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THE IMPORTANCE OF SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS

It may seem that self-consciousness and intentionality pervade mental life
in the following sense; either one or both of them constitute what 1t is to
have a mind. Achieving an articulate understanding of the mental in terms
of self-consciousness and intentionality presents an enormous challenge,
part of which lies in figuring out how the two are related. Does one, in some
sense, derive from or depend on the other, or are they quite independent
and separate aspects of the mind?

This paper is intended as a limited contribution to the issue of the rela-
tion between intentionality and self-consciousness. Arguments will be pre-
sented, which aim to show that self-consciousness is essential to intention-
ality and the following points will be clarified and discussed:

The 1dea of intentionality 1s the idea of a subject experiencing the world
objectively. Based on Strawson’s analysis | myself intend to argue that a sub-
ject experiences the world objectively, if it employs an objective point of
view of the world, such that allows 1t to have the following, double-featured
awareness or understanding. On the one hand, when a system is said to ex-
perience the world, it has an understanding of itself as the subject of expe-
rience. On the other hand, when a system is said to experience the world, it
has an understanding of objects as being independent from particular ex-
periences thereof. This interdependence between the subjective and the ob-
jective aspect is explanatory of experience. One cannot give an explanation
of experience without accounting for the two dimensions, our picture of the
objective world and our picture of possible perceptual routes through it. This
interdependence between the subjective and the objective is both explanatory
of what it is to have a self (it is what is experienced in opposition to the
world) and explanatory of what it is to be aware of the world (it is what is
experienced in opposition to the self).

The proof of the argument about the objectivity of experience will be
based on the notion of self-consciousness. In this case, self-consciousness
will be shown to be a necessary condition for a subject’s possessing a point
of view. In particular, the requirement, which underlies the objectivity con-
dition, is that experience should have a certain self-reflexive character, which
allows a subject to ascribe experience to himself as his experience.

The aim of this essay is to concentrate on the non-conceptual level of ex-
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perience. Just as there are ways of representing objects that do not require
mastery of the relevant concepts, so there might be ways in which a crea-
ture’s experience might incorporate the basic distinction between a self-con-
scious “subject” and an objectively known “object” as the heart of the notion
of a point of view without a conceptual grasp of it. In this case, a creature
employs a non-conceptual point of view if it can be aware of the distinction
between its subjective experience and the object of that experience, without
having conceptual mastery of the notions of “self” and “object”.

The central impetus for focusing on the notion of non-conceptual content
comes from the close dependence of the non-conceptual elements of cogni-
tion with action. At this level an account of experience can be canonically
specified by the theorist’s referring to the abilities of the organism. We may
lump these together as the content’s embodiment in the organism and its
environment. In this context self-consciousness is understood as an embod-
ied process, in which action and dispositions occupy a special place.

I. Intentionality and the Notion of Point of View

Intentionality is a fundamental feature of the mental. A person cannot
have any thoughts, experiences, beliefs and desires without those being di-
rected towards, or simply be about other states of affairs in the world, some
actual, some possible and some impossible. In this sense to think at all is to
think of or be about something.

Etymologically the term intentionality derives from the Latin verb inten-
do, which means to point (to) or aim (at) or extend (towards). It was coined
by the Scholastics in the Middle Ages for the purpose of marking the dis-
tinction between intentional or mental existence, such as that of a thought,
or a mental image and natural existence, such as that of a tree or a rabbit.
The Austrian philosopher Franz Brentano revived the term in the nine-
teenth century. Brentano’s idea was that intentionality is the defining char-
acteristic - the mark - of the mental. In his view, all and only mental states
are intentional and, on that basis, intentionality is the distinguishing char-
acteristic that sets off mental entities and the consequences of their cogni-
tive capacities from the rest of natural systems in the world. Brentano’s con-
ception of intentionality as the “mind’s aboutness™ was adopted by the ma-
jority of philosophers of mind and has dominated current philosophical dis-
cussion about the mental ever since. It is a term that 1s used in order to de-
note the fact that our states of mind are directed towards or point to other
things in the world. Thus, one cannot explain what is particular about the
mental, without accounting for its respective directedness to a particular
state of affairs in the world it 1s of or about.

Although it may seem to be something very fundamental to the nature of
mind, that our thoughts are about other things in the world or “point beyond
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themselves”, still a coherent and satisfactory theoretical grasp of this phe-
nomenon of “mental pointing” is difficult to achieve for a number of rea-
sons. For one, identifying intentionality with aboutness nicely locates the
concept, but hardly clarifies it, for the ordinary meaning of the phrase “be-
ing about x” i1s general, equivocal, vague and, thus, perplexing on its own.
Most importantly, the relevant use of the term is tangled up with some
rather involved philosophical history. Philosophers have prior beliefs about
the kinds of entities that intentionality applies to. These beliefs inform and,
most of the times, predispose the type of explanation given with regards to
the nature of the phenomenon. As a result, different philosophical ap-
proaches ascribe intentionality to systems of varying levels of complexity of
behaviour, on the basis of different criteria of aboutness attribution. Such di-
versity of views concerning the definition of the term renders difficult the
existence of a common and uncontroversial framework for theoretical dis-
cussion of intentionality. For the above reasons, it is necessary, at this point,
to provide a further specification of the notion of intentionality, based on
the premise that the aim of this paper 1s to concentrate on the semantic or
personal level of explanation of the mental.

At the semantic or personal level of explanation - the level where one ex-
plains the behavior of an organism in terms of intentional states, like per-
ceptions, experiences, beliefs, memories, etc. - the characteristic aboutness
of the mental consists in the ability of a system to have an objective access
to the world. At this level, to say that a creature is intentionally related to
the world means that it can be considered as a non-solipsistic entity, an en-
tity that has the ability to experience the world objectively.

It is important to note that the notion of objectivity which is of our con-
cern is not defined as objective truth, where objective truth is the outcome
of interpersonal agreement. Neither do we view objectivity as a condition for
the epistemological significance of a theory, according to which a theory
has objective significance, if it comprises propositions whose truth is some-
thing which does not depend on the subject’s perceptual capacities. Rather
we are interested to offer an account of the objectivity of experience, which
remains true even if the associated perceptual judgement is false.

This type of objectivity becomes evident in cases of error or misrepre-
sentation, where subjects relate intentional states (perceptions, beliefs, etc.)
to objects that do not exist. Notice for example, an instance of a person to-
kening a perceptual belief about a cat in the presence of, say, a Pekinese
dog. What is particular of this non-veridical belief is that it is produced in
the absence of the conditions it nevertheless is about. However, there exists
a very important similarity between this person’s veridical and non-veridi-
cal beliefs about a cat. The similarity is that in both situations the subject
1s experiencing the word objectively, that is, he has awareness of objects
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(i.e., cats) as if they exist independently of being thought about, regardless
of whether his beliefs are right or wrong.

