consciousness” (Block, 1995). It would be nice to be able to explain the exact
nature of the connection between these two basic features of consciousness,
assuming, of course, that the correlation between the feeling component and
the knowledge component is more than mere accident. In particular, it would
be nice to know whether one of these two constitutive aspects of consciousness
is ontologically prior to the other, the latter being, in some sense, derivative of
the former; or, if the two are mutually dependent and none is more basic than
the other, to know how they contribute to each other’s structure and character.
In short, it is desirable to be able to answer the question what have the knowl-
edge aspect and the feeling aspect of consciousness to do with each other. 

Alas, the problem is convoluted, admitting no simple answers. For the sake
of making the present discussion manageable I shall narrow down the domain
of inquiry by focusing on a question which can be framed in unidirectional
terms, namely: What, if any, is the explanatory relevance of the knowledge
aspect of consciousness (KAC) to the feeling aspect of consciousness (FAC)?
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In other words, the question is how we should understand the role of sapience
in the making, or shaping, of sentience.1

This question can, in turn, be broken down into yet more specific components.
In particular, it is useful to structure the discussion around two complementary
issues. The first issue is whether or not it is possible to derive FAC from KAC.
Clearly, if sentience is reducible to sapience then there is a very obvious sense
in which KAC is explanatorily relevant with respect to FAC, namely, that the
feeling aspect of consciousness is but a function of, or a specialization within,
the knowledge aspect of consciousness. But if no such reduction is in the cards
it becomes less clear what, if any, is the role of sapience in the making, and
shaping, of sentience. Hence, in the eventuality that phenomenal consciousness
cannot be derived from the purely informational components of consciousness,
the next issue which confronts us is what alternative role might sapience still
play in the explanation of sentience. 

My goal is to articulate such a non-reductive alternative, namely, to explain
in what sense sapience is still indispensable for a proper understanding of sen-
tience even if we relinquish the hope (or the nightmare?) of reducing the latter
to the former. Throughout the discussion, I shall assume that there is an important
sense in which phenomenology is in the head, or, at any rate, the head and
body. Those who are sympathetic to phenomenal externalism (see, e.g., Dretske
1995; Lycan 1996; Tye 1995), i.e., to the idea that the qualitative features of
experience consist entirely in properties of the objects of experience (or, in
other words, that there is nothing internal about the phenomenal character of
conscious mental states) may find little to trouble them in what follows. To
attempt to refute this influential position is something which I cannot do on
the present occasion without sinning against bulk and thematic balance. There
is enough sense, I believe, in exploring the relationships between sentience and
sapience based on the traditional and still popular idea that consciousness
presents us with an unflinchingly inner dimension of reality, leaving the question
whether the belief in such an inner dimension is justified for another occasion. 

FAC from KAC: Can Sentience be Reduced to Informational Access? 

Those who are realists about phenomenal consciousness, and who take it to
be a natural phenomenon, can agree at least on one thing: that consciousness

1Here and elsewhere in this paper I use the term “sapience” as the informational correlate to the
feeling aspect of consciousness (viz., to sentience, or phenomenal consciousness). Although this
term is somewhat archaic its meaning reflects accurately the knowledge aspect of consciousness.
As such, it has an advantage over more frequently used terms such as “awareness,” which are
rife with phenomenal connotations. Thanks are due to Liam Dempsey for suggesting this term
to me and for pointing to its earlier use by Feigl (1958). 
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as we know it, i.e., the kind of non-transitive consciousness with which we are
all intimately familiar on a regular basis, is an ontological novelty. By describing
it as an ontological novelty I mean simply this: that, as a natural kind, such
consciousness did not exist from the very beginning of things. It came into
being sometime during the course of cosmic evolution, indeed, by all accounts,
relatively recently. If we were to go back in time two billion years, nothing here
on Earth would be endowed with anything resembling our own states of con-
sciousness, or those of other recently evolved intelligent species.

This much can be agreed upon not only by orthodox physicalists but also by
panpsychists, neutral monists, and even absolute idealists. Thus, for example,
panpsychists need not deny that consciousness as we know it is markedly distinct,
qualitatively speaking, from the micro-phenomenal states which, they hypothesize,
are enjoyed by unicellular organisms, molecules, etc. On the contrary, most
panpsychists would agree that the differences between the micro-phenomenal
and the macro-phenomenal levels are, in all likelihood, staggering. 

However, attempts to describe the nature of this coming into being of macro-
phenomenal consciousness quickly lead to wide disagreements. Physicalists
typically accept a metaphysical picture according to which the antecedent
physical conditions which gave rise to the evolution of macro-phenomenal
consciousness, as well as the physical “building blocks” whose combination gives
rise to tokens of experience, are ultimately devoid of subjectivity and sentience.
In its default, aboriginal state, nature is utterly numb, lacking an interior and
certainly lacking anything which remotely resembles phenomenal consciousness,
or which could be considered a precursor of experience. To varying degrees,
supporters of panpsychism, neutral monism, absolute idealism, and even certain
versions of unorthodox physicalism all deny this basic assumption. 

By affirming that nature’s default state is categorically objective and insen-
tient, orthodox physicalists commit themselves inadvertently (to the extent that
they are realists about consciousness, that is . . .) to the idea that phenomenal
consciousness is a completely new ontological kind, categorically distinct from,
and utterly discontinuous with, anything else in nature. Such a position is
often referred to as radical emergence (see Seager and Allen–Hermanson, 2013;
van Gulick, 2001), a view which Galen Strawson describes as holding that
there is nothing “about the nature of the emerged-from (and nothing else) in
virtue of which the emerger emerges as it does and is what it is” (2006, p. 15).2

2This commitment to radical emergence is inadvertent insofar as many (perhaps most) orthodox
physicalists are firm believers in a physically reductionist explanation of consciousness. As
reductionists, they would be very reluctant to align themselves with an idea whose flavor is rem-
iniscent of the highly non-reductive doctrines of good old British emergentism. Yet, the blatant
discontinuity between a “dead,” categorically insentient universe and the reality of subjective
experience seems to leave the qualia realist with little choice but to affirm radical emergence. 
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It is possible for an orthodox physicalist to maintain that the emergence of
sentience from the dim background of an utterly insentient world is a brute
physical fact, the result of a dynamical configuration of processes (typically,
neurophysiological ones) whose activation just happens to “switch the lights
on” as it were. Indeed, I argue in the next section that such a scenario seems
inevitable on the assumption that complete insentience is nature’s default
state. However, as a matter of fact, the neural configurations which are being
identified as the underpinning correlates of conscious experience are typically
portrayed as psychologically meaningful. For example, in the works of such
authors as Crick and Koch (1990), Dehaene and Naccache (2001), and Edelman
(1992), the identified correlates of conscious experiences are all processes
which are presumed to be responsible for large-scale integration and retrieval
of information, often through attentional amplification. Likewise, in Damasio’s
(1999) theory of core consciousness, experience is associated with meta-repre-
sentations of the interactions between subject and world. In other words, the
neural correlates of conscious experience are processes laden with cognitive
significance corresponding to what was identified earlier as the knowledge aspect
of consciousness. 

That this is the case is not surprising given the robust correlation between
FAC and KAC, or between sentience and sapience, but it leaves open the
question just why the cognitive processes thereby identified are endowed with
a phenomenal feel. In other words, there remains the question why must sapience
be accompanied by sentience. Thus, while the explanatory burden may shift
from the neurophysiological domain to the cognitive domain the gap in the
explanation of phenomenal consciousness remains (see Chalmers, 1996). One
way of approaching a solution to this problem is via what I call the FAC-from-
KAC hypothesis, namely, the hypothesis that phenomenal consciousness is
reducible to, or is a function of, representational relations between mental
states which in themselves are not, or need not be, phenomenally conscious. 

To recapitulate, the idea is that sentience is explainable in terms of sapience.
In principle, it is possible to adopt a more modest stance: treating the correlation
between sentience and sapience on a purely descriptive level. For instance, one
could observe that certain forms of cognitive awareness (perhaps re-entrant
signalling, or perhaps higher-order monitoring) are invariably accompanied by
phenomenal consciousness and yet one can refrain from making the stronger
claim that the latter results from, or is reducible to, the former. To argue in
favour of the stronger thesis is to take an explanatory rather than a purely
descriptive approach. This stronger thesis is, of course, more ambitious and
therefore more exciting. Correspondingly, there is no shortage of bold theorists
willing to pursue this explanatory project by articulating one variant or another
of the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis. Below, I consider three different varieties of
this ambitious agenda representing higher-order monitoring, self-representational,
and thick specious present theories, respectively. 
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David Rosenthal, a leading advocate of the higher-order thought (HOT)
account of consciousness, is a clear defender of the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis
(see also Carruthers, 1996; Gennaro, 1996). On Rosenthal’s (2002) view, a mental
state M is conscious (i.e., non-transitively conscious) if and only if there is
another mental state M* such that M* is an occurrent higher-order thought
representing M as its object. Thus, it is in virtue of being represented by a HOT
M* (which in itself may be either conscious or unconscious, as the case may
be) that M becomes conscious. Rosenthal is aware that it is, prima facie, far
from obvious that the mere fact that M is represented by M* should account
for there being something it is like to be in state M. Nevertheless, he proceeds
to defend just that, arguing that “being able to form intentional states about
certain sensory qualities must somehow result in being able to experience those
qualities consciously” (p. 413). 

Rosenthal’s justification of this bold claim is somewhat complicated but, in
essence, it consists of the idea that our ability to be conscious of sensory qualities
is contingent on our capacity for making appropriate conceptual discriminations,
discriminations which are captured in the form of higher-order thoughts. The
more able we are of making such conceptual discriminations, the greater the variety
of sensory qualities we can experience. For example, “learning new concepts
for our experiences of the gustatory and olfactory properties of wines typically
leads to our being conscious of more fine-grained differences among the qualities
of our sensory states” (ibid.). Conversely, he argues that the lesser the amount of
classificatory HOTs at our disposal the duller and the more generic our experience
becomes, such that peeling away all HOTs “would result, finally, in its no longer
being like anything at all to have that sensation” (ibid.) The moral, then, is
that HOTs are both necessary and sufficient for phenomenal consciousness. 

Self-representational accounts of consciousness are often advanced in contrast
to higher-order monitoring theories (see Kriegel, 2007), yet at least one defender
of the self-representational view — Greg Janzen — shares Rosenthal’s explicit
endorsement of FAC-from-KAC. Janzen argues that “the phenomenal character
of at least perceptual consciousness can be fully explained in terms of self-
awareness, i.e., in terms of a low-level or ‘implicit’ self-awareness that is built
into every conscious perceptual state” (2006, p. 44). On the self-representational
view of consciousness, whose roots are traceable to Brentano (1874/1995), every
conscious state is bidirectional: it is intentionally directed at (i.e., transitively
conscious of) something other than itself, but in addition it also curls upon
itself. Although largely implicit (owing to the fact that, normally, one’s attention
is focused on the intentional object rather than on the internal representational
medium), such reflexive self-awareness is a constant presence, lurking in the
background. 

As mentioned above, Janzen argues that implicit self-awareness is literally
constitutive of the phenomenal character of perceptual states and, possibly, of
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many other conscious mental states. His account is deflationary, consisting, in
essence, of the idea that the particular “what it’s like” of a perceptual state P con-
sists of the particularities of the process of perceiving x, the perceptual object,
while the self-awareness component guarantees that this “what it’s like?” of P
is present to the cognitive subject. The result, allegedly, is that there is some-
thing it is like for me, the subject and the owner of P, to perceive x, and this, he
argues, offers a coherent solution to the problem of phenomenal character.3

Finally, the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis is also espoused by Nicholas Humphrey
(1992, 2000), as well as by Ralph Ellis and Natika Newton (Ellis and Newton, 2005)
who, like Humphrey, pursue the subject from an action-oriented perspective in
which the notion of a temporally thick present plays a prominent role. In both
accounts the central idea seems to be that phenomenal consciousness, the raw
feels of experience, results from the superposition of distinct temporal moments
onto a unified thick specious present. This partial overlap between memorized
past, occurrent present, and anticipated future allows for information to coalesce
into coherent units of extended “thick” moments in which representations of
past, present, and future are vividly accessed, and are recruited at the service
of meaningful action guidance. According to these authors, phenomenal con-
sciousness consists of nothing more than such happy coalescence of enactive
representations. 

Problems with FAC-from-KAC Reductionism

It is difficult not to feel, however, that something is amiss in all of these
accounts. There is a lingering impression that they presuppose that which they
seek to explain and that without such illicit presuppositions the explanations
simply do not work. Consider first Rosenthal’s account. Sure, learning to make
finer conceptual discriminations with respect to the taste of a wine, or to the
sound of an oboe, allows for more refined experiences of the kind savoured by
the connoisseur, but such finesse is the result of a process of training involving
interaction between newly acquired knowledge and previous, more basic,
experience. The connoisseur and the layperson experience taste, sound, or
sight differently but they both operate within a space which is already richly
experiential; the connoisseur is a specialist processor of experience, not the
generator of experience out of insentience. Nevertheless, Rosenthal believes

3The idea that the explanation of phenomenal consciousness calls for a division of labor based
on the conceptual distinction between a qualitative component (i.e., the something it is like
aspect of seeing x) and a subjective component (the “for me” aspect of private experience) is due
to Levine (2001). Kriegel (e.g., 2005, 2009) developed an influential self-representational
account of consciousness in which this conceptual distinction plays a prominent role. However,
unlike Janzen, Kriegel was never quite as adamant to declare that implicit self-awareness fully
explains phenomenal character and recently he came to concede that a materialist reduction of
phenomenal consciousness remains an elusive goal (Kriegel, 2011). 
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that the lesson from the connoisseur analogy is that there is a direct proportion-
ality between the conceptually savvy and the experientially potent, a lesson which
he then extrapolates to argue that peeling away all HOTs would eventually cul-
minate in the absence of all phenomenal consciousness. 

This suggestion, however, is highly non-intuitive. The idea that experience
is constitutively dependent on conceptualization seems to put the cart before
the horse: it would make the capacity to sense and feel which, by all accounts,
is rather basic in evolutionary terms dependent on the abstract operations of
conceptual thought — a much more sophisticated agent, and an evolutionary
latecomer. Nor does the suggestion seem to fit with phenomenological data.
Psychoactively induced experiences are, at times, remarkably rich, despite, and
perhaps partly because of, the fact that the veil of rational classification and
control is being lifted. Even more so, mystics of all ages consistently report that
the cessation of all thought through meditation leads not to numbness and stupor
but to the most intense and lofty experiences possible for humans (or think of
the vividness, intensity, and freshness of the experiential reality of a child,
which stands in sharp contrast to the child’s lack of conceptual sophistication). 

Viewed from a different angle, we may question not only the plausibility of
Rosenthal’s proposal but also its very intelligibility (cf. Goldman, 1993). For
how could the mere fact that M is being represented by a higher-order thought
M* turn M into a phenomenally conscious state? Crucially, there is nothing in
this scenario which implies an internal modification of M, let alone a radical
modification of the sort which would be required in order to make it a locus of
sentience. The relation of being represented by M* is, insofar as M is concerned,
an external relation, which implies, in turn, that whether or not the relation
holds is something which has no effect, or need have no effect, on M’s intrinsic
qualities (compare: the fact that I represent the Eiffel tower as I think of it now
induces no visible change in the tower itself, something more needs to be
added if such a change is to be effected). How, then, could such a relation turn
M from an insentient state (as per hypothesis) to a vehicle of sentience? The
transition seems miraculous enough even if M* did have a clear causal impact
upon M, let alone when it has none!4

A careful reading of Rosenthal reveals that he also does not believe in such
alchemy, arguing that being transitively conscious (viz., aware) of a sensory state
M does not change the properties of that state. Rather, the effect of the concep-
tual HOTs we apply to M is to “enable us to be conscious of sensory qualities
we already had, but had not been conscious of” (2002, p. 413). But the problem
refuses to go away: the idea that awareness of M’s sensory qualities (courtesy

4It may be mentioned in passing that Rosenthal’s conviction that phenomenal consciousness
can be explained in strictly extrinsic terms is not shared by all HOT theorists. Gennaro (1996),
for example, developed a HOT account which strives to accommodate the intrinsic character
of non-transitive conscious mental states. 
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of the HOT M*) is the key for explaining sentience is illusory. For if we assume
that both M and M* are wholly insentient then neither the qualities of M, nor
the medium whereby they are represented in M*, are truly experiential. At
best, all there is here is information in one wholly insentient physical state M*
about the properties of another wholly insentient physical entity M (and note
that the fact that the relevant properties are sensory properties makes no dif-
ference: for unless we assume a reading of “sensory properties” which illicitly
introduces the reality of sentience then such properties would be just like any
other properties of numb matter). In short, it is hard to see where in all of this
phenomenal consciousness could ever be found. To suppose that informational
liaisons between wholly insentient internal states could somehow result in there
being sentience somewhere in the system is to expect the blind to successfully
lead the blind, but, as the old saying goes, “when the blind lead the blind both
shall fall into the ditch” (Matthew 15:14). 

Nor do I think that the other theories mentioned above fare better. Janzen’s
attempt to derive phenomenal character from implicit self-awareness ultimately
faces the same problem. Self-representation is an internal relation, which is to
say that the act of representation whereby P (a perceptual state) represents itself
is part and parcel of P’s identity. This means that the “no difference” argument
raised against Rosenthal cannot be raised here because self-representation does
make a difference — P would not be quite the same if it was not self-representing.
However, the problem is with the suggestion that the difference which this
relation of self-representation brings about, or explains, is the difference between
sentience and utter insentience. That is, if we assume a basic ontology of insen-
tient matter, and if we assume that self-representation is the one crucial factor
which delivers us onto the realm of sentience, we end up with absurdity. 

The absurdity lies in the idea that the fact that a given state M curls upon
itself, thereby instantiating an informational closed-loop, could somehow turn
it into a locus of experience. For, how could M’s self-accessing be responsible
for the transmutation? If the default assumption is that barring the self-referencing,
M is just like any other physical state, which, per hypothesis, means an utterly
insentient state, then there is “no one at home” to feel, sense, or be cognizant
of the incoming information, and the fact that the information is self-originated,
or self-effected, does nothing to change it. Or to put it differently, an insentient
medium, or substance, cannot feel itself any more than it can feel any other
thing — for it can feel nothing at all. Figuratively speaking, to suppose that
self-representation can generate sentience from scratch is like supposing that a
blind person can gain sight by staring at her own reflection in the mirror (see
Levine, 2006, for an alternative argument against the idea that self-representation
holds the key for solving the hard problem of consciousness). 

The problem recurs in a different guise for theories that emphasize the role
of the thick present moment. The coalescence of temporally differentiated rep-



116 SHANI

resentations onto a unified thick moment may constitute a significant step in
solving the problem of explaining the possibility of a temporally extended aware-
ness, that is, of an awareness which goes beyond the instantaneous moment of
physical time, but it does nothing to usher in phenomenal consciousness. The
contribution of the thick specious present is purely functional: it consists of
enabling us to dwell on our experiences and to savour them, granting us access
to an inner reality which would otherwise go unnoticed (see Ellis and Newton,
2005). But note that this could only work if we sneak in the implicit assumption
that the reality which is thereby accessed is experiential through and through
— clearly an illicit move for anyone who proclaims to explain the coming into
being of phenomenal consciousness. For if we assume, as an orthodox physicalist
should, that the relevant representations, call them MP, MN, and MF (for past,
present, and future), are decisively insentient, then it makes no sense at all to
suppose that the operation of fastening them together such that there is a partial
overlap between them could somehow result in there being a vividly phenomenal
character to their overlap. Rather, we should expect to get just what we were
constructing: a superposition of phenomenally vacuous states. 

The moral of these consistent failures is that you cannot derive experience
from information processing; you cannot get FAC from KAC. Representational
access may serve to transform phenomenal character in myriad significant ways
but it cannot generate sentience from scratch. If we start with the idea that the
task is to derive experience from a decisively non-experiential realm, and that
representations of one sort or another are our means to do so, we just end up
producing more and more blind representations, blindly representing a blind
world. Or in Levine’s apt words: “it’s just piling on more representations” (2006,
p. 195).

If the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis is a dead-end street then the physicalist
who is also a qualia realist and qualia internalist has to concede that the emer-
gence of sentience out of an insentient world cannot be explained in terms of
intra-representational accessibility. The alternative which seems to force itself
upon her is that such emergence is a pure physical fact, devoid of an epistemic
rationale. Somehow, certain complexly interacting organizations of matter, in
particular neural activation patterns, manage to evoke experience as part of
their activation, but we cannot explain such evocation in psychological terms. 

This concession is somewhat disturbing given the ample evidence which suggests
that sentience and sapience (FAC and KAC) go hand in hand and are intimately
connected, but it may not be so worrisome if other sciences could step in and
fill the explanatory gap. Yet, this hope, too, seems to be in vain. As Nagel (1974),
Levine (1983), Chalmers (1995), and others have pointed out, the emergence
of sentience against the background picture presupposed by orthodox physicalism
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has the appearance of a hopelessly brute fact, and a high-level brute fact at that.5

It is no more explicable in physical, chemical, biological, or computational terms
than it is in strictly psychological terms. The nagging question, “Why sentience?”
remains just as vexing, no matter which scientific discipline we care to consult. 

