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Preface 

The topic of this book is self-consciousness. Its chapters treat of action, of 
belief, of reason and freedom as a material reality, of receptive knowledge, 
and of the concept of the second person. Of course, each of these topics 
deserves its own book. And yet these books, whether they acknowledge it 
or not, will all be books on self-consciousness, for self-consciousness is the 
principle of their subject matter. 

Self-consciousness is the nature of a subject that manifests itself in her 
thinking thoughts whose linguistic expression requires the use of the first 
person pronoun, "I". Our theme, then, is a manner of thinking of an ob­
ject, or a form of reference. Our inquiry into this form of reference is 
guided by a principle we find in the work of Gareth Evans, which says that 
forms of reference are to be understood through corresponding forms of 
predication. This should not be surprising. As aspects of thinking a pred­
icative thought, referring to an object and predicating a concept of it bear 
a unity, which suggests that formal distinctions in the one are linked to 
formal distinctions in the other. Since, fundamentally, reference is to 
something rea~ the relevant forms of predication are forms of knowledge, 
forms of knowing how things stand '"ith the object. An inquiry into self­
consciousness, then, is an inquiry into a form of knowledge, which is 
knowledge of oneself as oneself. 

A first person thought is of the subject thinking it; Descartes' "I know 
that I am a thinker" is contained in any first person thought. There is 
nothing Cartesian in this. On the contrary, a theory of self-consciousness 
that does not reveal a subject of first person thought to know herself as a 
thinker is on that account inadequate. This suggests that the first person 
thoughts we must investigate first are those that predicate concepts of 
thought. The form of knowledge associated with first person reference 

vii 



viii I Preface 

will be, in the primary instance, a form of knowing acts of thinking. We 
shall distinguish t\\'0 kinds of thinking: practical and theoretical thinking, 
i.e., action and belief. After an introductory chapter that explains why self­
consciousness is to be understood as a form of predication, or knowledge, 
we describe in Chapter 2 the way in which I know that I am doing some­
thing when my knowing it is an act of self-consciousness, and in Chapter 
3 the way in which I know that I believe something when, again, I know 
it in such a way as to know that I believe it. 

It does not so happen that action and belief fall within the purvie\v of 
self-consciousness. Belief and action are such as to be known by their sub­
ject in a first person way; acts of thought are essentially self-conscious. 
Therefore, a theory of self-consciousness is a theory of action, belief, and 
knowledge. If we are led into the territory of action theory, philosophy of 
mind, and epistemology, then this reflects the nature of our topic. It is a 
central thought of the German Idealist tradition that the philosophical 
study of action and knowledge must be pursued as part of an inquiry of 
self-consciousness. It would not be inept to read this book as an attempt 
to comprehend this tradition. 

Contemporary philosophy has lost this central thought of German Ide­
alism. There are authors who, rightly, are impressed by tile fact that she 
who is doing something intentionally knows that she is doing it, and, so it 
seems, not from observing that she is doing it, but in virtue of being the 
one who is doing it. But these scholars do not reflect on the fact that the 
subject would express this knowledge with the first person pronoun. It is 
true that they call the relevant knowledge self-knowledge, but this signi­
fies no more than that its subject is its object. On the other hand, authors 
who are studying the use of "1" have noticed tllat it is essential to the 
manner in which a subject represents herself in first person thought that 
such thoughts are fit to figure immediately in the explanation of her in­
tentional actions. But these authors do not inquire into the nature of in­
tentional action and the form of its explanation. As the inquiries into the 
concept of intentional action and into the logical character of first person 
thought have but one topic, they must be made one if they are to yield 
comprehension. And what here is true of the philosophy of action equally 
holds true of the philosophy of mind. 

First person reference is to be understood in terms of ways of knowing, 
which are ways of knowing an object as oneself. Our principle claim will be 
that first person knowledge of action and beliefis not receptive; one does not 
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know an object first personally by being affected by it. Rather, first person 
knowledge of acts of thought is sprmtaneous. In contrast to receptive knowl­
edge, which is of an independent object, spontaneous knowledge is identical 
with its object: my knowing first personally that I am doing such-and-such is 
the same reality as my doing it, and my knowing first personally that I believe 
that such-and-such is the case is the same reality as my believing it. 

While the source of receptive knowledge is sensory affection, sponta­
neous knowledge springs from thinking: I know what I am doing, in the 
first person way, from ascertaining what to do, and I know what I believe, 
in the first person way, from ascertaining what to believe. It has been said 
that speaking of reasons is ambiguous, as reasons may be explanatory or 
justificatory. Explanatory reasons explain why someone did what she 
did, while justificatory reasons speak in favor of doing something and 
represent it as good to do. Or again, explanatory reasons explain why 
someone believes what she believes, while justificatory reasons speak in 
favor of believing it and represent it as being, or as likely to be, true. If 
this distinction is valid, then thought about what to do and what to be­
lieve cannot be a source of knowledge of what one is doing and what 
one believes. However, while people often do things on account of con­
siderations that do not justifY doing it, this does not disprove that, in 
fact, there is only one concept of a reason: the concept of a cause that 
explains an act in such a way as to reveal it to conform to a rational 
order, or else a cause such that it is no accident that its effect conforms 
to a rational order in virtue of having this cause. If this is right, then the 
word "reason" signifies a form of explanation: explaining an act in this 
way is revealing it to be just, that is, in conformity \vith a rational order, 
which thus is internal to the act explained. We shall find that this form of 
explanation is the source of self-consciousness. It is in virtue of the unity 
of explaining why one is doing something and showing it to be good, 
and of explaining why one believes something and revealing it to be 
true, that action and belief are known in a first person way. This is the 
nexus of self-consciousness and reason. 

Philosophy of action and mind is badly served by ignoring its principle: 
self-consciousness. So is epistemology. When Kant expounds the ques­
tions that articulate the interest of reason. among them "What can I 
know?", he llses the first person pronoun. "I" must be used here not be­
cause one would ask a different question asking "What can he know?", 
but because knowledge is essentially self-conscious. The primary deploy-
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ment of the concept of knowledge, the one without which there would be 
no other, is in first person thought, "I know ... " We shall trace the con­
ceptual impasses of contemporary epistemology to the fact that it does not 
conceive of itself as part of a theory of self-consciousness. 

In recent times, the special relation I bear to my own actions and beliefs 
has attracted renewed attention, as the first person point of view seemed a 
bulwark against empiricism and psychologism in the philosophy of 
thought and action. In this defensive effort, some authors appear to grant 
that empiricism and psychologism correctly describe the manner in which 
a selt:conscious subject is apprehended from a third person point of view. 
But thought of oneself cannot bear a distinct form from thought of 
someone else. Thought of another self-conscious subject must be a guise 
of the same form of thought of which first person tllOught is the other 
guise. In line with the above tendency, the opposition of first person and 
third person standpoint is often represented as an opposition of the prac­
tical, deliberative, and normative on the one hand and the theoretical, ex­
planatory, and descriptive on the other hand: the first person view is the 
view of an agent, who seeks to justifY acts of which she regards herself as 
the author, while the third person view is that of an observer, who seeks to 
explain what happens as the result of psychic forces. It is one of the prin­
cipal aims of this book to show that this opposition is unsound. Of course, 
one may take different stances toward a self-conscious subject. But as 
Hegel says in a similar context, the first question to ask is which stance is 
true, and whether one is the truth of the other. An articulation of the 
form of knowledge that constitutes self-consciousness is not the descrip­
tion of a stance toward a reality to which one may with equal justice take 
otl1er stances. Rather, as this manner of knowledge is internal to the re­
ality that is known in this manner, a description of it gh'es the metaphysics 
of the self-conscious subject. 

The above description of the account of self-consciousness expounded 
in this book shows it to be faithful to the principle of Kant's and Hegel's 
philosophy; and yet, it is materialist: it represents spontaneity, or self­
consciousness, as the character of a material reality. According to Marx's 
Theses on Feuerbach, the flaw of "all hitherto existing materialism" is its 
empiricism: its conceiving of material reality "only in the form of the object 
or of c01ltemplation, but not as sensuous-human activity". Empiricism is the 
principle obstacle to a true materialism. We will recognize the truth of this 
diagnosis in our treatment of action in Chapter 2, of receptive knowledge 
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in Chapter 5, and of thought of a second person in Chapter 6. The em­
piricism that pervades contemporary philosophy produces a flawed mate­
rialism, which is unable to think a self-conscious material reality: a move­
ment that is thought, a receptive relation that is essentially self-conscious, 
and a material substance that is known through an order of reason. 

This is my second attempt at the topic. The first was published in 1998 
under the title "Selbstbezug und Normativitat" by mentis (Paderborn). 
When, in 2000, I set out to produce an English translation of that book, 
it seemed to me that I could go further and do better, so I wrote a new 
book. Whether I ~lave done better remains for the reader to judge. 

I am grateful to many colleagues and friends. First among them is 
Robert Brandom, without whose generous support over the years this 
project would not have started and could not have been completed. James 
Conant's early interest in my work and his philosophical friendship helped 
me find my way into anglophone philosophy. Alice Crary commented en­
couragingly on an early version of the book. Anton Ford read early ver­
sions of tlle first chapters, helping me to clarify my ideas and correcting 
my English. I frequently discussed the material on action with Doug 
Lavin; it grew as we spoke. Matthew Boyle went with me through the 
penultimate draft of the entire manuscript; his advice was extensive and 
invaluable. Parts of the book were presented at the University of Chicago, 
Auburn University, and the Universite de Bordeaux. I thank the audiences 
for their comments and questions; in particular I am grateful to Eric 
Marcus and Gabrielle Richardson Lear for extended discussions of my 
presentation. Kieran Setiya wrote very helpful comments on some chap­
ters. The discussion oftllese comments and a seminar he taught on reason 
and action afforded me much insight into the dialectical location of the 
position I seek to defend in this book. Various conversations with Steve 
Engstrom helped me place my ideas in relation to Kant. John McDowell 
criticized meticulously the penultimate draft of the first t\'VO chapters. The 
exchange that ensued greatly improved this material. 

I do not think there is a single thought in this book that was not at 
some time or other the topic of conversations I have had with Michael 
Thompson. Ifa thought in this book is of value, I shall not know that it is 
not his. 
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First Person Thought 

What is self-consciousness? What is it to be conscious of oneself? She who 
is self-conscious has the power to think of and refer to herself. But this is 
not a sufficient description. I may refer to myself without realizing that it 
is I to whom I am referring. Such was the fate of Oedipus, who ordered 
the murderer of Laius to be found ,,,;thout imagining that the search 
would lead back to him. When Oedipus spoke of the murderer of Laius, 
he was referring to himself, but not, as we might put it, as himself. The 
man whom he banished was he who banished him, but only per accidens, 
not in virtue of the manner in which he referred to the man. For Oedipus 
said, "The murderer of Laius shall be banished", not "I shall be ban­
ished". Someone manifests self-consciousness in the sense that will in­
terest us when she refers to herself as herself; i.e., in a way such that she 
would express her thought with the first person pronoun. Self­
consciousness is properly described as the power to think of oneself only if 
we lay it down that "oneselF, here, is a form of"!".1 Hence, approaching 
self-consciousness through its linguistic expression, we must reflect on the 
use of the first person pronoun. Let us rephrase our question what self­
consciousness is accordingly and ask how one refers with "I". 

Sense and Reference 

This does not seem too difficult: "I" is used to refer to her who is using 
it. 2 But although this is true, it does not ansv.'er our question. This be­
comes apparent when we follow Gottlob Frege and distinguish the 

1. See Hector-Neri Castaneda, '''He'; A Study ir, the L)gic ofSelt:Consciousness". 
2. See Hans Reichenbach, Elements ofSymboiic Logic, p. 284: "The word 'I', for instance, 

means the same as 'the person who utters this token'." 

1 
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sense of an expression from its meaning. The Fregean meaning of a re­
ferring expression is the object to which one refers in using it; its sense 
is the way in which one refers to this object. One may refer to the same 
object in different ways, e.g., with "the President of Russia" and 
"Vladimir Putin". Frege says "a" and "b" differ in sense if and only if 
"Fa" and "Fh" express distinct thoughts.3 So the way in which one 
refers with "a" is different from the way in which one refers with "b" if 
and only if thinking Fa is not the same as thinking Fb. This condition 
plainly needs elucidating. But it is clear and wiII suffice for our purposes 
that someone who thinks Fa does not ipso actu think Fb if there is room 
for a thought, distinct from Fa and Fh, which she may fail to affirm 
even as she affirms Fa and Fb, that a is identical with h. The distinction 
of sense and meaning relates to the distinction between referring to 
oneself per accidens and as oneself in this way: in Oedipus' mouth, "I" 
and "the murderer of Laius" have the same meaning, but not the same 
sense. Oedipus thinks, "The murderer of Laius shall be banished", but 
he does not there by think, "I shall be banished", for he does not yet 
know and will learn only later that he is the murderer of Laius. Asking 
what self-consciousness is, we are concerned with the sense, rather than 
the meaning, of "I". We do not want to know what one refers to with 
this word, but how one refers with it. Explaining that "I" refers to the 
person uttering "I" thus misses the point, for the way in which one 
refers with "I" is not the same as the way in which one refers with "the 
person uttering 'I'''. "I am F" does not express the same thought as 
"The person uttering 'I' is F". I may think the latter and not the 
former if! fail to notice that I am uttering "1".4 

A proposition of the form "With t, one refers to b" may be intended to 
specify only the meaning of t or also its sense. In the former case, t and 
"b" must have the same meaning; in the latter case, they must bear the 
same sense as well.s The proposition "With 'I', one refers to the speaker" 
satisfies only the first condition. It provides only the meaning of a given 

3. Gottlob Frt!gt!, "Ubt!r Sinn und Bedeutung", p. 32. 
4. Compare Ludwig Wittgcnstein, Philosophische Untersuchungen, 2:x: "Horchte ich auf 

die Rede meines Mundt!s, so konnte ich sagen, ein Anderer spreche aus meint!m Mund." In 
"The First Person", G. E. M. Anscombe describes a practice of using a name in such a way 
that the referent is the person using the name. She shows that this does not entail that the 
name bears the same sense as "I". 

5. See Jolm McDowell, "On the Sense and Referenct! ofa Proper Name". 
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use of the first person pronoun. In order to specify its sense, we must re­
place "the speaker" with an expression that also satisfies the second condi­
tion. One might try "With'!" one refers to oneself', where "oneself' is a 
first person pronOlm. But this does not get us anywhere, as it is a tau­
tology. And even if there were an expression different from "I" that could 
be used to specify the sense of "I", this would be irrelevant. After all, we 
do not want to know whether there is an expression that is used in the 
same way as "I"; we want to know how "I" is used. So we face a problem 
of method. We seek to understand how one refers with "1". But what is it 
to understand this? We are asking after the sense of the first person pro­
noun, but what form of answer do we envisage? The rule that "I" refers to 
her who is uttering it provides for every use of "1" an expression that, 
used in the same context, would have the same Fregean meaning. Yet this 
tells us nothing about the sense of "I". Furthermore, I may know what 
expression is used in French for "I" and say, "With 'je', one refers to one­
self." A speaker of French may know a corresponding fact about "I". 
Knowing this, neither she nor I know what we seek to know. A proposi­
tion that relates the first person pronoun to an expression of the same 
sense does not answer our question. In that case, what does? 

This methodological question is sometimes denied the attention it de­
serves. Consider the view John Perry expounds in "Frege on Demonstra­
tives" and "The Problem of the Essential Indexical". A singular thought, 
or, as Perry puts it, a "proposition", is composed ofthe sense of a nanle 
and the sense of a predicate. Perry inquires what the first person pronoun 
contributes to the proposition expressed. He inq uires into the sense of a 
first person reference. How does Perry conceive of this question? What 
form of answer does he seek? He writes: 

There is a missing conceptual ingredient: a sense for which I am the 
reference, or a complex of properties I alone have, or a singular term 
that refers to no one but me. To identify the proposition [ ... ], the 
advocate of the doctrine of propositions must identify this missing 
conceptual ingredient. ("The Problem of the Essential Indexical", 
p.l7l) 

Perry requires that the sense of a given use of" I" be identified by a "sin­
gular term that refers to no one but me", an expression which, as he says 
later on the same page, "gets at the missing ingredient". Presumably, a 
term "getting at" a sense is one that expresses, or has, this sense. Now, the 
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specification of the sense of "I" must not be circular. It would not answer 
our question if we said that with "I" one reters to oneself, for here the 
term getting at the sense is the first person pronoun. Since first person ref­
erence is involved in the use of any indexical, the term Perry seeks must 
not contain any indexicals; it must be an indexical-free description. Thus 
he says this about demonstratives: 

How can we extract from a demonstrative an appropriate completing 
sense? Such a sense, it seems, would have to be intimately related to 
the sense of a unique description of the value of the demonstrative in 
the context of utterance. ("Frege on Demonstratives", p.4SS) 

By Perry's lights, then, the sense of a first person reference is to be identi­
fied by an indexical-free description of the same or an "intimately related" 
sense. So he proceeds from the following methodological presupposi­
tions. First, identif)'ing the sense of a first person reference is providing an 
expression with the same sense. Secondly, this expression must be a pure 
definite description. That is, Perry conceives of his question as asking for 
another expression, and he understands the notion of sense in such a way 
that only definite descriptions have a sense in their own right, while other 
expressions have a sense only to the extent that there are definite descrip­
tions that can replace them salvo sensu. It is ul1Surprising if Perry, on such 
premises, finds that an "I"-reference does not have a sense. Replacing the 
first person pronoun by a definite description invariably alters the sense of 
the statement. We learn from his reflections that his premises are mis­
guided and that the sense of ".I" differs in form from the sense of a defi­
nite description. 

Sense and Ways of Knowing 

John Perry is unable to find a sense for the first person pronoun, or indeed 
any indexical, because, for him, "sense of a referring expression" means 
"sense of a definite description". We need a more abstract conception of 
sense, which allows us to recognize the sense of a definite description as 
one kind of such a sense alongside other kinds. To this end, we turn to 
Gareth Evans, who in The Varieties of Reference explains the sense of cer­
tain forms of reference in terms of ways of knowing how things stand \vith 
the object referred to. 
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Sense as Logical Perspective 

Frege calls the sense of a singular term "die Art des Gegebenseins des 
Gegenstands", the way in which the object is given.6 He also says that re­
ferring to an object is an aspect of thinking a thought about it. So when 
one refers to an object, the object is given in this sense: it is given to be 
brought under concepts. The sense of an act of reference, how one refers, 
may then be seen as consisting in hm ... · the object, thus referred to, is ap­
prehended to fall under concepts. Call this the logical perspective on the 
object afforded by the reference. We must develop this metaphor: what 
does it mean that a reference affords a perspective on an object from 
which it is apprehended as falling under certain concepts? 

In order to explain this, we must distinguish identification-free from 
identification-dependent judgments. A judgment is identification-free ifit 
does not rest on an identity judgment, identification-dependent other­
wise. My judgment Fa is identification-dependent if and only if my 
ground for thinking it true is that a = b (and Fh). We shall also speak of 
mediated and un mediated judgments, meaning judgments mediated or 
unmediated by an identity judgment. An example: I hold that the Palace 
of the Republic is beautiful because I think, "This building is beautiful" 
and "This building is the Palace of the Republic". The judgment "The 
Palace of the Republic is beautiful" is identification-dependent; it rests on 
an identity judgment. The judgment "This building is beautiful" is 
identification-free. 

We are suggesting that the sense of an act of reference is a logical per­
spective on the object, i.e., the way in which the object, thus referred to, 
is apprehended to fall under concepts. We can explain this as follows. Sup­
pose I make an identification-dependent judgment Fa, based on an 
identification-free judgment Fh. Then I bring a under the concept F only 
because I refer to it also as b. By contrast, as b, the object is given to me in 
such a way-referring to it with "b" makes it available to me in such a 
way-that I am able to determine it to be F. In order to ascertain whether 
the object comes under the concept, I need not refer to it in any other 
way. We can express this by saying that it is from the perspective of "b" 
that I place the object under the concept. In general, an act of reference 

6. Gottlob Frege, "Ober Sinn und Bedeutung", p. 26. 
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affords a perspective on the object from which I know it to be F if my 
thinking that it is F involving the act is identification-free. This yields the 
fo11O\\,ng abstract conception of the sense of an act of reference: it is the 
logical perspective on the object the act affords, which in turn is what de­
limits the range of unmediated judgments of which it is a part, or the 
principle of unmediated knowledge articulated by its means. 

The Accou1zt Applied to Descriptil'e and Demonstratipe Reference 

Let us apply this notion of sense to definite descriptions. An example of a 
judgment made from the perspective of a definite description is the fol­
lowing. I think, "The author of this article is brilliant", and my judgment 
that she is brilliant rests solely on the ground that she wrote this article. 
Then I do not need to refer to her in any other way in order to judge that 
she is brilliant. My judgment is unmediated. With a definite description, I 
refer to an object as the only one that satisfies a certain concept. And I 
characterize the object from this perspective when I inter from its satis­
fYing this concept, or from its being the only one that satisfies it, that it is 
to be thus characterized. Here an individuating concept delimits the range 
of unmediated knowledge: a judgment that refers descriptively is 
identification-free if and only if it follows from the object's satisfjing, or 
from its uniquely satisfYing, the description. In this way, an individuating 
concept is the principle of unmediated knowledge expressed by a definite 
description. 

Demonstrative judgments are often unmediated. When I say, for ex­
ample, "This tomato is ripe", my judgment need not be based on an 
identity judgment. What delimits the range of unmediated knowledge 
that involves this form of reference? Obviously, no individuating concept 
does; no concept is such that the object's falling under it is the principle of 
unmediated demonstrative knowledge of this object. But a principle of 
unmediated knowledge need not be a piece of knowledge, knowledge 
that the object (uniquely) satisfies a certain concept. It may be a relation 
to the object by which one is in a position to knOll' how things stand with it. 
Here we reach Gareth Evans's doctrine. According to Evans, the sense of 
a demonstrative reference is constituted by a perceptual relationship with 
the object.7 This relationship delimits a range of unmediated knowledge 

7. The Varieties of Reference, chap. 5. 
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in this way: a demonstrative judgment is identification-free if and only if it 
rests, directly or indirectly, on a sensory nexus with the object--d.irectly if 
one thinks it true on the grOlmd that one perceives that it is true, and in­
directly if one thinks it true on the grounds of something one knows in 
the former way. 

As perceptual demonstrative judgments are identification-free, demon­
strative reference and predication based on perception are internally re­
lated. We can describe their nexus from the angle of demonstrative refer­
ence and from the angle of percepulal predication. On the one hand, 
referring to an object demonstratively, I perceive this object. And it is not 
that I happen to perceive it; rather, perceiving the object is the way in 
which I refer to it. I may perceive the Palace of the Repu blic, referring to 
it by name, when, for example, I stand in front of it and judge, on the 
basis of perception, "The Palace of the Republic is beautiful". Here, al­
though I perceive the object, this does not constitute the sense of my 
statement wherefore the thought is mediated; it is based on my identi­
fying the building I see .with the Palace of the Republic. By contrast, when 
I think, on the basis of what I perceive, "This building is beautiful", I 
need not, in order to make the judgment, refer to the object in any other 
way; as I refer to it, it is an object I perceive. On the other hand, as per­
ceptual judgments "This is E" are identification-free, there is no room for 
an identity judgment "This is tlle object I perceive" on which a judgment 
"This is F" could be based. An object I perceive as such is one to which I 
refer demonstratively. If I perceive that something is E, then I perceive 
that this is P 

The Account Applied to First Person Reference 

According to John Perry, the sense of an act of reference is, or is inti­
mately related to, an individuating concept. Following Gareth Evans, we 
expounded an alternative: the sense of an act of reference is the logical 
perspective it affords on the object, which is the principle of unmediated 
knowledge involving this act. An individuating concept, or piece of 
knowledge, is one kind of such a sense; another kind is a relation to the 
object that is a source of indefinitely many pieces of knowledge. There are 

8. Analogously, EYans writes, "'Ve cannot understand [ ... ] the possibility of its ap' 
pearing to a subject by the unmediated exercise of his senses that it is F sllmelvJJere without its 
appearing to the subject that it is F i11 his vicinity" (The Varieties lif Reference, p.187). 
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distinctions within this latter sort of sense, nondescriptive sense, if there 
are distinct relationships with an object by which one may be in a position 
to know how things stand with it, relationships that differ with regard to 
the form of ktlowledge they make possible. And there are such distinctions. 

As Perry observes, first person reference is not descriptive. As its sense is 
not an individuating concept, it will consist in a knowledge-providing re­
lationship ,\'ith the object. The relationship is not perception; first person 
reference is not a species of demonstrative reference. Consider this 
analogy: Aristotle explains that, although a doctor may heal herself, it is 
not in the nature of the art of healing that she who heals is identical 'with 
her who is being healed. If doctor and patient are the same person, then 
this is so only per accidens. Aristotle expresses tllis by saying t1ut the art of 
healing is a principle of change in sometlling other or in oneself as other.9 

Now, a sensory representation of an object depends on this object, which, 
on its part, exists independently of being so represented. It follows that, 
although it is possible to perceive oneself, it is not in the nature ofpercep­
tion that she who perceives is she who is being perceived. If the identity 
obtains in a given case, then it is not on account of the nature of percep­
tion; the perceiving subject and the subject perceived are identical only 
per accidens. Using Aristotle's words, we can say that perception is a way 
of knowing something other or oneself as other. So it is external to a 
demonstrative thought if the object it is about is the subject thinking it. 
As demonstrative reference is to an object as perceived and thus as other, 
the identity is the content of a separate judgment. The form of demon­
strative reference, viz. its being sustained by a sensory relationship with 
the object, fixes it that there is no concept F such that "I" could be ex­
plained as "this F". Even when, in despair, we try "t11is self' or "this I", it 
will not be internal to the sense of the reference that she to whom one 
refers in this way is oneself. Recognizing this will be thinking a further 
thought, identifYing the referent with oneself: "I am this one (this man, 
this self, this I)". It is often said that unmediated first person knowledge is 
not perceptual. Rarely is the true account of why this is so being given: 
sense perception is a way of knov.ing sometlling as other. 

First person reference depends on a knowledge-providing relationship 
with the object. This relationship must differ from perception in that it 
must follow from its nauue that she to whom one bears it is oneself. It is 

9. MetaplJys;es,.1 12, l019a15-18. 
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easy to say in the abstract what that relationship is: it is identity. First 
person reference depends on a way of knowing an object such that I know 
an object in this way by being this object. Unmediated first person 
thoughts articulate knowledge I possess, not by perceil'ing, but by being 
their object. If I know \\~thout mediation that I am F, then I know it, not 
by perceiving that I am F, but by being F. Our question after the sense of 
"I" becomes: How does being an object enable me to refer to it? Equiva­
lently, how does being an object put me in a position to know ho",' tltings 
stand with it? 

A first person judgment may pass through a demonstrative reference 
and be based on a demonstrative judgment and an identity judgment, 
"This one .... I am this one. So I ... ». For example, after a crash, I may 
see an arm waving in a pile of bodies and think it is mine. Here, my first 
person thought involves, as Wittgenstein put it, "the recognition of a par­
ticular person"Y' It is natural to say that, in such a case, I know the move­
ment of my arm "from the outside", whereas when, in normal circum­
stances, I make the judgment without passing through a demonstrative 
reference, I know it "from the inside". So let us call knowledge associated 
with first person reference "knowledge from the inside". When I know 
how things stand with an object by being this object, I know it "from the 
inside". At this stage, this is but a methodological claim: investigating first 
person reference is inquiring into a kind of knowledge, the kind articu­
lated in unmediated first person tl10ught. "From the inside" is a name we 
give to this manner of knowing an object. We must replace the name with 
an account. 

In unmediated first person thought, tl1e object is characterized "from 
the inside". Thus first person reference and predication "from the inside" 
are internally related in the same way as demonstrative reference and pred­
ication based on perception. Again, we can describe the relation from the 
angle of reference and from the angle of predication. On the one hand, re­
ferring to an object first personally, I am in a position to know "from the 
inside" how things stand with it. It does not so happen that I know the 
object "from the inside". Rather, this is how I refer to it. When I think on 
the basis of what I know "from the inside" that I am F, I need not refer to 

the object in any other way, for, as I refer to it. it is an object I know "from 

10. Ludwig Wittgenstein, TIle Blue Rook, p. 67. Wittgenstein calls the use of "I" to ex­
press identification-dependent thoughts "use as object" and its use to express identification­
free thoughts "use as subject". 
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the inside". On the other hand, if! know "from the inside" that someone 
is F, then there is no room for the question whether I am the one of 
whom I know this. To someone whom 1 know "from the inside" I refer 
first personally. So when I know "from the inside" that someone is F, 1 
know that I am F. 

There must be a way, or perhaps ways, of knowing that stand to first 
person reference as perception stands to demonstrative reference; they de­
liver, as we call it, "knowledge from the inside". As perception is the way 
of knowing such that the sense of a demonstrative reference consists in a 
relationship with the object by which I am in a position to know it in this 
way, so is knowing "from the inside" a way ofknmving such that my first 
person reference is constituted by a relation I bear to. the object­
identity-by which I know it in this way. We must solve this equation for 
"knowledge from the inside". Understanding first person reference-uJ;l­
derstanding self-consciousness-is understanding this form of knowledge. 

The Course of Our Inquiry 

We ask what self-consciousness is; that is, we inquire after the sense of "I", 
the logical perspective that this form of reference affords on an object. I 
refer to myself first personally, not through an individuating concept, but 
through a relationship with the object by which I know how things stand 
with it. Since first person reference is reference as to oneself, the relation is 
identity. First person knowledge is knowledge one has not by perceiving 
but by being its object. In order to explain the sense of "I", \\le must de­
scribe this form of knowledge. 

Where to Begin: Thought or Sensation? 

If! am in a position to know that an object is Pby being this object, then 
this must be on account of the nature of what I thus know myself to be. 
There must be concepts of being P such that being P places me in a posi­
tion to know that I am, and reflection on these concepts must yield a de­
scription of ways of knowing that sustain first person reference. Hence we 
must study concepts that figure in unmediated first person thought and 
their form of predication. 

Among the concepts that fit our formula, concepts of acts of sensibility 
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perhaps first come to mind: I feel warm and thereby know that I do. I am 
in pain and in this way know that I am. Here it is by being the object that 
I know how things stand ",,;th it. It might seem, then, that we must in­
quire into thoughts representing acts of sensibility. We must seek insight 
into first person reference by inquiring how, for example, I know that 
someone is in pain, when I know it by being in pain, or how I know that 
someone feels warm, when I know it by feeling warm. But in fact we 
cannot proceed in this way. Although it is true that by feeling warm I 
know that I do, we shall not, from reflecting on this type of case, under­
stand how that can be. Reflection on the nature of sensation cannot re­
veal how it is that sensation is represented in first person thought, be­
cause sensation is present in animals that are not self-conscious. If, in 
animals with thought, sensation is represented first personally, then this is 
because, first, the power of thought includes a power of first person 
knowledge and, secondly, sensation is caught up in thought in such a way 
as to be brought within the purview of this power. Therefore, the first 
thing we must consider in order to understand self-consciousness is 
thought, not sensation. 

One might attempt to explain how I know, or perhaps, can say, that I 
am in pain by being in pain, by observing that saying "I am in pain" may 
be expressing pain. There is no denying this observation. But it affords 
little comprehension until we know how pain acquires this peculiar form 
of expression: judgment or thought. It does not suffice to say that this 
form of expression is available when the creature in pain has, in addition 
to a faculty of sensation, the power of thought. For, this does not explain 
how an act of the power of thought can be an expression of pain, an act of 
sensibility. We must know how thought and sensation are joined so that 
their union yields first person thought of sensation. It is impossible that 
we lmderstand that, unless we first investigate thought and its link to first 
person reference. ll 

11. Recent treatments of first person statements that seek an account of them in the fact 
that they may express what they represent fail to collSider the possibility that first person 
knowledge of acts of thought ditTer in form from first person knowledge of acts of sensibilit)·. 
An example is Dorit Bar-On's Speakitlg My Mind: E-.:p,·essiu.n a"d Self-Knowledge and its cri­
tique of Gareth Evans. In the relevant chapter of The Varieties of Reference, Evans describes a 
way of knowing oneself that pro\~des knowledge of acts of thought, e.g., knowledge that 
one believes or perceives or remembers that such-and-such is or was the case, but not knowl­
edge of sensations, e.g., knowledge that one is hungry or in pain. Bar-On, calling the rele-
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An investigation of self-consciousness cannot start with sensation be­
cause sensation does not constitute the kind of subjecthity we call self­
consciousness. A sentient creature bears a special nexus to her sensations, 
which we may call consciousness. Its description would be an account of 
the subjectivity of the sentient living being, the animal. This subjectivity is 
not self-consciousness. Self-consciousness is a relation a subject bears to 
herself by virtue of being a subject of thought. This means that it is in the 
first instance a character of the nexus a su bject bears to her acts of 
thinking, of the way in which she represents herself as thinking. Acts of 
sensibility of a thinking subject are part of the content of her self­
consciousness, which shows that, in her, the nexus of subject and sensa­
tion has a different form from the one it has in an animal without 
thought. An inquiry into the nexus that a subject bears to her sensations 
in virtue of being able to think them inquires into the sentience of a 
thinking subject and presupposes an understanding of the subjectivity of 
such a subject. Hence, thoughts about sensations are not the place to 

vant way of knowing "the transparency method", objects that, "since E\,ans's transparency 
account applies to some non-avowals (such as perceptual self-reports and memory reports), 
it is too inclusive. But, in another way, it is too exclusive. [ ... ] TIle relevant notion of trans­
parency is applicable only to intentional avowals [ ... ]. Since not all avowals are of this kind, 
any account that uses the transparency-to-the-world as the central notion will fail to explain 
the security of all and only avowals" (p. 122). In the tcxt Bar-On discussc:s, the teml 
"avowal" does not appear, which suggests that its topic is not avowals. In fal.'t, it is first 
person reference. That his account of first pcrson rderence does not deploy the concept of 
a\'owal, and that his description of a central way of knowing associated with first person ref­
erence "fail[s] to explain the security of all and only a\'owals" shows that Evans holds that 
the first concept of the theor), of self-knowledge unites acts of belief and experience and does 
not apply to sensations. It shows that he holds that the concept of avowal, which unites 
statements of belief and pain, but does not apply to the self-ascription of experience, holds 
no interest for her who desires to understand self-knowledge. Bar-On does not seem to re­
alize that the challenge Evans puts to her is not that he might have a better account of "the 
security of all and only avowals", but that he might deny that the concept of avowal is ca­
pable of providing comprehension of what is gathered under it. In the introduction to her 
book, Bar-On lists teatures of ayowals she believes demand explanation. But that a"owals 
share certain features requiring explanation does not entail that the explanation of these fea­
tures is one for all avowals. It does not entail that the concept of avowal is suited fhr deploy­
ment in a philosophical account of anything. Perhaps it designates something that lacks the 
unity of an object of understanding. There is no effort in Bar-On's book to justilY the pre­
sumption that the concept of avowal is a concept of phil()soph~" She appears unconscious of 
this task. 
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begin when investigating self-consciousness,l2 The primary topic of a 
theory of self-consciousness is thought about though t.13 

The Spontaneity of Thought: Practical and Theoretical 

Ofit, there are two kinds: thought about theoretical thought and thought 
about practical thought, or thought about acts of the intellect and 
thought about acts of the will, or again, thought about belief and thought 
about action. While we cannot hope to understand from the nature of 
pain why and how someone in pain as such knows herself to be in pain, we 
can expect to understand from the nature of action how and why 
someone who is doing something intentionally as such knows that she is. 
And while we cannot hope to understand from the nature of sensory af­
fection how one can know that one feels warm by feeling warm, reflection 
on the nature ofbeIiefwill reveal how believing something places one in a 
position to knm\f that one does. 

First person knowledge does not rest on observation, for perceptual 
knowledge is of something as other and involves a demonstrative refer­
ence to its object. We shall argue that first person knowledge of action and 
belief springs from reasoning about what to do and believe. So this is our 
account of the kind of knmvledge that sustains the "I"-reference in 
thought about thought: it is knowledge from reflection. What action and 
belief, the will and the intellect, have in common, in virtue of which both 
are thought, is this form of knowledge: self-consciousness. We treat of ac­
tion in Chapter 2, ofbeIiefin Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, we give a more ab-

12. In saying this, we remain neutral on whether the same methodological order should 
govern an investigation of first person authority (which is the topic, e.g., of Da,id Finkelstein, 
Expression and the Inner). First person authority does not concern us. Our topic is the way in 
which one knows oneself without mediation by another manner of referring to oneself. An 
act of a power to know in this way bears the authority of knuwledge: it is a nonaccidentally 
true thought. This does not distinguish first person thought. Someone else may have knowl· 
edge of a tact that I know first personally, in which case her thought bears the same au· 
thority: it is true and nonacddentaUy so. 

13. That it is the primary topic does not mean that it is the whole topic. As first person 
thoughts about thought and first person thoughts about sensation differ "ith regard to how 
one knows what they represent, there is a plurality of ways of knowing associated with "(". A 
complete account explains them aU and demonstrates their unity. We shall not be able to do 
this within the present treatise. We shall make a beginning with the beginning, which is 
thought about thought. 
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stract description of the contrast between knowledge from observation 
and knowledge from reflection: the former is receptive, while the latter is 
spomaneous. What I know receptively is not the same reality as my recep­
tive knowledge of it. It is an independent object, which must be given to 
me and which I must receive. By contrast, my spontaneous knowledge 
and what I thus knO\\I are o,u reality. When I know an object through 
spontaneity, the idea of the object's affecting me, and being taken in by 
me, does not apply. There is no room in this case for something that con­
nects me with the object and through which I know it. 

It will transpire that action concepts and the concept of belief bear an 
inner nexus to first person reference: they essentially figure in first person 
thought; their sense depends on this form of thought. Hence, actions and 
beliefs are such as to be known from spontaneity. They are the kind of 
thing that is its subject's knowledge of it. This explains why it is, and what 
it means, that the "I do" must be able to accompany all my actions and 
the "I believe" all my beliefs. Actions and beliefs are acts of spontaneity. 
The concept of spontaneity is broad; it applies to the sentient life of ani­
mals and perhaps even to the vegetative life of plants. The spontaneity of 
thought is of a special kind: it is a spontaneity whose acts are knowledge of 
these very acts. Our reflections wiII enable us, in Chapter 4, to explain the 
idea that such is the spontaneity of reaS01I. 

