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Preface

Externalism about the mind has been an intensively discussed and
widely influential view for several decades. I think it is fair to
say that internalist theories of mind are in the minority, and even
those philosophers who defend some version of internalism often
acknowledge that certain aspects of the mind need an externalist
treatment. This book is part of a defence of an uncompromisingly
internalist conception of the mind: that is, the view that all mental
features are determined by the subject’s internal states. Externalism,
the view that some mental features constitutively depend on facts
outside the subject, is mistaken.

The book has two parts, and the two parts can be read inde-
pendently and in an optional order. Part Two relates more directly
to some contemporary discussions about externalism, whereas Part
One complements Part Two by offering the general motivations
for internalism. Let me start now with describing what is in the
second part.

In Chapter 4, which is the first chapter of Part Two, I address
the question of how to define the controversy between internalism
and externalism. According to the usual understanding, the issue
depends on whether mental features are determined by facts inside
or outside the subject’s body or brain, but I argue that this under-
standing is unsatisfactory. Instead, internalism should be formulated
as the view that the way things seem to a subject—the way things
are from the subject’s point of view—determine all her mental
features. Externalism is the denial of this claim.

In Chapter 5, I defend the thesis that things seem the same
for subjects if they share their internal phenomenal properties.
Internalism is the view that the way things seem to me deter-
mines all my mental properties. In contrast, externalists say that
things could seem exactly the same as they do now, and yet my
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exceptionally fortunate to have been employed by the Central
European University since 2000, and I am very grateful to the
institution, as well as to my colleagues, Hanoch Ben-Yami, Gábor
Betegh, István Bodnár, Mike Griffin, Ferenc Huoranszki, János
Kis, Nenad Miščević, Howard Robinson, and David Weberman
for providing a wonderful intellectual and collegial environment. I
would like to acknowledge the support of the Hungarian OTKA,
grant number 46757, and the Philosophy of Language Research
Group of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. I am also greatly
indebted to the following people for discussions, comments, and
advice: Gergely Ambrus, Kati Balog, Paul Boghossian, Manuel
Liz, Barry Loewer, Mike Martin, Peter Momtchiloff, Gary Oster-
tag, Barry C. Smith, Zoltán Gendler Szabó, János Tőzsér, Tim
Williamson, and Zsófia Zvolenszky. Two anonymous referees for
Oxford University Press read a complete draft, and gave incred-
ibly helpful and detailed comments, which resulted in significant
changes, and hopefully improvements, in the book. I have dis-
cussed all these ideas (and all other ideas) with Tim Crane, and his
influence is there on every page of this book, as well as in every
day of my life.

And finally—I cannot remember exactly when or how I decided
that I would become a philosopher, but I am sure that the fact
that my father is a philosopher had something to do with it.
To me, he will always remain the example of what it is to
have genuine learning, uncompromising argumentative rigour,
and endless intellectual curiosity. I dedicate this book to him with
love and admiration.

K. F.
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Part One. Our Cartesian Mind

1 Privileged Access and the Mark of the Mental

1.1 The List

Richard Rorty claimed that many of our intuitions about the
mind simply result from our uncritical reliance on the modern
philosophical tradition originating from Descartes, but have
no further significance. Rorty is right that our conception
of the mind is essentially shaped by the Cartesian theory,
but this book, unlike Rorty, suggests embracing, rather than
overthrowing, this tradition.

1.2 The Project of the Second Meditation

Descartes’s Second Meditation bears the title ‘The nature
of the human mind, and how it is better known than the
body’. Descartes here considers the Aristotelian list of psycho-
logical faculties: nutritive, locomotive, sensory, and thinking
capacities, and claims that only the last is essential to him.

1.3 Varieties of Thought

After he has established that he is a thinking thing, Descartes
turns to the question of what a thinking thing is. His new
understanding of ‘sensory perceptions’ makes it possible to
include them as a form of ‘thought’; applying Descartes’s
method, sensations, and emotions also turn out to be varieties
of thought—that is, varieties of mental phenomena.

1.4 Incorporeal Minds and Certainty

How do we decide whether we regard a feature as belonging
to the mind? Two suggestions are considered and rejected: that
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mental features are those that can be exemplified in an imma-
terial substance; and that mental features are those we cannot
doubt we possess.

1.5 Special Access

Different cognitive faculties are distinguished. Only one of
them has the following feature: it enables the subject to know
its subject matter in a way that no one else who is endowed
with the same cognitive faculty can. Everything that is known
through the use of this faculty belongs to the mind. Privileged
accessibility is the mark of the mental.

1.6 Cognitive Faculties

The cognitive faculty that provides special access to its subject
matter is introspection. Introspection is distinguished from
a priori knowledge—the kind of knowledge we have, for
example, of logic and mathematics. Introspective justification
is also distinguished from justification that is based on the
contextually self-verifying nature of certain thoughts.

1.7 The Subject’s Point of View

An explanation of why a portion of reality should be known
to one person in a special way is advanced. Mental facts are
perspectival facts; mental facts are characterized by how things
are for the subject. To be a subject is to possess a point of view.
This endows the subject with a prima facie authority, but does
not provide her with infallibility in this area.

2 Unconscious, Conscious, Bodily

2.1 Access to the Body

One objection to the thesis that my mind is precisely what is
known to me in a way that is known to no one else is that the
same is true of certain states of my body. But this is contingent:
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someone else could be appropriately ‘wired’ to my body and
learn about its states, but she would not thereby learn about
my feelings concerning these states.

2.2 Stream of Consciousness and Standing States

We distinguish between two types of mental phenomena:
occurrent events, which are conscious and have a phenomenal
character; and standing states, which are either not always con-
scious, or, according to some, never conscious. This latter pos-
ition is also compatible with the main thesis of the book: when
I know that, for example, I have a certain belief, I am conscious
of having the belief, even if the belief itself is not conscious.

2.3 The Mind as an Ideal

Some clear counter-examples to the thesis that the mind is
known to the subject in a privileged way are cases of repressed
unconscious desires, or cases of self-deception. An argument
given by Freud for the existence of the unconscious can be
used to defend the Cartesian conception: our understanding
of the unconscious is parasitic on our understanding of mental
states that are available to conscious reflection.

3 Persons and Minds

3.1 The Importance of the Cartesian List

Our list of what belongs to the mind is the same as the
Cartesian list of mental features, and rather different from, say,
the Aristotelian list of psychological powers. Discarding the
Cartesian conception may, therefore, be more difficult than
some critics suggest, because it would require a fundamental
change in our conception of the mental.

3.2 Citizen of Two Worlds

The present proposal is not committed to dualism about
mind and body, but it does imply a certain duality about our
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nature: human beings are ‘citizens of two worlds’. There is
something in our nature that we share with the rest of the
created world, and there is something that is distinctive of our
mode of existence. The latter aspect is described here by saying
that we are persons.

3.3 Questions about Persons

Four questions about persons are distinguished. First, do per-
sons deserve a special treatment by other persons, and, if
they do, what should this treatment be? Second, what sort
of characteristics qualify a creature to be regarded as a per-
son? Third, what is the ontological category to which persons
belong? Fourth, what are the conditions for someone to
remain the same person through time? Our interest here is in
the second question.

3.4 Criteria of Personhood

The suggestion is that a person is a creature who has the
kind of mind we have. Here lies the significance of the
Cartesian conception of the mind: it offers us a list of mental
phenomena that is put together on a principled basis; and it
is the possession of more or less this list of mental attributes
that provides the criteria for someone to be regarded as a
person.

3.5 The Person and the Human Animal

It is explained why the suggestion of the previous section is
compatible with various theories of personhood and personal
identity; for example, with a Lockean theory or with an
animalist theory.

3.6 Conclusion of Part One

Descartes’s theory of the mind has received severe criticism in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This first part of this
book has attempted to restore somewhat the reputation of the
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Cartesian conception, even though the conception defended
here departs from Descartes in a number of ways. The plan
for Part Two is to argue that the characteristic feature of this
conception is that it is internalist: it is committed to the claim
that a subject’s mental features are entirely determined by her
internal properties.

Part Two. Internalism and Externalism

4 The Internal and the External

4.1 The Boundary Between the Internal and the External

The Twin Earth argument is briefly introduced. The conclu-
sion of this argument is supposed to be that the content of
our mental states is determined by facts external to us. The
definition is incomplete unless we specify what ‘internal’ and
‘external’ mean.

4.2 Identity in Physical Make-Up

The usual set-up of the Twin Earth thought experiments relate
the Twins by internal physical sameness. This is not sufficient
to run a general externalist argument, for it fails to address
dualist theories. It is not necessary for the externalist argument
either, for externalism can arise with respect to facts inside the
body.

4.3 External/Internal Defined

We attempt to define the external/internal relation by focus-
ing on the relation between the Twins in the Twin Earth
scenario: whatever is shared by the Twins is internal, and
what is different is external. It is suggested that the relation
between the Twins is the subjective indistinguishability of
their situation—everything seems the same to them.
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4.4 Twin Situations

A more precise understanding of ‘subjective indistinguish-
ability’ is sought by listing situations that stand in this relation:
a subject actually tasting water and counterfactually tasting
a superficially similar liquid; an embodied subject and her
brain-in-a-vat counterpart.

4.5 Physical or Functional Equivalence

The relation between the Twins cannot be defined as phys-
ical, functional, or merely behavioural equivalence. Instead, it
should be defined in terms of sameness of some mental features
(called here the ‘metaphysical account’) or in epistemic terms.

4.6 Phenomenal Properties Introduced

A sensory experience is an event of its appearing to a subject
that things are in a certain way. In so far as two experiences
involve things appearing in the same way, they share a phe-
nomenal property. Phenomenal properties determine what it is
like to have an experience. This notion of phenomenal prop-
erties can be extended to all conscious mental states, including
cognitive states. The relation between the Twins is sameness
of phenomenal properties of all their conscious mental life.

4.7 Narrow Content

It may be suggested that the relation between the Twins is
sameness of narrow content of their mental states. This is
accommodated by the previous proposal in so far as the phe-
nomenally constituted intentional features are shared between
the Twins.

4.8 Possible Objections to Phenomenal Properties

The suggestion that the relation constitutive of Twin situations
is sameness of phenomenal properties faces some objections:
that sameness of phenomenal properties is based on the ‘same
appearance relation’, which is not transitive; and that, in



analytical table of contents xix

externalist representationalist and disjunctivist views, some
Twin experiences do not share all phenomenal properties.

4.9 Externalism About the Phenomenal

Those who object to the account of the Twin situations in
terms of shared phenomenal properties need to answer the
following question: if not physical, functional, or behavioural
sameness, if not shared narrow content, and if not even shared
phenomenal character, then what makes two situations count
as subjectively indistinguishable? The most plausible answer is
some epistemic relation.

5 Indiscriminability

5.1 The Fitting Relation

Some terminology: ‘indiscriminability’ is a possibly non-
transitive epistemic relation; ‘sameness of appearance’ is the
transitive relation of identity of phenomenal properties. The
‘fitting relation’ is the relation constitutive of Twin situations.
The chapter deals with various understandings of indiscrim-
inability, and attempts to show that none of them can be used
to define the fitting relation.

5.2 Active Discriminability

A and B are actively discriminable if a subject cannot activate
knowledge that A and B are distinct. Active indiscriminab-
ility is presentation sensitive. Once presentations are fixed,
active indiscriminability is reflexive, symmetrical, and non-
transitive. This is illustrated, for example, by the case of the
phenomenal sorites series.

5.3 Reflective Knowledge

If active indiscriminability is to be used to define the fit-
ting relation, the relevant knowledge must be limited to
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knowledge from introspection. One reason why active indis-
criminability is not suitable for defining the fitting relation
is that the inability to discriminate two experiences may be
a result of some deficiency in a subject’s cognitive abilities,
even if the experiences are subjectively quite different.

5.4 The Importance of Presentations

Twin experiences cannot be compared directly, that is, by
having both of them at the same time. If the subject is having
one of the Twin experiences, we have to find an adequate
way of presenting the other experience, so that the other
experience fits the subject’s present experience just in case
the experiences are indiscriminable. Various candidates are
considered and rejected.

5.5 Successive Presentations

A new suggestion is that, if two experiences cannot be
discriminated in any sequences when they are experienced
in immediate succession, they fit. But, again, this could be
a result of some cognitive deficiency that makes subjectively
quite different experiences indiscriminable.

5.6 Phenomenal Similarity and Phenomenal Sameness

It may be suggested that, in any case, adjacent members of the
phenomenal sorites series offer a clear example of experiences
that are indiscriminable, but phenomenally different. But
those who would want to define the fitting relation in epi-
stemic terms because they are externalist about phenomenal
properties cannot make use of this analogy. Active indiscrim-
inability is not suitable for defining the fitting relation.

5.7 Access Indiscriminability

Take all the propositions the subject knows in a certain
situation A. If all these propositions are true in a situ-
ation B, then B is access indiscriminable from her present
situation A. Access indiscriminability is different from active
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indiscriminability in that it is not sensitive to presentations; it
is reflexive, non-symmetrical, and non-transitive.

5.8 Access Indiscriminability and Twin Situations

If externalism about content is accepted, then the Twin
situations are not access indiscriminable. Therefore access
indiscriminability cannot be used to define the fitting relation
if one is an externalist.

5.9 Response Discrimination

The third notion of discrimination: two objects are response
indiscriminable if and only if they generate the same cognitive
response. Response indiscriminability is reflexive, symmet-
rical, and transitive. It cannot be used to define the fitting
relation either, because, if content externalism is true, then
Twin situations turn out to be response discriminable. This
concludes the argument that the relation between the Twins
cannot be defined in epistemic terms.

5.10 Conclusions, Internalism Stated

We return to the earlier suggestion that the fitting relation
should be defined in terms of sameness of phenomenal prop-
erties. The previous objections to phenomenal properties are
answered. Internalism about a mental feature is the view that
the phenomenal properties of conscious thoughts and experi-
ences, which are shared between subjects in Twin situations,
determine the mental feature in question. Here internalism is
defended with respect to all features of conscious mental states.

6 Externalism and Privileged Self-Knowledge

6.1 Incompatibility and the Usual Understanding

This chapter aims to show that externalism is incompatible
with the claim that all mental features are accessible in a
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privileged way. This is somewhat obscured by the usual
understanding of externalism, which draws the boundary
between the internal and the external around the brain or
the body.

6.2 Internalism and Privileged Access

All and only phenomenal properties of conscious events
give rise to perspectival facts, which are precisely the facts
that are open to privileged access. Phenomenal properties
are shared by subjects in Twin situations. According to
externalists, mental features are determined by factors that
go beyond phenomenal properties, and hence they do not
register within the subject’s point of view. Compared to
internalism, externalism limits privileged accessibility.

6.3 Contextually Self-verifying thoughts

Some externalists suggested an account of privileged self-
knowledge that is perfectly compatible with externalism: that
some reflective thoughts are justified because of their context-
ually self-verifying nature, and the consequent impossibility
of their being false. This is not an adequate account of
self-knowledge, because guaranteed correctness is compatible
with ignorance, and because the account applies only to a
small part of our conscious mental life.

6.4 Externalism About Various Mental Features

Externalism about content is the most frequently discussed
form of externalism, but it is possible to be externalist about
attitudes, or phenomenal character, or sensory features as well.

6.5 Failure of Privileged Access

Self-attributions of mental features other than content are not
contextually self-verifying, and, if externalism about these
features is accepted, these statements can easily be false.
Here the limitation that externalism poses on privileged
self-knowledge is obvious. In the cases of attributions of
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content, the limitation is obscured by the contextually self-
verifying nature of the attribution.

6.6 Travelling Cases

My argument may resemble the structure of a popular
argument for the incompatibility of externalism and self-
knowledge: according to this argument, some form of
discriminability is a necessary condition for knowledge,
but subjects cannot discriminate their externally individuated
thoughts. The debates surrounding this issue are partly due
to the lack of clarity about which sense of ‘discriminability’ is
in play in the argument.

6.7 Discrimination and Introspective Knowledge

When the claim that discrimination is necessary for know-
ledge is used in an argument, the reference is often to the work
of Alvin Goldman, who defends the view that discrimination
is necessary for perceptual knowledge. The notion Goldman
uses is response discrimination; but, as was shown earlier, if
content externalism is true, then Twin thoughts are response
discriminable. Hence this argument for incompatibility does
not work.

6.8 Access Discriminability and Introspective Knowledge

If the general necessary condition for knowledge is formulated
in terms of access, rather than response discriminability,
the result is still the same: if externalism is true, Twin
situations are access discriminable. Hence the arguments
for incompatibility that try to show a deficiency in the
externalist’s self-knowledge because of the failure of some
general necessary discrimination condition do not work. My
argument does not have this structure.

6.9 Discrimination Through Externally Individuated Contents

If discriminability—in both the response and the access
sense—is due merely to externally individuated cognitive
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responses, it ceases to be a useful requirement for know-
ledge. Hence the debate about the travelling cases has been
so far inconclusive: it does not show the incompatibility
of externalism and privileged self-knowledge, but does not
vindicate any cognitive achievement for externalist views
either.

6.10 The ‘Transparency’ of Content

The claim that a subject should always know, by reflection,
whether two of her concepts or thought contents are the
same, is defended. Subjects are not infallible about these
matters, but, if they make a mistake, they should be able to
recover through reflection, and, if they do not, they breach a
norm of rationality.

6.11 External Feature Outside the Scope of Privileged Access

If externalism is true, then there are mental features that are
not accessible in a privileged way: in some specific situations,
a subject may entertain two concepts, and be unable to decide
by reflection that the two are different. It is a mental fact that
these concepts are different, yet this lies outside the realm
of privileged access. However, this result goes against the
conception of mind defended in Part One.

7 Reference and Sense

7.1 Phenomenal and Externalistic Intentionality

Even when arguments about privileged self-knowledge, or
rationality, or agency are presented in defence of internalism,
it is often claimed that internalism faces a decisive objec-
tion: it cannot account for intentionality, or representation.
Therefore many accept that we need two kinds of intention-
ality: phenomenal and externalistic; or two kinds of content:
narrow and broad.



analytical table of contents xxv

7.2 The ‘Inexpressibility of Narrow Content’

Contents are objects of mental attitudes. Defenders of dual-
content—or dual-intentionality—theories occasionally claim
that narrow contents are not expressible by using our lan-
guage. This, if not fatal, is, in any case, an uncomfortable
consequence for an internalist theory, and should be avoided,
if possible.

7.3 Frege on Sense and Reference

The doctrine that sense determines reference is an expression
of the idea that sense is responsible for semantic properties
(truth and reference). Frege held the doctrine both for names
and for sentences; in the latter case, he held that the sense
of a sentence, a thought, determines a unique truth value. It
seems that Frege actually believed that sense alone determines
reference.

7.4 Aristotle on Beliefs and Truth Values

If a thought determines a truth value, then sentences with
different truth values express different thoughts. Many people
seem to accept this. But, for example, Aristotle, in the Cat-
egories, puts forward a different view: he thinks the truth value
of a belief and statement can change, not because the belief is
changing, but because of a change in the world. In that case,
difference in truth value does not imply difference in content.

7.5 Same Content—Different Truth Value

The claim that sense alone determines reference (thought/
content alone determines a truth value) may be plausible in
the case of mathematics and logic. But an ordinary contingent
descriptive sentence like ‘the inventor of bifocals was a man’
can be true in one world and false in another, while having
the same content. This means that sense alone does not
determine reference; that difference in truth value does not,
in itself, imply difference in content.



xxvi analytical table of contents

7.6 Cross-World and Within-a-World Comparison

Many would perhaps accept that sense alone does not deter-
mine reference when we compare different possible worlds;
but they may say that, within a world, difference in truth value
or reference implies difference in sense. But this is merely
a prejudice. If we have independent reasons to support this
move, we can treat the within-the-world case analogously to
the cross-world case.

7.7 Non-Indexical Contextualism

Contents need not be conceived as propositions whose truth
value is fixed within a world. The present suggestion is simi-
lar to the view that John MacFarlane calls ‘non-indexical
contextualism’, which treats context-sensitive expressions as
expressing the same contents in different contexts, but receiv-
ing different references or truth values, because some change
in a feature of the context is treated as a change in the
circumstances of evaluation.

7.8 Double Indexing

Different features of a context may have different logical
or semantic roles when determining semantic values; this is
allowed by the present proposal. The important point is that
their metaphysical status is the same: they are all external
to the content. Distinguishing their semantic roles answers a
certain objection by Kaplan.

7.9 Relativized Propositions

An objection by John Perry to a view similar to the present
proposal is considered and answered.

7.10 The Inconclusiveness of the Twin Earth Argument

The classic Twin Earth argument in Putnam’s formulation
states that internalism is incompatible with the doctrine that
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sense determines reference. The foregoing shows that this
is not correct. Since no one would want to claim that
sense alone determines reference, if sense plus something else
determines reference, the doctrine is still upheld. And this is
precisely the idea behind my internalist theory.

7.11 Internalism with Truth Conditionality

This concludes the project of this book. The mind is
essentially revealed from the subject’s point of view. This
conception lies at the heart of contemporary internalist
theories. Moreover, internalism can account for truth condi-
tionality; hence, overall, it is to be preferred to externalism.
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Our Cartesian Mind
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1

PRIVILEGED ACCESS
AND THE MARK
OF THE MENTAL

1.1 The List

What are we saying when we say that a creature has a mind?
The answer may simply be that a creature has a mind if her
history involves familiar mental features. Then one natural way to
begin our enquiry about the mind would involve making a list of
mental features. This list will include, say, thoughts, feelings, vol-
itions, sense perceptions, emotions, beliefs, desires, pain, intentions,
memory, and so on. The next step could be an attempt somehow to
classify items on this list: to assort them into the categories of events,
states, or properties; or, more specifically, propositional attitudes,
phenomenal states, actions, and so on. Mapping out the territory in
this way is not without complications; while trying to give an initial
character of mental features and the categories they fall into, we are
well on the way towards some fundamental problems in the phil-
osophy of mind. For example, it may be tempting to draw up the
list of the mental by contrasting it with the physical, and this could
be the first step towards the emergence of the mind–body problem.
Or we may wonder whether propositional attitudes and phenom-
enal states form mutually exclusive categories, and this question may
further lead to the debate about the existence of qualia. And so on.

Intuitions about what we should put on the list of mental
features show a remarkable convergence, at least in philosophical
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books (see, for example, the list of mental phenomena in standard
reference books or textbooks such as Guttenplan 1994: 6, 24, Kim
1996: 13 ff, or Heil 1998). Every enquiry must start somewhere, and
there is nothing wrong with such a procedure in itself. It seems,
however, that we might hope to gain a deeper understanding
of the issues involved if we tried to trace the origin of our
list of mental features and the ensuing conception of the mind.
This is especially true if doubts are raised about the propriety
of considering this list as a starting point for our investigation.
Richard Rorty (1980) begins his book Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature by reflecting on the phenomenon I have described above:
that discussions in the philosophy of mind usually assume an
intuitive compartmentalization of the world into the mental and
the physical. He thinks this is a hangover from Cartesian dualism,
preserved in the technical vocabulary of philosophers who grew
up on texts of modern philosophy, but useless in illuminating any
important issue in, or outside philosophy. The following paragraph
sums it up well.

I would hope ... to have incited the suspicion that our so-called intuition
about what is mental may be merely our readiness to fall in with a
specifically philosophical language-game. This is, in fact, the view that I
want to defend. I think that this so-called intuition is no more than the
ability to command a certain technical vocabulary—one which has no
use outside of philosophy books and which links up with no issues in
daily life, empirical science, morals or religion. (Richard Rorty 1980: 22)

Rorty is only one of the many twenty- and twenty-first-century
critics of the Cartesian view of the mind, and other critics would
possibly disagree with some of Rorty’s own claims, which motivate
his objections against the Cartesian tradition. I mention him in
particular because his objection here concerns a very fundamental
aspect of this tradition—the very notion of the mental. Answering
him will, I hope, show what is in fact fundamentally right about
this tradition.

In his book, as elsewhere, Rorty charges analytic philosophy with
a lack of historical awareness: analytic philosophers pretend that
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problems and answers exist in their own right, outside a particular
historical context. In contrast, true philosophical sensitivity requires
that we identify the impact of the tradition that underlies our
seemingly intuitive assumptions. But curiously, for Rorty—and
for many similar self-professed ‘historicists’—the main point of
this enterprise is largely negative: we should discern historical
influence in order to be able to overthrow it. Tradition—be it
modern philosophy or even the whole course of Western phil-
osophy—almost always has a negative effect according to this way
of thinking: it burdens the discussion with unfounded presuppos-
itions, baseless prejudices, misleading metaphors; it neglects the
question of being, and so on. Once the historical influence on
the formulation of a problem is shown, its contingent nature is
revealed, thereby offering us encouragement to get rid of it. In
favour of what, we might ask: are we finally in the position to
correct the mistakes of the past, so that philosophical problems,
once the sediment of tradition is scraped off, can shine in their true
light? Hardly a historicist view. Or are we simply giving up one
contingent influence in favour of another? If so, what is there to
choose between them?

With a somewhat more positive attitude towards our philosoph-
ical predecessors, situating a problem in a historical context could
serve another purpose: realizing to what extent our assumptions
are shaped by certain historically developed views, we can get a
deeper appreciation of how much we are bound by a certain way
of thinking. The tradition then need not be overthrown; it can
be embraced. In fact, this is what I hope to achieve in this book
for an important aspect of our Cartesian legacy. The conception
of the mental we have inherited from Descartes may not be as
easy to discard as some critics have suggested; and, instead of being
part of an esoteric conception confined to the realm of abstract
philosophy, it is, I believe, fundamental to our understanding of
ourselves as the kind of creatures we are.

Tracing the origins of a tradition may well promise another
benefit. For, whenever the tradition started, someone must have
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the author after he has set out in the First Meditation the need to
suspend judgement in everything that may be called into doubt.
He has contemplated a radical sceptical scenario: that

some malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning has employed
all his energies in order to deceive me. I shall think that the sky, the air,
the earth, colours, shapes and sounds and all external things are merely
the delusions of dreams which he has devised to ensnare my judgement.
I shall consider myself as not having hands or eyes, or flesh or blood or
senses, but as falsely believing that I have all these things. (CSM ii. 15;
AT vii. 22)

What is left is only the certainty of his own existence: for, no
matter how powerful the deceiving demon is, as long as Descartes
is contemplating his own deception, he himself, the meditating
subject, must exist. Next Descartes addresses the question of what
he is: whose existence is thereby demonstrated to be certain. He
starts by reviewing his formerly held opinions on this matter. He
had believed he was a man, and, accordingly, now he should
investigate what man is. Saying that man is a rational animal offers
no further enlightenment, for it only asks us to determine the
difficult questions of what rational is, or what animal is. Instead he
reflects that he had believed he had a body, and it further occurs to
him that he was nourished, he did move about, he did engage in sense
perception and thinking, and that he had referred all these actions to
the soul.

Considering the definition of man as ‘rational animal’ is a
clear reference to Aristotle, whose influence on philosophy of
mind (and on much else) throughout the medieval period was
decisive. The conception of a human being considered next is the
Aristotelian conception inherited through the Scholastic tradition.
A reminder of a few elements of the Aristotelian theory will be
useful here.

In his major treatise on the soul, the De Anima, Aristotle proceeds
in a way somewhat similar to Descartes’s: before turning in earnest
to the presentation of his own view, he devotes most of the first
book to a review of his predecessors’ opinions about the soul.
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In the second book he sets out a systematic and more detailed
presentation of his own view.

We resume our inquiry from a fresh starting-point by calling attention to
the fact that what has soul in it differs from what has not, in that the former
displays life. Now this word has more than one sense, and provided any
one alone of these is found in a thing we say that thing is living. Living,
that is, may mean thinking or perception or local movement and rest, or
movement in the sense of nutrition, decay and growth. (DA II.2.413a;
emphasis added)²

In Aristotle’s view, every living being has a soul, and the faculties
associated with a living being form a hierarchy. The nutritive or
vegetative faculty is basic: all living beings must possess it, and
plants possess only this. The second order of living beings, animals,
has sensory or perceptual faculties in addition; Aristotle thinks that
every being capable of perception must possess at least the sense of
touch, and possibly other senses besides. Sometimes the ‘appetitive
faculties’ are mentioned separately; desire, passion, and wish belong
here, and the view is that, if living beings have the sensory faculties,
they must have the appetitive ones too (e.g. DA II.3.414b). Certain
kinds of animals also have the power of locomotion, and the ability
to move also belongs to the sensory part. The next, third order
of animate beings, human beings, has all the faculties listed so far,
and also the power of thinking. Thinking includes the capacity of
knowing, and of understanding, as well as that of theoretical and
practical reasoning.

Descartes’s list of what he used to believe the psychological
faculties to be is precisely this Aristotelian list: nutritive, sensory,
locomotive, and intellectual powers. These and a body constitute
a man, according to the view Descartes had accepted before he
embarked on his quest for certainty. Now he sets out to see what
remains of his formerly held opinions after entertaining the radical

² References to Aristotle’s work De Anima (DA) are to On the Soul, trans. J. A. Smith, in
The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 6th printing with corrections, 2 vols.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).
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doubt of the demon hypothesis, and finding unshakeable certainty
in his own existence. Since it is part of the demon hypothesis
that his body does not exist, this cannot serve as an answer to the
question of ‘What am I?’. Turning to the faculties associated with
the soul, if it were true that my body did not exist, says Descartes,
I could not walk or be nourished, and hence these could not
belong to me. Neither would perception or sensation be possible:
for perception presupposes the sense organs, and besides, Descartes
remarks, we sometimes believe in our dreams that we perceive,
when in reality we do not. Only the last psychological faculty
survives scrutiny after the introduction of the demon hypothesis:
even assuming that I am deceived by the demon, by entertaining
this very hypothesis, I find myself thinking, and in this I also find
the guarantee of my existence.

From the Aristotelian list of nutritive, sensory, locomotive, and
intellectual faculties of the soul, only the last is kept as the essential
attribute of the mind. This is certainly a major difference, but, at this
point, there could still be a way of reading Aristotle that would bring
him closer to this conception. After all, Descartes and Aristotle seem
to agree that what is distinctive of human beings, and human souls, when
compared to the rest of the created—or sublunary—world is the
capacity of thinking. We may also recall that, even though Aristotle
thinks that the soul is the form of the living body, and hence
tends to dismiss the question of whether soul and body are distinct
as unnecessary or meaningless (DA II.1.412b5), in some passages
he seems to allow that the thinking part alone may after all be
separated from the body (DA II.5.430a). This aspect of Aristotle’s
theory is notoriously difficult to interpret, but, nonetheless, it
indicates that the distinctively human aspect of the soul, thinking,
stands apart from the other psychological faculties—for example,
in bearing a different relation to the body. However, when we
turn to Descartes’s explanation of what ‘thinking’ is, it becomes
clear that their apparent agreement that thinking is the distinctive
feature of the human soul or mind in fact conceals significant
differences.
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1.3 Varieties of Thought

We followed the argument in the Second Mediation to the point
where Descartes introduces the demon hypothesis, finds certainty
in his own existence, reviews his formerly held views about what
he was, and, out of the Aristotelian list of the faculties of the
soul—nutrition, movement, sense perception, thinking—retains
only thought as truly belonging to him. Descartes now turns to
the question of what a thinking thing is. His answer is: ‘A thing
that doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling,
and also imagines and has sensory perceptions’ (CSM ii. 19; AT
vii. 28).

The last item on this list may be surprising: have we not already
discarded perception as something whose functioning was called
into doubt by the demon hypothesis, and hence which cannot
truly belong to the self? Certainly, but it turns out that Descartes
introduces a notion of perception that is somewhat different from
the one employed before.

it is also the same ‘I’ who has sensory perceptions, or is aware of bodily
things as it were through the senses. For example, I am now seeing light,
hearing a noise, feeling a heat. But I am asleep, so all this is false. Yet I
certainly seem to see, to hear, and to be warmed. This cannot be false;
what is called ‘having a sensory perception’ is strictly just this, and in this
restricted sense of the term is simply thinking. (CSM ii. 20; AT vii. 29)

Perception, as understood earlier, required the sense organs and also
that the objects of perception be real. This is clear from the reasons
Descartes gave for not including perception among the faculties that
belong to him essentially. He argued that, if he has no body, then he
possesses no sense organs, and that, if the demon deceives him—or
he is asleep—the objects of his perceptions do not exist either.
The notion of perception, as newly introduced here, dispenses
with both features. First, Descartes says that perceiving is being
aware—or ‘apprehending’ in other translations—of objects as it
were by the sense organs (‘ego sum qui sentio, sive qui res corporeas
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tanquam per sensus animadverto’ (AT vii. 29; emphasis added)).
Secondly, even if the objects of perceptions turn out to be unreal,
something still remains—namely the fact that it seems to us that
we perceive them. Perceiving or having a sensory perception—or
what we may call today ‘having a perceptual experience’—in this
new ‘strict’ sense is something I can have even if I am deceived
by the demon. And, once we restrict the sense of ‘perception’
in this way, it turns out to be a variety of thinking—where the
category of thought is understood to include all mental features,
and not only the more limited class we usually mean by ‘thought’
in contemporary terminology.

We can see how these considerations shed light on ‘the nature
of the human mind’, as it is promised in the title of the Second
Meditation. What survives the demon hypothesis is the certainty
of my existence as a thinking thing, or as a creature with a
mind. Among the various activities of properties that characterize
me, what counts as a variety of thought—that is, as a mental
feature—is what I can claim to possess even on the assumption
that I am deceived by the demon. Therefore sensory perception
understood as the activity of my bodily sense organs is discarded;
but sensory perception understood as a conscious event is retained.
I shall argue that the remarkable feature of this procedure is that it
gives exactly the results that match our contemporary conception
of what belongs to the mind and what does not. Before a more
precise assessment of this ‘demon test’ in the next section, let us see
how some further items on the Aristotelian list of psychic faculties
fare on the test.

If we look at Descartes’s list of the activities of thinking things,
we can notice something like a momentary hesitation before the
last two items: ‘and also imagines and has sensory perceptions’. This
may be explained by the fact that, while the other activities are
traditionally assigned to the rational part of the soul, imagination,
together with perception, belongs to the sensory part in Aristotle’s
classification. But, supposing that I am deceived by the demon,
would it still be possible to imagine, say, the space enclosed by the
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five sides of a pentagon? It certainly seems so; hence there is no
surprise that we find imagination on Descartes’s list.