Indeed, the conceptual aporia to which the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis leads
are but special exemplifications of the more general problem known as the
explanatory gap (Levine, 1983), or the hard problem of consciousness (Chalmers,
1995). If this is the case, one may wonder why I have bothered to discuss at
length the theories mentioned above only to end up returning to such a familiar
point. The answer is that a firm understanding of the reasons behind the failure
of the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis is necessary in order to motivate an alternative,
non-reductive approach towards understanding the relations between sentience
and sapience. In the remaining sections I present and defend the essentials of
such an alternative. 

Moderate Emergence and the Continuity Principle

As an alternative to the idea that sentience is derivable from epistemic
liaisons between insensate mental states, I shall now pursue the idea that sen-
tience and sapience go hand in hand — both co-evolve in correlation and
none is more fundamental than the other. This parallelism is essentially in line
with Chalmers’ (1996) coherence principle. However, Chalmers’ view has certain
concomitant components which I am reluctant to accept, in particular: (a) his
functionalist principle of organizational invariance according to which all func-
tional isomorphs of a given conscious system S are experientially indiscernible
from it; and (b) his analysis of awareness in terms of information processing,
understood in the strictly syntactic sense of information theory. None of these
latter elements is included in the present account. 

Be that as it may, there is a more general issue which we must address before
returning to the specifics of my proposal, to wit: What are the natural boundaries
within which we should expect to find consciousness, complete with its correlative
knowledge aspects and feeling aspects? Logically speaking, a parallelism between
sentience and sapience implies only that they come together, but it tells us

5As Levine (1983) points out, certain physical facts simply are brute facts (at least from our human
limited perspective). Yet, as he observes, the arbitrariness of sentience is particularly disturbing
precisely because, unlike other brute facts such as the particular value of the gravitational con-
stant, sentience is presumed to be a higher-level phenomenon, and higher-level phenomena are
alleged to be explicable in terms of our theoretical understanding of the workings of lower-level
phenomena. Chalmers’ plea for an ontologically fundamental theory of consciousness (1996,
chap.8) can be seen as an attempt to correct this anomaly by situating psychophysical laws
alongside the basic laws of physics. 
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nothing about their scope in the natural world. In particular, parallelism does
not tell us whether consciousness is ontologically primordial or whether it is an
evolutionary latecomer. However, given the earlier observation that the orthodox
physicalist picture seems to render the reality of conscious experience irredeemably
inexplicable, it stands to reason that if we wish to avoid this most unpleasant
consequence we ought to open ourselves to the possibility that nature’s default
state may not be categorically exclusive of sentience and subjectivity. And since
orthodox physicalism is implicitly committed to the idea that consciousness, if
it exists at all, is a radical ontological emergent, a consistent alternative is likely
to involve the idea that consciousness is a moderate emergent. 

Moderate emergence is the thesis that there is continuity in cosmic evolution,
such that if X emerges from background conditions C1 . . . Cn there must be
something about C1 . . . Cn which, in principle, could render X’s emergence,
and its unique characteristics, intelligible. In other words, the seeds of that
which emerges must somehow be latent already within that from which it emerges
(for historical precursors to this idea see Leibniz, 1704/1995a; and Peirce,
1892/1955; in particular the former’s law of continuity, and the latter’s concept
of synechism). A special corollary of moderate emergence is that the emergence
of creatures endowed with an internal dimension out of physical preconditions
in which such a dimension is presumed completely absent is precluded on pain
of violating the continuity principle. Thus, on the assumption that an intrinsic
dimension is clearly manifest in the structure of our own consciousness, it follows
that such a dimension must be an integral part of nature at all levels of organization.

Those who espouse this line of reasoning often make use of what Seager
(2006) calls the intrinsic nature argument. Following the footsteps of Eddington
(1928) and Russell (1927), they note that scientific explanations are limited to
the structural–dispositional aspects of reality, leaving unaccounted the intrinsic
nature of the entities which science purports to describe and explain. Thus, it
is not so much that modern science denies the existence of such intrinsic
natures, or qualities (let alone proves their inexistence) but, rather, that it ignores
them. Combined with the claim that intrinsic qualities are a logical desideratum,
and that consciousness provides us with an existential proof of their reality, it
is then suggested that there is more to reality than what is currently subsumed
under the conceptual umbrella of contemporary natural science, and that a
more complete metaphysics will have to take into account the intrinsic nature
of things (advocates of this line of reasoning include Chalmers, 1996; de Chardin,
1959; de Quincey, 2002; Lockwood, 1989; Maxwell, 1979; Nagel, 1979; Rosenberg,
2004; Seager, 2006; Shimony, 1997; Stoljar, 2001; Strawson, 2006).

The significance of the intrinsic nature argument in the current context lies
in the fact that the argument provides elbow room for the scenario of moderate
emergence. In a world where nature, in its primordial state, lacks intrinsic
qualities, the emergence of sentience is destined to constitute a radical and
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inexplicable ontological breach, but in a world where such qualities exist, and
are the rule rather than the exception, the emergence of macro phenomenal
consciousness may simply represent a natural outgrowth out of humbler origins
of a similar kind. 

However, there is much disagreement over the question how to interpret this
kinship and the ontological continuity it implies. In particular, does having an
intrinsic nature imply having sentience; or does it merely imply a certain
potentiation towards sentience. Panpsychists take the continuity principle to
imply that sentience scales all the way down, or, in other words, that experiencing
subjects and their corresponding phenomenal properties are aboriginal. To be
sure, the experiential reality of an atom, an organic molecule, a metazoan, or
a primitive protozoan is very different from ours, but, the idea goes, they never-
theless enjoy certain experiences (present day defenders of panpsychism include,
for example, de Quincey, 2002; Griffin, 1998; Rosenberg, 2004; Seager, 2006;
Sprigge, 1983; Strawson, 2006). In contrast, others, whom we may identify as
Russellian identity theorists, or panprotopsychists (see Chalmers, 2013), argue
that the intrinsic natures of sufficiently primitive beings are wholly insentient
and yet that such intrinsic natures are proto-phenomenal in the sense that,
when properly combined, they instantiate experience in an intelligible manner
(defenders of this view include, for example, Feigl, 1958; Lockwood, 1989;
Maxwell, 1979; Pereboom 2011; Stoljar 2001). Finally, there are also those who
endorse neutral monism in the tradition of Mach (1886/1959) and James (1912)
and argue that the fundamental entities are phenomenal properties but that
subjects capable of experiencing such properties emerge only at a later stage
(for a recent defence of this view see Coleman, 2014). 

The theoretical framework I shall present shortly is panpsychist. On this
occasion, I make no systematic attempt to motivate panpsychism over and
against the other positions just mentioned. Nor do I offer a defence of panpsy-
chism against the charge that it faces a combination problem (the term is
Seager’s, 1995) which is every bit as hopeless as the hard problem of consciousness
that haunts orthodox physicalism. Doubtless, these are issues which sympathizers
of panpsychism must address and I have done, to some extent, elsewhere (Shani,
2010). However, on the present occasion my goal is not to validate panpsychism
fair and square but, rather, to explore the modifications which such a view
entails with regard to the relevance of awareness for the explanation of sentience.
Ultimately, I argue that a panpsychist framework provides a more coherent picture
of this explanatory relation than the one bequeathed upon us by physicalism.
If my diagnosis is correct, then it ought to serve as yet another reason to resist
orthodox physicalism while moving in the direction of assigning consciousness
a greater role in the scheme of things. However, I must qualify myself by adding
that even if my point is valid we cannot rule out, at this stage, the possibility
that certain alternative monistic positions other than panpsychism — perhaps
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neutral monism, or perhaps panprotopsychism — might be able to claim an
equal degree of explanatory coherence with respect to the problem at hand. 

More FAC through More KAC: Outlines of an Ampliative Approach 

Having rejected the idea that epistemic liaisons are constitutive of phenomenal
consciousness I propose instead that the contribution of sapience for the making
of sentience is ampliative. On the ampliative model, informational liaisons
modulate phenomenal character rather than generating it from scratch. Moreover,
the modulation is enhancive, which is to say that the there is a positive corre-
lation between the representational complexity and power of a system and its
phenomenological richness — an increase in one is conducive to an increase
in the other. Correspondingly, from this perspective, the main explanatory
challenge does not consist in explaining how phenomenal consciousness comes
into being in the first place but, rather, in explaining how it changes as a function
of changes in representational power. 

The ampliative model can be characterized by five basic theses:

1. [Concomitance]: Every act of presentation, or of re-presentation, involves
a subject in cognizance of an object, or a datum, which it presents, or
represents, through a subjective medium, which reacts to the object, or
datum, with feelings.6

2. [Endo-phenomenology]: Phenomenal character is an endogenous feature
of the medium of representation; which is to say that even in the absence
of stimulation the medium is still a locus of sentience. 

3. [Transformation]: Presentational, or representational, acts operate on
the medium as transformative agents, constraining and modulating the
ever-present flow of experience.

4. [Correlation]: In general, there is a direct proportionality between the
level of sophistication of a system’s cognitive organization and the depth
and variability of its phenomenal world. 

5. [Enhancement]: Informational liaisons between representational states
are often instrumental in enriching the structure and character of expe-
rience. In other words, the transformative effect of acts of awareness on
the subjective medium is often in a qualitatively ascending direction. 

[Concomitance] is reminiscent of Whitehead’s (1929/1985) notion of prehension.
The important point in the present context, however, is the concourse between

6The distinction between presentation and representation parallels Searle’s (1983), which means that
it corresponds to the distinction between those situations in which the intentional object is present
to one’s senses and those in which the intentional object is not currently present and has to be re-
presented in one’s mind. For simplicity’s sake, however, I will follow the common practice of using
the term “representation” in a looser sense covering both presentations and re-presentations. 
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an endogeneously sentient substrate (viz., the medium) and the acts of awareness,
or sensitivity, whereby the subject takes into account external data. In other
words, the idea is that sentience and sapience are coextensive: a sentient system
is simultaneously a system which exemplifies awareness to events within, and
outside, itself; likewise, a system capable of genuine awareness is, concurrently,
a sentient system. 

[Endo-phenomenology] expresses the idea that the physical substrate which
serves as a medium for occurrent conscious representations is inherently sentient.
This means that in the absence of significant external stimulation such a medium
maintains a relatively homogenous qualitative state (in a manner analogous to
that of an energy field subject to no discernable local excitation), or, alternatively,
that it generates its own activation patterns, perhaps subject to chance events.
External stimuli create stirs, or waves, on the surface of this “ocean” of spon-
taneous activity which in turn effect further transformations down the line,
inducing changes in the patterns of organization that characterize the medium
at the time. Thus, the structure of the medium (of which phenomenal tone is
an essential aspect) is responsive to the structure of the environments with
which the subject interacts. 

[Transformation] serves to emphasize that the ever changing flow of experience
is modulated by representations. That is, both representations of the outside
world (by way of anticipation, perception, memory, or imagination) and of the
self (i.e., representations of activities within the system or of the manner in which
the system is influenced by external encounters) induce changes in the structure
and course of the system’s internal experiential flow, leading to consequent
representations and consequent process modulations down the line. 

[Correlation] stresses a direct proportionality between the representational
complexity exemplified by a cognitive agent and the phenomenal riches which
the agent enjoys (or can enjoy). To use an extreme example, there is little reason
to doubt that the mental reality of an orangutan is considerably richer than
that of a jelly fish, not only on account of cognitive sophistication but also in
terms of phenomenal variability and depth. These differences are indicative of
a general rule, applicable throughout the animate world: the higher we go up
the evolutionary ladder we find greater riches both in terms of sapience and in
terms of sentience (at the same time, we must guard against the tendency to
downplay the emotional and cognitive sophistication of relatively simple creatures,
or to ignore their uniqueness). Conversely, if experience is something which even
inanimate entities are presumed to possess, it is natural to expect this general
rule to continue to hold all the way down so that, in the words of Teilhard de
Chardin, “[r]efracted rearwards along the course of [cosmic] evolution, conscious-
ness displays itself qualitatively as a spectrum of shifting hints whose lower terms are
lost in the night” (1959, p. 59, italics in the original). 
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Finally, [Enhancement] drives home the point that the more a system is
capable of accessing and processing its own experiences the more it is capable
of having experiences of novel kinds, thereby intensifying its experiential reality.
Consequently, [enhancement] constitutes the one aspect of the ampliative
model most relevant for the present discussion, and the one on which I focus
henceforth.

That [Correlation] obtains is something which calls for an explanation, and
the best explanation seems to be that our two complementary dimensions of
conscious experience — sentience and sapience — are mutually reinforcing. The
gist of the idea is that greater representational power is conducive to greater
variability and intensity in a creature’s phenomenal life; and collaterally, an
increase in the scope and intensity of phenomenal expression augments the capacity
for representational classification, leading to novel and more articulated forms
of awareness, and of action-guidance through awareness. Mutual reinforcement
is, of course, a bidirectional relation but in line with my earlier resolve I focus
here on the amplificatory effect of incremental awareness on phenomenal con-
sciousness. 

For illustrative purposes, imagine a creature which we may call Primo. Primo
is a blobby little creature whose protoplasmic interior manifests a minimal
degree of internal organization. It is, however, sentient. It detects certain chemical
gradients, and reacts to light, heat, and mechanical contact. These environmental
interactions translate to internal events one aspect of which is that they create
ripples in Primo’s drearily shallow endo-phenomenological pond. Some of these
ripples are recurrent and systematic enough to play a role in guiding Primo’s
behaviour. For the most part, however, ripples (whether spontaneous or externally
induced) appear across the pond only to disappear quickly without leaving visibly
recognizable traces. Yet, Primo is a special creature. It goes through a develop-
mental catastrophe after which it changes quickly and radically. It grows in size;
its internal milieu differentiates to various compartments, giving rise to a multitude
of well-coordinated organelles, cells, tissues, and organs; it also grows external
organs, some specialized for locomotion and object manipulation, some for the
detection of information; it even grows an impressively dense ganglia full of
interconnected nerve cells which enable it to integrate information from its
newly grown perceptual and motor organs (as well as bodily surface) with information
from its newly grown internal milieu, to make records of such informational
confluence, to recall traces of those records, and to use all of this in guiding the
activities of its monstrously changed self. In short, Primo is a one-in-all evolutionary
freak. 

Clearly, we should expect post-catastrophic Primo, call it Primo2, to enjoy a
richer phenomenal reality than its pre-catastrophic self Primo1, but the question
is why. One explanation, which is in line with much of contemporary thinking
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about panpsychism, is that this has to do with the fact that Primo1 is but a tiny
micro-organism whose phenomenal field is limited to micro-experiences with
micro-phenomenal properties, whereas Primo2 is a multi-cellular organism whose
phenomenal field combines the phenomenal fields of its micro-components,
giving rise to a rich tapestry of macro-experiences endowed with macro-phenom-
enal properties. Now, whether or not such a combination story makes sense
(recall the combination problem) there is no denial that bulk is a factor in the
differences between Primo1 and Primo2. To use aquatic metaphors, if Primo1’s
endo-phenomenological space is a shallow pond then Primo2’s is a vast ocean,
and, as we know, it takes an ocean to manifest certain wave patterns. 

But, of course, this is only part of the story. Patterns of ripples and waves (our
analogy for experiences) depend on other factors: wind currents, the moon, volcanic
activity, local movements of vessels, objects, and animals, the throwing of stones,
even artificial wave generators. In the end, what matters are the patterns of dis-
turbance generated and bulk is, at best, only a necessary condition for that. To
go back to the thought experiment, the moral to take home is that if we wish
to explain the spectacular differences between the phenomenal realities of
Primo1 and Primo2 we must look for the formative agency, the “wave generator”
responsible for creating such vast differences in the patterns of disturbance
characteristic of the respective endo-phenomenological media of these creatures.

To continue this idea, I think that the fact that the experiential life of Primo2
is so much richer than that of Primo1 depends crucially on the enormous differ-
ences in their degrees of internal organization. Primo2 is a complexly organized
creature capable of constraining, directing, and regulating the flow of energy, and
the distribution of work, throughout itself in multitudinous ways unavailable
to Primo1. This increased capacity for self-governance is, I suggest, the formative
agency we need to look at. 

Clearly, the development of more powerful representational capacities is an
aspect of advanced self-governance. It enables improved process coordination,
anticipation, action-selection, and much more (for further discussion of the con-
nection between representation and self-governance see Bickhard, 2000; Clark,
1995; Collier and Hooker, 1999; Kauffman, 2000; Pezzulo, 2011; Shani, 2006).
The ability to know more, with better resolution, in greater detail, and with
greater depth and scope allows for the possibility of more refined self-governance
and opens up new horizons for practicing novel forms of interaction and self-
conduct. This much is evident, but the reason I mention it here is the formative
influence on the qualities of experience. Unlike Primo1, Primo2 enjoys vast
representational resources: a wide spectrum of sensory, somato-sensory, motor,
and visceral differentiations, which enable the formation of a plurality of perceptual
and other presentational states; the ability to memorize, and to re-enact memorized
representations; a capacity to form prospective representations anticipating
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future conditions; powerful means for processing and integrating cognitive
information; the ability to monitor its own internal events and to interact with
them, using higher-order states, etc. 

My point is that these functional aspects serve to augment and enrich expe-
rience. Primo1 has a very limited access to the world as well as to its own internal
conditions. In contrast, Primo2 has a broader, deeper, and more articulated access
to the world around it, and in addition it also has far more sophisticated ways
to access its inner reality. These windows on the world and on the self are really
operations which induce novel and ever more refined disturbance patterns in
the creature’s endo-phenomenological space, thereby enriching the landscape,
or texture, of that space. 

It is easy to see how a greater ability for making perceptual discriminations
augments one’s phenomenal world — it creates more experiences, and more
shades of experience. But so is the case with the capacity to operate upon one’s
own representations, to experience one’s own experiences, as it were. When an
image is recalled and re-lived in the light of present experience, when one’s
own feelings are addressed, when a connection between different elements in
one’s experience is discerned and illumined by awareness; in short, whenever
consciousness loops upon itself and the flow of experience becomes an object
of experience, new types of experience emerge which were not available before.
This recursive process is seemingly boundless — there are always novel and
more refined experiences to be distilled, provided that the distillery (viz., the
system’s organization) is up for the task. 

Thus, the difference in Primo’s experiential life before and after the morpho-
genetic mutation is, in large part, a difference in the capacity of its bodily
organization to whip the waters of consciousness into shape. This, then, is the
idea behind the ampliative model: that an increase in the capacity for information
processing and access transforms and enriches the texture of one’s phenomenal
life without, however, being responsible for the fact that there is experience in
the first place. 

Putting the Ampliative Approach to Work

Above, I criticized theories committed to the FAC-from-KAC hypothesis for
being caught in an explanatory cul-de-sac. I now proceed to show that once
we translate these theories from their natural reductive setting to the non-
reductive landscape delineated by the ampliative approach, we can restore
coherence to some of their more attractive features — although, naturally, this
process involves a reinterpretation of the meaning and scope of these theories. 

Recall, first, Rosenthal’s HOT-based account of phenomenal consciousness.
I argued that the idea that a mental state M could become phenomenally con-
scious in virtue of being represented by a higher-order thought M* defies sense,
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but now look at the situation from the perspective of the ampliative model.
The model assumes that the higher-order monitoring process M*→M explains
neither why M is phenomenally conscious, nor why M* is. However, it predicts
that such higher-order monitoring will result, typically, in experiences which
are novel in kind, i.e., experiences of a kind whose existence is contingent on
this very process. But where should we look for such experiences? Clearly, the
object-level, the level at which M itself is located, would be the wrong place to
look for such emergent phenomenology since, as mentioned earlier, the mere
fact that M* represents M does not imply any modifications in M itself (unless,
of course, the higher-order monitoring process is an intervening one). Rather,
it is to the meta-representational level, M*’s level, that we should turn. 

At the meta-level (or levels), we find mental states whose intentional objects
are other mental states, and which represent qualities of those object-level
states even as the latter represent qualities of the environment, or of the body
(Bickhard, 2005). Thus, the features represented at the meta-level are different
than the ones represented at the object-level. In particular, they may include
such abstract elements as relations among the contents of object-level mental
states, relations such as causality, similarity, ordering, matching, etc. (see, for
example Barsalou, 1999; Chapman and Agre, 1986; Pezzulo, 2011). And aware-
ness of such relations (perhaps courtesy of levels of representation higher-up
the hierarchy) engages novel experiences, including an experiential type which
is crucial for the discussion below, namely, the experience of feeling oneself as an
integrated experiential subject. Thus, there is a grain of truth in Rosenthal’s claim
that higher-order cognitive processes are conducive to more refined phenom-
enologies; it is just that we can’t expect meta-cognition to be the ultimate
explanation of the reality of phenomenal consciousness. 

