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Abstract Self-consciousness can be defined as the ability to think ‘I’-thoughts.
Recently, it has been suggested that self-consciousness in this sense can (and should)
be accounted for in terms of nonconceptual forms of self-representation. Here, I will
argue that while theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness do provide us with
important insights regarding the essential genetic and epistemic features of selfconscious thought, they can only deliver part of the full story that is required to
understand the phenomenon of self-consciousness. I will provide two arguments to
this effect, drawing on insights from the philosophy of language and on structural
differences between conceptual and nonconceptual forms of representation. Both
arguments rest on the intuition that while self-consciousness requires explicit selfrepresentation, nonconceptual content can at best provide implicit self-related
information. I will conclude that in order to explain the emergence of self-conscious
thought out of more basic forms of representation one has to explain the transition
between implicit self-related information and explicit self-representation.
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1 Self-consciousness
Self-consciousness can be defined as the ability to think ‘I’-thoughts.1 ‘I’-thoughts
are thoughts with first-person content that non-accidentally refer to oneself. In other
1

Cf., for example, Bermúdez (1998, 2001) and Vosgerau (2009).
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words, when entertaining these thoughts, the subject is (necessarily) aware of the
self-referring nature of the thought; it is not possible to entertain an ‘I’-thought
without knowing that it refers to oneself. Consider this well-known story by John
Perry:
I once followed a trail of sugar on a supermarket floor, pushing my cart down
the aisle on one side of a tall counter and back the aisle on the other, seeking
the shopper with the torn sack to tell him he was making a mess. With each
trip around the counter, the trail became thicker. But I seemed unable to catch
up. Finally it dawned on me. I was the shopper I was trying to catch (Perry
2000, p. 27).
What is happening here? Obviously, Perry was aware from the start that someone
was making a mess, and this thought did de facto refer to him. Nevertheless, he was
not aware that the thought referred to him until he realized that he himself was
making the mess. What Perry is after here is the fact that one can entertain many
thoughts that are in fact about oneself, such as, in his example, ‘Someone is making
a mess’, ‘The only bearded philosopher in the market is making a mess’, or even
‘John Perry is making a mess’ without realizing that these thoughts refer to oneself
(one might suffer from amnesia and hence might not remember one’s name, for
example). In contrast to these de re beliefs about oneself, there is a class of thoughts,
namely de se thoughts, that can only be entertained by a subject if that subject is
aware that the thoughts are self-referring. In other words, these thoughts are nonaccidentally self-referring. The canonical expression of these thoughts involves the
first-person pronoun. Perry can only come to think ‘I am making a mess!’ if he
realizes that it is in fact he himself who is carrying a leaking sugar bag, for in order
to competently employ the first-person pronoun he has to know that it necessarily
refers to him when he is entertaining this thought. And it is this, non-accidentally
self-referring, thought that will prompt him to stop the cart and fix the leak.
So in contrast to de re or de dicto2 thoughts about myself, de se thoughts are
thoughts that are known by me to be about myself, and that have immediate relevance
for action. These thoughts are expressed in direct speech by means of the first-person
pronoun (and, following Castañeda, in indirect speech by means of s/he*).
However, as Wittgenstein (1958) pointed out, upon closer examination we can
actually distinguish between two different uses of the first-person pronoun: the useas-subject and the use-as-object. Examples for the latter are thoughts such as ‘My
arm is broken’, ‘I have grown six inches’, or ‘I have a stain on my shirt’. Examples
for the first, where ‘I’ is used as subject, are ‘I see a tree’ or ‘I hear the birds outside
my window’. If I use the first-person pronoun ‘as-object’, as in ‘I have a stain on my
shirt’ it is theoretically possible that I am mistaken with regard to the question of
who has a stained shirt. For example, I might be seeing a stained shirt in the mirror,
mistaking it for my own, while in fact it is my neighbor’s, very similar looking,
1

Cf., for example, Bermúdez (1998, 2001) and Vosgerau (2009).
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Although de re and de dicto thoughts are not to be confused with each other, we can ignore the
distinction between them for the purposes of this article. For a detailed discussion see (Castaneda et al.
1999; Chisholm 1981; Frank 2007).
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shirt. In this situation, I am committing an error of misidentification when claiming
on the basis of seeing someone else’s shirt that I have a stained shirt. Contrary to
this scenario, I can principally not be mistaken with regard to the identity of the
subject when I say (on the basis of my visual experience) ‘I see a tree’. In this case, I
could be mistaken about the fact that it is a tree that I see (perhaps I am mistaking it
for a different object), but I cannot possibly be mistaken about the fact that it is me
who has this (possibly non-veridical) perception. In other words, in this latter case, I
cannot commit an error of misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun.
Shoemaker introduces the notion of immunity to error through misidentification in
the following, well-known way:
To say that a statement ‘‘a is /’’ is subject to error through misidentification
relative to the term ‘a’ means that the following is possible: the speaker knows
some particular thing to be /, but makes the mistake of asserting ‘‘a is /’’
because, and only because, he mistakenly thinks that the thing he knows to be
/ is what ‘a’ refers to (Shoemaker 1968, p. 557).
The kind of mistake described in this quote is not possible in statements that are
immune to error through misidentification with respect to the term ‘a’. So while a
self-conscious thought that is immune to error through misidentification can
misrepresent the property that is being ascribed, it cannot misrepresent the subject
purportedly possessing that property. The reason for this, according to Wittgenstein
and Shoemaker, is that these self-ascriptions do not involve the identification of a
subject. If no identification of a subject is involved, it is impossible to misidentify it.
This is why Wittgenstein terms the use of the first-person pronoun involved in these
kinds of first-person judgments use-as-subject as opposed to use-as-object. When
making a first-person judgment that is immune to error through misidentification we
are expressing a type of awareness of ourselves not as objects (that have to be
identified), but as subjects. It is this kind of awareness that is essential to the
phenomenon of self-consciousness, as it seems to indicate a particular (immediate)
way of gaining knowledge about ourselves that is different in principle from the
ways in which we can gain knowledge about others.3
Hence, ‘I’-thoughts (where the first person pronoun is used ‘as-subject’) can be
characterized by three essential features: (1) non-accidental self-reference, (2)
immediate action-relevance, and (3) immunity to error through misidentification.
A theory of self-consciousness must account for all of these features.

2 Self-consciousness and nonconceptual content
As we have seen, linguistically, de se thoughts are canonically expressed by means
of the first person pronoun, such as in ‘I u’ where u stands for some predicate (e.g.,
3

It is important to note that what makes a judgment immune to error through misidentification is the
evidence on which it is based, not the subject matter or the fact that is employs the first-person pronoun
(Evans 1982, Ch. 7).