Intentional states tokened at the personal level (thoughts, beliefs, memo-
ries, perceptions, etc.), whether they are veridical or not, specify particular
types of objects, properties and relations as objects per se (objects as they
really are, or objects in themselves). Thus, objects are those independently
existing items to which one’s sensible experience is due and which exist in-
dependently of whatever experiential state a subject may be in. Subjects of
experience can recognize objects as independent entities, when they under-
stand their experience as being of something, which is distinct from the ex-
perience itself. They do not simply describe those entities in virtue of their
role in causing perceptual states of a certain kind. Rather, they refer to them
as being independent of their experience (perception, memory, thought, etc.)
of them. Thus, to say that thoughts or experiences are about objects, prop-
erties and events which are objective is to say that their nature (or essential
character) is independent of any one person’s actions, dispositions or men-
tal phenomena'.

To recapitulate, the idea of intentionality, which is of concern in this pa-
per, is the idea of a subject being objectively related to the world. This ob-
jectivity is defined as the ability of a subject to conceive of existence un-
perceived, or else the ability to recognize the existence of an outer world.
This is a requirement for the other “versions” of objectivity to be, even in
principle, possible.

It is at this point that Strawson’s notion of point of view comes in hand.
Strawson, in the context of his discussion of Kant’s Transcendental Deduc-
tion in his 1966 book The Bounds of Sense, argues for the necessity of a sub-
ject’s having a point of view as a condition for the objectivity of its experi-
ence. Strawson argues that a condition of an entity’s having an objective
point of view is that it can experience the metaphysical distance between
“subject” and “object”™; namely between the order of its experiences and the
order of the objects of its experience. Experiencing the world, he claims,
means having a point of view, such that “the experiences of a subject must
themselves be so conceptualised as to determine a distinction between the
subjective route of his experiences and the objective world through which it
is a route™ . In other words, to be objectively related to the world means to
have some form of awareness of objects of experience understood as being

1. Cf. T. BURGE, Cartesian Error and the Objectivity of Perception, in P. PETTIT & J. McDoO-
WELL (eds.), Subject, Thought and Context, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1986, p. 125.
2. P. F. StrawsoNn, The Bounds of Sense, London, Methuen & Co. LTD, 1966, p. 104.
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distinct from particular subjective states of experience of them. Two things
should be noted here:

First, Strawson’s notion of point of view intends to draw together what
could otherwise be considered as two distinct sets of conceptual capacities:
the one is the capacity to build an objective picture of the world, in which
objects and properties are presented as independent of any particular ex-
perience of them; the other is the capacity to self-ascribe the experience of
objects. By having such a point of view, the subject is eventually able to yield
a picture of a unified objective world, along with its ability to experience a
single, subjective, experiential route of the world. Consequently, according
to Strawson, objectivity and subjectivity go hand-in-hand.

Second, Strawson’s notion of point of view describes some form of recog-
nition or understanding: to have a point of view is to be aware of the meta-
physical distance between “subject™ and “object”. Reading through his text,
it becomes apparent that a person’s point of view is not a matter of having
two distinct types of abilities. On the contrary, it i1s a matter of a single abil-
ity to draw a certain very basic distinction. Experience reflecting a point of
view Is experience that permits the right sort of distinctions to be drawn

between a subject’s experiences and the objects of which they are experi-
ences.

2. Unity of Experience and the Role of Self-Consciousness

As already advertised in the previous section, the notion of intentionali-
ty that will be of interest in this paper is defined as a subject’s ability to ex-
perience the world objectively. In order to provide a theoretical grounding
to the notion of objectivity, we presented Strawson’s (1966) discussion of
Kant’s transcendental deduction of categories as a philosophical point of
departure. Strawson argued that a subject experiences the world objective-
ly if it employs an objective point of view of the world, such that allows it
to have some form of awareness of existence unperceived. He defined aware-
ness of existence unperceived as a subject’s experience of the independence
of the existence of a particular perceptual phenomenon from its particular
perceptual properties.

Such awareness of the possibility of existence unperceived can be incor-
porated in the experience of any creature that has a grasp of the fact that a
particular experienced phenomenon continues to exist, independently of the
subject’s experiencing of it. That is, continuity of existence unperceived
should be obvious even in cases of interrupted observation. In view of the
above chain of thought, one could say that experiencing existence unper-
ceived means understanding the continuous nature of the existence of a par-
ticular phenomenon. Now, the important question arising out of this claim
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seems to be what form must experience take if it is to incorporate that, what
is being experienced at the present moment, has an existence transcending
the present moment?

The aim of this section is to examine briefly the arguments that Strawson
develops, in order to answer this question. The reason for choosing to focus
on his line of reasoning is that he bases the proof of the argument about the
continuous nature of existence unperceived (and ultimately, about the ob-
jectivity of experience) on the notion of self-consciousness. Thus, as it will
be shown in this section, Strawson’s notion of point of view rests on the no-
tion of self-consciousness.

One type of application of a subject’s recognising the continuity of exis-
tence of a particular phenomenon from his particular experience of it 1s ex-
pressed in situations of discontinuity of observation. In Individuals, Straw-
son observes that the concept of an objective world (the idea of existence
unperceived) cannot have any application in the experience of a subject, un-
less that experience provides him with the ability to recognise the existence
of particulars, through intervals during which they are not being observed-.
The ability of awareness of existence unperceived should allow for disconti-
nuities and limits of observation, like cases where a person’s field of obser-
vation of a particular thing in his environment is limited, or cases where he
continuously changes position relative to that thing, or cases where he can-
not observe a particular entity continuously. To give a more specific exam-
ple of a subject’s understanding the continuous nature of existence unper-
ceived, one should think of someone employing the thought “it is raining”.
A subject that employs this thought has a basic form of awareness of the
continuity of rain; namely, that it may continue to rain after he gets into the
building and cannot see nor hear that it’s raining. Also, the subject 1s aware
that it may rain continuously between the time he falls asleep and the time
he awakes. Because of the limits of observation of experiencing subjects, an
account of understanding the unperceived existence must lean heavily on
“qualitative recurrences”, that is, on the fact that experiencing subjects have
repeated observational encounters with the same patterns of arrangements
of objects.

How is it possible, then, that phenomena, of the same Kind as those of
which one has experience, be conceived as continuing to exist when they are
not being experienced? Such phenomena are evidently perceptible. We are
aware of their existence through our sensible representations of them. To be
able to understand how we can conceive them as objects existing outside our

3. P. F. Strawson, Individuals, London, Methuen & Co., 1959, p. 31
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power to represent them, some rudimentary theory of perception is required,
which can account for a subject’s ability to experience the fact that the ex-
istence of an object lies entirely outside his experience of it*.