What about sensations like pain or hunger? Aristotle classifies
these too with the sensory part of the soul, and, as all sensory
powers, they always involve some bodily activity. In fact, Descartes
also believes that, as things are actually arranged with human
beings, hunger or pain is always accompanied by a characteristic
physiological process. But would it nonetheless be possible to have
hunger or pain in some sense even if I were deceived by the demon,
and had no body? I think the answer we may expect from Descartes
is that, even if my body did not exist, and hence nor would my
arm where I feel pain, nor my brain where the nerves normally
carry the impulses from a bodily part that is hurt, it is still certain
that it seems to me that I feel pain. Properly understood, this is
what we may ‘strictly’ call having a sensation or an experience,
and, as such, it is also a variety of thinking—that is, it belongs to
the mind.³

Yet another example is provided by the emotions. These again
are assigned to the sensory part by Aristotle, and therefore tied to
some bodily activity (DA I.1.403ab). And, once more, Descartes
also identifies certain physiological processes as the characteristic
accompaniments of emotions (or passions): these consist in certain
motions of the blood, of the animal spirits, and of various organs
of the body (as explained in detail in the Passions of the Soul). Now
would it still be possible to feel joy even if one were deceived by
the demon? The expected answer is that it would indeed; for, even

³ It may be objected that Descartes claims, at least at one point (in a letter to More,
August 1649), that ‘the human mind separated from the body does not have sense-perception
strictly so-called’ (CSMK 380; AT v. 402). I think this claim, when properly understood,
is not in tension with the claim that sensory perceptions, sensations, and the like are
purely mental, and would exist also if I were deceived by the demon. Briefly, for a large
class of mental features, which includes perceptions, sensations, emotions, memory, and
imagination—what he calls ‘the special modes’—Descartes believes that their direct and
most proximate cause is always outside the individual mind. This extra-mental cause is
usually the body, and, since every event needs a cause, the removal of the body would
apparently result in the disappearance of these mental features. However, God or the demon
can also occupy this role. For the details of the argument for this interpretation, see Farkas
(2005).
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if my body did not exist, and nor did my heart to pump blood
faster when I feel joy, it is still certain that I am the same being
who seems to have this feeling, and, once we see that this is what
an emotion is, properly understood, it turns out to be yet another
variety of thinking or mental episode.

Doubting, affirming, willing, imagining, having sensations, per-
ceptions, and emotions pass the test, and hence turn out to be
varieties of thought—that is, mental features. In contrast, having
hands, digesting, eating, and moving do not pass the test, and hence
turn out to be non-mental features. A note of warning here. In the
examples above, we apparently found that mental activities could
occur without their characteristic physiological accompaniment. But this,
as we shall see below, does not entail that mental is distinct from
the physical. I address this question briefly in the next section,
and also in Sections 2.1 and 3.2; in the meantime, I simply ask
the reader to keep in mind that the demon test is not, in itself,
intended to commit us to dualism.

1.4 Incorporeal Minds and Certainty

The aim of this section and the next is to get a more precise idea
of what is involved in the ‘demon test’. In doing this, I shall rely
on the Meditations, but my interest is not primarily historical. I
cannot claim that what follows is the most faithful interpretation
of Descartes, and, in fact, there will be explicit departures from
the Cartesian theory on a number of points. The aim is to find
the most plausible understanding of what I take to be Descartes’s
fundamental insight.

I start off with the thought that we can attribute various activities
and properties to ourselves. For example: I am a woman, 5 ft
1 in. tall, a city-dweller, I got up at seven this morning, I run
regularly, I like Thai food, I paint, yesterday I was thinking about
the argument from illusion, I would like to learn Latin, and at the
moment I have a slight pain in my knees (probably from all that
running). Ontologically speaking, these attributions indicate states
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I am in, or events I participate in, or processes I undergo, or functions
I execute, or dispositions or abilities or simply properties that I have. I
do not want to enter into any ontological dispute concerning the
existence and nature of these categories; I shall mostly refer to any
and all of these as ‘features’, and ask the reader to supply it with
her favourite theory of basic ontological categories.

There is hardly a limit to the features I can attribute to myself,
since my relational properties possibly include a description of
the whole world in a Leibnizian fashion. I am interested in the
following question: which of my activities and properties, and the
events I participate in, do we consider as mental features? If one asks
why it is important to distinguish mental features from others, this
is a question I shall consider in Chapter 3. But for the moment, I
am just going to assume that we have a more or less convergent
idea of which features are mental and which are not, and that it
is worth trying to find out what underlies this classification. The
idea is that the demon test helps to achieve precisely this.

A word of clarification about the nature of this project. When
I am talking about a ‘test’, I do not mean much more than a
test—that is, the purpose of the following considerations is not to
give some sort of non-circular or reductive analysis of the notion of
‘mind’, nor to explain the difference between the mental and the
non-mental in terms that do not already rely on our understanding
of these notions. The aim is really just to answer Rorty’s charge that
the items on the list of mental features do not really have a unifying
mark, but are simply found there because of the contingencies of
a certain tradition. I would like to argue that there is such a mark,
even if it cannot be the basis of a reductive analysis.

Here is the first attempt to reconstruct exactly what happens
in the demon test. Normally, I attribute to myself all sorts of
properties. Then I assume that I am deceived by an evil demon,
and there is no sky, no earth, I have no body, and so on. Then I
see which properties I can still attribute to myself, and conclude
that these properties belong to me as a thinking thing. It seems
that these are the properties that I could have, even if no corporeal
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world—including my own body—existed. Then presumably the
way to have them is by having them realized in an immaterial
mind—or, if someone does not favour thinking substances, then
in a Humean bundle of immaterial events.

This is not the interpretation I would like to endorse. First,
although many people can apparently entertain the possibility
of their disembodied existence with ease, and dualism has been
claimed to be part of our common-sense conceptual framework
(see Bloom 2004), I myself have always found it quite difficult to
imagine that I could exist without my body. Perhaps this is just a
personal limitation, so I do not want to put too much weight on it.
But, more importantly, I wish to remain neutral on the question of
physicalism. Physicalism can be held as a contingent doctrine: this
is the view that everything, including the mind, is physical in this
world, but disembodied minds are possible in other worlds. On
this version, physicalism would be compatible with the claim that
mental features are those that could be instantiated in an immaterial
substance, even if they are actually instantiated by physical things.
But, as is well known, Kripke (1972) and others have argued that
physicalism, if held, should be held as a doctrine of the necessary
identity of mind and body. In this case, if physicalism is true, my
mental properties could not be instantiated in an immaterial mind.

I do not wish to take sides on any of these questions; the
conception of the mind defended in this book is intended to be,
as far as I can see its consequences, compatible with either version
of physicalism, as well as with anti-physicalism. I cannot exclude
the possibility that anti-physicalist arguments can be built on this
conception, but this would certainly require further arguments. So
I do not wish to endorse the view that a mental feature is a feature
that could be exemplified even if nothing corporeal existed. (There
is a further problem with this view, unconnected to physicalism,
that I shall explain below.)

Here is the second attempt to capture the essence of the demon
test. This time we locate the distinguishing characteristic of mental
features not in a metaphysical dependence claim (that is, their
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independence of the existence of corporeal things), but rather
in our psychological or epistemic attitudes towards these features.
Gareth B. Matthews (1977: 68), for example, in reconstructing
the reasoning of the Second Meditation, suggests that Descartes’s
criterion for selecting the functions of the mind is ‘that an entity
cannot both perform one of those functions and also doubt that
it is performing it’. One way to understand this is that, whenever
I attribute to myself a mental feature, it is psychologically impossible
for me to doubt that I have that feature (I shall consider another
understanding below). I can doubt that I see light, in the sense
of seeing, which would imply that the light is there; but I cannot
doubt that I seem to see light.

However, this will not do as a test for mental features, for there
are other properties I cannot doubt I have, even though they are
arguably not mental properties: for example, that I exist, that I
am here, that I am identical to myself, that I either weigh exactly
one pound or I do not. These are not mental properties, because
something that entirely lacked mental features, say a pebble, could
exemplify them—it could exist, could be here, it is identical to
itself, and it either weighs exactly one pound or it does not.

Actually, this point shows a further problem with the previous
suggestion—that mental properties are those that an immaterial
substance can have. At least two of these properties—that I exist,
and that I am identical to myself—can also be exemplified by
immaterial substances. So, apart from the issue of physicalism, this
may be an additional reason to reject the idea that mental features
are those that can be instantiated by an immaterial substance.

The psychological indubitability test would let through non-
mental properties. On the other hand, the test would seem to
exclude some mental properties, since it seems possible for people
to doubt some of their mental properties—for example, one may
doubt whether one still loves someone, when a sudden threat of
loss reveals that in fact one does.

In the last few paragraphs I have considered the suggestion that
the demon hypothesis rules out the properties I am not certain
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that I possess, and I have interpreted certainty as psychological
indubitability. ‘Certainty’ can also be understood as guaranteed
correctness; an epistemic, rather than a psychological predicament
(and this is probably closer to Descartes’s own conception of
certainty). But the attempt to use this understanding of certainty to
establish the distinctive characteristic of mental features founders
on the same examples as the previous understanding. I am in an
excellent epistemic position with respect to my judgements that
I exist, that I am here, that I am identical to myself, and that I
either weigh exactly one pound or I do not. These examples show
that there are non-mental features I can attribute to myself with
guaranteed correctness. On the other hand, people may be wrong
in their judgements in the kind of cases I cited above: for example,
whether they love someone or not. (I shall discuss these cases in
Chapter 2 in more detail.)

Our task in this section is to get a clearer idea of the demon
test—the procedure that disqualifies nutrition and movement
from the list of mental features, but includes thoughts, emotions,
and perceptual experiences. I considered three candidates for the
distinguishing characteristic of mental features. The first was that
mental features can be exemplified even if nothing corporeal exist-
ed; I decided not to endorse this, because it may be incompatible
with certain versions of physicalism. The second and third were
two interpretations of the claim that the possession of mental
features is believed with certainty, where certainty meant first
psychological indubitability, then guaranteed correctness. On both
interpretations, we found cases where possession of a non-mental
feature is believed with certainty, and where possession of a mental
feature is not believed with certainty. Let me present a different
suggestion then.

1.5 Special Access

The protagonist of the Meditations is a reflective, enquiring, thinking
subject. She sets out to investigate, to the best of her abilities, what
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can be known, what is there, what we are, and questions like
that. The demon’s intervention reduces the world to the enquiring
subject. In my understanding, the role of the demon hypothesis
is not to reduce the world to an incorporeal subject, but rather
to reduce the world to a unique centre of enquiry: to a subjective
viewpoint (and whether this needs corporeal existence or not is
an open question). What survives the introduction of the demon
hypothesis is the subject, and the portion of reality that is uniquely
revealed from the subject’s point of view.

As I see it, the line of thought leading to the conclusion of
the Second Meditation is a systematic assessment of our cognitive
faculties—that is, faculties that supposedly enable us to get to
know things. One by one these faculties, and the subject matter
they inform us about, are set aside, and what remain are the events
or facts that are accessed by a certain cognitive faculty that places
the subject in an exclusive position. This faculty is usually called
reflection or introspection. Reflection is special in that its subject
matter—that is, the facts known by reflection—can be known
in this way only by the reflecting subject; they can be known by
others only by using a different cognitive faculty. As we shall see
in a moment, this is not true for other faculties and their subject
matters. The first approximation of formulating the characteristic
feature of the mind (as brought out by the demon test) is this:
whatever can be known by the subject in a way it can be known
by no one else belongs to the mind.

The starting point of my argument is the hope that my readers
can recognize in themselves the phenomenon I am talking about.
You can invoke the phenomenon by a simple exercise: for example,
focus on the tactile experience you have through your left index
finger at the moment. This is a kind of experience, a mental
feature, that you can, and hopefully did, get to know. Now focus
your attention on the question whether you have the intention
of visiting the North Pole in the next two days. Hopefully you
can acquire knowledge of this matter too. And now consider the
question of how you could learn what other readers of this book
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(assuming that there are any) learnt about themselves when they
were asked this question. If you are anything like me, then it will
be clear that you cannot learn about their mental states in the way
you did about your own. And, assuming that we are all similar in
this respect, this means that they cannot learn about your mental
states in the way you did. That this is fundamentally compelling is
the basis of my argument.

Let me offer a reconstruction of the line of thought that leads
to the above suggestion about the mental. As Descartes notes at
the beginning of the Meditations, much of what we learn about
the world we learn through the senses. The kinds of things I can
learn through my senses are available to other potential knowers
with a similar sensory apparatus, through the same route. I can get
to know that the Eiffel tower is square by looking, and so can
you. The demon takes away all knowledge of this kind. On the
usual understanding—which is certainly supported by Descartes’s
formulations—the demon hypothesis involves the assumption that
I do not possess a body at all (not even a brain). As I said, I am
not sure that we can, or need, to make this assumption. But it is
certainly part of the hypothesis—and, in my view, sufficient for
the purposes of the argument—that I do not have sense organs, or
that they stop functioning properly. This means that the sensory
perceptions are not connected properly to the world any longer.
Perceptual knowledge and its subject matter are consequently
put aside.

Descartes does not consider testimony as a separate source of
knowledge, but it will be instructive to see how it fares on the
present issue. The kind of things I can learn through testimony can
be learnt by others in the same way. I can get to know whether it
is raining today in Copenhagen by reading it in the paper, and so
can you. We should then expect that judgements arrived at on the
basis of testimony are also suspended.

Consider next a priori knowledge of mathematics. In contem-
porary discussions of scepticism, the demon hypothesis is often
replaced by the brain-in-a-vat hypothesis (e.g. Putnam 1981). In
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this version, we imagine that we are no more than a brain, placed
in a vat containing nutrient fluids, our nerve endings connected
to a supercomputer that feeds us with a perfect hallucination of
the world we think we inhabit. There is an interesting difference
between the demon and the brain-in-a-vat hypothesis though:
while both make knowledge through the senses impossible—by
simply obliterating our sense organs, or by suspending their proper
connection to the environment—they potentially assign different
status to knowledge of mathematics. In the usual versions, the
brain-in-a-vat hypothesis does not make mathematical knowledge
doubtful, nor does it question our intellectual reasoning abilities in
general. It is a remarkable fact though that, in the First Medita-
tion, it is at least contemplated that the demon’s deceptive powers
extend to mathematical truths: how do I know, Descartes asks, that
I am not deceived each time I add together two and three?⁴

Knowledge of mathematics is similar to perceptual knowledge in
that the kind of things I can learn about mathematics with the help
of my reasoning faculties are available to other potential knowers
endowed with a similar reasoning apparatus, through the same
route. I can prove Pythagoras’s theorem by using my reasoning
abilities, and so can you. If the demon hypothesis asks us to set
aside mathematics and its subject matter too, then another area is
gone to which I do not have special access. (A note: contrary to a
fairly widespread custom, I do not classify introspection as a variety
of a priori knowledge. More on this in the next section.)

What is next? When Descartes raises the possibility that he is
deceived about mathematics, he also mentions that he may be
deceived about how many sides a square has. A priori knowledge
of conceptual truths—like a square having four sides—is similar to
the previously discarded faculties and their subject matters: other
potential knowers, endowed with similar reasoning capacities, can

⁴ See CSM ii. 14; AT vii. 21. Actually, this question is raised before the demon is
introduced, at the stage when Descartes wonders if God could deceive him. The doubts
concerning mathematics then do not always recur in the subsequent formulations of the
demon hypothesis.
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get to acquire them in the same way as I can. Since this cognitive
faculty and what it reveals are not specifically related to the
existence and identity of the subject in the way introspection and
its subject matter are, we should put it aside, together with its
subject matter.

Here I better issue a warning about the difference between using
the demon hypothesis as a device in the sceptical argument, and
using it as a device to establish the list of mental phenomena.
Descartes’s intention is probably to do the first, and mine is
certainly the second, so I have to apologize for appropriating the
device for my own purposes.

If the demon is used as a device in the sceptical argument, and
we allow the demon’s deceptive powers to extend to our a priori
reasoning capacities concerning simple conceptual truths, we take
a dangerous step. If I may go wrong even in thinking that, say, a
square has four sides, then this seems to undermine the credibility
of the very capacities that are needed to make any progress in the
project of the Meditations. If my simple reasoning capacities are
unreliable to this extent, then there is no point in meditating about
them—or indeed about anything—any further, because medita-
tion itself becomes pointless. In fact, we should become suspicious
even about the road travelled so far: why should we pay any atten-
tion to the reasoning of the sceptical argument, if reasoning itself is
subject to general doubt? Total scepticism is self-destructive, since it
subverts both the sceptical reasoning and its promised antidote, and
reduces us to mental inaction. Therefore I do not think it advisable
to bring this consideration into the epistemological project, or, if
we do, we should proceed with extreme care. On the whole, I
wish to dissociate myself from Descartes’s general epistemological
views, and his attempt to deal with scepticism. I agree with those
who say that, once the sceptical challenge is allowed to rise in its
full-blown form, it becomes virtually impossible to answer. It is
better not to allow the challenge to arise.

This means that the demon test cannot be used quite straight-
forwardly for my purposes: we cannot simply say that mental
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properties are precisely those that I can attribute to myself, even on
the assumption that I am deceived by the demon. We have already
seen how this straightforward application becomes problematic
on some interpretations of what being deceived by the demon
involves (that is, disembodied existence or limited certainty). The
interpretation I am considering now—that introducing the demon
discards some cognitive capacities and their subject matter, and
keeps others—does not work straightforwardly either, because
I have to assume that I keep my reasoning abilities even after
the introduction of the demon, and reasoning capacities teach us
about non-mental features as well. So the demon is only a sug-
gestive device, because it helps us to focus on the subject’s point
of view.

Let me state again what the problem is. My proposal is that the
mental realm is nothing but the subject matter of the cognitive capacity
that endows me with special access: that is, the area that is known
by me in a way that it is known by no one else. The fact that
conceptual truths are not known in this way is consistent with this
suggestion: that a square has four sides is not a feature of my mind.
(Of course, what I mean by ‘square’ and ‘four’ and ‘side’ is such
that the statement comes out true, and what I mean is a feature of
my mind; but then it seems to me that this is something I know
through special access.) The discrepancy is elsewhere: in that it is
false that introspection is the only reliable cognitive faculty left after
the introduction of the demon hypothesis. So the hitch is not in
the thesis itself, but in the suggestion that the demon hypothesis
exactly delivers the thesis. It is a shame, but I do not see how it
can be helped. I cannot assume myself to be a creature without
fundamental reasoning capacities and then see what else I could
learn. But, if we only keep this point in mind, we can use the
demon test to establish the list of mental phenomena.

Now while I am at it, I may as well admit another discrepancy.
A cognitive faculty we have not considered is memory. Memory
is an easy victim of sceptical doubts; the world could have come
to exist five minutes ago, and so most things I believe on the
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basis of memory may be false. How does memory fare from
the point of view of endowing the subject with special access?
Here the answer does not seem to be unequivocal. There are
things I can know through memory—for example, that it was
raining yesterday—that are knowable by others in the same way:
obviously, others too can remember that it was raining yesterday.
There are other things though—for example, the fact that I was
annoyed with myself for not taking an umbrella, which I can
apparently recall in a way others cannot. (To be clear: the object of
knowledge is not my present state of seeming to remember that I
was annoyed, but rather my past state of being annoyed yesterday.)

If we go by the general spirit of the demon hypothesis, there is
no reason to think that beliefs gained from memory survive the
intervention of the demon. Yet, if what I just said is right, then
there is a use of memory that seems to endow the subject with
special access. My response is as before. The thesis that special
access reveals the mental is consistent with this finding—for what
I recall through special access in the previous example is how I felt
about something, and that is a mental feature. But, alas, we have to
register a further problem with the idea that what is left after the
demon’s appearance is exactly the cognitive faculties that provide
special access. Reflection is usually taken to be the ability to gain
knowledge of my present mental states. But it is natural to think
that similar knowledge can be extended to my past mental states:
reflective memory of my past beliefs or feelings will provide special
access to its subject matter.

The upshot is that the kind of things I know perceptually, or a
priori, or through testimony, and, in some cases, through memory,
can be known by others through the same routes, respectively. But
what I learn by reflection or introspection can be learnt in that way
only by me. What belongs to the mind can be determined relative
to this capacity: the subject matter of this faculty is the mind.

We can conceive this thesis as creating a notion analogous to the
notion of observable properties, which are also understood relative
to a cognitive capacity: observable properties are those properties
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we can get to know through unaided perception. The thesis here
is that mental properties are the specially accessible properties. The
analogy is not meant to extend further than the proposal that
some properties are defined relative to a cognitive faculty; I am
not suggesting the observation model of introspection (accounting
for the nature or structure of our introspective faculty lies beyond
the scope of this book). On the other hand, the analogy could
also show that the fact that a property is determined relative to a
certain cognitive capacity does not mean that the capacity in ques-
tion is infallible or omniscient. Observation is neither infallible nor
omniscient about observational properties; similarly, introspection
is neither infallible nor omniscient about introspectible properties.
As I noted earlier, there are cases where we are mistaken about our
mental features; so introspection, just like other cognitive faculties,
is both restricted and fallible. At the same time, we should expect
that introspection has a default epistemic primacy over the domain
of introspection.

A final aspect of the analogy is that observation is not exclusive
to observable properties; we can learn about these matters, for
example, through testimony. Similarly, there is no reason to
exclude the possibility that the mental features that are available to
special access can also be known in some other way.

1.6 Cognitive Faculties

The picture I am offering is based on the conviction that it makes
good sense to classify our knowledge gathering and retaining
activities into basic cognitive faculties—or into ‘ways of know-
ing’—on the basis of what we can say about the subject matter, or
the mechanism, or the nature of warrant attached to, or the phe-
nomenology or ontology of, these faculties. For example, though
I absolutely lack the space to argue for this here, I believe that
a priori reasoning is a way of knowing that is different from
sense perception (for some arguments, see Bonjour 1998). I also
believe that memory is distinct from sense perception, and it
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provides a distinctive way of acquiring knowledge. Bodily aware-
ness—including proprioception, interoception, kinaesthesia—is
yet another cognitive faculty. And I would like to claim that
introspection is a sui generis way of acquiring knowledge, which is
distinct from the previous capacities, and that the specific feature
of introspection is that it is the only asymmetrical capacity, in the
sense already canvassed: it alone provides special access to its subject
matter. (In Section 2.1, I shall come back to the question of why
knowledge of our body through bodily awareness is different from
introspective knowledge.)

In the discussions about self-knowledge and externalism—a
topic that is very relevant to my project and that will be
extensively discussed in the second part of this book, mainly
in Chapter 6—self-knowledge is often classified as a form of a
priori knowledge. The issue is, of course, to some extent termino-
logical; if, for example, ‘a priori’ simply meant ‘not through sense
perception’, then it would be plausible to say that introspection
was a priori. However, there is also a substantial point: since,
throughout this book, I use the term ‘a priori’ to mean the kind of
knowledge we have of logic, mathematics, and conceptual truths,
and since I think that introspective knowledge is importantly dif-
ferent from these kinds of knowledge, I do not think it is helpful
to classify introspection in the same category. (I shall consider
the issue of externalism and self-knowledge in Chapter 6, where
I hope to take into account various views on this issue discussed
in the contemporary literature. The following discussion, though
related, focuses mainly on the interpretation of the demon test.)

A priori knowledge (that is, the kind of knowledge we have
of logic, maths, and conceptual truths) is traditionally regarded as
knowledge attained by the use of reason alone, and this descrip-
tion does not seem to apply to knowledge of our mental states
(cf. Nuccetelli 1999). When I register that I feel a slight pain in
my knee, the faculty I am using is different from the one used in
establishing the correctness of the modus ponens. One difference
between introspection and a priori knowledge is precisely that
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introspection provides special access to its subject matter, while a
priori knowledge does not. It is worth noting that even philoso-
phers who are sceptical about a priori knowledge of a traditional
kind, like Donald Davidson, recognize that introspection has a cer-
tain essential first-person aspect. I do not share Davidson’s scepticism
about a priori knowledge, but I think his example supports the claim
that introspection should not be categorized together with the kind
of a priori knowledge we have of logic and mathematics.

I am now going to discuss a few examples that are relevant both to
the distinction between a priori knowledge and introspection, and
to the outcome of the demon test. In Section 1.4, I considered and
rejected the suggestion that the mark of mental features is that they
are psychologically indubitable or epistemically certain. One reason
for the rejection was that some apparently non-mental features have
this characteristic. The first group of these features contain what
we may call ‘logically evident properties’—for example, that I
either weigh exactly one pound or I do not, or that I am identical
to myself. These are good examples of properties I know I have a
priori; one plausible suggestion is that these statements are analytic,
so I can know their truth just on the basis of understanding their
meaning. (It is, of course, a further question, and a very difficult
one, whether all a priori truths are analytic.) Everyone who is
endowed with the capacity of analytic or a priori reasoning will
know, in the same way as I do, that I possess these properties.
My own proposal avoids the difficulty the other suggestions faced:
since I do not have special access to the fact that I either weigh one
pound or not, this property will not figure on the list of mental
properties, according to my theory.

There is another group of features that caused a problem for the
psychological indubitability and epistemic certainty theories, and
this group is a lot more tricky. Here we find knowledge of facts
like the following:

(E) I exist
(H) I am here
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These are psychologically indubitable and epistemically certain,
and yet, as I remarked earlier, they do not seem to have much to
do with the mind: existing or being somewhere are properties that
a being without any psychology could possess. Now the reason
they are tricky is that these features seem to pass even my version
of the demon test: for, apparently, I know that I exist or that I am
here in a way no one else does. Other people learn of my existence
through experience, but my own justification for the claim that I
exist is not empirical. In fact, I am uniquely placed to gain certain
knowledge of my own existence.

However, there are some important differences between know-
ledge of (E) and (H), on the one hand, and knowledge of my
mind through introspection, on the other—as, for example, Paul
Boghossian (1989) argued. The striking feature of (E) and (H) is
that they are contextually self-verifying: every time they are thought,
they are true. Our justification for them, or our inability to doubt
them, comes from this feature. To be more precise, the justification
seems to arise from two circumstances: first, that all thought epi-
sodes expressed by (E) or (H) are true; secondly, that we recognize
that this is the case. This latter part is the cognitive achievement
we perform in acquiring these pieces of knowledge, and the faculty
that we apply in this achievement is not introspection, but reason.
It is the kind of justification we can all figure out—for example,
for each tokening of the sentence ‘This sentence is true’, or each
utterance of the sentence ‘An utterance is made’. And there does
not seem to be much of a privileged access in the way of our
getting to know these latter examples.

Now compare this with my introspective knowledge of my
desire to learn Latin, or of the slight sensation of pain in my knee.
Clearly, the thoughts expressed as

(D) I desire to learn Latin
(P) I feel a slight pain in my knee

are not contextually self-verifying; I could easily entertain these
thoughts without their being true (in fact, since I wrote down these



 our cartesian mind

examples in Section 1.4, the pain has gone, so at the moment I am
entertaining (P) without its being true). My justification for these
claims on the occasions where they form knowledge is, therefore,
not coming from their contextually self-verifying nature and my
reasoning about this. Instead, it is coming from an application of
my ability to detect some of my features in a special way—that is,
by introspection.

Introspection, as I said earlier, is by no means an infallible
capacity; it is not only that I could entertain (D) and (P) without
their being true, but I could also falsely believe them. Admittedly,
circumstances in which I falsely believe (P) have to be rather
extreme, but I think that one can find such circumstances. This
points to a further interesting difference between these cases and
cases like (E) and (H): no one could falsely believe (E) and (H).
However, this is not a sign of some superior cognitive faculty
working here: the guaranteed truth of each episode of thinking
(E) or (H) is not a cognitive achievement at all; it does not seem to
come from an application of any particular cognitive ability. It is
true that my knowledge of (E) and (H) does require some reasoning,
but the truth of each episode of (E) and (H) is guaranteed, even if
I never complete the requisite cognitive achievement.

So, even though, at first sight, the facts that I exist, and that my
knee does not hurt now, are all known by me in a way known by
no one else, this asymmetry has different sources in the two types
of cases. In one case, the source is the contextually self-verifying
character of the thought, which, in itself, does not have much to do
with any cognitive achievement; in the other, it is the application
of a faculty that provides privileged, though fallible, access to its
subject matter. My proposal is that we identify the mental as the
realm we get to know through the exercise of introspection, which
is the only cognitive faculty that provides privileged access to its
subject matter. Since knowledge that I exist or that I am here is
not achieved through introspection, these features should not be
classified as mental.
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One more remark on this issue. There is knowledge—the
kind of knowledge I call ‘a priori’—which is achieved by the
application of reason alone, without the help of, say, introspection
or perception. But it seems to me that virtually all knowledge
involves some use of reason; even acquisition of empirical or
introspective knowledge relies on a background ability to make
simple inferences or to keep in mind conceptual connections.
One activity in which the application of reason and introspection
are inextricably mixed is conceptual analysis. For example, when I
started to work on the topic of epistemic discriminability—which is
the focus of Chapter 5—I realized that I use the term ‘discriminate’
in at least three different senses. Distinguishing these meanings was
a result of reason revealing that certain commitments about the
use of the term were incompatible, and an introspective realization
that, in different contexts, I have these commitments because of
what I mean by the word.

Let me emphasize again that I am not trying to give some
sort of reductive analysis of the mental; clearly, introspection itself
is a mental activity—which is evident from the fact that I can
introspect my acts of introspection—so, in trying to explain what
belongs to the mind, I have to rely on a prior understanding of
what certain mental activities involve. However, I trust that the
proposal is not trivial; if I meant by ‘introspection’ simply the
faculty that enables us to know our mental features, then it would
be a tautology that the mental realm is the introspectible realm.
What gives content to my view is the claim that introspection is the
only cognitive faculty that provides privileged access to its subject
matter. That is, what you get to know by the use of this faculty
is something that cannot be known to anyone through the use of
the same faculty. If someone did not know what the mind was, I
could not really use this idea to explain it to her; what I am hoping
is that my readers are all familiar with what the mind is by having
one, by knowing one, and that they recognize in themselves the
working of this special faculty I am pointing out.
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1.7 The Subject’s Point of View

The suggestion presented so far is by no means new: the idea that
privileged access is the mark of the mental, or that the mind is
essentially revealed from the subject’s point of view, has been both
defended and criticized before. When talking about the special
nature of self-knowledge, a whole variety of features tends to
be mentioned, often without especially distinguishing them; that
self-knowledge is a priori, privileged, infallible, authoritative, that
its subject matter is private, and so on (see, e.g., Ludlow and Mar-
tin 1998: 1). And even these notions are understood in different
ways by different people; for example, Ronald de Sousa (2002)
distinguishes twelve varieties of subjectivity, all of which have been
claimed to play an important role in the characterization of the
mental.

To be clear, let me indicate a few senses of subjectivity that
I do not want to endorse. I do not suggest that mental states
are ‘owned’ in a special way; my understanding of subjectivity is
essentially epistemic, in the sense that it relies on a certain cognitive
capacity (for an exposition and a convincing criticism of the special
‘ownership’ view, see Tye 1995). I do not suggest that the mind
is ‘private’ in the sense that no one else could ever know what
goes on in my mind; other people can learn very well about
my mental states, albeit not by introspection. Nor do I suggest
that introspection is privileged in the sense that it is infallible,
incorrigible, or omniscient. Introspection, like all our cognitive
capacities, is a useful but imperfect device. And, as I said above, I
do not want to classify introspection as a priori in the same sense
as knowledge of mathematics or logic is a priori.

It may seem strange that some portion of reality is knowable by
one person in this special way. An explanation of this circumstance
is offered by the observation that mental facts are perspectival facts.
To be a subject is to possess a point of view. For a minded being,
things do not just surround one, but they appear to one in a
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certain way, they feel in a certain way, they are enjoyed or they
fill one with despair, things are desired or doubted or believed.
This perspective includes not only the world around us, but also
ourselves. There is a certain way for me to be when I am cold or
when I am hot, when I am at ease or when I am worried. Only
a creature capable of having a point of view can be engaged in
such a fact. Things simply surround a church tower or a mountain
top; but there is no such thing as how things are for the church
tower.

Some of the minded beings are endowed with a special capacity
of acquiring knowledge about these perspectival facts. When this
happens, we can expect the subject to have prima facie authority
over others in these matters: since the very nature of these facts
is defined by their layout in a certain perspective, the subject
whose perspective it is enjoys a uniquely revealing view of them.
If there is a statue that shows a particular shape only when viewed
from a certain direction, then the person who stands precisely
in that direction is in the most favourable position to have that
shape revealed to her. Things could go wrong: lightning might
strike or darkness might descend, and so the shape might become
invisible or distorted. It is also possible that others looking on
from a different direction somehow work out how the statue
would look from where the subject is standing. But still, being
positioned in that very place will give a significant advantage
to the subject’s point of view. When the subject believes she
has a mental feature, her view has initial warrant, and also a
default authority over others. Perspectival facts are accessible in a
privileged way.

My mind encompasses features that I can get to know in a
way no one else can. The claim is made in the first person; the
boundaries of my mind are given by what I know in a special way. I
write these lines trusting that my readers are creatures quite similar
to me; and, for each of us, what is given in this way will turn
out to include pretty much the same list of mental phenomena.



2

UNCONSCIOUS,
CONSCIOUS, BODILY

2.1 Access to the Body

The conclusion of the previous chapter was that the distinguishing
feature of my mind is that it is knowable by me in a way
that is knowable to no one else. It may be objected that the
same is true for my body: I can learn about my bodily states
in a way no one else can. I said that reflection was the only
asymmetrical cognitive faculty, but, the objection may continue,
the same applies to bodily awareness. Bodily awareness includes
proprioception, interoception, kinaesthesia, and it is a cognitive
faculty distinct from sense perception (that is, perception through
the five external sense organs). In searching for the mark of the
mental, Richard Rorty (1970: 409, 413) summarily dismisses the
candidates ‘introspectibility’ or ‘special access’, because, he claims,
one has special access say to one’s stomach fluttering or a vein
throbbing in one’s leg, but these are physical, and not mental
events. A certain damage in the tissue of my body gives rise to the
feeling of pain in me; other people may see the damage or learn
about it in some other way, but no one else would learn about my
bodily states through having this sensation.

I should hasten to add that (unlike Rorty) I am not assuming
here that the experience itself is different from some or other
bodily event. In fact, throughout this discussion, all we assume is
a classification of our activities into the mental and the non-mental,
or the mental and the merely physical. Rorty (1970: 402) would
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disagree, for he claims that ‘it is part of the sense of ‘‘mental’’ that
being mental is incompatible with being physical’. Rorty thinks
that the remotest plausibility, or perhaps the very intelligibility of
dualism, depends on conceiving the mental in this way, and, since
we can make sense of dualism, the choice is obvious. There are two
options on Rorty’s scenario: either we think that mental properties
exist, in which case we are, by definition, committed to some form
of dualism; or alternatively, if we want to be materialists, it has
to be the eliminativist version, which denies the existence of the
mental altogether.