Nor can we expect same-level self-awareness to carry the task. Above, I
argued that self-awareness is of little help as long as we continue to assume that
that which is being accessed, or in this case that which accesses itself, is inher-
ently insentient. For if a mental state M is realized in an utterly insentient
medium then it can neither be a locus of experience, nor can reflexive access
grant it acquaintance with its own (non-existent) “experiential content.”
However, as soon as we change our default axiom to one in which experience
occupies a fundamental place in nature, things begin to make better sense.
First, hypothesis M is now realized in a medium which is inherently sentient,
hence we should have no problem understanding how it could be a locus of
experiential content. Second, we can now begin to make sense of the import
of self-awareness: for if M, an inherently sentient state, represents itself, we should
expect such access to yield conscious awareness of the experiential content
enfolded in M. Such awareness would take the form of experiential acquain-
tance with M’s base-level experiential content, where both the base-level
experiential content and the higher-level acquaintance with that content are
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complementary aspects of M’s phenomenal portrait. Supporters of the self-rep-
resentational view are correct to emphasize the significance of self-awareness,
for, clearly, the ability to be aware of one’s inner reality is a crucial ingredient
of consciousness as we know it, that is, as we find it in the structure of human
phenomenology (see, for example, Zahavi, 2005 p. 24). Their mistake lies in
the failure to realize that the contribution of self-awareness is intelligible only
against a background which is already sentient.7

Lastly, consider the specious present account. The ampliative model is rather
congenial to the idea that the ability to experience past, present, and future in
a single “specious moment” is a significant landmark of consciousness. However,
a careful scrutiny of this idea reveals that its real value lies not in the fact that
it explains the transmutation of utterly insentient representations into a single
complex locus of sentience, for this it does not do. Rather, the real contribution
of the specious present with respect to phenomenal consciousness lies in the fact
that it equips cognitive agents with a temporal window wide enough to enable
us to become acquainted (i.e., experientially acquainted!) with our ongoing
experiential flow.8 As such, it constitutes a major step in the discovery that we
are enduring subjects of experience, but it does not explain the emergence of
experience from the non-experiential. 

Time and again, then, we see that the real contribution of sapience to the
explanation of phenomenal consciousness is transformative and ampliative: it is
instrumental in explaining how novel qualitative types of experience emerge atop
other, more basic ones. Yet, no matter how hard we search, never do we find a
single instance in which epistemic liaisons generate sentience from scratch.
More from less everywhere, but nowhere is there something from nothing. 

The Discovery of Experience: A Layered View of the Evolution of Consciousness 

While epistemic access does not, and cannot, beget phenomenal consciousness,
it plays a crucial role in explaining an important stage in the evolution of conscious
experience, namely, that stage wherein a system acquires the capacity to expe-
rience itself as an integrated subject of experience. In other words, there is, indeed,
a sense in which sapience is indispensable for an explanation of sentience but

7It might be the case that some supporters of the self-representational view (especially within
the phenomenological tradition) are not committed to the constitutive approach and may even
be sympathetic to the point I am making, yet I’m unfamiliar with any clear admission of this point.
Thus, whether the point is denied, or whether the issue is insufficiently clarified, the overall
impression is that advocates of the self-representational view succumb to the FAC-from-KAC
fallacy. 

8This idea is stated rather clearly by Ellis and Newton (2005) except that they fail to see with
sufficient clarity that, as a matter of fact, what they explain is not our capacity to experience in
the first place but, rather, our capacity to experience our own experiences! 
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this sense is limited to a higher-order form of phenomenal consciousness, con-
sisting of sustained experiential acquaintance with one’s own experiential life.
Thus, it is not experience as such which is contingent on robust epistemic
liaisons between inner mental states, but, rather, something different and more
intricate, namely, the subjective discovery of the fact that one is the owner of
an inner experiential realm! Such a sense of ownership over one’s experiential
domain ought not to be confused with full-blown self-consciousness since, in
its most basic form, it implies neither possession of the concept of self, nor of a
temporally extended (“autobiographical”) sense of self (see below). Nevertheless,
the capacity to sense the flow of one’s experience as an integrated subjective
arena is a precursor of mature self-consciousness, as well as of other high-level
manifestations of reflective consciousness. 

Prima facie, the idea that acquaintance with one’s own experiential reality is
an emergent phenomenon is provocative and even paradoxical since it can be
easily interpreted as suggesting that below that level of emergence are creatures
(or entities) which, although phenomenally conscious, are completely unaware
of their inner realities. Now, this is a strange proposition. It is widely held that
the very condition of being in a phenomenally conscious state implies awareness
of that state (see, e.g., Chalmers, 1996; Kriegel, 2005). If so, then there can be
no such thing as a phenomenally conscious yet wholly unnoticed, or unannounced,
mental state, and this, in turn, cuts against the idea that it is possible for a
creature to be phenomenally conscious without being in the least aware of its
inner experiential flow.

In response, I should stress that I do not claim that it is possible to be phenom-
enally conscious without exemplifying any degree of awareness whatsoever. Nor
does such a result follow from my analysis. Rather, my claim is more qualified,
namely, that a certain degree of (emergent) epistemic access is a prerequisite
for a certain degree of reflexive acquaintance with one’s experiential flow, and
that to the extent that such a degree of epistemic access is compromised it also
compromises one’s familiarity with one’s underlying phenomenal reality. Or to
put it in more concrete terms, the point I am making about higher-order experi-
ential access to one’s own experiences is that such access is a prerequisite for a
stable integrated acquaintance with one’s inner reality, experienced as one’s own —
I make no claim to the effect that a system which lacks such higher-order
access to its own experiences lacks any kind of sensitivity whatsoever to its
inner reality. 

To illustrate the idea think first of a creature who is as simple as Primo1, or
perhaps even simpler. As mentioned before, such a creature would be subject
to various kinds of experiences, various kinds of disturbances to the endogenous
oscillatory patterns of its endo-phenomenology. Some disturbances would be
powerful, systemic, or significant enough to consume the creature’s attention
(however diffusive or automated it may be), or to trigger adaptive responses.
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However, per hypothesis, such a creature is extremely primitive: its capacity to
retain traces of its past experiences and to re-enact such memories, as well as
its capacity to form anticipatory images of future events, are so rudimentary
that it is virtually confined to an eternal phenomenal present. Moreover, and
crucially for our present concern, the creature lacks the ability to form higher-
order representations which would enable it to reflect back on its subjective
experiential flow, to integrate its base-level experiences into a meaningful (and
accessible) whole, and to appreciate the qualities and interrelations of such
experiences. Thus, it has no means of discerning lasting relationships between
classes of internal events, and of consciously recognizing their significance. In
short, the poor creature’s phenomenal world is both punctated and flat: fleeting
experiences come and go like actors on stage but the agent having those experiences
is just too amorphous to maintain a clear sense of ownership over the show. 

Admittedly, this scenario is somewhat extreme, but we need not be afraid to
think in extreme terms when probing into the possibility of sentience below the
level of multi-cellular organisms, let alone below the bar of biological existence.
The point I wish to stress is that a hypothetical creature of the sort just imagined
illustrates the possibility of having a phenomenal life while, at the same time,
being almost totally unaware of the fact that one has such a life. Knowledge of
the fact that one is the owner of a private domain, acquaintance with the
secret of one’s own subjectivity, requires much more. It is like a mystery into
which only some are initiated (and then, only partially and gradually) namely,
those creatures whose organizational features enable them to loop over themselves,
turning their experiential flow into an object of experience and observing the
privacy of their inner world unfolds. 

A prominent contemporary advocate of the idea that a sense of ownership
over one’s subjective reality is an emergent construction contingent on higher-
order modes of access is Antonio Damasio (1999). Damasio’s view of conscious-
ness and selfhood is a layered view in which cognition builds upon emotion,
which in turn builds upon homeostatic regulation (see also Dempsey and Shani,
2013; Watt, 2004). At the basis of his analysis is a layer he calls the proto-self,
which is “a coherent collection of neural patterns which map, moment by
moment, the state of the physical structure of the organism in its many dimensions”
(p. 154). As the organism interacts with items in its environment it forms
images of these items, and the proto-self undergoes modifications in response
to these images, which, in turn, give rise to emotional reactions, and to mental
images, or “feelings,” responsive to such reactions. Now, according to Damasio,
these patterns of interrelationships between images of the items with which the
system interacts and the corresponding modifications to the system’s proto-self
are captured by higher-order representations recording the manner of change.
In turn, these higher-order representations are responsible for the construction
of a higher-layer of selfhood which Damasio calls core consciousness, and that
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consists of a momentary sense of self in the act of being internally modified.
Core consciousness, Damasio argues, provides for a sense of ownership over
one’s own inner reality, albeit a rather basic sense which is neither temporally
extended (autobiographical), nor one which depends on verbal ability or on moral
sense. It is a sense of ownership over one’s private world which, presumably,
many animals are capable of exemplifying but which requires a level of sophis-
tication far beyond that of a creature like Primo1. 

What makes Damasio’s account apt for the present discussion is the fact that
it provides an empirical model (which incidentally also hints at the significance)
of the ontological partition between (i) being an abode of subjective experience;
and (ii) being capable of experiencing one’s own subjective domain as one’s
own. Unfortunately, Damasio is somewhat unclear as to whether “the feeling of
what happens” effected by his higher-order representations is a feeling of
lower-order experiences or, rather, of utterly insentient occurrences. While
only the first interpretation corresponds to the view I advance here, I believe
that his work helps clarify the claim that an ontological partition of the sort
just mentioned is a potentially important one.9

Such a partition was emphasized by Leibniz in his distinction between perception
and apperception — the former being an inner state of the monad representing
external things, while the latter consists of reflective knowledge of this inner
state and is the prerogative of true minds (see Leibniz, 1714/1995b, 1714/1995c).
It is also echoed in Whitehead’s distinction between prehension and conscious-
ness and in his claim that “consciousness presupposes experience” (1929/1985,
p. 53). Leibniz complained that this failure to appreciate that not all perceptions
are apperceived, or to put it in our terms, not all states of experience are
objects of experience, led the Cartesians to their notorious belief “that [rational]
minds alone are monads, and that there are no souls in animals, and still less
other principles of life” (1714/1995b, p.197). 

Few of us today would adhere to such stark Cartesianism yet, clearly, our col-
lective legacy is much more Cartesian than Leibnizian. Doubtlessly, this legacy
has some role to play in the reluctance of many to give any credibility to the
possibility of hidden grades of consciousness scaling down throughout the whole
of nature. Moreover, the fact that reflective awareness plays such a prominent

9On the one hand, Damasio describes his higher-order representations as “feelings of feelings”
in a way which suggests that his higher-order representations are higher-order experiences rep-
resenting lower-order experiences. On the other hand, since core consciousness materializes
only at the level of higher-order representation his account leaves lower-order “feelings” below
the bar of consciousness. It is interesting to note, however, that Damasio’s theory of core conscious-
ness is not aimed at explaining phenomenal consciousness as such but, rather, the sense of familiarity,
identification, and ownership, which one feels with respect to one’s inner reality (hence, the
scire or knowledge connotation of “consciousness”). Thus, I believe that in essence his theory is
consistent with an interpretation according to which the “feeling of what happens“ is the sensing
of one’s own experiential flow. 
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role in the making of human consciousness makes it doubly difficult for us to
think or to imagine clearly the possibility of conscious forms lacking all but the
most primitive forms of awareness, or, to put it in Leibniz’ terms, to conceive
of monads which are not minds, or rational souls. Leibniz’s warning against the
potential detrimental consequences of failing to see behind the veil of our own
phenomenology remains as relevant today as it was in his day.
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The development of the self and behavior toward others were heavily discussed during
the French postwar era. According to Foucault, Sartre, and Merleau–Ponty, intersubjective
social relations are physical and bodily connections. The physical body is our point of
contact with the world, which is a practical world, which we typically engage before any
kind of theoretical understanding of what things or people are like. Although there are
a number of differences in their ways of thinking concerning the development of the self
and social behavior, this paper shows that Foucault and Sartre seem to share Hyppolite’s
notion that the fulfillment of the absolute self will always be deferred because of an ongoing
contradiction in our social behavior.
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The revelation of the underlying ideas that led to discrimination against
some groups with regard to both humanity and human rights was one of several
reasons that the French postwar intellectual environment included increasing
interest in social behavior and the development of the self. De Waelhens (1958)
explains the contemporary French interest in social behavior and the develop-
ment of the self, which he refers to as a body–mind relationship, by the fact
that in France, psychoanalysis was paired with phenomenology. According to
Spiegelberg (1972), through this pairing, French phenomenology advanced
psychoanalysis much more than did psychoanalysis itself. Spiegelberg draws on
this context, especially with regard to Merleau–Ponty’s body phenomenology,
Sartre’s existentialism, and Jean Hyppolite’s Hegel studies — although, according
to Spiegelberg, Sartre, and Hyppolite left their mark to a far lesser extent than
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did Merleau–Ponty. In this context, Spiegelberg seems to have forgotten that
in 1954, Foucault published two minor texts about the development of the self,
and mental illness, that included a focus on the physical body. These works are
the book Maladie Mentale et Personnalité [Mental Illness and Personality] and
Foucault’s introduction to the 1954 French edition of the Swiss–German psy-
chiatrist Ludwig Binswanger’s 1930 seminal essay on existential analysis,
“Traum und Existenz” [“Dream and Existence”], or “Le Rêve et l’Existence,”
as it was called in the French edition. 

In his introduction, Foucault (1954/2001) explicitly makes the connection
between psychoanalysis and phenomenology when he claims that phenome-
nology and psychoanalysis, with regard to Edmund Husserl and Sigmund
Freud, contributed to give humankind back its significance and meaningfulness.
Although Foucault did not mention Hegel directly, French postwar thinking
on the development of the self in society was largely inspired by Hegel’s phe-
nomenological and psychoanalytical thinking. As the French epistemologist
Georges Canguilhem (1948–1949) wrote, with reference to Hegel, that in a
period of world revolution and world war, France discovered a philosophy con-
temporary with the French Revolution and one that represented, to a great
extent, the full realization of the struggle for recognition and the development
of the self. 

According to Merleau–Ponty, Hegel instituted philosophical modernity.
Commenting on one of Hyppolite’s Hegel lectures, Merleau–Ponty stated that
all the great philosophical ideas of the past century — the philosophies, and
psychoanalysis — had their beginnings in Hegel: 

it was he who started the attempt to explore the irrational and integrate it into an
expanded reason which remains the task of our century. (. . .) As it turns out, Hegel’s
successors have placed more emphasis on what they reject of his heritage than on what
they owe to him. (1948/1964, p. 64)

Although Hegel, Husserl, and Freud inspired French postwar intellectuals such
as Hyppolite, Foucault, Sartre, and Merleau–Ponty, these philosophers did not
believe in the historical development of an absolute self, as Hegel did, nor did
they support Husserl’s notion that one could arrive at an absolute, universal,
unhistorical truth through pure phenomenological thinking or Freud’s deter-
ministic statement that every psychosis and every mental illness could be
traced back to a death instinct or to libido.

To better understand the content of French postwar thought on the devel-
opment of the self in society and its relation to body, meaning, and social
behavior, I will present an outline of Hegel’s phenomenological thought as well
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as material from the works of Hyppolite, Foucault, Sartre, and Merleau–Ponty.1

Although there are a number of differences in their ways of thinking about the
self, this paper shows that Hyppolite, Foucault, and Sartre share the notion
that the fulfillment of the absolute self will always be deferred because of an
ongoing contradiction in our social behavior.

Hegel’s Phenomenological Thinking on the Development of the Absolute Self 

In the Philosophie des Geistes [Philosophy of Mind (1830/2003)], which is part
three in the Enzyklopädie der Philosophischen Wissenschaften, Hegel claims that
the fight for social recognition is a life and death struggle through history that
will end in a peaceful political reunion of self-consciousness and reason.

The fight ends in the first instance as a one-sided negation with inequality. While the
one combatant prefers life, retains his single self-consciousness, but surrenders his claim
for recognition, the other holds fast to his self-assertion and is recognized by the former
as his superior. Thus arises the status of master and slave. (1830/2003, § 433) 

Hegel contends that our social life and the commencement of political union
emerge in the battle for recognition under the subjugation of a master. Force,
which is the basis of this phenomenon, is not based on rights but rather is a
necessary and legitimate factor in the passage from the state of isolated self-
consciousness into the state of what Hegel calls the universal self-consciousness.
The fulfillment of the absolute self is the affirmative awareness of the self in
another self. Each self, as a free individuality, has its own absolute independence
but, by virtue of the negation of its immediacy or appetite, does not distinguish
itself from the other. Each is thus universal self-consciousness and objective; each
has “real” universality in the shape of reciprocity insofar as each knows itself
to be recognized in the other free man and is aware of this insofar as each recognizes
the other and knows him to be free. The reappearance of self-consciousness is,
thus, a form of consciousness that is at the root of all true mental or spiritual
life, “in family, fatherland, state, and of all virtues, love, friendship, valour,
honour and fame” (§ 436). Hegel believes that the principle of the free mind is
to make the merely given element (das Seiende) in consciousness into some-

1There were, of course, several other French postwar writers who were interested in Hegel and
the development of the self in society from a phenomenological and psychoanalytical point of
view, including Simone de Beauvoir, Jean Wahl, Louis Althusser, Maurice Blanchot, Georges Bataille,
Jacques Lacan, Daniel Lagache, and Gilles Deleuze. Later, Félix Guattari, Jacques Derrida, and
Julia Kristeva. I have chosen to focus on Hyppolite because he was an important French postwar
Hegel interpreter at the time; and on Merleau–Ponty’s, Sartre’s, and Foucault’s early works
because of their specific focus on the body–mind relationship. 
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thing mental (seelenhaftes) and, conversely, to make what is mental into a
(common) objectivity. Free mind or spirit is to be recognized as the self-knowing
truth:

Free mind stands, like consciousness, as one side over against the object, and is at the
same time both sides and therefore, like the soul, a totality. Accordingly, whereas soul
was truth only as an immediate unconscious totality, and whereas in consciousness, on
the contrary, this totality was divided into the “I” and the object external to it, free mind
or spirit, is to be recognized as self-knowing truth. (1830/2003, p. 180) 

In Hegel’s phenomenology, there is the concept of a rational development of a
dialectical struggle of social and personal liberation, which will end in the ful-
fillment of the absolute free human being and the absolute knowledge of truth.
Social and political development, according to Hegel, are based on the other’s
attempts to reduce the other from a subject to a “slave,” which, in turn, leads
to social anxiety and battles for recognition. Thus, long before Freud, Hegel
saw the meaning of dream and imagination. According to Hegel, sleep is a
restitutional force, an investigation of our daily activities. To sleep and dream
is to return to the general nature of subjectivity (§ 398), which is the substance
of psychoanalysis. Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between the state
of dreaming and the state of wakefulness. The person who remains dreaming
while awake was, according to Hegel, considered mentally ill. Several years
before Freud, Hegel saw mental illness as a relapse into an earlier state of soul
development — that is, childhood. This is the unconscious playing with natural
instinct, or what he calls emotional life (Gefühlsleben) [§§ 403–408]. 

Like Freud, Hegel did not see mental illness and rationality as opposites but
as two interrelated phenomena that share the same underlying structure in
which each informs the other in significant ways. The healthy mind grapples
with the same sorts of contradictions and feelings of alienation, the same ”infi-
nite pain” that characterizes insanity (§ 382). According to Hegel, people with
different personalities react differently to their social environment. In this
sense, one can observe that one organic being is more sensitive or more irritable
or has a greater reproductive capacity than another — just as we observe that
the sensibility of one is different from that of another, and people respond dif-
ferently to a given stimulus (§§ 404–408). 

Hyppolite: The Development of the Absolute Self is Forever Deferred 

Hyppolite’s lectures on Hegel were presented for the students of the École
normale supérieure. In attendance at these lectures were Sartre, Merleau–Ponty,
and Foucault. His lectures called forth questions about psychoanalysis and the
logic of passion, mathematics, the formalization of discourse, and information
theory and its application. The lectures explored questions about an existence
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that constantly associates and dissolves its relationships. They explained the
interaction between the self and the other as a perpetual existential conflict
with no democratic progress. In this vein, Hyppolite read Hegel in sharp contrast
to the more Marxist-oriented interpretations of another famous Russian–French
Hegel interpreter of the time, Alexandre Kojève. Unlike Kojève, Hyppolite
described the subject of Hegel’s theories as a tragic component of human exis-
tence. Although both Hyppolite and Kojève argued for the historical dimension
of the subject’s temporality, Hyppolite’s history of philosophy had no human
components and no notions of the subject as an historical actor. 

Despite his anti-existentialist view of the human subject and although his
theory did not have a specific focus on the human body, Hyppolite read the
relationship to the human experience in the manner of most other French existen-
tialists: as a struggle for recognition. Like Hegel, he saw this struggle in relation to
the desire to be held in high esteem. However, in Genèse et Structure de la
Phénoménologie de l’Esprit de Hegel [Genesis and Structure of Hegel’s Phenomenology
of Spirit (1946/1974)], Hyppolite suggested that there is no question of an his-
torical dialectic of recognition evolving as Hegel described it in the Philosophy
of Mind. Seen in this way, the completion of the Absolute seems forever
deferred (Hyppolite 1946/1974, p. 145). There is no rational, dialectical struggle
of liberation in which the oppressed enlightens the overlord and vice versa.
Life leans more in the direction of what Kierkegaard describes as self-agitation,
anxiety, and suffering. For Hyppolite, the alienation of subjectivity means that
one never agrees with oneself because one continually becomes another in the
endeavor to be oneself:

The self never coincides with itself, for it is always other in order to be itself. It always
poses itself in a determination and, because this determination is, as such, already its first
negation, it always negates itself to be itself. It is human being “that never is what it is
and always is what it is not.” (p. 150)

Thus, the finite subject is not limited in the way that an object can be limited.
An object does not know its own limit, which is external to it. The subject con-
tinually seeks to transgress its limit; it tends toward the infinite, the uncondi-
tioned. This understanding (Verstand) is reason (Vernuft), but by the same
token, it transgresses the very sphere of objects. This infinite is not an object;
it is a task whose accomplishment is forever deferred. According to Hyppolite,
it is no longer the concept of reason that regulates experience but that of the
idea and the infinite practical task in relation to which all knowledge and all
knowing are organized. Because the subject always fails in its endeavor to
become whole and united, its basis remains always, Hyppolite suggests, in an unhappy
consciousness (p. 191). The experience of the self becomes inadequate and
incomplete and ceases to correspond with the objects of truth, and our knowledge
of death enforces our knowledge of limited time. In the encounter with others,
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we learn that the self does not exist all at once but is alternately lost and then
recovered. Concretely, this is the very essence of human beings. They are never
what they are; they always exceed themselves and are always beyond themselves;
they have a future; and they reject all permanence except the permanence of
their desire, which is aware of human beings as desire. 