4

Or, in indirect speech, by means of the indirect reflexive pronoun, commonly marked as ‘he*’ (as in ‘he
himself’) (Castaneda 1966).
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in the utterance ‘I am thirsty’, ‘I feel pain’, etc.).4 Consequently, many traditional
philosophical theories of self-consciousness assume, following Dummett’s view that
the analysis of thought must proceed via the analysis of language, that since (a) selfconsciousness can be characterized by ‘I’-thoughts, and (b) I-thoughts can be
characterized by their canonical linguistic expression, all we need to do in order to
understand self-consciousness is to analyze the semantics of the first person pronoun
(Dummett 1973).
However, more recently, attempts have been made to give an account of the
essential features of full-blown self-consciousness in terms of simpler, more
primitive, and notably non-linguistic and nonconceptual forms of self-representation
(Bermúdez 1998; Hurley 1997; Vosgerau 2009).5 In other words, it has been
suggested that the ability to entertain ‘I’- or de se thoughts is independent of the
mastery of the first person pronoun and of concept possession and, moreover, that we
need to appeal to certain types of nonconceptual representation in order to explain
the genetic origins as well as the epistemic features of self-conscious thoughts.6
The attempt to show how full-blown self-consciousness emerges out of simpler
forms of representations is commendable for several reasons. First, the analysis of
self-conscious thought in terms of an analysis of the semantics of the first person
pronoun seems to lead into what has been called ‘the paradox of self-consciousness’
(Bermúdez 1998; Bermúdez 2001). According to Bermúdez, this paradox is
constituted by two forms of vicious circularity, an explanatory circularity and a
capacity circularity. The first type of circularity arises because one cannot give an
account of the mastery of the first person pronoun without referring to the capacity
to think ‘I’-thoughts. The second type of circularity arises because, given the
interdependence of the capacity for self-conscious thought and mastery of the first
person pronoun, it is impossible to explain how self-consciousness develops in the
first place (cf. Bermúdez 2001, pp. 131–32). Whether or not one agrees that this
problem reaches the status of a paradox, it seems uncontroversial that selfconsciousness is an ability that develops over the course of phylogeny and
ontogeny, and that any plausible philosophical theory of self-consciousness should
therefore at the very least allow for an explanation of, and at best be able to give an
account of this development. Second, such an account would help us answer the
question of how much of our mental life is shared with non-linguistic animals.
However, the notion of nonconceptual self-consciousness is problematic, or so I
will argue. One of the most prominent and best developed proposals of how to
explain the ability for self-conscious thought independent of conceptual abilities can
be found in Bermúdez (1998, 2001). Therefore, my discussion will mostly focus on
5

For phenomenologically oriented attempts to give an account of self-consciousness in terms of basic,
nonconceptual forms of self-representation also see, for example, Frank (2007); Legrand (2007); Poellner
(2003); Zahavi (2005). These authors argue that full-fledged, reflective self-consciousness must
ultimately be based on a pre-reflective, immediate familiarity with oneself, a sense of mineness, which
accompanies all conscious experience. However, it is far from obvious how explanatory the notion of a
pre-reflective self-consciousness really is, how it is to be spelled out in positive terms, and whether it truly
reflects an irreducible aspect of our conscious experience (Schear 2009). In the interest of not further
complicating my argumentation, I will not discuss this notion here.

6

See Bermúdez (1998, 2002) for an explicit discussion of the relation between genetic and epistemic
sources of self-consciousness.
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his theory (although my arguments will apply to other accounts of nonconceptual
self-consciousness as well).
2.1 Nonconceptual content
Nonconceptual content is standardly defined as content that can be ascribed to a
creature despite that creature lacking the concepts required to specify that content.
There are many good reasons to assume the existence of nonconceptual content in
general. For instance, many non- and pre-linguistic beings, such as animals and
young infants, display flexible behavior7 the explanation of which seems to require
the notion of representational content, despite the fact that we would not want to
ascribe the possession of concepts to these beings (Bermúdez 1998; Hurley 2006;
Peacocke 2002). Moreover, concept acquisition cannot be explained without
assuming that there are nonconceptual forms of representation (Roskies 2008).
Other arguments in favor of nonconceptual content refer to the fact that our
perceptual experience seems far more detailed and that the perceptual discriminations we are able to make are much more fine-grained than the concepts we possess
(see, for example, Heck 2000).
Nonconceptual content is standardly defined negatively, in opposition to
conceptual content. While there is no general agreement regarding the correct
theory of concepts, it is generally agreed among members of the debate between
conceptualism and nonconceptualism that conceptual content, at the very least,
consists of several components that can be decomposed and recombined. In other
words, conceptual content is generally considered to meet Evans’ Generality
Constraint.8 Nonconceptual content, then, is not subject to the Generality Constraint.
We might also say that it is structure-implicit, which is to say that it contains no
explicit representation of subject/objects and predicates (Dienes and Perner 1999).
This leaves open how nonconceptual content should be characterized in positive
terms. While an answer to this question is clearly beyond the scope of this article, let
me briefly sketch one view, which I am sympathetic to. On this view, nonconceptual
content presents the world not in terms of truth-conditions (as conceptual content
would do), but in terms of the possible interactions of the organism with its
environment (Cussins 1990; Pettit 2003; Ward et al. 2010). So on this view,
nonconceptual content presents the subject not with identifiable objects and their
properties as such, but rather with possibilities for intentional action, where these
include so-called ‘epistemic actions’, such as grouping, sorting and tracking objects.
For instance, Pettit (2003) suggests that an object looks red insofar as ‘‘it manifestly
enables you to sift and sort and track it in the red-appropriate manner’’ and the ‘‘ball
that someone throws looks to be going fast so far as it manifestly elicits reaching
there if I am to catch it, or ducking now if I am to avoid it’’ (p. 230; italics original).
Similarly, according to Ward et al. (2010), it is the implicit knowledge of how to
7

That is, behaviour that shows no law-like relation between sensory input and behavioural output.

8

The basic idea is that conceptual mastery of the thought ‘a is F’ implies the ability to think ‘a is G’ for
any property G of which the subject of the thought has a conception, and similarly to think ‘b is F’ for any
object b of which she has a conception (Evans 1982, p. Sec. 4.3).
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pursue and accomplish one’s goals and intentions with regard to certain objects in
one’s environment that determines the content of one’s perceptual experience of this
environment. For instance, my experience of the mug in front of me can be captured
by referring to my abilities to grasp the mug, to track it through space and time, and
to my sensitivities towards changes in the mug’s features (cf. Cussins 1990).
Another way of putting this is by saying that nonconceptual content presents the
world to the subject in terms of affordances, to employ a Gibsonian notion.9 We
might also express this by saying that nonconceptual representations should be
understood in terms of ‘knowledge-how’ rather than ‘knowledge-that’.10 When
these nonconceptual representations are conceptualized they will underwrite the
subject’s judgment that there is an object with certain properties (which can be
identified as a green tree, for example), but the nonconconceptual perceptual
representations are not themselves structured in this way.
As we will see in the following, this view sits well with the idea that perceptual
content necessarily contains self-related information, but it does not sit well with the
idea that nonconceptual content ought to be characterized as (proto-) compositional
content.11
2.2 Nonconceptual self-consciousness
We have just seen that nonconceptual content is content that can be ascribed to a
creature despite that creature lacking the concepts required to specify that content.
Nonconceptual self-consciousness, then, is first-person content that can be ascribed
to a creature despite the fact that this creature lacks the concepts required to specify
this content (in particular a self-concept). And in order to qualify as a form of
genuine self-consciousness, this content must fulfil the three criteria that were
established above, namely (1) non-accidental self-reference, (2) immediate actionrelevance, and (3) immunity to error through misidentification.
As mentioned earlier, proponents of theories of nonconceptual content hold that
there are various forms of nonconceptual self-consciousness. In the following, I will
discuss the two that are considered to be the most fundamental forms of selfconsciousness: visual perception and somatic proprioception.12
9

We will return to this notion in the next section.