Strawson puts forward his own account of perception, according to which
the only way one can make sense of the possibility of a subject’s awareness
of the continuous existence of objects is in virtue of the unity of its experi-
ence. He says, «if any phase of experience is to count as a phase of experi-
ence of the objective, we must be able to integrate it with other phases as part
of a single unified experience of a single objective world»>. Each particular
experience is a member of a series of other previous experiences, which col-
lectively build up and constitute a single, subjective, experiential route. The
unified, single stream of subjective experience contains the substitute for
awareness of the real, independently existing, object in the rule-governed
connectedness of the experiences. In this case, objects are rules governing the
connection of experiences. What is of most importance to Strawson’s analy-
sis of the employment of ordinary empirical concepts of the world is that the
conception of objects, as existing in an order and arrangement of their own,
depends on the order and arrangement of a subject’s experiences of aware-
ness of them. In other words, it is in virtue of the rule-governed connected-
ness of experiences that subjects are able to employ concepts of empirical ob-
jects, conceived as existing independently of the order and the nature of the
subject’s experiences of them. As Strawson says, «experience contains such
a ground for it in that connectedness which makes possible the employment
of ordinary empirical concepts of objects conceived of as together forming
a unified natural world, with its own order, [is] distinct from and control-
ling the subjective order of perceptions»®.

The problem with Strawson’s argument so far is that, although 1t purports
to explain a subject’s ability to conceive of objects in virtue of its possess-
ing a unified stream of perceptions, it contains however no ground for the
distinction to be even possible. To see how this is the case, consider the fol-
lowing. There exist particular subjective experiences (e.g., momentary tick-
ling sensations, pains, etc.), whose objects of experience cannot be conceived
as having an existence, which 1s independent of particular experiences of
them. Still however, each of those successive “experiences” belongs to a sin-
gle unified subjective stream. Strawson’s argument so far has not explained
why it is not the case that all of our experience is of this sort.

4. Cf. G. Evans, Things Without the Mind: A Commentary upon Chapter Two of Strawson’s
Individuals, in Z. VAN STRAATEN (ed.), Philosophical Subjects: Essays Presented to P. F. Straw-
son, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1980, p. 88

3. STRAWSON, 1966, op. cit., p. 104

6. Op. cit., p. 90,
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Acknowledging this problem, Strawson asks the reader to imagine the
case of a solipsistic subject that simply has a purely sense-datum experi-
ence’ of the following sort; a solipsistic subject would experience only sen-
sory qualities like red round patches, brown oblongs, flashes, whistles, tick-
ling sensations, aching sensations, etc. Thus, its experience would simply be
a collection of sensory incidents through time. It could be a sort of essentially
disconnected impressions, where these cannot be attributed to an object,
because the “esse” (the being) of the putative objects of experience would be
their percepta (perceptions). In this imaginary situation, the objects of
awareness of such an experience would be a succession of items, such that
no distinction could be drawn between the order and arrangement of the
objects and the order and arrangement of the subject’s experiences of them.

The very minimum that is missing from the hypothesis of the purely sense-
datum experience is the recognitional component of experience. There can
be no experience at all which does not involve the recognition of a particu-
lar item as being of a particular kind. Consider the character of those ordi-
nary concepts of objects on the employment of which our lives, our trans-
actions with each other and the world depend. In using these terms, we cer-
tainly intend to be talking of independent existences and we certainly intend
to be talking of immediately perceptible things, which are bearers of phe-
nomenal properties. What is thus seen as a real thing, existing independ-
ently of being perceived, is also seen as coloured - as possessing visual qual-
ities. What 1s felt as a real thing is also felt as hard or soft, smooth or rough-
surfaced - as possessing tactile qualities. What we ordinarily take ourselves
to be aware of in perception are the physical things themselves. This does not
mean that we have a difficulty in distinguishing between our experiences of
seeing, hearing and feeling objects and the objects themselves. In the hypo-
thetical sense-datum experience, however, it is not possible to distinguish a
component of recognition or judgement, which 1s not simply identical or
wholly absorbed by the particular item, which is recognized. This, accord-
ing to Strawson, effectively means that we cannot talk either about objects
of experience nor about subjective experiences, and hence we cannot talk
about objectivity at all.

What is it that explains the objectivity of our experience and, in conse-
quence, refutes the possibility of our experience being the solipsistic type de-
scribed above? Strawson’s answer is that the possibility of any form of ex-
perience is inextricably bound up with the question of the possibility of self-
conscious experience. For that reason, Strawson characterises his project as

7. By definition a solipsistic creature cannot be attributed any experience, neither can it be

considered as a subject of experience, but here those notions are used for ease of exposition of
the imaginary case.
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an attempt to provide an elaboration of the conditions for a «non-solipsis-
tic consciousness»®, conditions that would explain how experience could be
about something distinct from the experience itself.

The way out of this problem 1s to acknowledge that the recognitional com-
ponent necessary to experience can be present, only because of the possi-
bility of referring different experiences to one identical subject of them.
Strawson observes that the recognitional component in experience implies
«the potential acknowledgement of the experience into which recognition
necessarily enters as being one’s own, as sharing with others this relation to
the identical self»?. In other words, a subject’s awareness of its ability to ex-
perience the world depends on the possibility of self-consciousness on the
part of the subject of those experiences. The possibility of self-conscious-
ness in general is bound up with the possibility of self-ascription of experi-
ence. What is meant by the necessary self-reflexiveness of a possible experi-
ence can be expressed otherwise, by saying that experience must be such as
to provide room for the thought of the experience itself. It is the fact that this
potentiality is implicit in our experience of the world, which saves the recog-
nitional component in a particular experience from absorption into the item
recognized (even when that item cannot be conceived of as having an exis-
tence independent of the particular experience of it).

To recapitulate, Strawson argues that a condition for the objectivity of ex-
perience is that it contains a basis for the distinction between the subjective
order of experiences, on the one hand, and the objective order of the objects
of which they are experiences, on the other. The basis for this distinction is
the possibility of self-consciousness. In particular, the requirement which
underlies the objectivity condition is that experience should have a certain
self-reflexive character, that allows a subject to ascribe experience to him-
self as his experience.

3. Request for a Non-conceptual Point of View and the Importance of
Action

Strawson’s conceptualisation of an objective point of view as awareness of
the metaphysical distance between “subjective experience” and “existence
unperceived” presupposes thinkers bearing what are traditionally consid-
ered as conceptual elements of cognition'’. As Strawson understands the

8. He says: «... | shall mean by a non-solipsistic consciousness, the consciousness of a being
who has a use for the distinction between himself and his states on the one hand, and something
not himself, or a state of himself, of which he has experience on the others. [STRAWSON, 1959,
op. cit., p. 69].