According to Judith Butler (1999), it might seem that Hyppolite’s vision of
death has engaged Freud’s (1922) vision in Beyond the Pleasure Principle and that
all desire is, in some sense, inspired by a fundamental striving toward death
(i.e., the desire to die). However, Butler believes that both Hegel’s and Hyppolite’s
Christianity imply that death, to which consciousness aspires, is itself a fuller
notion of life. 

Following Kojève and Jean Wahl, Hyppolite restricts himself to the interpretation of
death offered in the section of lordship and bondage. He takes seriously the facticity of
the body, finitude as the condition of a limited perspective, corporeality as a guarantor
of death. The vision of a new life, a life beyond death, remains purely conjectural in
Hyppolite’s view, but it is a conjectural that holds sway in human life. (1999, p. 91) 

Thus, the fact that we never will conform to another human being and the fact
that intersubjective forms of cohabitation cause considerable interaction chal-
lenges for the development of the self are the lived experience of the infinite.
“To cultivate oneself is not to develop harmony, as in organic growth, but to
oppose oneself and rediscover oneself through a rending and a separation”
(Hyppolite, 1946/1974, p. 385).

Sartre: The Bodily Self for Others — the Bodily Self for Itself 

Like Hyppolite and Hegel, Sartre concerns himself with the development of
the self in society. In L’Être et le Néant [Being and Nothingness (1943/2003)],
Sartre contends that we first and foremost meet others as rival consciousnesses,
as rival sources of freedom and power. He suggests that our relationships with
others are intersubjective in the sense that we, in our development of the self,
are dependent on others’ judgment. This is something we fear and would prefer
to escape. In this context, we are, like Hegel, talking about an intersubjective
interaction that leads to a predictable interaction of dominance and submission
in which we either attempt to overpower the other (the sadistic strategy) or to
surrender to the command of the other’s mastery (the masochistic strategy). In
both cases, Sartre believes, we confirm that there is a need for us, that we are
powerful, and that we are substantive. If these strategies are not successful, we
have a third option: to withdraw from all relationships to avoid the threat of
the other’s gaze, which can destroy us. 

Sartre exemplifies the gaze by relating the experience of a jealous person who
observes the other through a keyhole (1943/2003, p. 282ff ). The observer enjoys
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the feeling of having the body of the other, who does not know that she is
observed as an object in his power. However, what the observer does not know
is that he is also an object of observation by a third person while he is spying
in the keyhole. This sensation of suddenly being discovered promotes, accord-
ing to Sartre, a feeling of shame that is perceived as humiliating because the
observer himself is reduced from being the one who observes and has power to
being the observed (the object of the other) at the mercy of a negative judgment
from others. Nevertheless, the sensation of being discovered by another leads
us from the unreflective consciousness for itself in isolation to the reflective
consciousness in the world of others. “It is shame or pride which reveal to me
the Other’s look and myself at the end of that look. It is the shame of pride
which makes me live” (pp. 284–285). 

Because human relationships are always based on one’s attempts to reduce
the other as a subject to an object, Sartre believes an equal “we” is impossible
to achieve. Thus, according to Sartre, it is understandable that one wants to
withdraw from social communication. However, like Hegel and Hyppolite, he
argues that this is an impossible solution in the long run. We are nothing if we
are not in an intersubjective relationship with the other. In this sense, the
other is a necessary source of affirmation of one’s own existence. Wanting to
rise above this connection is the same as signing one’s own death warrant.

In contrast to contemporary existence-phenomenalism, in L’Existentialisme
est un Humanisme (1946) [Existentialism Is a Humanism], Sartre claims that man,
in this intersubjective situation, is condemned to be free because he has not
created himself but is still free: “From the moment that he is thrown into this
world he is responsible for everything he does” (“parce qu’une fois jeté dans le
monde, il est responsible de tout ce qu’il fait”) [p. 40]. He suggests that man is not
only what he conceives himself to be but also what he wants to be. We are
nothing but that which we make of ourselves (pp. 29–30). No a priori morals,
values, or injunctions exist to support us in life, as Kant and Husserl claim, and
there is no materialistic or libidinous determinism or rational social development,
as Marx, Freud, and Hegel claim; instead, man is freedom. 

In Being and Nothingness, Sartre suggests that our basic anxiety is related to
the awareness of freedom. Each choice is associated with anxiety because every
choice commits us and makes us responsible not only for ourselves but also for
others. In this respect, we live constantly in relation to a desired future through
our projects, expectations, beliefs, and desires (Sartre, 1943/2003, pp. 147–152).
How we perceive and relate to our society and our social situation here and
now is determined by our desires for the future, such as our wish that our dearest
friend will come home from Berlin at any minute. Sartre entirely overturns the
assumption that my choices are determined by who I am and make me who I
am. What we are and what we become are entirely dependent on our choices
and intentions. Our responsibility for who we are is therefore total; we can set
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ourselves free with regard to our future, and we will have to make the choices
that will determine our future. 

In L’imaginaire Psychologie Phénoménologique de l’Imagination [The Imaginary:
A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination (1940/2004)], Sartre emphasizes
the tendency to create internal images of ourselves and who we want to be or
become. He believes, like Hegel, that it is important to distinguish between
objects in the real world (the physical body as such) and objects in the fictional
quasi-world (the body as an imagination). Perceptions and imaginations offer
not only an escape from a specific and undesirable situation but also an “(. . .)
escape from all the constraints of the world [;] they seem to be presented as a
negation of the condition of being in the world, as an anti-world” (1940/2004,
p. 136). By claiming this, Sartre confronts psychoanalysis by rejecting the
notion that something that involves consciousness can also be unconscious.
He does not deny that the unconscious exists — only the notion that the
unconscious is a place where mystical and meaningful things happen outside of
consciousness.

For Sartre, the body is the sediment of the past that we project toward the
future. It is that whose surface power is inscribed and that by whose powers
such power is “incorporated.” It is the natural symbol as well as the existential
basis of culture. In part three of Being and Nothingness, Sartre dedicates a full
chapter to what he believes to be a three-dimensional body as such — that is,
the body in relation to society or for others, the body in relation to itself, and,
lastly, the body in relation to an ontological notion. Because the body in
Heidegger’s terms is “being-in-the-world” and because the body is our being-
there in the world, any description of the body has as its correlate a disruption
of the world — that is, in Husserl’s terms, the Lebenswelt, the life-world. 

Sartre claims that the body as being-for-others is a body in a social situation.
In this case, the other’s body is meaningful and is not perceived as a thing
among things, as if it were an isolated object with purely external relations with
other objects (objets). He suggests that in this context, there is a radical difference
between objects and human beings. Suppose that we see a man in a public
park: 

If I were to think of him as being only a puppet, I should apply to him the categories
which I ordinarily use to group temporal–spatial “things.” (. . .) Perceiving him as a man,
on the other hand, is not to apprehend an additive relation between the chair and him;
it is to register an organization without distance of the things in my universe around that
privileged object. (1943/2003, p. 278, italics in the original)

Although, in this example, the other is a body by virtue of the fact that I am
looking at him and not vice versa, the other is, according to Sartre, perceived
as a situated object around whom society is organized. The other’s body is seen
as a center of his own fields of perceptions and actions, and the space he inhabits
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is the space in which he lives. As already noted, this interpretation indicates
two dimensions of the body: the body as being-for-itself (my own body as it is
normally for me) and the body as being-for-others (my body as it normally
appears to others or, equivalently, the body of the other as it normally appears
to me). A third ontological dimension is then generated, so to speak, by the
interaction between these first two dimensions: “My awareness of being an
object for others means that I also exist for myself as body known by the others”
(p. 375).

Frie (1997, p. 60) suggests that although Sartre conflates the ontological dimen-
sion of Mitsein with the experience of a we-subject, Sartre makes an important
point: being-with-others follows from being-for-others. In this, Sartre identifies
a dimension of affectivity, revealed, for example, by illness, which he calls “my
body on a new plane of existence” (a psychic body) (1943/2003, p. 361), and
an “aberrant type of appearance” when my own body appears to me as one
object among other objects (p. 377–381). According to Sartre, this objectifying
of the body happens when, for example, the doctor looks at my body as a physical
object. At that point, “my body is designated as alienated” (“Mon corps, en tant
qu’aliéné”) (p. 376; 1943, p. 393). The experience of social alienation is achieved
in and through affective structures, such as shyness, blushing, and sweating. He
describes these feelings as a constant consciousness not of the body as being-
for-itself but of the body as being-for-others. Sartre believes this constant
uneasiness, which is the apprehension of my body’s social alienation as irreme-
diable, can determine psychoses such as ereuthophobia (a pathological fear of
blushing), which are merely the horrified metaphysical apprehensions of the
existence of my body for others (1943/2003, p. 376). He suggests that the
explanation here is that we attribute to the body-for-other as much reality as
we do to the body-for-us — or, more accurately, the body-for-other is the body-
for-us, but it is inapprehensible and alienated. It appears to us that the other
accomplishes for us a function of which we are incapable but that nevertheless
is incumbent on us: to see ourselves as we are.

Merleau–Ponty: The Holistic Structure of Body, Meaning, and Behavior

In Merleau–Ponty’s concept of the development of the self in society, man is
not an object of his surroundings. Merleau–Ponty’s relation to the environment
is not objective in the sense of something unambiguous and measurable; the
human body is not a type of machine, as Descartes suggests. By claiming this
relation, Merleau–Ponty rejects Sartre’s metaphysical and Cartesian dualism of
the body — that is, the body as being-for-itself (my own body as it is normally
for me) and the body as being-for-others (my body as it normally appears to the
other or, equivalently, the body of the other as it normally appears to me),
which is an observable, physical body in society with others. According to
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Merleau–Ponty, if I thought of myself and my body in this vein, I would not call
it mine and I would not be me. He suggests that it is better to say “I am my
body” — that is, my meanings are found in the structures of my body’s behav-
ior, and it is the center of the world in which I exist. 

In Phénoménologie de la Perception [Phenomenology of Perception (1945/2002)],
Merleau–Ponty suggests that one cannot speak of different realities and differ-
ent self-consciousnesses or body awarenesses. He refers to an example in which
an organist, despite the fact that he plays on a new and unknown organ, soon
becomes so familiar with the organ’s characteristics that it cannot be explained
by mechanical learning and adaptation. In contrast to Sartre, who rejects that
unconsciousness represents meaningful things outside of consciousness,
Merleau–Ponty demonstrates that it is because of the sub-consciousness of the
bodily self that the organist “installs” (installe) himself, so to speak, in the organ
and creates an existential self in relation to the musical instrument (1945/2002,
pp. 167–168). Our intersubjective social relations with others are thus a physical
and bodily connection, which is crucial for understanding ourselves in relation
to society and to other people. 

True reflection presents me to myself not as idle and inaccessible subjectivity, but as
identical with my presence in the world with others, as I am now realizing it: I am all that
I can see, I am an intersubjective field, not despite my body and historical situation, but,
on the contrary, by being this body and this situation, and through them, all the rest. (p.
525) 

Merleau–Ponty suggests that the essential characteristic of the self is that the
body is, or has, a pre-objective relationship with its surroundings. This rela-
tionship has intentionality in Kant’s and Husserl’s sense of the word in that the
body is directed toward comprehending society. Herein resides the title and
significance of his work Phenomenology of Perception. The “phenomenon” is
what comes into view; like Husserl, Merleau–Ponty wants to regard the phe-
nomenon carefully and without prejudice. What stands out for a trained phe-
nomenologist is a perceptual field that opens up the perceptual body, and this
area contains many layers of meaning. In the first layer are the pre-objective
phenomena themselves. These phenomena are open, ambiguous phenomena
to which the human body responds. The body and its surroundings constitute
an internal relational structure in which the two elements mutually refer to
each other. This structure is the meaning of Heidegger’s concept of being-in-
the-world, which Merleau–Ponty refers to as being-to-the-world (être au
monde). By showing how the human body is not mechanically, biologically, or
intellectually related to the world but, rather, is existentially related to it,
Merleau–Ponty outlines a new way of examining and reinterpreting the body–mind
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relationship that extends beyond Heidegger’s notions, which do not fully
examine the body –mind relationship and the problem of perception.2

Although we find many of Merleau–Ponty’s arguments about the body–mind
relationship again in Sartre’s perceptions of the self, his theory does not relate
the body specifically to perception, even if he (like Husserl) believes that the
body is present in every perception. When Sartre speaks of the position and
movement of the body, he refers neither to a spatial object’s motion nor to a
position in a geometric room. The spatiality of the body is not linked to a position
but to a situation. The body is not a point among others; rather, it is the anchor
in the world that makes all other coordinates possible. In other words, the
body’s “here” is an absolute “here” as opposed to the place where I currently
find myself. There can never be a “there” for me. 

According to Merleau–Ponty, it is important that we move beyond the natural
world and rediscover the social world, not as an object or sum of objects but as
a permanent field or dimension of existence. Our relationship to the social, like
our relationship to the world, is deeper than any express perception or judgment.
It is as false to place ourselves in society as an object among other objects as it
is to place society within ourselves as an object of thought. In both cases, the
mistake lies in treating the social as an object. In contrast to Sartre, Merleau–
Ponty argues that our identity and our behavior are presented in such a funda-
mental and profound way that we only explicitly become aware of them when
our usual interaction with society is disturbed by something that is forced upon
us, such as mental illness, and in situations similar to what Jaspers calls boundary
situations (Grenzsituationen), which constantly affect our psychic and physical
lives (Jaspers, 1932/1971, vol. II, chapter 7). If we attempt to escape boundary
situations by managing them with rationality and objective knowledge, we
must necessarily flounder. Instead, boundary situations require a radical
change in attitude in one’s normal ways of thinking. The proper way to react
within boundary situations is, according to Jaspers

not by planning, and calculating to overcome them but by the very different activity of
becoming the Existenz we potentially are; we become ourselves by entering with open eyes
into the boundary situations. We can know them only externally, and their reality can
only be felt by Existenz. To experience boundary situations is the same as Existenz.
(1932/1971, p. 179, italics in the original)

2By placing the body consciousness before the mind consciousness, Merleau–Ponty approaches
radical behaviorism, which asserts that the human psyche cannot be examined and, thus, that
only external and visible behavior remains as the subject of science. Merleau–Ponty himself was
aware of the similarity between his work and behaviorism. In La Structure du Comportement [The
Structure of Behavior (1942/2011)], Merleau–Ponty claims that behaviorism and Pavlov’s reflex-
ology misinterpreted existence by understanding it in response to stimuli, analogous with the
mechanistic cause–effect relationships between objects; see chapter II. “Higher form of Behavior”
(pp. 52–128). 
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In La Structure du Comportement [The Structure of Behavior (1942/2011)], Merleau–
Ponty suggests that we can find in the disintegrated consciousness an illustration
of the mind–behavior parallelism in which conscious states run parallel to isolated
bodily occurrences. In such a sickness, this isolated body may causally affect
our perception so that what I perceive may serve as a subjective veil between
me and the real things around me in society. However, the mind and the body
of the integrated person are not allowed to disintegrate in this way. This person’s
body does not act as a separate cause to introduce distortions into his percep-
tions. A disintegrated self-consciousness may be parallel to an isolated cycle of
physical events, but true consciousness is parallel to society and can hardly be
explained logically or by scientific concepts (p. 224). 

Like Sartre, Merleau–Ponty’s anti-deterministic view opposes Freud’s attempts
to diminish the human psyche into mere sexual desire. He does not believe
that anything in the human psyche can be reduced to standardized or logical
categories. We always exist within the world, or in situations. Referring to Freud’s
psychoanalysis, Merleau–Ponty suggests, “there is no explanation of sexuality
which reduces it to anything other than itself, for it is already something other
than itself, and indeed, if we like, our whole being.” (1945/2002, p. 198) 

Foucault’s 1954 View on Body, Meaning, and Social Behavior 

In significant contrast to his later works and to contemporary existentialist
thought, in Maladie Mentale et Personnalité (1954),3 Foucault approaches the
self by distinguishing between what one can scientifically explain — that is,
our physically observable body — and what one cannot scientifically explain
— our minds and our inner psychological feelings and perceptions. He presents
two approaches to the social self and the mind–body–behavior relationship: a
phenomenological, interpretative, non-scientific approach and an explanatory,
scientific, neurological approach. 

In the first part of Maladie Mentale et Personnalité, using the phenomenological
first-person perspective, Foucault refers to phenomenological psychiatrists such
as Binswanger, Kuhn, Séchehaye, and Minkowski to offer examples of a self-
consciousness that would seem unrecognizable for most people but that has
become real for the mentally ill person. This self-consciousness is, according to
Foucault, effected by the fact that the body often ceases to be a point of reference
against the opportunities in the world (“Le corps cesse alors d’être ce centre de
reference autour duquel les chemins du monde ouvrent leurs possibilités”) [1954, p. 65].
The body becomes unrecognizable to consciousness because its impulses stem
from a mysterious exteriority. Foucault refers to one of Minkowski’s patients, who
describes how he experiences his body as a body hard as wood, as a body hard

3This edition is not translated into English. All translations are mine.
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as brick, a body black as water, where the teeth are perceived as ends in a draw-
er made of hard oak tree (p. 66) Occasionally, according to Foucault, we see that
full body awareness (that is, the awareness of a physical body in time and
space) disappears to the extent that one ultimately has only an awareness of a
disembodied life and an unrealistic idea of an immortal existence. 

In the fifth and final chapter of Maladie Mentale et Personnalité, “La Psychologie
du Conflit” (“Conflict Psychology”), Foucault uses examples from Pavlov (pp.
91–102) to turn away from his earlier phenomenological view and to offer an
explanatory, neurologic, socio-cultural approach to the self and the mind–
behavior relationship. Foucault suggests that the consequence of mental illness
and alienation is that the bodily nervous system, in “natural” and bioneurological
ways, transforms sociocultural conflicts and historical development (the present
historical condition) into inner personal life histories, which he believes can
lead to paradoxical defense reactions. Foucault emphasizes that Pavlov’s most
important contribution to psychology was his study of how external stimuli and
environmental conditions can trigger internal anxiety reactions and schizophrenic
experiences of self. 

Because Pavlov’s research showed that the nervous system as a whole normally
manages to balance environmental impacts, Foucault’s concern is directed
toward how these seemingly normal nerve functions can be the cause of patho-
logical activities (1954, p. 94). If a person’s central nervous system is subjected
to a strong activation (excitation), such as violent agitation, Foucault suggests
that this will inductively be followed by an inhibitory defense reaction (inhibi-
tion), followed by a blocking and a corresponding strengthening of the nerve
cells’ excitation and inhibition. In normal cases, this reaction will inductively
lead to the reduction and eventual cessation of the process. For the mentally
ill person, however, the process will only continue in an ongoing cycle.
Foucault suggests that in these cases, one can release emotional stress through
an organic lobotomy, but he believes that this does not change the patient’s
interior work (p. 108). As psychoanalysts do, one can also address a current
conflict by appealing to subtle instincts and past events. However, according to
Foucault, 

When we know that the disease always refers to a dialectical conflict situation, there will
be both efficient and functional treatment that takes place in this particular situation.
(Et d’un autre côté, puisque la maladie se réfère toujours á une dialectique conflictuelle d’une
situation, la thérapeutique ne peut prendre son sens et son efficacité que dans cette situation.)
[pp. 108–109] 

He asks,

If the subjectivity of insanity is both a call to and an abandonment of the society, is it not
the society itself we should ask the secret of its enigmatic status? (Si cette subjectivité de
l’insensé est, en même temps, vocation et abandon au monde, n’est-ce pas au mone lui-même
qui’il faut demander le secret de cette subjectivité énigmatique?) [p. 69]



146 JORANGER

By asking this question and by turning his attention to the external social envi-
ronment, Foucault turns away from Husserlian and phenomenological inward
analysis. With reference to the mentally ill person’s difficulty with social affiliation
and dialogue, he suggests that a whole social evolution was required before dia-
logue could become a mode of human interaction (pp. 27–28). This evolution
was made possible only by a transition from a society immobile in its hierarchy
of moment, which authorized only order, to a society in which the equality of
relations enabled and ensured potential exchange, fidelity to the past, engage-
ment in the future, and reciprocity of points of view. Foucault asserts that the
patient who is incapable of dialogue regresses through this social evolution;
dialogue, as the supreme form of the evolution of language, is replaced by a sort
of monologue (p. 28). By losing the ambiguous potentiality of dialogue, the
patient loses mastery over his symbolic world and the ensemble of words, signs,
and rituals — in short, all that is allusive and referential in the human world.
Seeing Foucault’s concept of evolution in light of Hegel’s master–slave dialectic,
the mentally ill person or the person with social fear will, thanks to modern
social and democratic developments, both confirm and increase his status as a
slave in relation to other more adaptively social individuals. 