True Materialism 

It is transparent that our inquiry can be read as an attempt to comprehend 
a principle of German Idealism. At the same time, we seek to give an ac­
count of self-consciousness that is truly materialist in a sense implicit in 
Karl Marx's Theses on Feuerbach. Marx maintains that all hitherto ex­
isting materialism failed, as it conceived of material reality merely as an ob­
ject of intuition, not as human activity. That is, existing materialism is 
flawed by being empiricist. And indeed, a true materialism must show 
how first person knowledge, which is nonreceptive, nonempirical, can be 
of a material reality. Our theory reveals the subject of action and the sub­
ject of belief to be, in such a way as to kttow herself to be, material, which 
knowledge is first personal and not empirical. As we shall explain in 
Chapter 4, a subject of practical thought brings herself under a material 
substance concept in first person thollght; she applies this concept not by 
perceiving instances of it, but by bei1Jg an instance of it. Chapter 5 shows 
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that the spontaneous knowledge of a subject of theoretical thought 
equally includes a material reality, as first person thought extends to the 
sensory nexus to an object by which one is in a position to acquire recep­
tive knowledge of it. Contemporary epistemology is largely empiricist and 
to that extent incapable Qf appreciating the self-conscious nature of recep­
tive knowledge. A sound account of receptive knowledge of an object of 
demonstrative thought depends on a proper understanding of sponta­
neous knowledge of an object of first person thought. 

Other Subjects 

There is a material reality that is knowledge of itself: a material subject of 
intentional action and receptive knowledge. This explains the unity of first 
person and second person thought; it lets us see that thought about one­
self and thought about someone else are guises of one form of thought. It 
is customary to say that, in contrast to one's own beliefs and actions, one 
knows someone else's actions and beliefs through observation. So long as 
we say no more than this, the unity of first person and second person 
thought remains a mystery. Clearly, observation will bear a rather peculiar 
form when it turns to the self-conscious. We argue in Chapter 6 that there 
is a sense in which "observation", i.e., immediate apprehension, of actions 
and beliefs of another subject is an act not of receptive, but of sponta­
neous knowledge. 

This explains why the fundamental form of reference to another subject 
is such that its linguistic expression requires the use of a second person pro­
noun, "you". Reference to a self-conscious subject is never a species of 
demonstrative reference. Second person reference, like first person refer­
ence, is not demonstrative reference governed by a special concept, "This 
man (person, thinker, self, I)". On the contrary, the relevant concept-be 
it "man", "person" or "selP'--can only be explained in terms ofa form of 
reference, which, formally, is to a self-conscious subject and is sustained by 
a different sort of knowledge from that which underwrites reference to a 
nonrational substance. As one power is a power to know oneself and a 
pm"r'er to know others who are self-conscious like oneself and possess this 
same power, the spontaneity of reason, being a material reality, is a unity 
of first person and second person thought. In this way, our account of"!" 
yields a metaphysics of the self-conscious that is as idealist as it is materi­
alist. 
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Action and the First Person 

Certain forms of reference must be understood in terms of ways of 
knowing how things stand with the object, acts of which are unmediated 
thoughts involving the relevant form of reference. This applies to first 
person reference, and it is clear how to characterize in the abstract ways of 
knowing that sustain it: I know in a first person way that an object is F by 
being that object, i.e., by being F. If and only if I know that someone is F 
in a way that satisfies this formula, I know without mediation that I am F. 
In order to identif)r such ways of knowing, we must investigate concepts 
that figure in unmediated first person thoughts. Although concepts of acts 
of sensibility belong with these, they are not the place to begin, for acts of 
sensibility are self-conscious only in a thinking subject. Therefore, we 
must investigate the subjectivity of thought. In this chapter, we discuss 
practical thought, or action; in the next we discuss theoretical thought, or 
belief. An inquiry into the nature of action must reveal how actions con­
form to the first person knowledge formula, i.e., how I know that I am 
doing something when I know that by doing it. 

We shall approach action through practical reasoning. Practical rea­
soning and action are one topic: practical reasoning is thought on which 
movement rests, while action is movement that rests on thought. From 
the nexus of thought and movement in action springs a special form of 
knowledge. G. E. M. Anscombe saw this. Of my own actions I have, she 
says in Intetltion,practicalknowledge. She introduces the idea of practical 
knowledge, observing that understanding it requires investigating prac­
tical reasoning: "The notion of 'practical knowledge' can only be under­
stood if we first understand 'practical reasoning'."1 At the end of her in-

1. Intentilm, p. 57. 

17 
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quiry she finds that the order of practical reasoning, of thinking about 
what to do, is the order of action explanation, of explaining why someone 
is doing something.2 It will transpire that this identity is the source of a 
way of knowing that defines the first person reference of a subject of ac­
tion and practical thought. 

The chapter proceeds as follows: the first section expounds a theory of 
practical reasoning, the second section explains how practical reasoning is 
internal to intentional action, and the third section shows how this nexus of 
intentional action and practical reasoning is the ground of self­
consciousness of the acting subject. So, we first describe practical reasoning, 
giving a system of forms of answering the question it addresses, the ques­
tion what to do. Then, following out Anscombe's claim that the concept of 
action designates a form of el.-planation, or kind of causality, we argue that 
an action is an answer to that question, a conclusion of practical reasoning. 
Finally, we explain how this gives rise to a way ofknO\\ling: I may know that 
I am doing something from ascertaining what to do. When I know in this 
way that someone is doing something, 1 know that I am doing it. Being po­
sitioned to know myselfin this way sustains my first person reference. 

The Question What to Do 

Practical reasoning aims to answer the question what to do. So its conclu­
sion joins a subject with an action-form in a manner that represents the 
latter as to be done. We use "*,, to signify this form of predication. "I * do 
A" expresses the posture of mind in which practical reasoning comes to 
rest. Our theme in tlus chapter is this form of predication, which will turn 
out to be a manner of predicating a concept that stands to first person ref­
erence as perceptual predication stands to demonstrative reference. 

We must make some preliminary remarks about the conclusion of prac­
tical reasoning, "I * do A". It is sometimes said that practical reasoning 
concludes that there is reason, or most reason, to do such-and-such. Tllis 
is strictly nonsense. As a reason for doing something is something from 
which one may reason practically to a conclusion, this describes practical 
reasoning as reasoning from a reason for doing something to the conchl­
sion that there is reason to do it. We cannot employ tile concept of a 

2. 1t/tention, p.80. Anscombe appears to limit the claim to the fonn of a~-tion explana­
tion whose counterpart in practical reasoning is the instrumental syllogism (see "The Will"). 
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reason for doing something, of something's speaking in favor of doing it, 
when we seek an account of practical reasoning. This concept formally de­
scribes to what it applies as a term of practical reasoning; we comprehend 
it precisely to the degree to which we know what practical reasoning is. 

It is better to say that practical reasoning concludes in an action. But 
this, too, is no account of practical reasoning. A term of reasoning is an 
act of applying concepts, i.e., a thought in the broad sense in which we 
speak of practical and theoretical thought. Hence, that practical reasoning 
concludes in an action means that it concludes in a thought thM is a mO'Pe­
ment. Our aim is to understand the nature of such a thought or, equiva­
lently, the nature of such a movement. We can define an intentional action 
as a movement that is a conclusion of reasoning, defining it as a unity of 
thought and movement. Comprehending this unity is comprehending 
practical reasoning. If we explain what practical reasoning is by saying it 
concludes in an action, we fail to make it clear that we lack this compre­
hension. 

We are not denying that practical reasoning concludes in an action. In­
deed we explain what this means and why it is true in the second section 
of this chapter. And already in this section we shall rely on the abstract and 
undeveloped idea, contained in the concept of practical reasoning, that 
practical reasoning arrives at the kind of thought on which movement 
may rest. That is, the unity of subject and action-form "I * do A" must 
have the power to be the ground of their unity in "I am doing A". We 
shall exclude ostensible ways of answering the question what to do that 
yield thoughts whose form of predication does not satisfy this condition. 

"To do" in "what to do" is a gerundive and belongs to a family of 
forms we may call imperatives. English has no synthetic first person im­
perative forms, but analytic forms such as "Let me do A" or "I should do 
A"; these are guises of "I * do A".3 (A first person imperative is not an im­
perative addressed to oneself. Second person thoughts address someone; 
first person thoughts do not.) Immanuel Kant explains that an imperative 
subsumes under a normative order something that is liable to fall from it. 
When we abstract from this liability, we use "good" and speak not of what 
is to be done, but of what is good to do: "Sie [Imperative; SR] sagen, dag 

3. I have heard people say that "I should do A" means "There is most reason filr me to 
do A". This is a claim about the English lanh'Uage, which as such is without philosophical in­
terest. I do not believe it is true; but ifand where it is, "I should do A" does not express a 
conclusion of practical reasoning. 
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etwas zu tun oder Zll unterlassen gut sein wiirde, allein sie sagen es einem 
Willen, der nicht immer darum etwas tut, weil ihm vorgestellt wird, daB es 
zu tun gut sei."4 We shall employ both modes of expression. 

Imperatives and "good" depend on a suitable order; "what to do" is a 
schema that acquires a sense as a determinate order interpre~ it. Now, 
something may fall under an order in two ways. It may be that its own 
kind, or what it is, is its measure. For example, we explain that a house 
provides shelter for men and goods, and say that our house is not as it 
should be because its roofleaks. Our house falls under a measure in virtue 
of what it is: a house. In other cases, we place something under an order 
not contained in its nature, or what it is, as , .... hen a grocer thinks his apples 
ought to be shinier, or a farmer that his swine have too few ribs. In the 
former case, the order is internal to the tiling, external in the latter. We 
said we would argue in the next section that an action is an answer to the 
question what to do, a conclusion of practical reasoning. If this is right, 
then an order that provides a sense for this question is internal to the ac­
tions that it governs. 

This does not decide the nature of this order. Perhaps there is an order 
internal to action as such, a measure to which one is subject simply in 
virtue of being an agent. Kant holds this when he maintains that the bare 
concept of the will supplies a sense for "good" in "good Will".5 This mea­
sure then is the measure that everywhere interprets the question what to 
do. By contrast, PIlllippa Foot argues that only a more determinate con­
cept such as, e.g., the concept of a human will contains a measure internal 
to its instances. According to Foot, "good will" is a schema, "good will of 
an X", where values of" X" are Iife-forms.6 If she is right, then the ques­
tion what to do acquires a sense as it is asked by, for example, a man. In his 
mOllth, it is to be interpreted by the order internal to the human will. 
Should there be otiler life-forms whose bearers confront our question, it 
will have a different sense in their mouths.-In claiming that being human 
is being under an order that governs one's will, Foot opposes an empiricist 

4. Grlmdleglmll zur Metaphysik der SinNI, p. 413. "The'}' [imperath'es; SR] say that [() do 
or to omit something would be good, but they say it to a w:ill that docs not always do some­
thing because it is represented w it that that thing is good to do." 

5. 'Ve are attributing to Kant the claim not that the concept of action contains a norma­
th'e standard (which he denies), but that we know synthetically II p,-;ori that actions as such 
fall under a certain measure. This is synthetic knowledge a priori, as it is contained in allyap­
plication of the concept of action in an act of k',OJvledge. See our discussion in Chapter 6. 

6. Foot, Naturlll Goodness. 
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orthodoxy according to which the standard that interprets the question 
what to do is a totality of desires. Terms that take the place of "X" in "good 
\\ill of an X" then signity such a totality. But perhaps even this goes too far. 
Perhaps the standard is a1l md that o1le is pursuing (perhaps on account of 
some desire, which is strongest just now). A particular end then defines the 
sense of the question what to do asked by her who is, and while she is, pur­
suing it. When later she is pursuing a different end, the question she poses 
with "what to do?" will be a different question; a different measure will in­
terpret the gerundive. 

The phrases "what to do" and "good will" designate a concept only if 
there is an order that is internal to action as such; otherwise, they are 
schemata and designate a form of a concept. Accounts then differ over 
what kind of thing provides them with content: a life-form, a totality of 
desires, an end being pursued. Ifwe call an order under which a subject 
places herself in asking what to do an order of practical reason, then there 
may be no such thing as tbe order of practical reason. The definite article 
is legitimate only if "what to do" identifies a question independently of 
any character of her who is asking it other tllan her being a subject of ac­
tion. Other\\ise, there are as many orders of practical reason as there are, 
e.g., rational life-forms, totalities of desires, or ends being pursued.7 

An inquiry into practical reasoning is an inquiry into the sense of the 
question it addresses. This in turn is an inquiry into the kind of thing that 
supplies the question \\ith a sense on an occasion of its being posed. So we 
inquire after the form of what interprets the question what to do, the log­
ical category of an inner measure of action. In general, the sense of a ques­
tion transpires from statements that answer it, and the form of its sense 
from the form of the answers. Thus our procedure \-vill be to develop a 
system of forms of statements tllat answer the question what to do, state­
ments that fill the blank in "I * do A because __ ". 

The Will 

The following seems a basic form of reasoning about what to do: I want 
to do B and reflect on how to do it. I realize that doing A will take me 

7. An account ofpral."tical reason, or intentional action, or moral oblib'ation, that uncrit· 
icaUy relics Oil phrases such as .. S rationally ought to do A" or" S should do A in the sense 
that she has a reason (or most reason) to do it" to have a meaning simpJicieercannot be cer­
tain that it has a topic. 
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some way, perhaps even all the way, toward doing B. I conclude that I 
should do A. So here is a form of ascertaining what do to: I should do A 
because I want to do B. Call this an ir,strumentaJ syllogism. 

This form of reasoning may be thought to be invalid because, as there 
may be other ways of doing B, I cannot, by recognizing doing A to be a 
way, single out A as what 1 should do. If this objection is based on the no­
tion that, concluding I should do A, I conclude that I have most reason to 
do A, we can disregard it. But there is a deeper error. It may be thought 
that I cannot reason 6:om wanting, e.g., to get a box of cereal to taking 
this one here, because I have no grounds for choosing this one here over 
that one there. Reasoning from wanting a box cannot connect me to this 
box in a manner in which it does not connect me to that box. But this is 
wrong. Willie I might have derived, from wanting a box of cereal, "I 
should take that box over there", without my reasoning having been de­
fective, this does not show that I cannot derive, from wanting a box of ce­
real, that I should take this box over here. Since that box does not figure 
in my reasoning from wanting to take a box to taking this one, my rea­
soning does not leave me stuck between boxes. This is a feature of prac­
tical reasoning in all its forms. Practical reasoning proceeds from some­
thing general, and its office is to arrive at a specification. It is in the nature 
of the case that there may be more than one way of doing this. Inferring 
from this fact that practical reasoning fails to reach a definite action is re­
fusing to consider the idea of practical reasoning.8 

So let us return to the instrumental syllogism: I should do A because I 
want to do B. This is peculiar. How, we must ask, can the fact that I want 
something pertain to the question what to do? What is wanting if repre­
senting something as a means to something I want is representing it as to 
be done? 

One might respond that, in "I should do A because I want to do B", 
"do B" specifies the measure to which doing A is said to conform. The 
action-form B defines the sense of the question what to do that I answer 
in thinking I should do A. Let us rewrite the syllogism so as to represent 
this nexus of A and B: "I should do A in the sense that it is a means of 
doing B", or, "I shouldduB do A". On this account, the order that inter-

8. Compare Anselm Winfiied Milller, "How Theoretical Is Practical Reasoning?". 
p.104. 
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prets my question what to do is an end I am pursuing as I ask the ques­
tion.'.I 

We must reject this doctrine because it fails to represent practical rea­
soning as arriving at an action. Suppose I think I shoulddo B do A and I 
think I should,ill B' not do A. On the present account, no thought about 
what to do brings these thoughts into contact, for such a thought would 
have to employ a gerundive defined by neither end, B or B". The difficulty 
this poses for the account is not that it has no space for a thought that re­
solves a conflict in which I may find myself, thinking that I shoulddll B do 
A and that I shoulddo B' not do A. Rather, the problem is that there is no 
conflict. "I shoulddo B do A" does not contradict "I shoulddo B' not do A". 
Thinking I shoulddo B do A leaves me free to think I shoulddt, B' not do A. 
In thinking I shoulddo B do A, 1 attach myself to doing A in a way that 
places no obstacle in the way of my attaching myself in the same manner 
to not doing A. It follows that my doing A cannot rest on the nexus I bear 
to doing A, thinking I shoulddo II do A. For, to be doing A is to bear a 
nexus to doing A that excludes bearing the same nexus to not doing A.IO 

Perhaps the doctrine, while false of us, describes the thought of a crea­
ture that never thinks she should do something, in a sense defined by an 
end she is pursuing, which she should not do in a sense defined by another 
end. The unity of her will, which according to the current hypothesis is not 

9. That is, I reflect on ' .... hat to do only if a specifk end has conferred a meaning on this 
question; my reflection proceeds under this end. I may refiel.' now under one end and then 
under a different end. But these reflections proceed in isolation. No thought belongs to 
both, for ifit did, it would employ (or inlplicitly refer to) a concept of "should" not defined 
by either end. Therefore, "should" bears an index; tile notation must not recognize the same 
concept in botll courses of reflection. lr follows mat someone who thinks that the instru­
mental syllogism is me only form of practical reasoning thereby denies that the instnunental 
principle ("If you pursue an end, you should take the necessary means") is a practical law as 
opposed to a law schem3. If a subject's practical reasoning is confined to the instrumental syl­
logism, we can describe the form of her practical judgmenr by saying that she thinks she 
should do what serves her ends. In saying tllis, we employ the formal concept of an end, 
which does not figure in her practical tllOUght. Recognition of this fact would have to com­
plicate Christine Korsgaard's argument in "The Normativity ofInstrumental Reason". 

10. It does not help to aggregate me indices. Then it will be true mat I both shoulddu B 

and B' do A and shoulddo JI and B' not do A. We ma), rule this out, stipulating that aggregated 
ends must be instrumentall>, coherent: achieving one must not be incompatible with 
achieving any other. But the representation of this requirement deploys an imperative not 
defined by any end; hence, someone whose practical thought is confined to indexed impera­
tives does not represent this unity of ends. Compare the parallel discussion in Chapter 3. 
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the work of thought, may be the work of a nonrational principle, instinct 
or appetite, say, that supplies her ends. However, as the problem of the 
docnine is not that ends may conflict, ensuring that they do not conflict 
does not solve it. It is irrelevant 'whether she who thinks she shoulddo 8 do 
A at the same time thinks she shoulddo B' not do A, or whether this never 
happens on account of a cause external to her thinking. Such a cause regu­
lates when and whether she thinks certain thoughts, but does not alter the 
logical character of these thoughts. What ruins the docnine is that thinking 
I shoulddo R do A peacefully coexists with thinking 1 shoulddo R' not do A. 
This it does no matter whether another thought, that 1 shoulddo B' not do 
A, is present. Since it tolerates a thought that 1 shoulddo B' not do A next 
to it, thinking I shoulddu H do A is not affixing myself to doing A to the ex­
clusion of not doing A. But to be doing A is so to affix myself to doing A. 

The second term of an instrumental syllogism is not the order to which 
the first term conforms. Rather, the former conforms to the same order to 
which the latter conforms. Not only the conclusion of an instrumental syl­
logism, already its premise responds to the question what to do. This is 
apparent from the fact that the conclusion of one syllogism may be the 
premise of another. When I think about how to do B and recognize that 
doing A is a way, I 'will straightway do A only if I know how. Otherwise, 
my reasoning will conclude not in my doing A, but in my wanting to do 
it. "I want to do A because I want to do 8', 1 will say. I could have ex­
pressed the same thought by saying, "I should do A because I want to do 
B". This shows that premise and conclusion of an instrumental syllogism 
share a logical form. "Should" and "want to" signii)' the same form of 
predication-both are guises of" *". 

The instrumental syllogism extends the status of being good to do from 
one action-form to another. It subsumes its terms under the same mea­
sure: its premise represents something as good in the same sense in which 
its conclusion does so. Hence, the question what to do is not defined by 
the end that figures in the premise of an instrumental syllogism. On the 
contrary, an end from which one may reason to a conclusion about what 
to do is something to be done in that same sense. Instrumental reasoning 
leads from one answer to the practical question to another; it does not 
make explicit the measure of this question. Therefore, there must be a 
form of answering the question what to do that is not a case of deriving 
one answer from another answer. From this form of answering the ques­
tion, its sense-the order that interprets it-must transpire. It is impor-
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tant to be clear why this is so. There must be another form of practical 
reasoning not because, otherwise, practical reasoning would not come to 
a c1ose-I reason that I want to (should) do A because I want to (should) 
do B, that I want to (should) do B because I want to (should) do C, and 
so on-but because, otherwise, we would not understand a single 
member of this potentially infinite sequence. II We would not understand 
the form of predication «.". For, we cannot explain the idea of something 
to be done by saying one should do what is a means of doing what one 
should do. We understand what an instrumental syllogism is only if we 
know what kind of thing interprets the question it addresses. And we 
cannot gather what that is by attending to this form of reasoning alone. 
There must be another way of answering the question that the instru­
mental syllogism answers, which reveals the measure the question invokes. 

Desire 

The measure that defines the question what to do cannot be an end the 
subject is pursuing, for this allows to exist side by side thoughts about 
what to do that propose actions that cannot exist side by side. It is useless 
to invoke a nonrational principle like appetite as that which provides for 
the unity of ends. For the problem is not lack of unity, but lack of repre­
sentRtion of unity ( or its absence). Appetite or desires can be a principle of 
the will only if, and in the form in which, they enter practical reasoning, 
i.e., only as represented. They can govern the will only through thought. 
Now, there is a manner in which appetite, through its representation, is 
taken to inform the ,\fill. We call this way of founding an act of the will on 
appetite, which, among others Donald Davidson describes, calculRtion 
from desire. 

Davidson describes practical reasoning as proceeding from prima facie 
judgments to all-out judgments.u An all-out judgment is a judgment 
about what to do. It is a wanting or, as we say to avoid this awkward 
nOlm, an intention. A prima facie judgment, by contrast, expresses a de­
sire; it is the form in which desire enters practical reasoning. It joins a sub­
ject and an action-form A in a manner weak enough not to amount to an 
act of thinking one should do A, yet strong enough to suggest that some-

11. In Zettel, p.693, Ludwig Wirtgenstein notes that, in philosophy, the problem posed 
by a regress is not its infinity, but the impossibility of understanding anyone of its steps. 

12. See, fhr example, "Intending", p. 98. 
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thing speaks in favor of doing it. Let us use "#" to signifY this form of 
predication. English guises of "I # do An are, e.g., "I feel like doing A", 
"It would be nice to do A", or, perhaps, "I desire to do A". We do not 
say, "I should do A because 1 feel like doing E"; nevertheless, if! teellike 
doing A, that may speak in favor of doing it.l3 Davidson maintains that "I 
want to do A" expresses a prima facie judgment. But the phrase can state 
the premise of an instrumental syllogism and then expresses an all-out 
judgment. It is true that the same form of words may express a desire. 
This is a peculiarity of English. "Ich ",ill A tun", e.g., never expresses a 
prima facie judgment. I .. 

"I # do A" does not express an act of the will, an intention, but an act 
of appetite, a desire. While acts of the will are essentially capable of lin­
guistic expression, this is not true of desire; the faculty of desire does not 
depend on the power of thought. Therefore desire in general cannot be 
defined in terms of a form of thought. However, our interest is in desire as 
it enters practical reasoning, and this topic can be defined in terms of a 
form of predication. It might seem that prima facie judgments express a 
variety of attitudes, desire being only one of them. Davidson gives these 
examples: a conviction that pornography is wrong, love of children, a dis­
taste for salt cod, a sudden desire to touch a woman's elbow. He says 
about these "desires, principles, [ ... ], obligations", that "the 'logical 
form' of the propositional expression [ ... ] is the same".l5 So Davidson 
does not use "principle" and "desire" to designate a difference in logical 
form, i.e., in the manner in which these things figure in practical rea­
soning. Tlus is an idiosyncratic and unhappy employment of these terms. 
First, philosophy would have no use for the concept of a principle if it did 
not designate a logical form. Secondly, in its application to animals 

13. Davidson's notation of prima facie judgments is "pit" is intention-worthy, a is a case 
of doing A)". The notation is based on ideas a discussion of which would be a distraction. 
They are these: Davidson holds that, while "I intend" does not express an intention, "It is 
intention-worthy" does ("Replies to Essays", p. 209), and that intentions include reterence 
to an event, wherefi:,re he writes, "4 is intention-worthy" instead of "It is intention-worthy 
to do A". So while we define tile conclusion of practical reasoning by afilrm ofpredicatirm 
of action-forms, Davidson defines it by a predicate that applies to events. If we ignore this 
oilierwise all-important difference, we can write a prima facie judgment, "pf{1 * do X, doing 
X is a case (means, part) of doing A)", or shorter, "I # do A". 

14. Compare Michael Thompson's distin~"tion o£two senses of "want" in "Naive Action 
Theory". 

l5. "Replies to Essays", p. 202; "Actions, Reasons, Causes", p. 4; "Intending", p. 102. 
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without thought the concept of desire is defined in terms of a form of ex· 
pla1tation of mO"Pement, which thus explained is self-movement. Thus de­
sire as it enters thought should be defined by the way in which it figures in 
practical reasoning and thus, presumably, in action expla1tation. 

Davidson describes reasoning from prima facie judgments to an all-out 
judgment as follows. In a first step, desires expressed by various prima facie 
judgments are integrated into one such judgment, an all-things-considered 
judgment. It represents a desire that brings all desires to a unity.16 The uni­
fied desire is constituted by the calculation; it is essentially represented and 
cannot exist in an animal without thought. In the shape of an all-things­
considered judgment, appetite bears a unity mediated by and represented 
in thought. In a second step, an all-things-considered judgment is made 
the ground of an all-out judgment according to a principle Davidson calls 
the principle of continence. As an all-things-considered judgment con­
siders all given desires, the principle counsels doing what best satisfies 
these. On Davidson's view, this principle is not a substantive judgment 
about what to do. Ifit were, it would be neither prima facie nor all out, and 
his account of practical reasoning would be incomplete. The principle must 
be anal}tic and define the sense of the question that all-out judgments answer: 
the order that defines this question is a totality of desires. Thus there is no 
asking whether one should do what best satisfies given desires; this would 
be an attempt to employ an imperative not defined by a totality of desires, 
of whose sense no account can be given. We shall see, however, that the 
principle of continence cannot be analytic and define the question ofprac­
tical reasoning. Desires do not define that question. 

We are considering calculation from desire as a form of reasoning that 
yields an answer to the question what to do that does not rest on an an­
swer to that same question. However, if intentions rest on desire eventu­
ally, there is no deriving an intention from an intention. The manner of 
reasoning we thought would yield a starting point of instrumental rea­
soning does away with the instrumental syllogism. This reduces the idea 
that appetite unified by calculation is the order of practical reason to ab­
surdity. For, practical reasoning arrives at a thought on which movement 
may rest, and without the instrumental syllogism there is no such thing as 
movement resting on thought. 

16. We need not inquire how the calculation proceeds; what we shall say will be indif­
ferent to this. According to Davidson, the calculatiol] conforms to the calculus of decision 
under uncertainty ("Replies to Essays", pp. 199, 214). 
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It is easy to see that intentions cannot rest on intentions if they rest on 
desires eventually. Suppose I calculated that, considering all given desires, 
I should do B. I reasoned that I should do first Al and then A2, took the 
first step and did AI' Now, it need not be that doing B still best satisfies 
my desires now that I have done AI; new desires may have sprung up. 
Hence, it need not be that doing A2 best satisfies my desires now that I set 
out to do A2• Thus instrumental reasoning may lead me to act against 
what, all in all, I desire. 

It looks as though, having formed an allout judgment to do B, I can 
judge on that basis all out to do Al and A2 • One intention to do B seems 
to ground my intention to take the first step and do Al and my intention 
to take the second step and do A2• But this is not so, ifmy intention to do 
B, formed before I take the first step, is based on the thought that, in view 
of all desires then, doing B is best. For, this does not settle that now that I 
have taken the first step, doing B is best in view of all my desires now. 
Were I to derive an intention to do A2 from the intention I formed before 
I took the first step, it , ... ould be an accident and not guaranteed by the 
form of my reasoning if I did not flout the principle of continence and 
acted counter to what, considering all my desires now, is best. An inten­
tion to do A2 cannot rest on a judgment that desires earlier were best 
served by doing B. It can rest only on a judgment that doing B is best 
given all desires now. If appetite unified by calculation is the order of prac­
tical reason, then she who conforms to it forms two intentions to do B: 
one is the ground of her intention to take the first step and do AI' another 
the ground of her intention to take the second step and do A 2• 

One might think that there are not two intentions, but one that re­
mains, if the desires on which the intention is based remain. (We imag­
ined they remained.) But this is wrong. The ground of an intention is a 
judgment that desires, all in all, speak in favor of doing A. As desires 
come and go, that judgment contains a reference to a time. It is a judg­
ment that desires now present all in all speak in favor of doing A. Such a 
judgment made at tl bears no logical connection with the judgment ex­
pressed by the same words at t 2 , no matter whether the same things are 
present at tl and t l , no matter whether it was probable or even necessary 
that the same things would be present. On Davidson's account, the same 
holds true of all-out judgments, or intentions, as their basis is an all­
things-considered judgment: judging all out at tl to do B and judging all 
out at t2 to do B are different judgments, regardless of whether desires 
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changed in the meantime, whether it was unlikely or even impossible that 
they would change. 

If intentions eventually spring from a calculation from desire, then the 
instrumental syllogism is not a valid form of reasoning,l7 We said this 
would reduce the antecedent to absurdity, that appetite, unified by calcu­
lation, is the order. that interprets the question what to do, as without the 
instrumental syllogism there is no such thing as thought on which move­
ment rests. This is so because a thought that is the proximate plinciple of 
a movement must have an object that itselfhas the form of temporality of 
a movement. But the object of a thought that concludes a calculation from 
desire bears a different form of temporality: it is a changeable state. 

Let us first consider these concepts, the concepts of movement and 
changeable state, in abstraction from their application in practical rea­
SOiling. They are logical concepts, designating a form of predication. IS A 
state is a determination that joins a thing under a contrast of past and 
present tense, "was/is", while a movement is the object of a thought 
whose predication exhibits not only this contrast, but also the contrast of 
progressiye and perfective aspect, "was doing/did". For example, "the 
house is white" contrasts with "the house was white", wllile "the chair is 

17. Michael Bratman argues that, as calculation takes time and effort (we are not "fric­
tionless deliberators", Intentiun, Plans, and Practical Reasoll, p. 28), and as therefore the 
chance of superior desire satistaction will often be too slight [0 otlset the cost of recalcu­
lating, it is beneficial to cultivate a habit to keep going once one has tormed an intention, 
and reas(m from it to further intentions. This presupposes that the instrumental syllogism is 
not a valid form of reasoning, i.e., that it may c(mclude in an intention to do A when doing 
it is bad according to the measure of desire satistaction.-Da\;dson appears to hold that an 
intention to do B is based, first, on the calculation that desires present now that I begin 
doing B all in all speak in favor of doing B and, secondly, on an estimate that t1tis will not 
change before I shall be done. ("Replies to Essays", pp. 214-215. One might find the same 
idea in the description of an intention as an "interim report" ["Intending", p.l00], but the 
passage is less conclusive, as it does not thematize the temporal extension of the action.) This 
does not justif}' deriving from an intention to do B, when the time comes to take the second 
step and do A2 , an intention to do ~. According to Davidson, an intention to do B is based, 
in part, on an estimate that, when the time comes, things all in all will tavor doing ~, so that 
at that time I shall intend, or shall have reason to intend, to do~. But resting an intention 
now on an earlier estimate that I shall fi>rm, or have reason to fonn, this intention is not a 
valid torm of reasoning, for the form of reasoning does not guarantee the truth of the esti­
mate. 

18. The system of forms of predication, and thus of t.,rmal concepts or categories, 
through which an object is apprehended as temp<>ral are the topic of my Kategnrim des 
Zeitlicbm. 
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falling over" contrasts not only with "the chair was fulling over", but also 
with "the chair fell over". We see how the aspectual contrast affects the 
temporality of the object when we compare "xis F"-tense predication­
with "x is doing A"-aspect predication. We shall describe the difference 
in three, equivalent ways. 

It is suggestive to say, metaphorically, that "x is doing A" looks for­
ward; it looks forward to :Its having done A. No such anticipation is 
present in "x is F". The content of the metaphor is this: when x has done 
A, it is doing it no more. Or if it is, then it is doing it again, which is a 
different movement. Thus "x is doing A" specifies an end of what it rep­
resents. It need not be the end in fact; x may stop doing A before it has 
done it. So there are t\'{0 ways in which x may no longer be doing A: it has 
done A, or it stopped doing A short of completion. But these ways of no 
longer doing A-incomplete, short of ha\oing done A, or complete, 
having done A-are not on a par. The movement's ending with :Its having 
done A belongs to it in the sense that this end is singled out by the con­
cept of doing A, through which the movement is apprehended in the pro­
gressive thought. In the same sense, any other end is accidental to it: it is 
not contained in the predicative material of the progressive thought. A 
progressive thought looks forward in the sense that it designates a certai11 
end as proper to what it represmts. By contrast, the predicative material of 
"x is F" does not designate a terminus of what the thought represents. 
The concept of being F is indifferent as to when x "ill no longer be F. In 
this sense, no end is accidental to :Its being F; no end of its being F is pre­
mature. It may be no accident if something that is F remains F for a given 
time, but not on account of the logical nature of the predicative material, 
but on account of the real nature of the thing of which it is said. To a 
changeable state any duratio1J is accidental. 

From this we can derive a further way of describing the contrast of state 
and movement. Consider an interval during which x was F. If we divide 
this interval into intervals, then it is accidental to being F that anyone of 
these subintervals was followed by the next, which in fact followed it. An 
interval during which something was in a changeable state is ~1'J aggregate 
of such intervals. By contrast, suppose something is doing A. It has done 
something toward this, as it is on its way. But it is not there yet; it has not 
yet done A. Now there are two possibilities: the mO\'ement may end in­
complete, or it may continue and progress toward its completion. These 
possibilities are not on a par. If they were, the concept of doing A, which 
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singles out one of them, would not bear on the situation. It would not be 
true that x is doing A, but only that it has done what it has done so far. 
Thus there is a nonaccidental unity of the phase it has completed and the 
phase following it by which it progresses toward having done A. An in­
terval during which something was doing A is a unity of such intervals. 

Our third and final way of articulating the contrast is the following. As 
any duration is accidental to' a changeable state, a sentence "x is F", rep­
resenting a changeable state, invariably expresses distinct judgments at 
different times. At any time, it will be a further truth that x still is F then, 
a truth not contained in the truth that it was F earlier. By contrast, con­
sider x, which did A. It may have taken it time to do it. But if we hold that 
"x is doing A" expresses distinct judgments during this time, we pretend 
that the interval during which x was doing A is an aggregate of such in­
tervals and that any duration is accidental to it. And then we do not reg­
ister that the concept of doing A singles out an end of what is represented 
by .. x is doing A", an end thatthus is proper to it. So "x is doing A" does 
not invariably express a distinct judgment at different times. It expresses 
the same judgment all the while x is doing A and until it has done it. 

We can now return to practical reasoning. I reason instrumentally, "I 
want to do B. So let me do AI", and, "I want to do B. So let me do A/', 
from the same premise. The premise is the same throughout my doing B 
and until 1 have done it, which means that its object has the temporality of 
a movement. By contrast, the conclusion of a calculation from desire rep­
resents a changeable state. Now that 1 begin doing B and do AI' the sen­
tence "All in all, things now present speak in favor of doing B" expresses a 
different judgment from the one it will express later as 1 continue doing B 
and do ~. Calculation from desire does not yield a premise for instru­
mental reasoning because its conclusion represents a changeable state, 
while an instrumental syllogism proceeds from a thought that represents 
something with the temporality of a movement. I9 But the instrumental 
syllogism is a 'lecessary form of practical reasoning, for practical reasoning 
arrives at a thought on which a movement may rest. And if a movement 
rests on thought, then the unity of its phases, which constitutes it as a 
movement, must rest on thought. So it does if 1 reason from the same 
thought now, "I want to do B. So let me do AI", and then, "I want to do 

19. In "NaiVe Action Theory", Michael Thompson concludes that "I want to do B" does 
not represent a changeable state from the fuet dlat it can serve as cause in an action explana­
tion "I am doing A because I want to do B.'" 
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B. So let me do A2 ", and so on. As "I want to do B" expresses the same 
thought all the while that I am doing B and until I have done it, the unity 
of the phases of my doing B consists in the fact that they all hang on that 
thought. By contrast, if "I want to do B" represented a changeable state, 
I would not reason from the same thought, now to doing AI' and then to 
doing A 2• In consequence, my doing Al and my doing A2 would bear no 
unity. These would not be phases of a movement, and I would not, in 
doing Al and A 2, be doing B. 

This is where we left Da\idson: I calculate that, all things considered, I 
should do B, follow the principle of continence and decide all out to do B. 
I observe that doing Al is a means, arrive at an action, and do AI' As I 
have done AI' I ask what to do, considering all things now present. I cal­
culate that, all in all, I should do B, follow the principle of continence and 
decide all out to do B. I realize that this requires doing A 2 , arrive at an ac­
tion, and do A2• No one intention is the ground of my doing Al and my 
doing A2, but one underlies my doing AI' another my doing A 2• But then 
I am not doing B. Suppose I walked from a to c, via b. It may be that I de­
cided to walk from a to h, and, having got there, decided to walk from b 

to c. Or I decided to walk from a to c, and did. In the former case, I was 
walking from a to h, and then I was walking from h to c. But only in the 
latter case, not in the former, was I walking from a to c.20 As a movement, 
an action is not an aggregate, but a u1Jityofphases. Davidson cannot mark 
tills distinction. 

And this reduces his position to absurdity, for, being unable to repre­
sent an action as a unity of phases, Davidson is unable to represent the 
phases, which exhibit the same unity. If! am doing A, I have not yet done 
A, but there is something that, in doing A, I have done, call it A' .21 But if 
I have done A', I was doing that earlier. So the thought applies to A' and 
thus reapplies indefinitely. Davidson's account of practical reasoning en­
tails that, when I am doing B by first doing A J and then A2, separate in­
tentions underlie these actions. But then not only am I not doing B, I am 
not doing anything at all. As I was doing A" I had not done it, but I had 
done something, call it All' When I had done that, it was an open ques­
tion whether, considering all things then, I should do Ap and thus Au' 

20. Here I am indebted to Doug Lavin. 
21. It may be doubted that this is always true when "I am doing A" describes an inten­

tional action. But in any case, ifI did A, there was a time when I was doing it such that, in 
being doing it, I had done something else. Our argument can proceed from there. 
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Suppose my answer was yes. If I did AI' then no one intention tillderlay 
my doing it, but one my doing All and another my doing All' So on this 
view, no action can be traced to om intention. If an action is in progress, 
another has been completed, and the intention that seemed to underlie 
the former underlies only the latter. 