10

The introduction of the distinction between knowledge-how and knowledge-that can be traced back to
Gilbert Ryle (1945, 1949), according to whom knowledge-how is an ability, which is in turn a set of
dispositions. In contrast, knowledge-that is a relation between a thinker and a proposition.
11
But notice that my arguments will go through even if you reject the notion of nonconceptual content
that I have sketched here.
12

Insofar as other forms of nonconceptual self-consciousness that are discussed by Bermúdez and others
are genuinely nonconceptual, my arguments will apply to these as well. Note, however, that I assume the
difference between nonconceptual and conceptual forms of representation to be a gradual one, such that
there will be cases where there is not a clear-cut decision as to whether a particular representation is to be
considered nonconceptual or conceptual. And there are indeed some cases to be found in Bermúdez’
discussion (in particular in his discussion of psychological self-awareness) where it seems unclear
whether we are still dealing with a nonconceptual representation. For the sake of clarity of my
argumentation, I will restrict my discussion here to cases that are clearly instances of nonconceptual
representation.
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Based on Gibson’s (1979) theory of ecological objects, Bermúdez (1998, 2001)
argues that the structure of visual perception contains information about the self in
various ways: On the one hand, there are self-specifying structural invariants such as
the boundedness of the visual field and the occlusion of parts of the visual field by
various parts of the body. On the other hand, visual kinesthesis, that is the patterns
of flow in the optic array and the relations between the variant and invariant
features, enables the perceiver to experience her movement in the world. Finally,
and perhaps most importantly, the perception of affordances, that is properties of
objects in the environment that relate to the abilities of the perceiver, provides the
subject with information not only about the objects that are being perceived, but also
about the possibilities for action that these objects afford. According to Gibson,
these affordances are directly perceived (as opposed to learned or inferred). For
example, I immediately perceive the coffee mug in front of me to be within my
reaching distance (but not the sugar pot, so that I have to ask my office mate to hand
it to me), and I know that I can safely sit down on my office chair, as I immediately
perceive it to be stable enough to afford this action. According to Bermúdez, the
perception of affordances is one of the most fundamental ways in which selfspecifying information is received.
In addition, proprioception provides the organism with information regarding the
state of the body, such as its position in space, the position of limbs relative to other
parts of the body, its muscular activity, and so on. It is therefore considered to be
another important source of self-specifying information.13
Proponents of theories of nonconceptual content argue that both the selfspecifying information in ecological perception and somatic proprioception are
primitive forms of self-consciousness because (1) they deliver the organism with
self-specifying information, that is, they are about the self (or they self-refer), (2)
this self-specifying information is relevant for action, and (3) it is immune to error
through misidentification due to the fact that it is necessarily information about the
organism itself. The basic idea is that ecological perception delivers information
that is necessarily about one’s own spatio-temporal position relative to other objects
in the environment and about one’s own possibilities for interaction with these
objects. Likewise, somatic proprioception delivers information that is necessarily
about one’s own body. If I perceive the mug in front of me to be within reaching
distance, no question can arise as to who it is that can reach the mug. Likewise, if I
proprioceive my legs to be crossed, there is no question as to whose legs are
crossed—perception and proprioception do not require any self-identification. Thus,
it is argued, ecological perception and somatic proprioception seem to fulfil all three
criteria for self-consciousness, as identified above. They deliver information that is
about oneself—about one’s position relative to other objects in the environment,
about the state of one’s body, and so on. This information is used to guide one’s
intentional actions, such as grasping the cup in front of one. And the information is
thought to be immune to error through misidentification, as no question can arise as
13

Note that one should distinguish between proprioceptive information processing at the subpersonal
level and proprioceptive awareness. Only the latter is of interest here. (Likewise, our concern throughout
the article is not with subpersonal perceptual processes, but rather with perceptual representations at the
conscious level.)
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to whether it is my body that I proprioceive, or whether it is me that is positioned in
such-and-such an orientation and distance from the computer monitor in front.
Moreover, they are nonconceptual forms of representation since they do not require
the exercise of conceptual abilities and can clearly be attributed to creatures that
cannot be attributed with concept possession, such as animals and infants.
This line of thought seems prima facie plausible. But is this sufficient to establish
the claim that self-consciousness, or the ability to think ‘I’-thoughts, is indeed
independent of concept possession and that we can characterize self-consciousness
in terms of nonconceptual forms of representation? The aim of the remainder of this
article is to show why this is not the case. Although, as I will explain below, theories
of nonconceptual self-consciousness prove to be very helpful for explaining certain
features of self-conscious thought, perception and bodily experience should not be
considered to be forms of self-consciousness. Hence, or so I will argue, theories of
nonconceptual self-consciousness are incomplete with regard to the task of
providing an account of the ability to refer to oneself in thought independent from
conceptual and linguistic abilities.

3 Implicit self-related information versus explicit self-representation
The aim of this section is to show why proponents of theories of nonconceptual selfconsciousness fail to establish that perception and bodily experience amount to selfconsciousness. I will argue that we need to distinguish between implicit self-related
information and explicit self-representation, and that the latter is required for selfconsciousness. Proponents of theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness fail to
consider this distinction. Moreover, I will show that ecological perception and
bodily experience do not amount to explicit self-representation and hence are not
forms of nonconceptual self-consciousness. Thus, theories of nonconceptual selfconsciousness are incomplete insofar as they only establish the existence of implicit
self-related information in perception and proprioception, but not the existence of
explicit self-representation.
The basic idea behind the arguments of this section is that while perception and
bodily experience contain information that is in fact related to the organism itself,
this information is not being represented as being about the organism itself. To put it
briefly: The nonconceptual representational contents of perception and bodily
experience do not constitute forms of self-consciousness because they do not
contain any self-referring component; rather, they are self-less.
This is not to say that theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness do not point
to something important in the context of the attempt to understand how beings come
to have the ability to think ‘I’-thoughts. Proponents of theories of nonconceptual
self-consciousness are correct in pointing out the different kinds of self-specifying
information that are implicit in perception and bodily experience. And, as we will
see in Sect. 4, the presence of this information does in fact play an important role
when it comes to explaining the essential features of ‘I’-thoughts, in particular their
immunity to error through misidentification. Nonetheless, as I will argue in the
following, implicit self-related information does not amount to self-representation
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and more work needs to be done if we are to understand how the ability for selfconscious thought arises out of nonconceptual ways of representation.
In order to spell out this basic idea I will present two arguments that will show
where theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness fall short of what they attempt
to explain. The first argument (Sect. 3.1) will appeal to the notion of the self as an
‘unarticulated constituent’ in order to show why the self-specifying information in
perception and proprioception should be understood in terms of implicit self-related
information rather than explicit self-representation, and why the latter is required for
self-reference, and hence for self-consciousness. The second argument (Sect. 3.2)
will demonstrate that the immunity principle cannot apply to nonconceptual forms
of representation. So theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness can only account
for one of the three essential features of self-conscious thoughts—their immediate
implications for action. This is because they fail to distinguish between implicit selfrelated information, which is required for action-guidance, and explicit selfrepresentation, which is required for (non-accidental) self-reference and immunity
to error through misidentification.
Nonetheless, as I will argue briefly in Sect. 4, we can use the insights provided by
theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness in order to explain how it is possible to
have self-referring thoughts that are immune to error through misidentification. But
in order to so, we need to make intelligible the transition from implicit self-related
information to explicit self-representation.
3.1 The self as an ‘unarticulated constituent’
As we have seen in Sect. 2, perception and bodily experience provide the organism
with information that is self-related, such as information about the distance between
the organism and an object in its visual field, or about the position of the organism’s
limbs, its position in space, about whether it is moving or not, or about the
organism’s possibilities for interacting with the environment. (And this seems to fit
well with the kind of view on nonconceptual content that I sketched in Sect. 2.1.)
However, as I will show here, this information does not have to be explicitly
represented as being about the organism.14 Hence, while perception and bodily
experience may represent instances of conscious experience, they do not constitute
forms of self-consciousness. To put it differently: All sentient beings are subjects of
experience and experience the world from their own egocentric perspective.
Because of this, perceptual content necessarily contains self-related information,
which the organism must make use of in order to interact with the environment.
However, not all subjects of conscious experience also have explicit selfrepresentations or think of themselves as themselves (Baker 1998). Just because
14