Y. Op. cit, p. 101

10, The notion of conceptual at work in the philosophical literature can be elucidated with
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matter, experience reflecting an objective point of view is available only to
creatures that can grasp the distinction between a subjective/first-person
and an objective/third-person perspective, in virtue of the concepts they
possess. Furthermore, a subjects’ possession of a fully developed conceptu-
al scheme supports a number of structured reasoning abilities.

Strawson’s conceptualisation of the grasp of the metaphysical distance be-
tween “subject” and “object” presupposes thinkers that come equipped with
a ready-made, clear-cut distinction between self and the world. On the one
hand, individuals possessing the concept of “self” master the sophisticated
skills that allow them to self-ascribe their experiences, to consciously intro-
spect their selves as being the bearer of those experiences and to have a di-
rect, private access to the content of their thoughts. On the other hand, in-
dividuals that are aware of objects, in virtue of the possession of a concep-
tual scheme, are able to employ multiple perspectives of the same object, to
generalize systematically, to quantify and make context-independent infer-
ences about objects and their relations. What is more, they have the ability
to employ a third-person, detached perspective of oneself as one object in the
world among others.

However, there seems to be an important class of experiential psycholog-
ical states and systems, the full understanding of which employs a notion of
content that does not necessarily require a fully developed conceptual way
of representing the world. This class of experiential, proto-objective phe-
nomena includes animal learning and cognition, proto-cognition in infants,
real-time perception and action-integration. Those kinds of psychological
states can be grouped under the label of non-conceptual elements of cogni-
tion, as a way to be contrasted to the conceptual elements of cognition of ful-
ly developed thinkers. These non-conceptual elements of cognition do not re-
quire that the bearers of those mental states possess any concepts. Rather,

reference to current work on intentionality and, in particular, representational content, since
often it is assumed that to have intentionality is to have representational content. The notion
of representational content has been particularly central to the analytic tradition derived from
the study of Frege and Russell. It is a theoretical tool employed, in order to get a hold on in-
tentionality. A representational content is a presentation (or re-presentation) of the world of
experience in thought. Thus, to say that a mental state has content is just to say that it repre-
sents the world as being a certain way. The problem that emerges for the theorist of content 15
how to canonically specify the nature of different contents carried by different representations.
The dominant view among philosophers of intentional content has been that the ways in which
a creature can represent the world are determined by its conceptual capacities, since concepts
are literally the constituents of thoughts, beliefs, desires, etc. So, when someone believes that
the sun is shining, his belief-state is literally composed of the concepts sun and shining. In
other words, one cannot token a belief that the sun is shining, unless he is in a state with con-
tent that involves the concepts sun and shining.
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as several philosophers of mind have argued'!, the representational proper-
ties of these non-conceptual elements of cognition can be specified in virtue
of the notion of non-conceptual content.

To offer a detailed analysis of non-conceptual content 1s beyond the ob-
jectives of this paper. The general thought, though, is that non-conceptual
content can be attributed to a creature, without thereby attributing to that
creature mastery of the concepts required to specify that content. A theory
of non-conceptual content is representational. If a given perceptual experi-
ence x is described as having a nonconceptual content x, this means that
the experience represents x as holding in the world and being in a certain
way. The difference between the representational properties of conceptual
and nonconceptual content is best exhibited in cases of perceptual experi-
ence. Perceptual experiences represent the world in a way, which is funda-
mentally different from those in which perceptual beliefs do. Optical illu-
sions are a case in point. Knowing that one is witnessing a perceptual illu-
sion does not make the illusion go away, even though one is aware that it rep-
resents the world as being a way, which it cannot be. It is a well-known fact
about the Miiller-Lyer illusion, for example, that it will continue to appear
to us that one line is longer than the other, even though we are sure that
this is not the case. What the contrast between our experience of optical 1l-
lusions and our beliefs about them shows, is that the richness and grain of
perceptual experience cannot be constrained nor captured by the concepts
that a perceiver might possess. To recapitulate, perceptual experience has a
non-conceptual component, which is nonetheless representational, but
which is richer and finer-grained, in order to capture aspects of the world
that the conceptual component of our thoughts is often unable to capture.
As a result, a principled distinction between conceptual and non-conceptual
content should be imposed.

The central impetus for focusing on the notion of non-conceptual content,
however, comes from the close dependence of the non-conceptual elements
of cognition with action.

Adrian Cussins is one of the theorists that introduced the notion of non-
conceptual content. Cussins offers an account in which the contents of per-
ceptual experience can be canonically specified by the theorist’s referring to
the abilities of the organism, to «certain fundamental skills which the or-
ganism possesses, like the ability to keep track of an object in a visual ar-
ray, or to follow an instrument in a complex and devolving pattern of

11. Cf. G. Evans, The Varieties of Reference, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1982; C. PEACOCKE,
A Study of Concepts, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1992
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sound» 2. For example, what does a subject’s perceiving a coffee mug con-
sist in? Cussins’ idea 1s that the subject sees the mug as graspable, as locat-
able, as being such as to resist manual-pressure, as being drinkable from...
The subject has a range of abilities, skills, dispositions and mechanisms, in
virtue of which it is able to grasp the content. This range will include sen-
sory and effector mechanisms which are sensitive to and can store and ac-
cess information from the mug, like, for example, information about the
mug’s weight, colour and position. It will include skills to act directly on the
mug and to behave appropriately with respect to it. We may lump these to-
gether as the content’s embodiment in the organism and its environment.

Cussins claims that the content of perceptual experience can be canoni-
cally specified as a complex disposition of some sort. In this case, he argues,
this disposition 1s directly available to that subject in his or her experience,
even though it may not be available to the subject conceptually (the subject
may be incapable of expressing in words what its experience is about)!’,
These abilities are not available to the subject as descriptive conditions of the
world. They are rather available to the subject as its experience-based knowl-
edge of how to act on the object and respond to it. For example, the cogni-
tive significance of the perception of the mug being full can be captured by
the theorist’s referring to abilities to grasp the mug or otherwise to locate it,
to track the mug through space and time, and to be selectively sensitive (in
action and memory) to changes in the mug’s features.

What 1s important in our case is that specification of non-conceptual con-
tent by reference to the notion of embodiment does not presuppose a con-
ceptual grasp of the distinction between a self-conscious “subject™ and con-
text-independent “object”. At the level of conceptual content, an objective
world is given to a subject, if the content possessed by the subject presents
something as being independent of the subject’s particular abilities and par-
ticular location in space and time. At the level of perceptual experience,
however, all that the subject has 1s an experiential awareness of how to move,
to act, etc., in response to local changes in its environment. This sort of
awareness presents things as being dependent on the contingent character-
istics of the subject itself, because they are available only to the experienc-
ing organism while it is in the process of enjoying this experience. In other
words, the perceptual object is necessarily local and context-dependent.
What is more, at the non-conceptual level of experience there is no clear dis-
tinction between the experiencing subject and the object of experience, be-

12. A. Cussins, The Connectionist Construction of Concepts, in M. A. Bopen (ed.), The Phi-
losophy of Artificial Intelligence, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990, p. 396,
13. Op. cit., p. 395.
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cause there is no basis for the experient to think of itself neither as one ele-
ment amongst others in the objective world, nor as the conscious bearer of
its experience.