Calculation of desire does not yield an intention. For, an intention is a 
thought on which a movement may rest and therefore has the temporality 
of a movement: the interval during which I intend to do something is a 
unity of such intervals.22 By contrast, the conclusion of a calculation from 
desire expresses a state to which any duration is accidental. In his illumi­
nating book Intention, Plans, and Practical Reason, Michael Bratman 
seeks to describe the peculiar temporality ofintentions by saying that they 
are states of the mind that have inertia: they put up a certain resistance 

22. Christine Korsgaard may seem to be onto that point, that desire cannot be the 
ground of intention because of the temporal mismatch of an action in progress and a 
changeable state of desire (see "The Normati"it~' of Instrumental Reason", p. 247n64). In 
fact, she makes it dear that she thinks that irrele\'ant: "If 1 am to work I must will it--I must 
resolve to stay on its track. [ ... ] Desire and temptation will also take their turns. 'I am not 
a shameful thing like terror', desire wiII sa~', 'follow me and your life will be sweet'. But if! 
give in to each claim as it appears [will do nothing [ ... ]. For to will an end is not just to 
cause it, or not even to allow an impulse in me to operate as its cause, but, so to speak, to 
consciously pick up the reins, and make myseljtJle cause of an end. And ifl am to constitute 
myseljas the cause of an end, then 1 must be able to distinguish between my causing the end 
and some desire or impulse that is 'in me' causing my body to act. I must be able to see my­
seljas something distinct from any of my particular, first·order, impulses and motives. [ ... ] 
Now, I need to clarif)' these remarks in one important way. In the above argument I appealed 
to the possibility of being tempted away from the end on another, temporally later occasion. 
But tJle argument does not really require tJJe possibility of a later occasion. It only requires 
that there be two parts of me, one that is my governing self, my will, and one that must be 
governed, and is capable of resisting my will" (ibid., pp. 246-248.) The essential point is, she 
says, that 1 distinguish myself from my inclinations. If 1 am working nn account of my desire 
to work, then it is not I who am working. My desire is working or makes me work. In, "If! 
give in to each claim as it appears I will do nothing", Korsgaard emphasizes "I": if 1 follow 
my desires, I (better: the thing that would be I, if I weren't governed by desire) may do 
many things, but [won't have done any of them. But why is that sol I do not seem to misuse 
the first person pronoun when I say, "I am doing A because J like it". Emphasizing the first 
person pronoun is not understanding it. But suppose we inquired into first person thought 
and associated ways of knowing and could show that first person knowledge springs from 
reasoning defined by forms beyond calculation from d.esire. Suppose, that is, we could esta­
blish that, if someone's thinking were confined to "I should do A because, all in all, 1 desire 
to do it", then she could not think v.ithout mediation, "I am doing A". We could express 
this result by saying: Were I ruled by desire alone, I would not act. Such is the form of our 
argument. 
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against being pushed out.23 The inadequacy of this way of stating the 
point comes out when we notice that it makes it quite surprising that the 
inertia gives out, all of a sudden, when I have done what I intended to do. 
At this point, my intention gives way without the slightest resistance, its 
inertia reducing to zero. Bratman might as well have said that a move­
ment in progress is a state with inertia. He is trying to capture the nonac­
cidental Lillity of phases, which is the logical character of movement, and 
therefore of intention, which is the proximate principle of a movement. 

Calculation from desire does not arrive at an action. It yields thoughts 
that represent changeable states and therefore cannot be the source of a 
movement. The principle of continence, counseling doing what best satis­
fies given desires, does not define the question what to do. We do not un­
derstand its imperative; we have yet to describe the order to which it 
refers. Appetite unified by calculation is not this order. 

Infinite Ends 

The second term of an instrumental syllogism does not give the order to 
which the first term conforms, but something that conforms to the same 
order. Therefore, the measure that defines the question what to do that an 
instrumental syllogism answers is not an end the subject is pursuing; on 
the contrary, an end that provides the premise of an instrumental syllo­
gism is something good. Hence, there must be a different way of an­
swering the question what to do, the form of which will determine the 
category of the relevant order. We considered the idea that calculation 
from desire is this form and calculated unity of appetite the order that de­
fines the sense of the relevant "good" or imperative. It seemed that, in this 
way, a representation of appetite could represent the unity (or lack of 
unity) of ends, which representation we found necessary in reasoning that 
arrives at action. Our hope was disappointed; all-things-considered judg­
ments represent changeable states and therefore cannot be the ground of 
an intention, which is the principle of a movement. So the necessarily rep­
resented unity of ends must bear a different kind of temporality. We shall 
now suggest that the relevant unity is a unity not of desire, but of what we 
shall call i1Jfinite mds. Just as the concept of desire, so is our concept of an 
infinite end defined by the form of a thought that constitutes adherence 

23. Intmtion, Plans, and Practical Reasol', pp.14-18. 
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to it. As a man may desire noble things, so may his infinite ends be base, if 
base things figure in his thoughts of the relevant form. A11-things­
considered judgments join subject and action-form at a time. An inten­
tion, "I * do A", joins them progressil1ely, guiding the progress of the ac­
tion. If the representation of an infinite end is to provide the principle of 
temporal synthesis of an action, it must join subject and action-form nei­
ther at a time nor progressively, but in a way that, metaphorically 
speaking, always already contains the whole of a temporally extended ac­
tion. We shall see that this means that its predication is time-general. 

"I am getting my tools because I want to repair my bicycle", I say. 
"Why do you want to repair your bicycle?," you ask. "I want to go cy­
cling." "But why go cycling?" you insist. "It is healthy", I respond. Is this 
an instrumental syllogism? It appears so. Does not it represent health as an 
end and cycling as a means? It is true, we call health an end. But it is an 
end in a different sense from repairing a bicycle; the end and what is done 
in its senice relate differently in these cases. 

Suppose I want to repair my bicycle. I do various things because I want 
this: I gather the tools, put my bicycle upside down, make sure it is stable, 
and so forth. These actions lead up to my eventually having repaired the 
bicycle; they cover a distance that separates me from my end. When I have 
traversed the distance and repaired the bicycle, my want to repair it ex­
pires. As long as I want to repair it, I have not yet repaired it, whereas 
once I have repaired it, my want ceases to be and moves me no more. My 
want exhausts itself in explaining what it explains. In this sense, its object 
is a finite end. 

Now suppose I want health. I do not want it in the way a sick man does; 
I do not want to become healthy. Imagine me perfectly healthy: I may still 
want health. Perhaps I want not to be healthy but to remain healthy? I 
will have remained healthy in the future; my end is at a distance and I can 
take steps toward it. But if my having remained healthy is future, when in 
the future is it? When will I have reached it? It seems I must lay it down 
that I want to remain healthy, say, until next Sunday. On this day, I will 
have reached my goal, if I have not fallen ill in the meantime. I can then 
set myself a new end, e.g., to remain healthy for another week. This is pos­
sible, but need not be what I mean when I say I want health. I may say this 
in a sense such tllat I do not expect tlle qnestion "How long do you want 
to remain healthy?" as I expect the question "How long do you want to 

remain in the bathtub?" when I say that I want to be in the bathnlb. Per-
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haps it is understood that I want to remain healthy as long as I live? But 
what would it mean to want to be healthy beyond one's death?24 Once I 
have repaired my bicycle, I no longer want to repair it. I may want to re­
pair another bicycle, but then I have set myself a new end, as when I re­
mained healthy for one week and resolve to do so for another week. A fi­
nite end is something I have not yet got. Wanting health is not like this. In 
full health, I want to be healthy. One feels like saying that health is an end 
I have already achieved while being after it. 

But one may also want to say that health is an end I never achieve. If I 
want health, I do various things for the sake of it. I go running one day, 
buy wholesome food the next day, and refrain from lying in the sun at 
midday the day after. I do not thereby diminish a distance that separates 
me from my end in the way in which gathering the tools, putting my bi­
cycle upside down, and so on, brings me closer to a repaired bicycle. I 
never seem to be done with my health; I can never mark it off as com­
pleted and move on to new projects. My want to repair a bicycle exhausts 
itselfin explaining my actions; it is the cause of its own extinction. An end 
such as health, by contrast, does not expend itselfin explaining what it ex­
plains. As long as I adhere to it, it does not lose its power to explain what 
1 do. It seems this must mean that I never get there. 

We want to say that health is an end I have already achieved while I am 
pursuing it,25 and that it is an end I never achieve as long as I am pursuing 
it. Is wanting health a paradox, then? No; but it is not a finite end. It does 
not admit of the contrast that defines finite ends: of being on the way 
toward and having reached the end. A paradoxical description suggests it­
selfwhen we attempt to conceive of health through this contrast and thus 
attempt to represent it as a finite end. An end to which the contrast of 
pursuing and having got does not apply is an infinite md. 

This is the negative concept of an infinite end, the negative description 
of the relation of the end to what is done in its service that defines it. We 
need a positive account of that relation. She who cares about her health 
does certain things: she eats dry food, exercises, and so forth. These 
thoughts-she eats dry food, exercises-join subject and action-form ha-

24. For analogous reasons, survival usually is not a goal, and certainly not "the ultimate 
goal", of the living, as claimed, e.g., by Daniel Dennett in "Three Kinds ofInrentionai Psy­
chology" (p. 53). In great peril, I may think "I want [() suryi\'e this", which is a finite end, 
She has a terrible lite who constantly seeks to survi\'e something. 

25. This is Aristotle's definition of energeia; repairing a bicycle fits his definition of /ti,IeS;! 
(MetapIIYsiu, e 6), 
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bitually; they are time-general in the sense that thoughts of all tenses ex­
emplifY them. She went running yesterday, is playing tennis today, and will 
go swimming tomorrow: all of this shows that she exercises. If "I want to 
be healthy" expresses an infinite end, then it is not true ifI merely think it 
would be nice to exercise and eat dry food. If I never, or rarely, did any of 
these things, then that would show that I do not want to be healthy. (It 
might show that I like to say that 1 do).26 As thoughts representing infinite 
ends entail time-general thoughts about what one does, they are them­
selves time-general. She went running yesterday, is eating wholesome 
food today, and will refrain from lying in the sun at midday tomorrow: all 
this manifests that she cares about her health. 27 

"1 want to go cycling for the sake of my health" is not an instrumental 
syllogism. It represents cycling as a means and health as an end, but the 
relation of means to end has a different form. A finite end explains an ac­
tion as a part of itself. When 1 am doing A because 1 want to do B, then 1 
think that, in doing A, 1 am doing part of doing B. An infinite end ex­
plains an action as a manifestation of itself. When I am doing A because it 
is healthy, then I think that, in doing A, I am doing something such that 
she who does it (habitual aspect) is healthy. This explains the infinity ofin­
finite ends: while a whole is exhausted by its parts, what is manifested is 
not exhausted by its manifestations. 

Infinite ends are time-general; this distinguishes them from desires. I 
may one moment feel like going to the movies, the next moment feel like 
staying home, and a minute later again think that going to the movies 
would be nice. But it makes no sense to say that, one moment, I cared 
about my health, was completely indifferent to it the next moment, and a 
bit later again cared greatly about it. If I want health, then this manifests 
itself in actions at various times; wanting health is time-general and not 
tied to a moment. Of course, concepts that designate infinite ends may 
figure in fleeting thoughts: a man may one moment be excited by the idea 
that he submits to the discipline of a healthy life and the next moment de-

26. Compare G. E. M. Anscombe, "Thought and Action in Aristode", pp. 70-71. 
27. Anscombe says this about the difference between finite and infinite ends: "The reck­

oning what to do or abstain from in particular circumstances ",ill constantly include refer­
ence, implicit or explicit, to generalitie~. [ ... ] Because of it human conduct is not left to be 
distinguished from the behayior of other animals by the fact dIat in it calculation is used by 
which to ascertain the: means to perfectly particular ends. The: human wants things like 
health and happiness and science and fair repute and virtue and prosperity, he does not 
simply want, e.g., dIat such-and-such a thing should be: in such-and-such a place at such­
and-such a time" ("Authority in Morals", pAS). 
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light in seeing himself under a Genetian ideal of expenditure. Such mo­
mentary' thoughts do not represent one's infinite ends, but are wishful 
thinking or vain declaration. 

Desires are impotent to explain an ongoing action, since they are 
changeable states. An infinite end, by contrast, is neither a state, nor is it a 
movement. It is time-general and thus manifests itself throughout an ac­
tion and up to its end. In this wayan infinite end contains the whole tem­
poral extension of actions it explains. Infinite ends have the right tempo­
rality to be the principle of progress of an action. 

Practical Lift-Form 

An instrumental syllogism answers the question what to do on the basis of 
another answer to this question. It follows that there must be a different 
way of answering the question, which yet gives something that has the 
right temporality of a principle of action and thus reveals a measure that 
can define the practical question. Now we found a way of answering our 
question that satisfies this description: thinking such-and-such is some­
thing to do upon seeing that it manifests an infinite end to which one ad­
heres. Infinite ends are the order that defines the question what to do. 
More precisely, the order of this question is an objective u1Jity of infinite 
ends, which we shall call a practicallife-form. 

It transpires that not infinite ends, but a unity of infinite ends is the 
order that defines our qnestion, when we consider this: I want to be 
healthy, which means, among other things, that 1 protect myself from un­
toward weather. I also want to be just, and thus keep my promises. "I pro­
tect myself" and "I do what 1 have promised" are habitual, time-general 
thoughts; they represent me as adhering to certain infinite ends. Now sup­
pose that on a particular occasion I can keep a promise only by exposing 
myself to hours of rain. It appears I should do one thing in the light of 
one end, another thing in the light of another end. But then 1 cannot 
reason from an infinite end to an action. I want to be X and thus do A; I 
want to be rand thus do B. Since I may, in a given case, fail to do B if I 
do A, and vice versa, I cannot establish that I should do A on the ground 
that in doing it I would fall under a concept that describes me as someone 
who wants X. If I could, I could by the same form of reasoning establish 
that I should do B. But a valid form of reasoning docs not yield incom­
patible results. So even if I do A (habitual aspect), X being my infinite 
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end, I cannot infer that such-and-such is a good thing to do from the 
premise that thereby I would do A. 

It might seem to follow from these reflections that I can never reason 
from an infinite end to an action. I must weigh the end against others. 
When, for example, keeping a promise might endanger my health, I arrive 
at an action, thinking, for example: "I should do A with regard to my 
health. I should do B with regard to justice. I attach more importance to 
justice than to health. Hence, all things considered, I should do B. Let me 
do B." I speak elliptically when I say that I intend to do B because I prom­
ised to do it. A complete statement of my ground would determine the 
desirability of my action with respect not only to justice, but to a totality 
of ranked infinite ends. This totality defines the question what to do that I 
ask. 

This view will appear natural to someone who, like Davidson, does not 
distinguish principles and desires by their logical form. Indeed, the view 
rests on a failure to recognize this distinction. The predicative nexus of 
subject and infinite end is time-general. But the predicative nexus of a 
subject and a totality of ranked infinite ends is not. Since a ranking of ends 
is to be the order under which practical reasoning proceeds, practical rea­
soning imposes no limits on the possibilities for changes of the ranking. It 
follows that it does not characterize the form of practical reasoning that 
the same ranking may manifest itself at various times, in movements rep­
resented in the past and the present tense, and through the progressive 
and the perfective aspect.28 As the nexus of a su bject and a ranking of ends 
is not progressive either-a ranking does not contain a measure of com­
pletion, it has no proper terminus-a ranki11g ofi11finite ends is a chwnge­
able state; judgments representing it, made at different times, invariably 
are different judgments, even if they have the same content. Thus placing 
infinite ends within the scope of a subjective ranking is assigning to them 
the logical character of desires. Our argument that desires do not have the 
right temporality to be the ground of an answer to the question what to 
do, which must be capable of issuing in an action, applies to ranked infi­
nite ends, as these are desires. 

The idea that the order to which the question what to do refers is a to­

tality of ranked infinite ends of her who is asking the question is, anyway, 

28. I am grateful to Matthew Boyle filf suggesting to me the possibility of an argument 
ofthis shape. 
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absurd. A system of ranked infinite ends, if there were such a thillg, would 
be a subjecti"Pe utJity in the sense that the unity of the ends of a subject 
would consist in the fact that she happens to hold them. An explanation 
why the ends have corne together in her would have to look beyond the 
ends themselves; we might explain that she grew up in a society that prizes 
such ends. If two people have the same ends, they could not account for 
this congruence by reflecting on their shared ends. An explanation of their 
agreement, if there ,"vere one, would refer to materials external to their 
practical thought. We have grown up in the same village, they might say. 
So the view entails that each subject has her own order to which she im­
plicitly refers in asking what to do. There is no community of practical 
thought among subjects: no two people ever share a practical thought. 
This destroys the idea of a wrong infinite end. When I say, e.g., that you 
should not seek to outdo others and that this should not be your end, I 
employ an imperative we have not explained; neither your nor my system 
of ends defines its meaning. It is sometimes thought a consolation that we 
can yet bestow honorific titles upon this sublime imperative, calling it, 
perhaps, a moral imperative or the ought of reason. This does not change 
the fact that the imperative is practiCRlly irrelc"Patlt, as, ex hypothesi, no 
one employs it in thinking about what to do.2'J 

Some will think this absurd; others will think it true. We cannot think 
together practically, critique of infinite ends is empty, it presupposes a reli­
gious framework in which we have lost faith: so they preach. But our re­
flections show that the su bjective account of the unity of infinite ends not 
only excludes practical unity of subjects, but undermines the unity of a 
subject. The weight someone assigns to a certain end may change at any 
time, as nothing in the nature of such weighing singles out any duration as 
proper to it. And on the present account, the subject before and the sub­
ject after the change share no practical thought in common. But then the 

29. Candace Vogler wonders why one should want to call the vicious man irrational if 
one can express one's disapprobation by calling him "it:ious (ReMoll11bly Vicio/IS, pp. 194-
195, 199, 201). But "irrational" signifies the form of the reproach, not its content; it says 
that the relevant "you should not" employs the imperath'e ofthe addre.~ee's practical rea­
S<lning. The point is not that one wants to call the vicious man irrational in addition to 
calling him vicious, as if that made him worse and were harder to take. It is that thought of 
virtue and vice must be p'·RcticRI. If no practical order joins me and you-if no shared order 
defines the sense of "tn do" in which we think about what to do-then "vicious" and ""ir­
tunus" either bear different senses in your mouth and mine or do not fibrure in practical rea­
soning. 
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alleged subject is one of which no action can be predicated, for she thinks 
no progressive practical thought, which may be the principle of the 
progress of an action. 

If the unity of infinite ends were subjective, principles would be desires. 
Davidson assigns the same logical form to principles and desires because 
he has no concept of an objective unity of principles, and hence no con­
cept of a principle. The necessary, and necessarily represented, unity ofin­
finite ends must be an objective unity, a unity that is internal to its ele­
ments. We find an explication of the objective unity of infinite ends in 
John McDowell's "Virtue and Reason". He discusses the infinite ends of 
the virtuous man, but his argument does not depend on the content of 
virtue; we can read it as employing a formal notion of virtue equivalent to 
our concept of an infinite end. Then his argument says that infinite ends 
exhibit a unity in virtue of their form of generality: a unity of ends is im­
plicit in the relation of instantiation that actions bear to infinite ends they 
manifest. 

An infinite end is described in time-general statements about someone 
who adheres to it: she who is X does A, B, C; the concepts A, B, C articu­
late the content of X. But it is not sufficient to recognize that one would 
fall under one of these concepts in doing something in order to ascertain 
that it is good to do. For, an incompatible action may fall under a concept 
that articulates another infinite end. TillS need not mean that one can 
never reason from an infinite end to an action (as thought by those who 
postulate a subjective ranking of ends). It may mean that manifesting an 
infinite end is more than falling under a concept that articulates this end.3D 

McDowell argues that, in order to ascertain what to do, it does not suffice 
to establish that in doing such-and-such one would fall tmder a concept 
that articulates a certain infinite end. In addition, one must ascertain that 
this end bears on the situation here and now. Consider again the case in 
which I can keep my promise only by exposing myself to hours of rain. 
When I say I should keep out of the rain for the sake of my health, I not 
only state that in keeping out of the rain I fall under a concept that de­
scribes the actions of someone who cares about his health. I also represent 
health as the end that pertains here and now. As McDowell puts it, I rec­
ognize the danger to my health, not the disregard of my promise, as 

30. Compare John McDowell's critique of "the deductive paradigm", "Virtue and 
Reason", §§4-5. See also "The Role of EudlJimonilJ in Aristotle's Ethics", pp. 17-18 and 
note: 24. 
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salient. Thus I do not calculate from relative values I assign to health and 
justice. I do not assign a merely relative value to either; I do not think that 
health is more important than justice.3! When I recognize the demands of 
health to be pertinent here and now, I do not compromise my love of jus­
tice. I am not acting according to a concept that describes what it is to be 
just, but this need not mean that I fail to be just. It does not mean that if 
the end of justice does not bear on the situation. 

When an action falls under a concept that articulates an infinite end that 
does not bear on the situation here and now, then it falls under the con­
cept, but does not manifest the end. Instantiating a concept does not suf­
fice for manifesting an infinite end. An infinite end X manifests itselfin my 
doing A only if X bears on the. situation. And only then is it true that I 
should do A for the sake of X. So it must be, if an infinite end is to be a 
source of answers to the question what to do. For, this requires that repre­
senting an action as manifesting an infinite end is representing it as good, 
as in accord with the order of the question what to do. This describes the 
form of generality of infinite ends, i.e., the relevant relation ofinstantiation. 
In virtue of this torm of generality, an infinite end contains a reference to a 
unity of infinite ends. That an action cannot manifest one's being X and 
yet manifest one's failure to be Y, if X and Yare infinite ends, defines a 
sense in which X and Yare one thing, a thing that may be described as X 
and as Yand is manifested in actions that manifest X as well as in actions 
that manifest Y. We shall call such a thing a practical life-form in view of a 
~ogical analogy. Statements that describe an animal life-form form a system 
the principle of which is the life-form they describe; judgments that de­
scribe an animal as exemplif}ing a form ofbeha\ior characteristic of its life­
form presuppose a grasp ofthis life-form as a unity offorms ofbehavior.32 

On the current account, infinite ends fonn a system in this way: thoughts 
that represent an action as exemplif}'ing an infinite end presuppose a grasp 
of a unity of infinite ends because an action manitests an infinite end if and 
only if it manifests the practical life-form that includes this end. 

31. Indeed, on the present account, it is unclear what that would mean. It could mean 
that there may be situations when demands of health are salient and requirements of justice 
do not pertain, or it could mean that the demands of health eclipse the requirements of jus­
tice in any situation. On the first rendering, health would be both more and less important 
than justice; on the second, it would be neither. 

32. See Michael Thompson, "The Representation of Life". 
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A practical life-form is included in the infinite ends that are its elements 
as the form of their generality: an action manifests an infinite end only ifit 
manifests the practical life-form of which it is a part. In contrast to subjec­
tive rankings, a practical life-form is an objective unity: an account ofinfi­
nite ends includes an account of their unity as aspects of a practical life­
form. Therefore, an explanation why ends gathered in a practical life-form 
have come together in a subject need not reach beyond the ends them­
selves; their unity transpires from anyone of them. People sharing a prac­
tical life-form who find themselves '· ... ith the same infinite ends can explain 
this by reflecting on their ends. So a practical life-form underwrites com­
munity of practical thought of its bearers and it makes room for the possi­
bility of wrong infinite end thoughts, as these presume to represent a 
practical life-form, which they might misrepresent. 

We seek the sense of the question what to do that is answered by an in­
strumental syllogism, which we said would transpire from the mode of an­
swering that question that represents an action as manifesting an infinite 
end. We found that, in ascertaining what to do by deriving an action from 
an infinite end, I represent the action as manifesting my practical life­
form. The order of the question what to do is the practical lite-form of her 
who poses it. 

Conclusion 

In the beginning of this section, we listed kinds of things one might think 
interpret the question what to do on an occasion of its being asked: a fi­
nite end, a totality of desires, a rational lite-form, reason itself. We ex­
cluded the first possibility in the first subsection, the second in the second. 
What we said does not decide between the third and the fourth. While a 
rational life-form exhibits the logical characteristics of a practical life-form, 
so does reason itself, if it is the order of practical reasoning. We shall re­
turn to this in Chapter 6. 

We have nothing to say on the content of our practicallife-form-ifwe 
all fall under the same one and share a sense of the question what to do. 
Knowledge of the content of a practical life-form comes, not from reflec­
tion on the form of practical reasoning, but from practical reasoning the 
imperative of which is interpreted by that practical life-form. Thus we 
would need to reflect on the content of our practical thought in order to 
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describe our practical life-form substantially. This would lead us away 
fi:om our topic, which is the nexus of action and self-consciousness. 

Acting and the Question What to Do 

We have described a system of forms of answering the question what to do 
and specified the logical form of its principle: a practical life-form. In this 
section, we shall argue that an action is its subject's answer to this ques­
tion; it is the conclusion of her practical reasoning. From this it follows, so 
we shall see in the third section, that there is a special way of knowing 
one's own actions. 

In Intentio", G. E. M. Anscombe explains the concept of intentional ac­
tion in terms of a form of explanation, or sense of the question "why?", 
which she defines by describing ways of answering this sense of the ques­
tion. Intentional actions, she writes, "are the actions to which a certain 
sense of the question 'why?' is given application." And: "This question 
'why?' can now be defined as the question expecting an answer in this 
range. And with this we have roughly outlined the area of intentional ac­
tion."33 Let us call an explanation oftlle relevant form an "action explana­
tion". An action explanation not just explains something that is an action, 
but what it explains is an action in virnle of receiving this kind of explana­
tion. In the next section we shall see that this form of explanation, action 
explanation, which the concept of intentional action designates, contains 
the first person reference of the acting subject. In order to bring tllis Ollt, 
we develop in this section tlle nexus of practical reasoning and action ex­
planation. 

The Place of Practical Reasoning in Action Explanation 

Anscombe delimits the question "why?" that asks for an action explana­
tion by a list of ways of answering it. She does not explain how tllese 
spring from a principle and constitute a system. Thus she fails to establish 
that they define one sense of "why?", and thus one concept of action, as 
opposed to many. Now, the principle of the rele\'ant question "why?"­
the principle of action explanation-transpires when we reflect on the 
nexus of intentional action and practical reasoning. Practical reasoning is 

33. Intention, pp.9 and 28. 
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practical in that it arrives at an action. It may remain idle; 1 may decide to 
do something and yet never do it. Yet it is the kind of reasoning that issues 
in action. Now when, thinking 1 should do A because __ , 1 arrive at an 
action, then 1 not only think this,.1 do A because __ . That practical rea­
soning arrives at an action means at least that a ground for thinking that 
such-and-such is good to do is the kind of thing that may explain why 
someone is doing it. What fills the blank in "I should do A because __ " 
is capable of filling the blank in "I am doing A because __ ". This speci­
fies a kind of reasoning: practical reasoning. Inverted, it characterizes a 
kind of explR.nation: that which in the intended manner explains why 
someone is doing something is the kind of thing in the light of which she 
may apprehend it as good. While practical reasoning is reasoning that ar­
rives at an action, an action is a movement at which reasoning arrives. 
Thus a condition by which reasoning is practical is, read in the other di­
rection, a condition by which explanation is of action. Reasoning arrives at 
an action and is practical if that on account of which the subject thinks she 
should do something explains why she is doing it. Conversely, an explana­
tion of why someone is doing something represents her movement as 
resting on thought and is an action explanation if the cause given is some­
thing on account of which she thinks it something to be done. So the 
same system which, looked at from one side, is the system of answers to 
the question what to do of practical reasoning is, seen from the other side, 
the system of answers to the question "why?" of action explanation. 

Anscombe reports that she found, after she had described the order of 
action explanation, that it was the same as the order of practical reasoning 
that Aristotle describes. This does not mean that the two descriptions of 
this order, as of practical reasoning and as of action explanation, can be 
given in isolation. Our derivation of forms of answering the question what 
to do relied on the idea that practical reasoning arrives at an action, 
wherefore we fully understand the "because" of practical reasoning-"I 
should do A because __ "-and the nature of its conclusion, a thought 
about what to do, only as we understand this idea. Conversely, an account 
of action explanation shows how such explanations represent a movement 
as resting on thought. Hence, it is only throngh comprehending its con­
nection with practical reasoning that we understand tlle "because" of ac­
tion explanation-"I am doing A because __ ", and the kind of move­
ment it explains, intentional action. 

Let us consider, then, how practical reasoning figures in the causality of 
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action explanation. When an action is arrived at by reasoning, then that 
which explains why the subject is doing what she is doing is something in 
the light of which she thinks it good. The same thing is the cause of her 
doing it and the ground of her thinking that she should do it. This 
identity is no accident; rather, it characterizes the form of action explana­
tion. 

In order to see what this means, it \\i11 be helpful to consider a case in 
which the cause of a movement and that on account of which its subject 
thinks it good have come together per accidens. Someone is falling ill be­
cause he \vants to lose weight. It may be that he did something \\ith the 
result of falling ill and did it in order to lose weight, in which case the ex­
planation is like: "His house is on fire because he wants the money from 
the insurance." But it may also be that his falling ill is caused by his desire 
to lose weight in a manner not mediated by his doing something toward 
tIus end: he has been wanting to lose weight for a long time, nothing he 
tried worked, finally his anxiety manifests itself in somatic symptoms, his 
digestive system revolts, and he loses weight. He might be so desperate as 
to think he should fall ill. "I want to lose weight. I shall if I fall ill. It 
would be good if! fell ill", he nlight think. So he is falling ill because he 
wants to lose weight, and he thinks he should fall ill because he \\illiose 
weight in consequence. Yet, the explanation is no action explanation: it 
does not represent his falling ill as an intentional action; his falling ill is not 
intentional on account ofrecehing this explanation.34 

Someone who thinks he should do A because he wants to do B may yet 
do A because he wants to do B without doing it intentionally. Donald 
Davidson seeks to say what is missing: 

Wanting to do something of type x may cause someone to do some­
thing of type x, and yet the causal chain may operate in such a 
manner that the act is not intentional. [ ... ] Beliefs and desires that 
would rationalize an action if they caused it in the right way­
through a course of practical reasoning, as we might try saying-may 
cause it in other ways. ("Freedom to Act", p. 79) 

34. Perhaps tillS is because falling iII is sometl1ing that happens, as opposed to something 
one does, wherefore one cannot speak of it as something one should do? But we cannot stip­
ulate that the values of "do A" in "should do An be confined to a~"tions. \Ve seek to describe 
a torm of thought that so restricts the values of the variable. If we lVant to elucidate the dis­
tinction of doing something intentionally from having things happen to one in terms of a 
fiUlll of explanation, we must nut rely on this distinction in describing this tClrm. 
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Describing the right way of causing is describing the "because", or the 
"why?", of action explanation.3s Davidson imagines "we might try saying" 
that the relevant causality consists in "a course of practical reasoning". We 
shall indeed try to say that, and try to say what it means. 

Consider him who is falling ill because he wants to lose weight in the way 
we imagined: nothing works, great anxiety, and so on. And suppose he 
thinks he will lose weight on account of his illness. Now, it is not necessary 
that he think this in order for it to be true that he is falling ill because he 
wants to lose weight. By contrast, an action explanation "She is doing A be­
cause she wants to do B" is true only of someone who thinks that doing A 
is a means of doing B and to be done on that accmmt. The same holds of 
explanations in terms of the representation of an infinite end. "She is doing 
A because she promised to do it" is an action explanation only if she thinks 
that, in doing A, she is keeping her promise. (We could de\;se a story in 
which someone did A because she promised, thought she should do A on 
that account, and yet did not do A intentionally, as her thought was ex­
ternal to the truth of the explanation.) So an action explanation is trne only 
of someone thinking a certain thought. This is not an empirical fact, but a 
feature of this form of explanation. It does not so happen that someone 
who is doing A because she wants to do B in this sense of "because" can be 
relied on to think that her action is leading up to her doing B and is there­
fore and to that extent good. Rather, that she thinks this is the same reality 
as that described in explaining that she is doing A because she wants to do 
B. In the same way, it does not so happen, by coincidence or friendly dispo­
sition, that someone who is doing A because she promised to do it thinks 
she is keeping her promise. If this is an action explanation, then her thought 
is contained in the fact that the explanation represents. Of course, she who 
thinks that doing A is a step toward doing B need not be doing A because 
she wants to do B, and she who thinks that doing A is keeping her promise 
may not be doing it on that account. It may be that no explanatory nexus 
links her action to her want or her promise, or none that invoh'es this 

35. Donald Da\'idson is wrong in thinking that his incapacity to spell out the right form 
of causation is due to ignorance of empirical fuct. (Compare "Freedom to Act," p.80: "To 
improve on this fi,rmulation in U1rn, in a way that vl'Ould diminate wrong causal chains, 
would also eliminate the need to depend on an open appeal to causal relations. [ ... I Un­
a\'oidable mention of causality is a cloak ti>1' ignorance; we must appeal to the notion of cause 
when we lack detailed and accurate laws." See also "Psychology as Philosophy". pp.232-
233.) We do not seek laws, but a filrm of explanation. Our problem is logical. 



48 I Self-Consciousness 

thought. The man who falls ill because he wants to lose weight in the 
manner we imagined is an example, and we could concoct a story in which 
a promise acts as a desire to lose weight does in that story. But, ~fsomeone 
is doing A because she wants to do B, and this answers Anscombe's ques­
tion "why?", then her instrumental thought constitutes the causality the ex­
planation represents. And ifsomeone is doing A because she promised to 
do it, and this is an action explanation, then her thought that she is keeping 
her promise by doing A is the described causal nexus. Her wanting to do B 
and her act of promising cause the action "through a course of practical rea­
soning", as Davidson rightly suspected "we might try saying". 

We said that practical reasoning arrives at an action means at least that a 
ground on which someone thinks such-and-such is to be done must be 
the kind of thing to explain why she is doing it. In fact it means more. It 
means that an action explanation "She is doing A because __ ", is true 
only if she who is doing A thinks "I should do A because __ ". If 
someone is doing A because __ , then her thought that she should do it 
because __ is the causal nexus tllat the first "because", the "because" of 
the action explanation, represents.36 A way to express this is to say that, in 
tile fundamental case, practical reasoning concludes i,t tm action.37 

At the beginning of the previous section, we considered the attempt to 
capture the practicality of practical reasoning by saying its conclusion is an 
action. As an account of practical reasoning, this is unhelpful; under the 
name of "action" , it presupposes the idea of a unity of thought and move­
ment, which is what is to be understood. We comprehend this unity, and 
with it the idea of a kind of reasoning whose conclusion is a movement, 
through tile unity of action explanation and practical reasoning. When 
someone is doing A intentionally, then what explains .. "hy she is doing it is 
something on account of which she thinks it good to do. And it is not per 
accidens that the ground of her thinking it good is identical with the cause 
of her doing it; rather, this identity defines the kind of causality that action 

36. In "How Theoretical Is Practical Reasoning?" Anselm Winfried Muller observes that 
practical reasoning is intrinsically for the sake of action in the sense rhat no thou ght is needed 
nor possible that represents it as a mc:ans to action as an end. The account of the practicality 
of practical thought as the causality of action c:xplanation, I think, captures tillS. 

37. Compare Aristotle, all the Mupcme1lt of Animals, 70laI7-20: "I nec:d a covering, a 
coat is a cm'ering: I need a coat. \Vhat I nc:ed I ought to make, I need a coat: I make a coat. 
And the conclusion 'I must make a coat' is an action." 



Action and the First Person I 49 

explanations represent. And this can be put by saying that an action is the 
acting subject's answer to the question what to do. Of course, someone 
may think he should do something without doing it, or 'without doing it 
intentionally (as he who is falling ill and thinks he should). But if 
someone's doing something has a true action explanation, then her doing 
it and her thought that it is good to do are the same reality. An action ex­
presses a thought about what to do, not in the sense of being its effect, 
but in the sense of being this thought. Actions do not point to a state of 
mind as to their cause. Acting intentionally is being of a certain mind. 

Empiricist Objections 

In the empiricist milieu of contemporary philosophy of action, our ac­
cOlmt of action explanation as representing a causality of thought, en­
tailing that doing something intentionally is thinking it good,3ft is bound 
to meet with opposition. We shall discuss certain objections in order to 
bring out that indeed we radically break with empiricism. 

Davidson says that an action is caused by a belief and a desire: someone 
is doing A because he wants to do B and because he thinks that doing A 
is a means to this end. Christine Korsgaard observes that this may express 
an account that is not an action explanation and bears no inner nexus to 
the concept of action, as when someone is doing A because he is "condi­
tioned" to do A whenever he wants this and thinks that. She discusses 
Thomas Nagel's example of someone who "has been conditioned so that 
whenever he wants a drink and believes the object before him is a pencil 
sharpener, he wants to put a coin in the pencil sharpener".39 

38. The proposition that intentional action is under the guise: of the good has been at­
tacked recently (cf., e.g., David Velleman, "The Guise of the Good", and Kieran Setiya, Rea­
sons without Rationalism). The attack does Ilot appreciate the nature of the proposition it at­
tacks: it is a synthetic judgment a priori, describing the fOrm of representation of action, a 
fimn of explanation, or kind of causality. In "Goodness and Desire:", Matthew Boyle and 
Doug Lavin mount an effective defense of the b'llise:-of-the-good thesis.-It is sometimes 
held that the phenomenon of weak will shows that doing something intentionally cannot be 
thinking it good. It is unnecessary ti,r our purposes, and would be a distraction, to give an 
account of weakness of the will. Even ifit were true that the weak-willed man is doing some­
thing intentionally while thinking he should not (which is tno simple an account), it would 
not tullow that thought and action are not olle when the will is not weak. 

39. Thomas ~agel, The Possibility of Altruism, pp. 33-34. 
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Neither the joint causal efficacy of the belief and the desire, nor the 
existence of an appropriate conceptual connection, nor the bare con­
junction of these t\','o facts, enables us to judge that a person acts ra­
tionally. For the person to act rationally, she must be motivated by 
her own recognition of the appropriate conceptual connection be­
tween her belief and her desire. We may say that she herself must 
combine the belief and the desire in the right way. A person acts ra­
tionally, then, only when her action is the expression of her own 
mental activity. ("The Normativity of Instrumental Reason", p. 221) 

Now, we must know how the mental activity figures in the account. It 
may be a further cause. An action would then be an expression of mental 
activity in the sense of being its effect. However, adding causes does not 
settle the sense of the "because" .-41l Action explanation differs from expla­
nation by "conditioning" not in that, in addition to thought and desire, it 
cites mental activity as a further cause of the movement. Someone may be 
conditioned to do A whenever she wants this, believes that, and engages 
in a certain mental activity. Of course Korsgaard wants a notion of mental 
activity that renders the last sentence ungrammatical. But she does not ex­
plain that notion. In fact, action explanations do not cite further mental 
causes, but represent a different configuration of thought, will, and ac­
tion. When we explain that someone is doing A because she wants to do 
B, and add that she thinks that doing A is a means of doing B, we do not 
give a further cause; rather, we specify the kittd of causality. We give the 
sense of the question "why?" that we answer. If the explanation is true, 
then the subject's thought constitutes the causal nexus. The causality of 
the will is thought. 