Having only these two choices would make most contemporary
(non-eliminativist) versions of physicalism not so much false, but
rather unintelligible. And it is not only the contemporary positions.
Perhaps there is a use of ‘mind’ in the Meditations that means think-
ing, non-extended substance—understanding thinking substance
as a substance whose essential attribute is thought, as opposed to
extension. But I do not think there is any suggestion that the
characteristic activities of such a substance—various mental phe-
nomena—are to be understood as immaterial by definition. Hobbes,
in his objections to the Meditations, allows that Descartes is right
in attributing the faculty of thinking to himself, and inferring his
existence, but not that this would entail that he is an immaterial
substance. As he says: ‘it may be that the thing that thinks is the
subject to which mind, reason or intellect belong; and this subject
may thus be corporeal. The contrary is assumed, not proved’ (CSM
ii. 122; AT vii. 173).

Descartes—who hasn’t got much time for Hobbes in general—is
not moved: ‘But I certainly did not assume the contrary, nor did
I use it as a ‘‘basis’’ of my argument. I left it quite undecided
until the Sixth Meditation, where it is proved’ (CSM ii. 123; AT
vii. 175). If we agree that the activities of the ‘mind, reason and
intellect’ are mental phenomena, this exchange would make no
sense if ‘mental’ meant something incompatible with the physical
or the corporeal. Hobbes could not claim that these activities may
be corporeal, and Descartes could not claim that he leaves open the
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question of whether they are until the Sixth Meditation. Therefore
I see no reason to adopt this understanding.

Accordingly, suppose that the distinction is drawn between the
mental and the mere bodily, and we are considering the following
objection. All cognitive faculties work through producing some
appropriate mental states in us; for example, sense perception works
by producing perceptual states, and, since these are appropriately
connected to states of the world, they enable us to acquire know-
ledge about the world. Bodily awareness is a faculty that produces
its characteristic mental events in the form of the bodily sensations
of hunger, pain, a feeling of a vein throbbing, and so on. Since
these are appropriately connected to various states of my body,
I can learn about mere bodily events in my own body through
having some specific mental events. Since no one else has bodily
sensations produced by my body, this is a way to learn about my
body in a way no one else can.

But this seems to me a practical, rather than a conceptual point. It
seems it would be possible to establish a causal mechanism in which
certain changes in my body would cause appropriate changes in
someone else’s nervous system or their brain, and would give rise
to the corresponding feelings. Nikola Grahek (2001) describes cases
where people who had lost the ability to feel pain in various parts
of their body were given a ‘substitute pain system’. The system was
supposed to alert the subjects to potential damage in the insensitive
parts of their bodies by giving them a mildly painful electric shock
in another part of their body. These wires could also have been
connected to another person, in which case the other person could
have learnt about the damage in the first person’s body through
the sensation of pain.

A damage in my foot could cause a feeling of pain in someone
else. But this would not mean that she felt my experience; the
pain she felt would be felt as her own. Similarly, the fact that you
and I look at the same object, and, through a similar mechanism
in our perceptual system, have a visual experience caused by the
same thing, would not mean that you have my visual experience
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when this happens. Seeing the same—that is, numerically the
same—foot and ‘hurting’ the same foot would both be cases when
our experiences have a common cause. The difference is, of course,
that, as things are arranged with us, we often have similar causal
impact from the same thing through our visual system, but not
through the mechanism of producing bodily sensations.

It could still be objected that, if someone else had a sensation of
pain caused by damage in my body, she would still not learn about
the damage in the way I do: for it is characteristic of the feeling
of pain that the felt location of pain is always in our own body. In
the situation envisaged, if my foot as it were hurt someone else, it
would feel to her as if the damage was done to her own body, but,
since this would be wrong, she could not acquire knowledge about
my body through sensations in the way I can. There is indeed a
crucial link between the character of sensations and our conception
of our own body. Descartes says in the Sixth Meditation:

As for the body which by some special right I called ‘mine’, my belief that
this body, more than any other, belonged to me had some justification.
For I could never be separated from it, as I could from other bodies; and
I felt all my appetites and emotions in, and on account of, this body; and
finally, I was aware of pain and pleasurable ticklings in parts of this body,
but not in other bodies external to it. (CSM ii. 52; AT vii. 76)

Similar lines from Locke:

Thus, the limbs of his body are to every one a part of Himself; he
sympathizes and is concerned for them. Cut off a hand, and thereby
separate it from that consciousness he had of its heat, cold, and other
affections, and it is then no longer a part of that which is himself, any
more than the remotest part of matter. (Locke 1690: II.xxvii.11)

The fundamental idea of the body that ‘by a special right’ I call
my own is the one with which I have the following intimate
connection: I learn about its happenings through a specific class
of sensations. I would add another element, not mentioned by
Descartes: it is also the one I can control in a special way. I realize
this may sound alarmingly dualist: as if I assumed that I first have
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It is worth noting that this line of thought fits well with the
Cartesian conception of mind and body, and less so with the Aris-
totelian one. One of Descartes’s departures from the Aristotelian
conception, which he himself considers very significant, is the
explanation of the physiological aspects of experiences in mech-
anical terms, as opposed to an explanation in terms of form and
matter. When there is a certain impact on the surface of my body,
say a fire close to my foot, the nerves leading from the foot to the
brain forward a certain impulse, ‘just as when you pull one end of a
string, you cause a bell hanging at the other end to ring at the same
time’ (Treatise on Man, CSM i. 101; AT xi. 142). As Descartes notes
(in the Sixth Meditation, CSM ii. 60; AT vii. 86 ff.), one could
interfere with this process at any point; that is, as it were, pull the
string at any point to sound the bell. To continue the metaphor,
it would then in principle be possible to wire up things so that an
impact on my foot would sound an alarm in your brain, and you
would feel the pain. It is less obvious how we could make sense of
this in the Aristotelian conception, and within the framework of
soul relating to body as form to matter.

The examples discussed above offer further insight into how the
mental is distinguished from the non-mental. Rorty unhesitatingly
classifies the throbbing of a vein in one’s leg as a physical—or,
as I would say, a mere bodily—phenomenon, and naturally I
agree. The feeling of a vein’s throbbing is, of course, a mental
phenomenon; the two are different, since a vein could throb
without my feeling it, and, if there is such a thing as phantom pain,
there could presumably be a phantom throbbing of a vein. The
feeling of a vein’s throbbing may be identical to another physical
event—presumably some brain event—but not to the throbbing
of the vein itself.

Certain sensations are identified with respect to a mere bodily
occurrence: we say it is the feeling of a ‘ ... ’, where ‘ ... ’ stands
for a mere bodily event, as in the case of the vein throbbing
or the stomach fluttering. Others have their own distinctively
mental word: pain is an example, or hunger. All these latter
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have in common the fact that they are essentially felt. Now it
is a somewhat puzzling question why some sensations fall into
one category rather than the other. For example, we lack almost
entirely a vocabulary for distinctive mental expressions to describe
the various sensations of our body’s moving in a certain way. There
is the feeling of walking, of falling, of my arms being raised, my
muscles tightening, my legs being crossed, and so on. All these are
described as a feeling of a certain bodily event, but, as with other
feelings, they could occur independently of the bodily event that
we use to identify them. One could have a feeling of walking
even if in fact one was not walking, as Descartes famously points
out in his reply to Gassendi’s objection (CSM ii. 244; AT vii. 352;
see also the quotation from the Principles in the next section). But
there are almost no distinctively mental expressions for sensations
of movements, possibly with the exception of sensations having to
do with balance—such as dizziness or vertigo.

Here is an interesting hypothesis to consider. Suppose we did
have a vocabulary of mental terms that denoted sui generis sensations
of movements without reference to mere bodily events. In that
case, perhaps ‘movement’ would be treated in a way somewhat
similar to perception when it comes to the assessment of the
Aristotelian psychic faculties. Maybe we would, analogously to
perception, ‘split’ movement into two, distinguishing its merely
physiological aspect on one side, and the sensation on the other.
Since we lack such a vocabulary, sensations of movement are not
listed as a separate kind of mental phenomena—they are classified
simply among feelings or experiences, without reference to what
they are experiences of.

2.2 Stream of Consciousness and Standing
States

Another worry about the proposed list of mental features may be
that it places undue emphasis on consciousness. In this section, I
introduce the problem and attempt to answer it.
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Mental features are customarily classified into two types. The
first group includes occurrent events, with perceptual experiences
and sensations as the typical examples. Consider my present visual
experience of the computer screen and the feeling of the pleasant
warmth of the spring weather: I am immediately aware of them,
and I could not have such mental episodes without a similar
accompanying awareness. I cannot say that I see, feel, or experience
something now without it somehow impinging on my present state
of consciousness.

Members of the second group are said to be best described as
states rather than events, and various propositional attitudes are
offered as examples. At this moment, I have numerous beliefs say
about my past, and numerous intentions about my future, but
I am not aware of them in the way I am aware of my present
experiences; they do not impinge on my consciousness in the
way mental episodes in the first group do. These standing states
certainly have characteristic relations to some events in the stream of
consciousness; for example, in my acts of deliberations, a reflection
on my beliefs becomes a part of my stream of consciousness.

The relation between a standing state and the related conscious
events is a matter of debate. According to one picture, propositional
attitudes can enter and leave the stream of consciousness: my belief
that I live in Budapest is not conscious most of the time; but
right now, with the act of contemplation, it becomes conscious.
For example, Freud (1915: 175) talks of a psychical act that is
not conscious but is ‘capable of becoming conscious’ (emphasis added).
According to another position, the two types of features are
fundamentally different in kind, and it makes no sense to speak
of a conscious version of a belief; standing states are, by their
nature, non-conscious, even though they may have manifestations
in the stream of consciousness—for example, in the form of
acts of judgements (Crane 2001: sect. 4.32, presents a convincing
argument for this claim). It should be noted that, when we talk
about beliefs not being conscious in this sense, this has nothing to
do with repression or the Freudian unconscious, as the example of
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my generally non-conscious, but not at all repressed, belief that I
live in Budapest shows. (See Section 2.3 below for a discussion of
repressed mental states.)

In a systematic elaboration of his views in the Principles of
Philosophy, Descartes offers the following definition of thought:

By the term ‘thought’, I understand everything which we are aware of
as happening within us, in so far as we have awareness of it. Hence,
thinking is to be identified here not merely with understanding, willing
and imagining, but also with sensory awareness. For if I say ‘I am seeing,
or I am walking, therefore I exist’ and I take this as applying to vision or
walking as bodily activities, then the conclusion is not absolutely certain.
This is because, as often happens during sleep, it is possible for me to
think that I am seeing or walking, though my eyes are closed and I am
not moving about; such thoughts might even be possible if I had no body
at all. But if I take ‘seeing’ or ‘walking’ to apply to the actual sense or
awareness of seeing and walking, then the conclusion is quite certain,
since it relates to the mind, which alone has the sensation or thought that
it is seeing or walking. (CSM i. 195; AT viiiA. 7)

The mental features that seem to fit this definition best are events
in the stream of our consciousness. Indeed, it is a commonly
accepted view that the modern philosophical tradition simply
identifies the mind with consciousness; see, for example, the
entry on consciousness in a standard reference work like the
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (van Gulick 2004). Another
classic modern author who is brought as an example is Locke.
In his case the intent is even clearer (and, the original being
written in English, the terminology is arguably closer to ours):
‘consciousness ... is inseparable from thinking, and, as it seems to
me, essential to it: it being impossible for any one to perceive
without perceiving that he does perceive. When we see, hear,
smell, taste, feel, meditate, or will anything, we know that we
do so’ (Locke 1690/1975: II.xxvii.9). In the subsequent sections,
Locke mentions that consciousness is interrupted by sleep, and this
suggests that by ‘consciousness’ he does indeed mean the stream
of consciousness. If this is so, then apparently both Descartes and
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Locke (and presumably the majority of the modern philosophical
tradition) rely on a definition of thought that leaves out a large
part of what makes up our mentality. And, again, this does
not mean only Freudian unconscious—which they possibly did
ignore—but features that they themselves would have certainly
regarded as belonging to the mind: say, our beliefs about the past,
or our learning of mathematics that we do not presently entertain.
Since I suggest adopting the Cartesian conception thought, this
would be a very uncomfortable consequence for my theory.

One way to overcome the problem would be to follow the
first of the two views mentioned above, according to which
beliefs, desires, and other standing attitudes pass in and out of the
stream of consciousness. The definition of thought would then
include everything that can enter the stream of consciousness (see
Searle 1983). However, I hesitate to choose this option, since I do
not want to exclude the view that standing states are, by nature,
non-conscious.

Let us revisit the moment when, after concluding that thinking
is the only activity that survives the demon test, Descartes sets
out to investigate what thinking is. We have already seen (in
Section 1.3) how Descartes classifies sensory perceptions as certain
kind of thoughts. A few sentences earlier, he says: ‘Is it not the
one and the same ‘‘I’’ who is now doubting almost everything,
who nonetheless understands some things, who affirms that this
one thing is true, denies everything else, desires to know more,
is unwilling to be deceived ... ’ (CSM ii. 19; AT vii. 28). It is
Descartes’s present concern to sort out what he doubts, so perhaps
we can say that doubting is part of his stream of consciousness. But
the fact that he desires to know more, and that he is unwilling to
be deceived, though momentarily called to mind, will obviously
characterize him also a few pages later, when his attention is no
longer focused on them. These are standing states. Yet Descartes
has no more difficulty in recounting them as belonging to him than
he has in recounting his present sensory perceptions a few sentences
later. I think we can leave it open whether these desires themselves
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become conscious in these acts of reflection; we need to say only
that Descartes becomes conscious of having the desires in question.
The reflective act itself is part of the stream of consciousness, but its
object may or may not be.

Since standing states and occurrent events differ in their nature, I
suppose that the process by which we reflect upon them, and hence
become conscious of having them, is different. What these processes
look like, I cannot speculate here. Occurrent states, one may
assume, lie closer to reflective access, since they already form part
of the stream of consciousness. But, as Descartes’s reflections—and
our immediate understanding of what is involved in them, and our
unhindered ability to execute such acts ourselves—show, we can
easily extend our reflective attention to our standing states as well.
It may not be evident how it is done, but it is certainly done.

It is clear from Descartes’s, and especially from Locke’s, words
quoted above that the notion of consciousness they use is different
from the one used at the beginning of this section, in introducing
the distinction between two kinds of mental features. Many would
agree that the consciousness that characterizes say perceptions is
something that animals can possess. However, the same animals
will not have the reflexive ability to learn that they possess these
mental features: for example, they will, in all likelihood, lack the
notion of a sensory perception that is required to form a belief
that one has sensory perceptions. Consequently, they will also
lack knowledge that they possess these states. But, as Locke makes
clear, he thinks that the consciousness that essentially accompanies
thoughts is something that implies knowledge that we have these
thoughts.

Let us see where this leaves our present proposal. My mind
is what is knowable for me in a way it is knowable to no one
else. To activate this knowledge, a conscious act of reflection is
required, in which the judgement that I possess one or another
mental feature is formulated. This does not require that every
mental feature is actually or potentially conscious, in the sense that
consciousness is employed to characterize the mental features of
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a mind, but not exactly the kind of mind we have, and hence—to
refer ahead to the conclusion of Chapter 3—they are not persons.

2.3 The Mind as an Ideal

But even if we can dispel the worry that non-conscious mental
features are not part of the mind on the Cartesian conception,
there remains a problem about unconscious states. As we saw, there
are mental states we possess that need not be part of our stream
of consciousness, but we can easily make them the object of con-
scious reflection. (I called them ‘non-conscious’; Freud sometimes
calls them ‘preconscious’.) But what about those states that cannot
‘enter consciousness’, or be made the object of conscious reflection
so easily? The phenomenon I have in mind is not simply when we
make a mistake about some or other of our states of mind—that
we would not need to regard as a problem. As I said in Section 1.5,
determining the scope of the mental by what is specially accessible
does not mean that we must commit ourselves to the infallibility
or omniscience of introspection over this realm—just as we need
not commit ourselves to the infallibility or omniscience of obser-
vation about observable properties. What I have in mind is more
serious than a simple mistake: it is when some mental state is so
deeply buried in the depths of our mind that reflection cannot
access it.

Let me illustrate this with an example chosen from Tolstoy’s
Anna Karenina. Anna, who is married with a child and lives in
St Petersburg, visits her brother in Moscow, and there he meets
a young officer called Vronski. Vronski and Anna immediately,
irrevocably, and fatefully fall in love. Vronski seizes the passion
and throws himself at Anna’s feet, but Anna, having a husband and
a child, is unable to face the reality of her feelings. Not for long
though:

At first Anna sincerely believed that she was displeased with him for
daring to pursue her. Soon after her return from Moscow, on arriving at
a soirée where she had expected to meet him, and not finding him there,
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learn them in the way others would: through inference from our
behaviour.

I use the term ‘unconscious’ to denote these aspects of our
mental life, and I will not deny these phenomena. Instead, to
defend the Cartesian conception, I shall argue that our under-
standing of the unconscious is parasitic on our understanding of
mental states that are available to conscious reflection. In this,
I shall loosely follow an argument that Freud has given for the
existence of unconscious mental states, based on the reconcili-
ation of laws of conscious thought and motivation with seemingly
anomalous cases.¹

The starting point of this argument is the observation that
‘the data of consciousness have a very large number of gaps
in them’ (Freud 1915: 168). That is, our actions or series of
conscious events sometimes resist common-sense psychological
explanations. It is perhaps rarer to observe this in ourselves, but
we can certainly observe it in others. So there might be cases
where we have absolutely no reason to doubt the sincerity of
someone recounting her beliefs, motives, and desires, and yet
we cannot make sense of her actions in the light of these using
our common-sense psychological explanations. In our particular
example, Anna Karenina would sincerely tell you that she has no
interest in meeting Vronski, that she finds his pursuit a nuisance,
that she sees no reason to change her social habits; yet she would
start to frequent society she had not visited before, she would
always find herself talking to Vronski on these occasions, and so
on. These actions do not make sense, given her avowed feelings.

Freud recounts three options for explaining discrepancies like
this. First, we could simply accept the fact that some actions have no
explanation. This, however, would go against the whole outlook
of science, and its ambition to find intelligible ways for accounting
for everything, and Freud thinks this would be unacceptable.

¹ I first learnt about Freud’s argument from a very informative essay by Neil Manson
(2000). What follows owes a lot to Manson’s discussion.
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The second option is to offer explanation in non-mental, that
is, physiological terms. Some irregular occurrence in Anna’s neural
paths could cause her to perform the unexpected actions, and we
would search for an explanation in terms of her mental states in
vain. However, Freud is sceptical about the systematic possibility of
providing such accounts. In the light of difficulties with identifying
highly specific mental event types with particular brain event types,
the scepticism is probably justified. Perhaps one decision to go to
a soirée may be explained by a particular chance occurrence in
Anna’s brain; but, where a systematic pattern of action emerges, it
is hard to see how a corresponding physiological regularity would
explain Anna’s changed social habits.

Even supposing that there is such a physiologically identifiable
type, its discovery is surely a long way off—even now, a hundred
years after Freud wrote about these issues. But in the meantime
we can make sense of cases like Anna’s if we retain our normal
psychological laws, and choose the third option Freud mentions:
positing unconscious mental states. Anna’s actions would exactly suit
a mental state of being infatuated with Vronski and a desire to see
him as much as she can. We can, therefore, make sense of her
actions if we posit that she possesses such a state unconsciously. And
this is indeed Freud’s argument for putting forward the existence
of unconscious mental states: that, with them, we can explain
human actions while upholding the general laws of psychological
explanation.

But, and this is the crucial point I would like to add, our initial
idea of a mental state that has a certain role in governing behaviour
is derived from the cases where the state is accessible to reflection.
If we were not familiar with the paradigmatic cases when a desire,
an emotion, an ambition, or a preference guides our actions, and
is also available as an object of reflection, then we could not posit
their unconscious versions to explain the gaps in consciousness.
The demon test delivers the types we put on the list of mental
features: beliefs, intentions, perceptions, feelings, and so on. When
we posit unconscious mental states, we do not add further types to
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some truths about herself, we understand. But that is simply an
admission of our less-than-perfect nature, and does not destroy the
idea of perfection. Even if it turns out that the Cartesian conception
does not describe the actual nature of our minds, what it does is
of ultimate importance: it sets an ideal. The Cartesian Mind as an
Ideal is, I think, fundamental for our understanding ourselves as
persons.



3

PERSONS AND MINDS

3.1 The Importance of the Cartesian List

The application of the demon test results in a list of mental features,
and this is the same as our list of what belongs to the mind.
That is, what we—including the many critics of the Cartesian
conception—study today in the philosophy of mind concerns
precisely the phenomena that Descartes classifies as varieties of
‘thought’: perceptual experiences, sensations, emotions, beliefs,
desires, intentions, the will, and so on. In contrast, questions
about digestion, metabolism, the growth of our hair or fingernails,
running, or sexual reproduction—items on the Aristotelian list
that Descartes discards—are outside these concerns. Now is this
not just proof of Rorty’s claim—that what disguises itself as
an intuition about what belongs to the mental—is in fact an
uncritical reliance on the Cartesian tradition? So be it, but I see
no need for the tone of disapproval. I prefer to say that we owe
our conception of the mind to some of Descartes’s fundamental
insights.

Indeed, we should ask ourselves how easy it would be to get
rid of this conception, in favour of, say, an Aristotelian theory, as
it has been suggested by some philosophers in the general surge
of anti-Cartesianism.¹ Prima facie, there are two ways of drawing

¹ For example, among the contributors to a collection of essays on Aristotle’s De Anima
(Nussbaum and Rorty 1992): including Martha Nussbaum and Hilary Putnam, who were
the first to argue that Aristotle is a precursor of modern functionalism; Kathleen Wilkes,
who, in a paper entitled ‘Psuché versus the Mind’, maintains that Aristotle’s notion of the
soul is theoretically superior to the Cartesian notion of the mind (ibid. 109–27); or Charles
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up a list of phenomena to be studied in the philosophy of mind
in an Aristotelian spirit. First, we could take all the faculties of
the soul, and include digestion, bodily growth, and movement as
psychological phenomena along with the rest. Alternatively, we
could limit our attention to the part of the soul that, according to
Aristotle, uniquely belongs to human beings—that is, the intel-
lectual soul—and leave out perceptions, emotions, and sensations,
since these belong to the sensory part. Thus we could either say
that the mind is the soul, the psyche, or we could say it is the
intellectual part, the noûs (and, indeed, some commentators, e.g.,
Lear 1988 or Shields 2005, render noûs as ‘mind’).

Then consider the following possibilities: for example, David
Armstrong’s A Materialist Theory of the Mind (1968) should either
have included a few extra chapters on eating and sex, or should
have omitted the chapters on perception and bodily sensations as
irrelevant to the topic. If someone finds it hard to countenance
this idea, then perhaps she should think twice before urging an
opposition to the Cartesian legacy in favour of an Aristotelian
conception. (Admittedly quoted somewhat out of context, but
would we not find the following statement by Aristotle more
congenial to a restaurateur than to a philosopher of mind: ‘Since
nothing except what is alive can be fed, what is fed is the besouled
body and just because it has soul in it. Hence food is essentially
related to what has soul in it’ (DA 416b10).)

It may be suggested that a list, drawn up in an Aristotelian
spirit, should leave out the vegetative part, but include all the
faculties belonging to the sensory as well as to the intellectual part
of the soul, since the faculties found here, with the exception of
movement, are the same as today’s psychological phenomena. This
could be backed up by the thought that, although we recognize
three orders in the realm of living beings—plants, animals, and
human beings—our relation to the other two orders is not the

H. Kahn, who claims that Aristotle’s real advantage is ‘to be exempt from the Cartesian
curse of the mind–body opposition with all the baffling paradoxes and philosophical blind
alleys that this antithesis gives rise to’ (‘Aristotle on Thinking’, ibid., 359).
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same: we are certain kinds of animals, but we are not certain
kinds of plants. This suggestion deserves attention; we should
avoid ending up with an understanding of Aristotle that places his
conception completely outside our present-day concerns with the
soul or with the mind.

However, the proposal does leave a few things unexplained. First,
the grouping does not emerge as naturally from the Aristotelian
theory as the others: we cannot put a third name next to psyche
and noûs that includes only the sensory and the intellectual part.
Further, we still need an explanation of why movement should be
left out. In fact, there are other faculties that belong to the sensory
part according to Aristotle, but do not figure on the Cartesian list
of mental phenomena. Such faculties are to be expected to exist in
so far as animal life involves functions that plants lack, but that do
not, in our present conception, belong to the mind. An example is
respiration, which is clearly a function of a living animal, and yet it
is not a mental function. To leave out movement and respiration
from the list of faculties associated with the sensory part seems
ad hoc.

In contrast, there is no need to fiddle with Descartes’s list: it
is the same as our list of mental phenomena. We saw that we
can extricate a systematic method from the Second Meditation to
establish what belongs to the mind and what does not; we do
not have to rely on some unreflected intuitions, or merely follow
scholarly custom. We can contrast this method with Aristotle’s
principle for putting together his list, which is based on recording
the faculties of different orders of living beings. What recommends
Descartes’s procedure is its result, which is congenial to our present
conception.

I admit that my evidence for our conception of what mental
phenomena are, taken from contemporary books on the philosophy
of mind, can be regarded as somewhat parochial. Rorty’s charge
that our compartmentalization of human activities into mental and
non-mental features has no relevance outside the administrative
concerns of the profession should be met. Surely there is more
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at stake here than what should and should not be included in an
anthology on the philosophy of mind, or which topic does or does
not deserve a section at a conference on the philosophy of mind.
So we need to address the question: why does it matter which
features we include on our list of mental phenomena?

3.2 Citizen of Two Worlds

Descartes held that mind and body are different substances that
are capable of independent existence. Substance dualism may be
criticized for a number of reasons. The very idea of an immaterial
substance is hard to square with the prevalent contemporary sci-
entific outlook. A more specific problem arises from the difficulties
in understanding how causal interaction is possible between the
two different substances (see Lewis 1966; Crane 1995).

Substance dualism is not part of the Cartesian conception of
the mind I defend; the classification involved in the demon
test does not entail that the mental and the physical belong to
different substances. As we know, Descartes believed that his
findings in the Second Meditation—his thesis that he is a thinking
thing—will eventually lead to the proof that mind and body
are different substances. In the Second Meditation, however, he
famously expresses some caution about this conclusion. Though he
says that the considerations about the demon show that he is not
the structure called the human body, nor he is the same as the soul,
understood as ‘some thin vapour which permeates the limbs’, but
only a thinking thing, the following possibility still seems viable:
‘And yet may it not perhaps be the case that these very things
which I am supposing to be nothing, because they are unknown
to me, are in reality identical with the ‘‘I’’ of which I am aware? I
do not know, and for the moment I shall not argue the point ... ’
(CSM ii. 18; AT vii. 27). This is where I myself wish to stop. I do
not think Descartes’s own attempt to prove dualism is successful,
but ‘I shall not argue the point’. I choose to stay neutral on the
question of physicalism versus anti-physicalism.
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But, even if we refuse to make substance dualism part of our
theory, there is a somewhat more elusive worry, which is not
dispelled by this move: that the Cartesian conception offers us
a picture of a hopelessly divided human being. The objection
would be that, though I do not claim that mind and body
are different substances, still I am imposing a partition on the
characteristic activities of human beings, seeing them as essentially
belonging to two different realms. With a sufficiently hostile
rhetoric, one can make this aspect of the Cartesian conception
extremely unattractive.

But I believe that, understood appropriately, the claim that our
activities belong to two different realms is in fact a fundamental
truth about us. The thought has been formulated in countless ver-
sions throughout our philosophical and literary tradition. Witness
Alexander Pope’s famous lines about mankind:

Placed on this isthmus of a middle state,
A being darkly wise, and rudely great:
With too much knowledge for the sceptic side,
With too much weakness for the stoic’s pride,
He hangs between; in doubt to act or rest,
In doubt to deem himself a god, or beast ...

(An Essay on Man, Epistle 2)

Man is a citizen of two worlds. One of the worlds is usually
conceived as the world of nature; in some sense, we are like the
rest of the universe, subject to its laws, just as stones or trees or
animals are. But we are also different—there is a certain aspect of
human existence that sets us apart from the rest of the world.

Let me cite a few, somewhat random, examples of our dual nature
playing an important role in philosophical theories. Aristotle’s
definition of human beings as ‘rational animals’ reflects the same
point: on the one hand, man belongs to the animal order of living
beings; on the other, his intellect provides a distinctively human
aspect—something that possibly relates man to the gods. John
McDowell is one of the most forceful contemporary critics of
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the Cartesian conception of the mind; yet he adopts the thought
from Wilfrid Sellars (another influential anti-Cartesian) that the
activities of human beings should be characterized as belonging
both to the space of reasons and to the space of nature (see Sellars 1956;
McDowell 1994). McDowell is a non-reductive physicalist, so
perhaps his upholding some sort of duality about our nature is not
all that surprising. But we might expect an eliminative materialist
like Richard Rorty to shun the idea of dualism entirely. Not so.
Even though according to his theory human beings do not differ
in nature from the rest of the material world, he thinks there
is an important question for us to answer about why we regard
certain creatures—notably other human beings—as being some of
us; beings who incite certain attitudes, reactions, or treatment from
us, and, as such, enjoy a special status compared to the rest of the
natural world.

Is this distinctively human characteristic something that is asso-
ciated with our biological species? Prima facie, the answer is no
(though further complications will be noted below). At least at
a first glance, we cannot exclude the possibility that other crea-
tures—extraterrestrials, other animals, machines, angels—might
share this mode of existence. Therefore it will be a good idea to
use a more species-neutral term for this distinctively human way
of existence: personhood. Human beings are persons, and, to our
knowledge, or according to our present conception, they are the
only ones we have encountered so far.

3.3 Questions About Persons

Various questions can be raised about personhood, or about the
distinctive feature of human existence; I can think of at least four
different types. Persons enjoy (or, as the case may be, suffer) special
treatment by other persons, and the first question is about what this
treatment should precisely be. Persons are held responsible for their
actions, and therefore may be subject to resentment or gratitude,
reward or punishment. The actions of persons can be judged by
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moral categories. Further, destroying persons is morally wrong,
though this attitude extends further than the group of persons,
at least in two notable cases. First, we think human life is to be
valued even if it does not sustain the existence of a person yet,
or any more (in the sense of personhood relevant, for example,
for moral responsibility). Further, it may be argued that destroying
great works of art is morally wrong. I suspect, however, that these
latter cases ultimately relate to the concern of persons.

The second question is this: what sort of characteristics qualify a
creature to be regarded as a person? When searching for the criteria
of personhood, we are searching, in Harry Frankfurt’s words, for
criteria that ‘are designed to capture those attributes which are the
subject of our most humane concern with ourselves and the source
of what we regard as most important and most problematical in
our lives’ (Frankfurt 1971: 6). Many different answers have been
suggested to this question. Frankfurt himself argues that person-
hood is connected to the structure of our will: that persons alone
have the capacity of reflective self-evaluation of their desires. Oth-
er—not necessarily incompatible—suggestions include rationality,
the capability of autonomous action, the ability to reciprocate, to
be self-conscious, to be able to form a life plan, the ability to com-
municate, and so on (see, e.g., Dennett 1976; Amelie Rorty 1988).

A third question concerns the ontological category to which the
only known examples of persons, that is we, belong. This ques-
tion is often phrased also as a question about the Self, or simply
about Us. Answers—many of which are, in this case, incompat-
ible—may include the claim that we are individual substances,
psychological (Lowe 1996) or immaterial (Descartes); that we are
individual substances belonging to a characteristic secondary sub-
stance (Aristotle; Wiggins 2001); that we are a certain kind of
animal (Snowdon 1990); that we are our brains (Nagel 1986); that
we are certain kind of machines (La Mettrie 1748); that we are
bundles of mental events (Hume 1739–40; Parfit 1984); that we
are an abstract computer program realized in a certain organism
(Putnam 1967) and so on.
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A fourth question extensively discussed in philosophy is about
personal identity: what are the conditions for someone to remain
the same person through time? The answer to this question will
probably have connections to answers to the second and third
questions.

My interest here is limited mainly to the second question: criteria
of personhood. I shall be satisfied with the sketch of answers already
given to the first question, and assume accordingly that persons
are bearers of moral responsibility and the rightful recipients of the
ensuing attitudes. I wish to remain largely non-committal on the
details of the third and the fourth questions; I shall come back to
these questions briefly in Section 3.5.

The point I have been urging in the previous section was that, no
matter how far one departs from the Cartesian conception of human
beings, an element of dualism remains in the idea that humankind
shares part of its nature with the rest of the natural world, but also
possesses something distinctively human. The distinctively human
aspect of existence I propose to call personhood. To this I now add
a further observation: most or all proposed criteria of personhood
are tied (directly or indirectly, as we shall see in Section 3.5) to the
possession of some mental feature.

The following quotations by Locke offer a characteristic formu-
lation of the idea that a person is the bearer of moral responsibility,
and that only someone in possession of certain kinds of mental
features can be regarded as a person:

we must consider what person stands for;—which, I think, is a thinking
intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider itself as
itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which it does
only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking, and, as it
seems to me, essential to it. (1690: ii.27.9)

Person, as I take it, is the name for this self. Wherever a man finds what
he calls himself, there, I think, another may say is the same person. It
is a forensic term, appropriating actions and their merit; and so belongs
only to intelligent agents, capable of a law, and happiness, and misery.
(1690: ii.27.26)
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thereby showing how it may be possible to create intelligence
in a purely material being. Perhaps if Descartes had had the
chance to read Jerry Fodor, he would have thought twice about
dualism.²

The idea that the distinctively human aspect of existence is to
be found in the use of the intellect—which sets us apart from ani-
mals—although still important, has undergone significant change
since Descartes’s time. One factor in this change was probably the
development and widespread acceptance of evolutionary theories,
which turned the boundary between animals and humans contin-
gent and historically situated. Another factor must have been the
development of artificial intelligence and cognitive science. Now
we have machines that are capable of solving tasks that for Aristotle
or Descartes, used to be associated exclusively with the human
intellect (see also Matthews 1977).