Like most of his contemporaries, Foucault criticizes Freud’s psychoanalysis
for camouflaging the unique expression of illness and what he believes to be
the authentic and existential dream language, or “dream meaning.” He wants
to free the analysis of pathological regression from the myth that mental illness
is related to a certain psychological meaning (such as Freud’s libido), which is
seen as the raw material of evolution and which, progressing in the course of
individual and social development, is subject to relapses and can revert, through
illness, to an earlier state. According to Foucault, we must accept the specificity
of the morbid (archaic-like) personality as strictly original. Therefore, the
analysis must be conducted further, and this evolving, potential, and structural
dimension of mental illness must be completed by the analysis of the dimension
that makes it necessary, meaningful, and historical (p. 35).

In his introduction to the 1954 French edition of Binswanger’s essay “Traum
und Existenz,” Foucault (1954/2001) suggests that the essential function of
dream analysis is less to revive the past than to make declarations about the
future. Such an analysis anticipates and announces the moment at which the
patient will finally reveal the secret that she does not yet know and that is
nonetheless the heaviest burden of her present. The dream anticipates the
moment of liberation to come. It is a prefiguring of history even more than it
is an obligatory repetition of the traumatic past. According to Foucault, man
has known since antiquity that in dreams, man encounters what he is and what
he will be, what he has done and what he is going to do, discovering there the
knot that ties his freedom to the necessity of the world (1954/2001, p. 113).
He criticizes Sartre, who, like Hegel, distinguishes imagination from reality.
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According to Foucault, to become totally free from social battles and social restric-
tions, we must recognize that our imaginative life is as real as our “lived” life
(pp. 138–139).

French Postwar Thinking of the Development of the Self in Society

With regard to French postwar thought on the development of the self in
society and its relation to body, meaning, and social behavior, like Hyppolite,
Foucault thinks that modern intersubjective forms of cohabitation have caused
considerable interaction challenges for the development of the self in general
and for social behavior specifically. With regard to mental illness and antisocial
states, dialectical recognition may not be the central issue because life becomes
synonymous with anxiety, fear, and distress. In the same manner as Hyppolite,
Foucault’s notion in Maladie Mentale et Personnalité seems to be that the social
alienation of the self means that one can never match oneself. The develop-
ment of the self in society becomes, in contrast to Hegel’s view, inadequate,
incomplete, and out of sync with the objects of truth. 

Because the subject always fails in its endeavor to become whole and united,
the basis of self remains, as Hyppolite (1946/1974, p. 191) describes it, always
an unhappy consciousness. The development of history is, from this perspective,
not rational and liberating, as Hegel and (in many ways) Marx would argue;
rather, it is irrational and oppressive because it locks man into specific positions
of interaction and patterns of behavior that prevent him from playing out his
personal and existential expressions and imaginations. Foucault seems to believe
that this type of social anxiety occupies the behavior of the person with mental
illness to such an extent that he stops communicating with other people. By
withdrawing from all social intercourse, a person with mental illness escapes
not only from himself but also from the other’s gaze, with the result that he
makes his situation even worse by ensuring that the people around him per-
ceive him as an alien (a slave) in his own universe.

In the same vein, although he does not share Foucault’s dual methodological
approach to the self (that is, a subjective phenomenological focus on the mind
and a reflexological and socio-cultural focus on the body), Sartre explains the
alienated self by dividing self-consciousness into three parts, the body as being-
for-itself, the body as being-for-others, and the body as an ontological dimen-
sion: “My awareness of being an object for others means that I also exist for
myself as body known by the others” (1943/2003, p. 375). According to Sartre,
the self can only be released from the burden of being the object of the other’s
gaze and judgment by imagining a freedom and an identity in which everything
says “I,” fully incorporated in a quasi-world. Opposed to this view,
Merleau–Ponty and Foucault (in his introduction to “Traum und Existenz”)
seem to believe this “quasi-world” is connected to reality itself. The self — that
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is, the mind, behavior, and surroundings — constitute, in this case, an internal
relation structure in which they mutually refer to each other. 

Like Foucault, Merleau–Ponty’s notion is that our imaginations, movements,
dreams, and language represent the situation itself — nothing unreal. For
Merleau–Ponty, as for Foucault, one cannot create a scientific method that can
study the life of signs within society. Rather, Merleau–Ponty suggests that our
existential signs cannot be reduced to a set of facts that are capable of being
reduced to others or to which they can reduce themselves. There can be no
objective science of subjectivity. We are all that we are on the basis of a de facto
situation that we appropriate for ourselves and that is ceaselessly transformed
by a sort of escape that can never be an unconditioned freedom.

Merleau–Ponty’s holistic notion is that one cannot understand the develop-
ment of the self in society by using different views and methods to understand
and explain the mind and body separately, as Foucault did in Maladie Mentale
et Personnalité. For Merleau–Ponty the self will not be experienced as a self if
one divides it into separate parts because I am my mind and my behavior; my
mind and behavior are the center of the world in which the self exists and
cooperates with other selves. From this perspective, one cannot speak of a socially
alienated self or assert that the development of an absolute self is forever
deferred because the self is always absolute in relation to itself and others, even
with regard to illness. 

Unlike Hyppolite’s concept of the self as an unhistorical actor, Foucault,
Sartre, and Merleau–Ponty demonstrate that the self is always in a specific historical
and cultural setting searching for subjective and collective meanings. According
to these authors, intersubjective social relations involve a historical, physical,
and bodily connection that is crucial for understanding ourselves in relation to
others. For Foucault and Sartre, the social self seems to be both psychologically and
physically active and influential, alienated, and restricted. Because the natural and
social self will always resist becoming an object of its surroundings, the self will always
strive for development and integration with the world of the other. In this vein,
because we cannot escape the judgment of others if we want to become real
(cf. Sartre), we shape an illusion of invulnerability. Merleau–Ponty and
Foucault claim that this imagination is part of being human and life itself. 
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In this article, I defend an account of self-knowledge that allows us a considerable first-
person authority regarding our subjective experiences without invoking privileged access.
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Each of us is normally the best person to ask when it comes to our own feelings
and experiences. Speaking about one’s own mental states is generally held to
carry a special epistemic authority. Moreover, this authority belongs exclusively
to the first person; others are not admitted to have a similar claim to know
someone’s experiences even if they are extremely well-informed and familiar
with them. I take these to be facts on first-person authority as they appear in
the practice of human life quite universally. 

Such authority has a central place in social life; denying it can easily (and
legitimately?) be taken as an offence. However, it might be that philosophers
have historically been overconfident about the special security of our knowledge
of our own minds. Carruthers (2011) argues that self-knowledge is interpretive
and prone to confabulation. Schwitzgebel (2011; Hurlburt and Schwitzgebel,
2007) claims that we might be regularly wrong about even quite fundamental
features of our conscious experience. Therefore it is important to be clear
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about the nature of first-person authority, and the conditions in which it may
be legitimately challenged. 

In this article, I seek to give a modest account of self-knowledge that still
respects the special status of the subject as a knower of her own mental states.
I treat commonsensical first-person authority as an explanandum, setting aside
accounts that seek to dethrone the notion altogether. I start by presenting two
contrasting views about the nature of self-knowledge and the basis of first-person
authority. I point out how each of these views, “detectivism” and “constitutivism,”
is unsatisfactory and how expressivism about avowals, an idea inherited from
Wittgenstein (1953), can be seen as preferable to them. I owe the terms detectivism
and constitutivism, as well as the main drift of the argument in the first half of
this paper, to Finkelstein (2003). Another way to refer to these two contrasting
views would be to call them (species of) empiricism and rationalism about self-
knowledge, as is done in Gertler (2011). I proceed to present a version of
expressivism that incorporates some of the good insights made by detectivism
and constitutivism. As explained in the conclusion, I hope my view to be meritorious
in respecting commonsensical first-person authority without invoking privileged
access, i.e., an idea of a special epistemic channel that makes self-knowledge
unproblematic to come by. I also seek to do justice to the meaning of “self-
knowledge” as a process that has to do with the personal development of one’s
conception of oneself.

Detectivism

What is it that makes psychological self-ascriptions, or avowals, especially
secure?1 One way of answering is to appeal to introspection, combined with
some form of privileged access. The idea is simple: people come to know what
their own mental states are like because they are the ones who directly feel or
perceive those states. We are assumed to have an “inner sense,” or some naturally
evolved capacity that enables us to inwardly monitor our mental states. These
are forms of what Finkelstein (2003) calls detectivism: the view that the source
of self-knowledge is a perceptual or quasi-perceptual act of detecting that
allows us to find out our own mental states. 

So, one possible explanation for first-person authority is a combination of
two ideas: first, there is a special way of detecting one’s own mental states; and
second, that way of detecting is remarkably reliable. Maybe subjects are not
completely infallible about everything that goes on in their conscious experience,

1I will use “avowal” as an umbrella term to refer to any sincere utterance whereby the subject
speaks about her mental condition. This liberal use is not a standard one. According to more
restricted uses of the term, what I will later refer to as primitive avowals and intellectual self-
ascriptions would not necessarily qualify as avowals.
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but they have such a propensity of being right about those things that it cannot
be paralleled by any other person. 

It is hard to deny that in an obvious sense, the subject of a painful sensation
is in a better position to observe that particular pain than anyone else. But it
is still far from obvious that this is what grounds the typical way in which first-
person authority is granted to subjects, or if this is a good account of what self-
knowledge is. Next, I attempt to illustrate the issue by an example; my chosen
example in this paper will be a case of describing a sensation of pain. 

Example 1

I have an abdominal pain that I need to describe to a physician. I am able to point out
its location and give an evaluation of its intensity on a scale of 1 to 10. I will also describe
its qualitative character by a few adjectives. After careful consideration and some effort
to find the right words, I say (at time t1) that my pain is located about ten centimeters
up from my waistline, on the left side of my middle abdomen, its intensity is 6, and it is
stinging, sharp, distressing, and penetrating.

When I have finished giving my description, I overhear the word “rip,” or someone suggests
it to me. I say (at time t2): “Ripping! Yes. That’s what my pain is like. That’s right; I could
not come up with it myself.”

When I eventually say that my pain is ripping, I presumably say it with first-
person authority. The fact that I needed help in finding the word might give reason
for an interlocutor to not take it completely at face value; a question like “Are
you sure that is the right word?” might be justifiable. But if I say sincerely and
after careful consideration that “ripping” describes my pain perfectly, it is unclear
what could ground the claim of someone who insists that I must nevertheless
be wrong. In this kind of a situation, any doubt that another person might harbor
about the appropriateness of my pain-description will more naturally target my
adeptness in the use of the word, rather than the accuracy of my introspective act.

According to detectivism, my statements about my pain are based on per-
ceptual or quasi-perceptual observing. In this case, I am supposedly monitoring
my sensation of pain and detecting a ripping quality in it. But detectivism
makes it hard to see why my eventual description of my pain as ripping should
carry any special authority. It was, after all, based on the same introspective
observation that I had already done at t1, without at that time judging my pain
to be ripping. We can make the example clearer by stressing that my sensation
of pain stays the same from t1 to t2: I am not judging my pain to be ripping at
t2 because it started as non-ripping and then suddenly turned into ripping.
Someone could suggest that at t1 I did not attend to the pain as completely as
I did at t2; the suggestion could be that upon hearing the word “rip,” I introspec-
tively probed the pain again to see if the new word fits it, and found a novel
ripping quality in it. But it is possible that I would sincerely deny that too, and
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testify that my pain features in my experience exactly in the way as it did at t1.
The quality that made me describe it as ripping was in my awareness from the
start; I merely came up with a better description of it. 

I think it is fairly plausible that in this situation, where I explicitly admit that
I do not derive my eventual pain-description from any distinct introspective
act, few people would feel that the authority of my avowal diminishes from t1
to t2. This suggests that detectivism is not adequate to explain the basis of first-
person authority.

Maybe we should waive the detectivist idea and state that inward perceptions
are not the source of the authority of my avowals. Instead, it could be suggested
that first-person authority is only a matter of mastering a language. Adult persons
who are competent language-users have learned a stock of everyday phenomeno-
logical vocabulary, and they are considered to be beyond criticism in their psy-
chological self-ascriptions just by virtue of the fact that they generally use that
vocabulary in a coherent and consistent manner, without regularly coming into
conflicts with other competent language-users. Upholding the first-person
authority might be seen as a mere pragmatic or social convention. 

If we think this way, how unassailable a subject’s descriptions of her conscious
experiences are will be a function of her adeptness in using experience-vocabulary.
The descriptions of a fully competent adult will be authoritative, the descriptions
of a young child or a non-native speaker less so. However, what should we do
in situations where two people, both perfectly competent in introspecting and
describing conscious experiences and who we have independent reasons to believe
to be undergoing a similar experience, nevertheless describe that experience in
mutually inconsistent ways? Do we then have to assume that at least one of
them makes an introspective error? Are we then entitled to waive the first-person
authority of one or both of them? For Schwitzgebel (2011), cases like that form
the basis of one group of arguments to the effect that people are not in general
reliable judges of their own conscious experiences. 

Constitutivism

If Schwitzgebel is right, much of the first-person authority that we normally
grant to competent adult people is based on false prejudice. However, there is
an alternative view of self-knowledge that denies that describing our experience
is essentially a matter of having an accurate perception of one’s inner episodes,
which is then translated into words. This view, called “constitutivism” by
Finkelstein (2003), is also friendlier to first-person authority than detectivism
ends up being. Its central idea is that our judgments concerning our inner
episodes play a constitutive role in determining what those inner episodes are.

Constitutivism seems insightful especially concerning propositional attitudes
like beliefs. When we self-ascribe a belief, it seems that we most typically do
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that by rationally committing ourselves to a belief, via judging that something is
the case. Self-ascribing a belief seems to be the act of forming a belief or settling
on a belief, rather than finding one via introspection. As the so-called transparency
theories of self-knowledge have emphasized, self-ascriptions of attitudes need not
involve any judgment turned inwards, so to speak; they are rather part and parcel
with the judgments we make of the outside world.

So at least in some cases, my non-introspective judgments may constitute my
mental states. Also in the case of descriptions of sensations, my authority may
be thought to be “not like the authority of an eyewitness [. . . , but rather like]
that of an Army colonel when he declares an area off limits” (Finkelstein 2003,
p. 28; emphasis in the original). A slightly adapted example will illustrate the
point:

Example 2

Two people have an abdominal pain that they describe to a physician. It has been estab-
lished that their pains are caused by a similar medical condition; they are of the same age,
gender and build, the patterns of activation in their nervous systems are highly similar,
and their pain-descriptions agree for the most part. In short, we have good independent
grounds for believing that they are describing qualitatively similar experiences. 

One person describes her pain as sharp and ripping. The other person disagrees, saying: “I
don’t think it is ripping at all, not really sharp either. It’s more like crushing and suffocating.”

Maybe we always have to leave some room for the possibility that, despite all
clues to the contrary, the subjective experiences of the two people are, after all,
different. But even if we assume that the experiences are similar and the subjects
are just giving mutually incompatible descriptions of the same pain, we can
interpret this as a case of faultless disagreement. 

We can suggest that what the subjects are doing is not that they observe by
introspection features of their inner experiences accurately or inaccurately.
Instead, they are making spontaneous applications of concepts, and in doing
this they engage in defining what their experiences are like. They are flagging a
certain description as the correct thing to say about their experience. First-person
authority, according to this view, is a matter of being in the unique position of
choosing how experience-vocabulary is to be applied to one’s subjective experience.
What ultimately makes it the case that a subject’s pain is ripping is the fact that
the subject judges it to be ripping. Even if there is another, incompatible
description of a qualitatively identical experience — even if the description of
the first subject is highly anomalous — there is no need to ascribe error to any
party. The deviant description can be treated just as a different application of
experience-vocabulary, an application that is within the subject’s rationality to
make, and which may be psychologically interesting in itself. It does not force
us to waive the first-person authority of any speaker involved. First-person
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authority is the acknowledgement that subjects’ statements about their experiences
are (treated as) true in their own conversational context.

Constitutivism, in the case of describing my pain, would be friendly to first-
person authority by holding that my sincere testimony is the primary court of
appeal which determines what my pains are like. The fact that I judge my pain
to be ripping plays a constitutive role in making it the case that my pain is
(rightly characterized as) ripping. First-person authority exists, according to
this view, because the primary way of establishing the character of someone’s
experiences is to refer to that person’s sincere avowals about those experiences.
For that reason, my judgment to the effect that I have a ripping pain is essential
in making it the case that my pain is indeed ripping, as opposed to crushing or
suffocating. Of course, there will be constraints on how I can describe the pain;
I cannot normally characterize my pain as “dark green” or “prestigious,” for
example. But it can be argued that this would not be because those descrip-
tions are erroneous in light of some independent standard, but because they
violate some conversational maxims; I would normally know that those words
are probably uninformative to others as pain-descriptions. Insofar as I want to
communicate, I should not use unhelpful concepts, but otherwise I am free to
describe my pain in whatever way seems to me most suitable. In determining
what is true to say about my experiences, those avowals of mine will be the primary
point of reference. First-person authority just reflects this state of affairs.

Is constitutivism preferable to detectivism? Two points of criticism are impor-
tant. First, it cannot really be praised as an account of self-knowledge. Instead,
it makes it hard to characterize my pain-descriptions and other avowals as
instances of (self-)knowledge at all. Knowledge conceptually requires some kind
of systematic avoidance of error. Roughly speaking, if something counts as an
instance of knowledge, it should involve a judgment that succeeds in repre-
senting some state of affairs correctly, in virtue of some laudable systematic
method. If constitutivism generally holds, and truths about persons’ inner
states are primarily determined by referring to their avowals, then there will be
no such thing as the cognitive achievement of getting a psychological self-
description right. It will be no more of a cognitive achievement than launching
an arrow into a wall and drawing a bulls-eye around its head is an archery
achievement.2

Second, constitutivism seems to make us responsible for mental facts about
ourselves in a way that is not plausible across the board. Here it becomes evident
why constitutivism fits better together with accounts of beliefs and other similar
attitudes. When we consider the latter, constitutivism seems advantageous,
because we generally want to be personally responsible for the contents of our

2I believe that something like this thought is behind those remarks of Wittgenstein that suggest a
”non-cognitive thesis of avowals,” as Hacker (1975) calls it.
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beliefs and desires. But sensations are different in this regard. According to
constitutivism, what ultimately makes it right to say that my pain is ripping
instead of crushing is the fact that I judge it to be ripping instead of crushing.
But in many cases, I will be unable to accept this account from my own view-
point. It will at least usually, if not always, strike me as false to say that my pain
is ripping because I judged it to be ripping. In a typical situation, I say my pain
is ripping because my pain calls for exactly that word, and I will be inclined to
insist that I really have no rational control over that matter. If I complain of a
sharp pain, no one can seriously suggest to me: “Learn to judge it to be dull
instead, and then it will not be sharp anymore!” Not all conscious experiences,
as they appear to me in first person, leave room to intellectually decide the
most appropriate verbal characterization for them. Some experiences do not let
me rationally judge what I want to say of them; they will rather take control of
me, and demand an expression. This uneasiness from the first-person view-
point should justify looking for a better account to surpass both detectivism
and constitutivism. 

Expressivism

Finkelstein (2003), Bar-On and Long (2001), Bar-On (2004), and Rodríguez
(2012) have examined expressivism as a superior alternative for making sense
of our relation to our own inner sphere. This view develops a point inherited
from Wittgenstein (1953), saying that much of psychological talk in the first
person is not descriptive in nature; it does not stem from an observation of an
inner object. Instead of merely rejecting detectivism, however, Wittgenstein
insisted on continuity or at least a possible connection between verbal avowals
and primitive, “natural” expressions: 

How do words refer to sensations? [. . .] The question is the same as: how does a human
being learn the meaning of the names of sensations? — of the word “pain” for example.
Here is one possibility: words are connected with the primitive, the natural, expressions
of the sensation and used in their place. A child has hurt himself and he cries; and then
adults talk to him and teach him exclamations and, later, sentences. They teach the
child new pain-behavior. “So you are saying that the word ‘pain’ really means crying?” —
On the contrary: the verbal expression of pain replaces crying and does not describe it.
(Wittgenstein 1953, §244) 

According to the possibility Wittgenstein points out, the avowals that we use
to talk about our experiences work in the same way as pre-verbal grunts and
cries. The point of the avowals is not to be parts of fact-stating discourse, but
to give voice to wants and needs in social interaction. The avowals can also be
drawn out of me against my will, like primitive expressions. This is a point in
favor of expressivism against constitutivism, as the latter threatened to over-
intellectualize the subjective sphere. 
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For the question of why my descriptions of my own experience carry a special
authority, expressivism offers a deflationary answer. According to it, avowing is
not a matter of describing one’s pains or feelings at all. Avowals only superficially
look like descriptions. Actually they are sophisticated and cultured expressive
behavior: utterances that are in the business of reacting to my surroundings,
and thereby doing other things, such as eliciting pity or asking for help. This
was Gilbert Ryle’s view in his Concept of Mind:

[M]any unstudied utterances embody explicit interest phrases, or what I have elsewhere
been calling “avowals,” like “I want,” “I hope,” “I intend,” “I dislike,” “I am depressed,”
“I wonder,” “I guess,” and “I feel hungry”; and their grammar makes it tempting to mis-
construe all the sentences in which they occur as self-descriptions. But in its primary
employment “I want…” is not used to convey information, but to make a request or
demand. [. . .] Nor, in their primary employment, are “I hate…” or “I intend…” used for
the purpose of telling the hearer facts about the speaker; or else we should not be surprised
to hear them uttered in the cool, informative tones of voice in which we say “he hates . . .”
and “they intend . . . .” We expect them, on the contrary, to be spoken in a revolted and
a resolute tone of voice respectively. (Ryle 1949, pp. 183–184) 

However, even if Ryle’s view of the primary employment of avowals is correct,
he realizes that he cannot boldly generalize this point. The existence of a “primary”
employment implies that there are one or more secondary employments. Surprising
or not, sometimes “I hate . . .” and “I intend . . .” are uttered in a cool and measured
manner, in order to give a self-description. The view that avowals are simply
expressive and lack truth-values is rightly met with suspicion (Hacker 1975;
see also Malcolm, 1954). Obviously, if this simple view is what expressivism
amounts to, it will explain (apparent) first-person authority, but it will not be
an account of self-knowledge. According to it, my verbal avowals are no more
instances of self-knowledge than distinctive grunts and gestures are. On the
other hand, those avowals cannot be meaningfully corrected by another person,
but this is for the trivial reason that they have no factual content to disagree on.