It is common to suppose that actions are movement.~ with special 
causes, mental states or normative attitudes. An action will then be caused 
by, but not be, a thought:u But the concept of action designates not spe-

40. The idea that there is an irreducible agent causality distinct from event causalit)· reg­
isters that it is not possible to identifY the "because" of action explanation by special causes. 
However, the idea is useless because the nexus of subject and action is not causal; the ques­
tion "why?" is never answered by the name of a subject. The nexus is predicative; the con­
cept ofintentional action designates a fi)rm of predication. 

41. Consider, e.g., Robert Rrandom: "Action depends on reliable dispositions to re­
spond differentially to the acknowledging of certain Sllrts of commitments [ ... ] by 
bringing about "arious kinds of states of affairs. A competent agent [ ... ] responds to the 
acquisition ofa commitment to flip the light switch by flipping the light switch" (Maki'lB It 
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cial causes, but a kind of causality. It designates a causal nexus that is 
thinking. Now, if one takes "thinking" to refer to mental events or pro­
cesses, then one will not be able to conceive of thought as anything but a 
cause. However, while saying something-the sensory appearance of 
thinking-is an event, thinking something is not. Cato said many times 
that Carthago was to be destroyed. This does not show that there is more 
than one act of thinking he expressed on all of these occasions.42 We shall 
say more about dIe temporality of thinking in the next.chapter. Here it 
suffices to note that when we say that she who is doing A because she 
wants to do B thinks a thought connecting the terms of the explanation, 
we do not say that something is going on in her mind while she is acting. 
We do not speak of what occupies her mind. She may be contemplating 
the cosmic order or be dreaming of her lover while she is doing A. Her in­
strumental thought may appear in her saying to herself, "Now I need to 
do A because __ ". But it may appear in countless other ways, for ex­
ample in her answer to the question "why?" or in her ceasing to do A 
when it is pointed out to her that it does not help her attain her end. Rea­
soning is representing items as ordered as ground to grounded, and "rep­
resenting", here, does not signifY an event or episode.43 

It may seem extravagant to speak of kinds of causality, especially of a 
causality that is thought. But it is an extravagance of a different order al­
together to believe in a causality that bears no inner nexus to ways of an-

Explicit, p. 235). According to Brandom, someone is doing something intentionally if and 
only if her doing it manifests a disposition to do something whenever she undertakes a com­
mitment to do it. So a movement is an al.1:ion if its subject thinks it good and if it is caused 
by her thinking this, a suitable disposition underlying the causality. Within the class of move­
ments dlUS circumscribed, we find dlOse of Nagel's madman and of the man who taUs ill 
from his desire to lose weight. (We can expand dle stories to include rderence to a disposi­
tion.) Brandom says, "111at a practical commitment elicits a performance by the exercise: of 
such dispositions is another way of putting the condition on action that the performance not 
only be caused by dle intention but be caused by it 'in the right way'" (Making It Explicit, 
p. 261). This seems talse. It is no part of the concept of a reliable disposition that explana­
tions in terms of it represent its acts as intentional actions. 

42. That thought is distinct from its appearance in speech does not exclude that it is es­
sential to human thought so to appear. 

43. G. E. M. Anscombe suggests that "reasoning" is not a psychological verb in the se:nse: 
that it does not describe mental motions ("Practical Inference", Pl'. 3-4). This is not to deny 
that there are episodes of reasoning, or silent soliloquy. The point is that, speaking of 
someone as, e.g., resting one thought upon another, we speak of something that need not 
manifest itsdfin such an episode. What we say is not disproved if there is no such episode. 



52 Self-Consciousness 

swering the question "why?". A cause is a "because", and until a sense of 
"because" (a sense of "why?") is specified, talk about causes is empty. One 
may stipulate that only answers to a certain sense of the question "why?" 
give causes. But then one must not confuse terminological legislation with 
metaphysical insight.44 

It is often maintained, and more often implied, that only causes in a cer­
tain restricted sense of "because", which joins an event to a subsequent 
event according to a law or disposition, are the real explanation of what 
happens. When action explanation is forced into this mold, it is distin­
guished by content, not by form, by its causes, not by its causality.45 But 
the causality represented by action explanations, a causality of thought, is 
metaphysically fundamental, for it is internal to its terms_ As Anscombe 
observes, most concepts of what may be done intentionally would be 
empty if they did not figure in action explanations.46 Let us call these ac­
tion concepts, in analogy to substance concepts: concepts that depend on 
the form of thought that the concept of substance signifies. As "man" is a 
substance concept, so is "making breakfast" an action concept. It is no ac­
cident that there are concepts such as "man", whose sense depends on the 
form of thought that the concept of substance signifies. Just so, it is no ac-

44. Donald Davidson confuses the ordinary with a restricted sense of "cause" in "Ac­
tions, Re-asons, Causes". He observes that a reason rna~' be "the because" of an aL"tion-"If 
[ ... ] causal explanations are 'wholly irrele\'lInt to the understanding we se:ek' of human ac­
tion [ ... ] then we are without an analysis of the 'because' in 'He did it because ... ' where: 
we go on to name: a reason" (p. 11 )--and infers that an action and its cause fall under a phys­
icallaw (pp.15-17). Richard Moran writes: "The basic point can be expressed in a loosely 
Kantian style, although dIe idea is hardly unique to Kant. The stance from which a person 
spe:aks with any special authority about his belief or his action is not a stance of causal expla­
nation hut the stance of rational agency. [ ... ] Anscombe's question 'why?' is not askingfiJr 
what might best explain the mm'ement that constitutes the agent's action, but instead is 
asking filr the reasons he takes to justify his action" (Authority and EstrRlIge/nmt, p. 127). 
This way of expressing the point is un-Kantian and unhappy. The opposition of causes and 
reasons is as foreign to Kant as dIe opposition of explanation and justification is to 
Anscombe. Anscombe holds that rational agency manifests itself in mm'cments dlat tall 
under a special filrm of explanation, or, as Kant puts it, exhibit a special kind of causality. 

45. There is a vague idea that this view is demanded by, and expressc:s, proper respect for 
the: sciences. In fact it shows poor respect tc)r the sciences to represent dlem as a source of 
metaphysical dogma. 

46. Intention, §49. There is reason to doubt that there can be concepts of action that are 
not action concepts. For our part, we would be prepared to delete the word "most" from the 
sentence to which this note is attache:d. We need not pursue this, though, because 
Anscombe's weake:r claim is sufficient filr our purposes. 
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cident that there are movement concepts to which the form of thought 
that the concept of action designates is internal. If there were not, the rel­
evant form would not get a grip on what is and what happens, since 
nothing the apprehension of which does not involve the deployment of a 
given form of thought can justify its applicationY This holds of forms of 
thought and formal concepts generally. For any form of thought, there is 
a range of material concepts to which that form is internal. 

This may be thought to be a verbal point, pertaining to the description, 
not to the reality of action. Perhaps it is impossible to describe a move­
ment as making breakfast unless it figures in action explanations. But the 
same movement may be available through other concepts whose sense 
does not depend <;>n this form of explanation.4ft However, we saw in the 
su bsection on desire that an action concept is not a classification defined 
upon an independently constituted domain. It signifies the principle of 
temporal unity ofits instances,'~\1 As an action is no aggregate, but rather a 
unity of phases, instances of an action concept are apprehended only 
through it, the principle of that unity. Even if one could apprehend all the 
phases of someone's making breakfast \\;thout emplo};ng action con­
cepts, one would not thereby apprehend her making breakfast. For, one 
could not raise the question whether the phases had come together per 
accidens or on account of her deploying the concept of making breakfast 
in instrumental reasoning. And only in the latter case would she be 
making breakfast. (Remember him who was walking from a to b, and was 
walking from b to c, but never 'was walking from a to c.) Hence, bereft of 
action explanation, and \\;th it of action concepts, we would not be giving 
different explanations of the same movements. We would not be con­
fronted \vith the movements that action explanations explain. Conversely, 
\\;th action explanation, we can explain why someone is, e.g., making 
breakfast, explaining all the phases of her action. We thus give the true ex­
planation of these, as they are phases of her making breakfast. 

The unity of thought and movement in action is metaphysical, not 
verbal. There \\'ill be those who are tempted to think that the reason why 

47. As Immanuel Kant observes in Kritik der rein,n VernHnft, §13. 
48. This idea is a crucial component of Donald Davidson's argument ti)c Anomalous 

Monism in "Mental Events". 
49. This holds tcue ofm()vement concepts, i.e., concepts whose predication is inn)cmed 

by a contrast of progressive and perfective aspect, in general. See my Kategorien des 
Zeitlichen, chap. 5. 
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she who is acting intentionally thinks an appropriate thought is that we 
impute to her sllch a thought when we couttt her movement as an action, 
while we would not so count it if she did not think this thought. This 
presupposes that there are substances and mm'ements, apprehended oth­
er\\ise than through action explanation, some of which substances are 
classified as subjects and some of which movements are classified as ac­
tions, as they are brought under this form. And this denies the validity of 
the concept of intentional action in the way in which Hllme denied the 
validity of the concept of substance: by representing the unity that the 
formal concept makes explicit as imposed on a reality to which it is ex­
ternal in the sense that apprehending this reality does not require de­
ploying the corresponding form of thought. Now, if the concept of sub­
stance is not valid, then neither is any substance concept; analogously, if 
the concept of intentional action is not valid, then neither is any action 
concept. But what allegedly was counted as an action is apprehended 
only through action concepts. Since they depend on action explanation, 
there is in general no step from apprehending a movement to kno,\ing it 
to be an action, thus no space for an act of counting the movement as an 
action. 50 

A theory that conceives of intentionality as a feature picking out a class 
from an independently constituted domain of movements takes the tol­
lowing as given: something is moving in accordance \vith a concept-x is 
doing A-and deploys that concept in thought-x thinks [ ... do A ... ]. 
The theory explains the concept of intentional action by a predicate joining 

50. I take it that this is Anscombe's point in Intellti(ln, §4: "The greater number of the 

things which you would say straight off a man did or was doing, will be things he intends. 
[ ... 1 I am sitting in a chair '~Titing, and anyone h'1'own to the age of reason in the same 
world would know this as soon as he saw me, and in general it would be the first account of 

what I was doing."-Concepts of wanting and intending, of practical commitment and 
thinking one should do something, depend on action explanation as well. It is internal to 
these notions that someone's wanting or intending to do R (his being committed to doing it 
or thinking it good) is capable of explaining why he is doing A in a way that includes his 
thought that, in doing A, he is making progress toward ha\ing done B. (Cf. Michael 
Thompson's definition of wanting in "Naive Action Theory".j Of course, his wanting to do 
something may explain in a different way, as when he is fulling ill because he wants to lose 
weight, or when he has acquired a disposition to do certain things whenever he has certain 
beliefS and desires. Here the explaining term is not understood as wanting in virtue of the 
fimll of the explanation. Such explanations depend on the deployment of the same concept 
in action explanations. Vve no longer understand the phrases "wanting to do A" or "thinking 
it good to do A" if we abstract from their use in this filflll of explanation. 
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these materials: INT( ... x is doing A, x thinks [ ... do A ... ] ... ). The 
predicate is to represent a relation that obtains between the mind of a sub­
ject and her move~ent, her thought and what happens, when she is acting 
intentionally. A agreeably simple account of "INT" would be: it describes 
the subject's doing A as an act of a disposition to do what she thinks is 
good to do.51 Naturally, there is no limit to the complexity that counterex­
amples will bring to accounts of "INT". All such theories fail because the 
concepts on which they rely-instances of the schema "do A"---depend on 
action explanation. And when an action explanation is true, then the sub­
ject's thought about what to do need not be linked to what happens; it is 
whRt happens.52 If doing A is an action concept, then it cannot be neces­
sary, e.g., to be disposed to do A in response to thinking it good to do A 
in order to do it intentionally. The disposition would come too late; if it 
were needed, the concept of doing A would be empty. 53 If someone asks 
what to do and exemplifies action concepts, then some of her movements 
have action explanations. And when they do, her thought that what she is 
doing is good to do is her doing it. It is impossible to isolate what happens 
when someone is acting intentionally from the mind of the acting subject. 

Action and Self-Consciousness 

Actions fall under a form of explanation such that she , ... ho is acting thinks 
what she is doing is to be done. We will see that this entails that, if a 
movement can be explained in this way, its subject is able thus to explain 
it. From this it follows in turn that she expresses action explanations by a 
first person pronoun. When she does, she states knowledge not from ob­
servation, but from practical reasoning, which way of knowing sllstains 
her first person reference. In this manner, self-consciollsness, action, and 
practical reasoning are internally related. 

51. Compare Robert Brandom, Maki,'B It Explicit) as quoted in note 41. 
52. We are echoing G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention, "I do what happens" (p. 52). 
53. Our reflections cast doubt Oil the coherence of the notion of language-exit that 

Robert Brandom inherits from Wilfrid Sellars. What allegedly exits lanb'1lage and dlOUgilt is 
contained widlin it. If this is true, then lanb'1lage and thought are something very different 
from what Brandom and Sellars belie\·e. In Mind Rnd Wilrid, John McDowell aims [0 under­
mine dle analogous notion of a language-entry by arguing that, if reliable dispositions were 
needed to tie beliefs to the sensible world, they would come too late, for then the concept of 
bdiefwould be empty. 
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The First Person Nature of Action Explanation 

Ifa movement has an action explanation, then its subject thinks a thought 
that constitutes the causal nexus that the explanation represents. If, for ex­
ample, she is doing A because she wants to do B, then she thinks doing A 
is a step toward doing B and to be done on that account. Now consider 
the subject herself, explaining why she is doing A and reasoning that it is 
to be done. It may seem that there is her thought, "I am doing A because 
I want to do Bn , which represents the causal nexus, and her thought, "I 
should do A because I want to do B", which is the causal nexus. In fact, 
there is but one thought: the thought that represents the causality is the 
thought that is the causality. In the acting subject, reasoning toward and 
explaining the action are one act of the mind. In order to see this, we must 
again reflect on what it means that practical thought is the causality as op­
posed to a cause of action or, equivalently, that it characterizes the form as 
opposed to the content of action explanation. 

An action explanation "She is doing A because she wants to do B" is 
true only if the subject thinks doing A is a means of doing B. It may seem 
that this must mean that the fact that she thinks this is part of tile content 
of the explanation. In this case, if she herself were to explain, "I am doing 
A because I want to do Bn , she would assert, among other things, that she 
thi1Jks that doing A is a means of doing B. But her explaining why she is 
doing A would not be her thinking that. However, we said the thought is 
"lOt part of the content of the explanation; rather, it defines its form. In 
order to see what this means, consider a simple case of a form of thought. 
We describe the form of a thought Fa, i.e., the manner in which it con­
joins a and F} when we say that it brings an object under a c01~cept; the rel­
evant form is Fregea11 predication. When we say that a is an object, we de­
scribe the matter of the thought as constituted in such a way as to be 
thought in this way: as the logical subject of a Fregean predication. And 
apprehending someone as thinking Fa, we apprehend a to be of a logical 
nature that permits this way of thinking it; that is, we apprehend it to be 
an object. Like "Fregean predication", "action explanation" signifies a 
form. The subject'S practical thought linking the terms of the explanation 
defines this form. Its logical analogue is the copula, not any part of the 
predicate. That is, the subject's doing A because she wants to do B in­
cludes her thinking that doing A is a means of doing B, not because the 
explanation contains further material over and above doing A and doing 
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B, but because it is by her thinking this that that material is such as to be 
thought in this manner: in action explanation. Again, when we apprehend 
someone thinking, "She is doing A because she wants to do B", we ap­
prehend what she thinks as such as to be thought in tllis way, and that is, 
here, we apprehend doing A as represented by the acting subject as a 
means to her end of doing B. Now consider what this entails when the 
subject herself explains that she is doing A because she wants to do B. The 
logical character of her doing A in virtue of which it is thus thought in­
volves her taking it to be a means of doing B. Apprehending her thinking, 
"1 am doing A because 1 want to do B", we apprehend doing A as of the 
right logical nature to figure in this thought, and that is, we apprehend 
her thinking that A is good to do, as it serves her end of doing B. Hence, 
apprehending her thinking the former is apprehending her thinking the 
latter. We apprehend her thinking but one thought. 

We reach the same result from the side of the normative thought. In the 
case we are considering, the acting subject's thought that A is good to do 
because it serves her end of doing B is a causal nexus of its terms. This is no 
part of the content of that normative thought; it characterizes the manner of 
thinking, the mode in which, thinking this, the subject joins doing A and 
doing B. But what does that mean? Consider again our simple example. She 
who thinks Pa ipso actu thinks that the object a falls under the concept F. To 
be sure, it requires reflection to grasp this, in the course of which suitable 
words, such as "object" and "concept", will be introduced. But what this re­
flection reveals is that thinking Fa is thinking that the object a fulls under the 
concept F. That reflection is necessary to see this does not make that two 
thoughts. Analogously, she who tllinks that doing A is a means of doing B, 

when her thinking this is tl1e causality of an action explanation, apprehends 
doing A as bearing the logical character to be tllOught in this manner. And 
this means she apprehends herself as doing A because she wants to do B; for, 
this characterizes the manner in which her practical thought joins these ma­
terials. So again, her thinking the former is her thinking the latter. 

"1 am doing A because 1 want to do B" and "I should do A because 1 
want to do B" express one act of thought-if the former is true and an ac­
tion explanation. In the first section, we found that "I should do A" and 
"I want to do A" exhibit the same form of predication, "I * do A". The 
unity of action explanation and practical reasoning is the source of a third 
guise of this form: "1 am doing A". We shall now find that what bears this 
form is known in a first person manner. 
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"'I should do A because I want to do B" and "'I am doing A because I 
want to do B" express the same thought. According to the preceding sec­
tion, the acting subject thinks this thought if the explanation is true. So if 
someone's doing something has an action explanation, then she is in a po­
sition to give it. The causality represented by action explanations contains 
the subject's representation of this very causality. Such explanations, then, 
when given by the subject, satisfy the formula of first person knowledge: a 
subject is able to give the explanation by being its object. This means that 
action explanations by the acting subject deploy the first person pronoun 
and are unmediated first person thoughts. Compare a case in which 
thought and movement are externally related, as in the case of the man 
who is falling ill because he wants to lose weight. He may be able to give 
this explanation, but need not be able to give it in order for it to be true. 
Subject and object of the explanation are identical only per accidens, so 
that their identity is the content of a separate judgment. By contrast, if 
someone gives an action explanation of why she herself is doing some­
thing, then the identity of the moving subject 'with the explaining subject 
follows from the form of the explanation. So there is no space for an 
identity judgment and the explanation is given from the first person per­
spective. A first person thought represents the thinking subject as the ob­
ject of which she thinks, and since the form of an action explanation set­
tles it that it satisfies this description , .... hen it is given by the acting subject, 
its first person character pertains to it originally and need not be conferred 
on it by an identity judgment. 

The Way of K110wing Actualized in First Pers011 Action Explanation 

It is easy to characterize in the abstract the knowledge-providing relation­
ship with an object that underwrites first person thought: it is identity. 
But, so we asked, how does one know an object when one knows it by 
being it, and how does being an object enable one to think about it? We 
said that, in order to answer this question, we must investigate concepts 
predicated in the relevant manner, first among them concepts of thought, 
and in the present chapter practical thought, or action. 

It is often said that one knows what one is doing intentionally without ob­
servation, which suggests that such knowledge is first personal. Anscombe 
writes: 
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Certainly in modern philosophy we have an incorrigibly contempla­
tive conception of knowledge. Knowledge must be something that is 
judged as such by being in accordance with the facts. The facts, re­
ality, are prior, and dictate what is to be said. And this is the explana­
tion of the utter darkness in which we found ourselves. For if there 
are two knowledges-one by observation, the other in intention­
then it looks as if there must be two objects of knowledge; but if one 
says the objects are the same, one looks hopelessly for the different 
mode of contemplative knowledge in acting, as if there were a very 
queer and special sort of seeing eye in the middle of the acting. (In­
tention, p. 57) 

The darkness of which Anscombe speaks is the darkness that occludes first 
person reference. First person reference is tied to a kind ofknO\vledge that 
differs from perception more radically than the postulation of special 
modes of awareness can account for. But we cannot rest content with a 
negative description-without observation. This tells us only that refer­
ence to the object as known in this way is not demonstrative; but we want 
to know how one refers to an object first personally, how one knows it in 
unmediated first person thought. 

Part of the answer must lie in the natnre of action, and since the con­
cept of intentional action designates a form of thought, action explana­
tion, it must transpire from an inquiry into this form. And so it does. In 
action explanation, the cause of the action is, at the same time, and not 
per accidens, something from which its subject reasons to the conclusion 
that it is good. Since that conclusion expresses the same thought as the "I 
am doing A" of her action explanation, it follows that the cause of her ac­
tion is thegrou1~d of her knowledge of her actiotl. What a true action expla­
nation gives as the ratio essendi of the action is at the same time the sub­
ject's ratio cognoscendi of her action. Her knowledge that and why she is 
doing A, which her action explanation articulates, does not come ii'om ob­
serving what she is doing. It comes ii·om ascertai11ing what to do. First 
person knowledge is not from the senses, but from thought. 

But does not reflection about .. vhat to do conclude only in wanting or 
intending to do something? Whether I am in fact doing what I intend to 
do depends on whether I have the power to do it. It is no accident that I 
am doing what I intend to do only if I know how to do it, and only then 
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is my conclusion of practical reasoning knowledge that I am doing it. So 
the source of my knowledge that I am doing something is not the mere 
thought that it is a good thing to do, but this thought in the context of a 
power to do it. Now, this is not wrong, but misleading, as it portrays 
thought about the good as "mere thought". We quoted Anscombe 
saying: "The notion of ' practical knowledge' can only be understood if we 
first understand 'practical reasoning'." She also describes practical knowl­
edge as an act of a skill, of knowledge how to do something.54 She can say 
both, for these are not independent accounts. The power to reason about 
what to do is a power to do things. For, in the fundamental case, thinking 
that such-and-such is to be done because __ is the causality of an action 
explanation that one is doi11g it because __ . Since practical thinking is, 
fundamentally, acting, the power of practical thought is a power to act.55 

We seek an account of first person reference, of the logical perspective it 
affords on an. object, which consists in a relationship with the object by 
which one knows how things stand with it in such a way that acts of 
knowing the object in this way are unmediated first person thoughts. So 
\ve are looking for a way of knowing that satisfies this condition: When I 
know an object in this way, then there is no room for asking whether I am 
that object; that is, first person thoughts articulating such knowledge are 
identification-free. Now we have described a way of knowing of which this 
holds true: knowing that I am doing something by concluding I should 
do it. When I know that someone is doing something through reasoning 
about what to do, then there is no room for the question wheth~r it is I of 
whom I know this. One way of knowing "from the inside" that someone 
is doing something, which founds the first person reference of a subject of 
action, is kno\\ing it from reasoning about what to do.56 

It can be no surprise that the unity of action explanation and practical rea­
soning is a source offirst person reference. Ifit were only per accidens that 

54. Intention, §48. 
55. One manifestation of this, which Aristotle observes, is that deliberation about how to 

do something terminates in things one can do (NicflmaclJean Ethics, 1113a). Another, which 
Kant notes, is that recognizing that one must do something is recognizing that one has the 
power to do it (Kritik der praktiscJJm Vernu11ft: "Er urteilct also, daB er etwas kann, darum, 
weil er sich bewuBt ist, daB er es soli" [po 30].) On the inner nexus of intention and practical 
powers compare Annette Raier, "Act and Intent", and my "Practice and the Unity of Ac­

tion". 
56. There is another way ofknowing that one is doing something from the inside, which 

affords, as Anscombe puts it, "patient conceptions of actions" ("The First Person", p. 36). 
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I am doing what I determine as good, how would my "This is good to do" 
have anything to do with me? As it would not be a character of the manner 
in which I think about what to do that I who am answering the question am 
the one who, if all goes well, is acting in accordance with the answer, prac­
tical reasoning would not be expressed by a first person pronoun. Con­
versely, if it were only per accidens that I am doing something upon 
thinking that it is to be done, how would I represent my doing it in the first 
person manner? I could only know from experience that, upon my thinking 
that such-and-such is to be done something tends to happen that satisfies 
this description. And then I would not know without mediation that it hap­
pens to me. It is obvious that the nexus of thought and action founds the 
first person reference of the acting subject. We have explained how.57 

First person knowledge of action is from thinking. First person refer­
ence is shrouded in darkness so long as, and to the extent that, this form 
of knowledge is. Anscom be finds a source of this darkness in a conception 
of knowledge on which "knowledge must be something that is judged as 

57. David Velleman maintains that self-knowledge is the constitutive aim of intentional 
action (The Pussibility of Practical ReIUIJtI, p. 26). But on his account, the representation of 
one's own actions is neither knowledge, nor is it of oneself, if "oneself" is a first person pm­
noun. Concerning the first point, the relevant representation is said to be a belief about a 
"future action" (p.25): I belie\'e I will do A. It is to be knowledge because my believing I 
will do A is the cause of my doing it. But from the lact that I, in whatever way, know I will 
do A, it does not follow that I know that I am doing it while I am doing it. Knowing I will 
do A, I do not know whether I have begun and whether I am still at it. It is obvious what is 
missing: the manner in which the subject's thought of doing A guides her doing it. As our 
discussion in the second subsection of the first section of this chapter revealed, there can be 
no account of tllis in terms of events causing events, ti)r it is a character of the unity of une 
event. More(wer, it does not seem that, on VeUeman's account, I know I will do A. I am said 
to know this by knowing an explanation: I will do A because of a certain desire, say. But ac­
cording to Velleman himself, this explanation is false. The desire does not move me to do A, 
not if I am doing A intentionally. Rather, my thinking that I will do A because of this desire 
does. As the explanation is false, it is not knowledge. Hence neither is any term of it. Con­
cerning the second point, the explanatioll is not of oneself; it is llO unmediated first person 
thought. For, e\'en if we grant that I know I ~ill do A, as I ",ill do it because I think this, this 
knowledge does not satisfY the first person knowledge lormula: I do not know the move­
ment by being its subject. I know it by being the subject of a thought that is its cause. And 
the subject of the thought and the subject of the movement are identical only per accidens 
and not in pirtue of the WRy in which the thougl1t represmts the mwement. Of course, there may 
be all manner of reason why the subject of a thought that causes a mo"ement must be iden­
tical with the subject of that mm'ement. But this fact, if it is one, will not affect the logical 
nature of the thought in question; it will not characterize the manner in which the subject, 
thinking the thought, reters to its object. 
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such by being in accordance with the facts. The facts, reality, are prior, and 
dictate what is to be said." Indeed, what sets first person knowledge apart 
from sensory knowledge is that what is known first personally is not an in­
dependent reality of the first persotl knowledge of it. For, first person refer­
ence is a way of referring stich that the object referred to is the subject re­
ferring to it, wherefore a way of knowing associated with this form of 
reference must fix it that an object thus known is the subject knowing it. 
And this it does only if knowing in this way that an object is F is kno'wing 
it by being F. Obviously, what is known in accordance with this formula in­
cludes the subject's knowledge of it. Practical knowledge satisfies the for­
mula. Knowing that one is doing A by reasoning abollt what to do and 
doing A intentionally are one reality. This is a character of the form of 
predication "I * do A": that subject and action-form are joined in this way 
includes the subject's representing them as so joined. The facts are not 
prior and dictate. They are not prior and cannot dictate, as they include 
and are included in the subject's knowledge ofthem.58 

Another obstacle to comprehending first person knowledge is that its 
content is equally well expressed by "I am doing A", which describes what 
happens, and "J should do A", which depicts what happens as conforming 
to a normative measure. This registers the unity of action explanation and 
practical reasoning, which defines first person predication of action. "1 * 
do A because __ ", which is "I am doing A because __ " or, equiva­
lently, "I should do A because __ ", expresses knowledge that 1 am 
doing A that I have, not by experiencing what 1 am doing, but by ascer­
tainingwhat to do. First person thought of action has a normat;pe signif­
icance; it represents its subject as conforming to a normative order. It de­
scribes the subject in sllch a 'vay as to position her in relation to that order. 
The same holds of "I want (intend) to do A": the phrase expresses a 
thought about what to do and rests not on (inner) observation, but on 
reasoning. 

One might admit that "I am doing A", when it is a term of an action 
explanation, represents A as to be done, but explain that this is so be­
cause, in uttering these words, 1 perform two speech acts: 1 describe what 

58. Does not this mean that speech acts expressing first person knowledge make it the 
case that things are as they say? On a certain use of that term, such speech acts are perfurma­
tive and do not express knowledge. We need not decide if pern)rmative speech acts express 
knowledge. Clearly, first person descriptions of intentional actions are not pc:rformative. 
Saying that one is making breakf.tst does not make it the case that one is. 
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happens, and I evaluate, recommend, or praise it, the description being 
based on observation, the praise on practical reasoning. I say "I'am doing 
A because __ ", describing what happens, and in addition think "I 
should do A because __ ". Thought and action are distinct realities; per­
haps a predicate "INT" represents their connection. But first person 
thought cannot be analyzed in this manner. On the one hand, most con­
cepts of what may be done intentionally depend on action explanation. 
And as it is a feature of this form of explanation that the subject is in a po­
sition to give an explanation of this form if it is true, it follows that 
someone falls under action concepts only if she deploys them in action ex­
planations, in which context her thought that she is exempliJ)ting the con­
cept has the normative significance we described. On the other hand, al­
though someone may think that A is good to do and yet not do A 
intentionally, a subject of snch thoughts is a subject of movements that re­
ceive action explanations, and when her movement has such an explana­
tion, then her thought that what she is doing is a good thing to do is not 
a distinct reality from her doing it. If first person thoughts were com­
pounded of independent speech acts-description and assessment-then 
the description would not be true, for the subject would not fall under the 
concept that allegedly describes her, and she would not make the assess­
ment, as she would not possess the idea of something good to do. In this 
way, the reduction reduces to absurdity: isolating a descriptive from an 
evaluative component is rendering the components nnintelligible. 

If doing A is an action concept-if its sense depends on action explana­
tion-then someone possessing it has the power to know in the way that 
underwrites first person reference. In acquiring these concepts, she ac­
quires the power to know in this way: she acquires the power to know why 
and how to do what these concepts describe, and, as an inseparable part of 
this, the power to think of herself first personally. It has been held that, 
since its essential normativity cannot be accommodated within the natural 
sciences, we might be forced to throw the concept of action and with it 
action concepts on the trash heap of outdated theories. With action con­
cepts a logical basis of first person thought disappears. Renouncing action 
concepts is a form of self-annihilation: logical self-annihilation. It annihi­
lates a source of the power to think and say "I". 
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Belief and the First Person 

We inquire into the sense of first person reference, and therefore into ways 
of knov.ing acts of which are unmediated first person thoughts: ways of 
knowing such that if! know that someone is F in such a way, I know that 
I am F. In order to describe ways of knowing that satisfY this condition, 
we investigate concepts that are predicated accordingly. As self­
consciousness is the form of subjectivity of a thinking subject, the con­
cepts we must consider first are concepts of thought. Thought is theoret­
ical and practical, and while, in the preceding chapter, we discussed 
practical thought, or action, our topic now is the "I" internal to theoret­
ical thought, or belief. So we ask how I know that I believe something 
when I know it in a way that satisfies our abstract description of first 
person knowledge, Le., when I know that I believe something by be­
lieving it. 

We approach belief through theoretical reasoning, reasoning about 
what to believe. As an action is a movement that rests on practical rea­
soning, so is a belief an act of the intellect that rests on theoretical rea­
sOlung. Doing sO!1lething intentionally is answering the question what to 
do, wherefore I can know that I am doing something by ascertaitullg what 
to do. This is the source of an inner nexus of action and the first person: 
knowing an action through practical reasoning, I know it as my own. In 
this chapter, we shall expound a parallel nexus of first person thought and 
belief. Believing something is answering the question what to believe. 
Therefore I can know that I believe something by determining what to 
believe. When I know that I believe something in this way, I have un­
mediated first person knowledge; I do not need to recognize a person in 
order to tie the belief to myself. 

The chapter follows our treatment of action. The first section gives a 

65 
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theory of theoretical reasoning, expounding a system of forms of an­
swering the question it addresses, the question what to believe, while the 
second section argues that believing something is answering this question, 
developing a claim put forth by John McDowell, that the concept of be­
lief depends on a certain form of explanation, or kind of causality. Finally, 
the third section explains how this gives rise to a way of knowing: I may 
know that I believe something from ascertaining what to believe. When I 
know in this way that someone belieyes something, I know that I do. As 
the thought is identification-free, the way of knowing that it exemplifies 
constitutes the sense of its first person reference. By thus running parallel 
to the preceding chapter, our exposition of the self-conscious nature of 
belief paves the way for the next chapter, which describes the structure of 
self-consciousness that action and belief share. 

The Question What to Believe 

Theoretical reasoning addresses the question what to believe; she who an­
swers it affixes herself to a proposition in a way that represents it as some­
thing to believe. Let us use "n" to signify this unity of subject and propo­
sition. "lOp" expresses the posture of mind I reach completing a course 
of theoretical reasoning. 

As "to do" in "what to do", "to believe" in "what to believe" is a 
gerundive or, more generally, an imperative. A variety of forms may ex­
press it. Vve can say, e.g., that theoretical reasoning concludes in a thought 
that represents a proposition as something one should believe or as some­
thing it is right to believe. "I should believe that p" and "It is right to be­
lieve that p" are guises of "I 0 p". It might be said that this cannot be true 
of "It is right to believe that p", for it contains no "I". But it certainly 
does, if it answers the question what to believe that I put to myself. 

As an imperative brings its object under a normative order, representing 
it as bound to, yet liable to fall from, this order, elucidating the question 
what to believe requires describing the relevant order. This may seem 
easy: asking what to believe is asking what to believe is true, or what is 
true. The relevant measure is the truth. And indeed, we can specify the 
sense of "right" in "It is right to believe that p" by writing "It is true that 
p". However, we thus do no more than introduce "truth" as a name of 
the measure of theoretical reasoning. It is all right to give our topic this 
name, but we must not confuse gh'ing something a name with compre-
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hending its nature. We might have said that the question what to do asks 
what to do is good, or what is good. This would have been correct be­
cause and insofar as "good" is the name of the order of practical rea­
SOIling. So Used, "good" refers to a formal concept signitying the manner 
in which an action-form is represented in a conclusion of practical rea­
soning: as to be done, and that is, as good. It signifies the form ofpredi­
cation for which we adopted the sign "*". Understanding this formal con­
cept requires describing the system of forms of answering the question 
what to do. In the same way, "true" designates a form, viz. the manner in 
which a proposition is represented in a conclusion of theoretical rea­
soning: as something to believe, and that is, as true. It designates the unity 
of subject and proposition that characterizes the conclusion of theoretical 
reasoning. In order to understand this formal concept, we must describe 
the system offorms of thought on which an answer to the question what 
to believe may rest. By nominal definition, the good is the theme of an in­
quiry into the question what to do and the order it invokes. Just so, by 
nominal definition, does an inquiry into the question what to believe and 
its measure inquire what truth is. 

We said we would argue in the next section that believing that some­
thing is the case is answering the question what to believe. If that is so, 
then the order that interprets the imperative of this question is internal to 
belief, and comprehending this order is comprehending what it is to be­
lieve something. Thus we understand Gottlob Frege's claim that the con­
cept of truth signifies the nature of judgment. l Frege also propOlmds that 
the concept of a thought, or, as we put it, a proposition, must be under­
stood together with the concept oftruth.2 If"truth" signifies the order of 
the question what to believe and hence the unity of subject and proposi­
tion in an answer to this question, we can put this by saying that this unity 
is constitutive ofits elements: from the unity of subject and proposition "I 
o p", we must comprehend the nature of the object as 'well as the nature of 
the subject of belief. (Analogously, we found in the previous chapter that 

1. "Meine grundlegenden logischen Einsichten", p. 272: "So scheint das \'Vort 'wahr' das 
Unmi>g!iche rntiglich zu rna.chen, narntich das, was der behauptenden Krait entspricht, als 
Beitrag zurn Gedanken erscheinen zu lassen." As "true" signifies the t()rm of assertion, it is 
not a predicate and does not reter to a Fregean concept. Frege maintains that, in this regard, 
"true" difiers from "good". He iswrOilg. "Good" signifies a formal concept, the fc)rm of an 
object of the will. 

2. "Ocr Gedanke", p. 33. 
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action-forms, values of the variable "do A" in "I * do A", depend on that 
form of predication.) An inquiry into the order of the question what to 
believe is an inquiry into the nature of belief, the nature of truth, and the 
nature of the proposition. Frege was right in holding that this is one topic. 

In the preceding chapter, we asked whether there is an order internal to 
action as such, an order that governs the question what to do independ­
ently of any characteristic of her who is asking it other than her being a 
subject of practical thought. A parallel question arises here, whether there 
is an order internal to belief as such and thus a sense that tile question 
what to believe bears regardless oftl1e character of the subject confronting 
it over and above her being a subject of tl1eoretical reasoning. It might be 
thought that the measure of someone's question what to believe is pro­
vided by what she already believes, or by a privileged su bset of her beliefs, 
those that, say, she does not think of doubting. Or one might hold that 
the measure of what to believe is a totality of sensory impressions. If one 
of these views is right, then there is no such thing as the order of theoret­
ical reasoning, and "true" designates a kind of measure, not a measure. 
For, the notion of a set of propositions that are beyond doubt and tile no­
tion of a totality of sensory impressions admit of a manifold of instances. 

We said that "true" does no more than name the measure of the ques­
tion what to believe. But it may seem to contain a claim about tlns mea­
sure: calling it "truth" is saying that it governs belief as such. It is ex­
cluding any character of the subject other than her possessing the power 
of theoretical reasoning from being relevant to the order under which she 
brings herself in asking what to believe. In this regard, "true" appears to 
differ from "good", of which it seems possible to hold that it designates a 
mere form. However, this appearance reflects a prior philosophical doc­
trine and has no independent standing. (What it says about "true" can be, 
and has been, said about "good".) When we call the order of theoretical 
reasoning "truth", we do not assume that there is an order that governs 
theoretical reasoning as such. That cannot be the premise of our inquiry. 
It may be its result. Richard Ron), holds that it makes no sense to con­
ceive of the question what to believe as referring to an order independent 
oflocal and historical characteristics of her who is asking it.3 It is useless to 
object that the question asks for the truth, which transcends any such 
characteristics. Without an analysis of the modes of answering the ques­
tion that shows that she who answers it conceives of herself as conforming 

3. Compare, thr example, the first two essays of TrutJJ and Progress. 
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to a standard that joins her to any subject with the power of theoretical 
reasoning, insisting on the transcendence of truth is worshipping a name.4 

We said that theoretical reasoning arrives at belief. Even where it re­
mains idle, it is the kind of reasoning that issues in its subject's believing 
something. In the next section, we shall develop this character of theoret­
ical reasoning by describing the unity of theoretical reasoning and belief 
explanation. Already in this section, we shall rely on the abstract idea that 
a belief must be capable of resting on a conclusion of theoretical rea­
soning. That is, the nexus of subject and proposition in "lop" must be 
such as to be the principle of their nexus in "I believe p". We shall exclude 
accounts of theoretical reasoning on which its conclusion does not satisf)' 
this condition. 

bzference 

The first way of determining what to do that we considered in the pre­
ceding chapter represents an action as a means to a finite end. As instru­
mental articulation is essential to action, so does inferential articulation 
seem essential to belief. Hence, statements representing this articulation 
are the place to begin: I think that q and consider what follows from it. I 
realize that q implies p and conclude that p is true. This is the first form of 
answering the question what to believe: p, because 1 think q. Call it an in­
ference. 