Based on the above reasoning, according to which at the level of percep-
2 tual experience there is no clear-cut, conceptual distinction between “sub-
2 ject” and “object”, one could draw the conclusion that no point of view can
~§_ be attributed to the experiencing subject. The aim of this paper, however, is
S to argue that this is not the case. In view of the existence of experiential but
E non-conceptual elements of cognition and their close relation to action, the

aim of this paper is to provide an account of a proto-objective notion of
point of view (understanding the metaphysical distance between “subject”
and “object”), which does not come equipped with a ready-made conceptu-
al distinction between self and the world. Rather, it explains what 1t is for
this distinction to arise in experience, or, in other words, it accounts for the
non-miraculous appearance of the subject/object distinction.

In particular, the scope of the paper is to follow Strawson’s account of ob-
jectivity as awareness of the metaphysical distance between “subject” and
“object” only halfway. In the absence of the sort of conceptual skills that
Strawson takes to be necessary for a subject to employ a point of view, one
is left with the need to explain the emergence of objectivity, without the pri-
or use of concepts. In other words, one is in need to provide an account of
a primitive form of grasp of that metaphysical distance between experience
and the object of experience, which is basic enough to ground ascription of
objectivity to systems not exhibiting the full-blown conceptual capacities
responsible for the dbjective viewpoint of the world that humans have.

In the rest of the paper, we will keep the essential thrust of Strawson’s po-
sition and reformulate it as follows: we will argue that there are systems
which experience the world by means of being aware of a kind of proto-
metaphysical distance between “subject™ and “object”, a distance that does
not presuppose a clear mind/world distinction. Just as there are ways of rep-
resenting objects that do not require mastery of the relevant concepts, so
there might be ways, in which a creature’s experience might incorporate the
basic distinction at the heart of the notion of a point of view without a con-
ceptual grasp of it. Because this formulation tries to sidestep any demand for
sophisticated concept mastery, we can term it the non-conceptual point of
view. In this case, a creature’s experience reflects a non-conceptual point of
view, if it can be aware of the metaphysical distance between perceptum and
esse, without having conceptual mastery of the notions of “self” and “object”.

-
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4. The Ecological View of Perception

To explore the implications of this suggestion we will start with J. J. Gib-
son’s account of ecological perception, as this is developed in his book The
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Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979). One of the attractions of
the Gibsonian concept of ecological perception is that it seems to have the
resources that can provide an understanding of the features that a basic form
of objectivity must incorporate, its main advantage being that it does not
require any conceptual baggage, in order to explain how there can be a ba-
sic form of recognition of self and the world. In other words, ecological per-
ception can serve as a core for a more comprehensive account of the notion
of an objective point of view.

It should be noted that ecological perception falls a long way short of ful-
ly-fledged self-consciousness or objectivity. As it will be shown in the rest of
this section, there is a crucial difference between having information about
oneself as part of one’s ecological experience and being fully self-conscious,
where fully fledged self-consciousness is taken to involve the capacity to en-
tertain “I” thoughts or to maintain some form of detached perspective on one-
self. On the same lines, there is a major difference between receiving percep-
tual information about the environment and conceptualising the world as a
spatial and causally structured system of mind-independent objects. Neither
of these two sophisticated conceptual capacities is required for ecological
perception to take place. On Gibson’s ecological understanding, all percep-
tion involves co-perception of self and environment, because a form of sensi-
tivity to self-specifying information is built into the very structure of per-
ception of the world. This self/world distinction is primitive enough not to de-
pend on a more basic form, so that regress can be avoided. Furthermore, it is
able to explain what it is for a subject/object distinction to arise in experience.
To see how this is the case we will proceed in the following analysis:

It is instructive to view the Gibsonian theory of ecological perception as
challenging the traditional strict distinction between the five senses, which
are directed “outwards”, and what is known as the “body sense”, which i1s a
form of perception “from within”. The former have the function of providing
information about objects in the environment, while the latter is designed to
yield proprioceptive information, mainly about bodily posture and move-
ment. According to this traditional view of perception, the self cannot ap-
pear in the content of any ordinary, outwardly directed perception. Gibson,
however, rejects this traditional division of labour between the five extero-
ceptive senses and the proprioceptive body sense, arguing that all perceptu-
al systems are proprioceptive as well as exteroceptive, because they all pick
up information both about the self and the environment. Furthermore, Gib-
son argues, the self is phenomenologically salient in the content of percep-
tual experience, because «information that is specific to the self is picked up
as such, no matter what sensory nerve is delivering impulses to the brain» %,

14. 1. J. Gisson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Boston, Houghton-Mifflin,
1979, p. 115.
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Gibson’s analysis of perception as an interplay of self-specifying and
other-specifying invariants provides evidence of a primitive form of self-
world distinction implicated in the basic mechanisms of perception and ac-
tion. Perhaps the most basic form of this duality of ecological perception of
self and the world arises through the way the self becomes manifest in visu-
al perception, in virtue of the self-specifying information that is an integral
part of visual experience. As Gibson stresses, every animal has a field of
view!S which is bounded by its body. This fact poses certain peculiarities on
the phenomenology of the field of vision. First, vision reveals only a portion
of the environment to the perceiver at any given time. This portion 1s unique
to that perceiver, and depends on the way his body blocks out aspects of the
environment. Most importantly, the boundedness of the field of vision is
part of what is seen by the perceiver. The self is actually present in visual
perception as the frame of the field of view, as what surrounds and gives it
structure. In effect, a creature’s awareness of the limits of its body gives rise
to a clear and phenomenologically very salient distinction between bodily
and non-bodily physical objects. In this limited but important sense, the
perceived body becomes the limit between self and non-self. This 1s the first
element of self-world dualism that ecological perception provides.

One of Gibson’s central complaints against traditional theories of per-
ception is that they fail to accommodate the fact that perception is an ac-
tive process that involves movement and takes place over time. It is only in
the experimental laboratory that cognition takes place from a fixed spatial
point. In realistic situations, however, creatures move through the world, re-
taining continuify through change. The real challenge of any theory of per-
ception is to understand the way a constantly changing pattern of environ-
mental stimulations, generated by the animal’s continuous motion in the
world, yields constant perceptions.