Descartes’s departure from Aristotle in separating mindedness
and life, and then our departure from Descartes in thinking that
matter can accommodate intellect, create another contrast class,
from which we have to demarcate ourselves: machines. Actually,
we should say mere machines, since the possibility that machines
can be persons is not to be excluded. We should in fact ask
which machines we could regard as persons—just as there is the
parallel question of which animals, or other biological species in
general, we could regard as persons. When demarcation from mere
machines is the question, the emphasis shifts from the intellect to
the emotions; machines may be very intelligent, but, as long as they

² John Cottingham (1992) usefully distinguishes among the theological, scientific, and
metaphysical reasons for dualism in Descartes’s theory. The metaphysical reasons are the
well-known considerations mentioned earlier, in Section 3.2, about the conceivability of
disembodied existence. The present considerations—the impossibility of accounting for
rational processes in material/mechanical terms—provide the main scientific reasons. The
reasons seem fairly independent, and it is an interesting, if moot, point to consider, what
would have happened if the scientific outlook had contradicted the metaphysical one.

It is worth noting that one of the reasons most frequently brought to support dualism
in contemporary philosophy—that the phenomenal character of conscious sensory or
emotional experience cannot be explained in merely physical terms—does not seem to be
central in Descartes’s considerations about dualism.
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congenial to our own notion of the mind, and the concept of a
person that goes with it.

This is an issue that goes well beyond the professional concerns
of philosophy. Personhood, as we quoted Harry Frankfurt saying,
is the subject of our most humane concerns; and it also has its
implications for rights and responsibilities. Our practice concerning
whom to endow with the rights of persons may not be consistent,
and it is uncertain whether it can ever be made so. But questions
about, and improvements on, existing practices will have to look at
some guidance in our conception of a person. And this conception,
for us, I argue, is best understood with reference to the Cartesian
theory.

3.5 The Person and the Human Animal

In the previous section, I distinguished various questions we may
ask about persons or about ourselves: the questions of how we
should treat persons, of the criteria of personhood, of what sort
of things we are, and the question of personal identity. As I said,
my primary interest lies in the second question, and I do not
intend—nor do I have the space—to develop answers to the
third and fourth questions. It may be suggested, however, that my
analysis of the criteria of personhood—that someone has the kind
of mind we do—commits me to a kind of Lockean position about
the other issues, and hence opens my account to the objections
that were brought against the Lockean position. I do not think this
is the case; let me explain why.

Locke’s theory in this context is usually discussed as a theory of
identity of persons over time. A broadly speaking Lockean view
states that one person existing at a time is (numerically) the same as
another person existing at another time if there is some psychological
continuity between the two: for example, they share some beliefs,
desires, and so on, and, crucially, the latter has memories of the
experiences of the former and acts to fulfil her intentions. This
view clearly suits the straightforward version of the criteria of
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personhood I suggested: that personhood consists in the possession
of certain mental features. The picture is that to be a person is to
have certain mental features, and to carry on being the same person
is to have an appropriately understood continuity of these mental
features.³

One of the consequences of this picture is that human beings
are not persons at certain stages of their lives: embryos do not
have mental features, and neither do people who are in a persistent
vegetative state, so they are not persons. The terminology can
be a bit confusing here, since ‘people’ is naturally used as the
plural of ‘person’, but ‘people’ can also be understood as referring
to ‘human beings’. I would like to distinguish the term ‘human
being’ (plural: ‘human beings’), which refers to a member of the
biological species Homo sapiens, from the term ‘person’ (plural:
‘persons’), which refers to someone who is a subject of our most
humane concerns. If a person has to be in possession of certain
mental features, then some human beings are not persons.

To see the possible further consequences of this point, we need
to address another issue: namely, what am I? I am certainly a
person, but am I essentially a person (or this person)? I am also
certainly a human being, but am I essentially a human being (or this
human being)? Different considerations seem to pull in different
directions on these issues.

A well-known thought experiment asks us to imagine what
would happen if, say, my brain, or part of it, were transplanted to
someone else’s body, together with my psychological states, while
my original body was destroyed. The idea is that, in this case,
there would be another human being—in the sense of another
human animal, with another body—who would be psychologically
continuous with me. There seems to be a powerful intuition that

³ One of the most influential contemporary defenders of the broadly speaking Lockean
view of personal identity is Derek Parfit (1984). Parfit’s treatment of the question is
complicated by the fact that he does not think that survival requires identity, and he thinks
that survival is the one that matters. I am going to ignore this aspect of the debate, because,
as far as I see, it does not make any difference to issues of personhood.
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the resulting creature would be me, and this apparently supports
the claim that I am essentially a person, combined with the claim
that personal identity consists in psychological continuity.

However, it also seems very natural to say that I was once
an embryo, and then a small baby, and this points to a different
direction. If we hold on to the idea that a person is someone with
the requisite psychological attributes, then the fact that once I was
an embryo or a small baby shows that I am not essentially a person,
because I already existed before I became a person. Personhood is
not part of my essence, but it is more like a phase I go through
for a certain period of my existence. Then the following question
arises: what are the conditions for my continued existence; that
is, what are the conditions for some being in the past or in the
future to be me? This is not strictly speaking a question of personal
identity, since some of the beings who are identical to me in the
past or the future may not be persons; we could call it instead the
question of my identity. In any case, since the idea that my identity
is the identity of some person is under pressure, perhaps the natural
alternative is to say that my identity is the identity of the human
animal. I am, in fact, essentially a human being—in the sense of
the human animal—whose existence started with the existence
of the embryo, and whose existence will continue as long as this
animal organism is functioning.

Notice that the view that I am essentially a human animal is
compatible with the analysis of the conditions of personhood in
psychological terms. If to be a person is to have the kind of
mind we have, it is still possible for the defender of the animalist
theory to say that human beings are persons for the period of their
lives when they are in possession of the required mental features.
However, some philosophers have expressed dissatisfaction with
this conception of personhood. If the conditions of personhood are
given in terms of a list of features, then person is a ‘nominal kind’,
as opposed to a real kind: it is not defined in terms of its underlying
real nature (see Lowe 1996). Being a person is like being a teacher,
a phase that one goes through, but not an ‘abiding sort’, as Paul
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Snowdon (1990) puts it. But, if questions about persons are indeed
connected to what is the most important and problematical in our
lives, then we might expect personhood to attach more strongly
and meaningfully to our existence than simply like a phase that we
go through.

Another consideration against the ‘phase’ conception of person-
hood is connected to the first of the four questions about persons I
listed above: the treatment due to persons. For example, destroying
persons is deeply wrong, persons cannot be treated as commodities,
persons are not to be used as means to ends, and so on. This treat-
ment extends to human beings who cannot be regarded as persons
according to the straightforward application of the psychological
criteria: small babies, severely mentally handicapped people, people
in a persistent vegetative state.

One way to overcome this difficulty is to say that persons are
members of a natural kind whose normal mature members possess
some characteristic features, including having a certain kind of
mind. The apparent advantage of this view is that it makes persons
a real kind, as opposed to a nominal kind, since it analyses the
conditions for personhood in terms of belonging to a natural kind.
Another advantage is that, in this view, members of the kind
who do not actually possess the requisite psychological features still
count as persons, in virtue of belonging to the kind whose other
members do have the right kind of psychology. This view can be
regarded as a version of the animalist theory mentioned earlier.
But, unlike the previous version we considered, it does not regard
personhood as a phase that human animals go through, but rather
as something that belongs to the essence of the kind.

Despite these apparent advantages, this view also faces certain
difficulties. For example, it is not directly obvious how it accounts
for the intuitions that psychological continuity may be enough
for my survival even if my animal organism ceases to exist. It is
also not clear to me that we should exclude the possibility that
something other than a member of a natural kind—for example,
a machine—could be a person; or that an exceptionally bright
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member of an otherwise dull kind could be a person. I cannot
attempt to resolve these questions here. The point I would like
to make is that my intention is to formulate my proposal so that
it is compatible with this theory of personhood. For notice that,
although, in this view, conditions of personhood are not given
straightforwardly as possession of a list of mental features, still there
is an essential reference to this list, through the reference to the
characteristic features of normal members of the kind. And that
is enough for my purposes. I am happy with the conclusion that
the Cartesian list of mental features is crucial in determining the
criteria of personhood; either because persons have the kind of
mind we have, or because persons are members of a species whose
normal members have the kind of mind we have.

David Wiggins is one of the defenders of the view that, for
personhood as we know it, identity of persons coincides with the
identity of human beings (Wiggins 2001: ch. 7). Wiggins considers
a possible objection: that someone may suggest that what matters
for personhood is that we experience ourselves as subjects of con-
sciousness, and thus what matters for personal identity is continuity
in this respect. Wiggins’s reply is that, in fact, the human-being
theory can incorporate this circumstance—for cognitive faculties
are prominent among the activities that specifically characterize
our kind. And we take these into account when we track a human
being through her life.

I cannot claim that my proposal is compatible with every detail
of every theory of personhood. Something like Wiggins’s view
may differ from my approach if it searches for conditions for
personhood, not only among our mental, but also among our
bodily features, since the latter are also characteristic of our kind.
In this case, the right kind of psychology may still be a necessary,
though not sufficient, condition for personhood, so the list of
mental features would still play a crucial role in the criteria for
personhood. Even so, I would be somewhat reluctant to embrace
this idea, since, as I mentioned when introducing the topic of
personhood, it seems to me that creatures other than human
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beings—other species, extraterrestrials, machines—may also be
persons and treated as one of us. In any case, what I wanted to
point out in this section is that, by tying the criteria of personhood
to the possession of the kind of mind we have, I do not mean to
exclude animalist theories of personal identity and their underlying
theory of personhood.

To sum up: the worry formulated at the beginning of this section
was that my view that to be a person is to be the kind of mind
we have commits me to a Lockean view of persons, and exposes
my theory to the objections the Lockean view faces. In response,
I have explained that I do not want to exclude a weaker or
more qualified version of my proposal: where personhood is not
defined straightforwardly in terms of possessing the requisite mental
features, but indirectly, as being a member of a kind whose normal
mature members possess the mental features in question. My main
point is that the list of mental features has a deep significance for
the issue of personhood, but this point is compatible with a variety
of theories of personal identity and personhood.

3.6 Conclusion of Part One

The Cartesian theory of mind has received severe criticism in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Anthony Kenny (1989: p. vii)
said that—like Ryle—he regarded ‘the inheritance of Descartes as
being the single most substantial obstacle to a correct philosophical
understanding of the nature of human mind’. In these first three
chapters, I have attempted to do something towards restoring the
reputation of the Cartesian conception. I have analysed the method
we can extricate from the Second Mediation to draw up the list
of mental phenomena, and I have suggested that the mind, for
us, includes the kind of things we can get to know in a way
no one else can. I have argued that the resulting list is the same
as what we intuitively classify as belonging to the mental; and
have tried to show the significance of this by arguing that the
possession of the same collection of features (by an individual or
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members of her kind) is necessary for us to regard someone as
a person.

Some readers will perhaps object to this theory being called
Cartesian, since I have refused to embrace some central tenets of
Descartes’s theory: I dispense with the quest for certainty, I do not
commit myself to a foundationalist epistemology, and I claim to
be neutral on the issue of dualism. Still, as I have tried to show
in the previous chapters, Descartes is also the originator of the
fundamental idea behind the Cartesian theory defended here; and
surely, after so much bad press, it is only right to credit him with
an insight for once.

There is another reason why I find it appropriate to call the view
defended here Cartesian. In the last few decades, so-called ‘external-
ist’ theories of the mind—theories that maintain that certain mental
features constitutively depend on facts outside the subject—have
gained widespread acceptance. Externalism is sometimes hailed as
the most fundamental criticism of the Cartesian conception of the
mind, but the targets of the externalist critique are often materialist
theories. On this way of looking at things, internalism—that is, an
opposition to externalism—rather than dualism, is the character-
istic feature of the Cartesian view. As John McDowell says in the
blurb of Gregory McCulloch’s ardently externalist book (1995):
‘It is a very important insight that we make almost no headway
with the problems Descartes left to the philosophy of mind by
rejecting his immateralism’—the real cure being, in McDowell’s
and McCulloch’s view, the rejection of internalism. In the second
part of the book, I join the internalism/externalism debate. I shall
argue that my Cartesian view is essentially internalist, since, once
we accept that privileged accessibility is the mark of the mental,
we find ourselves in conflict with externalist theories. But this
Cartesian view is fundamental to our conception of the mind.
Therefore externalism must go.



PART TWO

Internalism and Externalism
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4

THE INTERNAL
AND THE EXTERNAL

4.1 The Boundary Between the Internal
and the External

In the first three chapters, I have argued for a certain ‘Cartesian’
conception of the mind; according to this conception, the mind is
what is known through a faculty that provides us privileged access to
its subject matter. At the end of Chapter 3, I said that, even though
I depart from Descartes on a number of important points, one rea-
son why I still find it appropriate to call the theory ‘Cartesian’ is that
internalism is often regarded as the essential feature of a Cartesian
theory, and my own conception is internalist. That is, I believe that
a subject’s mental features are determined by her internal states. In
order to show that my Cartesian theory is indeed internalist, I have
to establish a connection between privileged accessibility as the
mark of the mental, on the one hand, and the thesis of internalism,
on the other. It has been argued before that externalism is incom-
patible with the thesis of privileged access to our thought contents,
but the charge of incompatibility has been also heavily disputed. I
believe that progress will be made in this rather complicated debate
only if we first clarify what exactly the internalism/externalism
controversy is. This is going to occupy us in this chapter.

This chapter draws on material in Farkas (2003) and Farkas (2006). The present discussion
(hopefully) answers some objections I had not quite realized before and that emerged from
various reactions to the 2003 paper.
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Externalism about cognitive content has been discussed for
almost forty years, and has become almost an orthodoxy in the
philosophy of mind. A number of views have been called ‘exter-
nalist’ even within this area, but I shall focus my attention on what
may be called ‘Twin Earth externalism’, the version of externalism
that is expressly motivated by Twin Earth style arguments. The
prototype of these arguments is, of course, Putnam’s argument in
‘The Meaning of ‘‘Meaning’’ ’ (1975a). The story has been told
many times, but in any case I will state it for the record.

We are asked to imagine a planet called ‘Twin Earth’, which
is just like Earth in most respects, with one difference. The trans-
parent, colourless, odourless liquid that flows in the rivers of
Twin Earth, and that people on Twin Earth who speak a lan-
guage that sounds just like English call ‘water’, is not H2O, but
has a different complex chemical composition, which we shall
abbreviate as XYZ. H2O and XYZ are distinguishable only by
using sophisticated chemical analysis, but in normal circumstances
they look, smell, and taste the same. Putnam’s first contention
is that XYZ is not water. If a spaceship travelled from Earth to
Twin Earth, travellers from Earth might think first that Twin
Earth had water; later, when chemical analysis was done, they
would find that they had been wrong. Since XYZ is not water,
our word ‘water’ does not refer to XYZ, and parallel consider-
ations would show that the Twin Earth word ‘water’ does not
refer to H2O.

Next we are asked to go back in time to say 1750, when the
chemical composition of water was not known. Putnam maintains
that the word ‘water’ had the same reference back then as it has
now; the subsequent discovery that water is H2O has not changed
the meaning and hence the reference of ‘water’, but simply taught
us something about the stuff we have been calling ‘water’ all along.
If this is right, then already back in 1750 the word ‘water’ as used
on Earth referred only to H2O, and not to XYZ. And similar
considerations about Twin Earth would show that their word
‘water’ referred only to XYZ, and not to H2O.
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Now enter Oscar, an inhabitant of Earth who lived in 1750, and
suppose that, by some cosmic coincidence, there lived someone on
Twin Earth, call him ‘Twin Oscar’ (known to his friends simply
as ‘Oscar’), who was an exact replica of Oscar, and shared the
same history throughout his lifetime. Oscar refers exclusively to
H2O by ‘water’, and Twin Oscar refers exclusively to XYZ by
‘water’. Therefore, the story continues, the belief Oscar expresses
by the sentence ‘Water quenches thirst’ is true if and only if
H2O quenches thirst, while the belief Twin Oscar expresses by the
sentence ‘Water quenches thirst’ is true if and only if XYZ quenches
thirst. Since the truth conditions of their beliefs are different, so
are the contents of these beliefs. But we agreed that Oscar and
Twin Oscar are internally the same. Consequently, the content of
some mental states depends on factors outside the individual. This
is externalism, which is opposed to the internalist view that the
content of our mental states is determined by our internal states. I
shall analyse and criticize this argument in Chapter 7, but, before I
do that, we first have to find out what exactly externalism involves.

The externalist thesis is formulated in a variety of ways:

• The content of a subject’s thoughts depends on, or is indi-
viduated by, facts external to the subject.

• The content of a subject’s thoughts does not supervene on
her internal states.

• A subject’s having certain thoughts presupposes or entails the
existence or particular nature of things that are external to the
subject.

• The content of a subject’s thoughts are not determined by
her intrinsic properties.

• Some content properties are relational.

There may be other versions, but all versions agree in one
point—namely, drawing a boundary between the external and
the internal, or some related notions. Since I shall focus on the
internal/external distinction, let me say a few words about the
other terms.
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The claim that content properties are (determined by) relational
properties is contrasted to the claim that these properties are
intrinsic; though some prefer to say that the opposite of ‘intrinsic’
is ‘extrinsic’. The precise definition of ‘intrinsic’ is by no means a
trivial issue, as shown by a considerable debate on this subject—see,
for example, the summary in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Weatherson 2007). I do not want to get involved in the details of
this debate, since hopefully nothing I say depends on them. The
basic notion of intrinsic properties is something like this: those
properties that depend wholly on the individual itself, and not
on the rest of the world. Sometimes this is further explained as
the properties that an individual could have even if the rest of
the world did not exist. All these notions rely on the distinction
between the individual and the rest of the world. We must then have
an idea of what belongs to, or is part of, the individual, and an idea
of its ‘boundaries’, or where the ‘rest of the world’ starts. This is
the same as what we are trying to capture by saying that things are
‘internal’ or ‘external’ to an individual, so it seems that it is the latter
distinction that we have to clarify first. In the following discussion,
while focusing on the internal/external distinction, I shall indicate
how my findings apply to the formulations of externalism that rely
on the intrinsic/non-intrinsic distinction.

In order to understand the exact content of the externalist thesis,
we need to understand what the phrases ‘internal’ and ‘external’
mean. There is one interpretation that seems to be accepted in many
discussions: that ‘external’ means external to the body or skin (or brain)
of the subject (cf., e.g., Burge 1988: 650; Jackson and Pettit 1988:
220; McCulloch 1995: 189; Boghossian 1997: 163; Davies 1998:
322; MacDonald 1998: 124; McLaughlin and Tye 1998: 285.) Then
the externalist thesis claims that the content of a subject’s thoughts
or sentences depends on facts external to her skin. This conception
certainly gets support from Putnam’s original formulation, that
‘meanings ain’t in the head’ (Putnam 1975a). However, I shall
try to show that the point of externalism is not really about the
individuating facts being inside or outside the skin.
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As I said, my interest here lies in the version of externalism
expressly motivated by Twin Earth style arguments, which feature
two subjects whose internal states are stipulated to be the same.
This suggests a way of finding out what ‘external’ and ‘internal’
mean. We have to focus on the relation between the Twins; what is
this thing they share, which, according to the externalist, is not
sufficient to individuate the content of their thoughts? If we can
say what this is, then we have a grasp on what ‘internal’ is; and
everything that the Twins may not share will be ‘external’. (There
is a connection here with intrinsic properties: for one suggestion is
that intrinsic properties are those that duplicates share; so we need
to find out in what sense the Twins are duplicates of each other.)¹

Given the assumption that ‘internal’ means ‘inside the skin’
and ‘external’ means ‘outside the skin’, the usual strategy has
two subjects whose in-the-skin states are (qualitatively) physically
identical. So the relation between the Twins is identity in qualitative
physical make-up. In what follows, I shall argue that the stipulation
about identity in physical make-up fails to secure the point of
the externalist argument. This means that the interpretation of
‘internal’ as ‘inside the skin’ is inadequate; the boundary between
the internal and the external should not be drawn around the skin.

4.2 Identity in Physical Make-Up

If internal physical duplicates have different thought contents—as
the conclusion of the Twin Earth argument claims—this is bad

¹ The Twin Earth scenarios that stipulate a difference in the physical environment of the
Twins support one variety of argument for externalism. Another highly influential version
stipulates differences in the Twins’ social environment, in particular, in the use of words in
their linguistic communities (see the examples about ‘elm’ and ‘beach’ in Putnam 1975a,
and about ‘arthritis’ in Burge 1979). The view that the content of one’s thought depends
on features of one’s social environment is sometimes called ‘anti-individualism’, in which
case, I take it that it is a specific form of externalism, for the features of a subject’s social
environment are decidedly external to the subject. In other cases ‘anti-individualism’ is used
simply as a synonym for ‘externalism’ (e.g., in Brown 2004). I shall use the term ‘internalism’
throughout, and regard individualism or social internalism as a variety of internalism, so
hopefully my conclusions cover all varieties.
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news for all theories that claim that contents supervene on internal
physical properties. This argument still fails to address those dualists
who deny the supervenience of contents on physical states, arguably
with Descartes himself among them. To remedy this problem, and
make the externalist argument effective against dualist internalist
theories, one could suggest that, in addition to internal physical
sameness, we should also stipulate that the Twins should share their
intrinsic non-physical properties (that is, if they have any). It is not
obvious that this move helps; but, however that may be, there is
another difficulty.

Arguably, at least some diseases are natural kinds: they have
some superficial properties (the symptoms), on the basis of which
we normally identify them, and some underlying structure that is
responsible for their superficial properties—for example, a certain
inflammation caused by some bacteria. We can then design the
following Twin Earth case: suppose that the disease known as
‘meningitis’ on Twin Earth, which has exactly the same symptoms
and overall effects as meningitis on Earth, is in fact not caused
by the bacterium meningococcus (as on Earth), but by a different
bacterium, which we will call ‘XYZ’. Consider Oscar on Earth,
suffering from meningitis back in 1750, when the bacterium causing
meningitis was unknown, and Twin Oscar on Twin Earth, who is
as similar to Oscar as possible, except that at the same time he is
suffering from the disease caused by XYZ. Then it seems that the
argument could proceed in the same way as in the original Twin
Earth case: Oscar’s thought ‘meningitis is a dangerous disease’ has
a different content from Twin Oscar’s parallel thought, because
Oscar is thinking about meningitis, and Twin Oscar is thinking
about the disease caused by XYZ. We reached a conclusion
very similar in spirit to the externalist thesis, but the relevant
individuating facts in this case are inside the body.

It may be noticed that the original Twin Earth example involving
‘water’ is in fact similar to the meningitis case: as it has been
repeatedly pointed out, the Twins of the original example cannot
be physically identical, since the human body contains a significant
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amount of water. The objection is usually not regarded as very
serious; the general feeling was that we could find a better example,
about a substance that is not found in the human body, so everyone
continued using the water example. I suggest that our willingness to
overlook this problem in the original argument is better explained
by the fact that the point of externalism is not whether the
individuating facts are inside or outside the body. In fact, this
becomes even clearer in a later version of the argument Putnam
offers: in that version, Twin Earth water is 20 per cent grain alcohol,
and the body chemistry of Twin people is changed so that they
react to this mixture as we do to water (Putnam 1981: 23). This
argument seems to pass as an argument for Twin Earth externalism,
and yet the condition of internal physical sameness is obviously
violated. The meningitis example helps to bring out the point even
more clearly, since our stereotype about meningitis is formed on
the basis of its occurrences in the human body, whereas the same
is not true of water.

Some philosophers motivate the externalist analysis of the water
argument simply by intuitions, others back up their intuitions with
a certain theory of natural kind terms. It seems that, whichever
motivation is at work in the original example, it is also present in the
meningitis case. So, if any argument for externalism based on nat-
ural kind terms is worth anything, the meningitis case is just as good
an example as any other natural kind. Or, to put it in another way: if
someone claimed that Oscar and Twin Oscar meant something dif-
ferent by ‘meningitis’ because of the unknown microscopic differ-
ence in their bodies, then this would be as unacceptable to someone
with internalist inclinations as any other externalist conclusion. If
this is right, then we have a perfectly good argument for externalism
that is based on the ‘external’ facts being inside the body.

Notice that here it would not help much if we formulated the
conclusion of the Twin Earth argument in terms of the intrin-
sic/extrinsic distinction, instead of the internal/external. Gabriel
Segal, who defines the internalism/externalism controversy in
terms of intrinsic and relational properties, gives chemical and
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micro-structural constitution as examples of intrinsic properties
(Segal 2000: 1–2). Susana Nuccetelli formulates the debate in terms
of ‘local’ properties, where ‘local’ (which she uses as synonymous
with ‘internal’ or ‘intrinsic’) properties are those that do not
presuppose the existence of anything other than the subject, or,
equivalently, shared by internal replicas. And her example of an
internal property is having kidneys (Nuccetelli 2003: 3). On any
theory that holds that my body is (part of) me, facts about bodily
constitution are intrinsic properties. So, in the meningitis example,
the externalist conclusion is reached by pointing out that the
Twins have different thoughts because of their different intrin-
sic properties. Then ‘internal’ in the externalist thesis cannot mean
‘inside the body’, and we should seek for another interpretation.
Those who find this convincing may want to skip to the next
section; those who do not are perhaps worrying about some of the
objections I will try to address in the rest of this section.

It strikes me as obvious that the point of the meningitis argument
is exactly the same as the point of the water argument, but some
will perhaps disagree. The objection could run like this:

no one denies that some in-the-skin facts make a difference to
the content of our thoughts, therefore it should not come as
a surprise that subjects with different physical make-up have
different thoughts. The point of the Twin Earth arguments
is that even if you stipulate molecule for molecule identity,
the thoughts could still differ. Given that we have this stronger
thesis, why should we care about the weaker thesis? Anyway,
externalism is the view that mental contents do not supervene
on bodily states, so the issue between the internalist and the
externalist is whether molecule for molecule identical Twins can have
different thoughts or not. The protagonists of the meningitis
example are not Twins in this sense, so whatever we say about
their thoughts will be irrelevant to the issue of externalism.

Let me offer the following analogy to illustrate what seems to
me wrong with this objection. Suppose that we stipulate that our
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Twins, Oscar and Twin Oscar, should be molecule for molecule
identical, and, furthermore, that they should wear ‘identical’ ties.
Then we run the usual Twin Earth argument, and come up with
the following interesting thesis: mental contents do not supervene
on bodily states plus tie states. Interesting indeed, someone will
say, but could you not run the argument without the ties? Our
reply comes readily: if we have the stronger thesis about bodily plus
tie states, why should we care about the weaker thesis? Anyway,
tie externalism is about Twins who satisfy the given stipulations;
so, whatever you say about Twins who are merely molecule for
molecule identical, it will be irrelevant to our purposes.

I assume that my opponents will acknowledge that defending
tie externalism is pointless, but they may still remain unconvinced
that the point I am making here has much significance. They
will now admit that the Twins do not have to be molecule for
molecule identical: for example, Oscar could be an inch taller than
Twin Oscar, and the argument will work just as well. After all,
they will say, not even an internalist thinks that every aspect of
our internal states is relevant for determining the content of our
thoughts, though, of course, we cannot tell exactly which ones are
relevant and which ones are not. So it is not surprising that we
can run Twin Earth arguments with subjects who are not exactly
internally identical.

But this reply still fails to address the point raised by the
meningitis example. In some cases, internalist and externalist could
happily agree that an internal physical difference implies a mental
difference between two subjects; for example, in cases where the
internal difference concerns some brain state that has an established
connection with certain representations. In other cases, they can
happily agree that an internal physical difference is unlikely to
make any difference to thought contents—for example, if Oscar’s
appendix is a few millimetres longer than Twin Oscar’s appendix.
The striking feature of the meningitis case is the disagreement
between the internalist and the externalist: there is an internal
difference, the internalist thinks that there is no reason to think
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there is a mental difference, and the externalist thinks that there is
every reason to think that there is one. Why? Why did this case
not invoke the agreement seen in the other cases? It seems that,
without answering this question, we cannot really understand what
is really at stake in the internalism/externalism debate.

Here is a final worry before I move on. Someone might say that
internalists and externalists could all agree about particular cases:
for example, if Oscar is an inch taller than Twin Oscar, or if Oscar
is a gram heavier than Twin Oscar, this does not change much the
essence of the externalist arguments. However, this objector might
insist that there is no way to specify what counts in general as a relevant
difference in bodily states—relevant in the sense that it gives the
externalist his point—and what does not. Ties come off easily, but
bodily parts do not. Therefore, the argument continues, the only
logical or natural way to draw the boundary between external and
internal is around the body or the brain. But this objection works
only if there is indeed no other way to draw the boundary, and I
want to show precisely that there is.

4.3 External/Internal Defined

In the previous section, I noted that internalism can come in
both a physicalist and a dualist version, and a general externalist
thesis should be effective against dualist versions of internalism
as well. Further, I argued that externalism—or something very
much like it—can arise with respect to facts inside the body. The
next question is whether it is possible to define externalism in a
way that accommodates these two points, especially the second.
The new definition must depart from the idea that the skin is the
boundary between the internal and the external. I admit that this
creates a certain difficulty: if the usual understanding is based on
the in-the-skin/outside-the-skin conception, then it seems that I
simply change the subject if I propose a modification. After all, if
numerous philosophers explicitly say—and they do—what they
mean by externalism, then we should take their word for it. I do
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all your past experiences with twater would have been subjectively
the same as your experiences with water. In the versions where
the body chemistry varies from Earth to Twin Earth you should
imagine a counterfactual swap of body chemistries. This suggests
that the relation between the Twins is that things appear (look, taste,
smell, sound) the same for them; or the world is (and has always been) the
same from their subjective viewpoint. The externalist thesis would then
be that thought contents could be different even if appearances
were the same; that content depends on factors that are external to the
subject’s point of view.

Let me list the reasons that recommend this relation as the
basis for formulating the internalism/externalism debate. First, at
least prima facie, one way to create subjectively indistinguishable
situations is to keep the internal physical make-up of the subject
constant, while varying the outside causes of her experiences.
Internal physical sameness (with a few extra assumptions) then
preserves the subjective viewpoint. This means that all customarily
discussed Twin Earth cases, involving identity in physical make-up,
would turn out Twin Earth cases on this understanding too, so
I can take on board all the examples that are discussed on the
traditional understanding.

Secondly, the same notion seems to be working in the brain-
in-a-vat scenario. According to the familiar sceptical hypothesis I
have already mentioned in Chapter 1, I could be a bodiless brain
that is placed in a vat and fed by a perfect global hallucinatory
experience through a computer. The crucial point here is that
I cannot subjectively distinguish my present situation from the
situation of being a vat brain; that is why the hypothesis threatens
to undermine our knowledge of the external world. Internalists
and (some) externalists disagree about vat brains: the former say that
they have the same thoughts as their embodied counterparts, while
the latter deny this. My proposal about the content of the externalist
thesis fits this situation nicely: my internalist position is that, since
everything seems the same for vat-brains, their thought contents
are the same; one would have to be an externalist to deny this.
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Thirdly, the proposal covers the cases discussed in Section 4.2.
In the meningitis case, and in both versions of the water case,
the point of the argument is not that the Twins are molecule
for molecule identical (as they are not); the crucial stipulation in
the scenario is that, things appear the same for the Twins. The
proposal is also applicable to dualist theories. The key of the demon
hypothesis is that, if we were deceived by the demon, everything
would appear the same. Descartes believes that, even if this were
the case, all our thoughts would be the same—and this makes it
immediately clear why Descartes’s theory is an internalist theory.

Fourthly, understanding the relation between the Twins in terms
of things appearing the same is also applicable to other brands
of externalist arguments. Putnam’s argument (1975a) from the
division of linguistic labour, and Burge’s argument (1979) for social
externalism, both involve imagining two linguistic communities
where the use of certain expressions differ. Then we are to place
a Twin in each of these communities, and, according to the
argument, they will have different concepts. These arguments
would not be arguments for externalism if the Twins somehow
registered the relevant differences in usage. The crucial assumption
of the scenario is again that, if the Twins were counterfactually
swapped, the situation would appear the same for the subject.

In fact, in the literature on externalism, the Twins’ situation
is characterized in these terms all the time, as the following
few examples will illustrate. Jessica Brown (2004: 38) says the
counterfactual Twin scenario ‘is set up in such a way that things
would seem subjectively just the same to the subject if she were in
that environment’. Gary Ebbs (2005) describes the Twins’ situation
as ‘subjectively equivalent’. Anthony Brueckner (1990: 449) says
that, ‘if I were on Twin-Earth thinking that some twater is dripping,
things would seem exactly as they now seem (and have seemed)’.
Simon Blackburn (1984: 324), defending internalism, describes
a series of Twin Earth style scenarios where ‘everything is the
same from the subject’s point of view’. In criticizing Blackburn’s
internalist position, John McDowell (1986: 157) still agrees as far
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counterfactual situation, having grown up on Twin Earth, where
he is again drinking a glass of transparent, odourless, tasteless liquid
he calls ‘water’. As usual, we assume that in Oscar’s counterfactual
life on Twin Earth everything is the same as in his actual life, apart
from the chemical composition of the stuff called ‘water’. The
crucial feature of these situations is that, in some sense, they are
subjectively indistinguishable.

The Twin Earth thought experiment is often told, not as the
story of one person in an actual and counterfactual situation, but as
the story of two people in the same world: Oscar on Earth, and his
Doppelgänger, Twin Oscar on Twin Earth. It seems that there is
an interesting relation between Oscar’s water-drinking experience
and Twin Oscar’s twater-drinking experience too, which does not
hold between say Oscar’s water-drinking experience and Twin
Oscar’s wine-drinking experience: namely that the water- and
twater-drinking experiences involve things seeming the same.

Another important group of examples is familiar from discussions
in epistemology, or scepticism, or the theory of perception. The
issue is often introduced in something like the following fashion:

Suppose I now see a teacup in front of me. Would it not be
possible that everything seems the same, and yet the teacup I take
myself to be perceiving is not there? Would it not be possible to
have a hallucination that was subjectively indistinguishable from
my present experience? If this is a genuine possibility, how do I
know it is not happening right now?

The fact that such hallucinations are possible is supposed to be
highly significant for the understanding of perception and percep-
tual knowledge. Central to these considerations is the idea of a
veridical perception and the ‘corresponding’ hallucination—that
is, the hallucination that I am wondering whether I am having
instead of my perception. The brain-in-a-vat example I mentioned
briefly in Chapter 1 is an extension of this idea: Oscar’s vat-brain
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counterpart has hallucinations corresponding to each of Oscar’s
veridical perceptions. These experiences, just like the water- and
twater-drinking experiences, are subjectively indistinguishable.