Following Dienes and Perner (1999), I take it that a ‘‘fact is explicitly represented if there is an
expression (mental or otherwise) whose meaning is just that fact; in other words, there is an internal state
whose function is to indicate that fact’’ (Dienes and Perner 1999, p. 736). That is to say that a fact or state
of affairs is represented explicitly when the mental state in question contains a component that directly
refers to this fact or states of affairs. In contrast, a fact or state of affairs is implicit in a mental
representation when the mental state in question does not contain a component that directly refers to this
fact, but when this fact or state of affairs is conveyed as part of the contextual function of the mental state.
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all conscious experience is experience for a subject, it is not also experience of a
subject.
Let me illustrate this thought by means of an example15: The squirrel that is
currently sitting on a branch of the walnut tree in front of my window and is about to
jump to a neighboring branch has a certain perspective and is acting from this
perspective. Assuming that it is acting intentionally, that is to say, assuming that we
can ascribe representational content to the squirrel, one possible explanation of the
squirrel’s behavior may be something like the following: The squirrel sees some
walnuts on the neighboring branch, it wants the nuts and consequently it jumps onto
the branch. But in order to behave like this, the squirrel does not need to have any
explicit representation of itself (for instance as an individual agent or perceiver, or
of having a particular perspective)—it only needs to represent the tree and the nuts.
To be sure, the content of the squirrel’s tree-representation will be partly determined
by the squirrel’s abilities for interacting with the tree, by its distance from the
neighboring branch and its abilities to jump, for example. That is to say that the
squirrel will perceive the tree in terms of the kind of actions it affords. Nonetheless,
the squirrel does not need to represent its distance to the tree and its perspective on
the tree as such. Rather, the self-specifying information that is contained in the
squirrel’s perception of the walnut tree can remain implicit (as part of the function
of the mode of perception, so to speak)—the information that the squirrel receives
about its environment does not have to be represented to the squirrel as being selfrelated. I particular, the squirrel’s perception need not contain any self-referring
component. Implicit self-related information is sufficient for action guidance; it
need not be represented as self-related in order to be utilized by the squirrel’s action
guiding systems.
It might seem to be the case that the squirrel’s representation involves an explicit
self-reference because in order to get to the nut, the squirrel has to locate the branch
holding the nut relative to its own position; it has to know where the branch is
relative to its own body in order to successfully perform the jump. That is, to use
terminology introduced by Perry, it has to have a grasp of the agent-relative role that
the branch plays in terms of the squirrel’s means/end reasoning of how to get to the
nut. And this, in turn, might seem to require a representation of the agent. Similarly,
to use an example by Perry, when using a fax machine, ‘‘[…] I have to move my
fingers a certain distance and direction from me. It isn’t enough to know where the
buttons were relative to one another, or where the fax machine was in the building
or the room. I had to know where these things were relative to me. It seems then,
that these basic methods [i.e. methods to find out about the agent-relative roles that
objects in our environment play; KM] already require me to have some notion of
myself.’’ (Perry 2000, p. 327) This intuition is what seems to be driving the idea that
the types of nonconceptual content that we discussed in the previous section amount
to self-consciousness—they seem to require some form of self-representation.
But this view is mistaken. Having a grasp of the agent-relative role of the objects
around oneself it is not the same as having a representation of oneself. The squirrel’s

15

This example is inspired by Baker (1998).
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representation does not need to be about itself, it does not need to contain a selfreferring component in order to be action-guiding. Likewise, my perception of the
keyboard as I type these sentences need not contain any self-referring component (it
can be specified as ‘keyboard in front at such-and-such an angle’ rather than
‘keyboard in front of me’). This is because
Sometimes all of the facts we deal with involving a certain n-ary relation
involve the same object occupying one of the argument roles. In that case, we
don’t need to worry about that argument role; we don’t need to keep track of
its occupant, because it never changes (Perry 2000, p. 328).
In the case of agent-relative representations the argument role of the agent itself
always remains the same. All the objects that the squirrel perceives are perceived
from its egocentric perspective, in-relation-to-itself. Consequently, there simply is
no need for the squirrel to keep track of whose perspective is represented in its
perception because the perspective always remains fixed. In other words, because
there is only ever one perspective for the squirrel—its own, egocentric perspective—there is no need for the squirrel to keep track of this perspective, and hence no
need to represent it explicitly. So even though the squirrel’s perception of the nut
concerns the subject of perception, since the nut is perceived relative to the
squirrel’s perspective, it is not about the subject.16 Perceptual experiences are not
about the self, they are not self-referring in the way ‘I’-thoughts are—even though
they contain (implicit) self-related information. What they are about are the objects
of experience, such as the branch of a tree in the squirrel’s case, or the keyboard in
the human case. And the same is true of a subject’s bodily experiences. These may
be characterized as being about, for instance, a ‘pain in the left shoulder’ or an ‘itch
in the right foot’ rather than about a ‘pain in my left shoulder’ or an ‘itch in my right
foot’.
We may also frame this, to use another term from Perry, by saying that in these
cases the subject itself remains an ‘unarticulated constituent’ of its perception.17
According to the theory of unarticulated constituents, ‘‘we don’t articulate the
objects we are talking about, when it is obvious what they are from the context’’
(Perry 1998, p. 11). One of the examples that Perry uses in order to illustrate this
idea is the well-known case of the Z-landers. Residents of Z-land never get any
information about the weather anywhere else, they may not even be aware of the
existence of other places. When they say ‘It is raining’, this statement is obviously
relevant to the weather in Z-land, and they are able to act accordingly (by, for
example, taking an umbrella when leaving the house), even though Z-land is not
explicitly represented in the utterance. Z-land figures as an ‘unarticulated
constituent’ of the utterance because in order to determine the truth conditions of
16
The applicability of Perry’s distinction between thoughts that concern an object and those that are
about an object to the discussion about nonconceptual self-consciousness is also discussed in Meeks
(2006)—though he is rather critical of this application.
17