It is in Gibson’s theory of affordances that we find the most sustained de-
velopment of the ecological view that the fundamentals of perceptual expe-
rience are dictated by the organism’s need to navigate and act in its envi-
ronment, and so that the organism and the environment are complementa-
ry. At the ecological level of perception a creature has the ability to per-
ceive a class of higher-order invariants that Gibson terms affordances. The
notion of affordance was introduced by Gibson, in order to describe what
it is that an animal perceives and how. The affordances of the environment
are for a given creature what it offers that creature, what it furnishes or pro-
vides. Affordances are relations of possibilities between actors and envi-

15. A field of view is the solid angle of light that the eyes can register.
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ronments. At any given moment the environment affords a host of possibil-
ities: a relatively flat, horizontal rigid and sufficiently extended surface, for
example, affords locomotion for many animals. It is “stand-on-able”, per-
mitting an upright posture for quadrupeds and bipeds. It is, therefore, also
“walk-on-able” and “run-on-able”. A non-rigid surface, like the surface of a
lake, however, does not afford support or easy locomotion for medium sized
mammals, but it offers these things for smaller bugs. Perception of affor-
dances is relative to the perceiving subject, so that the same features in the
environment have different affordances for different processes (nutrition, lo-
comotion, etc.) and for different organisms in the environment.

The importance of Gibson’s idea is that affordances are not learned
through experience nor they are inferred. They are directly perceived as
higher order invariants. His thesis is that it can be a feature of the ambient
light itself that, for instance, something “looks edible” or “looks dangerous”.
Information specifying affordances is available in the structure of light to be
picked up by the creature as it moves around in the world. For example, a
creature that looks around for shelter is not responsive to physical proper-
ties of light, like colour and brightness, but rather to visible features of the
environment that matter to it. A creature that searches for food is not re-
sponsible to physical properties in its habitat, like colour, shape or smell,
but rather to edible features in its habitat that matter to it. In other words,
since from the point of view of survival, what is of immediate importance
to an organism is not so much the particular objects in its environment but
the affordances of its environment, that is, what the system perceives. Gib-
son calls such abstract environmental features high-order invariants, where
these «are related at one extreme to the motives and needs of the observer
and at the other extreme to the substances and surfaces of a world»'°,

The picture that emerges from the analysis of Gibson’s ecological theory
of affordances shows another way that ecological perception provides a crea-
ture with a primitive awareness of the distinction between self and the world.
This distinction is operative in the very structure of perception. The world
that manifests itself in ecological perception is primitive, in comparison to
the causally structured world of physical objects. On the ecological level,
perceiving the world means being in the process of extracting invariants,
even if these are higher-order invariants, related to the needs of particular
organisms. An important point to bear in mind is that affordances are prop-
erties that objects and surfaces have relative to the organisms that perceive
them, or at least could perceive them. They are not properties of the per-
ceiving organisms. Still, however, one could attribute a kind of self-aware-

16. Op. cit., p. 143.
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ness in virtue of the self-specifying information that is co-perceived with
information about the environment.

5. The Temporal Dimensions of a Point of View

The picture that emerged from the previous discussion is that ecological
perception supports a self/world distinction, which is primitive enough not
to depend on a more basic form. The reason for presenting the Gibsonian ac-
count was to see whether this distinction is basic enough to ground a non-
conceptual point of view.

The aim of the present section is to argue that ecological co-perception of
self and environment cannot account for the objectivity of experience that
reflects a non-conceptual point of view. The distinction between self and
non-self that 1s present in ecological perception i1s not equivalent with the
awareness of the distance between experience and what it 1s an experience
of, despite the fact that both distinctions would appear to qualify as in-
stances of a subject’s possessing a point of view. A creature who, in virtue
of ecological perception, has a grasp of the boundaries and limits of the self,
and, hence, of the distinction between self and other, can be described as
having a use for the distinction between himself and his states on the one
hand, and something not himself, or a state of himself, on the other. The
same holds for a creature, which grasps the distinction between experience
and its object. It would be a mistake, however, to infer that awareness of the
former distinction explains how awareness of the latter is possible. In other
words, the minimal registering of the distinction between self and non-self
cannot explain a creature’s ability to experience the metaphysical distance
between experience and the object of experience. As a result, the materials
offered by Gibson’s account need to be supplemented, if they are to be em-
ployed in the theoretical project under discussion.

In the previous sections, the notion of a non-conceptual point of view was
defined as a subject’s ability to distinguish between its subjective experience
and the object of that experience, without having conceptual mastery of the
notions of “self” and “object”. Following Strawson’s line of argumentation,
we claimed that a system can be said to experience the world, if it has the
ability to distinguish between two parallel and closely dependent routes of
interpretation of the incoming environmental stimuli: the one line of inter-
pretation involves “a subjective route”, and the other line of interpretation
involves “an objective route”. To be able to make such a distinction, one
should have awareness of the continuity of existence unperceived, that is, he
should be aware of the fact that what is being experienced exists independ-
ently of any particular experience of it. To be aware of an independent ex-
istence itself involves understanding that, what is being experienced at the
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moment, either has existed in the past, or will exist in the future. In other
words, awareness of existence unperceived requires some form of temporal
awareness. Consider an act of recognizing a particular object. Because such
an act involves drawing a connection between one’s current experience of an
object and a previous experience of it, it brings with it an awareness that
what is being experienced has an existence transcending the present mo-
ment. A creature whose experience takes place completely within a contin-
uous present (i. e., who lacks any sense of past or future) will not be capa-
ble of drawing the fundamental non-solipsistic distinction between its ex-
perience and what it is an experience of.

The question that arises at this point is whether ecological perception in-
volves any form of temporal understanding. To see if this is the case, we
need to consider a realistic, ecological situation. Bermudez, in his article
Ecological Perception and the Notion of a Nonconceptual Point of View
(1995), describes a situation which involves a swallow performing compli-
cated feats of navigation, that involve finding its way back to its nest or back
to the warmer climes where it spends the winter. To explain the success of
its performance, Bermudez argues, one could attribute to it sensitivity to
certain facts about its route (facts, for example, about how to get from one
place to another and then back to where it started from). Bermudez argues
that information about the spatio-temporal route that the creature is taking
through the world is particularly apparent in the creature’s perception of
itself moving through the world. He says «one has, it might seem, a contin-
uous awareness of oneself taking a particular route through the world that
does not require the exercise of any conceptual capacities, in virtue of hav-
ing a constant flow of information about oneself qua physical object mov-
ing through the world. As such, it has the self-world distinction built in its
perceptual apparatus»'’, Could such a creature have experience reflecting a
temporally extended point of view of the world?