Wittgenstein (1953, II, ix) plausibly acknowledged that avowals can play the
role of both expressions and descriptions, or something in between. A non-naive
version of expressivism holds that my speech about my own mental states is
fundamentally continuous with my natural bodily expressions, but such speech
still linguistically expresses or “manifests” facts about my thoughts and feelings
so that it is capable of stating truths or falsehoods about me. Bar-On (2004)
has developed such a version and labeled it “neo-expressivism.” Sophistication
is clearly necessary, because it is hard to deny that avowals are in some sense
also in the business of stating facts about their speaker. Avowals have contents
that can feature in logical inferences, they can be contradicted by other statements,
and so on. It seems that expressivism has to face an objection that is parallel
to the Frege–Geach problem for metaethical non-cognitivism (for a summary,
see Sinclair, 2009): How can this way of talking be fundamentally expressive,
when it evidently in many contexts functions like descriptive, fact-stating talk?
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In what follows, I will present a development of expressivism to shed light on
the nature of avowals, the first-person authority associated with them, and the
limitations of that authority. I attempt to combine a number of what I take to
be valid insights. First, I will endorse a view that I attribute to Wittgenstein:
avowals can function as expressive utterances but also as descriptions, and
there is no categorical line separating the two cases. Second, I agree with
Rodríguez (2012) in holding that Bar-On’s (2004) influential expressivist
account has the undesirable feature of taking apart avowals as expressive acts
and avowals as the linguistic (truth-evaluable) products of those acts. I suggest
that the putting forward of a linguistic description of one’s experience is a single
expressive act, whose expressive quality and truth-value are assessed in an
interdependent fashion. Third, I seek to integrate detectivism and constitutivism
in the picture, by highlighting the kinds of cases where each works best. 

Primitive�Avowals,�Intellectual�Self-Ascriptions,�and�Deliberations

For heuristic purposes, I will distinguish between three different types of psycho-
logical self-ascription. These are not meant as rigid categories. Instead, they
represent the end and middle points of a scale on which avowals, and interpretations
of avowals, can move. One extreme is a purely expressive, spontaneous avowal;
another extreme is a detached, cool self-ascription done as if from a third-person
perspective. Between these, there is a vast range of avowals that express the speaker’s
state of mind by asserting something about it. A good label for these latter cases
is hard to come by; I will call them deliberations, owing the word, and some of
my inspiration, to Moran (2001).

Other advocates of the expressivist view have made the point that (some)
avowals have a special epistemic authority because of their peculiar expressiveness.
They are taken to be immediate, non-judgment-involving airings of the subject’s
mental states. My aim is to qualify, and clarify, this point by suggesting that
some avowals (deliberations) have a special epistemic authority when they are
expressive in a certain spontaneous and unstudied way while also being honest
attempts of a revisable self-description.

Primitive Avowals 

First, I endorse Wittgenstein’s point about verbal expressions of feelings being
able to take over and extend the function of primitive, non-verbal expressions.
Assuming that more articulate and considered expressions can build on simple
primitive expressions, I will propose a way of seeing these as a procession on a
single, continuous scale. Primitive, natural expressions like cries and smiles are
devoid of cognitive content. They are not attempts to convey factual information.
They may be expressions of attitudes, means of drawing attention, devices of
eliciting reactions from others or otherwise communicative, but they are not
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statements or descriptions of the subject’s mentality. They can be called purely
expressive acts. The simplest form of verbal avowals can be equated with them.
Cases where “It hurts!” is used spontaneously and passionately to serve the same
function as would be served by a scream, or a case where a spontaneous “I feel
so good!” takes the same communicative role that could be taken by an exhil-
arated smile, can be called purely expressive avowals. These have a character
of naturalness and spontaneity; they are drawn out of a person, rather than for-
mulated and put forward by the subject in a controlled fashion. This is one end
of my proposed spectrum. 

Intellectual Self-ascriptions 

On the other end of the spectrum, there are self-ascriptions of mental states
that are purely descriptive. Whereas purely expressive avowals are not descrip-
tive to any extent, the self-ascriptions of mental states at the other end of the
spectrum are not expressive to any extent. The latter are instances where the
subject takes a detached, third-person perspective toward her own mentality,
and produces a studied verdict from that perspective. She may or may not like
the contents of that verdict; she may even want to disown it. I will call these
intellectual self-ascriptions. They will include a case where I reluctantly admit,
after a lengthy work to sort out my thoughts, that I am angry with my father
because of his strictness as a disciplinarian, while at the same time admitting
that I should not and do not want to be angry with him. In another case, I
notice my slowing pace of work and carelessness and conclude that I must be
tired and frustrated, although I do not feel like saying that I am either of those
things; but my physical and behavioral condition force me to make that con-
clusion anyway. I know, after all, that lethargy and carelessness are objective
criteria for a person’s being tired. 

At this latter end of the spectrum, it can be legitimately said that I come to
know my own mental states by detecting them in myself, although that detection
is not necessarily carried out by inward glances of introspection. In any case, in
these instances I attribute a mental state to myself as a result of self-observation
of some kind, and this observation has no special claim of authority over anyone
else’s word. My self-observation can be mistaken for the same mundane reasons
as any observation can be mistaken; it will make perfect sense to ask me to do
my self-observation more carefully or more attentively, in order to avoid error.
It is possible that I mistake the symptoms of a medical condition for symptoms
of tiredness, or that I misidentify as repressed anger something that further
reflective work reveals to be some other complex feeling. In short, this is a class
of cases where I am sufficiently alienated from my own mental state to treat
that mental state as an external object of scrutiny. The account of detectivism,
while not easily generalizable, fits well here. This kind of self-scrutiny was what
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Ryle (1949), who rejected privileged introspective access as the basis of self-
knowledge, eventually treated as the paradigm case of real self-knowledge.

Deliberations 

There is a purely expressive case of avowal; these I have called primitive avowals.
There is also a purely descriptive case of avowal (according to my liberal use of the
term); these I have called intellectual self-ascriptions. Now I will distinguish a
third case, which is the speech act whereby the subject puts forward an expressive
linguistic utterance to serve as a self-description. I believe that many, maybe most,
avowals in typical human communication can be seen as instances of this type.
They are characterized by a desire of the speaker to strike a balance between
saying something that can be taken to be an objectively accurate description of
her, and voicing her own impulses and wants, all in a single speech act. They
are expressive utterances of the subject, but these expressive utterances
acknowledge that they are attempts at manifesting a mental event that is an
object of scrutiny also from the subject’s own perspective; an event for which
the giving of an adequate description is a cognitive challenge. They are
instances where the subject assesses two things at once: first, what she wants
to say about her experience; and second, how objectively plausible her statement
is as a self-description. I call these avowals deliberations. One more modified
example will serve to illustrate the point.

Example 3

I have an abdominal pain that I need to describe to a physician. I am asked to assess my
pain’s intensity on a scale from 1 to 10. I have used the pain-scale before, and I consider
the guidelines I associate with different numeric degrees of pain. I judge that my pain is
of the level of 7. Then I am asked to think carefully:

“You describe your pain otherwise in the same way as in those earlier instances when you
have judged it to be 5 or 6. You also don’t show signs of greater distress over it. Are you
sure that 7 is not too much?” 

I answer: “Yes, I understand that, but I just feel that this week it is harder to bear. I’m
not sure if it is the pain itself that intensifies or if I am just depressed, but 6 would be too
small a number now. I’m saying 7.”

Here, I am doing several things at once. First, I am giving a description of my
pain. My utterance of “7” occurs in a context of giving a description; it is
meant to inform the other about a certain feature of my conscious experience,
to go down in my medical record as a true proposition about my condition.
Second, I am using words (or rather, numbers) expressively: the point of my
saying “7” is to let the other know how I feel about my pain, to voice my sen-
timent. Third, however, in this particular example I acknowledge that I have
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some reservations about whether my avowal accurately describes a change in
the pain itself or in the overall quality of my mental condition (“I’m not sure if
it is the pain itself that intensifies or if I am just depressed”). Here I admit that
my decision to say 7 instead of 6 might be borne out of my growing concern
over my pain, my overall feeling bad physically and mentally, or something like
that. In a way, I give the hearer some freedom to evaluate what conclusions to
draw from my utterance.

Now, it seems to me plausible to agree with constitutivism to an extent. My
description of my pain has a unique claim to being true. This is because my
avowal has a special status in determining what is deemed right to say about
my pain’s intensity. My honest avowal of my pain as 7 is a central criterion for
it being the case that my pain indeed has the intensity of 7. I am the only one
who can apply pain-vocabulary to myself in the first person, so my judgments
about my pain are crucial in determining how pain-vocabulary is to be applied
to me in particular cases. However, my avowals are not the only criterion for
determining what my pain is like; there are bodily and behavioral criteria for
different kinds of pains too (as the interlocutor in Example 3 notices).

In light of this, I suggest that my avowal is a complex communicative act: it
is, in effect, a request for others to accept my pain-avowal as a valid description of
my pain. It has a double nature. It is put forward as a description of my state of
consciousness, but it is also a kind of an act of pleading: an expression of my
want to make others treat my pain as a pain of the level 7. Most of the time,
my avowal will be accepted as a valid and authoritative description without a
scruple, insofar as people generally accept the first-person authority of subjects
over their own mental states. But sometimes there will be room for scrutiny, as
in Example 3. 

In Example 3, I am saying that my pain is 7 in circumstances where, as far as
any onlooker can see, I could as well say 5 or 6. So why am I saying 7? If this
unusual question would be put to me, I could approach it in a number of ways. 

(a) First, I could try to ground my judgment in some objectively available
behavioral evidence. “Look, I may not show signs of greater distress over my
pain just now, but there are some signs anyway: it distracts me more than
before, it is harder to concentrate on anything else, I am constantly more
stressed about it than before . . . . It must have intensified from 6 to 7.” Here,
I am taking a more detached position toward my pain by allowing that it is a
matter of evidence to decide whether my pain is 6 or 7. This is to move my
avowal more in the direction of what I have called an intellectual self-ascription.
I loosen my claim to first-person authority somewhat, by allowing that my judgment
about my pain might be wrong according to some standards that can override
my own statement.

(b) Second, I could (in principle) decide to be a hard-headed constitutivist.
“I just feel like saying 7. It seems to me to be the correct application of the
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pain-scale to what I am feeling right now. And I am automatically right in this,
because it is me who gets to decide how pain-vocabulary is applied to my inner
experiences. End of story.” I think it is evident that by these words, the subject
would make her avowal sound in a certain way suspicious. It seems that her
attitude toward her pain is not an attitude of a person who wants to commu-
nicate something about her pain to others. It is rather the attitude of a person
who is merely interested, for one reason or another, to ensure that the hearers
withhold further inquiry and accept her statement. Concerns about the honesty
of the avowal would be raised, and there would be some hesitation about
whether, or to what extent, her utterance can be taken seriously as an avowal.
It would be sensible to protest that the subject does not get to decide whether
his pain is 6 or 7 just like that. 

(c) Finally, there is the option that seems to be natural and plausible: “I just
feel that I have to say 7. I cannot help it. It just feels worse today.” What I
acknowledge here is that my avowal shares the nature of a primitive expression:
the number 7 is drawn out from me, somewhat in the way spontaneous grunts
or smiles are drawn out from me, rather than rationally decided to be my chosen
number for the pain. 

Now, I suggest that the first-person authority of my self-ascription is at its
strongest when it has a nature like that described in (c). When it is in this way
akin to a spontaneous, primitive expression, then the subject has a special
force behind her request that her pain-avowal is treated as a valid description
of her pain. Her avowal will then represent her genuinely best effort to give a
linguistic expression to an event of her consciousness that does not allow for
just any arbitrary expression.

In other words, I am suggesting that the authority of an avowal as a self-
description is dependent on whether the avowal is taken to share in the nature
of a primitive avowal. But I am also arguing that it is necessary for an avowal
to be plausible as a description from a detached perspective, if it is to work in
its role as an avowal. Once more, I will illustrate by an example. Let us imagine
that, in Example 3, I am struck with a sudden fear and anguish over my pain,
and I start to feel my constant, familiar pain as so unbearable that I want help
with it immediately at any cost. Then, when asked about the intensity of my
pain, I will respond “10.” Now, it seems that another person would have a good
reason to say to me: “Look, you cannot really say that. I know you feel bad, but
10 is the highest point of the scale, it is meant to represent a pain that is so
unmanageable that you have never experienced anything worse than it. A person
with a pain that has the intensity of 10 would be incapacitated, which you
clearly are not.” In a way, my “10” would be a failed avowal; it could not be
taken seriously as an avowal.

In the previous case, I am uttering “10” as a kind of a purely expressive call
for help that does not even purport to be a measured attempt of self-description.
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This kind of an avowal will be appropriate in some conversational contexts,
but faulty in many others. In particular, it will be unhelpful for the physician,
or at least it will put the physician in a position where she has to contemplate
how to interpret my utterance. It will not be a fully functional avowal in its context. 

I take these considerations to show the following. Insofar as my (deliberative)
avowals are descriptions of my mental state, they are also requests for others to
accept my description as valid. But the acceptability of my avowal as a valid
self-description is largely dependent on whether my avowal is taken to be
expressive in the right way (i.e., in the way of a primitive, unstudied expression).
And my avowal, however honestly expressive, will not be fully taken seriously
as an avowal unless it at least attempts to be a descriptive act (i.e., is constrained
by my aspiration to inform others about what my pain is like, and not only by
what I want to say about it). The descriptive and expressive aspects of an
avowal are interdependent.

Conclusion:�Avowals,�Self-Knowledge,�and�the�

Nature�of�First-Person�Authority

I will now conclude by spelling out some consequences for the issues of self-
knowledge and first-person authority that can be drawn from my discussion.
First, it seems to me that a crucial part of what is commonly called “self-knowledge”
is manifested in a person’s ability to reflect on her use of the different modes of
avowals, and to some extent choose between them. Avowals are called for in
many different communicative situations. Sometimes, when another person
asks me “How do you feel?,” what is expected from me is just a spontaneous
manifestation of my feeling of pain, affection, or anxiety. Then, it is an exercise
of self-knowledge to be able to recognize and let out my spontaneous and
unstudied reaction, suppressing any need to take a detached perspective and
survey my state of mind as a part of my objective personal psychology. At other
times, it will be necessary for me to study my psychology as if from a third-person
perspective, in order to uncover biases or unconscious motivations, acknowl-
edging that my own assessment of my psychology is nothing but an assessment
by a fallible human being. Then, it will be necessary to contain my spontaneous
and unstudied reactions, and to keep in mind the possibility that my first
thoughts about my pains, affections or anxieties might not be the (whole) truth
about them. (“I feel like saying that this pain is 7; but don’t I usually have a low
pain threshold? Maybe most other people would call it 6, or even 5? And I
admit that I am feeling depressed; maybe that is affecting all my judgments
more than I realize.”) Understanding that my unstudied expressions and correct
descriptions of my psychology (according to some standards that I myself can
accept when speaking in third person) can come apart, and finding out how
they can be expected to come apart in diverse situations, is a vital part of my
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self-knowledge. In deliberations, I talk expressively, and in so doing I manifest
my wants and needs to characterize my mental life in certain ways, but at the
same time I am subjecting my avowals to interpersonal assessment by presenting
them as descriptions of myself. Seeing how those expressively grounded descrip-
tions manage with and against those descriptions of me that are given from the
perspective of another person helps me to cultivate an important kind of self-
knowledge. I am learning how my conception of myself plays together with
other people’s conception of me.

This characterizes self-knowledge in a sense in which it is a process. It is a
sense of self-knowledge that is easily overlooked if the crucial expressive function
of first-person psychological talk goes unnoticed. In deliberations, how I can
plausibly describe myself constrains how I should feel appropriate to express
myself, and at the same time how I need to express myself constrains how I
describe myself. Competent use of deliberative avowals might be characterized
as communication that is at the same time both self-studying and self-defining
— a remarkable feat of human thought.

Second, pointing out the combination of expressiveness and descriptiveness
in avowals produces a modest and commonsensical view of first-person authority
and its limitations. There is little motivation to assume that individuals have
magically accurate introspective powers, so that they would be uniquely
authoritative judges of their own mental states in a detectivist manner. But
what people do have is a subject’s perspective to those mental states, and a
desire to define and characterize those states from that perspective. Conscious
attempts of persons to work out what their subjective experiences are like —
what I have called deliberative avowals — have a special epistemic status insofar
as they are properly expressive honest utterances while also being attempts of
self-description. A description that I give of my own experience is authoritative
when, and insofar, it is based on an expressive act that is ungrounded and natural
in the same way as a primitive bodily reaction is. The subject is the only one
who is in a position to give a description with this peculiar basis; therefore, nat-
urally, an avowal of this kind carries special weight. When moving away from
deliberations toward primitive avowals, or toward intellectual self-ascriptions,
motivation to demand a special authority for the avowals wanes: in the case of
primitive avowals, because they are not issued or interpreted as statements
with factual content, and in the case of intellectual self-ascriptions, because
they are not made from the special perspective of the subject-position.

First-person authority is, first and foremost, recognition that each person has
a unique status as a generator of knowledge about her own mental reality.
Properly expressive deliberative avowals have a special epistemic job to do.
They are not infallible, not always even highly reliable, but they are acts of giving
voice to a personal experience: they are the subject’s applications of concepts
to her personal experiences in a certain situation and at a certain time, and as
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such they have a constitutive role. They serve as the starting point of inquiry
into her experience, and enjoy a certain amount of resistance to corrections.
The role of such avowals as (partly) self-defining acts also means that a subject
can, in principle, decide to stick to her self-description even when it is anomalous
from the perspective of an outside observer. If a subject is truly brought to see
her self-description as erroneous, this must happen by eventually bringing her
to revise her avowal in such a way that she can, after the revision, own it as
her honest self-expression, not only as a third-person description of her forcibly
given from outside. This seems an essential characteristic of an autonomous,
self-standing subject. Consequently, first-person authority has an ethical dimension
in addition to an epistemic one. Respecting it is to grant to other people an
authoritative voice in telling what their experiences are like. Disregarding it is
to say that it is in principle possible to overrule a subject’s self-expressing voice
by a third-person, more authoritative account of what her experiences are really
like. It is doubtful whether those who are subjected to the latter treatment have
a chance of seeing themselves as subjects in the full sense.
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All instances of the placebo effect seem to share the following feature: our
ability to influence our bodies in ways that go beyond what is usually deemed
possible. That we are capable of controlling our bodies, such as when we pour
a glass of water, type an email, or hug a child, is not in itself unusual. What is
unusual about the placebo effect, however, is our ability to influence bodily
functions over which we do not normally have control, such as the neuronal
activity of pain, the quantity of white blood cells in the immune system, or the
brain chemistry of Parkinson’s disease. The problem, then, is to explain how we
exercise some measure of control over these apparently involuntary functions. 
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Placebo theorists have been attempting to solve this problem for some time.
They have generally come down on one side or the other of the mind–body
divide: on the mind side, “meaning-oriented” researchers have focused on the
social and psychological aspects of the placebo effect, while on the body side,
“mechanism-oriented” researchers have concentrated on the placebo’s physio-
logical features (Harrington, 1997). To borrow a simile from the great German
physiologist, Ewald Hering (1834–1918), these orientations are like two teams
of engineers digging from opposite sides of a mountain and trying to meet at
some point in-between (Turner, 1994). There is a general belief, moreover, that
the joining of these two tunnels would enable us to solve the mystery of the
placebo effect. That is to say, any satisfactory solution to the placebo problem,
as defined above, would have to satisfy the additional requirement of overcoming
the epistemological barriers that separate these diametrically opposed schools
of thought. 

This paper proposes to fulfill both these requirements in a theory based on
the following supposition: feelings accompany placebo effects in the same way
that feelings such as embarrassment, hunger, or sexual arousal also exist alongside
their corresponding physiological effects. In other words, I shall argue that the
nature of the placebo effect is easily explained if we recognize the possibility that
the physiological changes induced by placebos are accompanied by corresponding
subjective experiences. That there should be a specific brain state for each of
our mental states is virtually a universally accepted assumption among brain/
mind theorists. Indeed, with each new advancement in brain research, we
expect to find “ever finer correspondences between brain states and mental
states, between brain and mind” (Damasio, 2002, p. 8). What I am proposing
is the extension of this correspondence to mental functions whose existence
we have yet to consider, namely, those associated with the neuronal activity of
placebo effects. 