The notion of the self as an ‘unarticulated constituent’ of perception was first brought to my attention
through a conference presentation by Arnon Cahen (2006). Also see Meeks (2006) for a related
discussion, which also mentions Z-land and considers the analogy to perception. Note, however, that both
authors come to rather different conclusions from the one defended here.
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the sentence ‘It is raining’ we need a location (in this case Z-land)—the sentence
will be true iff it is indeed raining in Z-land. Yet Z-land does not figure as an
explicit component in the utterance, and it need not be explicitly represented either
for the statement to be understood. In contrast to us, Z-landers do not need to
consider the weather in other locations when thinking or speaking about weather—
as a matter of fact, they are not even able to consider other locations. Accordingly,
there simply is no need for there to be a component referring to Z-land in their
thoughts in order for the connection to Z-land to be secured; there is no need (nor
the ability) to ‘‘keep track’’ of the location. Z-landers’ thoughts about weather
concern Z-land insofar as they lead to behavior that is appropriate to the weather in
Z-land (e.g., taking an umbrella when leaving the house upon thinking ‘It is
raining’), but Z-land does not have to be represented for this to hold (hence their
thoughts are not about Z-land).18
Similarly, a being that never learns to distinguish its own perspective from that of
others, a being who is not aware that other perspectives on the world exist, does not
need to explicitly represent its own perspective in its perception and thinking. Even
for beings like us, who do have a sense of their own perspective (in contrast to that
of others), this perspective does not have to be represented explicitly in our
perceptual experience, for this would put an unnecessary burden on our cognitive
system. Perry himself draws the analogy in the following way:
What each of us gets from perception may be regarded as information
concerning ourselves, to explain connections between perception and action.
There is no need for a self-referring component of our belief, no need for an
idea or representation of ourselves. […] The eyes that see and the torso or legs
that move are parts of the same more or less integrated body. And this fact,
external to the belief, supplies the needed coordination. The belief need only
have the burden of registering differences in my environment, and not the
burden of identifying the person about whose relation to the environment
perception gives information with the person whose action it guides (Perry
2000, pp.182–183; italics mine).
Accordingly, contrary to what theories of nonconceptual content seem to suggest,
no self-referring component of the experiential state is required in order to secure
the connection between perception and action. What proponents of nonconceptual
self-consciousness seem to argue is that since perception and bodily experience
18
Note that in his essay ‘Thought without representation’ Perry states that ‘‘Z-land comes in not as an
unarticulated constituent each Z-landish weather statement is about, but a global factor that all Z-land
discourse about the weather concerns’’. (2000, p. 179) This is to distinguish the Z-land case from cases
where we talk about weather without articulating a location because it is obvious from the conversational
context what the location is—in our case, the location does come in as an unarticulated constituent of
each weather statement. In contrast to Z-landers we are aware of other places and thus have to ‘‘track’’
which location the conversation is about (whether or not that location is articulated). But since Z-landers
are not aware of other places, no such ‘‘tracking’’ has to take place for them—their beliefs and assertions
carry a ‘‘lesser burden’’ compared to ours, so to speak. Accordingly, ‘‘the Z-landers assertions and beliefs
concern Z-land, but are not about Z-land’’ (Perry 2000, p. 179: emphasis original). What I am claiming
here is that the case of perception and proprioception is analogous to the case of weather-reports in
Z-land.

123

Self-consciousness and nonconceptual content

provide information that is relevant for guiding the intentional actions of an
organism, their content must be about the self, in other words, it must refer to the
self. But as we have just seen, this is not so. Perception and bodily experience can
guide an organism’s intentional behavior in virtue of containing agent-relative
information (due to the way in which perception and proprioception function)
without being about the organism, or containing a self-referring component. There
simply is no need to represent the subject of perception and bodily experience, as it
always remains the same. (Hence it can remain ‘unarticulated’.)
Notice, though, that Perry is concerned with the (conceptual) content of belief
and its truth conditions—the notion of an ‘unarticulated constituent’ refers to an
element that figures in the determination of the truth conditions of a belief without
being separately represented. In contrast, what I am concerned with here is the
(nonconceptual) content of perception (and proprioception) itself, not the content of
the beliefs that a subject can form based on her perceptions. I nevertheless take it
that we can use Perry’s insights in order to elucidate how we should specify the
content of the former. On the view that I propose here, perception and
proprioception provide the organism with information that is (necessarily) selfrelated and that enables the organism to coordinate its perception and action in order
to engage and interact with its environment. But precisely because the perceptual
content is always related to one particular subject, the subject itself does not need to
be identified or represented in the perceptual content—similar to the linguistic case
of the Z-landers in which the location does not have to represented because it
always remains fixed. That is to say that the point I want to make is that the contents
of perception and proprioception themselves do not contain a self-referring
component (independent as to whether a belief that is formed based on the former
does).
Notice also that, on the view I have sketched and endorsed in Sect. 2.1,
nonconceptual content should not be characterized in terms of truth conditions. This
raises the question as to how the notion of an ‘unarticulated constituent’ can be
transferred from belief to perception. As I have suggested, nonconceptual content
provides the subject with a form of knowing-how (e.g., ‘knowing-how-to-interactwith-the-tree-in-front’), not with a form of knowing-that (e.g., ‘that there is a tree in
front’). While the latter is truth-evaluable, the former is not. However, the subject
could, if she possessed the relevant concepts, form a belief on the basis of her
perception (such as the belief ‘that there is a tree’), which would count as a true
perceptual belief if and only if the subject of the perception does indeed stand in a
perceptual relation to the tree. That is to say that the subject does play a role in
determining the truth conditions of a belief that is formed based on her perception.19
But this is not to say that the subject (or the perceptual relation between the subject
and the tree) must be represented in perception (nor in the content of the resulting
perceptual belief). Likewise, in the case of proprioception, a belief that ‘legs are
crossed’ which is formed on the basis of the proprioception of one’s crossed legs
will be true if the property in question (that of crossed legs) is in fact instantiated in
19

In Recanati’s (2007, 2009) terminology, the subject is part of the circumstance of evaluation of the
content of the resulting perceptual belief.
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oneself. But that is not to say that either the self or the instantiation relation must be
represented in proprioception (cf. Recanati 2009, pp. 266–267). Thus, we can say
that the self is an ‘unarticulated constituent’ of the content of perception and
proprioception in virtue of the fact that the beliefs that are formed on the basis of
this content will have to be truth-evaluated with respect to the subject, even though
the subject herself (and the perceptual or instantiation relation) are not represented
in perception and proprioception (and neither do they have to be represented in the
corresponding belief—though on occasion they might be). So the notion of the self
as an ‘unarticulated constituent’ of perception and proprioception is derivative upon
the role that the self plays in evaluating the relevant beliefs that the subject could
form on the basis of their perceptual and proprioceptive states.
Finally, let me point out that a being who possesses the first-person concept
could, of course, on the basis of having a perceptual experience of a tree in front, not
only form the belief that there is a tree, but could also form the explicit first-person
judgment ‘I see a tree’, thereby explicitly self-ascribing this experience. (In fact, a
subject who possesses the first person concept not only could, but would also be
justified in forming this judgment.) That is to say that the subject can, but does not
have to, be represented in the content of a (conceptual) belief that is formed based
on the (nonconceptual) content of her perception or proprioception. But the fact that
perceptual content can, in the case of beings who possess the first person concept,
provide a subject with a basis for forming this explicit judgment does neither imply
nor require that the perceptual content itself must contain an explicitly self-referring
component. And it is only the latter that we are concerned with here.
What this discussion shows is that one can have self-related information, which is
sufficient for action-guidance, without any self-representation. It also shows that
insofar as the self should be understood as an ‘unarticulated constituent’ of
perception or proprioception, the latter do not self-refer (they are not about the self).
Yet (non-accidental) self-reference was supposed to be a necessary condition for
self-consciousness. Recall our analysis from Sect. 1. Self-consciousness was defined
as the ability to think ‘I’-thoughts, where ‘I’ thoughts are such that they nonaccidentally refer to the subject entertaining them. That is to say that in having an
‘I’-thought the subject cannot but be aware of the fact that the thought is about
themself. Since the contents of perception and proprioception neither contain a selfreferring component, nor are about the self, perception and bodily experience cannot
be considered to be forms of self-consciousness. In conclusion, theories of
nonconceptual self-consciousness are incomplete. To be sure, they can account for
the action-guiding nature of certain representational states, which is one important
characteristic of ‘I’-thoughts. But they fail to establish that the representational
states in question actually represent the self (rather than containing implicit selfrelated or agent-relative information).20
20
You may have noticed that this argument it somewhat independent of the question as to whether the
content of perception and proprioception is indeed best characterized as being nonconceptual. Although
there are good reasons to think that this is the case, even on a conceptualist theory of perception and
proprioception the same point still applies. For whether or not the content of perception and
proprioception is conceptual or nonconceptual, the fact remains that no explicit self-representation is
required in order to account for the action-guiding function of this content.
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Notice that there are also phenomenological reasons for resisting the thought that
every conscious experience is also self-conscious. When I am engrossed in a
perceptual experience of a picture in front of me or focused on an activity, such as
reading a book or writing an article, I am not also aware of myself. I am focused on
the picture I am looking at, or on the words on the paper and their meaning, but not
on myself—there simply does not seem to be an element in my experience that
corresponds to the self. In fact, if I were self-conscious while enjoying my
perception or performing an activity this self-awareness would rather be a
distraction from the task at hand.21 So although conscious experience is always
experience for a subject and is experienced from the perspective of the experiencing
subject, this is not to say that the subject must also be aware of itself or of having
this particular perspective.