I shall call all these pairs of situations ‘Twin situations’; Twin
situations can involve two actual subjects in different environ-
ments—Earth and Twin Earth, or embodied and vat-world—or
an actual and a counterfactual subject in different environments.
The reason I consider all these pairings is that an internalist would
be committed to the claim that contents (and all other mental
features) can remain the same through all these variations. In the
traditional understanding, this is a result of the fact that a subject
could have actual or counterfactual, Twin Earth, hallucinating,
or vat-brain counterparts who have the same internal physical
make-up. In the alternative understanding that I recommend, it
should still be the case that ‘internal sameness’ can remain constant
throughout these external variations. I am thereby making the
claim that the same relation is constitutive of all the different types
of Twin situations; that, for example, the relation between the
experiences of Oscar and his Twin Earth counterpart is the same
as the relation between a veridical perception and a corresponding
hallucination, and hence between the experiences of Oscar and his
vat-brain counterpart. This claim can be challenged. So it is part of
my task to show that there is a relation that covers all types of Twin
situations—again, because I take this to be part of the internalist
commitment.

The question is: how should we understand the relation con-
stitutive of the Twin situations? This is important, first, because
this relation is the basis of the internalism/externalism controversy.
Internalists say that subjects in the Twin situations have the same
mental features; externalists deny this. But, quite apart from the role
it may play in defining the internalism/externalism controversy,
this is a question that certainly deserves our attention. In each
type of case, there does seem to be an interesting relation between
Twin situations, something that every theory of experience should
account for.
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4.5 Physical or Functional Equivalence

First, let me point out again that there is little hope that we can give
an illuminating analysis of the Twin situations in purely physical
terms. This is shown by the examples considered so far, like the
meningitis case or indeed the water case itself. In general, it is very
plausible that two experiences could be indistinguishable even if
their physical realizations were somewhat different; all we need to
support this idea is any possibility of multiple physical realization
for experiences. On certain views, internal physical sameness of
Twins would be sufficient for creating indistinguishable situations;
but I doubt that the condition would be necessary on any theory.
So we cannot simply equate the relation between the Twins with
physical sameness.

It may be suggested that the relation constitutive of Twin situ-
ations could be understood in terms of behavioural or functional
sameness: this would be less strict than complete qualitative identity
in physical make-up, but could perhaps capture what is shared by
the Twins. The idea is that Oscar’s behaviour vis-à-vis water is the
same as Twin Oscar’s behaviour vis-à-vis twater. The behavioural
or functional specification would be formulated in non-mental
terms, and restricted to narrow states—that is, it would take into
account only the subject’s bodily states. We need the latter con-
straint because, if we allowed descriptions of the Twins’ behaviour
in terms of relations to their environment, their behaviour might
turn out to be different: one is holding a glass of water, the other
is holding a glass of twater. Still, a lot of people had the feeling
that, in some sense, Oscar’s and Twin Oscar’s behaviour is the
same, though this sameness is more difficult to characterize than
one would initially think—precisely because the most natural way
to describe behaviour is with reference to the environment, and
the environments in this case could be different in all sorts of way.

But, even if we do succeed in finding such a description, there is
reason to think that behavioural or functional equivalence in itself
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cannot capture what it is for two experiences to be subjectively
indistinguishable or to seem the same. Behavioural or functional
sameness does not guarantee that both subjects are conscious, and
hence that they have experiences in the first place. One of them
could be a functionally equivalent zombie: in that case, we could
hardly say that everything seems the same to them. Notice that
this possibility is consistent with physicalism, even in a necessarily
supervenient version; we have allowed that the two subjects could
be physically different, so perhaps one of them is missing the bit that
is needed for being conscious, while being functionally equivalent
to the other.

These considerations suggest that a characterization in merely
physical terms will not capture the relation between the Twins;
instead, I suggest, we should look for an analysis in mental terms.
I see two basic directions to develop such an analysis. The first
we may call a metaphysical direction, in the sense that the account
would be based on the sameness of certain mental properties between
the two situations. The other direction is what I call epistemic, which
would be based on some epistemic attitude a subject has towards
Twin situations. The next section considers the first option, which
is the one I am going to adopt.

4.6 Phenomenal Properties Introduced

Let me start my own account of the Twin situations with the claim
that perceptual experiences have a phenomenal character, which
determines what it is like to have that experience. I also claim
that the phenomenal character of the Twins’ experiences is the
same. This is how I suggest developing this notion. An ordinary
perceptual experience is a mental event; an event of something
appearing (looking, sounding, smelling, tasting, feeling) to us in
a certain way; or of it appearing to us that something is in a
certain way (this description is more suitable for hallucinations,
where there is not literally any ‘thing’ that appears to us in some
way). The mental nature of the experience is given by how things
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appear to us when having that experience. In the case of perceptual
experiences, this is the experience’s phenomenal character, or what
it is like to have that experience.

We can extend this treatment to sensations. A sensation is the same
as things feeling in a certain way; and, in so far as two sensations
involve feeling in the same way in some respect—for example,
two sensations both involve that I feel warmed—the same feeling
is involved in both, and hence they share a phenomenal property.
When I say that ‘things’ feel a certain way, I do not necessarily
mean that the sensation has an object. I have in mind constructions
to characterize a sensation like ‘how does it feel being up there?’ or
‘it feels cold around here’, where the ‘it’ fulfils a function similar
to the ‘it’ of ‘it is raining’, and hence does not denote a particular
thing feeling cold, unless of course that thing is the subject herself.
It may turn out on further analysis that some, or all, sensations
have an intentional object—perhaps the subject herself or part of
the subject—but I would like the initial characterization to remain
neutral on this question.

If two experiences involve things appearing or feeling in the same
way in a certain respect, then, to that extent, their phenomenal
character is shared. If this book on the table appears blue and
rectangular shaped to me, and, when I turn my eyes to the
bookshelf, this other book appears to have the same colour and
shape, then the phenomenal character of these two experiences
shares some properties: the same apparent colour and shape are
involved in both. When I characterize a visual experience as ‘the
book appearing blue’, I mean that this is the experience, not that
this is the content of the experience. The content of the experience
is that the book is blue, not that it appears blue. The fact that it
appears in this way to me is the same as the fact that I have a certain
visual experience.

When I say that things appear the same (colour, shape, or
otherwise), this amounts to saying that the experiences of things
looking in this way for some subjects have a common phenomenal
property. So appearance properties are primarily properties of
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experiences; when we talk of, say, the book having an appearance
property, this should be understood as derivative of the property
that an experience of that book has. If we say that white things
appear red in red light, this is to be understood as a reference
to the typical experiences of certain kind of perceivers in those
circumstances.

A further class of mental events with an obvious phenomenal
or what-it-is-like character are occurrent emotions. And, in fact,
we can further extend the notion of phenomenal character to all
conscious thought. Sensory experiences and certain kinds of emotions
are usually offered as the paradigmatic examples of conscious men-
tal states or events with a ‘what-is-it-like’ character; but several
philosophers have argued that the notion makes very good sense
applied to pure conscious thought. Galen Strawson (1994) con-
vincingly showed that there is a phenomenology of understanding
that is present in cognitive processes and cannot be identified
with the sensory aspects of experience. Terence Horgan, John
Tienson, and George Graham (Horgan and Tienson 2002; Horgan
et al. 2004) have presented a whole range of mental features of our
conscious life that have their distinctive phenomenology. These
include ‘the phenomenology of agency: the what-it’s-like of apparently
voluntarily controlling’; the ‘conative and cognitive phenomenology: the
what-it’s-like of consciously (as opposed to unconsciously) under-
going various occurrent propositional attitudes’, which further
include ‘(i) the phenomenology of attitude type and (ii) the phe-
nomenology of content’ (Horgan et al. 2004: 305; see also Siewert
1998; Loar 2003). What it is like to think about water is different
from what it is like to think about wine: the difference is something
that impinges on one’s consciousness. Wanting to drink wine or
firmly deciding to refrain from drinking wine are again mental
features that are phenomenologically very different. The argu-
ments for this extended sense of the phenomenal are often based
on invitations to reflect upon the nature of conscious experience.
David Pitt (2004) puts forward a different argument, which is very
congenial to the project of this book. Pitt argues that the possibility
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of introspective knowledge of contents shows that cognition must
have a phenomenology.

As Horgan and Tienson (2002: 522) remark, ‘the overall phe-
nomenology of these kinds of intentional states involves abstractable
aspects which themselves are distinctively phenomenological’. This
is the key to establishing sameness of phenomenal properties of,
say, cognitive attitudes in a way similar to sameness of phenomenal
properties of experiences. Wanting to drink wine and not wanting
to drink wine share the abstractable phenomenology of thinking
about wine; wanting to drink wine and wanting to drink water
share the abstractable phenomenology of wanting. The hope is that
the entire range of our conscious mental events, everything that
passes in the stream of consciousness, can be characterized with the
help of phenomenal properties.

My suggestion is to characterize the relation between Twins as
the sameness of the phenomenal character of all their conscious
thought and experience. So when we say that everything seems the
same for the Twins, we say that there is a way things seem for them,
which is the same. The suggestion builds on the extended sense of
‘phenomenal’ properties I explained above, with phenomenology
attributed to cognition, as well as to sensory or emotive features.
If my arguments in this chapter and the next are correct, and
this is indeed the best way to characterize the Twin situations,
then we may have, in this account, an additional argument for
the extended sense of the phenomenal. The Twins should have
phenomenally identical sensory experiences of the liquid known
to them as ‘water’, but their cognitive attitudes towards this liquid
should also be the same, in some sense. The suggestion is that this
sense is the sameness of the phenomenology of cognition.

4.7 Narrow Content

The suggestion to characterize the relation between Twins as
the sameness of the phenomenal character of all their conscious
thought and experience is one of the ‘metaphysical’ accounts of
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the relation constitutive of the Twin situations. If we wanted to
capture the relation between the Twins in terms of shared mental
properties, an alternative (or additional) option would be to say
that perceptual experiences represent the world in a certain way,
and the representational content of the Twins’ experiences is the same.

This suggestion has to be qualified. To recall, we are planning
to analyse internal sameness in terms of the relation between
Twins, and then formulate the controversy between internalists
and externalists in terms of what internal sameness, and hence
standing in this relation, imply: internalists say it implies sameness
of mental features, externalists deny this. So, clearly, it has to be
common ground between internalists and externalists that Twins
stand in this relation. But then we cannot claim that Twins share
all their mental contents, because this is precisely what externalists
deny. A possible solution is to distinguish the ‘narrow’ and ‘broad’
content of mental states, and claim that the narrow content of the
Twins’ thoughts and experiences is the same (for various versions
of the distinction, see McGinn 1982; Fodor 1987; Loar 1988;
Chalmers 2002).

This account of the Twin situations is not entirely uncontrover-
sial, since the legitimacy of any viable notion of narrow content
has been questioned by some defenders of content externalism
(e.g., McDowell 1986; Block and Stalnaker 1999). These critics
doubt that anything that is recognizably ‘content-like’ is shared
by the Twins either in the Earth/Twin Earth situation, or in
the embodied/vat-brain situations. Furthermore, different philoso-
phers envisage the construction of narrow content in rather
different ways. If what I said about the meningitis example and
about the difficulties in accounting for the relation between the
Twins in physical terms is right, then narrow content is not simply
content that supervenes on internal physical states; but this leaves
open a number of questions about its nature.

I shall not offer a separate defence of narrow content, since my
own account can be understood as incorporating a certain concep-
tion of narrow content. It is part of my account that what it is like
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to think about wine and what it is like to think about water are
different. The intentional features of conscious thoughts are part
of their phenomenology. In fact, Horgan, Tienson, Graham, and
Loar, who all argue for the extensive understanding of phenomen-
ology that I adopt in my own proposal, see their theories as offering
a version of narrow content. In my view, the phenomenally con-
stituted intentional features of thoughts and experiences—their
narrow contents, if you like—are shared between Twins, to-
gether with all the other phenomenologically constituted features
of thoughts and experiences. I defend the notion of phenomenal
properties that underlie this proposal in this chapter and the next.
In Chapter 7, I shall argue that narrow content so conceived is a
genuine version of content, since it can provide truth and reference
conditions.

The philosophers who defend the distinction between broad
and narrow content—for example, the authors mentioned on the
previous page—tend to acknowledge the legitimacy of both. In
contrast, I would like to defend an uncompromisingly internalist
position: all mental features, and hence all mental content features,
are internally determined. When I defend the viability of narrow
content, this should be understood as the position that all content
is narrow.

4.8 Possible Objections to Phenomenal
Properties

The suggestion is that the defining feature of Twin situations is that
all the Twins’ thoughts and experiences share their phenomenal
properties (throughout their mental history). I myself think that
this is the most intuitive account of the Twin situations, and I
am clearly not alone in this. However, the notion of phenomenal
properties involved in this suggestion is open to some objections,
which need to be answered.

First, I said that, if two experiences involve things ‘seeming
the same’, they have the same phenomenal properties. It has
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been argued that the notion of phenomenal properties required
by this claim is incoherent, since the ‘seem the same’ relation is
not transitive, but the relation of identity of properties—as any
relation of identity—should be transitive (see Dummett 1970: 268;
Everett 1996).

Secondly, it has to be a common ground between externalists and
internalists that the experiences of Twins are indistinguishable, since
they define their disagreement in terms of their verdict about the
Twin situations. If my account of their relation is right, the Twin
experiences share their phenomenal properties. An externalist will
then say that, even though the phenomenal characters are the same,
the representational or intentional contents are different—Oscar’s
experience represents H2O, Twin Oscar’s experience represents
XYZ. This involves a separation between the phenomenal and
intentional features of experiences. However, some defenders of
the so-called representational theories of perception identify the
phenomenal character with the intentional content of experiences.
On these views, all mental features of a perceptual experience are
to be understood in terms of what these experiences represent. The
phenomenal character of experience is given by how things seem
to the subject, and seemings are characterized in terms of their
contents. If this view is combined with content externalism—as,
for example, in the case of Fred Dretske (1995) or Micheal Tye
(1995)—then we get the result that it seems to Oscar that he is
tasting water, while it seems to Twin Oscar that he is tasting twater,
and therefore the contents of seemings, and hence the phenomenal
characters, are different.

The classical Twin Earth arguments aim to establish externalism
about content; but there are also positions that extend the externalist
claim to other mental features. For example, Timothy Williamson
(2000) defends externalism about certain propositional attitudes.
The third challenge to my notion of phenomenal sameness could be
coming from certain defenders of yet another version of externalism
about the mental: the disjunctive theory of perception, as defended,
for example, by John McDowell (1982) and M. G. F. Martin
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(2004, 2005). Disjunctivists claim that, in a pair of situations like
the one I described above, about seeing and hallucinating about a
teacup, the most specific mental kind exemplified by the veridical
perception (VP) is different from the most specific mental kind of
a corresponding hallucination (H). Since it is generally agreed that
a subject could be in the same internal state in an actual VP and a
counterfactual H (or the other way around), disjunctivism is a form
of externalism about the mental. Of course, internalists would agree
that there is some difference between a VP and a corresponding
H; for example, the presence of an object; but they would insist
that this difference does not pertain to the mental nature of these
experiences.

Disjunctivism comes in several versions. On one version, dis-
junctivists need not deny that a VP and a corresponding H share
their phenomenal character, but they would insist that there is some
further mental difference between the two states. For example, one
could adopt Williamson’s view (2000) that knowing is a mental
state that is different from mere believing, and say that a given VP
constitutes knowing, while a corresponding H does not, and hence
there is a mental difference between the two experiences; but they
can still have the same phenomenal properties.

There is, however, a more uncompromising version. One of
the frequently mentioned tenets of the disjunctive view is that a
certain traditional view of experience is mistaken. According to the
traditional view, we have a uniform explanation of what is going
on in the case of a VP and a corresponding H—and in cases in
general where things seem the same—by appealing to a ‘Common
Factor’—that is, a mental type that is shared by the two experiences.
In contrast, the disjunctivist claims that, in McDowell’s words, ‘an
appearance that such-and-such is the case can be either a mere
appearance, or the fact that such an such is the case making
itself perceptually manifest to someone’ (McDowell 1982: 211).
So appearances have disjunctive explanations, as cases either of
perceptions or of hallucinations, hence the name ‘disjunctivism’
(see also Martin 2004, 2005). Now it seems to me that a view
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that acknowledged the shared phenomenal character of a VP
and the corresponding H could offer a uniform account for the
‘appearance that such-and-such is the case’ in the two experiences,
by appealing to the shared phenomenal character. This would
make rather significant allowances to the anti-disjunctivist theory
in its recognition of the robustness, and the explanatory power,
of the Common Factor. So I assume that an uncompromising
disjunctivist would reject that a VP and an H have the same
phenomenal properties.

I have to add that the three objections I listed above have different
motivations, so the objectors may not agree among each other. For
example, Michael Tye, who is an externalist representationalist, is
explicit in his rejection of the disjunctivist idea that a VP and a
corresponding H are phenomenally different. It is instructive to
quote what he says in length:

These comments assume, of course, that the visual experience you have
when you see the surfaces is of a kind that could have occurred even
if you were hallucinating. And some philosophers (so-called ‘disjunct-
ivists’) deny that there is any such experience common to perception
and hallucination. But while there is certainly a difference between one’s
state of mind in seeing a table, say, and one’s state of mind in hal-
lucinating a table—after all, seeing a table is a mental state involving
a relation between the subject and a real table—intuitively, there is
also something important in common. Intuitively, the reason why one
may think that one is seeing a flat, square surface not only when one
is seeing such a surface but also when one is hallucinating is that
one can have a visual experience of the same phenomenal type in both
cases.

This seems to me unquestionably the common sense view of the
matter. And it is also the view taken by scientists studying the psychology
of vision. In scientific work, it is taken for granted that the same
conscious visual state can occur whether or not the cells on the retina are
activated by light reflected from a seen object or by artificial stimulation.
This is reflected both in experimental designs and in the psychological
generalizations scientists adduce that cover both veridical visual states and
misperceptions alike. (Tye 2002: 140)
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and by defenders of a certain uncompromising disjunctivist view
of perception.

Mental features are commonly classified into phenomenal and
intentional features. Externalism in its classical variety is about
intentional features, and it seems compatible with the view that
phenomenology is internal. Externalist representationalism and
the uncompromising version of disjunctivism challenge even this
refuge of internalism. It is not only that meanings ‘ain’t in the
head’, but, as Alex Byrne and Michael Tye (2006) put in their
defence of externalist representationalism, ‘qualia ain’t in the head’
either. The mental states of subjects who participate in the Twin
situations differ with respect not only to their intentional, but also
to their phenomenological, features.²

But then surely these theories owe us an explanation of what
makes the Twin situations what they are. As we have seen, the
point is not whether things are ‘in the head’ or not. But, if not
physical, functional, or behavioural sameness, not shared narrow
content, and not even shared phenomenal character, then what
makes two situations count as subjectively indistinguishable?

I think the best option for these theories is to develop an epistemic
analysis of this relation, as, for example, M. G. F. Martin (2004,
2005) explicitly suggested in his defence of disjunctivism. Since
the development of this idea will occupy the next chapter, let me
just give a brief initial characterization. We could say that Oscar’s
situation is indiscriminable from Twin Oscar’s situation, where this

² Ned Block (1996) says that the externalist representationalist (‘representationist’ on his
terminology) could distinguish between representational features of the water experiences
that do contribute to the phenomenal character, and those that do not. In the first group,
there would be features like ‘represented as colourless, tasteless, a liquid’; in the second
group ‘represented as water or twater’. Then the externalist representationalist can claim
that Twin experiences share their phenomenal character by sharing the representational
features belonging to the first group, but not necessarily those in the second group.

If an externalist representationalist accepts this answer, my project is spared from the
objection that the phenomenology of the Twin experiences is not the same. However, I am
not sure that the externalist representationalist could, or indeed would, accept this solution
for the water case; and if Tye and Byrne’s insistence that ‘qualia ain’t in the head’ is to be
taken seriously, then they certainly would not accept it as a general solution covering every
type of indistinguishable Twin situation.
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is understood as an epistemic relation: that Oscar could not tell the
two situations apart, or that, for all he knows, he could be in Twin
Oscar’s situation.

If we accept my proposal that Twin experiences have the same
phenomenal character, this has a straightforward consequence for
the discriminability of certain features of the two situations: since
everything is indiscriminable from itself, and since the phenomenal
character of the two experiences is the same, the phenomenal
character of Oscar’s actual experience is indiscriminable from the
phenomenal character of his counterfactual Twin experience. The
two experiences can be different in other respects—for example,
with respect to their subject, location, time, physical compos-
ition—and it may be possible to discriminate them in these respects.
But, surely, the two experiences are indiscriminable with respect
to their phenomenal character. The metaphysical conception thus
has this automatic epistemic consequence; automatic, because it
merely follows from the reflexive nature of the indiscriminability
relation.

However, there is no obvious entailment in the other dir-
ection. It is true that, since everything is indiscriminable from
itself, if Oscar’s counterfactual situation is indiscriminable from
Oscar’s actual situation, then both situations will have the property
‘indiscriminable from Oscar’s actual situation’. But notice that the
epistemic characterization does not commit one to the sameness of
any further interesting properties between the two situations—for
example, to the sameness of phenomenal character, or of inten-
tional content. And therefore it would suit the purposes of those
who want to be externalist even about phenomenology.

However, in the next chapter I shall argue that externalists
cannot account for the Twin situations in purely epistemic terms.



5

INDISCRIMINABILITY

5.1 The Fitting Relation

The plan in this chapter is to assess the externalist’s prospects of
giving an epistemic account of the relation that is constitutive
of the Twin situations. The need to give such an account arose
for those externalist theories that could not explain subjective
indistinguishability in terms of physical, functional, or behavioural
sameness, or in terms of shared narrow content, and not even in
terms of shared phenomenal character. The remaining option was
to offer an epistemic account for the Twin situations—that is, for
the situations involving Oscar and his Twin Earth or vat-brain
counterpart, or for the situations involving a veridical perception
and a corresponding hallucination. I shall argue that there is no
such account available for externalists.

So far I have used the terms ‘subjective indistinguishability’
or ‘things seeming the same’ interchangeably to characterize this
relation, but let me now fix the terminology. I shall assume that I
am right about the phenomenon, and that there is a relation here
worth analysing. Simply to talk about the relation in neutral terms,
I shall often say that two situations or two experiences fit, and the
relation between them is fitting (while ‘matching’ would perhaps
be more natural, it has been used by Nelson Goodman (1951)
in a specific sense to which I do not want to commit myself).

This chapter draws on material presented in Farkas (2006), where I focus mainly on the
VP/H cases. The present discussion focuses more on the Earth/Twin Earth situations, and
tries to clarify or complement my previous arguments.
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discriminating subject under some presentation. There is no need to
commit ourselves on the nature of these presentations: they could,
for example, be Fregean modes of presentations (Frege 1892), or
what are called ‘guises’ by certain opponents of Fregean senses (e.g.,
Salmon 1986). But the question of presentations is crucial, for, in
general, the possibility of active discrimination depends on the way
the objects of discrimination are presented: things may be discrim-
inable under one presentation, but not under another. The colour
of two vases may be discriminable in broad daylight, but not in the
dusk. Someone may be able to discriminate her father from Prince
Charles under the modes of presentation ‘my father’ and ‘Prince
Charles’, but not under the presentations ‘that man standing in the
corner with his back to me’ and ‘Prince Charles’—in a case where
the man standing there, unbeknownst to her, is her father, but
looks rather like Prince Charles from a distance.

Active discriminability also depends on the source of knowledge
we activate in discrimination. Suppose I have evidence that two
sections have different lengths based on using a sophisticated meas-
uring device, but I do not have evidence for the difference from
unaided vision. Then the sections are perceptually indiscriminable,
but discriminable with the help of the measuring device.

Let me note a few features of the active indiscriminability
relation. First, it is reflexive: since a is not distinct from a, no
one can activate knowledge that a is distinct from a. Secondly,
once we fix the way the objects of discrimination are presented,
the relation is symmetrical. If I cannot activate knowledge that a,
presented by M , is distinct from b, presented by N , then I also
cannot activate knowledge that b, presented by N , is distinct from
a, presented by M . However, of course this allows that a and b
would be discriminable under some other presentations.

Thirdly, active indiscriminability is non-transitive. A simple
example to illustrate this: a man is standing in the far end of the
hall with his back to you, who could be either your friend Ned
or your friend Ted; you cannot discriminate him from Ned, and
you cannot discriminate Ted from him, but you can, of course,
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discriminate Ned from Ted. Another type of case will deserve
special attention later, so let me describe it in a bit more detail.

Imagine the experience of watching the hour hand of the clock.
For the sake of simplicity, I shall imagine a clock that has only an
hour hand, and the minute hand is missing. For sufficiently short
periods of times, I cannot perceptually discriminate the position
of the hand from the position it occupied before. Yet, after some
time, the movement of the hand becomes noticeable. We may
enquire about the perceptual discrimination of the position of the
hand; but we can also make a point about trying introspectively to
discriminate our visual experiences. We have the following series:

• at 3.00.00 I have a visual experience of the hour hand pointing
at 3;

• at 3.00.05 I have a visual experience I cannot introspectively
discriminate from my visual experience at 3.00.00;

• at 3.00.10 I have a visual experience I cannot introspectively
discriminate from my visual experience at 3.00.05;
...

• at 3.15.00 I have a visual experience I can introspectively
discriminate from my visual experience at 3.00.00.

The position the hand appears to occupy at 3.15 is different from
the position it appears to occupy at 3.00. Since the phenomenal
character experience is characterized by the way things appear, this
means the experiences’ characters are different, and I can activate
knowledge that they are. However, each of the experiences at
5-second intervals was indiscriminable from the previous one; as
far as I could judge, the hand appeared to occupy the same position
as it did 5 seconds before. So we have a series of experiences,
where the adjacent experiences are introspectively indiscriminable,
but the first and the last are introspectively discriminable.

A series like this—where the phenomenal character of experi-
ences imperceptibly changes until the changes add up to a
noticeable difference—is called a ‘phenomenal sorites’ series.
Another example of a phenomenal sorites series is watching a
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series of slides that turn imperceptibly from blue to purple. We
cannot discriminate the colour experience of any slide from the
colour experience of the previous one, yet we can discrimin-
ate the colour experience of the first slide from that of the
last slide. Yet another example is someone’s feeling cold in the
morning and gradually warming up, again, through imperceptible
changes.

The phenomenal sorites series is the basis of the first objection
I mentioned in Section 4.8 against my notion of phenomenal
properties. According to the objection, what happens, say, in the
hour-hand case, is that the position the hand appears to occupy is the
same as the position it appeared to occupy 5 seconds before. Within
5 seconds, everything seems the same when we look at the clock.
This, however, would mean that the phenomenal properties of the
visual experience also remain the same. This is true throughout the
15 minutes we are dealing with; and, since identity is transitive,
the phenomenal properties of the first experience should be the
same as the those of the last. But they are clearly not.

This objection is based on the initially plausible, but ultimately
incorrect, claim that, if we cannot discriminate the way two things look,
then they look the same. I shall explain in Section 5.6 how matters
stand with this issue.

Let me state once more what the project is. My own propos-
al is that the class of situations that fit my present situation are
precisely those situations where I have an experience with the
same phenomenal properties as my present experience. On the
alternative, purely epistemic characterization of the fitting rela-
tion, we try to dispense with the idea that the two experiences
have the same phenomenal character. As we saw, one motivation
for this may be that some theories—like externalist represen-
tationalism—would deny that Twin experiences have the same
phenomenal character, so, if they wanted to account for the fitting
relation, they would have to characterize it in different terms. In
this case, indiscriminability is not the consequence of sameness
of phenomenal character, but must be understood independently;
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and the claim is that the situations that fit my present situations are
precisely those that I cannot actively discriminate from my present
situation.

5.3 Reflective Knowledge

Active discriminability depends on how the objects of discrimin-
ation are presented, and on the evidence we take into account.
Consequently, we have to specify the objects of discrimination,
their presentation, and the source of evidence for the potential
discriminating judgement.

Let us begin with the evidence. Suppose that someone is told
by a very trustworthy source that she is about to undergo a hallu-
cination as part of a psychological experiment. The experimenters
induce a perfect hallucination; by normal standards of knowledge,
the subject knows—based on testimony and memory—that she is
not having a veridical perception. Yet the hallucination is a hal-
lucination, and still subjectively indistinguishable from a veridical
perception (whatever that means). When we talk about our in-
ability to distinguish the subjectively indistinguishable Twin situ-
ations, this is understood as saying that we have no evidence from
reflection or introspection, that certain experiences are distinct.

This gives us at least one immediate reason to doubt that we
can capture the fitting relation in terms of active indiscriminability:
that it makes it unintelligible how a creature who does not have
the capacity of reflective knowledge can have fitting experiences.
It seems that a cat, for example, could have a VP and it would
be physiologically possible to induce a corresponding H; but these
would not be fitting experiences for the cat because it cannot reflect-
ively discriminate them. The cat cannot reflectively discriminate
any two of its experiences, even those with very different characters,
simply because it cannot reflectively discriminate, period.²

² Susanna Siegel presents this criticism against M. G. F. Martin’s account of hallucination
as an experience that is indiscriminable from veridical perceptions (Siegel 2004, reflecting
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Generalizing this point, the inability to discriminate between
two experiences can be a result of a cognitive deficiency that has
nothing to do with the character of experiences. On my theory, the
cat can have fitting experiences, because it can have experiences
with the same phenomenal character. For creatures like ourselves,
who are endowed with the ability of reflective discrimination,
fitting experiences will, of course, be indiscriminable with respect
to their phenomenal character.

One way out of this problem would be an insistence that
human perceptual experience is fundamentally different from ani-
mal experience—for example, because it is permeated by concepts.
If so, then perhaps it is acceptable to have an application of
the fitting relation only to our experiences. However, I would
like to show that, even on this assumption, active indiscrim-
inability is unsuitable for accounting for the fit between two
experiences.

Reflective discriminability of experiential features can be tested
best when the features the subject compares are both present-
ed experientially at the same time, and hence the subject can
reflect directly on both of them. Direct comparison is not avail-
able for the Twin situations. One cannot have a VP and an
H (of the same thing) at the same time; nor can one be on
Earth and Twin Earth at the same time. This is actually a cru-
cial point. We have to assume that the subject, Oscar, is in
one of the situations, which is presented to him as ‘my cur-
rent situation’, and, by reflecting on the features of his current
experience, he attempts to discriminate it from other experiences,
which are presented to him in some way other than being dir-
ectly experienced; most plausibly by some description, or through
memory. The tricky question is how the other situations should
be presented.

on Martin 2004). Martin (2005) returns to the issue with an account that appeals to idealized
cognizers. But the question of how an idealized cognizer could have the very same kind of
experiences as the cat has remains problematic.
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5.4 The Importance of Presentations

As I said, the active indiscriminability of objects depends on how
they are presented to the subject. This is really important, because,
if we claim that a subject cannot actively discriminate between a
and b, we have not given a proper account of what it is exactly that
she does not know, unless we specify how a and b are presented to
her. The following example will help to illustrate this.

The story of Oscar and his Twin is usually told by describing the
situation from our point of view: we conceive Oscar’s situation as the
actual one with H2O, and contrast it with a counterfactual situation
involving XYZ, or with his Twin’s situation on another planet, and
claim that he cannot discriminate one from the other. However,
this description does not reveal what it is exactly that Oscar does
not know (assuming that the relevant notion of indiscriminability
is active indiscriminability, and hence depends on how the objects
of discrimination are presented). For, if Oscar presented to himself
the situations in a similar fashion, then he should be asking the
following questions:

How do I know that this experience I am having is not a
counterfactual experience, which I don’t have, but could have
had, should I have been brought up in a different environment?
Or how do I know that the experience I am having of this stuff,
is not some different experience some other bloke is having of
another stuff at another part of the universe?

Put this way, nothing is easier than to answer these questions: of
course, the experience he is having is not the experience he is not
having—the experiences presented as ‘the actual experience’ and ‘a
counterfactual experience that differs from the actual experience in
some way’ are different by definition, so he can activate knowledge
that they are different.

If we want to capture what it is that Oscar does not know,
we have to find a more appropriate presentation of the other
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situation. To begin with, the question is not whether Oscar
can discriminate the particular experience event he is undergoing
from other experience events; the question concerns the kind of
experience he is having. So perhaps the idea is something like
this: Oscar can identify various features of his current experience
by reflection—for example, that the water he is drinking feels ice
cold. Therefore he can discriminate his current experience from
other experience types that involve, say, drinking tepid water. But
there is no reflectively revealed feature of his experience that would
teach him that he is not drinking XYZ. The relevant statement
of Oscar’s ignorance would be this (italics include the objects of
discrimination): ‘I cannot activate reflective knowledge that my
present experience is not an experience of drinking XYZ.’

We assume Oscar is chemically ignorant, so this is true; and,
even if he were chemically knowledgeable, he could not find out
that the stuff he is drinking is not XYZ merely by reflection. The
suggestion would be this: since Twin experiences are instances of a
type of experience (‘drinking XYZ’) that Oscar cannot discriminate
from his present experience, they fit Oscar’s present experience.
But this will not do. Here is another piece of Oscar’s ignorance:
‘I cannot activate reflective knowledge that my present experience is
not an experience of drinking C2H4O2.’

But, as a matter of fact, drinking acetic acid (C2H4O2) is
subjectively very different from drinking water. The relation that
we said intuitively holds between drinking water and twater, but
not between drinking water and wine, does not hold between
drinking water and acetic acid either. So merely being an instance
of a type of experience that Oscar cannot discriminate from his
current experience is not a sufficient condition for a fit between
the two experiences.

A similar problem would arise with respect to the VP/H Twin
situations. It may be suggested that VPs are indiscriminable from
Hs in virtue of the fact that, when Oscar is having an H, he cannot
know he is not having a VP, and consequently, he can truly say:
‘I cannot activate reflective knowledge that my current experience is
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not a veridical perception.’ This may be true. The problem is that
‘veridical perception’ covers all sorts of experiences that clearly do
not fit Oscar’s current experience. We cannot say: being an instance
of the type of experience (‘veridical perception’) is necessary and
sufficient for a fit with Oscar’s current experience.

These examples show that saying that ‘an experience is reflect-
ively indiscriminable from my present experience’ is too unspecific
to capture what is special about experiences that fit my present
experience. We can probably find some presentation for any experi-
ence that would make it impossible to discriminate it from my
current experience. The requirement that a fitting experience
should be indiscriminable from my current experience under some
presentation is too weak; we should try to strengthen it.

5.5 Successive Presentations

Twin situations cannot be directly compared in one experience.
But perhaps we could try to get as close to the direct experiential
comparison of experiences as possible by exposing the subject to
the two different experiences in immediate succession. So consider
all the possible sequences when Oscar has a VP and then a
corresponding H. In both cases, the features of the experience are
presented to him through being directly experienced, and hence
available for reflection. In each of these cases, he will have to say ‘I
cannot activate reflective knowledge that this experience is different
from that experience’, where ‘that experience’ refers to his previous
VP. (Obviously, the comparison is between kinds of experiences;
the particular events can be discriminated by the time of their
occurrence.) A similar statement would apply to all the sequences
where Oscar has first a water-drinking experience followed by a
fitting twater-drinking experience: he will not be able to activate
reflective knowledge that the second (presented as ‘this experience’)
is different from the first (presented as ‘that experience’).