Other theorists (Benedetti, 2009; Kirsch, 1997) have recognized a corre-
spondence between the mind and body in placebo effects, but not to the extent
considered here.1 For example, Kirsch (1997) distinguished between two types
of physiological responses to placebos, which I will hitherto call type I and type II

1There is one exception, however. In 1869, the Belgian philosopher, mathematician, and psy-
chologist Joseph Delboeuf (1831–1896) proposed a similar idea to explain the case of Louise
Lateau, a famous Belgian stigmatic. In April of 1868, still weak after recovering from a near fatal
illness, this 18-year-old woman began bleeding from her left side, feet, hands, and forehead over
a series of Fridays shortly after Easter. During these bouts of stigmata, Lateau was actively
engaged in imagining the final moments of the passion of Christ. Given the close match between
her bodily lesions and the contents of her overexcited imagination, Delboeuf (1869/1993) ven-
tured the following hypothesis: “In certain exceptional and morbid cases, could not the felt sen-
sation be joined by the corresponding organic modification [. . .]?” (p. 400). Delboeuf would go
on to develop similar ideas, but in a slightly different direction, when he took up the study of
hypnosis some 15 years later. It is only after I had hit upon the theory of full correspondence that
I realized Delboeuf had already proposed a similar theory in 1869.
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physiological placebo effects. Type I physiological placebo effects are assumed
to come in mind–body pairs: the subjective experience being in close correspon-
dence with its physiological counterpart. Examples include the psychological
and physiological effects of placebo coffee and placebo tranquilizers. The physio-
logical responses of type II placebo effects, on the other hand, “are not part of the
physiological substrates of subjective experience” (p. 179); they have no counter-
parts in the mind. Kirsch points to the influence of placebos on cancer, skin
conditions, and the immune system as examples of this more mysterious type of
placebo effect. In sum, one could say Kirsch subscribes to a partial correspondence
between mental and physiological events in the placebo effect, whereas I am
proposing a full correspondence between the two.

If the idea of full correspondence has not been seriously considered until
now (aside from Delboeuf’s [1869/1993] and Kirsch’s [1997] considerations), it is
because we have paid insufficient attention to the feelings associated with the
placebo effect. The reason for this oversight, as I shall later discuss, is tied to a
deep-seated reluctance — similar to the skepticism of many researchers and
theorists (e.g., Hróbjartsson and Gøtzsche, 2001; Kienle and Kiene, 1997) regarding
the reality of the placebo effect — in recognizing consciousness as an acceptable
object of scientific investigation. To many, consciousness and the placebo effect
seem less real than the material objects that lie at the basis of our scientific
understanding of the natural world. But to deny the existence of the placebo
effect is to deny a well-documented natural phenomenon (e.g., Benedetti, 2009;
Harrington, 1997; Moerman, 2002b), and to ignore consciousness in the study
of that phenomenon is to ignore a vital clue in understanding it. 

This paper will describe the theory of full correspondence in some detail,
present evidence supporting it, and discuss its capacity to integrate existing
theories within a single theoretical framework. My first step will be to situate
the theory of full correspondence within the field of placebo research by reviewing
its dominant theories — meaning theory, expectancy theory, and conditioning
theory. This brief review is modeled on Anne Harrington’s (1997) classic review
of the placebo literature, which first introduced me to the epistemological tension
described above and set the context for the problem addressed herein. 

Meaning Theory

Building on the work of scholars sensitive to the role of culture and meaning
in the placebo effect (Brody, 1997; Hahn, 1985, 1995; Kleinman, 1986, 1998),
Daniel Moerman’s (2002a, 2002b) “meaning response” theory, recently revised
and expanded by Barrett et al. (2006) and Kradin (2004), draws on a rich history
of studies revealing the symbolic and cultural factors involved in the placebo
effect. Such studies have shown, for example, that two placebo tablets work
better than one (Rickels, Hesbacher, Weise, Gray, and Feldman, 1970), that
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capsules work better than tablets (Hussain and Ahad, 1970), injections better
than pills (de Craen, Tijssen, de Gens, and Kleijnen, 2000), branded better
than unbranded pills (Branthwaite and Cooper, 1981), and expensive better
than inexpensive pills (Waber, Shiv, Carmon, and Ariely, 2008). In such pairs,
Moerman (2002a, 2002b) noted, the former “means” more than the latter.
Meaning theorists have drawn similar conclusions from studies showing how
warm colors (pink, orange, and red) are consistently associated with stimulants
and cool colors (green and blue) with sedatives and depressants (de Craen,
Roos, Leonard de Vries, and Kleijen, 1996), how Chinese Americans born in
unlucky years according to Chinese astrology tend to die younger than cohorts
born under luckier stars (Phillips, Ruth, and Wagner, 1993), and how a warm,
enthusiastic, and caring bedside manner increases the overall effectiveness of
treatments and placebos (Di Blasi, Harkness, Ernst, Georgiou, and Kleijnen,
2001).

What these and countless other studies show is that our biology is deeply
affected not only by the material basis of life, but also by the broader social
world. As Barrett et al. (2006) wrote with respect to coffee drinking in particu-
lar, and “health-related behaviors” in general, we are “embedded within socio-
cultural networks of meaning. Conscious and subconscious ‘meanings’ combine
with personal experiences — physiological and psychological — to form mind–
body response patterns” (p. 189). For similar reasons, Moerman (2002a, 2002b)
sees the placebo effect as a special case of a larger biosocial phenomenon he
calls the “meaning response.”

But meaning cannot tell the whole placebo story. We need to explain how
“sociocultural networks of meaning” translate into physiological effects, how
meaning moves from society to the body. One way of doing so is through the
study and manipulation of expectations.

Expectancy Theory

Expectancy theorists take a more psychological approach to the placebo
effect. They do not dispute the ideas advanced by meaning theorists, but they
consider sociocultural factors to be a step removed from the psychological
processes that produce the phenomenon, and the most important of these
processes, they argue, is expectation. On this view, the placebo effect occurs
when a patient is led to believe the treatment will have the desired effect. A classic
example is an experiment using “trivaricane,” a name invented by Montgomery
and Kirsch (1996) for a placebo anesthetic cream they used to lessen the pain
of unpleasant electrical stimulation. While the electric shocks were adminis-
tered to both index fingers of their undergraduate participants, the placebo
cream was applied to only one of the fingers. To enhance the placebo’s effect, the
researchers wore white lab coats, drew the cream from a bottle labeled
“Trivaricane: Approved for research purposes only,” and applied it wearing surgical
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gloves “to avoid overexposure” (p. 175). The expectations created by this
trivaricane-charged context produced a significant anesthetic effect, and because
this effect was limited to the finger on which the cream was applied, appeals to
general pain-relieving processes such as endorphin release or anxiety reduction
were effectively ruled out.2 Similar studies of placebo alcohol (Hull and Bond,
1986), placebo (decaffeinated) coffee (Flaten, Aasli, and Blumenthal, 2003; Kirsch
and Weixel, 1988), anti-depressants (Kirsch and Sapirstein, 1999), and sedatives
(Jensen and Karoly, 1991) have also provided strong support for expectancy
theory. 

Conditioning Theory

The classical conditioning theory of the placebo effect has a lot of experimental
support too, with studies demonstrating behaviorally conditioned effects rang-
ing from the reduction of pain, depression, and anxiety to the production of
antibodies, insulin, and dopamine (Benedetti, 2009). Unlike the psychosocial
orientation of meaning and expectancy theories, conditioning theory interprets
the placebo effect as a type of associative learning. According to the conditioning
account, for example, placebo aspirin works by inducing the pain relief previously
associated with aspirin pills. In the language of classical conditioning, an
aspirin pill is an unconditioned stimulus that produces the unconditioned response
of pain relief. As the stimuli associated with aspirin pills, such as their taste,
shape, and color, are repeatedly paired with the unconditioned stimulus, they
become conditioned stimuli capable of triggering conditioned responses similar
to the unconditioned response produced by the pills’ pharmacological agent. In
short, all the stimuli that had previously been associated with a medical treatment
have the potential of eliciting that treatment’s physiological effects when a
placebo is substituted in its place (Ader, 1997).

The conditioning approach does not deny a role for meaning and expectation
in many placebo effects, but it often sees this role as secondary to the primary
one of conditioning because, as we shall see below, some conditioned placebo
effects seem to occur in the absence of any conscious cognition. Meaning and
expectancy theorists naturally take the opposite view, subsuming conditioning
within their own explanatory frameworks whenever possible. For example,
Kirsch (2004) believes “expectancy theory includes conditioning as a process
by which expectancies are formed” (p. 341). Under certain conditions, moreover,
the placebo effect will correspond to a subject’s expectations even when con-
ditioning predicts the opposite outcome (Kirsch, Lynn, and Miller, 2004; Montgomery

2Some of the subjects could have inferred that the anesthesia would extend to the other index
finger because the cream had been absorbed into the bloodstream. None of the subjects seemed
to have formed this expectation, however, since the effect was limited to the finger upon which
the placebo cream was applied.
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and Kirsch, 1997). And while acknowledging the apparent absence of expectan-
cies in Benedetti, Amanzio, Baldi, Casadio, and Maggi (1999), discussed below,
Kirsch (2004) nonetheless maintains that “conditioned placebo effects without
expectancies are rare” (p. 342). Yet much turns on these rare cases, the most
famous of which was a chance discovery by Robert Ader in 1974 of a condi-
tioned immune system response in rats.

Meaning versus Mechanism: Interpreting a Placebo Effect in Rats

Ader (1974) had initially set out to determine whether rats could be made
to avoid saccharin-flavored water by inducing an association between the taste
of saccharin and the experience of nausea. He began by giving groups of rats 1,
5, or 10 ml of water containing 0.1% saccharin, followed 30 minutes later by
the injection of a nausea-inducing drug called cyclophosphamide, which also
happens to be a powerful immunosuppressor. Control groups received the sac-
charin solution without cyclophosphamide. The rats were offered the same
saccharin solution every three days and, as expected, the degree to which they
avoided the flavored drink was found to vary with the quantity of saccharin
consumed on the day of conditioning. Near the end of the experiment, Ader
noticed something unexpected: several rats in the cyclophosphamide groups
began dying, despite having received doses well below toxic levels. Moreover,
as a general rule, the first rats to die received the largest volume of saccharin
water in the initial pairing, the next rats to die, the second largest, and so on
and so forth. Ader thus hypothesized that the rats had been conditioned to
suppress their immune systems whenever they drank saccharin-flavored water,
thereby leaving them vulnerable to pathogens in their environment. To test
this hypothesis, he and a colleague subjected rats to a similar procedure in a
subsequent study (Ader and Cohen, 1975), except this time they also injected
the rats with sheep’s blood and measured the quantity of antibodies produced
by their immune systems. The results were as they had predicted. After a single
pairing with cyclophosphamide, the saccharin alone acted as an immunosup-
pressor. These rats had been conditioned to respond to saccharin as if it were
cyclophosphamide, just as Pavlov had conditioned his dogs to salivate at the
sound of a bell after associating that sound with the arrival of food. 

This experiment therefore showed that the placebo effect can be the result
of processes that appear to be entirely mechanical, and because the effect was
so clearly automatic and quantitative, it also suggested the possibility of
explaining the fundamental mechanism of the placebo effect without recourse
to expectancy, meaning, or any other cognitively based theories.3 To reconcile
these theories with conditioning, we might be tempted to apply expectancy

3As Harrington (1997) put it, “[t]he fact that [Ader] had achieved [a physiological placebo effect]
in rats rather than in humans [. . .], undermined the frequent assumption that placebo effects were
the product of peculiarly human interpersonal processes and unconscious wishes” (p. 6).
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theory to Ader and Cohen’s rats. After all, rats are surely capable of cognitions
as commonplace as expectation. There are reasons to believe Ader and Cohen’s
experiment would not support expectancy theory, however, even if it were carried
out with human beings. Stewart–Williams and Podd (2004) provided an elegant
argument to this effect in their review of the expectancy-versus-conditioning
debate over the mechanism of the placebo effect. They illustrated their argument
with a personal example by M.E.P. Seligman, who, having caught the flu several
hours after eating a meal with Béarnaise sauce, was later surprised to discover
that the mere thought of tasting his favorite sauce produced strong feelings of
nausea. If Seligman was surprised by his discovery, it is because the nausea
came upon him unexpectedly, which is not what expectancy theory predicts.
By analogy, it seems likely most conditioned taste aversion experiments operate
in the same mechanical way and are largely oblivious to what the subject’s
expectations, hopes, or beliefs may be. Moreover, although the broader question
of whether conditioning can occur in the absence of awareness is “long-standing
and vexed,” Ader and Cohen’s experiment, along with other similar findings
(e.g., Benedetti et al., 1999), seem to provide “persuasive evidence that condi-
tioning in humans is not always cognitively mediated” (Stewart–Williams and
Podd, 2004, pp. 332–333). Speaking specifically to this point, Benedetti (2009)
added “there is experimental evidence in humans that unconscious conditioned
placebo responses [emphasis added] are present in the immune and endocrine
system (chapter 6) and in the cardiovascular and respiratory system (chapter 7)”
(p. 45).

Unsurprisingly, Moerman (2002b) is uncomfortable with the Ader and Cohen
(1975) study. He sees it, along with other conditioning experiments (for example,
Benedetti et al., 1999, discussed below), as illustrating some of the limitations
of his meaning response theory. When Pavlov’s dogs learned to salivate at the
sound of a bell that had previously been associated with food, Moerman
(2002b) assumes “that the dogs didn’t ‘know’ that the bell ‘meant’ food, that
is, that their reactions were not cognitive ones involving understanding or
meaning” (p. 124). Moerman is thus forced to concede instances of the placebo
effect in animals, and possibly humans, that culturally oriented approaches
seem powerless to explain.

The Theory of Full Correspondence

We are thus faced with two fundamentally different theoretical approaches
to the placebo effect: one that explains the phenomenon in terms of meaning
and expectations, and the other that explains it in terms of conditioning. My
task will be to subsume these two approaches under a more general one. As I
shall now argue, this more general approach to the placebo effect consists of a
comprehensive correspondence between the subjects’ mental states, on the one
hand, and their physiological states, on the other.
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With respect to Ader and Cohen’s (1975) rats, the two main theoretical
approaches to the placebo effect are easily reconcilable if we accept the following
proposition: each time the rats drank the saccharin water after the initial pairing,
the taste triggered the memory of how they felt the first time they tasted the
sugary solution. In other words, on re-tasting the saccharin, the rats were
reproducing not only the physiological effects of the cyclophosphamide, but
the corresponding psychological effects as well. The initial injection of the toxin
made the rats feel sick, and sick in a particular way, and that particular feeling
was recalled each time they tasted the artificial sweetener. The more saccharin
they tasted in the initial pairing, moreover, the stronger the subsequent associ-
ation between the taste of the saccharin, on the one hand, and the biological
and psychological effects of the cyclophosphamide, on the other. Thus, if the
theory of full correspondence is true and the rats were remembering the feeling
produced by the cyclophosphamide, “meaning oriented” and “mechanism oriented”
approaches to the placebo effect can now meet on the common epistemological
(and ontological) ground obtained by “the feeling of what happens” when the placebo
effect occurs. 

As mentioned before, theorists already widely assume that for each mental
state there exists a corresponding state of the brain. The theory of full correspon-
dence extends this assumption to mental states whose existences have been
hitherto overlooked and whose neurological correlates include, but are not
limited to, all type II physiological placebo effects. Full correspondence thus
views the nature of the placebo effect not so much in the mechanisms by which
it is produced, as in the correspondence between the subject’s mental and
physical states when it is produced, regardless of the mechanism at work. The
cues that trigger the placebo effect need not even be conscious, as demonstrated
by Jensen et al. (2012); but at the moment the placebo effect occurs, full corre-
spondence predicts that the observed physiological modification (or an earlier
physiological trigger that led to this modification)4 will be accompanied by a
matching psychological modification. Returning to the problem with which I
began my inquiry, the secret, then, to voluntarily producing the placebo effect
lies in provoking, by whatever means, the psychological experience that corresponds
to the physiological condition we wish to obtain. 

In using the term correspondence, I do not mean to imply a dualistic rela-
tionship between the mind and body such that mental events are somehow
causing physiological events. As stated in my introduction, I am merely making
use of the basic identity thesis by which any mental state is assumed to have a
corresponding bodily or brain state. This is essentially the same identity

4There need not be a one-to-one correspondence between the observed physiological effect and the
patient’s subjective experience, inasmuch as the target effect could arise anywhere along a chain of
physiological events, the first of which having been triggered by a corresponding event in the mind.
Dr. Ben Whatley brought the possibility of such upstream correspondence to my attention.
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assumption in Kirsch (1985), Hyland (1985), Kirsch and Hyland (1987), and
Hyland and Kirsch (1988) that served as the metatheoretical foundation for all
of Kirsch’s later work on response expectancies. In keeping with virtually all
monist philosophies, Kirsch and Hyland assumed that for every mental state
there is a corresponding brain state with which that mental state is associated. They
also assumed that the “relation between a mental event and its physiological
substrate is better described as an identity relation than as a relation of cause
and effect” (Kirsch and Hyland, 1987, p. 421). Mental states do not cause phys-
iological states, in other words, mental states are physiological states (and vice
versa for the physiological correlates of mental states). A feeling of embarrassment
does not cause the physiological activity with which it is associated; rather, the
psychological experience of embarrassment and the physiological counterpart
of this experience are two ways of describing the same event. We can speak of
causal connections between mental states or causal connections between phys-
iological states — based on the similar but independently conceived notions of
causal isomorphism (Kirsch, 1985) and complementarity (Hyland, 1985) — but
not of causal connections between these two categories of phenomena, at least
not without invoking dualism and violating the law of conservation of energy
(Kirsch, 1985). This view still allows for directionality between mental and
physiological states, however. When alcohol is introduced into the nervous system,
the cause of inebriation is clearly physiological; likewise, when someone chooses
to have a drink, that choice can have any number of psychological causes behind
it. The identity assumption adopted here presupposes that such brain/mind
processes represent two sides of the same coin, regardless from which side they
are initiated.

As I have already mentioned, Kirsch (1997) was not ready to extend this
identity assumption to all placebo phenomena. To Kirsch et al. (2004), for example,
it seems “highly unlikely that [Ader’s] rats could expect immunosuppression or
even have any representation of the phenomenon” (p. 385). This is a perfectly
reasonable statement. Rats have no conception of the immune system, let alone
the possibility of suppressing it with drugs, so it seems ridiculous to think they
could have had any expectations regarding it. From the perspective of full cor-
respondence, however, expectancy theory could still apply if the rats were led
to expect, not the idea of a complex physiological phenomenon, but rather the
feeling that corresponds to it. Unlike higher forms of consciousness, feelings are
chiefly generated in the brain stem and thalamus rather than the more evolution-
arily recent cerebral cortex; it is therefore reasonable to suppose that feelings
are not restricted to humans or even to mammals (Damasio and Carvalho, 2013).
Expectancy theory could thus broaden its range of application if it extended its
investigations to feelings. 

Of all our conscious experiences, feelings are the most likely correlates of
type II physiological placebo effects. As defined by Damasio and Carvalho (2013),
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“[f ]eelings are mental experiences of body states” (p. 143). They include hunger,
thirst, fear, and many varieties of pain and pleasure. As mental correlates of the
body’s physiological state they assist the organism in maintaining its internal
homeostatic equilibrium. Because they are generated in the evolutionarily older
regions of the brain, feelings are believed to represent the earliest forms of con-
scious experience (Damasio and Carvalho, 2013). If the bodily states of type II
physiological placebo effects are also accompanied by feelings, it is possible that
the ability to produce placebo effects is not a relatively recent evolutionary
adaptation, as some have suggested (Bendesky and Sonabend, 2005; Humphrey,
2002; Trimmer, Marshall, Fromhage, McNamara, and Houston, 2013), but a
rather ancient one. I first encountered this counterintuitive idea in Delboeuf’s
(1887) reflections on the origin of the curative powers of hypnosis, which are
similar in many respects to those of placebos (Kirsch, 1999). Like Damasio and
Carvalho (2013), Delboeuf believed that the conscious experiences of early
organisms were restricted to the feelings associated with their internal bodily
states. Over the course of evolution, Delboeuf went on to speculate, the regulation
of these internal states became increasingly automated, allowing some organisms
to concentrate their attention on the sensations produced by their developing
sense organs and, eventually, on the thoughts generated by their evolving cognitive
processes. Only, the ability to influence the processes that govern the internal
bodily states was never lost, so that when the hypnotic subject heals himself,
he is “reclaiming possession of a power he had ceased to exercise, but not abdicated”
(Delboeuf, 1887, p. 812). On this view, many of the feelings associated with
placebo effects would constitute a primordial record of our psychological past,
comprising a wide range of psychological experiences, in sync with their corre-
sponding physiological states, that have been pushed to the back of, but not
expunged from, our modern cortex-dominated minds. 

We may safely assume Ader’s rats experienced the feeling of nausea; after all,
it was for its nausea-inducing quality that Ader originally used cyclophos-
phamide. However, it is a different matter to assume that the rats experienced
the psychological correlate of the immunosuppression produced by the drug.
We do not know if they experienced it because we cannot ask them how they
felt. But though we may not be able to test full correspondence on animals, we
can test it on humans. And if the predicted consequences of full correspondence
are not borne out by the empirical evidence in human subjects, then it is wrong.
It does not matter whether one believes rats have psychological experiences or
not, or even whether one thinks the theory of full correspondence is plausible
or not. What matters is whether the novel results predicted by the theory are
in fact observed or not. 