As it has already been defined, a creature has a point of view when it is
able to be aware of existence unperceived, hence to be able to recognise that
what is being experienced at the particular moment has an existence tran-
scending the present moment. To be able to make this distinction the crea-
ture must have some sort of recognitional capacities, which offer the right
sort of escape from the continuous present by being exercised on something
extraneous to the experiences themselves. In the example given, however, this
Is not possible. The swallow cannot recognise the places and features that it

17. J. L. BErmupEgz, Ecological Perception and the Notion of a Nonconceptual Point of View,

in 1. L. BERMUDEZ, A. MARCEL and N. EiLaN (eds.), The Body and the Self, Cambridge, Mass.,
MIT Press, 1995, p. 159,
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repeatedly encounters. The distinction between self and non-self, that is
available to the animal in virtue of its ecological perception, is purely syn-
chronic. It does not require taking into account times other than the pres-
ent, unlike the distinction between experience and what 1s an experience of.
In effect, because of the atemporal character of ecological perception, the
creature of our example is not able to recognise that its experience is about
something distinct from itself, because it is not able to recognise a compo-
nent of its experience that transcends the present moment.

This important question, that arises is what form experience must take if
it 1s to incorporate awareness that the object of experience has a trans-tem-
poral existence.

To answer this question, we can follow Bermudez'® into drawing a dis-
tinction between two types of instances. There are, on the one hand, in-
stances in which past experiences influence present experience, but in which
the subject has no sense or awareness of having had those past experiences.
On the other hand, there are instances in which past experiences influence
present experience and in which the subject is in some sense aware of hav-
ing had those past experiences. When we apply this distinction to the mat-
ter at hand, we can infer that it 1s only the latter case that licenses talk of a
notion of point of view, as distinction between the subjective route of one’s
experiences and the world through which it is a route. This is so for the fol-
lowing reasons:

Ecological perception does not involve anything like a point of view built
into the structure of perception, because it does not involve anything like
conscious recognition. On the ecological view, perception is fundamentally
a process of extracting and abstracting invariants from the flowing optical
array. The key to how that information is picked up is the idea of direct per-
ception. Gibson accepts that present experiences are partly a function of
past experiences, but without any sense that the subject 1s aware of having
had the relevant past experience. Gibson rejects that this sensitivity to past
experience is generated in virtue of any form of conscious registration, or of
various other cognitive processes employed to organise incoming environ-
mental information (sensations). His ecological account rests on the idea
that the senses become more sensitive over time to particular forms of in-
formation as a function of prior exposure. One should reflect on the case of
the swallow described before; while it is able to perform feats of navigation,
like finding its way back to its nest, it is not conscious, in any sense, of hav-
ing repeatedly encountered that particular place. Such a creature is clearly

I18. CIL J. L. BErMuDEZ, The Paradox of Self-Consciousness, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press,
1998, p. 174,
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sensitive to certain facts about the place in question and it is also possible
that its present experience has been causally affected by its previous en-
counters with the same place. In other words, the swallow’s ability to rec-
ognize its nest is a function of prior exposure to that stimulus. As a result,
conscious recognition is not implicated in ecological perception, although
it might or might not develop out of such ecological perception.

But the situation becomes fundamentally different if we consider the sit-
uation of a creature that can consciously recognize an object or a place. To
consciously recognize an object is to be aware of having encountered that ob-
ject or place before. A creature, which can register a past experience of that
object as its own past experience has the beginnings of a temporal aware-
ness, or as Strawson describes it, awareness of the continuity of existence un-
perceived. On the same lines, Bermudez suggests that certain basic recog-
nitional capacities offer the right sort of escape from the continous present
without demanding conceptual mastery. These are a subject’s capacities for
place recognition'’. Bermudez himself claims that place recognition involves
some notion of self-consciousness: “a creature recognising a particular place
is aware not only that this place has existed in the past but also that it it-
self has been there before”?. What self-consciousness offers is the possibili-
ty of consceiving of objects as having existed in the past.

Finally, one should recall that, part of the significance of the notion of a
point of view, is that it provides a sense of subject-object dualism richer
than the minimal registering of the distinction between self and non-self.
Any subject properly described as having ecological perception of the envi-
ronment must be able to register the distinction between himself and the
world. A genuine notion of point of view, however, requires the further fea-
ture that those bodily properties should be perceived as properties of one’s
self. In other words, a genuine notion of point of view should be able to be
about oneself in a way that is not accidental. It cannot be the case that a gen-
uine notion of point of view ascribes properties to an individual, who is in
fact oneself, without one’s being aware that the individual in question ac-
tually is oneself.

If, then, the exercise of a capacity for self-consciousness i1s a necessary
condition of having experience that involves a temporally extended point of
view, it seems that the self/world distinction, incorporated in Gibson’s eco-

19. At this point, the importance of place recognition in vielding a sense of objects of ex-
perience existing independently of their being experienced will not be discussed, first, because
Bermudez’ argument is based on a more important issue, the issue of self-consciousness and,
second, because the issue of spatial recognition is an important issue in itself.

20. Op. cit.. p. 163.
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logical perception of self and environment, must be significantly enriched be-
fore yielding a point of view. It must be enriched so as to provide an account
of the ontogeny of self-consciousness. The story to be told here is one in
which the higher forms of self-consciousness emerge from a restricted, but
nonetheless detached, mode of consciousness of the self.

6. Perspectival Self-Consciousness and its relation to intentional action

The final move is to identify what might be termed as the core require-
ment of genuinely self-conscious thought. If this core feature can be specified
without presupposing mastery of the first-person concept, then this will have
been properly described as a form of non-conceptual self-consciousness.

Before proceeding, it is important to explain the difference between con-
ceptual and non-conceptual self-consciousness. Self-consciousness 1s usual-
ly thought of as conceptual in character, as a form of thought that requires
conceptual abilities. On this view, a self-conscious person has the concept
of a self and the concept of mental states. He may believe that he is only one
self among others. He is conscious of his own mental states, but he may al-
so believe that other people have mental states too. He can reason using the
concepts of himself, of other selves and of mental states in general. In effect,
a subject has conscious states with conceptual content, if he possesses the
relevant concepts and associated structured reasoning abilities. But self-con-
sciousness need not be conceptual and it can be met by creatures without
conceptual abilities. This sort of self-consciousness does not presuppose the
concept of oneself, of one’s conscious states, or of the object, or properties,
of which one is conscious. Creatures in this sense can be self-conscious with-
out having the richly normative conceptual and inferential abilities, which
are distinctive of persons.

This form of primitive, non-conceptual self-consciousness will be defined
as a creature’s having a unified perspective, or as Hurley argues, having per-
spectival self-consciousness. Having perspectival self-consciousness means
in part that what one experiences and perceives depends systematically on
what one does, as well as vice versa. Moreover, it involves keeping track,
even if not in conceptual terms, of the ways in which what one experiences
and perceives, depends on what one does?!.