3.1.1 Potential objections
One might object that contrary to the above arguments, the self does directly appear
as an object in visual perception and somatic proprioception. For instance, with
regard to the content of perceptual experience, Bermúdez argues that the self ‘‘has a
place in the content of perceptual experience in virtue of the self-specifying
information that is an integral part of that perceptual experience’’ (1998, p. 108). As
we have seen above, this information consists in (a) information about bodily
invariants that bound the field of vision, (b) information from visual kinesthesis
about the movement of the perceiver, and (c) information about the possibilities for
action and reaction that the environment affords the perceiver (cf. Bermúdez 1998,
p. 114). However, on my view, the structural invariants that make up the selfspecifying information in question are part of what constitutes the egocentric
perspective of the subject. It is true that (visual) perception is necessarily
perspectival22—in perceiving the world, the subject necessarily does so from its
own egocentric perspective. However, it is one thing to perceive the world from an
egocentric perspective, and quite another to be aware of one’s perspective in firstperson terms. In other words, to represent a bounded visual field is not to represent
the bounds of the visual field.23 And as I have argued above, there simply is no need
21
See Schear (2009) for a relevant discussion of Sartre’s phenomenological analysis of the experience of
being immersed in reading a book. And see Goldberg et al. (2006) for a neuroscientific study that found a
segregation between the patterns of activity associated with a demanding perceptual task and those
associated with self-reflection. Moreover, the study showed that regions that showed enhanced activity
during self-reflection were inhibited during the demanding perceptual task.
22
It is an interesting question—that I will not address here—whether this is true also for other types of
perceptual experience, such as smell.
23
The objection seems to commit the error of confusing the vehicle with the content of representation
(Millikan 1993). According to Millikan, one mistake often committed is to transfer properties of the
vehicle of representation to the content, and vice versa. One example ‘‘involves importing and exporting
the limit of a representation. If there is a limit to what is represented, there is a corresponding limit to the
vehicle of representation, and a limit to the vehicle of representation is then exported to be a
representation of the limits of the represented. But the limit of a represented content is not a
representation of a limit.’’ This mistake seems to be in play when it is concluded that because the visual
field is bounded, the bounds of the visual field are represented in the visual field.
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for the perspective itself to be represented in perception. Neither is it necessary for
the subject to represent information about the possibilities for interaction afforded
by the environment as being about the self. As we have seen above, having a grasp
of the agent-relative role of the objects around oneself it is not the same as having a
representation of oneself as an agent.
A related objection might be that, since perception always contains information
about the world as well as about the perceiving organism, there has to be a
mechanism that is able to distinguish between self and non-self/world (Vosgerau
2009).24 As we have seen in the previous section, every perceptual input carries
information about both the perceiving subject and the world. Accordingly, the
organism must somehow divide the input into self-related and world-related
information. Given the need for this computational differentiation, one might argue,
the self is, after all, part of the explicit representational content of perception. But
this would be question-begging, since the point of the argument above was precisely
that despite the fact that perception and proprioception involve implicit self-related
information, the self is not explicitly represented. The mechanism involved in the
self-world-distinction might be able to explain how the implicit self-related
information is processed at a subpersonal level, but this does not imply that the
system represents the self at the personal level. Personal or animal level
explanations aim at representational content that is accessible to the subject in
question such that it can provide the basis for the kind of practical reasoning
processes associated with intentional action. This is the level we are concerned with
when we are considering the possibility of self-conscious thought. Subpersonal level
explanations on the other hand describe processes that might constrain personal
level representations in interesting ways, but that are not accessible to the organism
as such. Indeed, the explanations that have been suggested for such a self-worlddistinction mechanism all seem to locate this mechanism at the subpersonal level.25
These subpersonal mechanisms enable an organism to perceive and interact with
the world; they provide a subpersonal level explanation for the fact that perception
contains (implicit) self-related information. But again, it is one thing to claim that
for an organism to be able to interact with its environment the content of perception
must be self-related (which is a claim that I do not object to) and to specify a
subpersonal mechanism for this, but it is another thing to claim that this self-related
information must be represented explicitly at the personal level as being about the
self. It is certainly the case that subpersonal level explanations can contribute—as
enabling or making-possible mechanisms—to an understanding of personal-level
phenomena (Hurley 2008; McDowell 1994). For instance, breakdowns in efference
copy mechanisms have been suggested as part of the explanation for the
phenomenon of thought insertion in schizophrenia (Frith 1992). Nonetheless, we
cannot simply project properties between the personal and subpersonal levels, as

24

This objection was proposed to me by Gottfried Vosgerau during a conference presentation.