1 conclude that I should b~lieve one thing because I believe another 
thing. But how can the fact that 1 believe something be relevant to what it 
is right to believe? How is it that, by representing something as entailed 
by something I believe, 1 represent it as something it is right to believe? 
An analogous question arose with regard to, "I should do A because 1 
want to do B": how is it that representing something as a means to some­
thing I want is representing it as to be done? There the explanation was 
that an instrumental syllogism represents the action of its premise as con­
forming to the same order to which it reveals the action of its conclusion 

4. Jurgen Habermas and Albrecht Wellmer, swayed by Rorty's claim that the measure of 
the question what to believe can only be set by teatures of the subject that go beyond her 
being such as to confront it, attempt to maintain the purity of truth by distinguishing it from 
that measure. (Compare ]lirgen Habermas, "Zur Kritik der Bedeutungstheorie"; Albrecht 
\Vellmer, "\Vahrhcit, Kontingenz, Moderne" and "Was ist cine pragmatische Bedeutungs­
theorie?") This is hopeless. It renders the notion of truth empty and the epistemology skep­
tical. An account of truth is an account of the order of reasoning about what to believe, and 
vice versa. 
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to conform. Wanting to ,do something is viewing it as to be done. The 
same is true here. She who reasons from her belief that q to the conclusion 
that it is right to believe p takes q to be something it is right to believe. It 
is because the premise of her inference expresses her view about what to 
believe that she can rest a \'erdict about what to believe upon it. An infer­
ence extends the status of being something it is right to believe, i.e., by 
nominal definition, of being true, from premise to conclusion. The ex­
pression of inference reflects this, as this manner of answering the ques­
tion what to believe is equally well expressed by "p, because q". "I be­
lieve" can drop out, not because it is not contained in that nexus of the 
propositions p and q, but because the proposition of the premise is repre­
sented as something it is right to believe, or true. 

An inference leads from one answer to the question what to believe to 
another. It follmvs that there is a different manner of answering this ques­
tion. Again, let us be clear why this is so. One might think that, unless 
there is another way, theoretical reasoning reaches no end: I reason that (it 
is right to think) p because (it is right to think) q; and that (it is right to 
think) q because (it is right to think) r; and so on. But that is not the 
problem. The problem is not that, without another manner of determining 
what to believe, we are launched on a regress. Rather, without another 
form of answer to our question no regress commences, because we do not 
understand its first step. An inference leads from one thing it is right to be­
lieve to another, and we cannot explain the notion of something it is right 
to believe by saying that it is right to believe what follows from what it is 
right to believe. There must be a way of arriving at an answer to our ques­
tion that is not a case of deriving it from another answer. It will reveal the 
order under which I bring myselfin asking what to believe. Unless there is 
such a form of answer, the notion of inference is empty. 

In the preceding chapter, we discussed the suggestion that a chain of in­
strumental reasoning terminates in a finite end that no longer falls U1tder 

the normative order under which the conclusion is brought, but is that 
order. This end then defines the question what to do asked by her who is, 
and while she is, pursuing it. An analogous idea is popular with regard to 
inference, on account of a certain epistemological assumption. We shall 
discuss this assumption in Chapter 5; here we concern ourselves with the 
view of inference it contains. We said: if an inference represents its premise 
as conforming to the same order to which its conclusion is shown to con­
form, then it is not the only way of answering the question what to be-
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lieve. The epistemological assumption in question is that the consequent 
of this conditional is false. The view is known as "coherentism", which 
Donald Davidson defines as follows: 

What distinguishes a coherence theory is simply the claim that 
nothing can count as a reason for holding a belief except another be­
lief. ("A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge", p. 426) 

Coherentism, being the negation of the consequent of our conditional, en­
tails the falsity of its antecedent. If coherentism is true, then it cannot be 
true that an inference, as such, subsumes its premise under the same order 
under which it brings its conclusion. A chain of inferences must terminate 
in beliefs that no longer conform to, but are the order to which beliefs in­
ferred from them conform. Accounts of the source of these beliefs may 
vary. Perhaps they result from sensory affection, or perhaps they are beliefs 
that those who are immersed in a certain form oflife do not doubt.s In fact 
it is irrelevant how the propositions that are to constitute the measure of 
belief come to the subject. It is equally irrelevant whether the set of propo­
sitions playing that role changes over time. The essential point, which de­
fines coherentism, is that the subject does not, in an act of theoretical rea­
soning, recognize them to be something it is right to believe. 

This view is untenable for reasons analogous to those we mounted 
against the corresponding account of instrumental reasoning. Suppose the 
normative order of the question what to believe, on an occasion of its being 
asked, is a set of propositions I. In order to indicate tins, we give the im­
perative an index specifying that set; we write, not "It is right to believe p 
because I" but "It is right>: to believe p". Now, nothing we said about I ex­
cludes that it may be rightE to believe p and right); to believe non p. 
Thinking it is right); to believe p peacefully coexists with thinking it is right); 
to believe non p. This shows that, thinking it right>: to believe p, I have not 
determined what to believe. For, thinking this is not having affixed myself 
to p in a manner tllat excludes affixing myself in the same way to non p. But 
tlnnking it right to believe fr-thinking it true-is so atlixing myself to p. 

It looks as though the difficulty is that nothing we said about I ex­
cludes that it may be right); to believe p and right); to believe non p. So 
why. not say something tllat excludes it? Let us require that the measure of 

5. This ,~ew is often associated with Ludwig VVittgenstcin, Ober Gewifiheit. Andrea Kern 
critically discusses this marUler of invoking the notion of a fi,rm of life in an account of 
knowledge in "Does Knowledge Rest upon a FornI of Life?" 
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the question what to believe be a coherent set of propositions. But what 
does that mean? Presumably, it means that it is not ruled out that it is 
right to believe all propositions in the set. But now we are deploying a 
"right", an imperative, that is not defined by any set of beliefs. We said 
that, without another manner of answering the question what to believe, 
the notion of inference is empty. So is the notion of coherence. The re­
quirement of coherence we are imposing on propositions that are to serve 
as the measure of the question what to believe on an occasion of its being 
asked is not represented by her whose question receives its sense from 
these, or any set of, propositions. Therefore, it remains that, in her, 
thinking it rightI, to believe p coexists peacefully with thinking it right); to 
believe non p.6 It is irrelevant if some cause other than her reasoning 
should guarantee that she never thinks both. Such a cause does not alter 
the logical character of her thoughts, which is such that each tolerates the 
other. As in the practical case, it is useless to ensure, or stipulate, unity­
there of ends, here of beliefs-if the subject does not represent the unity. 
And in both cases, it is the representation of the relevant unity that re­
quires concepts that depend on other forms of reasoning. 

Sensation 

The normative order of the question what to believe is not a set of pro po­
sitions that she who is asking it believes, for this allows thoughts about 
what to believe that relate to incompatible propositions to coexist in 
peace. It is useless to stipulate that the set of propositions that defines the 
measure be coherent, for the problem is not lack of unity, but lack of rep-

6. Robert Brandom gives the nlilowing account of how rules of inference may be "sub­
ject to empirical criticism": "It may happen that one uses the term 'acid' in such a way that a 
substance's tasting sour is a sufficient condition for applying it, and that it will nlrll litmus 
paper red is a necessary consequence of applying it. Finding a substance that both tastes sour 
and turns litmus paper blue shows that such a concept is inadequate" (Making It Explicit, 
p. 225). How docs it show that? I find myself committed to the claim that the substance is 
acid as well as to the claim that it is not. As it is irrelevant that I acquired one of these com­
mitments non inferentially, we can simplil)': Following given inferential norms, I come to be 
committed to p and I come to be committed to nfln p. This is supposed to show, and show 
me, that I deploy an inadequate concept, Le., that the norms of interence that constitute it 
are inadequate. If indeed it shows me that, then the order under which I know myself to be 
having these commitments cannot be identified with given norms of inference. Inferen­
tialism, the doctrine that the quoted passage defi:nds, can give no account of chis order. 
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resentation of unity (or its absence). It might anyway have seemed des­
perate to try to think of believed propositions as the order of theoretical 
reasoning. Is it not obvious that the senses are the final judge of what to 
believe? Sensation must be the order of theoretical reasoning. 

In order for sensation to be that measure, it is not enough that sensory 
impressions cause beliefs, which then serve as premises of inferences. Since 
the unity of these premises must be represented, sensation can be the prin­
ciple of the intellect only as it enters theoretical reasoning. Indeed, it may 
seem that the senses inform the intellect in a manner parallel to that in 

which, according to Davidson, appetite informs the ,,,ill. After all, Da,;dson 
modeled calculation from desire after a method of empirical confirmation. 
In view of this parallel, we call the relevant manner of founding an act of the 
intellect on sensory affection calculation from smsatio1~. 

Calculation from sensation is modeled after (a certain theory of) induc­
tive inference, but it is not inductive inference. An inductive interence 
proceeds from propositions accepted as true, wherefore it is of no interest 
to us, as we seek a manner of answering the question what to believe that 
yields a starting point for inference, inductive or deductive. It is some­
times said that empirical beliefs as such are justified inductively. If that is 
so, then there is an analogue to inductive inference that rests beliefs on 
sensory affection. This is calculation from sensation. 

Modeling it on inducti\'e inference, \\;th sensory impressions taking the 
place of accepted propositions, we can think of calculation from sensation 
as follows. It proceeds from prima facie judgments that represent certain 
impressions as pertinent to whether it is right to believe a given proposi­
tion. We write such a judgment "pf(p, e}", "p" signifYing the proposition 
and "e" the impressions speaking in its favor. In a first step, these judg­
ments are integrated into an all-things-considered judgment, which says 
that, all in all, given sensory impressions speak in favor of believing that p. 
We write "pf(p, E)"', "E' signifYing a given totality of impressions. As in 
the practical case, we can be indifferent to how the integration is supposed 
to be effected. Again, as in the practical case, while sensation exists in ani­
mals without thought, the unified state of sensory affection represented 
by an all-things-considered judgment depends on its unification and thus 
is essentially represented in thought. 

The second step of the. calculation is from the all-things-considered 
judgment to an all-out judgment that it is right to believe p, or that p is 
true. It is licensed by a principle analogolls to the principle of continence, 



74 I Self-Consciousness 

which we therefore call the principle of epistemic continence. About this 
principle, we must say what we said about its practical counterpart. It 
states that it is right to believe p (or to assign p a certain su bjective proba­
bility) if given sensory impressions all in all speak in favor ofbelie\ing p. 
Tllis is an a1'lal)'tic statement. It gives the sense of the word "right" that its 
consequent deploys and specifies the order that interprets that imperative. 
It cannot be a substantive claim that a belief all in all favored by sensation 
is, or is likely to be, true, where we credit ourselves with an independent 
grasp of what we call "truth". A grasp of this order that was independent 
of calculation from sensation and thus could found a substantive assess­
ment of its validity would have to come from reflection on another form 
of answering the question what to believe, which we ha\'e not yet speci­
fied. Our interest is in the principle of epistemic continence and in calcu­
lation from sensation only as representing sensory impressions as the mea­
sure of the question what to believe. 

The following phrases appear to express prima facie judgments in En­
glish: "It looks as thOUgll p from here" or "These appearances suggest 
that p". By contrast, "I perceive that p", e.g., does not express a prima 
facie judgment. That I perceive that p does not speak in favor of thinking 
that p is true. It establishes that p is true. Therefore, no calculation is 
needed to integrate "I perceive that p" with judgments of the same form. 
It is a formal feature of these judgments, which distinguishes them from 
prima facie judgments, that they do not conflict. It is possible that it looks 
as though p from here, while from there it looks as though 1'ton p. But it is 
impossible that I perceive that p and perceh'e that non p. Calculation from 
sensation proceeds from impressions, not from acts of perceiving that 
something is the case. We shall return to such acts in the next subsection. 

In the preceding chapter, we found that desire, or practical sensibility, 
cannot determine the \\ill, as it bears too Iowa form of temporality. We 
shall see now that, for the same reason, sensation, or theoretical sensi­
bili!}', cannot determine the intellect. An all-things-considered judgment 
unifYing sensation represents a changeable state. It says that sensory im­
pressions given so far all in all speak in favor of believing p, which is a dis­
tinct judgment from one that would be expressed by these words later. 
Judgments made with this form of words at different times bear no logical 
connection between them. It follows that an answer to the question what 
to believe-"It is right to believe that p" or "It is true that p"-ifit rests 
on an all-thillgs-considcred judgment according to an analytic principle, 
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represents a changeable state as well. This proves that calculation from 
sen~ation is not a way of answering the question what to believe and that 
sensations are not the order of theoretical reasoning.7 

Suspicion arises when we notice that, if an answer to the question what 
to believe rests on sensation eventually, then inference is not a manner of 
arriving at such an answer. For, something it was right to believe yes­
terday, in the sense of being all in all favored by sensory impressions then, 
may not be right to believe today, in the sense of being all in all favored by 
sensory impressions now. Inferring something today from a premise es­
tablished yesterday may lead me to believe something that, in the relevant 
sense of "should", I should not believe. As this is so regardless of the 
length of the temporal gap, there is no such thing as establishing what to 
believe through inference. My hold on the rightness of the proposition 
gives out before I can draw a conclusion from it. So again, in a manner 
analogous to the practical case, the form of reasoning that was to provide 
a starting point for inference does away \vith inference.s 

7. The reflections to follow owe a great debt to Stephen Engstr<'>fll's essay "Under­
standing and Sensibility". 

8. We can imagine ways of responding to the difficulty parallel to those encountered in 
the preceding chapter. One might give a pragmatic rationale tor not reconsidering a verdict 
on what to believe when it is improbable that a new assessment ofthe evidence will result in 
a change of mind, so that the cost of reconsidering would nor be offiet. As a pragmatic ra­
tionale for not reconsidering intentions entitles us to keep going even as we may act counter 
to what, all in all, desire recommends, so a corresponding rationale lets us keep thinking 
what we do e,'en as this may be counter to what, all in all, the senses suggest. Of course dlis 
presupposes that inference is not a valid filrm of reasoning.-Or one might argue that an as­
sessment that it is right to believe p is based on present impressions Imd an estimate of the 
future. Albrecht WeUmer write:s: "Whene:ve:r we make: truth-claims on the basis of [ ... ] 
convincing e\;dence, we suppose [ ... ] that no new [ ... ] evidence will turn up in the fu­
ture that would call our truth-claim into question" ("Wahrheit, Kontingenz, Moderne", 
p. 163). Wellmer is not concerned specifically with sensory evidence, but he speaks to our 
topic, as his "convincing e,idence" is prima tacie. When I think that P is true on the ground 
that I perceive that p, I need not suppose t1tat no evidence to the contrar)' will turn up in the 
future. If my evidence filr thinking something consists in my percei\;ng that it is the case, 
then I know, on the strengdl of this C\'idence, that there shall not be contrary evidence of the 
same kind. I need not, in Rddition to this evidence, rest my judgment on an estimate of the 
future. Now, Wdlmer's account of the relation of judgment to com'incing e\idence entails 
that inference is not a \-a1id form of ascertaining what to believe. That yesterday I thought 
that believing p would all in aU be favored by the evidence today is compatible widl its not 
being so favored today. As the form (If my reasoning docs not guarantee that my estimate is 
borne out, I may arrive at something wrong by dra\\;ng conclusions from yesterday'S prem­
ises. (With regard to dle temporal reach of the alleged estimate, there is a dis3Jlalogy to the 
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This is a motive for suspecting that thinking it right to believe such­
and-such and, in consequence, believing it, may have a different kind of 
temporality. Gareth Evans gives us a hint. He suggests that a belief is a not 
changeable state, that is, that believing something is not a determination 
to which any duration is accidental. 

The acceptance on d2 of "Yesterday was fine", given an acceptance on 
d1 of "Today is fine", can manifest the persistence of a belief. (The Va­
rieties of Reference, p. 194) 

"She believes a is F" said now and "She believes a was F" said later may 
represent a persisting belief. This does not yet distinguish believing some­
thing from a changeable state; "xis white", e.g., said now and again later, 
may represent persisting whiteness. But Evans goes on: 

No one can be ascribed [ ... ] a belief with the content 'It is now 1/1', 
for example, who does not have the propensity as time goes on to 
form beliefs with the content 'It was 1/1 just a moment ago', 'It was 1/1 
earlier this morning', 'It was 1/1 this morning', etc., though of course 
this propensity can be counteracted by new evidence. [ ... ] the 
thought-units of the atomist are not coherent, independent thoughts 
at all, but, so to speak, cross-sections of a persisting belief state. 

Evans's wording is not happy; he says that the subject must continually be 
forming new beliefs and that these constitute one belief. He means: no 
one can be represented as expressing a belief by "a is F" who does not 
have the propensity as time goes on to express the san1e belief by "a was 
F". How are we to understand this propensity? 

Michael Bratman seeks to capture the temporality of intention by saying 
that intentions have inertia. He misrepresents a logical insight as a psy­
chological theorem. Someone's wanting to do A constitutes the nonacci­
dentaillnity of the phases of her doing it, wherefore "She wants to do A" 
expresses the same thought so long as she is doing A. By contrast, as any 
duration is accidental to a changeable state, any interval during which 
someone is in a state is an aggregate of such intervals. Thus "x is F", rep­
resenting a changeable state, invariably expresses different thoughts at 

practical case, whose source, the temporality of belief, we shall discuss in a moment. 
D3\;dson requires only that we expect future desires not to undermine the intention u11til it 
is carried out, while We II mer propounds that we suppose future e\'idence shall never under­
mine our judgment. In "Uni\'ersality and Truth", Rorty justly objects that supposing this 
seems mad.) 
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different times. Now, Evans says beliefs have a propensity to persist. He 
might have said they have inertia. But he seeks to characterize a logical 
form, a form of temporality. His point is that there is a non accidental 
unity of my asserting now" a is F" and my asserting later" a was F" , when 
these assertions express the same belief, and that this unity of assertions is 
essential to their expressing a belief. If it were an empirical fact that belief 
states tend to persist, then we would have to be able to register that fact. 
Having found that x believes p at t, we would have to be able to find that 
she still believes p at t', which would have to be a different judgment for 
a1'IY t' after t. Conversely, if the unity of assertions at different times by 
which they express the same belief is internal to their expressing a belief at 
all, then "'x believes p" (with the necessary adjustments in the sentence re­
placing "p") expresses the same judgment so long as x believes p. 

Of course, she who yesterday affirmed "It is raining today" need not af­
firm today "It was raining yesterday". She may have changed her mind or 
forgotten. And even when she does affirm these sentences on consecutive 
days, she need not express the same act of belief. She may have forgotten 
that it was raining yesterday and learned it again from today's paper. In 
the same way, she who is doing A now need not be doing it later even if 
she has not reached her end in the meantime. She may have changed her 
mind or encountered insurmountable obstacles. It is not necessarily the 
case th:,lt I want to do A until I have done it; neither is it necessarily the 
case that I still believe today what I believed yesterday. It is not for that 
reason an accident that I am progressing toward A if that is my end, or 
that I affirm" a was F" if earlier I affirmed" a is F". It belongs to an inten­
tion to govern the progress of the action towards its end, although the 
progress may be blocked or the end abandoned at any time. And it belongs 
to a belief to stay on, although it may be forgotten or retracted at any 
time. This is the point: the action must be blocked because it is snch as to 

reach its end, and the belief must be retracted because it is such as to hold 
our indefinitely. An interval during which someone intends to do some­
thing is not an aggregate of such intervals. Evans's point in the last sen­
tence we quoted, about the thought-units of the atomist being not co­
herent thoughts at all, is that, just so, an interval during which someone 
believes that something is the case is not aggregate, but a unity of such in­
tervals. 

Bratman describes as the inertia of states of intention, and Evans as a 
propensity of states of belief to persist, a logical character by which inten­
tions and beliefs are not states at all. To a changeable state F any duration 
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is accidental, so that "x is F" invariably expresses different judgments at 
ditTerent times. An act of wanting to do A distinguishes its proper end, 
reached when A is done, from any other, wherefore "x wants to do A" ex­
presses the same judgment so long as x is doing A and has not yet done it. 
A belief is neither a state nor a movement. Neither is any duration acci­
dental to it, nor does it have a proper end. It exhibits a yet higher form of 
temporality: any limit of its duration is accidental to it. Thus "x believes p" 
expresses the same judgment at all times so long as x believes p. In order 
to mark that temporality of belief, we call it a temporally unlimited act. 

(This must be limited in one respect. A belief about an independent ob­
ject, depending on sensory affection, is not without temporal limit alto­
gether, as there is a time when one acquires it. However, the belief is not 
bound to the time of the affection that makes it possible. When yesterday 
I came to believe something I expressed by "It is raining", then my saying 
today "It was raining" may express the same act of belief.9 It cannot be 
said of this act as opposed to its linguistic expression that it happened yes­
terday or today or on both days. While "It is raining" says different things 
when first said now and then again later (no matter whether it was raining 
throughout), "I believe it is raining" and "I believe it was raining", said 
now and again later, may say the same thing.1o Thinking about the rain 
has a different manner of being in time from the rain it is about.} 

We extracted from Evans's remark about a propensity of beliefs to per­
sist the thesis that a belief is a temporally unlimited act. Now, why is any 
limit to its duration accidental to a belief? We argued that an intention 
bears the temporality of a movement because it is the proximate principle 
of a movement. Now, a belief is, temporally unlimited on account of the 
character of its proximate principle, which is an answer to the question 
what to believe. We see this when we consider a property of the order of 
theoretical reasoning that distinguishes it from the order of practical rea-

9. An account of observation sentences such as W. V. O. Quine's (see, e.g., The Pllrmit of 
Truth), which describes their use as an act of a disposition triggered by current sensory stirn· 
u1ation, does not represent observation sentences as a means of expressing judgments or be­
liefs (see my KlJtegorien desZeitlichC1l, chap. 3). That an act of thinking that something is the 
case has no temporal limit in the way in which its linguistic expression and sensory affections 
do so is consistent with the fuct that my capacity to think about an independent object de­
pends on m)' being aflccted by it and on my being able [0 express my thought. 

10. This sheds light on the concept of memory that applies to a subject llfthought. That 
concept does not apply to nonrational animals, fhr, in a thinking subject, the power of 
memory is an aspect of the power of temporally untimited acts of belief. 
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soning. If it is right to do something, there may be a time when it is right 
to do it; what is right to do now may be wrong to do later; one may fail to 
act well by acting too late or too early. By contrast, there is no such thing 
as a time when it is right to believe that such-and-such is the case; there is 
no such thing as a time when something is true. ll In distinction to the ob­
ject of an order of practical reasoning, the object of an order of theoretical 
reasoning does not, as an object of this order, attract temporal determina­
tions. Believing something is a temporally unlimited act because an an­
swer to the question what to believe does not impose a temporal limit on 
the act it propounds. If it is the principle of the act, then the act bears no 
temporal limit. Its principle is sllch as not to give out. 

This proves that the order of belief is not sensation unified by calcula­
tion. Calculation yields all-things-considered judgments, which give out 
at any moment. No analytic principle links the thought that, all in all, sen­
sations now favor believing p, to the thought that it is right to believe p. A 
judgment considering given desires calillot be the ground of the thought 
that it is good to do A, for, while the former represents a changeable state, 
the latter is the principle of a movement. Even less can a judgment con­
sidering given sensations, representing a changeable state, be the ground 
of the thought that p is true, for that thought is the principle of a tempo­
rally unlimited act. As the principle of epistemic continence is not analytic, 
it is a substantive claim about what to believe. We are not asking whether 
that claim is true. We seek to identilY the order that interprets its impera­
tive. Sensations unified by calculation are not tllis order. 

Infinite Grounds 

An inference represents its premise as conforming to the same order to 
which tile conclusion is shown to conform; it rests an answer to the ques­
tion what to believe on an answer to that same question. Hence, there 
mllst be a different manner of answering this question, from which the 
measure that interprets its imperative must transpire. It is natural to sup-

11. Tense logic treats uf items that are true at a time. This maI;lner of representing tem­
poral thought may be revealing in many ways. But it is a confusion to think it aftords insight 
int~ the: torm of the contents of temporal judgment. It is the nature of thought that it pro­
vides everything necessary to determine a truth value. A slmtence may be said to be true at a 
time, in the sense that, when used at tills time, it expresses a thought that is true-not at that 
tinle, but witllUut qualilkatiun. See my KlJte.qorien des Zeitlicbm, chap. 2. 
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pose that sensory affections provide that measure. But affections cannot 
directly, unmediated by thought, deliver premises of inferences, just as ap­
petite cannot directly provide ends from which to derive actions according 
to the instrumental syllogism. For, a nonrational cau~e aftords no repre­
sentation of the unity of its effects. This suggests that sensory affections 
unified by thought are the order of theoretical reasoning and that calcula­
tion from sensation yields a starting point of inference \vithout relying on 
one. However, affections unified by thought cannot determine the intel­
lect. Calculation from sensation does not yield an answer to the question 
what to believe, for the conclusion of a calculation from sensation repre­
sents a changeable state, whereas an answer to the question what to be­
lieve imposes no temporal limit on its object. The necessarily represented 
unity of premises of inferences, of propositions ascertained to be true, 
must bear a different kind of temporality. We shall suggest that the rele­
vant unity is a power of knowledge. In view of a logical analogy that will 
transpire in due course, we call such a power an inft11ite ground. 

"I perceive that p" is not material of a calculation from sensation. Yet it 
appears to represent something by virtue of which I am in a position to 
determine what to believe. For, ifl perceive or perceived that p, then p is 
true. Hence, if the question is posed whether it is right to believe that p, I 
can respond, "Yes, I perceived that p." In answering the question in this 
manner, I do not appeal to something else I believe; my answer is not an 
inference. So here is a torm of answering the question· what to believe that 
does not proceed from an answer to that same question. An analysis of its 
logical form must reveal the kind of measure that interprets its imperative. 

There is an impulse ro deny that we have come upon a different form of 
answering our question. We said that, in determining what to believe on 
the basis of perception, I do not revert to another belief. But, one wants to 
say, when I think it right to believe that p because I perceive it, then, really, 
I do not rest my verdict on my perception that p, but on my belief that I 
perceive it; I reason that it is right to believe that p because I believe that I 
perceive that p, not because I perceive that p. "It is right to believe that p, 
for I perceive that p" is of the form" It is right to believe that p because q", 
where q is something I (think it right to) believe. 

Even while we lack an account of the present form of answering the 
question of theoretical reasoning, we know that its reduction to inference 
is mistaken. For, it makes nonsense of this form of answer. An inference 
from q to p shows that it is right to believe that p given that it is right to 
believe that q, which has a point only if! can ascertain that it is right to be-
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lieve that q independently of recognizing p as true. And in general I 
cannot determine that I perceive that something is the case independently 
of ascertaining that tllings are as I perceive them to be. Perhaps this is in­
conclusive; philosophers may go so far as to propound that "I perceive 
that p" does not answer our question. "I perceive that p", they may argue, 
does not give my ground for thinking that p is true, but only expresses my 
thinking it true,l2 But now the view reduces to one we have rejected: that 
the normative order of theoretical reasoning is a set of believed proposi­
tions. Thus the reductive interpretation of answers to the question what 
to believe mat appeal to perception undermines its own intelligibility. It 
leaves us with no way of answering the question that does not revert to an 
answer to the same question, which means it leaves us unable to accord 
the question any sense. In consequence, it bereaves us of tl1e very notion 
of inference, for this notion designates a manner of answering mis now 
senseless question. Answers to the question what to believe that appeal to 
perception cannot be reduced to inference. We must seek an account that 
elucidates their distinct form. 

In seeking a description of that form, we can let ourselves be guided by 
our analysis of the form of answering the question what to do that 
emerged at the' parallel juncture in the previous chapter. We found that 
the will, moving along a chain of means to ends, comes to rest in actions 
that manifest an infinite end. An infinite end is general and explains an in­
definite number of actions, which are ordered to it not as part to whole, 
but as instance to instantiated. Moreover, the generality of infinite ends 
includes reference to a unity of infinite ends: the relevant kind of instanti­
ation excludes that doing something manifests one infinite end and frus· 

12. Donald Davidson appears to be an example. He writes: "The simplest idea is to 
identify beliefs with sensations. Thus Hume seems not to have distinguished between per· 
ceiving a green spot 3I1d perceiving that a spot is green" ("A Coherence Theory of Truth 
3I1d Knowledge", p.427). It transpires from the context that this is to destroy all hope of jus­
tification by perception, because perceiving that a spot is green does not put one in a better 
position to answer the question whether the spot is green than believing that a spot is green 
does. Peter Bieri expresses the same view in the follo\\ing passage: "When I seek to justifY 
my beliefs by perceptions, then J refer to the perceptirm thllt something is the case-J refer to 

propositionllJ perceptio1/1or, as one can also say, to perceptuM beliefs. Pure sensory infumlation 
states often are the efficient cause of perceptual beliefs, but dIe), are not reasons or evidence 
ti)r dlese bel ids. I can epistemically justif)' a belief only by other beliefs." ("Evolution, Er­
kenntnis und Kognitiou", p.123; my emphasis.) The last sentence is the thesis by which 
Davidson defines the coherence theory of knowledge. It results from a b'1"aduaJ transforma­
tion of perception into belief. perception, perception that, propositional perception, percep­
tual belief, beliet: 
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trates another. If the same structure informs reasoning about what to be­
lieve, then answers to this question that do not proceed from another an­
swer will give what we can call an infinite ground. An infinite ground will 
be infinite in the sense in which an infinite end is. Although there is no 
limit to the number of actions that are means to a given finite end (tor 
there is no limit to the possibility of division), a finite end is finite in the 
sense that it is exhausted by the means one takes to it. Now, we speak of a 
proposition containing propositions it entails. This affords a specification 
of the abstract concept of a part, according to which a proposition is part 
of a proposition from which it follows. Again, although there may be no 
limit to the number of propositions one can infer from a given proposi­
tion' a believed proposition is a finite ground in that it can be exhausted 
by propositions following from it. An infinite ground, by contrast, \\-ill be 
inexhaustible by beliefs that it grounds. This means that it will be general: 
it will ground beliefs that are not contained in it as a part in the whole, but 
that are subsumed under it as an instance under what it instantiates. 

If there is a parallel structure in theoretical and practical reasoning, then 
the intellect, moving along a chain of inferences, comes to rest in beliefs 
that manifest an infinite ground. Do answers to our question that revert 
to perception appeal to an infinite ground? Yes. Compare again the prac­
tical case. An instrumental syllogism joins distinct action-forms: "I should 
do A because I want to do B." By contrast, an ans" ... er to the question what 
to do that appeals to an infinite end holds on to the same action-form-"I 
should do A because 1 promised to do it" -and gives a different descrip­
tion of my relation to it, representing doing A as manifesting an infinite 
end to which 1 adhere. In the same 'way, an inference links ditferent 
propositions-"It is right to think p because q"-while an answer to the 
question what to believe that rests on perception returns to the same, 
proposition: "It is right to think p, for I perceived it." Instead of offering 
a new proposition, the answer introduces a new description of my relation 
to the proposition in question. If answers to the question what to believe 
exhibit logical forms that correspond to those of answers to the question 
what to do, then the relevant relation will consist in the belief's mani­
festing somethi1'lggencm/ present in the subject. Now, we can say this about 
that general item: a belief that manifests it is true, and nonaccidentally so. 
If! believe something because I perceive or have perceived it, then things 
are as I believe, and this is no accident. Given that knowledge is nonacci­
dentally true belief-we will return to this definition in Chapter 5-it fol­
lows that instances of the relevant general item are acts of knowledge. A 



Belief and the First Person 83 

general item whose instances, as its instances, are acts of knowledge is, by 
nominal definition, a power of knowledge. So we are led to the following 
description of answers to our question by reference to perception. When I 
determine what to believe in this manner, I represent my believing it as an 
act of a power to gain knowledge by means of the senses, a power of re­
ceptive knowledge. Such a power is an infinite ground: it is a ground of 
beliefs that manifest their subject's possession of this power.13 

A power of knowledge not only is the source of its acts; it is the source 
of the unity of its acts. This unity characterizes the form of generality of 
the power. We found that doing something cannot manifest one infinite 
end and frustrate another. Acts of infinite ends as such exhibit a unity, 
which we called "practical life-form". In the same way, it is impossible that 
a power of knowledge manifests itselfin believing something and yet also 
manifests itself in believing the contrary. One cannot perceive that p is the 
case and yet have perceived that it is not the case that p. A power of 
knowledge confers a necessary unity upon its acts.14 For this reason, just as 
I can determine that I should do something simply from the fact that I 
promised to do it-no unifYing calculation is needed-so does my per­
ceiving that p, on its O\\'n, place me in a position to establish that it is right 
to believe that p. There is neither need nor room for a calculation that 
unifies acts of a power of knowledge. The unity of all answers to the ques­
tion what to believe of this form is contained in the form of each answer. 
Hence, the unity is necessary and necessarily represented. 

When we consider reasoning about what to believe, we encounter ways 
of answering this question that revert not to another belief, but to a 
power of receptive knowledge. The category of a power of knowledge is 

13. In his essay "Other Minds", ]. L. Austin draws attention to the fact that we may 
query someone's assertion in two different ways, asking "why do you believe this?" and 
"how do you know this?". TIlese questions indeed have different uses. But it does not ti,lIow 
that my answer to tho: question "why do you believe p?" may not show how I know p, as it 
does when it represents my believing p as an act of a power of knowledge. Conversely, 
someone may ask "how do you know pr' as opposed to "why do you believe pr' if she ex­
pects an answer of this form. This is a matter of implicature and provides no reason for 
thinking that my answer docs not explain why I believe p. 

14. The concept of an infinite end or virtue and the concept of an infinite ground or 
power of knowledge are logically analogous in this way: a virtue manifests itself only in good 
actions, a power of knowledge only in true beliefS. A theory of knowledge that applied dIe 
insight into the centrality of the concept of virtue to dIe proper understanding of practical 
thought to its own topic would insist that the concept of a power of knowledge is the first 
and fundamental concept of epistemolo!:,'y. The book that does that, to which the present 
chapter and Chapter 5 are deeply indebted, is Andrea Kern's QlWllm des Wizms. 
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largely foreign to contemporary epistemology, which, in its stead, employs 
the very different notion of a habit, or mechanism, or disposition, of be­
lief formation. We will try the patience of the reader who places trust in 
these concepts by postponing the discussion of her objections until 
Chapter 5, when we will have described the first person reference internal 
to acts of thought. Only then will \ve be able to recognize the neglect of 
the self-conscious nature of receptive knowledge as the cause of an in­
ability to apprehend the category of a power of knowledge and, in conse­
quence, the concept, and possibility, of knowledge. 

The Account of Truth Contained in the Present Material 

We said an inquiry into the order of theoretical reasoning, of reasoning 
about what to believe, was an inquiry into the nature of truth. Now, what 
account of truth is contained in the results of our investigation? 

Compare the account of the good of the preceding chapter. "Good" sig­
nifies the measure to which something is revealed to conform by an answer 
to the question what to do. It transpired from the system of forms of an­
swering this question that the category that this formal concept signifies is 
a practical life-form: a unity of actions that manife$t this life10rm and are 
ordered amo,'B themselves as means to ends. Following the same method, we 
inquired into the nature of truth: we developed a system of forms of an­
swering the question what to believe in order to see what order interprets 
its imperative. We found that the relevant order is neither a set of believed 
propositions nor a totality of sensory affections unified by thought. Rather, 
the measure of theoretical reasoning is a power of knowledge: a U1lity ofbe­
liefs that manife$t this power tmd are ordered among themselves as grou11d to 
consequence. How can this be the beginning of an account of truth? It 
seems so very unlike what one finds in textbooks on conceptions of truth, 
which will discuss pragmatist theories, correspondence theories, coherence 
theories, deflationary theories, and so on. But then, neither do such text­
books discuss Frege's claim that the laws oflogic "develop the meaning of 
the word 'true''', or Kant's assertion that the Transcendental Analytic of 
the Critique of Pure Reason is "a logic oftruth".ls 

. We said that the concept of the true (as the concept of the good) is a 
formal concept: it designates the manner in which a proposition is repre-

15. "Dec Gedanke", p. 31; Kritik der reinen Vernut'.ft. A 62/B 87. 
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sented in an answer to the question what to believe. An account of truth de­
scribes what holds of what is true as such, that is, of values of the variable 
"p" in a (sOlmd) answer to the question what to believe, "p because __ ". 
Now, we found, first, that a true proposition as such is caught up in an 
order that links it to other propositions as a sufficient ground of their truth. 
Perhaps one can go fbrther in the formal description of this order; perhaps 
there is a necessary form to inferential relations. In this case, explaining the 
notion of truth involves describing this form. Frege thought so; he thought 
there was an inferential order that governs thought as thought, a descrip­
tion of which therefore articulates the meaning of the word "true". Our 
second point was that a truth is not only linked to other truths according to 
laws of inference. Our inquiry into the forms of theoretical reasoning 
showed that something true, in a logically fundamental case, is the content 
of an act of a power of receptive knowledge. Again, it may be possible to 
take the formal description of the content of such an act further. It may be 
possible to describe the general form of a u·uth of which one may acquire 
knmvledge by means of the senses, or, equivalently, tl1e general form of em­
pirical truth, or experience. The description of this form would be part of an 
account of the notion of truth employed by subjects whose knowledge de­
pends on sensory affection. Kant's Transcendental Analytic seeks to de­
scribe such a form, which is why Kant calls it a logic of truth. 