The suggestion is then this: two experiences fit, if, and only if, all
the sequences of first having the first type of experience, and then
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having the other type of experience, would leave the subject unable
to activate reflective knowledge that ‘this experience’ (referring to
the second) is different from ‘that experience’ (referring to the first).

All Twin experiences satisfy this condition (which has a neat
explanation if my theory of the fitting relation is correct: it is the
result of the experiences having the same phenomenal character).
However, the defender of the purely epistemic approach has the
following worry to face: that there could still be an experience
that was subjectively different from Oscar’s current experience,
and yet satisfied this condition. First, suppose that Oscar has a
water-drinking experience, followed by a delirious experience of
scary monsters, which affects him so much that he completely
forgets the water-drinking experience he had before. In this case,
he cannot activate reflective knowledge that ‘this experience’ (of
the monsters) is different from ‘that experience’ (drinking water).
Yet the experiences obviously do not fit (see Siegel 2004).

It may be suggested that, if we took into account all the sequences
of first having the water-drinking experience and then having the
scary-monster experience, some of these sequences would have no
memory loss, and the subject could activate knowledge that the
experiences are different. But I do not see why this should apply to
every possible case. We can imagine, for example, an experience
of a magical object that is jinxed in such a way that everyone who
ever has this experience immediately forgets about it; and, once
one is in the presence of the magical object, one is so awed that one
cannot recall other type of experiences. In this case, all experiences
would be reflectively indiscriminable from this magical experience,
even though they would not fit. The possibility, though obviously
not actual, is perfectly intelligible. This, I claim, is explained by
the fact that we have a prior understanding of the fitting relation
in terms of similarity of phenomenal characters.

The point is related to the cat case: there is a cognitive defi-
ciency that prevents the subject from activating knowledge of the
distinctness of experiences. In the case of the cat, the deficiency is
the general lack of ability to acquire reflective knowledge; in this
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case, the deficiency is the memory loss; but neither deficiency has
anything to do with the fitting relation.

5.6 Phenomenal Similarity and Phenomenal
Sameness

It may be suggested that, in spite of all that has been said, we do
have a good model for understanding how subsequent experiences
may not be the same phenomenally, and yet fit in a sense that could
satisfy the intuitions about the fitting relation: the adjacent members
of the phenomenal sorites series. We cannot claim that the adjacent
members of the phenomenal sorites have the same phenomenal
character, since, if they did, then the first and the last should have
the same phenomenal character, which they clearly do not. Yet the
adjacent experiences seem to satisfy the condition specified above:
successive experiences of their type would leave the subject unable
to activate reflective knowledge that ‘this experience’ (referring
to the second) is different from ‘that experience’ (referring to the
first).³ Now the suggestion may be that a water-drinking experience
and a fitting twater-drinking experience are related to each other
in the same way as the adjacent members of the phenomenal sorites
series are; the same is true of a VP and the corresponding H.

This suggestion would appear to assume that the relation between
adjacent members of the phenomenal sorites series is simply reflect-
ive indiscriminability. I do not think that this assumption is correct.
The visual experiences of successive colour patches are phenomen-
ally very similar. That is, there is some determinable phenomenal
property whose determinate values are organized into a (possibly
multi-dimensional) scale along similarity relations, and these two
experiences exhibit phenomenal properties that are very close to

³ Williamson (1990) argues that, if the phenomenal characters really are different, then
there would be experiential presentations where the characters are actively discriminable. I
am not convinced that this is right; but, if it is, then it is easier to make my case, since in
that case the phenomenal sorites cannot be used as a model for the fitting relation; I assume
the idea is that difference between a VP and a corresponding H can never be detected.
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each other on this scale. It is almost the same shade of blue; almost
the same degree of cold; almost the same apparent position of the
clock hand. The reason why we cannot discriminate them is that
they are so very similar, and our ability to retain exact phenomenal
detail in memory is limited.

This limitation on our memory will be familiar to everyone who
has ever tried to compare tastes, for example, at a wine tasting.
When I have the taste of one wine, the experience is present
in all its completely determinate phenomenal specificity, to the
exclusion of all others; but, as soon as the experience is gone, the
details immediately fade from reflective consciousness, and what
we retain in memory for comparative purposes is less specific.

It is said that our discriminatory capacities are limited, in the
sense that small physical differences in shades of colours or lengths
are not reflected in a difference of the phenomenal properties
of our experiences of them. ‘Physics is finer than the eye,’ as
Charles Travis puts it (Travis 1985: 350). An equally important
and unavoidable limitation of our discriminative powers has to do
with our limited ability to retain completely specific phenomenal
information. Direct experiential presentation is finer than memory.
Therefore the principle ‘if we cannot discriminate the way things
appear, then they appear the same’ is false, at least in cases when
discrimination concerns successive experiences.

This circumstance explains the possibility, indeed the inevit-
ability, of the temporal phenomenal sorites cases. The adjacent
members are phenomenally very similar; so much so that their
difference is lost in the transition from one experience to the other;
hence our inability to discriminate. But I would like to insist that
our understanding of such a series is based primarily on the idea
of phenomenally very similar experiences, and indiscriminability
is added as a consequence. If the series was merely a series of
pairwise indiscriminable experiences, with the first discriminable
from the last, we could have some series with magical experiences.
The phenomenal sorites series is clearly different—because we
conceive it as a series of phenomenally very similar experiences.
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So I do not think we can get away from references to phenomenal
character and their similarity, and capture the fitting relation in
purely epistemic terms. And this points to some problems with the
idea that we could conceive the relation between Twin experiences
to be the same as the relation between the adjacent members of
the phenomenal sorites series. The idea under consideration is this:
a water-drinking experience and a twater-drinking experience
are phenomenally very similar, though not identical, just like
feelings of cold with almost identical intensity, or almost identical
apparent shades of blue, which constitute adjacent members of the
sorites.

This analogy is problematic though, at least for two reasons. First,
in the case of the phenomenal sorites, the adjacent members are
slightly differing determinate values of a determinable phenomenal
property. Prima facie, there is no such phenomenal determinable
in the case of water and twater: what is the phenomenal property
that can come in a water shade and a twater shade, or in a
water intensity and a twater intensity? In fact, the only way of
making sense of the idea that water and twater experiences are
phenomenally very similar is to conceive them as having almost the
same apparent colour (perhaps twater is just an indiscriminable shade
more coloured than water), almost the same taste (twater with
just an indiscriminable pinch of sourness), almost the same smell,
temperature, and so on. But this means that we have a grasp of the
phenomenal character of these experiences that is independent from
the representational features of one seeming to be water, the other seeming
to be twater. If so, then there is no theoretical obstacle to stipulating
that they have exactly the same, rather than almost the same, colour,
taste, smell, and so on.

This point is reinforced by all the common descriptions of
the Twin Earth cases. Being told that the stuff Twin Oscar calls
‘water’ is XYZ rather than H2O gives us no proper idea of the
situation; it is the fact that XYZ is colourless, odourless, tasteless,
quenches thirst—in other words, appears the same as water—that
conveys the appropriate idea. And, when we are told they are
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5.7 Access Indiscriminability

The conclusion of the previous sections was that active indis-
criminability is not suitable for characterizing the relation between
Twin situations. However, there are other ways to understand
the notion of indiscriminability. When talking about indiscrimin-
ability, people often say that a situation A is indiscriminable from
situation B, if, when the subject is in A, for all she knows, she could
be in B. This phrase is actually ambiguous. On the one hand, it
could be—and it often is—understood as simply another way of
characterizing active discrimination. The subject is on Earth, and
she is wondering whether she is on Twin Earth, which is presented
to her in a certain way. She cannot activate knowledge that she
is not in the situation thus presented, so, we might say, for all she
knows, she could be in it.

There is, however, another understanding, and this takes us to
our second concept of discrimination. Take all the propositions the
subject knows in a certain situation A. If all these propositions are
true in a situation B, then, for all she knows, the subject could be
in B. It is a situation not ruled out by whatever she knows. I shall
also say that situation B is ‘epistemically accessible’ from situation
A. Assuming that ‘not indiscriminable’ implies ‘discriminable’, a
situation is discriminable from the subject’s present situation if it
is ruled out by her knowledge; it is one that is incompatible with
something she knows. I shall call this sense of discrimination and
its cognates ‘access discrimination’.⁴

There are a number of differences between the ‘active’ and
the ‘access’ conception. Active discriminability is very general:
any two things can be objects of active discrimination, neither of

⁴ I drew the idea of interpreting discrimination along these lines from Williamson (2000).
Williamson does characterize discrimination in terms of ‘for all one knows’ (e.g., p. 45);
and does use ‘for all one knows’ to denote the relation of epistemic accessibility described
here (e.g., p. 224). Yet I hesitate to attribute this notion to Williamson, since it is, as I argue
below, different from his explicitly endorsed notion of active discrimination.
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which needs to be one’s present situation. In contrast, the objects of
access indiscriminability are always one’s present situation and some
other situation. Furthermore, we saw that active discrimination is
presentation sensitive, and hence a claim that a subject can actively
discriminate between two objects makes sense only relative to some
presentation, and thus requires that there is such a presentation for
both objects. But access discrimination does not seem to require this,
as the following example will illustrate.

Suppose the subject is standing in Trafalgar Square, and she
knows she is facing a tall column with a statue on the top. Then it
is not true that, for all she knows, she could be in Kossuth Square
in Budapest, for there is no such column in Kossuth Square,
so the subject could not be facing one. Something is known
in the first situation that is incompatible with her being in the
second situation. Yet this will be true of a subject who, standing
in Trafalgar Square, has never heard of Kossuth Square, and
hence Kossuth Square is presented to her in no way whatsoever.
Crucially, for the other situation not to be epistemically accessible
from her present one, she does not need to know that some known
proposition is false there; it is enough if the proposition is false
there.

Of course, what she knows in the first situation (in Trafalgar
Square) depends on how that situation is presented to her (for
example, whether it is day or night). It is also possible that she
has some knowledge of Kossuth Square, which is consequently
presented to her in some way. Perhaps she knows that Kossuth
Square is not in Britain, whereas she herself is; in this case her
knowledge of Kossuth Square rules out her being there. However,
once her knowledge in the first situation is fixed, there can be only
one verdict concerning another situation: it is either discriminable
or not from her present situation, and its discriminability does not
vary according to its presentations.

Not so with active discrimination. Suppose the subject’s pre-
dicament is as before, and also that she cannot activate knowledge
that Trafalgar Square is distinct from the place where her father
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proposed to her mother. (To put it more simply: she does not
know whether the proposal took place in Trafalgar Square.) In
fact, the proposal took place in Kossuth Square. Then the situation
of standing in Kossuth Square, presented as ‘standing in the square
where Father proposed to Mother’, is not actively discriminable
from her present situation. But it is not true that, for all she knows,
she could be there.

We can also compare the logical features of the active and access
indiscriminability relations. Access indiscriminability is reflexive:
everything the subject knows is true in her present situation. It is
not transitive: suppose the subject knows only p and q in A; p and q
are true in B, but the subject only knows p; in C, p is true and q is
false. Then B is access indiscriminable from A, and C from B, but
not C from A. However, access indiscriminability, unlike active
indiscriminability, is not symmetrical. Some of the most interesting
cases of lack of symmetry have to do with various sceptical
hypotheses. The anti-sceptic should hold that the epistemic access
between the normal world and the brain-in-a-vat world is not
symmetrical. If I know I have hands, I could not, ‘for all I know’,
be a vat brain; there is something I know that would be false if
I were a vat brain. However, my vat-brain counterpart, knowing
virtually nothing about the world, could, for all she knows, be in
the embodied world. So the normal world is access indiscriminable
from the vat world, but the vat world is access discriminable from
the normal world (cf. Williamson 2000: sect. 8.2).⁵

Since access indiscriminability does not depend on presentations
in the way active discriminability does, the problems we faced in
Section 5.4 in trying to find an adequate presentation of the other

⁵ The active discriminability/indiscriminability of these situations is symmetrical, once
we fix presentations. At the moment, the normal world is presented to me as ‘my present
situation’, and the vat world as ‘the vat situation’. If I can (or cannot) activate knowledge
that my present situation is distinct from the vat world, I can (or cannot) activate knowledge
that the vat world is distinct from my present situation. Hence symmetry. If I were in
the vat world, then the presentation of the worlds would change; the vat world would be
presented as ‘my present situation’. But, once we fix again the presentations, both active
discriminability and indiscriminability remain symmetrical.
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situation do not emerge. So perhaps we can use it to define the
fitting relation.

5.8 Access Indiscriminability and Twin
Situations

Let us see now whether access indiscriminability could explain the
relation between the Twin situations. Note first that indiscrim-
inability in one direction is not enough: we cannot say that an
H fits a VP only in virtue of the H being access indiscriminable
from the VP, but not the other way around. Being unconscious,
or dreamlessly sleeping, is indiscriminable from all sorts of experi-
ential situations; since the subject does not know anything about
her current experiences, she could have a variety of experiences,
for all she knows. But the situation of dreamless sleep does not fit
a wakeful experiential situation. The remedy is to require that the
H is indiscriminable from the VP as well, and, in that case, just as
before, we have to constrain the relevant knowledge to reflective
or introspective knowledge. As we saw, unless we are sceptics,
for all a subject knows empirically, she cannot be in the vat-brain
situation. The suggestion is instead that, for all she knows from
reflection, she could be a brain in a vat.

According to a widely accepted view, the contents of thoughts
we express by using proper names constitutively depend on their
object. Suppose Oscar is thinking about his friend Lucinda, and
says to himself, truly and knowledgeably: ‘I am now thinking
of Lucinda.’ Given the widely accepted view, this proposition
would not be true in a counterfactual situation where Oscar grows
up on Twin Earth, never meets Lucinda, but only Lucinda’s
Doppelgänger (also called ‘Lucinda’)—for there he would not
be thinking of Lucinda, but rather of Lucinda’s Doppelgänger.
What he knows on Earth is inconsistent with his being on Twin
Earth. The more of an externalist one is, the more pervasive
the phenomenon will be. Knowledge of thoughts of natural
kinds, thoughts expressible by proper names, indexicals, or on
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a disjunctivist view, thoughts about experiences, will all constrain
the situations in which one could be, for all one knows from
reflection. Being on Earth is not reflectively access indiscriminable
from being on Twin Earth.

The view that the content of singular thoughts depends con-
stitutively on their objects is a version of externalism. Therefore,
the above argument grants to the externalist that one can have
reflective knowledge of thoughts with broad content. I am going
to question this in Chapter 6, so it may be asked why I think it is
legitimate to use it in this argument. First, because it is a claim that
most externalists would certainly like to uphold, and I am not sure
that they would be prepared to give it up in order to define the
fitting relation in terms of access indiscriminability. But suppose
that they do give it up; this would actually make my job simpler,
since my ultimate aim is to show that externalism is incompatible
with privileged access, and, since privileged access is the mark of
the mental, externalism is mistaken.

Furthermore, I doubt that giving up reflective knowledge of
broad contents would help to capture the fitting relation in terms
of access indiscriminability (if externalism is true). If Oscar does
not know he is thinking of Lucinda, then it seems that he does
not know whom he is thinking of, and then all sorts of situations
will be access indiscriminable from his present situation—not only
thinking of Twin Lucinda, but also thinking of Melinda or Belinda,
situations that do not fit his present situation. Note that we cannot
say that such situations are excluded by the fact that he knows
he is not thinking of Melinda or Belinda, since these thoughts all
involve broad contents and he is not supposed to have reflective
knowledge of these matters.

A further suggestion may be that we should distinguish between
the narrow and broad content of thoughts expressible by proper
names, and say that we know reflectively merely the narrow content
of our thoughts. The narrow content would be shared between
Oscar’s thoughts of Lucinda and Twin Lucinda, but not between his
thoughts of Lucinda and Melinda, so his knowledge of the narrow
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content would not exclude the first situation, but would exclude
the second. However, if we acknowledge that a narrow content
is shared between Twin thoughts, the purely epistemic account
becomes unnecessary, since we can point to a shared mental feature
between the two situations that explains fitting. It is true that the
narrow content of a Lucinda-thought is indiscriminable from the
narrow content of a Twin Lucinda-thought, but this is merely
the familiar consequence of the reflexivity of indiscriminability,
and the identity of narrow contents.

A different response to the finding that reflective knowledge of
broad contents makes Earth reflectively discriminable from Twin
Earth is that, contrary to what seemed initially plausible, being on
Earth is actually discriminable from being on Twin Earth. Note
that, since, according to the popular view, a vat-brain counterpart
of Oscar (one who has been a vat brain all its life) could not be
thinking of Lucinda either, being a vat brain would also be discrim-
inable from Oscar’s present situation. But then there is no hope that
we capture the fitting relation in terms of access indiscriminability,
because, as I said above, that would require mutual indiscrimin-
ability of situations. So, given externalism about content, access
indiscriminability is not suitable for defining the fitting relation.

5.9 Response Discrimination

In this section I discuss the third sense of ‘discrimination’. Two
types of stimuli—associated with two objects, two kinds, two prop-
erties, or the like—are discriminable for a subject in this sense if
they generate different cognitive responses (see Goldman 1976 and Clark
1993). For example, perceivers like us respond discriminatively to
blue and green, because a blue patch and a green patch produce
different visual experiences, and those, in turn, produce different
judgements about the colour of the patch we are looking at.

This is merely the sketch of the notion, and the details can
vary. For example, we may want to specify which type of cog-
nitive response we are particularly interested in—say the visual
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purposes. One advantage for a number of philosophers is that the
notion is applicable to simpler biological organisms, or even to
machines, and hence it lends itself easily to a naturalized explan-
ation (this motivation is clearly present in both Goldman 1976 and
Clark 1993). Secondly, it has been suggested that discrimination
is a necessary condition for knowledge; if discrimination contains
no reference to knowledge, this helps to provide a non-circular
condition (see Goldman 1976 again). This can be useful even if one
is not particularly interested in a naturalistic explanation. Thirdly,
since response discriminability can be applied to creatures who lack
the ability of reflective knowledge, it does not face the objection
that I brought against the idea of using active indiscriminability to
define the fitting relation in Section 5.3. We can make sense of
things being response indiscriminable for a cat if it responds, say,
with the same visual states to certain stimuli.

However, the attempt to define the fitting relation in terms of
response discrimination faces similar problems to the earlier attempt
to use access discrimination for this purpose, if externalism about
content is accepted. Since the content of first-order thoughts is
different in the Twin situations in the externalist view, the subject’s
cognitive responses to these thoughts, that is, his reflectively
formed second-order thoughts, will be different too. We do not
even have to take stance on the question of whether one can
have reflective knowledge of one’s thoughts if externalism is true.
If Oscar believes he is thinking of Lucinda, this is a belief he
would not have if he were brought up on Twin Earth, so his
cognitive responses—whether they constitute knowledge or mere
belief—are different in the two situations.

In this case, it would not even help to distinguish narrow and
broad contents, as long as we assume that we can form second-
order thoughts whose content inherits the broad content of certain
first-order thoughts. The only way to make the two situations
response indiscriminable would be to hold that all the thought
contents are shared between Oscar and his counterfactual Twin.
But in that case, again, we do not need an independent epistemic
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characterization of the fitting relation, since we could just as well
define it as shared contents. And, as in the previous cases, this
would have the automatic indiscriminability consequence.

5.10 Conclusions, Internalism Stated

In this chapter I have considered three interpretations of what
‘indiscriminability’ may mean, and argued that an externalist cannot
use either understanding as a basis for defining the fitting relation.
My hope is that what people mean by ‘indiscriminability’ is
essentially some version of one of these three interpretations.
Though I cannot entirely exclude the possibility that there is some
other understanding that did not occur to me, until further notice
I hold onto the conclusion that the fitting relation cannot be
captured in purely epistemic terms. Instead, I claim, it should be
analysed as sameness of phenomenal properties.

Where does this leave the objections that I considered against
this analysis? As for the non-transitivity of the ‘seems-the-same’
relation, I argued that in fact this relation is transitive, and should be
distinguished from the active indiscriminability relation, which is
indeed non-transitive. Furthermore, I argued that indiscriminability
does not entail phenomenal sameness, and I explained this fact by
reference to the limitation of our memory in keeping in mind
exact phenomenal detail.

What about disjunctivism and externalist representationalism? If
I am right so far, then these theories have no resources to account
for the intuitive idea that things could be different both inside and
outside me, and yet things would seem the same. I regard this as
a very serious shortcoming in a theory, and in fact sufficient for
a refutation.

It has to be noted though that there is an understanding of
externalist representationalism that is immune to the difficulties
that I raised in this chapter. One could argue that it is in fact
compatible with externalist representationalism that the phenom-
enal character of the Twins’ experiences is the same. According to
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this suggestion, the important claim in representationalist theories
is that intentional content determines phenomenal character; or
that phenomenal character supervenes on intentional content. This
makes it impossible to have a phenomenal difference without an
intentional difference, but should not necessarily exclude an inten-
tional difference without a phenomenal one. Phenomenal character
is not independent of, or is over and above, intentional features;
rather it is one aspect of the intentional nature of an experience. If
it is possible that different intentional contents determine the same
phenomenal character, this may be the case on Earth and Twin
Earth.

A second remark is that there is a version of disjunctivism,
too, that is immune to the problems I raised in this chapter—the
‘more compromising’ version I mentioned before. This theory can
allow that a VP and a corresponding H share their phenomenal
character, but would argue that there is an additional mental
difference between them.

Now I can state my internalist position in more detail. The
general idea was that the notion of the ‘internal’ that is relevant to
the internalism/externalism debate is internality to one’s subjective
viewpoint, or to one’s perspective. ‘Internal sameness’ thus means
that things seem the same or are subjectively indistinguishable for
the subject. Internalism about a given mental feature is the view
that, as long as things seem the same or are indistinguishable for
two subjects (in actual or counterfactual circumstances), they agree
in the feature in question.

The need to define the fitting relation in terms of phenomen-
al sameness showed that one has to be internalist at least about
phenomenal character, and that strong externalist theories, which
claim that there are no mental features shared by the Twins in
Twin situations, are mistaken. (This is also the position occu-
pied by Horgan, Tienson, and Graham, whose work I referenced
earlier when introducing the notion of phenomenal properties;
see Horgan et al. 2004.) Internalism about a certain mental fea-
ture can now be formulated as the view that the phenomenal
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properties of conscious thoughts and experiences, which are shared
between subjects in Twin situations, determine the mental feature
in question. Externalism is the denial of this view.

Internalism comes in various strengths, depending on the range of
mental features one is an internalist about. I myself believe in intern-
alism in its strongest form: that all mental features are internally
determined. This is a strong claim indeed, and one significant part
of it I am not going to defend in this book. In Section 2.2 I drew
a distinction between mental features that belong to the stream of
consciousness, on the one hand, and those belonging to standing
states, with propositional attitudes like beliefs and desires as primary
examples, on the other. I mentioned two views about these standing
states. According to the first, a standing state can pass in and out
of the stream of consciousness; according to the second, standing
states are essentially non-conscious, and hence cannot enter into
the stream of consciousness, but they do have important relations
to certain conscious events like judgements or acts of reflection.

Phenomenal properties characterize mental events in the stream
of consciousness. A non-conscious state or a state outside the
stream of consciousness does not have phenomenal properties.
Internalism about all mental features would be the view that phe-
nomenal properties of mental events in the stream of consciousness
(throughout the subject’s mental history) determine all her mental
features, including those outside the stream of consciousness. I find
this view plausible, at least in the case of creatures like us, who have
a sufficiently rich mental life. For example, even a deeply repressed
desire would have its predecessor in some conscious experience,
and its consequences in the form of certain feelings. But this is a
large issue that I cannot attempt to resolve here. Instead, I will
restrict myself to asserting a somewhat more moderate form of
internalism: that the phenomenal properties of mental events in
the stream of consciousness determine all properties of these events.
I say ‘determine’, but I mean in fact ‘exhaust’. The mental nature
of these events is entirely given by their phenomenal properties, in
the extended sense of ‘phenomenal’ that I introduced in Chapter 4.
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Even though this version is moderate compared to the full-blown
version of internalism, it is still more internalist than most con-
temporary views about content. It conflicts with all varieties of
externalism mentioned so far. Occurrent thoughts like ‘water is
wet’ or ‘Descartes was a great philosopher’ are part of the stream of
consciousness, and they have content; hence, according to content
externalists, these thoughts have externally individuated features.
That occurrent thoughts have externally individuated features is
accepted also by those who acknowledge both narrow and broad
contents (as long as content features are regarded as mental features).
Disjunctivists (of any variety) claim that perceptual experiences,
which are part of the stream of consciousness, have externally indi-
viduated mental features. All commonly held forms of externalism
question internalism even in the restricted version I am willing to
assert here. Next I shall argue that they are wrong.



6

EXTERNALISM
AND PRIVILEGED
SELF-KNOWLEDGE

6.1 Incompatibility and the Usual
Understanding

In this chapter I shall join the debate about the compatibility
of externalism and privileged self-knowledge. In the first part of
this book, I argued that privileged accessibility is the mark of
the mental. In this chapter, I shall try to show that externalism
poses a limitation on privileged access to our mental features in
a way that internalism does not. This is a good argument against
externalism.

There has been a lot of back and forth on the question of
whether externalism is compatible with privileged self-knowledge,
and, though in my final conclusion I side with the incompatibilists, I
do not think that all arguments for this side were equally successful.
I shall comment on some less successful arguments below.

The first point I would like to make is that the usual understand-
ing of externalism, which draws the boundary between the internal
and the external around the skin (or the brain), is liable to obscure
the question of the incompatibility of externalism and privileged
self-knowledge. At least according to one line of thought, on
the usual understanding of externalism, we can expect no signifi-
cant difference between externalism and materialist internalism in
relation to self-knowledge.
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Suppose that we accept the usual understanding; then the main
difference between a materialist internalist and externalist is about
where to locate facts on which the content of our mental states
depend:

externalism:
being in a mental state with content C

depends on/entails that
E (some fact which is outside the body or the brain of the
subject)

internalism:
being in a mental state with content C

depends on/entails that
B (some fact about the body or the brain)

One can try to articulate the idea that externalism is incompatible
with privileged access by contrasting our epistemic status with
respect to the first and the second item in the externalist thesis.
Thus we know in some special way (directly or a priori or with
first-person authority or something like that) that we are in mental
state with content C, but we do not know in that special way
that E obtains. And how could something that we know in that
special way depend on or entail something we do not know
in that special way? The details of the argument are filled in
according to what we take to be the ‘special way’, and according
to what we take to be the nature of ‘dependence’ or ‘entailment’
between the first and second item. Witness Burge’s formulation of
the problem in his influential article defending the compatibility
thesis:

Our problem is that of understanding how we can know some of our
mental events in a direct, nonempirical manner, when those events
depend for their identities on our relations to the environment. A person
need not investigate the environment to know what his thoughts are.
A person does have to investigate the environment to know what his
environment is like. Does this not indicate that mental events are what
they are independently of the environment? (Burge 1988: 650)
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But, if this is indeed the source of concern about compatibility,
then the materialist internalist has as much reason to worry as the
externalist has. Consider the formulation of internalism above: the
same contrast can be drawn between our epistemic status with
respect to the first and second item in the thesis. We certainly do
not know directly and non-empirically our brain states, nor, under
a similar description, the bodily states that are meant to individuate
our mental states. We find out many things about our body in the
same way we find out things about our environment: empirically
and from the third-person point of view—with the help of X-rays,
surgery, or tissue samples.

If the worry formulated above is legitimate, certain versions of
dualist internalism might indeed have an advantage over other
theories. If being in a mental state does not depend on being in
a physical state, then the nature of mental features realized in an
immaterial substance is perhaps exhausted by their mental descrip-
tion. There would not be further conditions that are necessary for
the mental features to be exemplified, and hence there would not
be conditions that are not specially accessible and yet individuate
mental features. However, an internalist does not have to be a
dualist—I, for one, would like to remain neutral on this issue. But
then the only and decisive difference between internalism and exter-
nalism is whether they place facts that individuate mental content
within or outside the confines of the body; and, in this case, so far
it seems that there is no reason to think that this will result in any
interesting epistemological difference between the two theses.

A different and widely discussed attempt to demonstrate the
incompatibility of externalism and privileged self-knowledge was
formulated by Michael McKinsey (1991: 16): ‘if you could know
a priori that you are in a given mental state, and your being in
that state conceptually or logically implies the existence of external
objects, then you could know a priori that the external world exists.
Since you obviously don’t know a priori that the external world
exists, you also can’t know a priori that you are in the mental
state in question. It’s that simple.’ I have already indicated my
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reservations about classifying introspection as a variety of a priori
knowledge, if the paradigm of a priori knowledge is knowledge
of logic and mathematics. Susana Nuccetelli (1999) has argued
convincingly that there is no uniform interpretation of ‘a priori’
that would figure in both premises of the argument. She further
argues that a disjunctive conception of non-empirical—either
introspective or a priori—knowledge would cause problems for
the inferences employed in the argument. Finally, she claims that
we need mixed knowledge, which uses empirical background
information, to arrive at the conclusion, and this mixed knowledge
can be plausibly regarded as the source of the claim that the external
world exists.

6.2 Internalism and Privileged Access

The key to understanding the issue of externalism and privileged
self-knowledge is the realization of the connection between priv-
ileged self-knowledge and phenomenal properties. It is important
to be clear about the features of privileged access that generate its
incompatibility with externalism. For the reasons already given (in
Section 1.6), I do not think that characterizing introspective self-
knowledge as a priori is helpful. Nor do I think that introspection
is omniscient or infallible. The crucial feature is privileged access:
that what I get to know through introspection is knowable only
for me in this way.

In Section 1.6, I said that an explanation of privileged accessi-
bility is offered by the hypothesis that mental facts are perspectival
facts; that is, their identity is essentially determined by their being
in a way for the subject. Facts involving phenomenal properties
of sensory experiences—that is, facts about how things look or
taste or feel to us—are paradigmatic examples of perspectival facts,
since an appearance and a feeling is always for a subject, and hence
assumes a certain point of view. Nothing could appear or feel in a
way without appearing or feeling for someone. When we extended
the notion of phenomenal properties to other conscious states or
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events, this was done through an appeal to their what-it-is-like
character. The fundamental logic of ‘what-it-is-like’ features is
the same as the logic of appearances: a what-it-is-like feature is
always something it is like for someone, and hence assumes a point
of view.

The phenomenal nature of conscious mental events is accessible
in a privileged way. According to the internalist position I defend,
this exhausts the mental nature of these events. Externalists say
that, beyond these perspectival properties, there are further factors
that contribute to the mental nature of conscious events. This must
mean that, in the externalist view, there are mental properties that
are not accessible in a privileged way, because their presence or
absence cannot be registered among the facts that are accessible
in a privileged way. Externalism poses a limitation on privileged
access in a way internalism does not.

The crucial statements of this account are:

1. All and only phenomenal properties of conscious events give
rise to perspectival facts.

2. The realm of perspectival facts is the same as the realm that is
open to privileged access.

3. Phenomenal properties (properties which are responsible for
perspectival facts) are shared by subjects in Twin situations.

Someone who is externalist about phenomenology may feel a
resistance to this account. They may agree that phenomenal facts
are perspectival facts, but protest that Twins have different phe-
nomenology. I have tried to show that such an account faces a
serious problem, since it cannot explain what makes two situ-
ations subjectively indistinguishable. The best option for theories
with an externalist phenomenology seemed to be to explain sub-
jective indistinguishability in epistemic terms, but this proved to
be problematic on various interpretations of the epistemic indis-
criminability relation. However, suppose for a moment that I
am wrong about this, and there is an analysis of the notion of
indiscriminability that is suitable for these purposes. Still, surely
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the only plausible way to develop such an account is to say
that the two situations are introspectively (or subjectively) indis-
criminable, since there is no reason to think that the situations
would not be discriminable through other means—for example,
through empirical investigation of the environment or by rely-
ing on testimony. So, even on this account, externalism would
pose a limitation on introspective knowledge that is not posed by
internalism.

In my account, the introspective indiscriminability of Twin situ-
ations is explained by two circumstances. First, the phenomenal
properties of Twin experiences are the same, and, since everything
is indiscriminable from itself—on any notion of indiscrimin-
ability—the phenomenal character of the Twins’ experiences are
indiscriminable; or, in other words, these experiences are indis-
criminable with respect to their phenomenal character. Secondly,
phenomenal properties, being constitutive of perspectival facts, are
precisely the properties knowable through introspection. To use
an analogy that I mentioned before, if two things agree in their
observable properties, then they cannot be discriminated through
observation. Externalists about phenomenology offer the intro-
spective indiscriminability of Twin experiences as a brute fact,
and I offer an explanation in terms of their shared phenomenal
properties. Nonetheless, the upshot is an agreement over their
introspective indiscriminability.

Earlier, I have considered cases where privileged access to my
mental states faces an obstacle—for example, in the case of self-
deception. I have explained (in Section 2.3) how I suggest to
square this with my thesis that the realm of the mental is the realm
accessible in a privileged way. There may be similar phenomena
in cases of difficulties of grasping complex ideas, or cases of strong
emotional involvement. The striking feature of externalism is
that it forces a limitation on privileged access that is fundamentally
different in character: it arises with respect to the simplest occurrent
thoughts and experiences, and it is not explainable by these familiar
facts of human psychology. Our introspective cognitive faculty
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is fallible, and in the familiar problematic cases it stumbles. But,
with respect to the allegedly externally individuated mental facts
concerning conscious events, it is powerless. Vision is a fallible
capacity: when my eyes are tired, I may see only the blurred
outlines of an object. However, vision is not simply fallible, but
powerless, with respect to invisible properties. And facts that lie
outside the subject’s point of view are ‘invisible’ to introspection.
Of course, externalism does not completely ‘blind’ introspection,
since I presume that no externalist would want to deny that being
in a certain conscious mental state involves also internal facts about
the subject—and the internal facts may be accessible in a privileged
way. The claim is merely that there will be some mental features
that lie outside the scope of privileged self-knowledge.

I believe that the above considerations do show that external-
ism limits privileged self-knowledge, but, since there has been a
considerable debate about this issue, and whole books have been
published on the subject, I shall probably have to say a bit more
to convince. One question that has received a lot of attention
is the issue of introspective knowledge of our thoughts and our
ability to discriminate them. It has been claimed that, even though
there may be a problem with our ability to discriminate certain
thoughts if externalism is true, this does not threaten our intro-
spective knowledge. It has also been held that there is an account
of privileged self-knowledge that is independent of the outcome
of the externalism/internalism debate. I shall take up these points
and others in the next sections.