Perspectival self-consciousness provides one sense in which creatures can
be self-conscious, even if they lack conceptual self-consciousness. A con-
scious creature moving through its environment has the ability to keep track
of relationships between what it perceives and what it does. This ability in-

21. S. L. HurLEY, Consciousness in Action, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard U.P., 1998, p. 140.
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volves its using information about itself and its own states and activities, as
well as about its environment, to meet its needs. But it doesn’t follow that
this creature has a general concept of itself, or its conscious states, or the
ability to reason systematically about aspects of itself, or of the environ-
ment, in a variety of ways detached from its needs. Its perspectival uses of
information about itself may be context-bound. Its abilities need not have the
generality, richly normative character and systematic recombinant struc-
ture of conceptual abilities.

This sense of non-conceptual self-consciousness turns on a subject’s ca-
pacity to have intentions and act intentionally. A creature that acts inten-
tionally is subject to at least some norms of practical rationality. Its actions
depend holistically on relationships between what it perceives and what it
intends. Relations between stimuli and responses are not invariant, but re-
flect relations between perceptions and intentions and various possibilities
of mistake or misrepresentation. To count as intentional actions, a creature’s
movements must express contentful states that meet minimal normative con-
straints. Violations of norms are possible, but make sense only against a
background of satisfaction of norms. A creature’s behaviour can be struc-
tured and understood in terms of norms of consistency, which govern pat-
terns among perceptions and intentions. In effect, intentional action requires
a set of norms and behaviour rich enough to support distinction between
consistency and inconsistency.

The existence of intentional action presupposes the existence of an order
in the empirical, macroscopic, world, that can be described by information
of a more general category (of a second order). In other words, out of a great
number of complex interactions between components at a microscopic lev-
el, a macroscopic order emerges, one that unifies an immense amount of in-
formation in a comprised form. Such a unifying order cannot be reduced to
the summation of its constitutive parts, but involves global, new character-
istics emergent from the interaction between individual parts of complex
systems. In this context, a system is considered complex in the sense that the
description of its behaviour involves interactions between elements existing
in different temporal and spatial scales. This conception emphasizes con-
siderations about the organism as a whole, or as an integrated system.

The macroscopic level allows a certain level of autonomy, which is a fun-
damental characteristic of intentional action. The notion of autonomy can
be understood as the difference between action, which unfolds from the dy-
namic structure of the organism as a whole and purely localized reaction to
stimuli. Even without receiving external stimuli, the organism is not a pas-
sive, but an intrinsically active system. Any environmental stimulus (a
change in external conditions) does not cause a process in an otherwise in-
ert system, 1t only modifies processes in an autonomously active system. At
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the macroscopic level of intentional action a creature behaves in ways that
it need not have. In other words, there are so many ways in which that crea-
ture could have behaved. What is more, each form of action arises when a de-
cision procedure emerges for deciding between competing possible courses
of action.

Furthermore, such macroscopic organisation may lead to the development
of dispositions. Dispositions can be understood as the inclination of a sys-
tem to produce specific behaviour upon encountering adequate conditions.
To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular state or to be
in a particular change; it is to be bound or liable to be in a particular state,
or to undergo a particular change, when a particular condition is realized.
In this sense, dispositions constitute causal propensities. Moreover, when
these propensities are repetitively actualised, they give rise to habits, which
shape the behaviour of embodied organisms. Actions, in this context, should
be distinguished from merely reactive behaviour. Actions incorporate an
intricate web of dispositions which are susceptible of corrections and ad-
justments. Under proper conditions, these dispositions give place to habits
responsible for the enhancement of the creature’s ability to deal with ten-
sions and fluctuations of its own body and of the environment. We may lump
these together as the organism’s embodiment in the organism and its envi-
ronment. These dispositions are directly available to any creature in its ex-
perience, even though they may not be available to it conceptually. They are
available to the creature as its experience-based knowledge of how to act on
the object and respond to it.

The question that arises at this point is on what basis one can regard dis-
positions and embodiment as involving perspectival self-consciousness.

As it has been shown, the perspectival interdependence of perception and
action involves, abilities to use information that is about the self, among
other things. The abilities to use information about the self, that perspective
involves must be seen as self-involving contents at the personal or animal lev-
el, in other words they must be attributable to the person or the animal. The
reason is normativity. When perspectival information about the self leads to
an invariant response and explains action only in the context set by the in-
tentions and the constraints of, at least, primitive forms of practical ration-
ality, then it counts as content at the personal or animal level. What 1s im-
portant in our case is that specification of this information about the self by
reference to the notion of embodiment does not presuppose a conceptual
grasp of the distinction between a self-conscious “subject™ and context-in-
dependent “object”. At the level of perceptual experience, however, all that
the subject has is an experiential awareness of how to move, to act, etc., in
response to local changes in its environment. This sort of awareness presents
things as being dependent on the contingent characteristics of the subject it-
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self, because they are available only to the experiencing organism while it 1s
in the process of enjoying this experience. In other words, the perceptual
object is necessarily local and context-dependent.

We must recall, however, that in the previous section 1t was argued that a
genuine notion of point of view should be able to be about oneself in a way
that is not accidental. Suppose we asked why accidental self-reference fails
to count as genuine self-consciousness. The obvious answer is that thoughts
that accidentally self-refer fail to have the immediate implications for action
found in genuinely self-conscious thoughts?%. In our case, having a disposi-
tion to act in a particular way, is closely bound up with recognizing possi-
bilities for action relative to that feature and, when this is performed over a
period of time, it is appropriate to speak of the formation of a basic induc-
tive generalization about what to expect at a particular time and place. For
example, when | intentionally turn my head to the right, it is no surprise
that the stationary object in front of me swings toward the left of my visu-
al field. That is what I expect. | intentionally turn my head and the object re-
mains in the same place in my visual field, although I perceive the object as
moving.

In this intentional context perspectival self-consciousness emerges. It is
one of the key ways, by which one becomes aware that the body is respon-
sive to one’s will. Although not every portion of the bodily surface can be
moved at will, every portion of the bodily surface can nonetheless be expe-
rienced as moving, in response to an act of the will. It seems fair to say that
the limits of the will mark the distinction between the self and the non-self
just as much as does the skin, although in a different way and that perspec-
tival awareness of the self as the limit of the will is the first sense of non-con-
ceptual self-consciousness.

To conclude, it is in the contents of intentional motor action of an ordi-
nary, empirically, embodied kind - as opposed to acts of synthesizing, clas-
sifying, or conceptualising - that self-consciousness has its most natural
home. As we have tried to show, there is a very basic connection between or-
dinary motor actions and self-consciousness. Our sense that there 1s some-
thing right about emphasizing the role of activity in self-consciousness
stemmed 1n part from this basic connection. For that reason, our investi-
gation about self-consciousness has been situated essentially in the domain
of action and has focused on active embodied systems.

T A. ARPHANI
(Athens)

21. BERMUDEZ, op. cit., p. 148.