25

These explanations usually involve the comparator model, which is a subpersonal, unconscious
mechanism that ensures motor control by comparing a copy of the efference signal of a motor command
with the afference (including reafference) signal (von Holst and Mittelstaedt 1950).
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this would be confusing the vehicle with the content of representation (Millikan
1993).
So, although it makes sense to postulate a self/world distinction mechanism at the
subpersonal level, the existence of such a mechanism does not undermine the
argument presented above. Quite to the contrary, the argument that the self does not
need to be explicitly represented in perception and bodily experience was based
precisely on the idea that perception and bodily experience necessarily involve selfrelated information. It is precisely because of the presence of this information,
because of the fact that the argument role of the self remains fixed, that the self does
not have to be explicitly represented in order for perception and bodily experience
to be action-guiding. So rather than posing a problem, the postulation of a selfworld-distinction mechanism is quite compatible with the notion of the self as an
‘unarticulated constituent’ because it can explain the subpersonal mechanism in
virtue of which perception and bodily experience are self-related.
The burden of proof is on the proponent of a theory of nonconceptual selfconsciousness to show that contrary to my argument, perception and proprioception
must contain explicit self-representations, rather than merely implicit self-related
information, in order to enable the organism’s interaction with the environment.
However, one might still wonder whether the arguments presented equally apply
to perception and bodily experience. After all, while it seems plausible that
perception really is just about the external objects of perception, proprioception
seems to be about one’s own body. And, given a basic materialist sentiment, one
might think that since one’s body is oneself, proprioception therefore really is about
oneself, in the sense that the self appears directly as an object of proprioception. As
Bermúdez puts it: ‘‘What somatic proprioception offers is an awareness of the body
as a spatially extended and bounded physical object that is distinctive in being
responsive to the will.’’ (1998, p. 150; emphasis mine.) According to Bermúdez, the
body literally appears as an object of proprioception, as the latter provides the
subject with an awareness of the limits of the body.
However, the representation of bodily sensations differs from the perception of
objects in the outside world in an important respect. For while perception locates
objects relative to an egocentric frame of reference, bodily sensations do not locate
its objects of experience relative to an egocentric frame of reference. Rather, they
provide this frame of reference in the first place (Gallagher 2003). Moreover, while
it is true that proprioception provides the organism with information about its body,
and that this information necessarily is about the organism’s own body, and thus
about the organism, it is not being represented as such. That is to say it is not being
represented as being about the own body (rather than anybody else’s). In other
words, because proprioception is necessarily of a unique subject, the subject itself
does not have to be represented explicitly. The argument role of the agent in a
subject’s proprioceptive representational states always remains the same and hence
does not have to be explicitly represented. The constitutive relation to the subject is
provided by the functional role of the proprioceptive state (which is such that is
necessarily represents bodily states and properties of one’s own body), not by its
explicit representational content. So if one were to specify the content of such a
representation, for instance of one’s legs being crossed or of the pain in one’s
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shoulder, it would be ‘legs are crossed’ rather than ‘my legs are crossed’ and ‘pain in
left shoulder’ rather ‘pain in my left shoulder’, respectively.26
In sum, perception provides us with the experience of objects in our environment
and proprioception provides us with bodily sensations, but the fact that these are
necessarily experiences for a subject obviates the need for an explicit representation
of the subject.
3.2 Nonconceptual content and immunity to error through misidentification
Having shown how representational content can implicitly contain self-related
information without explicitly representing the self, I will now go on to argue that,
for structural reasons, nonconceptual content cannot support explicit selfrepresentations.
As we have seen above, nonconceptual content is defined negatively, in
opposition to conceptual content. While conceptual content is generally considered
to meet Evans’ (1982) Generality Constraint, nonconceptual content is not. One
might take this to mean that nonconceptual content is noncompositional (Heck
2007; Meeks 2006; Toribio 2008). If that is so, this would mean that nonconceptual
content does not have the necessary structural features required for an explicit
predication relation of the form ‘a is F’ (which could be decomposed into object and
predicate) or, for that matter, ‘I u’, and hence does not have the necessary structural
features required for an explicit self-representation (as in ‘‘I am hungry’’, ‘‘I am in
pain’’, etc.). The structure required for explicit self-representation can only come
with content that is compositional, and thus can only come with conceptual content.
So far, this argument lends further support to the claim established in the previous
section, namely that there is no explicit self-representation in perception and
proprioception, although the argument of this section is based on the noncompositionality of nonconceptual content and not on the fact that self-representation is not
necessary for perception and action guidance.
However, the fact that nonconceptual content is thought to be noncompositional
also implies that nonconceptual content cannot be said to be immune to error
through misidentification. Let us recall the basic definition of immunity to error
through misidentification. As we have seen in Sect. 1, a thought that is immune to
error through misidentification allows for the possibility that it misrepresents the
property that is being ascribed, while it cannot misrepresent the subject purportedly
possessing that property. What this means, though, is that the notion of immunity is
applicable only to judgments, and not to nonconceptual representations.27 In other
words, the notion of a representational distinction between subject and property,
which would allow for a misrepresentation of the property that is being ascribed
26
Which is not to say that the subject could not, on the basis of her bodily experience, form the explicit
belief that her legs are crossed (by applying the first-person concept). But, as I argued above, the fact that
the content of her experience provides her with sufficient warrant to form this belief (due to the fact that
her experience is necessarily self-related) does not imply (or require) that the experiential content itself
contains an explicitly self-referring component. Rather, the subject becomes self-aware only via the
explicit self-ascription of the experience by means of applying the first person concept.
27

I am indebted to Arnon Cahen for helpful discussions of this point.
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while leaving the representation of the subject intact, is a matter in the realm of
conceptual contents. Nonconceptual content does not represent the subject of a
thought or perception independent from the property that is being ascribed. Rather,
the representational content is in a format in which the property is necessarily
implicitly self-related, and in which the subject is not represented at all. (In other
words, the self-relatedness of the representation is provided by a fact that is external
to the representation.) What this implies is that the question as to whether
nonconceptual content is immune to error through misidentification cannot even
arise. In other words: the question as to whether nonconceptual content can be
immune to error through misidentification can only arise at the level of judgment,
not at the level of nonconceptual content. It is a category mistake, so to speak, to try
to apply the notion of immunity at the level of nonconceptual content.28
This is not to say that we can in fact be mistaken as who the subject of our
perceptual or proprioceptive states is. The fact remains that ecological perception
and bodily experience contain information that is self-specifying, and that this is
necessarily so. Rather, because this information is represented in a way in which the
subject of perception is not a component of the explicit representational content
(because the representational content is implicitly self-related), we cannot say that
there is a possibility of predicate-misrepresentation while leaving the representational subject intact—both because nonconceptual content does not have the
structure that would be required for a representation of a subject and a predicate,
and, more importantly, because there simply is no representational subject that
could be represented independently from the representational predicate. But the
possibility of explicitly representing the subject independent from the predicates
that are ascribed to the latter—at least in principle—is a necessary precondition for
the notion of immunity to gain any traction. Therefore, ecological perception and
bodily experience can at best be said to provide the basis for the formation of first
person judgments that can have the property of immunity and thus represent
paradigmatic forms of self-consciousness, but they do not by themselves represent
such paradigmatic forms of self-consciousness.