In the beginning of this section, we considered the suggestion that 
calling the order of theoretical reasoning "truth" is more than giving it a 
name; it is claiming that the same order interprets the question what to 
believe regardless of any character of the subject asking it otl1er than her 
confronting this question. YVe responded that such a claim could not be 
the premise, but only the result of d1e inquiry we proposed to undertake. 
Now, what can we say about the generality of the order of theoretical rea­
soning? Our reflections on the good, or the practical life-form, left it open 
whether this category admits a manifold of instances, as it does on the 
view of, e.g., Philippa Foot, according to which there may be distinct ra­
tional life-forms, each of which interprets the question what to do asked 
by its bearers. This contrasts with Kant's view, according to which the 
question refers to tl1e same order wherever it is asked. According to Kant, 
practical reason itself is the practical life·form; the category itself signifies 
an order and thus leaves no room for a manifold of instances. It might ap­
pear d1at, while there may be space for a manifold of instances of the cat­
egory of a practical life-form, there can be no space for a manifold of in-
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stances of the category of a power of receptive knowledge. For, there is 
only one world to experience, only one world to know by means of the 
senses. Therefore, any act of a power of receptive knowledge necessarily 
agrees with any act of such a power, which proves that they are acts of the 
same power and that there is only one such power. But this argument is 
unsound. For, how do we know that there is only one world? \Ve do not 
know it fi'om experience, and any argument from pure thought that there 
is only one world to experience would as sllch be an argument that there 
can be no plurality of powers of receptive knowledge. Saying that there is 
only one world to experience is not giving the argument, but restating the 
claim for which an argument is sought. Indeed, Kant, who excludes a 
manifold of practical life-forms, makes room for a manifold of powers of 
receptive knowledge in this way. As a power of receptive knowledge de­
pends for its exercise on a faculty of receptivity, powers of receptive 
knowledge may differ on account of the character of the receptive faculty 
on which they depend. According to Kant, our power of receptive knowl­
edge is a power of knowing the temporal and spatial; it depends on a cor­
responding form of sensibility. But a power of receptive knowledge may 
involve a different kind of sensibility, and then ,vill not be a power to 
know the temporal and spatial, but rather objects (appearances) of a 
different form. Again, it is useless to object that there is only one world to 
experience-temporal and spatial reality. This is not to argue for, but to 
state the claim that, the nature of the receptive faculty involved in experi­
ence can be no ground for a distinction of powers of receptive knowledge 
in the way in which some hold that the material character of a rational life­
form grounds distinctions of tJ:te order of practical reasoning that governs 
its bearers.16 We must leave it open whether "power of receptive knowl­
edge" signifies a form of order, or an order. But we shall return to this 
question in Chapter 6. 

Belief and the Question What to Believe 

We developed a system of forms of answering the question what to be­
lieye, thereby specitying the logical category of its principle: a power of 
knowledge. Now we shall inquire further into the nexus of theoretical rea-

16. Compare the discussion in John McDowell, "Hegel's Idealism as Radicalization of 
Kant", and Stephen Engstr<im, "Understanding and Sensibility". 
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soning and belief, in virtue of which theoretical reasoning arrives at belief. 
This will enable us to comprehend what transpired in our discussion of in­
ference: that believing something is ans\vering the question of theoretical 
reasoning, is taking it to be something it is right to believe. In the third 
section, we will see that this entails that there is a special way of knowing 
that one believes something, which underlies the "!"-reference of her who 
thus knows. 

McDowell on Belief Explanation 

G. E. M. Anscombe defines actions as movements to which a certain sense 
of the question "why?" applies. John McDowell finds in Davidson's work 
a parallel claim about propositional attitudes: propositional attitudes are 
subject to a special form of explanation. 

The concepts of propositional attitudes have their proper home in ex­
planations of a special sort: explanations in which things are made in­
telligible by being revealed to be, or to approximate to being, as they 
rationally ought to be. ("Functionalism and Anomalous Monism", 
p.328) 

Applied to belief, this is: one explains \vhy someone believes something in 
the intended way by revealing her to believe something she rationally 
ought to believe. McDowell says the concept of belief has its "proper 
home" in this kind of explanation. He means it depends on it for its sense: 
no one possesses the concept who does not employ it in this form of ex­
planation. So, such explanations do not just explain beliefs; rather, one ap­
prehends what one explains as an act of belief by bringing it under this 
form of explanation. Therefore \\'e call it a belief explanation: an explana­
tion that, in virtue of its form, represents its object as an act of belief. 

McDowell says, a belief explanation of why someone believes some­
thing gives a cause that reveals her to believe something she ought to be­
lieve. Now an imperative-an "ought", a "should", a gerundive--sub­
sumes its object under a normative measure. McDowell identifies the 
relevant order by the adverb "rationally": the order to which a belief ex­
planation represents its object as conforming is an order of reason. This 
tells us little. It is a way of saying that this style of explaining why someone 
believes something gives a reason for believing it. Anscombe was right in 
finding a parallel account of action explanation not illuminating. In order 
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to articulate McDowell's claim, we mllst seek the principle of the system 
of answers to the question "why?" of belief explanation. Then we can 
name that principle "reason". 

In "Functionalism and Anomalous Monism", McDowell confines his 
attention to "the order of what follows from what", which he says is a part 
of the order of reason: if p follows from q, then someone who believes q 
ratiomllty ought to believe p. We saw in the preceding section that the 
order of inference is not self-standing; determining what to believe by 
joining belief to belief according to this order does not on its own provide 
a sense of the question it addresses. Rather, inference is governed by an 
order to which one conforms in acts of believing that something is the 
case that manifest a power of knowledge. McDowell's "ought" of reason, 
then, as it pertains to belief, subsumes its object under the measure of the­
oretical reasoning, of reasoning about what to believe. So the system of 
forms of answering the question "why?" of belief explanation is the system 
of forms of answering the question what to believe. 

This is no surprise. It follows from the inner nexus of theoretical rea­
soning and belief. Theoretical reasoning arrives at belief. Even where it re­
mains idle, it is the kind of reasoning to issue in its subject's believing 
something. When my reasoning is efficacious in this way, then I not only 
take p to be something it is right to believe because __ ; rather, I believe it 
because __ . As theoretical reasoning issues in belief, something in the 
light of which someone determines p to be something it is right to believe 
must be capable of explaining why she believes it; what figures as ground 
in her "It is right to believe that p because __ " must be the kind of thing 
to be given as cause in "She believes that p because __ ". This character­
izes a kind of reasoning: theoretical reasoning, which arrives at belief. 
Now, we can turn the formula around and read it as describing a kind of 
explanation: what explains in the intended way why someone believes 
something must be capable of being a ground on which she determines it 
to be something it is right to believe. This specifies a system of answers to 
a question "why?", that is, a form of explanation; the system of kinds of 
causes that defines this form is the system of ways of ascertaining what to 
believe. A form of explanation so defined is belief explanation: what is ex­
plained in this way is thereby apprehended to be an act of belief. As be­
lieving that something is the case is the kind of act that may spring from 
reasoning about what to believe, a condition by which reasoning is abOllt 
what to believe is, inverted, a condition by which explanation is of belief. 
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Thus the same system which, seen from one side, is the system of answers 
to the question "what to believe?" of theoretical reasoning is, seen from 
the other side, the system of answers to the question "why?" of belief ex­
planation. 

McDowell gives the following description of belief explanation: that 
which explains why someone believes something in the intended way re­
veals it to be something it is right to believe. By con.trast, our reflections 
suggest this account: that which explains why someone believes some­
thing in the intended way is something from which she concludes that it is 
something it is right to believe. We are led to say that the cause of her be­
lie\ing that p is something on the basis of which she takes it to be some­
thing it is right to believe, whereas McDowell says the cause is something 
that shows that it is something it is right to believe. This is not the same, 
as someone may think p true on a ground that does not, in fact, reveal it 
to be true. And yet, the formulae need not describe different forms of ex­
planation. Indeed, it will turn out in Chapter 6 that they designate the 
same form of explanation. However, in the present chapter, we shall rely 
only on our apparently weaker formula. 

Theoretical Reasoning and Belief Explanation 

If the same principle unifies the modes of answering the question what to 
believe of theoretical reasoning and those of answering the question 
"why?" of belief explanation, then this must be on account of the way in 
which theoretical reasoning is involved in the causality that belief explana­
tions represent. So let us consider the role of someone 's reasoning about 
what to believe in explanations of why she believes something. When a be­
lief springs from theoretical reasoning, tllen what explains why the subject 
believes what she does is sometlling in the light of which she determines it 
to be something it is right to believe. The same item is the cause of her be­
lieving it and the ground on which she judges it to be something to be­
lieve. And it does not so happen that cause and ground come together in 
tIlis way. Rather, this describes the form of belief explanation, or the kind 
of causality, to which belief as belief is subject. 

By contrast, consider a case in which tlle cause of a belief and the basis 
on which its subject judges it true come together per accidens. Let llS sup­
pose that Julia is disposed to believe that J llstllS is in the garden whenever 
she hears her cat purring. (We are supposing for the sake of argument that 
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the notion of such a disposition is coherent. Later we shall argue that it is 
not.) It may be that she knmvs of her disposition and, moreover, is of the 
opinion that acts of it are likely to be true. So she believes that Justus is in 
the garden because she hears her cat purring, and she thinks that this 
speaks in favor of thinking that Justus is in the garden. Now, while the ex­
planation of why she represents Justus in terms of her disposition explains 
a belief, it is Dot a belief explanation. It is not through giving an explana­
tion of this sort that I apprehend what I explain as a belief. This is clear 
from the fact that explanations of the same form may explain what is no 
belief. We might have stipulated that Julia is disposed to imagine Justus in 
the garden whenever her cat is purring. 

It is obvious what is missing. We have set things up in such a way that 
the causal nexus exists independently of the subject's determining it to be 
right to believe the proposition in question in the light of the cause. The 
causality manifests a disposition of association, which operates independ­
ently of its subject's recognizing a truth connection of the propositions. 
The eat's purring gives rise to Julia's belief that Justus is in the garden no 
matter whether Julia takes it to be a ground for thinking it true that Justus 
is in the garden. By contrast, a belief explanation "She thinks Justus is in 
the garden because her cat is purring" is true only if she thinks it right to 
believe that Justus is in the garden on the ground that her cat is purring. 

A belief explanation "She believes p because she believes q" is true only 
if the subject tllinks that p follows from q. Something analogous holds of 
belief explanations that represent its object as an act of a power of recep­
tive knowledge. Someone who perceives that sometluog is the case is in a 
position to tell how things stand with an object in virtue of being sensorily 
affected by it. Now, suppose someone is disposed to believe that such­
and-such is the case whenever an object affects her senses in a certain 
manner. (Again, let us suppose that the notion of such a disposition is co­
herent.) In an act of this disposition, she believes that p because she has 
been suitably affected. Clearly, this is no belief explanation. I do not byex­
plaining something in this manner apprehend it to be a belief. Something 
that is not a belief may be explained in like manner. We might try adding 
that the subject thinks that the affection of her senses affords her knowl­
edge. Then she belie\'es that p because her senses have been suitably af­
fected, and, in addition, she thinks that it is right to believe that p given 
that she has been so affected. But adding this does not change the form of 
the explanation. Her thought remains external to the causality, as the dis-
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position still operates independently of her recognition that its act con­
forms to a normative measure. By contrast, a beJiefexplanatiotl "She be­
lieves that p because she perceives it" is true only of someone who thinks 
she knows, through the sensory affection by the object, that this is how 
things stand with it. Believing something because one perceives it in this 
sense of "because" is thinking that one acquires knowledge by means of 
the senses. 

Belief explanation and explanation by associative disposition differ in this 
way: she who believes something through the operation of a disposition of 
association may think its act is true (or likely to be true). But the causality 
of the disposition does not depend on her thinking this; her thinking this 
normative thought is no part of the sense of explanations in terms of the 
disposition. By contrast, she who believes something because __ , when 
tins is a belief explanation, deternlines what she believes to be something it 
is right to believe. It is not a second thought appended to the explanation 
that she, in the light of the given cause, determines to be true what she be­
lieves on account of that cause. That is contained in the explanation. In the 
case ofJulia, "She believes that p because __ " represents an independent 
reality of "She reasons that it is true that p because __ ". We might con­
tend that there are empirical reasons for supposing that, whenever the 
former state of affairs obtains, the latter does so as well. We may even hy­
pothesize that the relevant disposition, triggered by __ , issues not only 
in her believing that p, but in addition in her thinking it right to believe p 
because __ . (We might find it difficult to explain why we should have any 
confidence in this hypothesis.) None of this will turn the explanation into a 
belief explanation. If the "because" is the "because" of belief explanation, 
then it is not an empirical fact that she who believes that p because __ 
takes it that it is right to believe this on the ground that __ . A true belief 
explanation "She believes that p because __ " represents the same reality 
as the description of her theoretical reasoning, "She takes it to be right to 
think that p because __ ". The causality and her reasoning have not come 
together per accidens. Rather, her reasoning is the causal nexus. 

We said theoretical reasoning arrives at belief. And we noted that this 
requires that a ground on which someone may take such-and-such to be 
something it is right to believe must be the kind of thing to explain why 
she believes it. In fact, the nexus of theoretical reasoning and belief ex­
planation is tighter than this. A belief explanation, "She believes that p 
because __ ", is true only if the subject thinks, "It is right to believe that 
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p because __ ". If someone believes that p because __ , and this is a 
belief explanation, then her reasoning that it is right to believe that p be­
cause __ is the causal nexus that the explanation represents. A belief 
thus explained is its subject's answer to the question what to believe. 
Hence, in the logically fundamental case, theoretical reasoning concludes 
itl an act of belief We may suppose for the sake of argument that it is pos­
sible that someone thinks it is right to believe p without believing it, or 
while believing it on account of a cause whose causality does not involve 
her reasoning about what to believe. That was so in the case ofJulia, who 
believed that Justus was in the garden on account of an associative dispo­
sition, and also thought it right to believe that Justus was in the garden. 
Her thinking it right to believe that Justus was in the garden was a dis­
tinct reality from her believing it. But if someone's believing something 
can be given a belief explanation, then it is not per accidens that the 
ground on which she thinks it is something to believe is the cause of her 
believing it. This identity defines the relevant causality. And then her be­
lieving it and her thought that it is something it is right to believe are the 
same reality. 

Empiricist Objections to This Account of Belief Explanation 

Someone who believes p because she believes q, when this is a belief ex­
planation, thinks that p follows from q. We said that her apprehending the 
truth connection of p and q is the causality that the explanation represents. 
Adapting a phrase of Davidson's that we quoted in the preceding chapter, 
we can say that beliefs cause beliefs through a course of theoretical rea­
soning. It may be hard to resist the temptation to take this to mean that 
the subject's grasp of the truth connection is a further cause: she believes 
that p because sh~ believes, first, that q and, secondly, that p follows from 
q. It is obvious that this is vain. We cannot rule out that the explanation 
describes the causality of an associative disposition by expanding the con­
tent of the explaining belief. And it is useless to require, further, that the 
subject believe p because she believes q and believes If q, then p in a way 
that involves her recognizing, on such grounds, that it is right to believe 
p, or, in Korsgaard's words, that she believe p through "her own recogni­
tion of the appropriate conceptual connection", and that her belief ex­
press "her own mental activity". For, either the activity is a further cause 
and we are launched on a regress, or it is the causality and then the ma-
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neuver is not needed, as it was necessary only because we sought to do 
without the notion ofa causality of thought. In tact, when we give a belief 
explanation and say someone believes that p because she believes that q, 
we give the complete cause. Ifwe add that she thinks that p follows from q, 
we do not give a further cause, but specity the kind of causality or, equiv­
alently, the form of our explanation. As the concept of intentional action, 
so does the concept of belief signity not special c~uses, but a kind of 
causality. 

Again, our proposal must appear absurd to someone who holds that 
"thinking" everywhere refer~ to a mental process. But when we say that 
someone thinks that p follows from q, or thinks she knmvs that p through 
the affection of her senses, we do not contend that such phrases are oc­
curring to her. What we say is not disproved if nothing like that happens. 
We are not speaking of mental occurrences; indeed, we are not speaking 
of anything going on, no matter where. That she thinks such thoughts 
may manifest itself in various ways, one of which is her saying to herself, 
"q entails p, so ... ". It may be necessary that thinking can appear in this 
and other ways. But thinking is not identical with any of its appearances. 

We say with Davidson tllat "She believes p because she believes q" gives 
a cause. For, it not only says that she believes p and q and takes the latter 
to support the former. It says that q is the ground on which she believes 
that p, which is a causal locution. But Davidson spoils this insight by the 
way in which he deploys it in arguing for his Anomalous Monism. He ar­
rives at tlle latter doctrine by conjoining the above insight with the thesis 
that, although the word "cause" has a sense independent of any form of 
explanation, a particular form of explanation bears a privileged relation to 
causality in the sense tllat terms of a causal nexus necessarily are the object 
of a true explanation of that form. This privileged form of explanation 
subsumes events as cause and effect under a strict law of the kind discov­
ered in certain areas of physics. It follows that, as anything joined in a 
causal nexus, so do the terms of belief explanations fall under such laws, 
albeit under different concepts, i.e., not as beliefs. However, Davidson's 
own description of belief explanation gives the lie to this. He says that be­
lief explanations give a cause in the light of which the subject considers 
what she believes on account of it as something it is right to believe. As is 
clear from his discussion of "deviant causal chains", he does not think it 
suffices tllat cause and ground be identical per accidens. Nor could he, for 
he wants the condition to capture the idea that the explanation rational-



94 I Self-Consciousness 

izes what it explains, which it does not do when the identity of calise and 
ground is accidental. But that the cause is the subject's ground, not per 
accidens but in virtue of the kind of cause that it is, means that her grasp 
of the truth connection constitutes the causality of that cause. Then the 
causal nexus of "She thinks p because she thinks q" cannot be the object 
of an explanation in terms of, say, laws of chemistry or physics applied to 
the brain, as neither chemistry nor physics study causal relations that con­
sist in thinking. One cannot conceptually tie causality to explanation by 
strict laws and yet appreciate that, in belief explanation, as Davidson puts 
it, "causality is linked to the normative demands of rationality" P 

Davidson's idea that the terms of belief explanations figure under 
different concepts in explanations that subsume events under physical laws 
cannot be made to fit with his own account of belief explanation. But we 
can independently disprove the idea by attending to tl,e form of tempo­
rality of belief. Ifbelief explanations give causes, which surely they do, then 
it is false that a causal nexus as such links event to event. For, believing that 
something is the case is a temporally unlimited act. It is no event; events 
are limited, they have an end. "She believes that p because she believes that 
q", a causal explanation for sure, does not signify a nexus of events. It does 
not mention events. Noticing something like this, Davidson suggests that 
there are events in the offing, namely tl,e "onslaught" of a belief: a transi­
tion from not believing that sometlling is the case to belie\ing that it is. 1M 

And of course there are such transitions. But tl,ey are not the terms of be­
lief explanations. "She believes that p because she believes that q" does not 
say that her coming to believe that p was caused by her coming to believe 
that q. Suppose I do not know when she came to believe that p, and 
whether tl,at was before or after she came to believe that q. Then I should 
be unable to declare ,vith any confidence that she believes that p because 
she believes that q. In fact I need not inquire into her psychological history 
in order to give the explanation. My explanation does not rest on historical 
knowledge because it is not about the past. It is a present tense statement, 
it speaks of what is now, which "now" is neither that ofa state nor that of 
a movement, but the "now" of a temporally unlimited act. The same holds 
of "She believes that p because she perceived it", which is a causal explana­
tion. If the explanation is true, then she came to believe tl,at p through 

17. "Replies to Essays", p. 246. 
18. "Actions, Reasons, Causes", p. 12. 
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being affected by the object of her thought. But the explanation does not 
represent an event, a sensory affection, as causing a further e\'ent, an on­
slaught of thinking. It represents the subject's believing that p as an act of 
a power to gain knowledge by means of the senses, which act is temporally 
unlimited and no event at all. 

In the preceding subsection, we left it open tor the sake of argument 
whether the notion of a disposition to believe something (or to come to 
believe it) whenever one believes something else (or has come to believe 
it), or suffers certain impressions, is coherent. We now see that it is inco­
herent if, as we may suppose, a disposition in this context is meant to un­
derlie a causal nexus of events in the following way: when something is 
disposed to do A whenever something else does B to it, and now some­
thing has done B to it, then this was the cause of its doing A, if its doing 
A actualized the disposition. We cannot substitute "believe that p" for 
"do A" in this schema; believing that something is the case has a different 
logical form from an act of such a disposition. Thus we must reject what 
\Villiam Alston propounds as a matter of course: 

A given psyche at a given time has a number of relatively fixed dispo­
sitions to go from a certain input (beliefs or experiences or a combi­
nation thereof) to a belief output with a content that is a more or less 
determinate function of relevant characteristics of the input. (The Re­

liability of Sense Perception, pp. 4-5) 19 

Nothing could be further from the truth. Believing that something is the 
case is logically unfit to be the object of dispositions of association, from 
which we must conclude that beliefs are terms of a different kind of 
causality. The concept of cause is abstract; in belief explanations, we are 
dealing ,\lith a specific modification of it. The relevant causality consists in 
a thought of the subject linking its terms. 

Belief and Self-Consciousness 

Beliefs fall under a form of explanation, belief explanation, such that she 
whose belief is thus explained takes the believed proposition to be some­
thing it is right to believe on the ground of the given cause. We shall argue 

19. On these pages, Alston is not arguing ti,r what he claims in the quoted passage. He is 
introducing his topic, the reliability of "ways (modes, habits, mechanisms ... ) of belief fi:lr­
mation" (p.4). According to our retlections, there is 110 such topic. 
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that this entails that she, the believing subject, by being this subject, is 
equipped to give this explanation. From this it follows that she expresses 
this explanation of why she believes something by means of a first person 
pronoun. In giving the explanation, she states knowledge not from ob­
serving what she believes, but from ascertaining what to believe, and this 
way of knowing defines the first person reference of a subject of beliefs. 
Such is the inner nexus of self-consciousness, belief, and theoretical rea­
soning. 

The First PerS01J Nature of Belief Explanation 

When someone believes p because she believes q, and this is a belief expla­
nation, she thinks that p follows from q and therefore is something it is 
right to believe. Analogously, someone who believes something because 
she perceived it thinks she knows through the object's affecting her senses 
how things stand with that object. These thoughts are not causes of her 
belief, but the causality of its cause. Now consider the subject herself, ex­
plaining "I believe that p because __ ", and reasoning "It is right to be­
lieve that p because __ ". The latter thought, her theoretical reasoning, 
is the causal nexus that the former thought, her explanation, represents. So 
it appears that she thinks two thoughts, the one representing her as 
thinking the other. In fact, her thinking the thought that represents the 
causality is her thinking the thought that is the causality. We can see this 
from both sides of the equation. (Our argument here is analogous to that 
by which we established the parallel claim about action explanation.) 

Like "Fregean predication", "belief explanation" describes a form, and 
the normative thought of the believing subject characterizes that form. 
When we say that the subject thinks this thought, we describe the logical 
form of the terms of a belief explanation in the same way in which we de­
scribe the form of the elements of a Fregean predication when we say it 
conjoins object and concept. Being an object is being of such a logical na­
ture as to be a subject of Fregean predications. In the same way, the sub­
ject's thinking "It is right to believe that p because __ " is that on ac­
count of which the terms of that normative thought bear the logical 
nature to be joined in a belief explanation. Or again, apprehending 
someone as thinking Fa, we apprehend a to be constituted in such a way 
as to be thought in this manner; we apprehend it to be an object. Analo­
gOllsly, apprehending someone as thinking "She believes p becallse she be-
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lieves q"', we apprehend the terms of the explanation as constituted in 
such a way as to be thought according to that form; and now that is, we 
apprehend the relevant propositions as joined by the subject in her theo­
retical reasoning. So the relevant normative thought of that subject is not 
part of the content of the explanation, not something the explanation as­
serts exists in addition to the belief and its cause. Rather, it is by virtue of 
that thought that these have the logical shape to figure in this form of ex­
planation. Now return to the subject herself, thinking "I believe that p be­
cause __ " and "It is right to believe that p because __ ". Representing 
her as thinking the former, we represent her as thinking the latter, as her 
thinking the latter constitutes the logical character of the terms of her 
former thought. Hence, there is no representing her as thinking "I believe 
that p because __ " without representing her as thinking "It is right to 
believe that p because __ ", which means that there is but one thought 
she is represented as thinking. 

Conversely, consider someone's thinking that it is right to believe that p 
because '1, when her thinking this is the causality of a true belief explana­
tion. That her thought constitutes the causal nexus of her believing that p 
and her believing that qdoes not characterize the content of that thought, 
nor is it an empirical fact that someone who thinks it is right to believe 
that p because q can be expected to believe that p because she believes that 
'1. Rather, that she believes that p because she believes that '1 is a feature of 
the form of her thought that it is right to think that p because q. It char­
acterizes the manner in which she conjoins p and '1 in thinking this. But 
then we cannot distinguish her thinking "I believe that p because I believe 
that '1" from her thinking "It is right to believe that p because '1". The 
former phrase puts into words the form of the latter, the manner in which 
its elements are conjoined. It stands to it as "a is an object falling under 
the concept of being F" stands to "Fa". These phrases do not express dis­
tinct thoughts. 

If the subject's "I believe that p because __ " expresses a true belief 
explanation, then it expresses the same thought as her "It is right to be­
lieve that p because __ ". We know from the preceding section that this 
is a thought the subject thinks if the explanation is true, for it is the 
causality 'that the explanation represents. So if a belief has a true explana­
tion of this kind, then its subject is in a position to give this explanation. 
The causality of the explanation contains the subject's representatio1'1 of this 

'Very causality. Therefore, such an explanation, given by the subject, saris-
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fies our formula offirst person knowledge: the subject is able to give it by 
being its object. Belief explanations by the believing subject are unmediated 
first person thoughts. Consider, by contrast, an explanation that repre­
sents the causality of an associative disposition. We imagined Julia, who 
thinks of Justus in the garden whenever she hears her cat purring. On a 
given day, she thinks ofJusrus because she heard her cat purring, mani­
festing this disposition. Julia may know of her disposition, and she may 
explain her thinking of}ustus by it. But she need not be able to give that 
explanation in order for the causal nexus to hold. The disposition may op­
erate behind her back. Here, subject and object of the explanation are 
identical only per accidens, wherefore the form of the explanation leaves 
room for a separate judgment, separate from the explanation, repre­
senting the identity. By contrast, if someone gives a belief explanation of 
why she believes that such-and-such is the case, then the identity of sub­
ject and object of the explanation follows from its form. Therefore, there 
is no space for a separate identity judgment, and the explanation is an un­
mediated first person thought. For, by nominal definition, a first person 
thought is a manner of thinking of an object such that the thinking sub­
ject is the object of which she thinks. As the form of belief explanation 
fixes it that it satisfies this description when it is given by the subject, its 
first person character is a feature ofits own form and not extended to it by 
way of an identity judgment. 

The Way of Knowing Actualized in First Person Belief Explanation 

We seek to explain the sense of first person reference. In the first chapter, 
we argued that this requires describing ways of knowing acts of which are 
unmediated first person thoughts. It is easy to state in the abstract the 
condition that picks out such ways of knowing: when I know an object in 
a first person way, I know it by being that object. Acts of thought, prac­
tical and theoretical, appear to satisfY this condition: I know that I am 
doing something intentionally by doing it, and know that I believe some­
thing by believing it. Therefore we set out to im'estigate how actions and 
beliefs contain their subject'S knowledge of themselves. It is worthy of 
note that the difficulty docs 'lot lie with realizing that the representation 
of one's own beliefs is first personal or, equivalently, that it is by believing 
something that one knows that one believes it. Rather, the difficulty is to 
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understand how this is, i.e., on account of what in the nature of belief a 
subject of beliefs is self-conscious.20 John Searle, e.g., says that the way in 
which one knows one's conscious mental states cannot be conceived on 
the model of sense perception because a conscious state is identical with 
its subject's consciousness of it. 

Where conscious subjectivity is concerned, there is no distinction be­
tween the observation and the thing observed, between the percep­
tion and the object perceived. The model of vision works on the pre­
supposition that there is a distinction between the thing seen and the 
seeing of it. But for "introspection" there is simply no way to make 
this separation. Any introspection J have of my own conscious state is 
itself this mental state. (The Rediscovery of the Mind, p.97) 

This is good, as a starting point. If we call the power of knowing some­
tiling in a first person way "introspection", then introspection differs from 
sense perception in that its acts are identical with their object. This is a 
negative description of that way of knowing: it is not an act of knowing 
through sensory affection. As knowing through sense perception is 
knowing in the way that supports demonstrative reference to the object 
thus known, this means that the relevant representation is not demonstra­
tive. And indeed, first person reference is not a kind of demonstrative ref­
erence. But an account of first person reference must say more than that. 
It must explain the identity of first person knmvledge with its object, 
which is its first person character. 

An account of how I know that J believe something when I know it in 
a way that satisfies the first person knowledge formula, i.e., know that I 
believe something by believing it, can only come from an inquiry into the 
nature of belief. And since the concept of belief signifies a form of 
thought, belief explanation, the account must transpire from a description 
of this form. So it does. A belief explanation "I believe p because __ " 
gives a cause from which the subject concludes that it is right to believe 
what she believes on account of it. This is so not per accidens, but rather 

20. It is sometimes denied that a subject's representation of her own beliefS is first per­
sonal, as when it is said to be a meta-representation. But this can be held only out of despair 
over the task of understanding the idea of a reality that contains its own representation, i.e., 
the idea of a 5e U:consciou5 su b ject. 
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characterizes the causality of the cause, or the form of the explanation. 
Now, we found that the conclusion of the subject, "It is right to believe 
that p", expresses the same thought as the "I believe that p" of her belief 
explanation. This shows how she knows that she believes p: the cause of 
her believing it is at the same time, and not per accidens, a ground on 
which she thinks that she should, or, equivalently, that she does, believe it. 
So the cause of a belief explanation is, as such, the ratio essendi and the 
subject's ratio cognoscendi of its effect. Her explanation, being identical 
with her theoretical reasoning, expresses knowledge that she believes 
something, and why, that comes not from the senses, but from thought. 
She knows that she believes p not from observing that she believes tllis, 
but from reasoning about what to believe. 

In order to explain first person reference of a subject of beliefs, we must 
describe a way of knowing such that knowing that someone believes 
something in this way is knowing tllat one oneself believes it. That way of 
knO\ving will not leave room for a separate judgment that one oneself is 
tlle object of which one thus knows; first person thoughts about what is 
known in this way \vill be identification-free. The way of knowing we de­
scribed, knmving that one believes sometlling by reasoning about what to 
believe, satisfies this condition, since it is knowledge one has by being its 
object. If! know that someone believes something by concluding that it is 
something it is right to believe, then I know that I believe it; I need not 
recognize a person. This idea was put forth by Gareth Evans: 

In making a self-ascription of belief, one's eyes are, so to speak, or 
occasionally literally, directed outward-upon the world. If someone 
asks me "Do you think tllere is going to be a third world war?", I 
must attend, in answering him, to precisely the same outward phe­
nomena as I would attend to if I were answering the question "Will 
there be a third world war?" I get myself in a position to answer the 
question whether I believe that p by putting into operation whatever 
procedure I ha\'e for answering the question whether p. (The Varieties 
of Reftrmce, p. 225) 

When I know that someone believes that p from ascertaining that p is true, 
then I know that I believe that p. This way of knowing constitutes the 
sense of first person reference of a subject of beliefs. 

In the preceding chapter, we quoted G. E. M. Anscombe's discontent 
with the "contemplative conception of knowledge", according to which 
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knowledge, as such, is of an independent object.21 It is characteristic of the 
empiricist tradition in epistemology and the philosophy of mind that it 
thinks it the highest possibility of thought to lay hold of objects that exist 
independently, as though thought were powerless to be the principle of 
the existence of its objects. It is impossible to understand first person 
tllOught without giving up this conception of knowledge, for unmediated 
first person knowledge is distinguished by the fact tlut, here, the thing 
known is not a reality tlut is independent ofthe knowledge of it. Belief, or 
theoretical thought, is a reality that includes its subject's knowledge of it, 
which knowledge therefore is unmediated first person knowledge. For, 
beliefs essentially figure in belief explanations, and it defines this form of 
explanation that, if a belief can be explained in tllis way, its subject is in a 
position thus to explain it. Her knowledge that and why she believes what 
she does, which she expresses in giving the explanation, is not a separate 
existence from what it represents. It includes and is included in the reality 
of which it is knowledge.22 

21. The attempt to accommodate first person knowledge within a contemplative concep· 
tion of knowledge inevitably leads to the postulation of queer ti'rms of vision, "a ver)' queer 
and special sort of seeing eye in the middle of the acting", as G. E. M. Anscombe put it. Di­
eter Henrich's work on self-consciousness is an example. He writes: "The I must [ ... ] in 
sdt:consciousness be aware of itself. [ ... ] It must [ ... ] be capable of asserting with cer-
tainty that, in self-consciousness, it is known to itselt: [ ... ] As is weU known, this certainty 
is infallible, instantaneous and beyond any doubt. [ ... ) It [the question, "Who, reaU~', am 
I?"] presupposes that the question "Is this I, of which I am aware, really my I?", has already 
been answered." ("SelbstbewuBtsein und spekulatives Denken", p. 144.) Henrich speaks of 
an I of which I am aware, This awareness is like sense perception in that un mediated judg­
ments based on it are demllnstrative: I refer to the object of my awareness as "this I". It £1)1-
lows that I need to identitY the object of which 1 am aware with the subject who is aware of 
it in order to arrive at a first person thought. I need to ascertain, that is, that the 1 of which 
I am aware is my lor, shorter (assuming that I am my I), that I am this I. Now, Henrich ob­
serves that it appears that 1 cannot tilil in my recognition of a certain I as myself. I cannot 
mistake an I that is not mine for my 1. My thought that a certain I (the I of which I am 
aware) is my I is immune to error; it is infallible, beyond any doubt, and surdy has many 
more astounding characteristics. Self-consciousness is an act of a faculty of awareness that is 
unlike sense perception in that it is not liable to erroneous identification of its object with 
something it is not. Here is a queer sort ohision. 

22. It may again be thought that this must signil)' that the speech act "I bdie\'e p" is per­
formative in the sense that saying that I believe something makes it rhe case that I do. On 
some '';ews, this would show that the speech act does not express knowledge, a fi>rtiori not 
knowledge contained in what is known_ But it is not true [hat saying, sincerely, that ( believe 
something makes it the case that I do. There are variollS ways in which that may tail to be the 
case. Suppose, e.g., I say "1 believe this tomato is ripe". It may be that there is no tomato 
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The "modern", i.e., empiricist, conception of knowledge is linked up 
with the notion that a statement of known fact can bear no normative sig­
nificance. Unmediated first person thoughts, because they express knowl­
edge from reasoning about what to do and believe, have a normative sense; 
this distinguishes them from thoughts about objects given through the 
senses, which are contemplative knowledge. When I give a belief explana­
tion why I believe something and say, "I believe that p because __ ", I de­
termine what it is right to believe. I not only describe myself, but position 
myselfvis-a-vis a normative order. This normative significance of first person 
thought is irreducible. It cannot be explained by decomposing the thought 
into a descriptive and an evaluative component. In the following passage, 
Wittgenstein meditates on this idea: 

"When I say 'I believe ... ', I really describe my own state of 
mind,-but here, this description indirectly asserts the fact believed." 
Just as I might describe a photograph in order to describe that of 
which it is an image.-But then I must be able to say that the photo­
graph is a good image. And hence also: "I believe that it is raining, 
and my belief is reliable, hence, 1 am relying on it." (Philosophische 
Untersuchungm,2:x) 

Wittgenstein's interlocutor thinks that a first person judgment "I be­
lieve ... " is composed of two parts. On the one hand, I say that I am in a 
state that represents or pictures something, as does a photograph. In so 
describing myself, 1 do not speak to the question whether things are as I 
picture them; I merely say how things stand with myself. On the other 
hand, I claim to believe something it is right to believe, or true. I assert 
that my belief correctly depicts its object as a faitllful photograph does. 
This reduction of the normative sense of first person thought reduces to 
absurdity. If the first person representation ofbelie~ reduced to a descrip­
tive and an evaluative component, then neither would their subject fall 
under the concept of belief, nor would she have thoughts about what to 

where I think I see one; then I do not, using the sentence "This tomato is ripe", express a 
thought. If there is no tomato where I believe I see one, then there is no tomato with respect 
to which my putative demonstrative thought could be true or tidse. Hence, there is no such 
thought. I express nothing using the words "This tomato is ripe" (using them in the way in 
which they are ordinarily used and in which I intend to use them), and thus believe nothing 
that would be expressed by these words. Consequently, I do not know that I believe some­
thing these words would express. 
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believe. For, the concept of belief depends on belief explanation: someone 
falls under this concept only if she figures in explanations of this form. 
And when she does, she is able to explain why she believes what she does 
in this way, and then her thought that she believes it has the described 
normative significance. If first person thoughts could be decomposed into 
a description of a state of mind and an assessment of this state, then the 
description could not be true, for the subject would not fall under the 
concept of belief that allegedly describes her state. Neither could she 
frame the alleged assessment, for, as she does not possess the concept of 
belief, she does not think about what to believe. The normative sense of 
first person thought is irreducible; we cannot isolate its descriptive from 
its evaluative meaning without dissolving the putative components.23 

We have uncovered an inner nexus of self-consciousness and belief. Be­
liefs essentially figure in explanations that, in virtue of their form, she who 
is the object of the explanation is in a position to give and that she there­
fore expresses by the first person pronoun. Someone who falls under the 
concept of belief brings herself under it in first person thought.24 Ac­
quiring the power of theoretical thought and belief is acquiring the con­
cept of belief and with it the power of first person thought. It has been 
held that the concept of belief belongs to a folk science, which is bound to 
be replaced by a scientific theory that "viii employ more advanced con­
cepts. This idea is sometimes conjoined ,,\-ith the promise that this future 
theory will deepen our self-knowledge. However, the idea implies that 
first person thought is a prescientific form of thought that will be aban­
doned by a more developed culture. Pretending that we can make sense of 

23. In A Study of Concepts, Christopher Peacocke asks whether the concept of belief is 
compatible with the "naturalistic world-\'iew", which he defines by the assumption that "any 
truth is supervenient on purely descriptive truths" ~pp.125-129). It t()lIows trom this as­
sumption that unmediated first person thoughts are never knowledge, as ther have an irre­
ducibly normative sense. Ifsuch a thought is true, its truth does not supervene on purely de­
scriptive truths. Peacocke and the naturalistic worldview assume that first person thought is 
not objecti\'e1y valid. But we cannot rest our philosophy on an assumption that excludes our­
sel\·es from what is real. 

24. Donald Davidson maintains that a belie\'ing subject as such possesses the concept of 
helief("Thought and Talk", p.170). He does not pause to meditate on the fi)l\owing conse­
quence of his claim: that the concept of beJic:f essentially figures in first person thought. 
(Davidson's claim is true of the concept of belief that applies to subjects of theoretical rea­
soning. It is pertectlr irrelevant that the word "belkf" may be employed to signify a 
diftercnt, albeit related concept, which applies to nonrational animals, and of \"'hich the 
claim is nut true.) 
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this vision, it would follow that subjects of this culture are logically pre­
cluded from referring to themselves first personally and, hence, from pos­
sessing self-knowledge. It seems an inadequate response to the difficulties 
of a self-conscious life to hope for science to liberate lIS from self­
consciousness. First person reference and concept of belief are not part of 
an empirical theory. They figure in knowledge, not from the senses, but 
from thought. 