Here is one such prediction. Full correspondence predicts similar subjective
experiences when the same placebo-induced type II physiological effects are
observed across patients. Suppose after receiving a placebo, 55% of the recipients



“FEELING WHAT HAPPENS” 177

show a physically detectable placebo effect while the other 45% do not. The
full correspondence model predicts that the 55% who responded to the placebo
will report a psychological experience associated with the effect, while the 45%
who did not respond to the placebo will report no such experience. Finding evi-
dence along these lines in the literature is difficult, however, because researchers
rarely report how their subjects feel when investigating type II physiological
placebo effects. 

And here we touch upon a profoundly important historical and philosophical
issue. The reason placebo theorists rarely report how their subjects feel is
because they rarely consider the possibility that introspective experience could
be relevant to understanding type II physiological placebo effects. The reason,
in turn, for this blind spot regarding conscious experience has been ongoing for
centuries: over the course of our scientific training and professional careers, we
have been led to internalize, in true Kuhnian fashion, the notion that the study
of conscious experience is somehow not a legitimate scientific pursuit. In dis-
cussions with some of my colleagues, for instance, I have been told that full
correspondence fails because there is something “unscientific” about it. They
are correct; it is not, technically speaking, a scientific theory. But this is only
true, not because of a limitation in the theory, but because of a limitation in
our criteria for what counts as a scientific theory. According to the received
view, consciousness is a phenomenon to be explained away, rather than a
source of evidence for explaining phenomena. Consciousness is supposed to be
the explanandum, not part of the explanans. But if the full correspondence inter-
pretation is correct, the placebo effect will remain impossible to understand so
long as consciousness is not part of the explanation.

In The Feeling of What Happens, from which I borrowed the opening title for
this paper, the renowned neurologist and clinician, Antonio Damasio, wrote
how “[s]tudying consciousness was simply not the thing to do before you made
tenure, and even after you did it was looked upon with suspicion. Only in
recent years has consciousness become a somewhat safer topic of scientific
inquiry” (1999, p. 7).5 Some ten years later, it has fortunately become a somewhat
safer topic for placebo theorists as well. Kaptchuk et al. (2009), for example,
recently carried out a qualitative investigation of the subjective experiences of

5The turning point in the legitimization of the study of consciousness is marked by two impor-
tant publications, both in 1994: The Astonishing Hypothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul, by
Francis Crick, Nobel laureate and co-discoverer of the DNA molecule; and the first volume of
the Journal of Consciousness Studies. The first issue of the journal began with an interview with
Crick and included articles by several eminent scholars interested in the study of consciousness.
Although the topics ranged from the binding problem and quantum theories of mind to machine
consciousness and mystical experiences, the articles shared the same underlying assumption:
conventional approaches having failed to solve deep long-standing problems in consciousness,
the time had come to take consciousness more seriously and to propose methods of inquiry better
suited to understanding it. 
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patients undergoing placebo acupuncture for irritable bowel syndrome. As far
as this research team knew, this is the first time anyone had analyzed the expe-
riences of placebo patients in a randomized control trial. Indeed, given the
existence of multiple competing theories of the placebo effect, they noted how
peculiar it was that “none has been informed by actual interviews of patients
undergoing placebo treatment” (p. 382). As a further sign of the times, another
recent placebo study of irritable bowel syndrome patients pointed to the same
lacuna, adding that to the authors’ knowledge, theirs was “the first study to
directly compare patients’ experience of a placebo treatment versus an active
treatment” (Vase, Nørskov, Petersen, and Price, 2011, p. 1917). 

The results of the latter study, which included administering rectal placebo
during a painful rectal balloon distention procedure, were consistent with those
predicted by full correspondence: they showed placebo responders “actively
engaging in generating a mindset for pain reduction,” which, once established
during the first 20 minutes following administration of placebo, maintained
itself with less deliberate mental effort during the next 20 minutes (Vase et al.,
2011, p. 1919). It seems once the placebo recipient settles into a state of pain
reduction, it becomes easier, almost effortless for some, to prolong that state of
mind. This is one example, incidentally, of the kind of fruitful research results
one would expect to find under a full correspondence paradigm. The subjective
measures of pain reduction in this study are corroborated, moreover, by objective
measures of pain reduction in a previous fMRI study of irritable bowel syndrome
using a similar design. Price, Craggs, Verne, Perlstein, and Robinson (2007)
found reduced activity in the pain-related areas of the brain in irritable bowel
syndrome patients who received rectal placebo during the rectal distention
procedure. A stronger test of full correspondence would of course combine the
above two studies into one, so that the subjective experience of placebo recipients
could be directly compared by fMRI.

Ideally, what we need to assess in the theory of full correspondence are studies
that compare the subjective experiences of patients who respond to type II placebos
in a physiologically measurable way with those who do not. It so happens this
is precisely the kind of study undertaken by Benedetti et al. (2004) in a surgical
experiment involving Parkinson patients. The object of the experiment was
not to test the theory of full correspondence, of course, but rather to see whether
placebo medication for Parkinson patients could influence the activity of the
brain and produce clinical improvement. But, as we shall see, Benedetti et al.
included a condition that makes it possible to test full correspondence: they
asked the placebo recipients how they felt. 

A group of 11 Parkinson patients were administered three injections of apo-
morphine, a potent antiparkinsonian drug, in the days leading up to surgery.
The surgical procedure consisted of inserting electrodes into the subthalamic
nucleus, a region of the brain important in the treatment of Parkinson’s disease,
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and recording the neuronal activity before and after administration of placebo
apomorphine. When the patients received their placebo injection, they were
told it was the same apomorphine as the days before and that a feeling of well-
being would follow. The effect of the placebo injection was measured in three
ways: (1) degree of arm rigidity, (2) level of subthalamic nucleus neuronal activity,
and (3) type of subjective experience. This experiment is unusual in that physio-
logical measures are rarely paired with subjective measures when investigating
placebo effects, especially type II physiological placebo effects. Indeed, one of
the reasons Benedetti et al. (2004) included this subjective measure was to
challenge the frequent objection that when patients report feeling better after
placebo administration, such reports correspond to the patient’s biases, “such
as the patient’s desire to please the investigator,” rather than to objective physio-
logical changes (Benedetti, 2009, p. 38). It is worth noting that the experimenters
took great care not to influence their patients’ introspective reports, so that
the neurologist who recorded them had no knowledge of the patients’ perform-
ance on the muscular and neuronal evaluations. The experimenters found that
the six placebo recipients who displayed the physiological effects of apomorphine,
namely decreased arm rigidity and reduced subthalamic nucleus activity, were
the same six to report feelings of well-being, whereas the five non-responders neither
displayed these physiological effects nor reported experiencing them. For example,
the placebo responders reported such things as, “I’m falling asleep, like after
apomorphine,” “I feel like after the usual therapy,” or “I feel much better,”
whereas the non-responders’ reports were completely negative, such as, “I don’t
feel any effect,” “It doesn’t work,” or “I feel no change” (p. 587). In other words,
just as full correspondence leads us to expect, not only did the placebo responders
reproduce the physiological effects of the drug, they also shared subjective expe-
riences that roughly corresponded to those effects, while the non-responders neither
reproduced nor felt these effects. Of course, full correspondence does not
replace the conditioning model of the placebo effect; rather, it integrates the
conditioning model with other models of the placebo effect by positing a common
feature, namely, the patient’s subjective experience. Also, with respect to my
suggestion that feelings are the most likely subjective correlates of type II physio-
logical placebo effects, it is interesting to note that the main targets of apomorphine
in this experiment were the striatum and the subthalamic nucleus, both of
which are common to all vertebrates and, therefore, extremely old from the point
of view of evolution.

Case Study: Conditioning with or without Conscious Cognition

Let us apply full correspondence to a placebo study by Benedetti et al. (1999)
that is widely believed to have occurred in the absence of conscious cognition
(Benedetti, 2009; Kirsch, 2004; Moerman, 2002b; Stewart–Williams and Podd,
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2004). In this conditioning study, surgical patients were given open injections
of buprenorphine on the two days following their operation and a placebo
injection on the third; thus, a conditioning paradigm very similar to the one
Benedetti et al. (2004) would employ five years later, except this time the medication
was administered after rather than before surgery.

Buprenorphine is a powerful semi-synthetic narcotic that can depress respira-
tory volume by 15% to 20% when taken in clinical doses (in this case 0.2 mg).
It is important to note that respiratory depression is a typical side effect of narcotics
and usually goes unnoticed by patients. When the placebo was administered,
the patients were told it was the same drug they had received on the previous
two days. As predicted, the experimenters found that both the buprenorphine
and the placebo produced a significant drop in respiration. “Interestingly,” Benedetti
(2009) later wrote, “the patients themselves did not expect any effect and did not
notice any decrease in ventilation, which suggests this effect is an unconscious
conditioning mechanism [emphasis added] whereby the act of giving the drug
was the conditioned stimulus” (p. 184). In addition to expectancy theory, these
results seem to rule out meaning theory too, as Moerman (2002b) wrote regarding
the experiment: “The treatments clearly had meaning (‘narcotics are powerful
painkillers’), but they did not have the meaning ‘narcotics repress respiration,’
even though that’s true” (p. 124). 

Full correspondence invites a different interpretation, one in which expectancy
theory and the meaning response are not so easily dismissed. Supposing the
theory of full correspondence is true, then the placebo reproduced not only the
physiological effects of buprenorphine in placebo responders, but the psycho-
logical effects as well. This is hardly a controversial assumption given that
Benedetti et al. (2004) found a firm match between the psychological effects of
apomorphine and their corresponding physiological effects in the Parkinson
study described above. It is therefore possible that the placebo injection led
patients to expect they would feel the sensations associated with buprenorphine,
which had the meaning: “buprenorphine is a powerful painkiller and produces
a peculiar feeling,” which in turn provoked the physiological and psychological
effects of buprenorphine, and thereby the side effect of respiratory depression.
In other words, that the placebo responders did not notice the effect the injections
had on their respiration does not rule out the possibility that this placebo-
induced side effect was mediated by expectation or the meaning response.
After all, should we really be surprised, if, after manipulating expectations, a
placebo aspirin produced an anti-inflammatory response in someone who knows
nothing of its anti-inflammatory properties? If the subjective effects of aspirin
are reproduced, full correspondence predicts that the physiological effects will
be reproduced as well, including reduced inflammation. Under a full corre-
spondence paradigm, expectation and meaning are therefore still theoretically
possible in the Benedetti et al. (1999) study because what patients are expect-
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ing and what buprenorphine means to them is that they will feel a certain way,
and that feeling comes with its own physiological concomitants regardless of
whether the patients are aware of them or not. But even if expectation and
meaning played no part in the study, this would not imply that the placebo-
induced physiological effects had no corresponding effects in the mind. Again,
based on the results of Benedetti et al. (2004), it would be surprising if the
physiological effects of buprenorphine were not accompanied by their psychological
counterparts (they accompanied apomorphine, why not buprenorphine). Full
correspondence does not guarantee expectation or meaning played a part in
Benedetti et al. (1999), but it does suggest that theorists need not assume, as every
one has, that this placebo experiment occurred in the absence of a mental
experience, cognitive or otherwise. 

Conclusion: A Meta-theoretical Framework

Full correspondence provides the conceptual means with which to resolve
the conflict between meaning-oriented and mechanism-oriented approaches.
The main source of the conflict is that certain placebo phenomena, such as
conditioned immunosuppression in rats, are apparently so completely governed
by mechanical processes that consciousness seems absent from the causal core
of the placebo effect. And if consciousness is absent, so are expectation, meaning,
and culture. I have argued, however, that placebo effects could occur through
conditioning and yet also be felt, as was the case with the effects of placebo
apomorphine in patients suffering from Parkinson’s disease (Benedetti et al.,
2004). Hence, if the type II physiological placebo effects produced by other
conditioning experiments are similarly accompanied by corresponding mental
experiences, then the epistemological gap between meaning and mechanism is
effectively closed. According to the theory of full correspondence, in other
words, the common denominator on both sides of the meaning–mechanism
divide is the mental experience that accompanies all placebo effects. 

Conditioning theory is correct to point out that many placebo effects can be
explained through conditioned learning, but we should not necessarily assume
that some conditioning procedures produce placebo effects in the absence of a
felt experience. As pointed out in my discussion of Benedetti et al. (1999), the
placebo responders could have felt the physiological effects of placebo
buprenorphine even if these effects were not mediated by expectation, a meaning
response, or some other higher cognitive process. In other cases, meaning theory
and other anthropological approaches are correct in emphasizing the cultural
factors that influence the placebo effect, but they could strengthen their case
by attending to how the placebo effect is subjectively experienced. By inter-
viewing placebo responders and determining the content of their mental life
(or at least suitable proxies of that mental life, since interviews and questionnaires



182 LEBLANC

can only provide analogues of first person experiences, not the experiences per
se), as Kaptchuk et al. (2009) have done in their pioneering study, social theorists
could establish more precisely how culture and meaning shape and give rise to
certain placebo effects. Expectancy theory could similarly increase its explanatory
power by exploiting the implications of full correspondence. Unlike culturally
based theories, expectancy theory concentrates its attention not on the social
causes of the placebo effect, but on one of its psychological causes. It is therefore
closer to the source of the action, but it stops short of the placebo’s final
denouement. Expectancy theory has hitherto focused on the state of the subject’s
mind before the placebo effect occurs, rather than while it is occurring. It has
been chiefly concerned with the final steps leading up to the effect, not the
effect itself. 

The theory of full correspondence neither replaces nor competes with the
various existing approaches to the placebo effect; it is a meta-theory, designed
to unify mechanically-oriented approaches and meaning-oriented approaches
within the same epistemological and ontological framework. Nor does it establish
the superiority of one approach over another. As there is not one but several
ways of producing placebo effects, there are also several ways of describing how
they are produced. In some cases expectation is the dominant cause, in others
it is conditioning, and in still others it is meaning, hope, belief, or a combination
thereof. Like so many specialized engineers, each approach is best suited for its
particular area of expertise, its particular way of tunneling into Hering’s
metaphorical mountain. But they all meet at the same point: the place where
the meaning and the mechanics of the placebo effect coincide with the feeling
of what happens.
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Much of the action and excitement in the philosophy of mind over the last couple of
decades has been in a movement to look beyond the brain for locating and explaining
mental states. This movement consists in a number of different claims. We have heard,
for instance, that the mind extends into artifacts, and that the mind is brought forth
or enacted or constituted by the active living body. In his recent book, The Peripheral
Mind, István Aranyosi defends a neglected middle ground in the debate, a middle ground
between the brain and the external world. Aranyosi urges that we take seriously the
peripheral nervous system in our investigation into the mind. More specifically, the
main thesis of his book is the peripheral mind hypothesis, which is that “Conscious
mental states typically involved in sensory processes are partly constituted by sub-
processes occurring at the level of the [peripheral nervous system]” (p. 22). 

I find the book overall to be thought-provoking, especially as it brings a fresh per-
spective on a number of issues in contemporary philosophy of mind, including semantic
externalism and some issues in neuroethics. One attraction of the book is Aranyosi’s
ecumenical methodology; he draws from cultural anthropology, detailed neurophysiology,
illusions of embodiment, continental phenomenology, thought experiments (Stinky Earth
is my favorite of these), and even his own personal experiences, which are directly rel-
evant. Due to the scope of the book, I must leave out quite a bit in my discussion. My
focus will be on its main thesis, which is original and potentially relevant in a wide
range of issues, as Aranyosi indicates. The central argument for the main thesis can
be found in the seventh chapter of the book. As I explain below, I find the argument
lacking. 

Before looking at the argument for the peripheral mind hypothesis, I should locate
the claim within the existing literature. Probably the most important objection to the
various theses advocating extra-cranial extension of the mind is the objection that its
proponents fail to appreciate the distinction between causation and constitution (Adams
and Aizawa, 2008; Block, 2005; Prinz, 2006). The objection is that proponents of
extension identify important causal contributions to mental states and then fallaciously
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conclude that these causal contributions actually constitute those mental states.
Aranyosi is aware of the distinction, and the objection. Given this state of affairs, it
is crucial for his defense of the peripheral mind hypothesis to make a clear case for
the constitutive claim, a case why the peripheral nervous system makes a constitutive,
rather than a “merely” causal, contribution to conscious mental states. 

The main basis for the constitutive claim is a number of empirical results having to
do with illusions of embodiment. Aranyosi begins with Aristotle’s illusion: cross the
index and middle fingers, then touch the tips of both crossed fingers simultaneously
with a pencil. (Hold the pencil perpendicular to your crossed fingers, and place the
pencil in the “V” created by your crossed fingertips.) Many people experience being
touched by two objects, despite the visual percept (and veridical belief) that they are
being touched by one object. Aranyosi then moves on to describe a number of other
illusions involving proprioception and touch, including a variation on the rubber
hand illusion and his own variation on Aristotle’s illusion. One key experimental
finding for Aranyosi’s argument is that the tactile illusions can be lost for subjects
who spend a long time with crossed fingers (Benedetti, 1991). He reaches the plausible
conclusion that the tactile properties of our fingertips depend on the history of the
ways in which they have been stimulated by objects (p. 134). 

With these empirical results in place, Aranyosi goes on to apply a counterfactual
causal analysis of the illusory experience in order to justify the constitutive claim. He
suggests that the “one causal contributor” to the illusory experience is the absence of
a particular kind of stimulation history (p. 135). Counterfactually: if the stimulation
history had been different, there would have been no illusory experience. Aranyosi concludes
that, since the actual stimulation of the fingers “is a contributor to my paradoxical
experience,” then “. . . we should understand these [peripheral nervous system] processes
as constitutive contributors to the experience” (p. 135). 

Now I will offer some critical remarks, beginning with the argument just sketched.
The main problem that I find with this argument is that it depends on a dubious back-
ground assumption. The implicit assumption is that a counterfactual analysis reveals
the “only one causal contributor” to an event (ibid.). This assumption is questionable
because it is plausible that many events have multiple causes that can be revealed
using a counterfactual analysis. In this case, I suggest, the actual stimulation of the
peripheral nerves is a good candidate for another causal contribution to the experience.
It is wrong to suppose, as Aranyosi seems to do, that all events have one single cause
and that all other contributing factors are constitutive. Instead, one could plausibly
maintain that the other contributing factors are background causes. Another relevant
point here is that counterfactual causal analyses have been used as ways to model
commonsense judgments about causation. In this case, the counterfactual analysis is
used to reach a decidedly non-commonsense judgment about the cause of an event. Thus
Aranyosi’s argument may raise a problem for counterfactual analyses of causation
rather than support a conclusion about the peripheral nervous system. 

Part of the difficulty here might lie in the fact that the causal/constitutive distinction
is a poor fit for theorizing in empirical science. Following Ross and Ladyman (2010),
the root problem in the debate is that the causal/constitutive distinction belongs to
analytic metaphysics (or, less charitably, to folk physics), but it is being applied to a
theoretical dispute in the empirical sciences of the mind. According to Ross and Ladyman,
since the distinction has no place in the mature sciences such as physics and chemistry,
it should find no place in the sciences of the mind. Instead of making the constitutive
claim, then, one could instead argue that our best scientific models of the mind are
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those that include, in this case, the peripheral nervous system. I suspect that elements
of Aranyosi’s book could be adapted to this claim, though I will not pursue the issue. 

Apart from the relevance of constitutive claims for the sciences of the mind, I’d
like to raise two further worries about the peripheral mind hypothesis. The first worry
is that Aranyosi excludes dreams from his hypothesis, because “the connection
between sensory states in dreams and the [peripheral nervous system] is much less
tight in actual fact” (p. 22). Since dreams have already been raised in the debate over
whether the conscious mind is partly constituted by extra-cranial processes (Block,
2005; Noë, 2004: chapter 7), I was somewhat surprised to see their casual dismissal
here. More to the point, if we can have a phenomenal state in a dream, without the
constitutive (or even causal) role of the peripheral nervous system, then we have
strong prima facie reasons for thinking that the peripheral nervous system is not con-
stitutive of particular phenomenal states. It would seem that such a conclusion would
be in tension with the peripheral mind hypothesis. 

A second worry is that Aranyosi does not address evidence for the plasticity of the
body schema. There is experimental evidence that tool use can change the receptive
field properties of the cortical neurons that play a role in body representation (see
Maravita and Iriki, 2004 for a review of the literature). This evidence suggests that
our body representations are mostly determined by the central nervous system, and
that the peripheral nervous system may not play a significant role. For instance,
assume that my body representation can become extended when I am using a rake,
such that the tip of the rake is represented as the tip of my limb. Also assume, in
accordance with the experimental findings, that this extension is due to the plasticity
of neuronal activity in the central nervous system. In such a case, it is not clear to me
that the properties of the peripheral nervous system are of any explanatory interest
— it is not as if the peripheral nervous system itself extends into the rake. Perhaps
the peripheral nervous system will be important for an explanation of the plasticity of
body representation, but the onus is on proponents of the peripheral mind hypothesis
to make that case. 

Overall, The Peripheral Mind has the virtues of originality and scope. But the trade-
off for scope is slow and careful argumentation, as I indicated using the example of the
main argument of the book. 
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