3.2.1 Potential objections
It might be objected that nonconceptual content could fail to satisfy Evans’
Generality Constraint without being entirely noncompositional. Indeed, Peacocke
(1992, Ch. 3) argues explicitly in favor of what he calls proto-propositional content
at the nonconceptual level, and Bermúdez (1998, Ch. 3) likewise argues that
nonconceptual content is compositional, and that we can ascribe ‘‘proto-beliefs’’ to
28
Notice that the argument presented here is different from the one in Meeks (2006), although it was
inspired by the latter. Meeks argues that due to the noncompositionality of nonconceptual content, it
cannot accurately represent the subject of a self-ascription while misrepresenting the property—it can
only misrepresent tout court (or else fail to count as genuine representational content). Hence, according
to Meeks, nonconceptual content cannot be immune to error through misidentification. In contrast, what I
am arguing is that the notion of immunity to error through misidentification cannot apply to
nonconceptual content in the first place, so nonconceptual can neither be said to be immune, nor can it be
said not to be immune.
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nonconceptual creatures. Thus, one might accept something like weak compositionality at the nonconceptual level, and this, in turn, might be sufficient for the
notion of immunity to gain traction.
But at this point one surely must ask whether there really is a difference in kind
between conceptual and nonconceptual content (cf. Meeks 2006). If the weak
compositionality at the nonconceptual level is supposed to support immunity to
error through misidentification, then it would have to allow for the representation of
a subject-component as well as for the representation of a predicate-component, and
moreover it would have to allow for these components to be represented
independently from each other (such that the latter could be misrepresented while
leaving the representation of the former intact). It is hard to see why this would not
constitute a case of concept possession.
So what are we to make of the distinction between conceptual and nonconceptual
content on a view that wants to maintain the possibility of weak compositionality
(albeit strong enough to allow for immunity) at the nonconceptual level? Bermúdez
argues that while creatures that possess nonconceptual content are sensitive to the
truth of inferential transitions, in order for a creature to be credited with concept
possession, it must also be able to identify and provide reasons for the inferences it
is making. The latter is a paradigmatically linguistic ability, and therefore, there
cannot be conceptual representations in the absence of linguistic abilities:
Providing justifications is a matter of identifying and articulating the reasons
for a given classification, inference, or judgment. It is because prelinguistic
creatures are in principle incapable of providing such justifications that the
priority thesis is true. Mere sensitivity to the truth of inferential transitions
involving a given concept is not enough for possession of that concept.
Rational sensitivity is required, and rational sensitivity comes only with
language mastery (Bermudez 1998, p. 71).
Thus, for Bermúdez, concept possession requires not only the ability to draw
inferences, but also the ability to identify and articulate reasons for one’s inferential
transitions. On such a view we might be able to ascribe a level of compositionality
to nonconceptual contents that does allow for subject–predicate ascriptions without
blurring the distinction between conceptual and nonconceptual content. But this
very demanding view on concept possession comes at a high cost. As Meeks (2006)
has pointed out, imposing such a requirement on concept possession may prevent us
from ascribing concepts where we would otherwise be comfortable doing so,
including in cases which Bermúdez himself cites as examples of concept possession.
So it seems that if one wants to grant compositionality to nonconceptual contents,
such that the latter can support representations that are immune to error through
misidentification, the distinction between conceptual and nonconceptual content
loses its force, unless one imposes implausibly strict criteria on concept possession.
On my view, rather than modeling nonconceptual content along the lines of
conceptual content, it is more plausible, and explanatorily more forceful, to
maintain a distinction in kind between conceptual and nonconceptual contents,
which, as I suggested in Sect. 2, locates the latter in the realm of knowledge-how,
rather than in the realm of the identification of objects.
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However, even if we were to allow for a certain level of compositionality of
nonconceptual representations, this would not get around the problem that was
discussed in the Sect. 3.1, namely the fact that the self is not represented in
perception and proprioception, which is to say that the latter do not contain a selfreferring component. (For no self-referring component is needed to account for the
essential self-relatedness and action guiding function of perception and bodily
experience.) That is to say that the content of perception and proprioception does
not contain a component that could stand for the ‘I’ of a self-conscious thought. And
since the immunity principle can only apply to representational states that contain a
self-referring component, such that this component can be represented independently from the predicate component, the immunity principle cannot apply to the
content of perception and proprioception. So the immunity principle would still fail
to apply to states with nonconceptual content, even if we did allow for the latter to
be compositional.
The upshot of this section is that immunity to error through misidentification is a
property of (conceptual) judgments, not of the (nonconceptual) perceptive or
proprioceptive states based upon which such judgments might be made. The notion
of immunity cannot apply to states with nonconceptual content, as the content of
these states is noncompositional and hence cannot represent subject and predicate
independent from each other. Moreover, and more importantly, as I have argued in
the previous section, perception and bodily experience do not contain a selfreferring component, despite the fact that their content is necessarily self-related.
Therefore, states with nonconceptual content cannot represent forms of genuine
self-consciousness for they fail to fall under the category of representations that can
be said to be immune to error through misidentification. They can at best provide the
basis for first personal judgments that are immune.

4 Immunity reconsidered
But how can representational states with nonconceptual content provide the basis for
first-personal judgments that are immune to error through misidentification, if they
are not to be considered immune themselves (and, moreover, if they do not contain a
self-referring component)? In order to better understand this, again, a turn to
philosophy of language will prove helpful. According to Recanati (2007, 2009), it is
exactly those mental states that necessarily involve implicit self-related information
but no explicit self-reference at the level of content that underwrite first-person
judgments that are immune to error through misidentification. He calls these mental
states ‘implicit de se thoughts’, which is somewhat misleading, as, according to
the argument I presented above, it is hard to see how we can make sense of a de se
(or ‘I’-) thought that involves no self-reference. These terminological quibbles
notwithstanding, Recanati’s work can help us shed light on the phenomenon of
immunity to error through misidentification. Recall that, as we have seen earlier,
perception and bodily experience necessarily contain information about the
experiencing subject, but they do so not because the subject is part of the explicit
content of the experience, but rather because the experience is gained in such a way
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that it is necessarily related to the subject. For instance, in seeing a tree in front of me,
I cannot gain information about anybody else’s visual experience but my own.
Similarly, I cannot, through proprioception, gain information about anybody else’s
body but my own. Now, according to Recanati, if ‘‘on the basis of his experience, the
subject forms the explicit first person judgment that his own legs are crossed (in
contrast, say, to his neighbour’s), the judgment will retain the immunity to error
through misidentification which characterized the proprioceptive experience on
which it is based’’ (2009, p. 12). This is so because the explicit judgment does not
require any additional evidence or extra premise (and in particular no identity
premise). Now, again, in the light of the arguments discussed in this paper, Recanati’s
formulation is misleading for, strictly speaking, the notion of immunity does not
apply to the (nonconceptual) representational content of proprioceptive experience.
For neither is the self explicitly represented (so there is no subject in the
representational content), nor does the representational content have the adequate
structure to account for a representation of the subject independent from the
predicate. This misleading formulation notwithstanding, the important point that
Recanati makes is that an explicit first-person judgment can be immune to error
through misidentification insofar as no additional evidence base (i.e., no extra
premise) is introduced when the judgment is formed based on an experience that is
necessarily self-related (if not self-representational). Hence, there is no additional
source of error (and in particular no source of misidentification).
So proponents of theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness do make a very
important point when they refer to the essential self-relatedness of certain types of
perceptual experience, even if they conflate implicit self-related information and
explicit self-representation. For it is this essential self-relatedness of certain ways of
gaining knowledge about the world that ultimately underwrites the immunity to
error through misidentification of certain ‘I’-thoughts.
Now obviously, this still leaves us with the question of what exactly explicit selfrepresentation amounts to and how we are to make intelligible the transition from
implicit self-related information to explicit self-representation. This is not the place
to answer this question, but I believe that to understand this transition we need to
give an account of the acquisition and application of the first person concept.
Moreover, I think that this transition involves an awareness of other minds, as the
explicit representation of one’s own mental and bodily states requires the ability to
contrast these with the mental and bodily states of other subjects. That is to say that
I take the notion of self-consciousness to be a contrastive notion.29

5 Conclusion
We can conclude that the nonconceptual representational contents of perception and
bodily experience are neither self-representational, nor do they fall under the
category of representations that can be said to be immune to error through
misidentification. Proponents of theories of nonconceptual self-consciousness point
29

For further discussion see Musholt (forthcoming).
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to the essential self-relatedness of certain forms of nonconceptual representation
(in particular perception and bodily experience) and to their relevance when it
comes to explaining the behavior of the subjects entertaining them. While these
points are correct and important, they do not suffice to show that perception and
bodily experience represent the self. In other words, while theories of nonconceptual
self-consciousness demonstrate that nonconceptual representations, such as the
content of ecological perception and proprioception, are implicitly self-related, they
fail to establish that they are explicitly self-referring. And it is the latter that is
required for an account of self-consciousness (in the sense of having the ability to
think ‘I’-thoughts). Thus, in order to give a complete account of the genetic and
epistemic sources of self-consciousness, we will need to make sense of the transition
from representations that are implicitly self-related to explicit self-representations.
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