4 

Reason, Freedom, and 
True Materialism 

The preceding chapters described a parallel structure in the order of ac­
tion and the order of belief: and in the way in which these underwrite the 
first person reference of those who are subject to them. In this chapter, we 
shall abstract this structure and relate it to the notions of reason and 
freedom. l It is the principle thought of German Idealism that self­
consciousness, freedom, and reason are one. In our manner of developing 
it, this thesis is part of a truly materialist theory of self-consciousness. 

Self-Consciousness as Reason 

It is a venerable idea that self-consciousness and reason are internally re­
lated; it is difficult to understand. An account of self-consciousness that 
treats the concept of reason as independently understood cannot illumi­
nate the nexus of reason and self-consciousness, as it would trace too small 
a circle. A theory of self-consciousness and reason must reveal their unity 
byexhibiting their common root. This is a certain kind of order, an order 
that, in one motion, gives rise to a notion of justification that applies to 
the acts that it governs and to the power of first person thought of the 
subjects of these acts. 

An intentional action responds to the question what to do; the order 
that interprets that gerundive is the subject's practical life-form, which 
thus is internal to her actions. But actions not only fall under a practical 
life-form. An intentional action subsumes itself under its order. Doing 
something intentionally is taking it to be something to be done, where 

1. A full account of the nexus of self-consciousness and reason includes a description of 
the manner in which an order of reason sustains mutual knowledge among self-conscious 
subjects, which we shall give in Chapter 6. 

105 
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being to be done is being in accord \",;th one's practical life-form. There 
are not, on the one hand, movements falling under a practical life-form 
and, on the other hand, thoughts that bring movements under this lite­
form. A movement falling under a practical life-form is a thought that 
places this very movement under that order. In doing something inten­
tionally, I not only fall under a normative order, and I not only represent 
myself as conforming to tills order; rather, this representation and my ac­
tion are the same act. With regard to a practical life-form, falling under it 
atld bri1tgitlg oneself under itare the same. We shall call an order of which 
this holds true formally represmted. "Formally" is to signifY that its being 
represented characterizes the order ,,;th regard to its form, i.e., with re­
gard to the manner in which it relates to what it orders. 

Just as actions respond to the question what to do, so do beliefs re­
spond to the question what to believe. The normative order prm;ding the 
sense of that imperative is, by nominal definition, the truth; substantively 
characterized, it is the power of receptive knowledge of the believing sub­
ject, which is internal to her beliefs. Again, it is not merel), that, in be­
lieving something, I fall under such a measure. Rather, in believing some­
thing, I bring myself under it. I am not confronted ,vith my beliefs as a 
given reality, which I then assess in the light of the truth.2 I do not, on the 
one hand, believe something and, on the other hand, think it something it 
is right to believe. There is but one act of the intellect, which both these 
phrases describe. An act that falls under an order of knowledge is a 
thought referring this very act to that order. So in the case of an order of 
receptive knm .... ledge, too, falling under it and placing oneself under it in 
thought are one. A power of receptive knm.,rledge is formally represented. 

A practical life-form and a power of recepti\'e knowledge are formally 
represented because they sustain a certain form of explanation, or kind of 
causality. An explanation of this form gives a cause of an act fi'om which its 
subject concludes that the act conforms to the relevant order. And it is not 
per accidens that the cause of the act is identical with its subject's ground 
for thinking that it is as it should be. Rather, this identity characterizes the 
form of the explanation, the causality it represents. The explanation repre­
sents, as we put it, a causality of thought. An order is formally represented 
if and only if acts that are under it exhibit this kind of causality. For, an act 

2. Compare Richard Moran's illuminating discussion of the difference of authority from 
control, Authority IJnd Estrangemmt, chap. 4.3. 
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under an order is identical with its subject's thought that it conforms to 
that order if and only if, not per accidens, but in virtue of the causality of 
the cause of the act, her ground for thinking that she conforms to the 
order in performing the act explains why she performs it. Acts of a tor­
mally represented order exhibit a causality of thought. 

A formally represented order, sustaining a causality of thought, is a 
source of self-consciousness in subjects falling under it. Acts of such an 
order are represented by their subjects first personally. For, as we have 
seen in the preceding chapters, if the subject's thought that A is to be per­
formed because __ constitutes the causal nexus represented by the ex­
planation that she pertorms A because __ , then her reasoning that she 
should perform A because __ and her explaining that she does perform 
A because __ are one act of the mind. And then she is in a position to 
explain the act by expressing a thought that she thinks if the explanation is 
true. Her explanation satisfies the first person knowledge formula: she is 
in a position to give it by being its object. Subject and object of the expla­
nation are identical not per accidens, but in virtue of the form of the ex­
planation. It follows that the expression she deploys in stating the expla­
nation is a first person pronoun. 

Now, the same character of a normative order that is the source of the 
first person form of the representation of its acts gives rise to a concept of 
justification applying to these acts. That character is the order's being for­
mally represented, equivalently, its sustaining a causality of thought. In 
order to see this, we must first ask what justification is. Provisionally, we 
can say that a justification of something is an account that reveals, or takes 
a step toward revealing, it to be just, or as it should be; justifYing is giving 
such an account; and something is justified if and only if it has a true ac­
count of this kind. Like an imperative-a "should", a "right", a gerun­
dive-a concept of justification refers to a normative order. "Justification" 
and its cognates designate a form of concept, and we arrive at a concept 
when we interpret the above schemata by a determinate order. But not 
any order will do. A grocer might think that a good apple is shiny. Still, 
there is no such thing as justifYing an apple and no such thing as a justified 
apple. In Chapter 2, we distinguished internal from external standards. 
When the grocer thinks his apples ought to be shiny, he assesses his apples 
by an order that is external to them. He compares them Witll what he 
wants in an apple, not \vith what an apple is. An order defines a concept of 
justification only if it is internal to what falls under it. But even this does 
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not suffice. The parts and operations of a living being fall under an in­
ternal order. When someone is shortsighted, her power of vision is not as 
it should be. And when someone has caught a cold, her mucous mem­
branes did not operate as they should. The order that defines these imper­
atives is an order of health, which is internal to its phenomena; when we 
say what an eye or what mucous is, we describe what each does in the 
healthy body. Eyes and membranes may act or be, or fail to act or be, as 
they ought to according to an internal measure. Still, we do not say that 
someone's eyes or nose are, or fail to be, justified. Catching a cold differs 
from acting intentionally, and being shortsighted differs from believing 
something, in this way: catching a cold and assessing one's mucous in the 
light ofits condition of health are distinct realities, and being shortsighted 
is not a normative thought about this state of one's eyes. Here, falling 
under the order is one thing; representing it is another. If something is to 
admit of justification, it is not enough that it should fall under an internal 
order; it must manifest its subject's consciousness of this order. A phe­
nomenon admits of justification only if it falls under a normative order in 
a way that includes its subject's representatio"n of this very order. Only an 
order represented in the acts that it governs provides for a concept of jus­
tification. 

This yields the following account of justification: justifYing something is 
revealing it, or taking a step toward revealing it, to be just, the sense of 
"just" being given by a formally represented order. We encountered two 
orders, or two kinds of order, that are internal to and represented in acts 
that are subject to them: a power of receptive knowledge, internal to 
judgment and belief, and a practical life-form, internal to action and in­
tention. Both define a concept of justification. There is epistemic justifica­
tion of belief and practical justification of action; justifYing an action is re­
vealing it, or taking a step toward revealing it, to conform to one's 
practical life-form, while justifYing a belief is revealing it, or taking a step 
toward revealing it, to be an act of one's power of receptive knowledge. 

We said we comprehend the unity of self-consciousness and reason if we 
can trace them to the same root. Now it transpires that self-consciousness 
and reason are features of a formally represented order. Let us say that a 
rational being is a subject of acts that admit of justification, i.e., of acts 
that fall under an order that defines a concept of justification; let us call 
such an order an order of reason. Then we can express our result by saying 
that a formally represented order is al"I order of reason. Furthermore, an act 
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that falls under a formally represented order is identical with a thought by 
its subject that places it under this order, which thought therefore is an 
unmediated first person thought. We may put this by saying that a for­
mally represmted order is an order of self-consciouS1'less. An order of reason is 
an order of self-consciousness, and an order of self-consciousness is an 
order of reason. Or, a rational subject is self-conscious, and a self­
conscious subject is rational. Reason and self-consciousness are two sides 
of a coin; the coin is a normative order internal to and represented by the 
acts that it governs.3 

It is the principle thought of Kant and Hegel that self-consciousness and 
reason are one. And it would not be inept to characterize our efforts as an 
attempt to articulate that thought, thereby offering a way of reading these 
authors. But we must note two respects in which our results fall short ofre­
covering the full content of that principle thought. Kant and Hegel con­
ceive of reason as itself an order, which is the order of self-consciousness or, 
simply, self-consciousness. By contrast, in our reflections above, "reason" 
signifies a kind of order, not an order. We employ the notion of an order of 
reason but are not in a position to speak of the order of reason. On the one 
hand, we have not yet shown that there is only one, or the, practical life­
form and that there is only one, or the, power of receptive knowledge. But 
we shall attempt to do this in Chapter 6. On the other hand, we have not 
shown that the order of the intellect and the order of the will are the same. 

3. David VelJeman, who recognizes that an account of the concept of a reason it)r acting 
requires the specification of a measure that is internal to action and practical reasoning (The 
Possibility of PracticRI R.eason, pp. 15-16), holds that this measure is selt:knowledge. Thus he 
explains self-consciousness not as the fi>rm of the order of action, but as the content of this 
order. This is inevitable in the absence of the notion ofa causality of thought. VelJeman ap­
parently tllinks dut the idea, or, as he says, the hypothesis dut actions are distinguished by 
their special, mental causes (see "\\'hat Happens When Someone Acts?": "One is surdy en­
titled to hypothesize [ ... ] that there are mental states and events within an agent whose 
causal interactions constitute his being influenced by a reason, or his fi>rming and con­
fi)rming to an intention" [p.124].) is justified in virtue of being in accord with "our scien­
tific view of the world" (ibid., p.129). But a sound account of the nature of scientific knowl­
edge does not assign to the sciences the otnce of providing philosophy with hypothetical 
foundations. Hegel writes about the manner in which "fi>rmer metaphysics" treated the con­
cept of mechanical and final causation: "Die \'ormalige Metaphysik [ ... ] hat [ ... ] eine 
\Veltvorstellung vorausgcsetzt und sich bemiiht zu zeigen, daB der cine oder der andere: Be­
griff auf sic passe und der entgegengesetzte mangelhaft sci, weil er sich nicht aus ihm erk­
laren lasse." (Wisse1lJchaft der Logik, \'01. 2, p.182.) This is an accurate description ofa large 
part of current philosophy of mind and action. 
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This means that we lack an account of the unity of theoretical and practical 
reason and with it of the unity of the subject of action and belief. This gap 
we shall not be able to fill within this treatise. 

Self-Consciousness as Freedom 

A certain sort of freedom, the sort also named "autonomy" or "spontaneity", 
appears to require self-consciousness in the subject of such freedom, and that 
sort of freedom must have something to do with reason. If this is right, then 

an accou nt of the unity of self-consciousness and reason \\ill shed light on the 
idea of freedom, or autonomy, or spontaneity. OUf account does that. First, as 

Kant says, the concept of freedom designates a kind of causality. The relevant 
kind is the one we have described: a causality of thought, sustained by a for­
mally represented, rational and self-conscious, order. This explains the n'3.di­
tional doctrine that freedom is a character not only of acts of the will, but 
equally of acts of the intellect. The docnine has been re"ived recently, but 
continues to meet with puzzlement.4 Our reflections allow us to state it in a 

manner in which it should no longer seem puzzling. Secondly, our account of 
the nexus of self-consciousness and reason yields an interpretation of Kant's 
equation of being autonomous with being under laws of reason. The equation 
has seemed incredible to contemporary philosophers who seek to follow Kant 
in assigning autonomy a central place in their account of reason. They do not 
see how autonomy can consist in being under laws, as opposed to above 
them, wherefore they read Kant as claiming that self-conscious, rational sub­
jects instinlte tlle norms to which they are bound and in this way ground their 

authority. But it is hard to see how the authority of a law could spring from an 
act of imposition, which in turn would have to be lawless and arbitrary. By 
contrast, we shall expound an account of autonomy according to which, 
being subject to reason, a self-conscious subject is subject to notlling that is 
not, in a sense we shall explain, herself. Kant's equation of being subject to 
one's own laws and being subject to laws of reason is sound. Finally, the nexus 
of self-consciousness and freedom )ields an abstract description of the way of 
knowing that underlies the first person reference of a rational subject: un­
mediated first person knowledge of such a subject is knowledge not from re­
cepti\.ity, but from spontaneity. 

4. For the revival compare, e.g., the work of Wilfrid Sellars, John McDowell, Robert 
Brandom; fi,r the puzzlement, e.g., David Owens, Reastlll ,rithout Freedom. 
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Freedom as a Kind of Causality-of the Will and of the Intellect 

Some authors claim that I am free if my movements are caused by my be­
liefs and desires, presumably because, in this case, I am doing what I want 
to do and am doing it because I want to do it. What else can freedom 
be?5 But I may be doing A because I want to do B and believe that doing 
A is a means of doing B, and yet fail to exercise freedom in doing A. Re­
member him who falls ill because he wants to lose weight, develops 
symptoms from his depression over his failure, on account of which he 
loses weight. His falling ill is not an act of freedom. And he is no freer if, 
in addition to his desire to lose weight, there is among the psychic causes 
of his decline a belief that he will lose weight on account of this desire. 
(Such a belief could quite conceivably deepen his depression and aggra­
vate the symptoms.) Someone who is doing something because __ 
manifests freedom not if exalted things follow the "because", but if and 
only if the "because" bears a certain sense. Freedom is not a matter of 
what explains the movement, but a character of the manner in which it is 
explained. An action is free if its explanation exhibits a certain form, the 
form we described in Chapter 2. When an action can be explained in this 
way, then its subject's thought that she is doing something it is good to 
do as it brings her closer to a certain finite end, or as circumstances reveal 
it to manifest a certain infinite end, is not a further cause, but the 
causality. The idea of freedom is the idea of an act that exhibits a causality 
of thought. 

If the concept of a causality of thought is not available, being free nec­
essarily is misconstrued as being caused to move by certain psychic states 
or events, with unlimited space for debate over their kind and content, for 
this then is the only alternative to the absurd view that being free is being 
not determined by anything.6 It is undetermined, let us suppose, whether 
a rabbit running across a field will pass to the left or to the right of a tree 
in its path or whether a rock rolling over a peak rising in its way ,"viii be de­
flected to the left or to the right. Neither the rabbit nor the rock manifest 
freedom in going right even though, we imagined, it was undetermined 
whether they would before they did. The idea of freedom is not the idea 
of a lack of determination; it does not signify the arbitrary, absurd, and 

5. Compare, for example, Peter Bieri, Das Hamlll'erk der Freiheit, part l. 
6. TIle absurdity of the laner view is brought out in ibid., part 2. 
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null. It is the idea of a kind of determination; it signifies a kind of causality, 
intelligibility, and reality: a causality of thought, an intelligibility that 
passes through an order of reason, and a reality that is self-conscious.7 

As is acting intentionally, so is believing something an act of freedom. 
Two errors prevent this from being recognized. The first is thinking that 
if believing something is an act of freedom, then it is an intentional ac­
tion; the second is construing freedom of action as the freedom to do as 
one pleases. When these errors combine, the claim that believing some­
thing is an act of freedom is heard as the absurd suggestion that one is 
free to believe what Olle pleases. We have corrected the second mistake. 
Being free is being subject to a causality of thought and, hence, is placing 
oneself under an order of reason. We can correct the first mistake if we 
realize that the relevant order of reason-the formally represented order 
of acts of the intellect-is not a practical life-form, but a power of recep­
tive knowledge. 8 

Believing that something is the case is an act of freedom, because a sub­
ject of belief as such places herself under an order of reason. This seems 
puzzling if we overlook what order of reason pertains to acts of the intel­
lect. Peter Bieri writes: 

Applying the concept of justification to beliefs is not , .. ithout danger. 
For this concept is originally employed in the context of action and 
decision: we need to justif)r what we are doing or have done, and 
what we have decided to do. Beliefs are not actions. [ ... ] When I 
express my belief, then I assert a sentence. And since asserting is 
something I decide to do or to refrain from doing, it may seem as'ifl 

7. It is therefilre a confusion to think that, in order to vindicate the objective validity of 
the concept of freedom, we must in a prior exercise of speculath'e metaphysics establish that 
not eyerything is determined. The concept of freedom is objectively valid if and only if there 
are true explanations that represent a causality of thought. Since these explanations represent 
a causality that is such as to be known in a first person manner by the subject, acts of treedom 
prm'ide their subject with knowledge of these very acts. TIle reality of freedom is a self­
conscious, or filrmally represented, reality. Hence, we know that we are free from reflecting 
on the form of our unmediated first person thoughts. We know that we arc free by being 
free. 

8. When Kant calls a judgment an act of the understanding, he does not mean that a 
judgment is an action. In its primary sense, the word "act" signifies the exercise of a power. 
In a more narrow sense, it signifies that the power in question is a power of spontaneity (a 
concept we discuss later in this chapter). The polemic against the notion of an act of the will 
is based on an analogous misunderstanding. 
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already performed an action when I "form a belief". [ ... ] But this 
is an illusion. Even where beliefs issue in assertions, they themselves 
are not actions, but states that come and go. Therefore the applica­
tion of the concept of justification to beliefs is not straightforward. 
(Analytische Philosophie der Erketmtnis, pp. 40-41) 

An assertion is an action, and as such a response to the question what to 
do. It mayor may not be justified in the light of the normative order of 
this question; it mayor may not be practically justified. But an assertion is 
not only an action. It also expresses a belief and mayor may not be justi­
fied in this capacity. The order that defines the sense in which an assertion 
may be justified insofar as it expresses a belief is not its subject's practical 
life-form, but rather her power of receptive knowledge; it mayor may not 
be epistemically justified. It is true that the concept of practical justifica­
tion does not straightforwardly apply to beliefs; it is originally employed 
in the context of action and intention. Perhaps it is possible in special cases 
practically to justifY a belief in a derivative sense, if it is under the control 
of the will. By contrast, the concept of epistemic justification directly ap­
plies to belief. It is originally employed in this context, for the order of 
knowledge is internal to acts of the intellect. 

Bieri says the application of the concept of justification to belief is not 
straightforward, because a belief is a state that comes and goes. Indeed, if 
a belief were a state that comes and goes, it would be unintelligible how a 
concept of justification could apply to it. But a belief is not a changeable 
state, it is a temporally unlimited act. There is no difficulty understanding 
how a concept of justification can directly apply to such an act. My doing 
something intentionally is not a process that blindly unfolds in me or with 
me; rather, the source of its progress is my reasoning about what to do. 
Consequently, I can justify my action in the light of the order to which 
this question refers. Analogously, my believing that something is the case 
is not a state that befalls me as an effect of external forces. It is my answer 
to the question what to believe, to which answer, in virtue of the character 
of tlle order that governs it, it is not possible to assign any temporal limit. 
Hence, my believing something is an act I may justify in the light of this 
order. Our parallel treatment of action and belief in the preceding chap­
ters reveals the nexus of subject and action to be a species of a genus an­
other species of which is tlle nexus of subject and belief. It is this nexus 
that is described when it is said that a subject exercises freedom in passing 
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a judgment in the same way that she does so in acting intentionally.9 The 
notion of freedom that applies to action and belief is the notion of an act 
under a formally represented order. When we say that believing that 
something is the case is an act of freedom, we describe the kind of order 
to which it is subject: it is bound to an order of reason and self­
consciousness. 

Autonomy 

Kant teaches that a free will is autonomous. It is autonomous in being 
subject only to laws that are its own, and that is, Kant maintains, to laws of 
reason. It has been claimed-and Kant has been interpreted as claiming­
that a law is a subject's own law, in the sense in which it must be if being 
under it is not to compromise her autonomy, only ifher acknowledgment 
ofit is the source of its authority over her. This contrasts with the nexus of 
acknowledgment and authority that, according to our reflections, charac­
terizes an order of reason. An order of reason is formally represented: acts 
under it include their subject'S acknowledgment of it. If being au­
tonomous is being under laws of reason, then it is being under laws whose 
authority over a subject manifests itselfin her acknowledgment of this au­
thority. In the following passage, Robert Brandom distinguishes these t\ .. 'o 
ways in which acknowledgment and authority may be thought to be re­
lated in laws of autonomy: as the ground of the authority of the law or as 
the mode of its authority. 

Pufendorfs idea that normative statuses are instituted by our prac­
tical attitudes makes a stronger claim than the idea previously ex­
tracted from Kant's demarcation of us as beings who act not only ac­
cording to rules but according to our conception of rules. For the 

9. Tyler Burge says of the nexus of agency and reason: "An instance of this sort of point 
is commonly associated with a ,iew about moral reasons-the "iew that reasons that are as­
sociated \\ith obligation or with a good must, at least in normal cases and given that the 
persoo understands the reasons, be associated \\ith some sort of moti\"ation. [ ... 1 The 
point is normally applied to what are commonly called pl"actical reasons. I think that it is em­
bedded in the broader, less restrictive notion of reason, and applies no more to practical rea­
sons and practical agency than to epistemic reasons and epistemic agency. TIle notions of 
agency and practice that I am explicating are broader, and I think more fundamental, than 
the standard notions of action and practical reason" ( .. Reason and the First Person", 
1'1'.251-252). Burge's hroader notion of agency, of which epistemic agency and practical 
agency are species, is what we call spontaneity. 
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latter idea requires only that the normative statuses of demarcational 
interest essentially involve the uptake or grasp of such statuses, that is 
our practical attitudes toward them. But normative statuses could be 
taken to be unintelligible apart from normative attitudes without 
thereby being taken to be instituted by and therefore in some sense 
to supervene on those attitudes. However, Kant does in fact sub­
scribe also to a version of the stronger thesis [ ... ]. Kant's practical 
philosophy [ ... ] takes its characteristic shape from his dual commit­
ment to understanding us as rational and as free. "To be rational, for 
him, means to be bound by rules. But Kant is concerned to reconcile 
our essential nature as in this way bound by norms with our radical 
autonomy [ ... ] in the thesis that the authority of these rules over us 
derives from our acknowledgment of them as binding on us. Our dig­
nity as rational beings consists precisely in being bound only by rules 
we endorse, rules we have freely chosen [ ... ] to bind ourselves 
with. [ ... ] If something other than our own attitudes and activity 
could bind us, we would not be free. Autonomy consists, as the ety­
mology demands, in setting up laws for ourselves. (Making It Ex-
plicit, p. 50) . 

According to a thesis Kant inherits from Aristotle, a rational subject acts 
not only according to a law, but according to a representation of a law.1o 

In the terms we have been using: actions and beliefs are explained not 
only by being subsumed under an order, but are terms of a causality that 
includes their subject'S representation of this causality and thus of the rel­
evant order. Hence, normative statuses of acts under such an order are 
"unintelligible apart ii-om normative attitudes". Brandom distinguishes 
from this thesis-the thesis that self-conscious su bjects act according to a 
representation of a law-the thesis that the laws according to a 'represen­
tation of which such subjects act are instituted by their attitudes. He 
maintains that the latter thesis is stronger; the thesis that acknowledgment 
is the grollnd of authority oflaws of reason, Brandom says, implies, but is 
not implied by, the tl1esis tl1at acknowledgment is the mode of authority 
oflaws of reason. But this misdescribes the relationship of the two theses. 

10. Compare Aristotle's distinction of "kata ton logon" and "meta tou logou", Nico' 

machean Ethics, Z 13, l144b. The "meta )ogou" of this passage is the same as that in 
"dunamis meta logou", Metaphysics, e 2, 1046bl-2. "Meta logou" means: fi)rmaliy repre­
sented. 
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The two theses are incompatible. If an act under a law contains an ac­
knowledgment of this law, then the authority of the law does not derive 
from this acknowledgment. For, the acknowledgment, being contained in 
acts falling tmder the law, is subject to the law it acknowledges. But "i1at 
is under a law is not its source. Conversely, if the authority of a law derives 
from its acknowledgment, then the acknowledgment is not internal to 
acts that are governed by the law. Hence, such acts are not performed ac­
cording to a representation of this law. 

A rational subject acts according to a representation of a law. Kant re­
ceives this concept of the rational subject from the Aristotelian tradition. 
Brandom claims that Kant also holds that self-conscious subjects instinlte 
the laws of reason to which they are bound, manifesting their "radical au­
tonomy". This is often represented as a distinctly modern idea. As the tra­
ditional and the allegedly modern claim are incompatible, the au­
tonomous subject is a paradox if both are true. Robert Pippin and Terry 
Pinkard, who endorse, and think Kant endorses, both claims accordingly 
speak of "the Kantian paradox".Il But before we saddle Kant with a par­
adox, we should consult his text. There we find no indication that Kant 
thinks he confronts the task Brandom sets him and that Pippin and 
Pinkard think is the source of a "Kantian" paradox: reconciling our nature 
as bound by norms with our autonomy. Instead, Kant thinks it clear, re­
quiring no argument, that the positive concept of freedom designates a 
causality according to immutable laws. 

Da der Begriff einer Kausalitat den von Gesetzen bei sich fiihrt, [ ... ] 
so ist die Freiheit, ob sie zwar nieht eine Eigenschaft des Willens nach 
Naturgesetzen ist, darum doch nicht gesetzlos, sondern muB vielmehr 
eine Kausalirat nach unwandelbaren Gesetzen, aber von besonderer 

11. See, e.g., Terry Pinkard, German Phil,lsophy, 1760-1860: "If the will imposes such a 
'law' on itself, then it must do so fi)r a reason (or else be lawless); a lawless will, however, 
cannot be regarded as a free will; hence, the will must impose this law on itself for a reason 
that then cannot itself be self-imposed (since it is required to impose any other reasons). The 
'paradox' is that we seem to be both required not to have an antecedent reason felr the leg­
islation of any basic maxim and to have such a reason" (p. 226). Compare also pp.59-{)O. 
And Robert Pippin, "Hegel's Practical Philosophy": "In Kant's case the paradox is even 
deeper. The idea of a subject, prior to there being a binding law, authoring one and then 
subjecting itself to it is extremely hard to imagine. It always seems that such a subject could 
not be imagined doing so unless he were alcead}' subject to some sort ofla\\", a law that de­
creed he ought so to subject himself, making the paradox of this notion of , self-subjection' 
all the clearer" (p. 192). 
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Art, sein; denn sonst ware ein freier Wille ein Unding. (Grundlegung 
zur Metaphysik der Sitten, p.446)12 

A free will not subject to immutable laws would be "ein Unding", a non­
thing. If being autonomous were being under laws imposed in what 
would have to be arbitrary, lawless acts, then autonomy would be a non­
reality. If this is right, then there is no need for a concept of autonomy­
anyway paradoxical and therefore empty-according to which being au­
tonomous is being under laws one has freely chosen. For then there is no 
apparent conflict of being free and being tmder laws, which autonomy so 
conceived would resolve. This proves that Kant employs a different notion 
of autonomy from the one Brandom attributes to him.13 Brandom says 
the etymology of "autonomy" demands that being autonomous is being 
under laws whose authority over a subject arises from her having freely 
chosen to impose these laws upon herself. In fact, the etymology does not 
demand this interpretation. Being autonomous is being under laws that 
are one's own. But "one's own" need not signify the origin of the law. It 
may signifY its logical form, the kind oflaw that it is. This is Kant's view, as 
he says that the immutable laws being under which is being free are of a 
special kind: "von besonderer Art".14 In what follows, we shall seek to ex­
plain. the thesis that "autonomy" signifies a form of law. 

A law has a general logical subject, a subject of which there may be an 
unlimited number of instances, for example, a kind of stuff (phosphor) or 
a life-form (tl;Ie puma). A law links this generic subject to a state or 

12. Since the concept of causality brings with it that oflaws [ , .. ] so freedom, although 
it is not a property of the will in accordance with natural laws, is not tor that re-ason lawless 
but must instead be a causality in accordance with immutable laws, but of a spedal kind; Ibl' 

otherwise a free will would be an absurdity. 
13. Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard maintain that German Idealism in general and 

Hegel in particular attempt to come to terms with the "Kantian paradox". Compare Robert 
Pippin, "Hegel's Practical Philosophy," and Terry Pinkard, German Philosophy, 1760-1860, 

pp.226-227: "It is probably not going too fur to say that Hegd viewed the 'Kantian par­
adox' as the basic problem that all post-Kantian philosophies had to soh'e; and the solution 
had to be to fuce up to the paradox and to see how we might make it less lethal to our con­
ception of agency while still holding onto it," If that were true, then German Idealism would 
be a lost cause, However, ifreason and freedom can be understood in a way that allows no 
paradox to arise, and if this understanding can be found in Kant, then interpretive charity de­
mands that we seek a different account of the concerns of German Idealism. 

14. The t()Uowing two paragraphs are deeply indebted to Michael Thompson's "The 
Representation llfLitc". Compare especially pp, 286-287. See also my "Norm WId Natur". 
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movement-form or act by a predication that in turn is general in the sense 
that it can be exemplified on an unlimited number of occasions: "Ns (the 
N, an N) ... does A (is F) ... ", is instantiated by "This N ... is doing A 
(is F) ... " or "This N ... was doing A (was F) ... ". Now, in the fol­
lowing passage, Kant explains the formal difference oflaws of heteronomy 
from laws of autonomy: 

Die Naturnotwendigkeit war eine Heteronomie der wirkenden Ur­
sachen; denn jede Wirkung war nur nach dem Gesetze moglich, daB 
etwas anderes die wirkende Ursache zur Kausalitat bestimmte. 
( GrundJegU'ng zur Metaphysik der Sitten, p. 446)15 

A law of heteronomy is one according to which one thing is determined 
to act by another thing; that is, a law of heteronomy bears the follm\ing 
form: "An N does A, if an M does B to it". If, on a given occasion, an N 
is acting according to this law, then something other than it, namely a cer­
tain M, has solicited its act, which soliciting act of the M did not itself ac­
cord with a law of the N; for we are assuming that it is not a law ofNs that 
Ms do B to them. An explanation of the soliciting act of the M will be by a 
law that does not speak of Ns and what they are and do. By contrast, if not 
only" An N does A, if an M does B to it" is a law of Ns, but also "Ms do 
B to Ns", then we can say, "An N does A, when (the time comes and) an 
M does B to it." This is no longer a hypothetical, but rather a categorical 
statement. If an N is acting according to such a law, then there is a sense 
in which the M's ha\ing acted on it, soliciting the act of the N, manifests 
the nature of the latter, the N, so that the act of the N does not depend on 
anything not explained by its, the N's, own nature. That the Nis doing A 
then is completely explained by itself, viz. by what it is. In this sense, a cat­
egorical law is a law of autonomy: the N's own nature, and in this sense 
the N itself, as opposed to something other than it, subjects it to the 
causality of the cause that acts on it. In Kant's words: Nichts anderes als es 
selbst bestimmt die auf es \virkende Ursache zur Kausalitat. 

Laws of the living are laws of autonomy in this sense, while laws ofinan­
imate nature are laws of heteronomy. For, judgments about a kind of stuff 
and judgments about a life-form relate their generic subject ditTerently to 
the circumstances that solicit the dispositions and powers they ascribe to 

15. Natural necessity was a heteronomy of causes, since every effect was possible only in 
accordance with the law that something else determines the etliciellt cause to causality. 
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it. For example, iron rusts if it is humid, but it is not in the nature of iron 
to find itself in a humid environment. Even if all iron were in humid 
places, this would be an accident and not a law of iron. Here, what solicits 
the disposition is something other than the subject of the solicited dispo­
sition. By contrast, laws of a life-form place its instances in circumstances 
that solicit the dispositions and powers characteristic of the life-form: pine 
trees grow in sandy ground, chimpanzees eat fruit. We need not go be­
yond the laws of a life-form in order to account for the conditions of ac­
tualizations of its characteristic powers. 

A law of autonomy explains acts that exemplify it by the nature of the 
subject of this act and by it alone. Laws of a practical life-form satisfy this 
description. Kant thinks there is only one, or the, practical life-form (we 
discuss this in Chapter 6). If this is right, then the generic subject of its 
laws is, simply, the will. (On a different view, the relevant generic subject 
may be, say, the human will.) The autonomy of the will consists in the tact 
that it is its own law, i.e., in the fact that the laws that govern its acts are 
laws of autonomy in the sense explained. 

Was kann wohl Freiheit des Willens sonst sein, als Autonomie, d. i. 
die Eigenschaft des Willens, sich selbst Gesetz zu sein? [ ... ] Der 
Wille ist in allen Handlungen sich selbst Gesetz. (Grundlegung zur 

Metaph.'lsik der Sitten, p. 446)16 

Kant expresses the same thought when he says that the will gives itself the 
lawP That he speaks of the will "giving" a law has encouraged inter­
preters to find in Kant the claim that the authority of a law of autonomy 
over a subject depends on her having imposed it in an act that, as it is the 
origin of the authority of the law, is not tmder it. But Kant says that the 
laws of the will are immutable and that thinking otherwise is nihilism in 
respect offreedom. In fact, the formula "the will gives itself the law" does 
not speak of an act to which belongs a time and a place. The statement has 
a generic subject, the will, wherefore its predication, "gives", is atemporal 
and does not signify anything happening here and now or there and then. 
In the first instance, "autonomous" is said of the generic su bject of laws 
(the will or, more abstractly, a practical life-form), if these are laws of au­
tonomy. In a derivative sense, a particular subject is autonomOllS to tlle 

16. What, then, can freedom of the will be other than autonomy, that is, the ~;lI's prop­
erty of being a law to itselt? [ ... ] the will is in all its acts a law to itself: 

17. See, for example, Kritik dcr prBktischen Vernunft, p. 33. 
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extent that she is under and conforms to laws of autonomy. A law of au­
tonomy is the subject's own law in that it refers to nothing not contained 
in its own nature. 

When Kant says that the will gives itself the law, he means that the law 
of the will is a law of autonomy in the sense we have explained, and in a 
further sense. For, laws that are formally represented are one's own in a 
yet stronger sense. A subject represents acts of hers falling under a for­
mally represented order in unmediated first person thoughts. Her ac­
knowledgment of this order, contained in these acts, is an unmediated 
first person thought as well. Hence, a formally represented order is one's 
own in the sense that "one's own", here, is a first person pronoun. As a 
tormally represented order is an order of reason, being autonomous in 
this stronger sense is being subject to laws ofreason.J8 Being under laws of 
reason, I am subject to nothing other than myself in the sense that these 
laws spring from, and constitute, the nature of that to which I refer first 
personally. 

Knowledge from Spontaneity 

We argued that freedom is a character of acts that exhibit a causality of 
thought. As such, a causality is sustained by formally represented laws; 
acts of freedom are subject to laws one knows as one's own without medi­
ation . .In this way, freedom arid first person knowledge are internally re­
lated: acts of freedom as such are an object of first person knowledge. 

Acts of a formally represented order are the object of unmediated first 
person thoughts. We can abstractly describe the way of knowing actual­
ized in these thoughts as follows. If! perform an act on account of a cause 
whose causality is a causality of thought, then my reasoning that the act 
conforms to the relevant order is my explaining why I perform it. In this 
way, I know that and why I perform the act by reasoning about what act 
to perform. I know my act and its cause not from the senses but from 
thinking according to a normative order. Now, when I know an act by 
reasoning in the light of an order that governs the act, then I know it by 
being its subject, and my knowledge is an unmediated first person 

18. Kant does not distinguish the weak sense of autonomy that characterizes life as such 
from the strong sense that is peculiar to rational life because he holds that the laws of the 
living are not objectively valid-a claim that does not concern us here, but which entails that 
the selt:col1scious law of reason is the only law of autonomy. 
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thought. Hence, this way of knowing defines the first person reference in 
representations of what is known in this way. As the character of acts in 
virtue of which they are known in this way is their freedom, we can say 
that first person knO\vledge of acts of a formally represented order is 
knowledge from spontaneity. 

Knowledge from spontaneity bears a special relationship to its object, 
which distinguishes it from knowledge from receptivity. If an act has an 
explanation in terms of a causality of thought, then the subject's thought 
that she performs the act that is part of her explanation is identical with 
her thought that it is to be performed that is part of her reasoning. And her 
thinking that thought is the same reality as her performing the act. So her 
first person representation of her act is not an independent reality of the 
act that she represents. Rather, her representation includes and is included 
in the represented act. Knowledge from spontaneity is of a fact that in­
cludes its subject's knowledge of this fact. This distinguishes the way of 
knowing that sustains first person reference from knowledge mediated by 
the senses, which sustains demonstrative reference. If an object is an in­
dependent reality of the subject's knowledge of it, then it must be given 
to the subject if she is to know it. It must impinge on her and impress it­
self on her mind. Conversely, she mllst have the power to suffer this im­
pingement and be capable of receiving, from the object, a representation 
of it. Hence, if an object enjoys an independent existence of the subject'S 
knowledge, then the subject knows the object through an act of a recep­
tive faculty. Knowledge of an independent object is k110wledge from recep­
tivity. By contrast, if the subject's knowledge of an object includes and is 
included in the reality of this object, then the notion of its being given to 
the subject does not apply. There is no room for a receptive faculty to me­
diate the subject with what she knows. I know that and why I believe or 
am doing something by exercising my power of belief and intentional ac­
tion. There is no room for a further power of being aware of my beliefs 
and actions because acts of the former powers as such are acts of knowing 
of these acts. 

Spontaneous Knowledge of a Material Reality 

First person knowledge is spontaneous; it is not an independent reality of 
its object and therefore does not spring from sensory affection. It is 
tempting to conclude that the object of first person knowledge can be 
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nothing other than thinking, and in particular that it cannot be a material 
reality, as a material reality can only be known empirically. In his theses on 
Feuerbach, Marx contends that this last notion stands in the way of a true 
materialism. 

Der Hauptmangel alles bisherigen Matetialismus (den Feuerbach­
schen mit eingerechnet) ist, daB der Gegenstand, die Wirklichkeit, 
Silmlichkeit nm unter der Form des Objekts oder der A1ISchauung 
gefaSt wird; nicht aber als sinttlich-menschliche Tittigkeit, Praxis, nicht 
subjektiv. Daher die tiitige Seite abstrakt im Gegensatz zu dem Mate­
rialismus von dem Idealismus-der natiirlich die wirkliche, sinnliche 
Tatigkeit als solche nicht kennt-entwickelt.19 

All hitherto existing matetialism is flawed by its empiricism: it conceives of 
material reality exclusively as an object of intuition, or as to be known re­
ceptively. Idealism shares this flaw, wherefore it develops spontaneity ("die 
tatige Seite") in contrast to the material. According to Marx, true materi­
alism reveals spontaneity and its knowledge to be of, and thus to be, a ma­
terial reality. Our account of self-consciousness aspires to being matetialist 
in this way.20 

In "The First Person", G. E. M. Anscombe is working toward a true 
materialism. The essay is known for its seemingly shocking proposition 
that the first person pronoun is not a referring expression. In fact it argues 
for two theses: first person thought involves no act of receptive reference; 
it does not pertain to its object by way of a receptive representation. And, 
first person thought exhibits a form of predication that leaves no room for 
an act of reference contrasting with and complementing the act of predi-

19. The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism (that of Feuerbach included), is 
that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceh'ed only in the K)rm of the object or /if COfJtem­
plRtinn, but not as sensunus-humRn Rct;vity, prRctice, not subjectivelr, Hence, the active side 
was developed abstractly in opposition to materialism by idealism-which of course does not 
know real, sensuous activity as such. 