6.3 Contextually Self-Verifying Thoughts

Before I start elaborating my argument for the incompatibility of
externalism and privileged self-knowledge, I would like to criticize
an argument for the compatibility of the two theses. There is a
positive account of self-knowledge that is defended, among others,
by John Heil (1988) and Tyler Burge (1988, 1996), and that makes
the possibility of privileged access independent of the outcome
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of contextually self-verifying statements in Section 1.6 (similar
consideration were put forward in Boghossian 1989). Burge’s and
Heil’s account of introspective knowledge of thought contents
cannot be integrated within a unified account of introspective
knowledge of other mental features. One’s conscious mental life,
the stream of one’s consciousness, is characterized by all sorts of
phenomenal features in the broad sense canvassed in Chapter 4:
feeling slightly hungry, a strong determination to finish a paper
on deadline, a mental effort to solve a particular problem, an
unexpected memory of a town visited some years ago, the sudden
idea of a new line of argument, and so on. These features are all in
the scope of introspective knowledge, and introspective knowledge
in general is supposed to be non-empirical and privileged. Indeed,
the privileged nature of introspection is often illustrated by the
way we know our sensory states—that one feels pain, or one has
a red visual experience. But most of our judgements about our
mental features are not contextually self-verifying. ‘I am in pain’,
and ‘I have a visual experience of red’, are not true every time
they are thought; I have just thought them, and they were false. So
whatever accounts for the privileged and non-empirical nature of
my knowledge of these kind of mental features, it cannot be what
is offered by Burge’s and Heil’s account.

On my own approach, we have a fallible faculty of introspection
that allows the subject to learn about all features of her mind, and
in a way no one else can. The privileged and non-empirical nature
of this kind of knowledge is integral to this faculty, and hence
characterizes knowledge of all mental features. In the next section,
I shall look further into the question of introspecting various mental
features.

6.4 Externalism About Various Mental
Features

The most widely held form of externalism about the mental, and
the focus of most discussions about externalism and self-knowledge,
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is externalism about mental content. As I have mentioned earlier,
externalism can be held about other mental features, and it is
instructive to consider the compatibility of these forms of exter-
nalism with privileged self-knowledge.

Timothy Williamson (1995, 2000) argued for a version of exter-
nalism about propositional attitudes. In his view, knowing is a state
of mind different from merely believing. This contrasts with the
more widely held view that knowing that p is a state that includes
mental components: one mental component is the belief that p, and
there could be some further mental components that amount to
the justification of the belief that p, depending on one’s theory
of justification. On this view, there could be two subjects that
agree in all mental respects—in the belief component, and even
in the justification components—and yet one of them has know-
ledge, while the other does not. This is not possible, according to
Williamson, since whether one knows something or not is itself a
feature of one’s mind.

Williamson’s view is a form of externalism about the mental,
since internally identical subjects can differ in their knowledge
properties. Consider one of Williamson’s examples, someone who
knows that Lincoln is the President of the United States. Her
knowledge ceases at the moment when Lincoln is shot, but this
may not involve any internal change in her. Or we may assume
that in a counterfactual situation Lincoln is shot ten minutes before
the time he is shot in the actual situation; then the actual subject
and her counterfactual counterpart may be in exactly the same
internal state, and yet one knows that Lincoln is President, the
other does not. In Williamson’s view, this means that their mental
states are different in the two situations, despite internal sameness,
so we have a form of externalism about the mental.

In this case, it is an acknowledged consequence of the externality
of the mental feature that the subject is not in the position to know
merely by reflection that the feature is present or absent. Williamson
considers this as a possible objection to regarding knowing as a
mental feature, the objection being that mental features should
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know that I am not hallucinating. But I know the first premise, that
I am typing on a computer empirically, and hence my knowledge
that I am not hallucinating is not all coming from introspection. If
I relied merely on introspection, I could not know that I was not
hallucinating.

In contrast, if I were hallucinating, I would lack the kind of
empirical knowledge that served as a starting point for my argument
in the perceptual state, so in that case there would be occasions
when I did not know at all that I was hallucinating. As a previous
example showed, it is not altogether impossible to know that one
is hallucinating; a combination of testimony and memory could
do the trick. However, the point is that one cannot know merely
through reflection that one is having a veridical perception, or
that one is having a hallucination. Consequently, on the views
that make these features constitutive of different mental states, the
reflective access to one’s mental features is limited.

Now consider a different kind of example. On the so-called
social-externalist view, defended by Tyler Burge, among others,
the use of words in the subject’s linguistic community can be an
external factor in determining the content of the subject’s thoughts.
Internally identical subjects who are placed in different linguistic
communities can therefore have different thoughts. Suppose that,
in a counterfactual linguistic community, the community’s use
of the words ‘nausea’ and ‘vertigo’ are swapped compared to the
actual situation. Consider actual world Alfred and his counterfactual
internal duplicate, Twin Alfred. Since they are internal duplicates,
both would say that nausea is the sensation of discomfort in the
stomach, with an urge to vomit, and vertigo is the sensation of
spinning and swaying. Nonetheless, according to social externalists,
they express different thoughts when they say ‘I have nausea’ or ‘I
have vertigo’, because the content of these thoughts is determined
by the use of the terms in their community.

Suppose Alfred believes that he has nausea and he does not
have vertigo; according to social externalism, the content of Twin
Alfred’s parallel belief that he would express using the same words
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is that he has vertigo, and not nausea. They both have a sensation
of discomfort in the stomach but not of spinning, so, on the
social-externalist view, Alfred is right and Twin Alfred is wrong.
This case is analogous to Burge’s arthritis case (1979), where both
Alf and his counterfactual internal duplicate believe that they have
arthritis in the thigh, but, while Alf is wrong, his counterpart is
right. The difference in the present case is that we have a word
denoting a sensation rather than an ailment (and the actual subject
is right and the counterfactual subject is wrong).

6.5 Failure of Privileged Access

We have seen three cases where it was claimed that some statement
concerning one’s mental features have externally individuated truth
conditions:

1. ‘I know that I am typing on a computer.’
2. ‘I veridically perceive that I am typing on a computer.’
3. ‘I am having nausea.’

In the first two cases, it would probably be generally agreed that the
truth conditions are externally individuated; the controversial thesis
is that they state purely mental features (rather than features with a
mental component). In the third case, I expect a general agreement
that the statement attributes mental features; the question is whether
the truth conditions are really externally individuated.

In any case, three points should be noted about these three
statements. First, it is possible to entertain all three thoughts
expressed by these sentences while the thoughts are false. If you
are reading this book, it is likely that you have just done so.
Secondly, in the first two cases, there are circumstances when
one can have a false belief expressed by these statements (beyond
merely entertaining the thought), and, if content externalism is
true, then, in the situation described above, a subject has a false
belief concerning his sensations—that is, has a false belief expressed
by the third sentence. Thirdly, in these cases the subjects fail to
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sections, self-attribution of a content creates a self-verifying state-
ment. When one thinks that one thinks a thought, then one is
guaranteed to be correct. But, as we also saw, guaranteed correct-
ness is not sufficient for knowledge. Even though I am always right
in thinking that I am here, this is compatible with not having any
idea where I am. Even though I am always right in thinking that I
have the type of experience I have, this is compatible with my lack
of introspective knowledge of whether I am veridically perceiving
or hallucinating.

Let me reiterate the point I made in Section 6.3 about the unity of
the introspective faculty. We have privileged access to the features
of our conscious mental events, including their sensory, cognitive,
and conative aspects. An account that grants privileged access only
to some of these, but not to all, is incomplete. There is general
reason to think that externalism limits the scope of privileged
access, and this is quite clear in cases where the externality touches
a mental feature other than the content of a thought. In the case
of self-attribution of contents, the deficiency in knowledge created
by externalism is obscured by the fact that the self-attribution
creates a self-verifying statement. But the self-verifying nature is
not sufficient to account for privileged self-knowledge, because
(i) guaranteed correctness is not sufficient for knowledge, and
(ii) the self-verifying nature cannot be the basis of a general account
of privileged self-knowledge, since it does not apply to all mental
features that we can access in a privileged way.

6.6 Travelling Cases

I have been arguing that the main reason for thinking that exter-
nalism is in conflict with privileged access is that, according to
externalists, I could be in a situation that was subjectively indis-
criminable from my present situation, where some of my mental
features were different. As we saw, this latter claim should be
granted even by those who are externalist about phenomen-
ology, if they want to have some account of the Twin situations.
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Privileged access reaches only what falls within the subject’s point
of view; if the presence or absence of a feature cannot be registered
subjectively, we do not have privileged access to the feature in
question.

This argument apparently follows a line of reasoning that has
been used to support the incompatibility of externalism and self-
knowledge in a number of forms (and has also received extensive
criticism). According to this line of reasoning, externalism has
the consequence that, in some cases, we cannot introspectively
discriminate between different thought contents, and, according to a
further consideration, this shows that our introspective knowledge
of these contents is deficient.

The argument is often supported by the so-called travelling cases.
Oscar spends the first part of his life on Earth, and one night he is
unwittingly transported to Twin Earth; better even, he is swapped
with Twin Oscar. Since everything looks the same on Twin Earth,
he does not notice the change, and he goes on with his life (or
rather his Twin’s life). Most externalists agree that, if he spends
enough time in his new environment, the concept he expresses
by the word ‘water’ switches to express twater rather than water;
or perhaps it becomes a mixed concept including both water and
twater in its extension. In any case, the concept changes. It is part
of the externalist view that this change need not be accompanied
by any internal change that is registered by Oscar.

Suppose Oscar is thinking a thought he would express as ‘water
is wet’. It is said that he cannot discriminate by reflection the
content of this thought from the alternative content he would
have had, had he remained on Earth and continued to have his old
water concept. It is true that his second-order thoughts like ‘I am
now thinking that water is wet’ remain correct, since the content
of the second-order thought switches together with the content
of the first-order thought. However, the further suggestion is that,
since he cannot discriminate his present twater-thinking situation
from the relevant alternative of a water-thinking situation, he does
not know that he is now thinking of twater. Once the possibility
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of travel is made relevant, the point extends to all broad contents;
even before Oscar was transported to Twin Earth, he could not
discriminate his water thoughts from the counterfactual twater
thoughts he would have had if he had been transported to Twin
Earth at some time prior to that.

Travelling cases are supposed to show that we cannot intro-
spectively discriminate thought contents, and that this affects
introspective knowledge of content. Critics of this argument try to
show either that, contrary to first impressions, we can discriminate
between the contents in question (McLaughlin and Tye 1998);
or that failure of discriminatory knowledge is not detrimental to
knowledge simpliciter (Falvey and Owens 1994). I shall look at the
details of these suggestions in the next sections.

Some progress can hopefully be made on this issue if we try
to clarify in what sense discrimination is supposed to be necessary
for knowledge. After all, in a certain sense, all cases of ignorance
can be described as failures of discrimination: if someone did not
know that her shoelaces were undone, we could say that she could
not discriminate her present situation from the situation where
her shoelaces are not undone. The notion of indiscriminability
involved here is access indiscriminability: if S knows that p, then
her present situation is access discriminable from situations where p
is false. This is not very illuminating though, because the condition
follows simply from the definition of access indiscriminability. If
we want a more substantial necessary condition for knowledge, and
if we want to evaluate its plausibility, we need a more precise idea
of what discrimination involves when it is claimed to be necessary
for knowledge.

6.7 Discrimination and Introspective
Knowledge

When the claim that discrimination is necessary for knowledge
is used in an argument about travelling cases, the reference is
often to the work of Alvin Goldman, who defends the view that
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discrimination is necessary for perceptual knowledge. As Goldman
(1976: 774) puts it: ‘A person knows that p, I suggest, only if
the actual state of affairs in which p is true is distinguishable or
discriminable by him from a relevant possible states of affairs in
which p is false.’

It is fairly clear that Goldman himself interprets the kind of dis-
criminability that he regards as necessary for perceptual knowledge
as response discriminability in the sense introduced in Section 5.9
(he does not use this terminology). As I remarked earlier, this
notion does not make use of the concept of knowledge, and
hence it is especially suitable for providing a non-circular necessary
condition for perceptual knowledge. Response discriminability is
definable in naturalistic terms—in terms of responses to certain
stimuli—and this fits well Goldman’s reliabilist conception of
justification. There is a straightforward connection between the
reliability and the discriminative powers of a cognitive mechanism:
‘To be reliable, a cognitive mechanism must enable a person to
discriminate or differentiate between incompatible states of affairs.
It must operate in such a way that incompatible states of the
world would generate different cognitive responses’ (Goldman
1976: 771).

This is a clear statement of the response discriminability require-
ment. One example Goldman uses to illustrate the claim that
discrimination is necessary for perceptual knowledge is the—by
now very familiar—example of Henry, who sees a barn from the
road when travelling in the countryside, and forms the belief that
there is a barn there. But, unbeknownst to Henry, the coun-
try in question has a lot of fake barns, made of papier mâché,
which nonetheless look like real barns from a certain distance.
In this case, we are inclined to say that Henry has no know-
ledge that what he sees is a barn, and Goldman explains this
inclination by the fact that Henry cannot discriminate his present
situation from the one where he sees a fake barn: ‘Since, by
assumption, a state of affairs in which such a hypothesis holds is
indistinguishable by Henry from the actual state of affairs (from his
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vantage point on the road), this hypothesis is not ‘‘ruled out’’ or
‘‘precluded’’ by the factors that prompt Henry’s belief’ (Goldman
1976: 774–5).

So Goldman is committed to the following claims about per-
ceptual knowledge and Henry’s particular case:

1. Discrimination is necessary for perceptual knowledge.
2. Henry cannot discriminate his current situation of facing a

real barn from the relevant counterfactual situation of facing
a fake barn.

3. Therefore Henry does not know that he is facing a real barn.

People have been debating whether the travelling case is a basis for
a similar argument. To decide this, we need to consider whether
the following claims are true:

(I) The discrimination requirement extends to introspective
knowledge.

(II) Travelling Oscar’s situation is similar to that of Henry in
the following respect: he cannot discriminate his present
situation of thinking about water from a relevant alternative
of thinking about twater.

(III) Therefore Oscar does not know that he is thinking of
water.

Accepting both (I) and (II) and concluding (III) is the classic version
of the travelling argument for the incompatibility of externalism
and privileged introspective knowledge.

But, if Goldman’s account is the model to follow when we
set up the connection between discrimination and knowledge,
then the relevant notion is response discriminability, and then
the water-thinking and twater-thinking situations are apparently
discriminable. As we have already seen, different first-order thoughts
generate different second-order thoughts—that is, different cog-
nitive responses. If this is right, then the travelling subject’s case
is not analogous to Henry’s case with the fake barns (that is, (II)
in the travelling argument does not obtain). Then one can adopt
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externalism about content, extend the requirement of discrimin-
ability to introspective knowledge—that is, accept (I)—and uphold
the view that we have introspective knowledge of our thoughts
(reject (III)). On this interpretation, the travelling argument does
not show the incompatibility of externalism and privileged self-
knowledge.

6.8 Access Discriminability and Introspective
Knowledge

A different response to the travelling argument is given by Kevin
Falvey and Joseph Owens, who apparently accept a version of
(II), the analogy between Henry’s case and the travelling cases,
but reject (I), the extension of the discrimination requirement
to introspection, and choose to resist (III) in this way (although
they use different conceptual apparatus, so there is another way of
constructing their position).

Falvey and Owens (1994: 116) formulate a Relevant Alternatives
principle operative in Henry’s case as follows:

(RA) If (i) q is a relevant alternative to p, and (ii) S’s belief
that p is based on evidence that is compatible with its
being the case that q, then S does not know that p.

If we translate this into a necessary condition for knowledge that p,
we get the following (for every q that is a relevant alternative to p):

(RA2) S’s belief that p is not based on evidence that is
compatible with its being the case that q.

The notion involved here is a variation on the access conception
of discriminability, between one’s present situation and a situation
where q is true (which I shall call the ‘q-situation’). The difference
compared to the version discussed before is that the requirement
of discriminability is not that ‘for all the subject knows, she could
not be in the q-situation’, but rather ‘for all the subject has evidence
for, she could not be in the q-situation’. It is worth pointing
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out that, if we adopt Timothy Williamson’s—to my mind, very
plausible—view that knowledge is evidence (Williamson 2000),
these two statements are equivalent.¹

Falvey and Owens hold that the travelling subject’s (theirs is
called ‘Susan’) belief concerning her water thoughts is based on
evidence that is compatible with the twater-thinking alternative,
and hence that the discriminability condition embodied in (RA)
does not hold: ‘Susan cannot point to evidence in her experiential
history that rules out the hypothesis that she is on Twin-Earth
thinking that twater is liquid. Such a situation would be evi-
dentially indistinguishable from her actual situation’ (Falvey and
Owens 1994: 117). However, they think that (RA) is not valid
for introspective knowledge, because they hold that Susan does
know she is thinking of water. The explanation of why Susan has
knowledge is familiar: because, unlike Henry in the barn case, she
is not liable to form false beliefs about her thought contents. So,
even though both Susan and Henry base their belief on evidence
that is compatible with a relevant alternative, her immunity and
his proneness to error explain why she is knowledgeable, while
he is ignorant. So Falvey and Owens endorse (II)—the analogy
between Henry’s case and the travelling case, as far as the ability
to discriminate is concerned—but, since they reject (I), they can
resist the conclusion of (III).

One may wonder, though, whether this is a coherent position. If
the evidential situations were the same, is it not odd that one subject
has knowledge, and the other does not? Indeed, Brian McLaughlin
and Michael Tye (1998) argue that Falvey and Owens’s claim that

¹ There is a certain complication introduced here by the idea that the evidence under
consideration is specifically evidence that the subject’s belief is based on. We can see the
motivation for introducing this qualification: if S had evidence (or knowledge) that was
incompatible with his being in a q-situation, but this evidence did not play any role in his
forming the belief that p, then we may want to deny that S knows p. However, a whole
new issue is opened if we ask whether all knowledge has to be based on some evidence. The
necessary condition can be satisfied either if the belief is based on incompatible evidence,
or if it’s not based on any evidence. I’m going to ignore this point, because I don’t think it
makes much difference to the present issue.
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Susan’s introspective evidence would be the same in the actual
and the alternative situation is based on an unnecessarily restrictive
notion of evidence. In fact, we could regard the very thoughts
we access directly as pieces of introspective evidence, and in that
case Susan does have evidence that rules out the possibility that
she is thinking about twater. We can still accept (I) and extend
the discrimination requirement to introspection, because, if (II) is
rejected, (III) does not need to be endorsed.

One thing that may cause some confusion here is running
together the different notions of discrimination. The (RA) prin-
ciple is essentially in terms of the access understanding: the subject’s
evidence is incompatible with the relevant alternative. As we saw,
the access conception does not require that the subject can activate
knowledge that her situation is distinct from an alternative, for
some presentation of the alternative situation; the subject may not
even form any idea of the alternative situation (as most of us
would not have any notion of travelling alternatives). But, when
Falvey and Owens say that Susan cannot point to evidence that rules
out the alternative hypothesis, this sounds like a deficiency in
her knowledge concerning the distinctness of her present and the
alternative situation. In other words, it sounds like a deficiency
in her active discriminatory capacities. But this would not prevent
Susan from satisfying the access discriminability condition embod-
ied in (RA), unless we require that, whenever one has evidence,
one can point to that evidence. In Section 6.10 below, I shall
look at another condition that Falvey and Owens formulate that
is clearly in terms of active discriminability, and hence different
from (RA).

6.9 Discrimination Through Externally
Individuated Contents

It seems that the analysis of the travelling cases so far has not offered
support for the incompatibilist position. Discrimination as a neces-
sary condition for knowledge is most plausibly formulated by using
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either the response or the access notion of discriminability. But as
we have seen already in Sections 5.7 and 5.8, if externalism is true,
then water thoughts are apparently introspectively discriminable
from twater thoughts both in the response and in the access sense.
Therefore, it seems that one cannot argue on the analogy of, say,
the barn case that we do not have introspective knowledge of
broad contents, because a necessary condition of discriminability is
not met.

This, however, is only one part of the story. Another part is
that Goldman’s model of discrimination as a necessary condition
for knowledge becomes pointless, even for perceptual knowledge, once
contents are externally individuated. Consider one of Goldman’s
examples, identical twins Judy and Trudy. On a widely accept-
ed externalist view of content, the content of someone’s belief
expressed as ‘She is standing right in front of me’ is different,
depending on whether it is Judy, or Trudy, who is standing
in front of him. (The externalist view contrasts with my own
internalist theory, on which the content of ‘She is standing in front
of me’ remains the same as long as the accompanying phenomenal
states are the same. I defend the viability of this view in Chapter 7.)
On some externalist theories, the contents of the corresponding
perceptual states are going to be different, too. So at least some
of this person’s cognitive responses to Judy’s presence and Trudy’s
presence are different: he responds to their respective presence with
different beliefs. But this is true of a person who, for all intents and
purposes, cannot tell Judy and Trudy apart, and therefore does not
know which of them he is facing.

The point here is not that the subject’s thoughts about Judy and
Trudy are different, and therefore his second-order thoughts about
his Judy and Trudy thoughts are different—though, of course,
this is true too. The present point is that his first-order cognitive
responses to Judy’s and Trudy’s presence, the empirical beliefs he
forms when facing them, are different. So, if discriminability of A
and B requires that the subject gives different cognitive responses
to A and B, then, since in the twins’ case this condition is met, the
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subject is able empirically to discriminate Judy and Trudy. In fact,
he will be able to discriminate them infallibly: for, if the content of
indexical thoughts is individuated by the referent of the indexical,
then the subject’s cognitive response always concerns just the right
individual. Then the ability to discriminate ceases to be a useful
condition to mark cases of empirical knowledge and ignorance: for
the onlooker who cannot tell whether he is facing Judy or Trudy
will be able to ‘discriminate’ them (in the present sense of the term)
just as reliably as the twins’ mother, who, in contrast, can actually
tell whether she is facing Judy or Trudy. (The same considerations
apply, mutatis mutandis, if the notion is access indiscriminability.)

One might say that this result is not counter-intuitive, since
the discriminability requirement should surely be put forward as
a necessary, rather than as a necessary and sufficient, condition
for knowledge. Independently of the issue of externalism, mere
difference in cognitive responses is not sufficient for knowledge, if
the responses are not properly integrated among the subject’s other
beliefs. So, even if the ignorant onlooker can response discriminate
Judy from Trudy, we can still explain why he does not know he
is facing, say, Judy on a given occasion, because other conditions are
not met.

However, the ordinary cases where there is a difference in
cognitive response and yet there is no knowledge are rather
different from the externalist case. For example, it may be the
case that Judy has a mole on her face and Trudy does not; one’s
perceptual experiences when looking at the twins are different,
hence the necessary condition of discriminability is met. Even so,
if someone does not realize that this is a way to distinguish Judy
and Trudy, he still may not know which of them he is facing
on a given occasion. But the discrimination resulting from the
different content of indexical sentences is rather different. It is
not an unused clue that could be conducive of knowledge once
one realizes its significance. Even if two things presented exactly
the same perceptual appearance—so there were no discoverable
perceptual clues to their difference—one would produce different
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cognitive responses by forming the appropriate indexical sentences.
It is unclear how this ‘discrimination’ could be integrated into, or
be made useful for, one’s general stock of knowledge. Jessica
Brown (2004: 491 ff.) makes a similar point when she describes
how discrimination through second-order thoughts with broad
content is independent from several other abilities we normally
expect to go together with discriminatory abilities, like the abilities
to notice change or to act differentially.

The debate has so far been inconclusive. We have not seen a
reason to give up the requirement of discriminability as necessary
for knowledge, but, if we borrow the notion of discrimination
that figures in the most widely accepted formulations of the
discriminability requirement for perceptual knowledge, then water
and twater thoughts are discriminable. At the same time, the
discriminability resulting from externally individuated cognitive
responses ceases to be an interesting condition for knowledge.
Of course, the discriminability condition was offered as merely
necessary and not sufficient, but, even so, in ordinary circumstances,
the ability to discriminate points towards at least the possibility of
some cognitive achievement. This is apparently not the case with
discrimination resulting from broad cognitive responses. In the
next section, I shall look at some further interesting lessons offered
by the travelling cases.

6.10 The ‘Transparency’ of Content

Falvey and Owens formulate a principle that they call ‘introspective
knowledge of comparative content’: ‘With respect to any two of
his thoughts or beliefs, an individual can know authoritatively and
directly (that is, without relying on inferences from his observed
environment) whether or not they have the same content’ (Falvey
and Owens 1994: 109–10). The claim is also known as the
‘transparency of content’ claim (Boghossian 1994). Falvey and
Owens maintain that the travelling cases show that externalism
is not compatible with introspective knowledge of comparative
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content (I shall explain below why). But they think this principle
is false anyway, independently of externalism. Furthermore, they
also claim that ignorance of comparative content does not threaten
‘straight’ introspective knowledge of content.

As far as I understand it, Falvey and Owens offer this prin-
ciple as a condition of discrimination about one’s thoughts and
beliefs; a condition that could be claimed to be necessary for know-
ledge—though, of course, not by them, but by the incompatibilists
they criticize. But note that the principle contains a requirement of
active discriminability of thought contents: the subject has to activate
knowledge concerning the distinctness (or sameness) of contents.
In the discussion so far, we have not seen a well-articulated sug-
gestion to make some form of active indiscriminability a necessary
condition for knowledge; the proposed necessary conditions were
in terms of response or access discriminability.

Can we formulate a general necessary condition for knowledge
in terms of active indiscriminability (in the way it is done, for
example, with access indiscriminability in principle (RA) above)?
Presumably, such a condition would look something like this: a
subject claims knowledge of p; some situations where p is false
are relevant alternatives; and activating knowledge that her current
situation is distinct from these relevant alternatives is necessary for
knowledge. In this form, the condition is not specific enough,
because of the familiar point about the presentation sensitivity of
active indiscriminability. To make it plausible, we should find
an adequate way of presenting the relevant alternative (assuming
that the subject’s current situation is presented as ‘my current
situation’). It is quite clear that requiring discriminability under
all presentations is too strong; and requiring discriminability under
some presentation (further unspecified) is too weak.

Finding an adequate general formulation of such a condition
would take up too much space and would lead far from our
present concerns. Instead, I shall ask how plausible the prin-
ciple is in itself—that is, whether it is reasonable to expect that
we can actively introspectively discriminate our concepts and
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thought contents—independently of the question of whether this
is necessary for something else. Then I shall ask how externalism
affects this issue.

First—as always when active discriminability is the issue—we
have to get clear about the adequate presentations for the contents.
The thought I was entertaining a few minutes ago can be presented
as ‘the thought KF was entertaining at 12.44’ or ‘the thought KF
was entertaining when someone rang the doorbell’, and one may
wonder whether this thought had the same content as ‘the thought
KF entertained at 12.14’. When talking about the transparency of
content or concepts, we are not interested in comparing thoughts
under such presentations. What we are interested in is a subject
who entertains contents p and q (or concepts F and G) and tries
to find out through direct reflection whether they are the same
or not.

It is perfectly possible that someone actually fails in such a task.
For example, it is possible that someone applies a word in two
patterns of use that express different concepts, and does not realize
that she is doing so. The phenomenon I have in mind is not simply
that the word has two public meanings that she is not aware of;
rather, that she herself means something different by the two uses,
which is evidenced in the different dispositions and commitments
that she attaches to them. An example may be the way some
people use the term ‘discrimination’ and its cognates in the present
debate in different senses, without realizing that they are doing so.
The phenomenon is known as the fallacy of equivocation, and it
is clearly possible, since it is very much actual.

Occasionally we are ignorant about the distinctness of the con-
cepts expressed by our words, especially, as the above example
shows, when the concepts are complex. This further supports my
view that introspection—like all our cognitive abilities, including
reasoning—is fallible. Falvey and Owens have another example
involving a very complex meaning, where people debate whether
two contents are the same or not. So the crucial point is not the
possibility of mistake, but rather the way we can try to avoid those
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mistakes. Falvey and Owens think that, in their example, people
can find out whether the contents in question are the same or
not by investigating the use of words in the linguistic community,
which is an external matter. I do not see that at all. Of course, if I
am interested in the question of how other people use some term, I
shall investigate their usage. But, when I am interested in my own
meaning, I shall reflect on my own commitments and putative uses.
And all this can be reconstructed from the armchair, by imagining
situations and asking myself whether I would be willing to use
a term. There is no guarantee that the attempt will be successful
in every case, but the expectation is that equivocations should be
avoidable in this manner, and anyone who fails in this breaches
some norm of rationality.

6.11 External Feature Outside the Scope
of Privileged Access

Externalism has the consequence that sometimes it is impossible for
a subject to avoid equivocation through a proper use of reason and
introspection, as the following example by Paul Boghossian (1994,
slightly modified here) shows. Suppose that Oscar has undergone
switching and his present use of the word ‘water’ expresses the
concept twater. Still, there is no reason to assume that the concept
that figures in his beliefs about his past Earthly water experiences
switches too: when he recalls visiting Lake Baikal some years ago
(which in fact took place back on Earth), and says that ‘the water
in Lake Baikal was incredibly clean’, his word refers to Lake Baikal
and H2O. He now visits Twin Lake Baikal, and, after forming the
belief that he would express as ‘the water in Lake Baikal is incredibly
clean’, he concludes that ‘the quality of the water in Lake Baikal
has not changed’. This inference is mistaken, because it involves
equivocation on the words ‘water’ and ‘Lake Baikal’. Everyone
would of course agree that he is making some kind of mistake.
But the internalist can plausibly say that the the mistake is factual:
since Oscar mistakenly believes that Lake Baikal and Twin Lake
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Baikal are the same, and water and twater are the same substance,
he applies same concept to them, respectively. In contrast, the
externalist is committed to saying that the mistake is logical. Yet no
amount of reflection will help Oscar to realize his logical mistake.

In this situation, Oscar directly compares two contents (or
two concepts) that he presently grasps. Unlike in the earlier
considerations, where response or access discriminability was the
issue, the comparison here is not between concepts entertained
in the actual situation and some counterfactual or past situation;
instead, both concepts are actually ‘before his mind’.

In an important respect, this scenario is different from the
temporal phenomenal sorites discussed in Section 5.6. Temporal
phenomenal sorites series are created when one is going through
a series of sensory experiences that are phenomenally slightly dif-
ferent. The comparison cannot be direct, that is, the situation is
set up in a way that one does not have—often cannot have—the
two different phenomenal characters simultaneously exemplified
in one’s conscious experience. In order to activate knowledge that
the phenomenal character of one’s present sensory experience is
different from that of the previous experience, one has to rely on
memory; but memory cannot preserve the exact details of phe-
nomenal characters once they have left the subject’s consciousness.
The situation is different with concepts expressed by words like
‘water’ or ‘Lake Baikal’. The concepts employed in Oscar’s beliefs
about his past and present encounter are both fully available for
direct conscious comparison.

But, even though he can directly compare them, if the concepts
are externally individuated, Oscar still cannot find out their differ-
ence by introspection. The reason is familiar: for their difference is
constituted by a feature that has no trace among the phenomenal
features of Oscar’s conscious mental life. This difference is surely
part of the mental nature of these concepts, and yet it is com-
pletely hidden from the introspective faculty. So there are some
features of one’s conscious mental life (in this case, the aspects that
constitute a difference in the content of some conscious thoughts



7

REFERENCE AND SENSE

7.1 Phenomenal and Externalistic
Intentionality

In Part Two of the book, I have argued that internalism should be
understood as the thesis that the introspectively available phenom-
enal properties of our conscious mental life determine all its mental
features, and these of course also include content properties. The
content of a mental state or event is its feature that is responsible
for its semantic properties—that is, for its reference and satisfaction
conditions. These properties are also known as ‘intentional’ or
‘representational’ properties. Judgements and assertions are typical
intentional states that aim at the truth. When we formulate a judge-
ment or assert a statement, we lay a claim of truth upon the world:
the world has to be in a certain state for our endeavour to succeed.
Now, even when arguments like the ones I put forward about
privileged self-knowledge, and related arguments about rationality
and agency, are presented in defence of internalism, it is often
claimed that internalism faces a decisive objection: for internally
individuated states are not suitable for laying a claim of truth upon
the world. There is no proper intentionality that is constituted by
internal features alone.

There have been various responses to this charge. I have already
mentioned Terence Horgan, John Tienson, and George Graham,
and also Brian Loar and Charles Siewert, who defend a conception
of phenomenal intentionality that is the mind’s phenomenally
manifest direction upon features of the world (Horgan and Tienson
2002; Horgan et al. 2004; Siewert 1998; Loar 2003). They argue,
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very convincingly, that it is part of the phenomenology of many
conscious mental states that they appear to present various features
of the world; that this is something that would be shared, for
example, between my experiences and the experiences of my
vat-brain counterpart. From a different set of assumptions, David
Chalmers (2002) argued that there is a notion of narrow (that is,
internally individuated) content that does indeed deserve the name
‘content’ because it determines bona fide truth conditions.

I will not repeat these arguments here, but would like to
add a further development. The defenders both of phenomen-
al intentionality and of narrow content hold that, apart from the
internally constituted intentional features, there is also another kind
of intentionality: ‘externalistic’ intentionality, in Horgan et al.’s ter-
minology; ‘broad’ content in the usual vocabulary of dual-content
theorists. Chalmers calls his narrow content ‘epistemic’, and his
broad content ‘subjunctive’ content. Externalist theories are sup-
posed to be right about this other kind of intentionality or content.
In the familiar Twin Earth scenario, the thoughts that Oscar and
Twin Oscar would both express by saying ‘water fills the oceans’
have the same narrow content (phenomenal intentional features),
but different broad content (externalistic intentional features).

My own internalist theory cannot recognize externally individu-
ated contents, if these are supposed to be mental features, since my
view is that all mental features (at least of conscious mental states)
are internal. In what follows, I shall defend this view.

7.2 The ‘Inexpressibility of Narrow Content’

I said above that the content of a mental state is a feature that is
responsible for the state’s semantic properties. This characterization,
while part of the notion of content I have in mind, is too abstract
in itself. In line with the phenomenal determination of our mental
features defended in this book, I would also like to say that the
content of a thought or a judgement is what we grasp when we
think the thought, or reflect upon a belief. The episodes in my
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conscious life are characterized by their psychological features.
When I think to myself ‘You could not step twice into the same
river’, there is something I grasp, something that is present to my
mind, something that makes this event of thinking different from
the event of thinking ‘You can very well step twice into the same
river’. And that is content.

Frege’s notion of ‘thought’ is a predecessor of our notion of
content, since—as we shall see in the next section—‘thoughts’
are responsible for truth conditions. Frege’s term actually reflects
well this other feature of contents: that they are grasped in our
conscious cogitations. This feature is clearly related to the role that
contents are supposed to play in the explanation of actions. Frege
describes this as follows:

How does a thought act? By being apprehended and taken to be true.
This is a process in the inner world of a thinker which can have
further consequences in this inner world, and which, encroaching on the
sphere of the will, can also make itself noticeable in the outer world.
If, for example, I grasp the thought which we express by the theorem
of Pythagoras, the consequence maybe that I recognize it to be true,
and, further, that I apply it, making a decision which brings about the
acceleration of masses. Thus our actions are usually prepared by thinking
and judgement. (Frege 1918: 104)

The application of the dual-content framework to the theory of
content (so understood) is that certain thoughts have two contents,
which in turn determine two different functions from worlds to
truth values. But, given that contents are also grasped, I think this
is implausible, on phenomenological grounds. When I think to
myself ‘I am bored’, ‘water is a liquid’, or ‘Descartes was a great
philosopher’, I have only one thing in my mind, respectively,
contrary to the dual theory’s claim that I have two things in my
mind. I cannot convince myself that these thoughts have two
equally psychologically real contents. The same applies to the idea
that my mental states have two kinds of intentional features. On the
conception of mentality that I have been defending, psychologically
real features must have phenomenal presence in my mind—but it
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does not seem to me at all that my thought expressed as ‘water is a
liquid’ would be directed at two different kinds at the same time.

If one was a dual-content theorist, or a believer in two kinds
of intentionality, and had to choose one of the contents to be
psychologically real, surely, one would choose the narrow or
phenomenally construed content. As Frege said, grasping a thought
is a process in the inner world of the thinker. Then one wonders
about the status of the other kind of content. Perhaps the other
kind of content is not really a mental feature, but a posit that is
used, for example, for certain mental-state attributions with others.
I have no objection to such a theory, but I would refrain from
calling this second kind of feature ‘content’ or ‘intentional feature’
in the same sense that applies to the first kind.

I assumed that the one single thought content that you and I
grasp when saying ‘water is a liquid’ is the narrow, or phenomenally
construed, content. But, interestingly, in the approach that Hor-
gan et al. promote, narrow content turns out to be inexpressible
linguistically. Horgan et al. (2004: 32) tell us that

insofar as ... narrow truth-conditions are formulable linguistically ... , the
formulation will employ only these kinds of vocabulary: (i) logical expres-
sions, (ii) predicative expressions designating properties and relations
to which the experiencer can mentally refer non-externalistically, and
(iii) certain first-person indexical expressions.

I assume—and assume that Horgan et al. assume—that a thought
we would express by using, say, a name is not completely equivalent
to any thought expressible with the above resources. This means,
however, that the narrow content of a thought we would express
by using a name is not formulable linguistically. The narrow truth
conditions of such thoughts can be expressed only approximately.

Another promoter of a dual-content theory, Jerry Fodor, also
worries about the expressibility of narrow content. The narrow
content, to remind us, is what is shared by my water thought and
my Twin’s twater thought. Now what is this exactly? ‘What is the
thought such that when I have it its truth condition is that H2O is
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wet and when my Twin has it its truth condition is such that XYZ
is wet? What is the concept water such that it denotes H2O in this
world and XYZ in the next?’ (Fodor 1987: 49–50). According to
Fodor, this question is, in a sense, unanswerable, because

if you mean by content what can be semantically evaluated, then what my
water-thoughts share with Twin ‘water’-thoughts isn’t content. Narrow
content is radically inexpressible, because it’s only content potentially; it’s
what gets to be content when—and only when—it gets to be anchored.
We can’t—to put it in a nutshell— say what Twin-thoughts have in
common. This is because what can be said is ipso facto semantically
evaluable; and what Twin thoughts have in common is ipso facto not.
(ibid. 50)

Horgan et al. (2004: 313) acknowledge that the narrow truth con-
ditions cannot always be given ‘compact, cognitively surveyable,
formulations’, but they do not think this is a decisive problem
for their theory. Neither does Fodor think that this is a serious
problem. Perhaps they are right. Nonetheless, it seems to me that
it would be a rather disappointing compromise for the defender
of narrow content to say that we cannot express narrow contents.
If narrow contents are psychologically real, are supposed to be
guiding actions, are objects of self-knowledge, are essential for
rationality, then how come we cannot express them? Therefore it
is worth asking whether this consequence could be avoided; and,
in what follows, I shall argue that it can. In order to do this, we
have to take a closer look at the question of what it means for
something to be semantically evaluable, or aiming at the truth, or
laying a claim upon the world. The origin of this whole cluster of
problems lies, I believe, in Frege’s work.

7.3 Frege on Sense and Reference

In his famous paper ‘On Sense and Reference’ (1892), Frege
introduces the distinction between the sense and the reference of
a name. The reference of a name is a definite object, and the
sense is ‘wherein the mode of presentation is contained’. As for
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the relation between a sign, its sense, and its reference, Frege
(1892: 25) says that ‘to the sign there corresponds a definite sense
and to that in turn a definite reference’. This idea became known
in the tradition influenced by Frege as the doctrine that ‘sense
determines reference’. Throughout the chapter, I shall understand
Frege’s doctrine as allowing the possibility of an expression with
a sense, but without reference. I regard the ‘empty reference’ as
a special case of reference; when an expression does not have
reference, I take it that this fact is determined by its sense. The
doctrine has been interpreted in various ways; I shall assume here
a minimal understanding of determination. S determines R will
mean simply that there is a determinate R belonging to every S;
in other words, that sameness of S implies sameness of R, and,
consequently, difference in R implies a difference in S.

The claim that sense determines reference has an elementary
appeal. Consider names. We use names to talk about things, so
a name should somehow direct speaker and hearer towards an
object in the world; how would this be done, if not through
what the name expresses, its sense? The claim generalizes even to
theories that deny that names have Fregean senses; for, whatever
the relevant semantic feature of a name is, it should be reference
determining—in the case of direct reference theories, simply by
being identical to it. Many philosophers agreed in finding the
doctrine compelling, as witnessed by the following quotations
from John McDowell and Gregory McCulloch:

Now it seems plausible that the extension of a word as a speaker uses it
should be a function of its meaning; otherwise we lose some links that
seem to be simply common sense—not part of some possibly contentious
philosophical theory—between what words mean on speakers’ lips, what
those speakers say when they utter those words, and how things have to
be for what they say to be true. (McDowell 1992: 305)

Sense determines Meaning. It is easy to see why one should say this. For to
suppose otherwise is to suppose that one could grasp a sense and it still
not be settled what one was thinking about. In consequence, one would
be able to understand a word like ‘Istanbul’ yet it still be left open what
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one was using the word to talk about. Yet this seems absurd: learning the
name is just a way of coming to be able to talk about the city. (McCulloch
1995: 66)

Frege also extended the sense/reference distinction to sentences:
the sense of a sentence is a thought, and the reference of a sentence
is its truth value. A thought, Frege says in a later paper (1918), is
that for which the question of truth can arise. The determination
between sense and reference is upheld in the case of sentences too:
it is not only that thoughts are true or false, but also that every
thought has a determinate truth value. This is indeed an expression
of the idea mentioned in Section 7.1: that thoughts lay a claim of
truth upon the world. That sense determines reference means that
sense is responsible for semantic features (truth and reference).

How seriously Frege took this doctrine is well illustrated by
his treatment of a putative counter-example: the case of thoughts
expressed by indexical sentences. Here is the relevant passage:

is the thought changeable or is it timeless? The thought we express by
the Pythagorean theorem is surely timeless, eternal, unchangeable. But
are there not thoughts which are true today but false in six months time?
The thought, for example, that the tree is covered with green leaves, will
surely be false in six months time. No, for it is not the same thought at
all. The words ‘this tree is covered with green leaves’ are not sufficient
by themselves for the utterance, the time of utterance is involved as well.
Without the time-indication this gives we have no complete thought,
i.e. no thought at all. But this thought, if it is true, is true not only today
or tomorrow but timelessly. (Frege 1918: 103)

We quoted Frege saying that there is a determinate sense belonging
to a sign, and a determinate reference belonging to a sense. Since
the sign–sense–reference sequence is determinate, there should be
a determinate reference belonging to every sign, via the mediation
of the sense (or, as a special case, it will lack reference). But no
single truth value belongs to the sentence ‘this tree is covered with
green leaves’; the sentence is sometimes true, sometimes false. The
solution Frege offers is to save the determination relation between
sense and reference, by giving up the determination between sign
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and sense. The sign ‘this tree is covered with green leaves’ is not
sufficient in itself to express a complete thought, so there is no
determinate sense it expresses. The thought becomes complete
once we add the time of the utterance; in this way, the same
sentence will express different senses on different occasions, and
the resulting sense will have a determinate reference.

7.4 Aristotle on Beliefs and Truth Values

Perhaps few would agree these days with Frege that the ‘reference’
of a sentence is its truth value. Some would also question that the
determination of reference must always be mediated by a sense.
Nonetheless we find that the view that, if two sentences differ
in truth value, they cannot express the same thought, is widely
endorsed. Two examples from David Kaplan and John Perry:

If you and I both say to ourselves,

(B) ‘I am getting bored’

have we thought the same thing? We could not have, because what you
thought was true while what I thought was false. (Kaplan 1989: 39)

Let us imagine David Hume, alone in his study, on a particular afternoon
in 1775, thinking to himself, ‘I wrote the Treatise’. Can anyone else
apprehend the thought he apprehended by this? First note that what he
thinks is true. So no one could apprehend the same thought, unless they
apprehended a true thought. (Perry 1977: 62)

Contents are reasonably regarded as inheriting the role of Fregean
‘thoughts’: they are truth evaluable, and they are the objects of
mental attitudes. Then we can formulate the Fregean principle as
the claim that, if two sentences or beliefs differ in truth value, they
have different contents. Furthermore, beliefs are individuated by
their contents; different contents indicate different beliefs.

We may think that the Fregean principle is simply intuitively
plausible: if my belief is true and yours is false, how could we
believe the same? But we should not be so quick. Let us consult
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a philosopher who wrote long before the Frege-inspired view of
contents became widely accepted in philosophy. In the Categories,
Aristotle claims that only substances can change, and then considers
a putative counter-example:

the same statement seems to be both true or false. Suppose, for example,
that the statement that somebody is sitting is true; after he has got up
this statement will be false. Similarly with beliefs ... [But this is different
from the way substances change.] For in the case of substances it is by
themselves changing that they are able to receive contraries. For what
has become cold instead of hot, dark instead of pale, good instead of
bad, has changed ... Statements and beliefs, on the other hand, themselves
remain completely unchangeable in every way; it is because the actual
thing changes that the contrary comes to belong to them. For the statement
that somebody is sitting remains the same; it is because of the change in the actual
thing that it comes to be true at one time and false at another. Similarly with
beliefs. (Cat. 4a21–4b2; emphasis added)¹

Aristotle discusses exactly the same problem we have seen earlier
addressed by Frege: the sentence ‘He is sitting’ is true at some
time, and becomes false later. This seems to suggest that the same
belief or thought can change from being true to being false. Both
Frege and Aristotle find the idea that a thought or belief might
undergo genuine change objectionable, but the solution they offer
is different. Perhaps we can put the point this way: both Frege and
Aristotle agree that the intrinsic properties of a belief or thought
cannot change—whatever these properties are, they are essential
to the thought. Thus no genuine change is possible for thoughts,
only, as we might say, a mere Cambridge change. Frege thinks
that the truth value is an intrinsic—hence essential—property of
a thought, unlike the relational and inessential property of, say,
being grasped by me. In contrast, Aristotle thinks that the truth
value is a relational and inessential property of a statement or a
belief. Hence the results are different: ‘he is sitting’, uttered now

¹ Reference to Aristotle’s work Categories (Cat.) is to Categories, trans. J. A. Smith, in
The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, 6th printing with corrections, 2 vols.
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).
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and later, express two different thoughts according to Frege, each
with its own eternal truth value; whereas it expresses the same
belief according to Aristotle, which is true at one time, and false
at another. Clearly, then, Aristotle would not accept the claim
that different truth values indicate different beliefs. This is opposed
to some widely accepted contemporary conceptions. William and
Martha Kneale claim that Aristotle made a mistake in claiming
this—he should have recognized that the sentences in question
express two different propositions (Kneale and Kneale 1962: 54).

We have two clearly different views: according to the Fregean
principle, every thought has a determinate truth value, and dif-
ference in truth values means a difference in thought. According
to the Aristotelian principle, the same statement or belief can be
true or false on different occasions; difference in truth value is no
indication of difference of belief. In what follows, I shall try to raise
doubts about the Fregean principle and offer some support for the
Aristotelian principle.

7.5 Same Content—Different Truth Value

The Fregean principle seems convincing in the case of mathematics
and logic. Given that the Pythagorean theorem is true, no false
sentence could express the same thought as the Pythagorean
theorem does. If Frege had these kinds of examples in mind in the
first place, it is easy to understand why he adopted the doctrine.
But consider a contingent sentence like

(1) The inventor of bifocals was a man.

As it happens, the description picks out Benjamin Franklin, who
was indeed a man. So the sentence is true. Now, as far as I
know, Frege does not discuss questions arising in connection
with alternative possibilities; but such questions are often raised in
contemporary philosophy of language or mind. If this statement
is contingent, then there is another world where, say, Deborah
Franklin invents bifocals, and where the sentence is false. Here
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that sense determines reference, we understand this as relative to
some circumstances of evaluations. Thus considerations about other
possible worlds suggest a departure from the conception that sense
alone determines reference, or that thoughts have their truth value
essentially. How far this is a departure from Frege I cannot judge,
since he is silent on counterfactual situations or other possible
worlds. I certainly do not want to suggest that he is committed to
the implausible view I sketched above; however, I do think it is
possible that he was not entirely aware of further consequences of
some of the views he held about this matter.

Returning to the question of the Fregean versus the Aristotelian
principle, the case of the inventor of bifocals vindicates the latter.
If we ask the question ‘Is it always true that a difference in
truth value implies difference of thought or belief?’, the answer
is clearly negative: ‘the inventor of bifocals was a man’ is true in
this world, and false in another, yet its meaning, sense, content,
belief, and so on are the same. Is it true that thoughts have
their truth values essentially? Evidently not: the same thought in
different worlds can have different truth values. Does sense in itself
always determine reference? It obviously does not: at least in some
cases, sense determines reference only with respect to the state of
the world.

7.6 Cross-World and Within-a-World
Comparison

If sense determines reference, then sameness of sense implies
sameness of reference. However, if sense does not alone determine
reference, then we cannot infer from the difference of reference
a difference in sense. Recall now Frege’s reasoning about the tree
and green leaves. He noted the difference in truth value, and
inferred a difference in thought. But this move is questionable:
for it would be validated only by the unique determination of
reference by sense, and this, as we have just seen, is something that
cannot generally be upheld. We need a separate argument to show
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that the principle is applicable to the particular case, and no such
argument is provided.

It may be objected that this criticism is not fair. Probably no one
will disagree with the claim that the cross-world comparison upholds
the Aristotelian, rather than the Fregean, principle. It is a further
question though what this implies with respect to cases within a
world: that is, when, for example, we compare the same sentence
uttered at different times. When we said that difference in truth
value implies difference in content—continues this objection—we
naturally meant this to apply within a world. And when we said
that sense determines reference, we meant this to apply relative to
a certain state of the world. But we cannot extend the relativization
further. We cannot say that, just as content determines truth value
relative to a world, sometimes it determines truth value also relative
to further features like a place, a time, or a speaker. The cross-
world cases are not analogous to the cross-time, or cross-place, or
cross-speaker cases, this objection concludes.

But why should they not be? Take the thoughts that we express
by using the classical indexical expressions like ‘now’ or ‘here’
or ‘you’ or ‘that’. The characteristic feature of indexical thoughts
is that, besides the state of the possible world where they are
evaluated, we need further contextual factors to determine their
truth value. Now I do not want to suggest that the distinction
between circumstances of evaluation and other contextual features
should be obliterated; we might need the distinction for various
purposes (see Section 7.8 below.) But suppose that someone goes
through the following step-by-step reasoning.

We start with mathematical or logical statements. Here it seems
plausible that the sameness of thought implies sameness of truth
value. Frege says that apprehending a thought and holding it to
be true is an event in the inner world of the thinker (Frege 1918:
104). Indeed, it is quite plausible that the thought, whatever we
think, whatever we have in mind when grasping a mathematical
statement, the same that is constant on each occasion when we
make the statement, is sufficient in itself to determine a truth value.
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Recall that determination is understood here as a formal relation,
so what is said does not imply that mathematics is somehow mind
dependent.

Then we consider contingent statements. We cannot uphold the
determination as before; for the same sentence will have different
truth values in different worlds. The variation clearly depends
on the state of the world, so there is a factor relevant to the
determination of truth value that was not present in the previous
case. We have two options. First, we could give up the idea that
thought alone determines reference, and trust the external world
to supply the missing determination. Alternatively, we could pack
the further determining factor into the thought. The original idea
of sense was something that is grasped by the mind, so, to put the
matter in a much simplified way, this amounts to choosing whether
this further factor should belong to the world or to the contents of
our mind. The decision here is almost incontrovertible: the state of
the world belongs to the circumstances of evaluation; that is, it does
not make a difference to contents. Or, to put it simply, it belongs to
the outside world and not to the mind. Thoughts, senses, meanings
are constant through many hypothetical variations of the world.

We have arrived at a more complex picture: a sense plus the
state of the world result in a definite reference. This should have
the consequence that, within a world, there is a definite reference
belonging to every sign. But this is not so: even within a world,
some sentences change their truth value depending on the context
of utterance. For example, the sentence ‘You are Judy’ is true when
addressed to Judy, but false when addressed to her identical twin
Trudy. We have a problem with determination again. And I claim
that, just as before, it is up to us to make a choice about where to
locate the source of this. We could build the relevant feature of the
context into the sense, as Frege does; in this case, the two sentences
would express different thought contents, because the addressees
are different. Alternatively, following the hint given by Aristotle,
we could insist that sense is autonomous, it is constant throughout
utterances, and say that it determines reference not only together
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with the state of the world, but sometimes also together with some
other features supplied by the context—in this case, the person
addressed by the utterance.

Suppose that someone had some reasons to opt for this second
alternative. One such reason would be to try to preserve the
idea—as we saw, certainly present in Frege’s work—that thoughts
are not only truth evaluable, but also relevant in governing our
actions. It can be argued that the cognitive significance of index-
ical statements is connected to their feature, which is preserved
throughout different contexts, and that precisely the same cogni-
tive significance operates in actions. Thus, if we wanted to have
a single notion of content, we should try to attribute truth con-
ditions to the very same feature. For me, the main consideration
is self-knowledge; again, what falls within the scope of authori-
tative self-knowledge is the Aristotelian, rather than the Fregean,
conception of thought. This can be seen from the fact that there
could be Twin situations in different contexts within a world; for
example, in facing Judy or facing Trudy, everything may seem the
same to the subject, and hence her mental features—including the
content of her thoughts—should be the same.

Then we make the same decision as before. We acknowledge
the existence of these newly discovered truth-value determining
factors, but we place them in the world rather than in the individual
mind. Someone could try to justify opting for the other alternative
by citing the doctrine that sense determines reference. To this my
reply is that we have already given up the idea that sense alone
determines reference, without, however, committing ourselves to
the view that sense has nothing to do with reference. We just
do a bit more of the same. Protesting that this move is not
allowed is simply dogmatic. The resulting theory can do justice
to the elementary appeal of the doctrine that sense determines
reference: since sense alone cannot determine reference anyway,
the considerations presented in Section 7.3 support the new theory
just as they did the old one. Incidentally, this move would also
sort out the somewhat counter-intuitive result we encountered
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together and explained by some deep-lying mechanisms, and, if
someone interacts with a given natural kind in her environment,
the extension (or reference) of her term for that kind is determined
by the identity of this deep-lying mechanism. Oscar and Twin
Oscar are in natural environments where some superficially similar
natural kinds have different inner composition. When they utter the
sentence ‘There is water in this glass’, the content of the sentence
is the same. However, the semantics of natural-kind terms is such
that, in determining the reference and the truth value of a sentence
including a natural-kind term, the circumstances of evaluation have to
include the actual substance that the subject causally interacts with
when assigning a reference to the term. Thus the same content,
evaluated with respect to Oscar’s interactive practices, is about
H2O, while, evaluated with respect to Twin Oscar’s interactive
practices, is about XYZ.

I do not want to commit myself to this theory; I merely
wanted to show that considerations that have been thought to
lead to externalism can in fact be accommodated within this
framework. The same is true for, say, the semantics of proper
names, or indexicals. I can take aboard all sorts of semantic
machinery, and agree with a theory about which factors will play
a role in the ultimate determination of reference and truth value.
The only constraint is that whatever factors are not shared by
phenomenally identical twin subjects should be conceived, not as
making a difference to the content, but rather as being part of the
circumstances of evaluation.

Let me try to clarify this move from another angle. As we
saw, considerations about contingent statements suggest a depart-
ure from the idea that thoughts have their truth values essentially.
Instead, what is customary to say these days is that thoughts or con-
tents have their truth conditions essentially. Here is Robert Stalnaker
(1990: 195), for example: ‘Everyone agrees that truth-conditions
are essential to propositional content as ordinarily conceived: if
there are conditions in which your belief will be true and mine
false, that is sufficient to establish that our beliefs have different
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contents.’ This is in fact the contemporary version of the Fregean
idea that thought is something for which the question of truth
arises, or that contents lay a claim of truth upon the world.
Now truth values are relatively easy to handle in the sense that
there are only two of them, and their difference is clear. But,
once we shift from truth values to truth conditions, matters
become less obvious: when should we count truth conditions as
the same?

Inspired by one of Frege’s examples, one might say this: the
truth of ‘Today is fine’, uttered once on 15 March and once on
the 16th, depends on the weather’s being fine on the 15th in the
first case, and on the weather’s being fine on the 16th in the second
case—thus the truth conditions are obviously different in the two
cases. But this is far from obvious. The truth of ‘The inventor
of bifocals was a man’ depends on Mr Franklin’s gender in this
world, and on Mrs Franklin’s gender in another; yet we regard the
sentence as having the same truth conditions in both worlds. Why
should we not think about the 15th/16th case in an analogous
way, maintaining that ‘Today is fine’ has the same truth conditions
in both contexts? These truth conditions must be understood as
providing the conditions for the truth of a sentence in a given
context. But there does not seem to be anything inherent in the
notion of truth conditions that would prohibit this—if we allowed
world-relative truth conditions, why not allow context-relative
truth conditions?

7.8 Double Indexing

The view I am suggesting is this: at least for certain type of
context-sensitive expressions, the content of the sentence including
this expression is the same throughout different contexts. The
context is not constitutive of the content: it contributes to the
determination of truth value externally. This does not mean giving
up the view that sense determines reference in any plausible sense.
The way the context contributes to the truth value of (some) of
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these sentences is analogous to the way the world contributes to
the truth value of contingent sentences. In both cases it is not
sense alone, but sense plus some external factors that determine
reference.

One crucial element in the proposal is that, when different
semantic mechanisms are needed for determining the reference or
truth value of expressions and sentences, the ‘instructions’ for these
apparatuses are determined by the phenomenology of the content.
For example, contents we express by names and descriptions have
their characteristic phenomenal features; what it is like to use the
same expression as a name or as a description is different. Hence
whatever the content of ‘The inventor of bifocals is a man’ is,
it contains instructions, as it were from within, to be evaluated
simply with respect to the state of the world. The instructions
are not explicit in the consciousness of the subject, but can be
recovered by philosophical reasoning and by reflecting on what it
is like to use a certain expression. (I describe this in more detail
in Farkas forthcoming.) Thus the same content can latch on to
different states of the world, resulting in different truth values. The
content of other context-sensitive sentences should work in an
analogous way: the same content should be able to latch on to
different contextual features, again possibly resulting in different
truth values.

I shall now discuss some possible objections. David Kaplan
argued persuasively that we cannot assimilate the logical role of
the circumstances of evaluation to that of the (other) features
of the context (see Kaplan 1977: sect. 7; Kaplan 1979: 65–9;
remember also that, in Kaplan’s terminology, circumstances of
evaluation are not part of the context). This mistake is committed
by what he calls ‘index-theory’, which regards contents as entailing
a function that assigns truth conditions to an n-tuple called ‘index’,
consisting of a world, a time, a place, an agent, and possibly other
contextual features. This theory faces certain difficulties, which
can be resolved, as Kaplan himself suggests, by introducing double
indexing.
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Let me offer an elementary version of double indexing—this
is clearly not sufficient for a formal treatment, but it hopefully
conveys the basic idea. For present purposes, the relevant features
of the context of an utterance are sufficiently determined by a
possible world, an agent, and a time: the context is given by where
and in what situation—in whose company, and so on—that agent
is, in that world, at that time. There may be further features of the
context; for example, the addressee, or some natural kinds in the
environment, and so on, but these are hopefully determined by
the above features. This is the first set of the features that contributes
to the determination of truth value. The second is given by the state
of affairs with respect to which we want to evaluate the sentence.
This could simply be a possible world, or a world at a time.
The first set usually determines the references of classical indexical
expressions, the second element determines whether what is said
of them is true or false. The state of the world relevant to the first
set is always the world where the utterance takes place. The
world in the second set, with respect to which we evaluate the
sentence, may be the same as the first, but it need not be, as,
for example, in the case of counterfactual claims. The important
thing to keep in mind is that worlds—and possibly other features,
like time—should sometimes be counted twice: for example, first
as determining a reference for individual expressions, second, as
part of the circumstances of evaluation that determine truth values.
Hence double indexing.

This theory of double indexing is perfectly compatible with the
view I am suggesting, so my view should not be vulnerable to the
objections Kaplan makes against the index theory. The logical role
of circumstances of evaluation and (other) features of the context
is one question, their metaphysical role is another. I agree with
separating their logical role—but I claim that, from a metaphysical
point of view, there is something common to them: neither of them
is constitutive of the content of indexical thoughts. In their separate
logical roles, they both contribute to the determination of truth
value externally—that is, externally to the contents of our minds.
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7.9 Relativized Propositions

Another objection is from John Perry’s ‘The Problem of the
Essential Indexical’ (Perry 1979). Perry’s problem is explicitly
about psychological states; and he discusses precisely the view that
I am suggesting; that the content of (some) indexical sentences has
genuinely context-dependent truth conditions. He introduces the
idea of what he calls ‘relativized propositions’ with considerations
similar to the ones presented in this chapter: that once we realize
that the same proposition may be true in one world and false
in another, this could invite the generalization that the same
proposition could be true at one index—time, person, place—and
false at another. But Perry thinks that this will not do: a relativized
proposition cannot capture the content indexical beliefs.

He reasons as follows. Suppose that I am trying to find the person
whose torn sugar bag is leaving a trail on the floor in a supermarket,
and then I suddenly realize it is I. When I am trying to find the
person who is making a mess, I already believe that someone is
making a mess—and therefore I believe that the proposition that
I am making a mess is true for someone. (I follow Perry in using
italics in this way.) But this is not the belief we are after, since it
does not have the appropriate connection to actions. The crucial
moment is when I realize that the proposition that I am making
a mess is true for me, and this is something beyond believing the
relativized proposition.

What Perry seems to have in mind is this. A belief is a relation
between a subject and a proposition, and the proposition is denoted
by a that clause. If an indexical sentence expresses a relativized
proposition, this is the same throughout all uses of the sentence.
So, if I can properly say now that I believe that the proposition
that I am making a mess is true for someone at some time, then
I already have, at this moment, the required belief relation to
the relativized proposition expressed by the sentence—and yet
I do not believe that I am making a mess (or in any case, the
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mess involves philosophy and not a torn sugar bag). Therefore a
pro-attitude towards a relativized proposition cannot capture the
content of an indexical belief.

But this argument cannot be right, and the example about the
inventor of bifocals will again help to show why. Consider a
reasoning analogous to Perry’s. Even before I learnt who invented
bifocals, I had thought it could have been a man. So I believed
that the proposition that the inventor of bifocals was a man was true in
some possible world. Since the proposition expressed by the that
clause is always the same, I had, already back then, a pro-attitude
towards the proposition this sentence expressed. However, this
view cannot account for the fact that apparently I have acquired
a new belief when I realized that the proposition was true in this
world. To wit, this was the point when I came to believe that the
inventor of bifocals was a man. And this should show, according
to the logic of Perry’s argument, that believing that the inventor
of bifocals was a man is something beyond believing the single
proposition that is expressed by the sentence throughout different
worlds. But this cannot be right—so Perry’s original argument
cannot be right either.

Part of the problem seems to be that Perry’s formulation is
ambiguous in an unhelpful way. Here are some things we can
say: suppose that I have never made a mess in my life and never
will, and I am convinced of this; then the proposition that I
(K.F.) am making a mess is not true for anyone at any time,
and I do not believe it is. However, if Perry’s story is true,
mess has been made, so there was a time when someone could
truly say ‘I am making a mess’. I think that Perry’s formulation
somewhat confusingly combines elements from direct and indirect
speech.

Now it is possible that these observations could be a starting
point for an argument for the conclusion that first-person beliefs
should indeed be analysed according to Perry’s suggestion. But,
whatever the argument is for this view, it should be based on rather
specific observations about the semantics of ‘I’ in English, and not
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on the general impossibility of recognizing relativized propositions.
And my aim in this chapter is only to show the viability of this
option.

7.10 The Inconclusiveness of the Twin Earth
Argument

If a theory of relativized propositions is acceptable, this will
have important consequences to the debate on externalism and
internalism about content.

In ‘The Meaning of ‘‘Meaning’’ ’, which contains one of the clas-
sic arguments for externalism about content, Hilary Putnam (1975a:
219) claims that the following two assumptions are incompatible:

I. ‘that knowing the meaning of a term is just a matter of being
in a certain psychological state’ (where the psychological state is
understood to be ‘narrow’, that is, a state which does not presuppose
the existence of anything outside the subject.)

II. ‘that the meaning of a term (in the sense of ‘‘intension’’) determines
its extension (in the sense that sameness of intension entails sameness
of extension)’.

The two assumptions being incompatible, one of them has to
be given up. The basic intuition in the Twin Earth thought
experiment is supposed to be that ‘water’ refers exclusively to
H2O on Earth, and exclusively to XYZ on Twin Earth. Water,
in Putnam’s analysis, is whatever bears the same-liquid relation to
this stuff (pointing to an instance of water), and ‘this stuff ’ picks
out H2O on Earth and XYZ on Twin Earth. Putnam—though he
does not argue for this—clearly thinks that, in the case of water, we
have to retain assumption (II), and consequently say that ‘difference
in extension is ipso facto a difference in intension’ (Putnam 1975a:
234). The rest is all too familiar: an Earthling and his Twin-Earth
Doppelgänger are in the same narrow psychological state, ‘water’
has different extension and ipso facto different meaning for them,
hence knowing the meaning of a term cannot be just a matter of
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being in a narrow psychological state. Retaining (II) has forced us
to give up (I).

The argument also extends to concepts, which are the ingredients
of the content of mental states: ‘water’ has a different reference
on Earth and Twin Earth; consequently, the water concepts on
Earth and Twin Earth are different; and hence the contents of the
water beliefs of the two planets’ inhabitants are different as well.

Arguments like Putnam’s proceed by first pointing out that
reference or truth value is different for internally identical subjects,
and then by arguing further that difference in reference implies
a difference in content or meaning. And we can infer from the
difference in reference back to the difference in content only if
there is a determinate reference belonging to a content. So the
assumption that sense (content, meaning, intension, and so on)
determines reference is crucial to arguments for externalism.

Moreover, what these arguments need is a specific understanding
of this assumption. We saw in the earlier discussion that no
plausible version of the sense-determines-reference doctrine can
claim that sense always alone determines reference. All upholders
of the doctrine have to agree that—at least in the case of some
contingent statements—sense, plus something beyond (that is, not
constitutive of) sense determines reference. According to the usual
understanding, this outside factor is exhausted by the state of the
world. However, I have argued that there is nothing inherent to
the notion of content, truth condition, or reference determination
that would prohibit us counting some further features—notably,
certain features of the context—among these outside factors.

But, if this is a viable option, then the externalist argument is
not conclusive. For we could accept the basic intuition of the
Twin-Earth argument—that ‘water’ refers to different things on
Earth and Twin Earth—and accept the doctrine that sense (plus
some outside factors) determines reference, and still hold that the
sense of ‘water’ is the same on the two planets. All we would have
to do is to count certain features of the environment—like the
chemical structure of stuff we causally interact with—among the
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outside (that is, not sense-constituting) factors that contribute to
the determination of reference.

7.11 Internalism with Truth Conditionality

Summing up. According to a widely accepted view, beliefs are
individuated by their contents, in the sense that difference in
content implies difference in beliefs. Moreover, contents should
be conceived as propositions, and a proposition has a unique truth
value in a world. As a consequence, beliefs with different truth
values are themselves different. In this chapter, I have tried to
challenge this view: developing an idea found in Aristotle, I have
maintained that it is possible to conceive the content of some
beliefs—content that is psychologically relevant—as changing its
truth value within the same world, depending on further features
of the context. I have argued that this does not force us to give
up the doctrine that sense determines reference; it is only that we
have to acknowledge that sense plus some other factors determine
reference, and this acknowledgement has been done anyway.

Considerations like the ones I elaborated in the previous chapters
about self-knowledge may incline one towards internalism about
content. However, a constant worry about internalism has been
that, as the Twin-Earth arguments allegedly show, it would force
us to give up the claim that content is truth conditional (or
reference determining). And, if content is not truth conditional,
then it becomes unintelligible how what we say makes a claim
about the world. We aim at the truth with our statements; but,
if these statements are not truth evaluable, the whole enterprise is
thwarted.

I believe the considerations advanced above should dispel the
worries about truth conditionality. Since we recognize that truth
conditions are not always absolute, but they have to operate within
a world, there is no obstacle to the view that states that, similarly,
sometimes they operate within further features of the context. If a
statement lays a claim of truth about the world, it is still up to the
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world to determine whether it is actually true or not. Similarly,
some claims of truth are laid in a context, and the other features of
the context must determine their validity. There is no need for the
internalist to give up the idea that contents are truth conditional.

This concludes the project of this book. I have defended a certain
conception of the mental, one I regard as developing Descartes’s
fundamental insight about the mind: that the mind is essentially
revealed from the subject’s point of view. I have shown that this
conception lies at the heart of contemporary internalist theories.
I have considered an objection against the notion of internally
individuated content and found it wanting. Hopefully, we can
now give back the subject and her point of view the proper place
they deserve.
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