20. Kant states that, insof.lr as we arc under the causality of freedom, we know ourselves 
not as appearances, but as things in themselves. He means that, as subjects of intentional ac­
tion, we do not know ourselves rc:<:eptively; our knowledge in this case does not depend on 
a f.lculty of sensibility that mediates between oursel,'es and the objects we know. Since "ap­
pearance" refers to an object known by means of a receptil" taculty, our knowledge of our­
sdves as agents is not knowledge of appearances. The power of this insight has been under­
estimated. Kant's claim that, in pral.:tical thought, we know ourselves as nllumena can only 
be rejected by a truly materialist account of spontaneous knowledge, an account that ex­
plains how there can be nonempirical knowledge of a material reality. 
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cation. This paves the way for a true materialism, for it shows that in order 
to understand how the first person thought of a man relates to that man, 
we must comprehend how there can be nonreceptive knowledge of a ma­
terial substance, and it shows that this comprehension must come from an 
analysis of the form of predication that characterizes first person thought. 
We recapitulate Anscombe's argument and then describe how our theory 
of self-consciousness follows its materialist ambition. 

Anscombe's "The First Person" 

The content of Anscombe's thesis that the first person pronoun is not a re­
ferring expression transpires from the manner in which she establishes it. 

Our questions were a combined reductio ad absurdum of the idea of 
"I" as a word whose role is to 'make a singular reference'. 1 mean the 
questions how one is guaranteed to get the object right, whether one 
may safely assume no unnoticed substitution, whether one could 
refer to oneself 'in absence', and so on. The suggestion of getting the 
object right collapses into absurdity when we work it out and try to 
describe how getting hold of the wrong object may be excluded. 
[ ... ] Getting hold of the wrong object is excluded, and that makes 
us think that getting hold of the right object is guaranteed. But the 
reason is that there is no getting hold of an object at all. [ ... ] "I" is 
neither a name nor another kind of expression whose logical role is to 
make a reference, at all. ("The First Person", pp. 31-32) 

Anscombe reduces to absurdity the idea that "I" is a referring expression 
by showing it to be absurd to conceive of first person thought as getting 
Ilold of the right object. She discusses three ways in which one may get the 
object wrong. Referring to an object by name, one may misidentify a 
given object as the bearer of that name. Referring demonstratively, one 
may erroneously identifY the given object with one encountered earlier. 
And thinking demonstratively of what appears to be the same object for a 
stretch of time, one may fail to notice that the object has been replaced. If 
first person thought referred to an object in a manner that allowed for its 
description as getting the object right, then it would be guaranteed to get 
it right in these three ways: I cannot mistake someone else for him whom 
I call "I"; I cannot go wrong in identii)'ing the object of my first person 
thought with an object of which I previously thought in the same way; 
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and it is impossible that, while I am thinking of an object in this way, it is 
replaced by another object without my noticing it. 

Anscombe's claim that there is no first person reference deploys a con­
cept of reference according to which referring to an object is relating to it 
in a way that gives application to the notion of getting the object right. 
This is receptive reftrmce, reference mediated by an act of receptivity. In 
the fundamental case, receptive reference depends on a perceptual rela­
tionship ,vith the object. Such a relationship may obtain be1\veen a subject 
and a manifold of objects, time being a dimension of this manifold, a form 
of receptivity, as Kant puts it: I may perceive different objects at different 
times. Thus when my receptive link to an object has been broken and 
reestablished, the naUlre of that link as an act of a receptive faculty whose 
form is time does not fix it that it is the same object from which I recei\'e 
representations on both occasions. Hence, there are 1\vo acts of reference, 
and the identity of their object is the content of a separate judgment. Fur­
thermore, a continuous perceptual relationship with an object enables 
continuous demonstrative thinking of it in the same way. But again, since 
a perceptual nexus is a relationship I may bear to a manifold of objects, it 
does not follow from the nature of this relationship that, when I bear it to 
an object for a stretch of time, I remain connected with the same object 
throughout. There is space for erroneously thinking that the object has, 
or has not, been replaced. So I am liable to be confused about an object of 
receptive reference in these ways: I may be under the illusion of enjoying 
a continuous recepti"e relationship with one and the same object, and I 
may erroneously identifY objects I have perceived at different times. 

First person knowledge has no room for these forms of error. For, the 
relationship to an object that is the source of first person knowledge is not 
semory affection by, but identity with, the object. First person knowledge is 
knowledge I have of an object by being that object. It follows that, here, 
a temporal difference does not give rise to distinct acts of reference. No 
temporal determination attaches to first person reference because identity 
does not obtain at a time. This also explains why there is no such thing as 
unnoticed replacement: there is no room for replacement of the object I 
know in a first person manner because identity is a relation I do not bear 
to a manifold of objects. Anscombe equates referring to an object with 
laying hold of it in a manner such that the notion of getting the object 
right applies. She thus defines reference as receptive reference; "I" ex­
presses no reference mediated by an act of receptivity. 
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This is not an arbitrary restriction of the concept of reference. Refer­
ence is commonly represented as an act that contrasts with and comple­
ments an act of predication: in order to predicate a concept of an object, it 
is necessary, in an act distinct from the predication, to single out from a 
manifold of objects the one that must satisfy the concept if the thought is 
to be true.21 But first person thought, because it contains no act ofrecep­
tive reference, does not contain an act of reference distinct from the pred­
ication. This is the point of the positive account of the function of "I" that 
Anscombe sketches on the last pages of her essay. She argues that the first 
person pronoun indicates that the thoughts expressed by its means are 
"unmediated agent-or-patient conceptions of actions, happenings and 
states". "I"-thoughts represent movements and states in a certain manner, 
and as these are determinations, a manner of representing· them is a form 
of predication. "I", then, signifies a form of predication. Anscombe calls 
such predications unmediated. While we have called any singular thought 
that does not depend on an identity judgment unmediated, in her use 
"unmediated" designates the special character of "I"-thoughts: 

It was that his thought of the happening, falling out of the carriage, 
was one for which he looked for a subject, his grasp of it one that re­
quired a subject. [ ... ] He did not have what I call 'unmediated 
agent-or-patient conceptions of actions, happenings and states'. 
("The First Person", p. 36) 

The idea of a predicative thought the thinking of which does not require 
looking for a subject may appear contradictory. It may seem that any act 
of predication requires looking tor a subject, for, as a predicate is general, 
a use of it must be joined with an act of specif)ing the object to which it is 
applied. However, that a predicate is general does not imply that there 
cannot be a form of predication that leaves no room for a separate act of 
reference. We described the forms of predication associated with demon­
strative reference and first person reference as follows: I know demonstra­
tively that something is F br perceiving that it is F. And I know first per­
sonally that something is F by being F. Now, as perception is a relation I 
may bear to a manifold of objects, this manner of knowing an object 
leaves open which object I thus know. The object must be specified, which 
is the office of the act of reference complementing a perceptual predica-

21. Compare, e.g., P. F. Strawson, "Singular Terms and Predication". 
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tion. By contrast, as identity is a relation I bear only to myself, in this case 
the manner of knowing settles· which object I know in this manner. Here 
the form of predication leaves no room for a separate act of specii)'ing an 
object. Applying the concept, I settle to whom it pertains, not in a sepa­
rate act of reference, but by virtue of the form of my predication. (The dif­
ference manifests itself in our formulae in this way: the description of how 
I know what I know demonstratively contains a referential expression, "by 
perceiving that it is F", while th~ description of how I know what I know 
first personally needs only the predicative material "by being F".) 

We have been arguing that self-consciousness is a form of reference, to 
be understood through a form of predication. It would be a mistake to 
think that thereby we disagree with Anscombe. One can articulate the dif­
ference of the forms of predication associated with demonstrative thought 
and first person thought respectively by saying that tile latter does not re­
quire an act of reference, or by saying that it contains an act of reference, 
which therefore is no separate act. "I"-thoughts contain no act of refer­
ence distinct from the act of predication, in contrast to demonstrative 
thoughts, which join a perceptual predication \vith a reference, to which 
the notion of getting the object right applies, as it singles out an object 
from a manifold. 

The First Person Material Substance Co'ncept 

Here Anscombe's essay leaves us, It leaves us knowing what we must do 
to comprehend how first person thought can represent a material sub­
stance: we must describe the first person form of predication as a manner 
of knmving a material substance. The illusion is \videspread that there is 
an easier path to comprehending how "I"-thoughts can represent a mate­
rial substance: through observing tllat first person thoughts bear, and are 
known by their subject to bear, a truth-value link to third person thoughts 
about that subject, which third person thoughts unquestionably represent 
a material substance. Anscombe refutes this idea in her discussion of the 
"logician". The logician takes himself to be able to explain reference in 
terms of an inferential order: a thought refers to an object if it is part of a 
suitable totality of thoughts whose inferential relations are represented by 
the predicate calculus. This, the logician's, concept of reference applies to 
first person tllOughts: from "I am E" follows "Someone is E"; I can con­
tradict someone who says "Everyone is E" by saying "I am not"; and "I 
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am this one" and "This one is E" together entail "I am E". Anscombe did 
not fail to realize this: 

Of course we must accept the rule "If X asserts something with '1' as 
subject, his assertion will be true if and only if what he asserts is true 
of x." ("The First Person", p. 32) 

This ensures that whatever follows from, and whatever entails, a free­
standing deployment of" X is En follows from, and entails, a fh:e-standing 
deployment of "I am E" by X. Hence, if the logician's concept fits third 
person thought about a given subject, then it fits the first person thought 
of that subject. However, the logician's concept of reference is of little in­
terest in the present context. We want to understand how "I"-thoughts 
can be of a man, a temporal and spatial, perishable and divisible substance, 
and the logician can give no account of how a thought relates to a mate­
rial substance. For, thought about such a substance includes application to 
it of a principle of temporal and spatial unity; it includes application of a 
material substance concept. Possession of material substance concepts con­
stitutes a power to represent something as a bearer of changeable states 
and as a subject of movements, and since this power cannot be reduced to 
a capacity to draw inferences according to rules, the logician is not 
equipped to give an account of material substance concepts and therewith 
of thought about material substances. 22 

First person thoughts are not about a substance by virtue of a receptive re­
lationship tl1at the subject bears to that substance. We need another account 
of how tlley may pertain to a material substance. A description oftlle inferen­
tial beha\ior of first person thoughts is not such an account. It does not show 
how representation of a material substance may be accomplished othenvise 
tllan through sensory affCction.23 Rather, we must explain how a material 
substance concept can be applied in a way that does not rest on a receptive 

22. Compare my Klltegot'jen des Zeitlithen, chap. 3. 
23. Edward Harcourt, in "The First Person: Problems of Sense and Reference", obsen'Cs 

that Anscombe employs a concept of reference that cannot be defined in terms of interentiaJ 
relations, but he misidentifies the relevant concept as the concept of ~eference by \Va)' of a 
"conception" of the object. In Anscombe's text, a "conception" is a material substance con­
cept (see "The First Person", pp. 26-27). So Harcourt credits Anscombe with having estab­
lished that the first person pronowl refers to a material substance in a manner that does not 
include the application of a material substance concept. But no one can have established this, 
fi)r it is a contradiction. An inference from "no conception" to "no reference", if it wefC 
Anscombe's, would be sound. 
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representation of the substance to which it is applied. In other words, and 
here we are returning to Marx, we need a true materialism, which conceives 
of material reality not merely as an object ofintuition, but as spontaneity.24 

Demonstrative thought is mediated by a receptive relationship, which I 
may bear to a manifold of objects spread out in time: I may be affected by 
an object at one time and cease to be so at a later time. Thus there is, as we 
may put it, present tense and past tense demonstrative reference, and I may 
mistakenly identitY the object of the one with the object of the other. Fur­
thermore, as I can enter into a receptive relationship with a manifold of ob­
jects, it is possible that a different object-surreptitiously replaces the object 
that affects my senses. By contrast, my UI"-reference figures in knowledge 
I have of an object by being that object. Thus there is no present tense or 
past tense first person reference, as identity does not hold at a time. There 
is no multiplicity of acts of first person reference of a given subject. So in 
first person thought, I do not apply criteria of identity in identifYing the 
object I refer to now with an object I referred to earlier in the same way, 
nor do I bring these criteria to bear in keeping track of an object. That is, I 
do not apply these criteria by way of a receptive represmtati01'1 of the object. 

24. P. F. Strawson fails to appreciate this. He writes: .. 'I' can be used without \.Titeria of 
subject-identity and yet refer to a subject [ ... ] because-perbaps-it [ ... ] is used by a 
person who would ai:knowledge the applicability of those criteria in settling questions as to 

whether he, the very man who now ascribes to himself this experience, was or was not the 
person who, say, performed such-and·such an action in the past. 'I' can be used without cri­
teria of subject-identity and yet refer to a subject because, even in such a use, the links with 
those criteria are not in practice severed" (BoundstifSense, p.165). A thought does not repre­
sent a material substance unless it applies a material substance concept, a principle of temporal 
unity. It looks as though first person thoughts do not bring their object under such a concept, 
since "I" is, as Strawson puts it, "used without criteria (If subject·idelltity". It is used without 
such criteria in the sense that, using "I", one does not apply criteria of identity in the WRy one 
does in gettilill the object rigbt: identif)·ing a given object with one encountered earlier, retaining 
one's hold on the same object for a stretch of time. As these are ways in which criteria of 
identity necessarily are involved in thought that depends on receptivity, this proves that "I" ex· 
presses no receptive reterence. And "yet", Strawson says, it "reti:r[s] [ ... ] because ... ". After 
the "because", we expect an account of how first person thoughts represent a material sub­
stance; we expect a description of how a nonreceptive reprc:sentation of a material substance 
may be achieved. We expect the germs of a true materialism. The expectation is disappointed. 
Strawson merely reminds us of the truth· value link of"l"·thoughts and third person thoughts, 
and of the fuct that the subject understands this link. This allows us to apply the logician's con­
cept of reference to first person thought. It provides no understanding of how such a thOUght 
can be of a material substance. It is useless to locate a material substance concept in first person 
thought by way of its truth·value link with third person thought. We must find the material 
substance concept in the torm of predication that constitutes sdt:consciousness. 
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Often this point is made by saying, simpliciter, that first person thoughts 
do not apply criteria ofidentity.25 This is misleading. Criteria of identity are 
applied to an object as it is brought under a material substance concept. If 
it were true simpliciter that first person thought did not subsume its object 
under a material substance concept, it would be true simpliciter that it does 
not represent a material substance. If first person thoughts represent a ma­
terial substance, then there is a material substance concept I am in a posi­
tion to apply in a first person manner, that is, not by being affected by 
something falling under it, but by falling under it. A material substance 
that is the object of a first person thought is of such a kind that being a sub­
stance oftrus kind is bringing it under its principle of temporal unity.26 

"I "-thoughts represent a material substance only if they include the ap­
plication of a material su bstance concept and thus of criteria of identity. And 
so they do. The criteria are not applied in identity judgments. But identity 
judgments anyway are a secondary occasion for the application of criteria of 
identity. In the primary instance, criteria of identity are applied in prediclf,­
tive judgmentsP A predicative judgment contains a principle of unity of its 
object, for unless the object is subsumed under such a principle, no condi­
tions are fixed under which the predicate applies, and no judgment is made. 
That first person thought does not span time by time-spanning identity 

25. P. F. Strawson conflates applying criteria with applying criteria in experience: "When 
'I' is thus used, without any need or any possibility of its use being justified by empirical cri­
teria of subject-identity, it does not, however lose its role ofrderring to a subject. 'I' can be 
used withollt criteria of subject-identity and yet refer to a subject" (The Bounds of Sense, 
p.165). Empirical criteria are criteria applied empirically (compare ibid., p.164: "empirically 
applicable criteria"). But a self-conscious subject may apply the criteria of its own identity in 
another way. In fact the principle of temporal unit), of a self-conscious subject is not empir­
iC/II in that its primary application to an object does not rest on sensory experience. 
Strawson's conflation is an example of the mistake Marx finds in aU hitherto existing materi­

alism; the confiation puts true materialism out of reach. 
26. In "What Is It to Wrong Someone?" lVlichael Thompson argues that an ordt:r of justice 

presupposes a kind or form as instances of which subjects enter into relations of justice, and 
nott:s that such a t(lrm must be capable of being known "from the inside", in (Jur terms, from 
spontaneity. He thinks this raises an epistemological difficulty filr the vit:w that the human 
fi)rm is the source of an order of justice, since according to his gt:neral principle: this entails that 
men have nonempirical knowledge of man. A solution to this difficulty is nt:t:ded not only filc 
an account of justice on which any man can do, or fuil to do, justice to any man, but already tclr 
an account of self-consciousness according to which first person thought is of a man. 

27. Gareth EYans argues this in "Identity and Prt:dication". He charges W. V. O. Quint: 
with the mistakt: oftr)'ing to anchor the sense of material substance concepts in identity judg­
ments. Perhaps this mistake stands bdlind the monotonous repetition in the literature of the 
unqualifit:d assertion that first person thoughts do not apply criteria of identity to their object. 
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judgments is no indication that it does not apply criteria of temporal 
identit}'. Ifwe want to see the substance concept in first person thought, we 
must not look to identit}' judgments. We must attend to the forms ofpredi­
catio1'1 of first person thoughts. With regard to temporal identity, two forms 
are pertinent: thoughts that join changeable states to the same object under 
different tenses, "x was F and is G" ,28 and thoughts (?redicating movement­
forms under different aspects, "x is doing A", "x did A". (The latter form 
contains the former, for something that has moved was in contrary states at 
different times.) A thought of the first form represents an object as being 
now in this and then in that state, wherefore such a thought contains a prin­
ciple of temporal unity of its object. A thought of the second form depicts 
something as moving and thus brings its object under a principle of tem­
poral unit}', which holds the moving object together through its movement. 
It follows that these forms of thought apply a material substance concept. 
Thinking that x is (or was) F or is doing A is thinking that x, an N, is doing 
A, or is (was) F, Nbeing a material substance concept. 

First person thoughts of an acting subject bear the form "I * do A", one 
of whose guises is "I am doing A". So our result, that judging that x is 
doing A is judging that x, an N, is doing A, applies: thinking "I am doing 
A" is thinking "I, an N, am doing A". That the expression of first person 
thoughts usually does not contain a word that designates the relevant sub­
stance concept has no tendency to show that no such concept is deployed in 
thinking these thoughts.29 It has been noticed that the logical subject of 
demonstrative thoughts is articulated, "this such-and-such". For the reason 
just given, this holds true more generally of thought about movement and 
changeable states. It holds of demonstrative thought because and insofar as 
it is of moving substances. It equally applies to the first person thoughts of 
a mO'ring substance. Their logical subject is articulated, "I such-and-such". 
1 do not simply think, "This is walking down the stairs", but, say, "This man 
is walking down the stairs". In the same way, thinking "I am walking down 
the stairs", I think "I man am walking down the stairs". 

Thinking first person thoughts representing movement, "I am doing 

28. Compace Gareth Evans, "Identity and Predication", p. 44. 
29. Compare Evans, "Identity and Predication", p.37: "'Ve have considered how we 

might be able to explain the tr~th conditions of compound sentences of the ti:.rm (F G) and 
(not-F G), gh'en their manifest sensitivity to the identity conditions of rabbits, by suggesting 
that the sentences iJ1\'olve predicates of rabbits. (It is interesting to observe that we might be 
fiJrced to this conclusion even though there was no explicit G term of divided reference with 
whose significance we were concerned.)" 
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A", I apply a material substance concept to myself. In the fundamental 
case-the one without which there would be no first person thought of a 
moving substance-I know from spontaneity that and why I am doing 
something. We have uncovered the source of this nonempirical knowl­
edge of movement: the unity of action explanation and practical rea­
soning. It turns out that thereby we have explained how I -represent a ma­
terial substance otherwise than through a receptive relationship with it. I 
have spontaneous knowledge of the kind of substance I am, the kind of 
substance that the concept designates that is contained in my first person 
thoughts that represent my intentional actions. I know that I fall under 
this concept not by perceiving a substance that falls under it, but by being 
a substance that falls under it, or, shorter, by falling under it. An acting 
subject is a material substance of a kind such that she knows what kind of 
substance she is by being a substance of that kind.au This follows from our 
account of self-consciousness, which thus transpires to underwrite a true 
materialism, which conceives material reality not only as an object ofintu­
ition, but as human spontaneity. 

30. In "Reductionism and the First Person", John McDowell argues as t()I1ows against the 

view that "consciousness" is not awareness of a material substance: "We can say: continuous 

'consciousness' is intelligible (even 'from INithin') only as a subje\.-ti\·e angle on something that 

has more to it than the subjective angle reveals, namely the career of an objective continuant 
with which the subject of the continuous 'consciousness' identifies itself' (ibid., p.363). This 

is a difficult passage. It appears to say that, from the subjective angle, that 011 which it is an 

angle is not revealed to be an objective continuant. It transpires from the context that what the 

subjective angle reveals is what is represented in unmediated first person thought, while an 

"objective continuant" is a material substance. On the one hand, then, unmediated first person 

thought is said not to reveal its object to be a material substance. But the passage also says that 

the subjective angle is conceived to be an angle on a material substance "from within", and 

"from within" can only mean: in unmediated first person thought. On the other hand, then, 

unmediated first person thought is said to represent its object as a material substance. This 

seems to be a contradiction. Our account of self-consciousness avoids the contradiction by re­

jecting its first side: The subjective angle is an angle on something that is essentially what and 

only what the subjective angle reveals it to be. First person thought represents an object whose 
essence is such as to be represent.:d in first person thought. (For this reason, th.: metaphor of 

an angle is a poor fit for first person knowledge, which is identical with its object. It fits rec.:p­

tive knowledge, which is a distinct reality from, and thus an angle on, its object.) Only 
someone committed to the empiricism of all hitherto existing materialism will suppose that 
this, Descartes', insight entails that the obj.:ct of self-consciousness is immaterial. A true mate­
rialism lets us see that we need not (anyway inlpossibly) have r.:course to something outside 
the sllbje\.-ti\'e angle in order to recognize that on which it is an angle as a material substance. 
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Receptive I<nowledge 

In the preceding chapter, we described an inner nexus ofself-consciousness 
and reason: a self-conscious order is an order of reason and an order of 
reason is self-conscious because justification and first person reference are 
two sides of a coin, a formally represented order. Beliefs are subject to the 
self-conscious and rational order of knowledge; believing something, I not 
only fall under, I subsume myself under this order. Therefore beliefs figure 
in unmediated first person thought and admit of justification. In this 
chapter, we shall further develop the conception of epistemic justification 
and receptive knowledge contained in this account of self-consciousness. 

The empiricism of aU hitherto existing materialism not only makes it im­
possible to comprehend how there may be first person thought of a man. 
It stands in the way of a sound theory of receptive knowledge as well. I 
know an object that exists independently of my knowing it in virtue of its 
affecting my senses. This sensory relationship with an object joins material 
substances and joins them as material. Contemporary epistemology, 
sharing in the empiricism of aU hitherto existing materialism, presupposes 
that the sensory nexus to an object by which I know how things stand with 
it is something to be known in turn only empirically, or through the senses. 
On this empiricist doctrine depends the opposition ofinternalism and ex­
ternalism, which is widely held to provide a valid classification of theories 
of knowledge, as weU as tlle so-called fallibilist conception of knowledge, 
according to which it can always turn out that things are not as I believed 
they were because the grounds on which I rest my beliefs never exclude 
that possibility. We shall depart from this empiricism and develop a truly 
materialist account of receptive knowledge. According to it, tlle sensory re­
lationship with an object by which it is known from receptivity is itself 
known from spontaneity. It is a material, yet self-conscious reality. 

133 
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The materialist account of receptive knowledge that we shall develop 
will say the following. Knowing from receptivity that something is the 
case is an aa of a self-conscious power, a power whose acts are known by 
their subject from spontaneity. Since the contemporary literature does not 
develop the theory of knowledge as part of the theory of self­
consciousness, the concepts central to our account are foreign to it: the 
concept of spontaneous knowledge, the concept of a power, in particular 
the concept of a power of knowledge, and the concept of a self-conscious 
power. \Ve shall trace its shortcomings to its conceptual poverty. 

In the first section, we shall introduce the idea of spontaneous knowl­
edge of receptive knmvledge by asking whether she who knows some­
thing from receptivity as such knows that she does. This question gives 
rise to an antinomy when, in "she knows that she knows", both occur­
rences of "know" are taken to designate the same form of knowledge. A 
critical solution to this antinomy distinguishes receptive knowledge from 
spontaneous knowledge. She who receptively knows something knows 
that she does, not from receptivity, but from spontaneity. In the second 
section, we shall argue that the misnamed fallibilist account of knowledge 
provides no understanding of fallibility. For, the concept of fallibility fol­
lows the concept of a power, which fallibilist authors eschew. I am liable 
wrongly to think I know not becallse, as fallibilism has it, my grounds do 
not exclude that things are otherwise than I think, but because, in giving 
grounds that do exclude this, I exercise a fallible power. Our materialist 
and fallibilist account of receptive knowledge has consequences re­
garding the nature of epistemology and its knowledge, which the third 
and final section of this chapter expounds. Epistemology is split into a 
naturalist and a normativist camp: the former seeks to describe knowl­
edge as a natural phenomenon in the life of a certain kind of animal, 
while the latter insists on the normative significance of attributions of 
knowledge, accllsing the opposing camp of a naturalist fallacy. Both par­
ties to the dispute fail to see that the concepts of epistemology are 110t 
empirical concepts, as their primary deployment is in sp01ltaneous knowl­
edge. The concept of receptive knowledge describes a material form of 
life, but one that is self-conscious and, that is, is such as to bring itself 
under its own order. The opposition of naturalism and normativism re­
flects the empiricism of all hitherto existing materialism. If we are to 
comprehend ourselves, material self-conscious subjects that \ve are, we 
must rid ourselves of it. 
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The Self-Consciousness of Receptive Knowledge 

Internalism and externalism are poles of an antinomy. We first expound 
the a!1tinomy, then its critical solution. 

The Antinomy of Knowledge 

The antinomy arises when we ask whether someone \.,.ho knows some­
thing as such knows that she does. Externalist theories of knowledge do 
not require that the fact" by which someone knows something be in turn 
known by her, while internalist theories demand that, if someone is to 
know something, she must know the relevant facts or, as it is sometimes 
put, she must be aware of them, or they must be available to her. As ex­
terna1ism is a negative claim, an argument for it must show that inter­
nalism is false. A way to do this is to reduce internalism to absurdity, as 
follows. It is clear that grounds on account of which a subject knows how 
things stand with an object, if the object exists independently of her 
knowledge, must include a material, sensory relation that she bears to this 
object; for, unless the object in some way affects her, it will be an accident 
if she represents it correctly. Internalism requires that this sensory relation 
be available to the subject; she must know that it obtains, ifshe is to know 
something through it. And this is absurd. For the requirement applies 
again: in order to know that she bears the relevant relation to the object, 
it does not suffice that she be materially related to this fact in a suitable 
way; rather, she mllst again know that she is. It transpires that internalism 
says that, in order to know one thing, I must know another thing. There 
can be no concept of knowledge that satisfies this condition. 

Externalism is true, for internalism is absurd. In tlle same way, we can 
show that internalism is true: by showing that externalism is absurd. We 
start again from the fact that knowing sometlling about an independently 
existing object involves being affected by it. Externalism maintains that, in 
order to know how tlungs stand with an object t1lrough this relationship 
with it, the subject need not know that the relationship obtains; she may 
know this, but this is not a condition of her knowing what she knows 
through the relationship. And this is absurd. In order to see this, suppose 
that she in fact bears a sensory nexus to the object in virtue of which it is 
no accident tllat the object is as she believes it is. Now, if she does not 
know that she does, then she cannot revert to that fact in determining 
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what to believe. The nexus does not place her in a position to establish 
that it is right to think that the object is as she thinks it is. This does not 
change if she knows, as she may, itl the same externalig sense, that she bears 
the relevant relationship to the object. For, she knows that she bears this 
relationship to the object in virtue of being suitably connected to that 

fact. But since, again, she does not know that she is so connected (or if she 
does, then in a further act, of which we must say the same), this does not 
enable her to establish that it is right to think that she bears the relevant 
receptive relationship to the object. Her second-order knowledge does 
not advance her quest for something by which she can ascertain whether 
she is right in believing about that object what she believes about it. I may 
in the externalist sense know something, know that I do, know that I 
know that I do, and so on, to no matter how high a level, wlule having, on 
reflection, no clue whether things are as my original belief represents them 
as being. No hierarchy of externalist knowledge recovers the position of 
her who can justify her belief.l But a theory that cannot represent the po­
sition of being equipped to answer the question whether or not to believe 
such-and-such does not treat of the concept of knowledge that applies to 
subjects who confront this question. 

We asked: Is it a condition of knowing something that one knows that 
one does? The question gives rise to an antinomy: externalism is true, be­
cause internalism is false, and internalism is true, because externalism is 
false. The antinomy arises if it is assumed that I would, if I could, or if I 
did, know that I receptively know that p in the sa~ne manner in which I 
know that p: from receptivity. On the one hand, the refutation of inter­
nalism assumes that internalism holds that, in order to know something 
through a sensory relationship with an object, I must know in the same 
way, i.e., by a sensory nexus, that this relationship obtains. And this is ab­
surd. On the other hand, the refutation of externalism trades on the fact 
that, if I do not know through a sensory nexus that I know that p, then I 
do not know that I know that p. And this is equally absurd. We infer from 
the antinomy its critical solution: she who knows that p through sensory 
affection knows that she does, but in a manner different from that in 
which she knows that p, i.e., not through sensory affection. 

It is not that the literature knows of nothing of which one may know 
otherwise than by its affecting one's senses. On the contrary, it is routinely 

1. This is well brought out by William Alston on the first pages of his The Reliability of 
Se'lse Perceptio1l. 
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assumed that beliefs and sensory impressions are materials from which one 
could attempt to construct grounds of knowledge that would satisfy an 
internalist requirement. But it is never contemplated that these materials 
might include the sensory relationship with an object by which one gains 
knowledge of it. Donald Davidson, for example, explains that "nothing 
can count as a reason for holding a belief except another belief", since "we 
can't get outside our skins to find out \."hat is causing the internal hap­
penings of which we are aware".2 We are said to know (be aware of) "in­
ternal happenings", which knowledge must be of a different kind from 
that of which Davidson, in the essay we are quoting, gives a coherence 
theory: we are aware of internal happenings, but not by having a reason to 
believe they occur. Davidson does not say how we are aware of them, but 
it is reasonable to suppose that he thinks such awareness is an act of a fac­
ulty of inner sense. As this faculty does not reach all the way to the objects 
causing our sensory impressions, we would need to "get outside our 
skins" to find out what affects our senses. Or compare \ViIliam Alston: 

We engage in a variety of doxastic (belief-forming) practices that are 
ineluctably rooted in our lives. A prominent member of this group is 
the practice of going from sense experience (together, sometimes, 
with relevant background beliefs) to beliefs about things [ ... ]. 
Thus I have an experience that I would be disposed to describe as 
something in front of me looking like a birch tree, and on that basis I 
believe that there is a birch tree before me. [ ... ] Leaving back­
ground beliefs out of the picture, we can say that a common type of 
function here is one that goes from "looks P" to "is P". (The Relia­
bility of Sense Perception, pp. 7-8) 

Alston does not say how he knows that it is his practice to go from "looks 
P" to "is P"; but presumably he thinks he is aware of it by inner sense. As 
he cannot know in this way whether, on a given occasion of exercising this 
practice, an object is affecting his senses in such a way that he represents it 
to be as it is, he is not in a position to tell whether this practice yields true 
beliefs.3 

2. "A Coherence Theor~' of Truth and Knowledge", pp.426 and 429. 
3. Since it disregards self-consciousness, reliabilism, the doctrine that a beliefis justified if 

it springs from a habit of tbrming·belic:fs such that belids issuing from this habit can be re­
lied upon to be true, C3lUlot account tilr the applicability of the concept of justification to 
belief. If reliabilism were true, its topic would not exist, it)r the concept of justification ap­
plies only to acts of a t()rmally represented order, and habits are not furmally represented. 



138 I Self-Consciousness 

Davidson and Alston presuppose that grounds on which I know how 
things stand with an independent object, if they are to satisty an internalist 
requirement (i.e., ifl am to know them in a manner not to be explained in 
the same way), cannot include a sensory relation to this object, but, at 
best, impressions and beliefs resulting from impressions. Behind this 
stands the notion that beliefs and impressions belong ,vith a spiritual 
world of a su bject to which she has immediate access, while a sensory 
nexus to an object is part of the material world, to be known only empiri­
cally, by mediation of the senses. So the thesis underlying the antinomy of 
knowledge is this: there is no nonempirical ktlOJ'Pledge of a material rela­
tionship with an object. This is an application of the dogma of all hitherto 
existing materialism, that material reality is an object only of experience. 
Our account of receptive knowledge, which critically solves the antinomy, 
will reveal the material nexus to an object by which one gains knowledge 
of it to be such as to be knowtt from spontaneity. 

Spontaneous Knowledge of Receptive Knowledge 

Let us recall some of the things we said in the previous chapter. A justifi­
cation of an act is an account that reveals it to conform to a formally rep­
resented order, an order under \vhich this act subsumes itself. An act is 
justified if and only if it has a true account of this kind. A reason is what 
serves as cause in such an account. Beliefs admit of justification because 
they are subject to a formally represented order, which defines a notion of 
justification, epistemic justification. Justitying a belief in this sense is re­
vealing it, or taking a step toward revealing it, to be true; a reason for be­
lieving something establishes, or contributes to establishing, that it is true. 

Suppose 1 think, "I am doing A because 1 want to do B", which 1 believe manifests my dis­
position to do one thing whenever I want to do a certain other thing. And suppose 1 furdler 
think iliat doing A will take me some way toward doing B. 1 might be pleased to find myself 
disposed to respond to a desire with an act that helps to satislY the desire. 1 might thank my 
creator, or evolution, for dlis beneficial arrangement. But not only du I not justilY my doing 
A; I do not apprehend it as a proper object of justification. I bring it under a torm of de­
scription that does not represent it as something iliat admits of justification. Or suppose 1 
iliink, "I believe that p because 1 believe that if', subsuming my beliefs under a habit to be­
lieve one thing whenever 1 believe another. 1 may further think that p follows from '1, and 
think myself blc:ssed with this habit. Again, thankful contc:mplation of e\'olution, which 
rooted out those with less advantageous mental manners, may be in order. But so long as I 
think of my belief in this way alone, I do not conceive of it as something to which a concept 
of justification applies. 
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We also said that beliefs attract a certain question "why?"; they fall 
under a certain form of explanation, or are subject to a certain kind of 
causality. Now, when I explain in this way why I believe something, I con­
ceive of what I believe as something it is right to believe on the strength of 
the cause that I give. I take myself to trace my belief to a cause that estab­
lishes its truth. That is, I conceive of my explanation as a justification and 
ofits cause as a reason. A justification is a causal account; she who justifies 
her belief gives its cause. Its causal sense links justification to knowledge. I 
not only believe, but know if things are as I believe, and this is no acci­
dent. A justified belief has a cause that reveals it to be true; its justification 
cites a cause in the light of which it can be seen to conform to the truth. 
Then it is no accident if it is true; it must be, given its cause. Thus, as I 
represent my explanation as a justification, I conceive of the belief I ex­
plain as being knowledge in virtue of having this explanation.4 

When I explain why I believe something, giving a belief explanation, 
then this is how I represent the cause that I give: it establishes that my be­
lief is true. Of course, it may be that this is not how things stand. I may 
think that the cause of my belief establishes its truth, while in fact it does 
not, or even while my beliefis false. So when I explain why I believe that 
p, giving a belief explanation, I take myself to know that p, but it may be 
that I only think I know, while in fact I do not. However, it may also be 
that things are as I think, and I indeed know that p. Now we ask, when 
things are this way, when I know that p as my believing it has a cause that 
establishes that p is the case, how do I know, if I do, that things are this way? 
It will transpire that I know it from spontaneity. My knowledge satisfies 
the formula of first person knowledge: when I know that p in virtue of my 
believing it having the relevant kind of cause, then I know that I know 
that p by k1Jowing that p. My knowing that p includes and is included in my 
knowing that I know it, which latter knowledge therefore is unmediated 
first person knowledge. 

Consider this abstractly. I think that X. It may be that I am wrong and 
X is not the case. It may also be tllat X is the case. Now we ask, supposing 

4. If an explanation "I believe that p because __ " does not give the cause, but only, as 
one might want to put it, the reason, then this reason whl' I believe that p, which reveals p to 
be true, leaves it open whether 1 believe: dut p, while dle cause, in \'irtue of which it is no ac­
cident that I believe it, leaves it open whether it is true. It is a commonplace that, in order to 
be justified in doing something, it is not enough that I can give reasons fOr doing it. The rea­
sons must ha\'e power and explain why I am doing it. The concept of acting from duty has a 
causal sense. TIle same holds ofbdief and epistemic justification. 
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that X is the case, how do 1 know that it is, if 1 do? The answer depends 
on the nature of X. X may be such as to be known from spontaneity, i.e., 
a self-conscious act, which includes and is included in its subject's repre­
sentation of it. Then I knO".v that X is the case in virtue of its being the 
case; its being the case is the same reality as my knowing it to be the case. 
Our X is this: I know that p, believing that p on account of a cause that re­
veals p to be true. We must consider the nature of this X in order to de­
termine whether it is a proper object of spontaneous knowledge. 

We said that knowledge was nonaccidentally true belief. Necessity 
comes from causality, and kinds of causality, or senses of "why?" give rise 
to kinds of necessity, or senses of "no accident". The causality of belief ex­
planation defines a sense in which it is no accident if a belief thus caused is 
true, and this is the sense of "no accident" that belongs to the concept of 
knowledge, for it is the one that applies to beliefs as sllch. So belief is 
knowledge if and only if it has a true belief explanation, or equivalently, if 
and only if it is justified. More precisely, this defines receptive knowledge. 
By contrast, since an object known from spontaneity is identical \\ith the 
subject's thought representing it, there is in this case neither need nor 
room for something other than this object, a mediating term, to show 
that things are as the subject thinks. The notion of justification does not 
apply. If someone says, "I am cooking partridges", which she knows from 
spontaneity, it makes no sense to ask, "Why do you think you are cooking 
partridges?" She already said why she thinks this: she is cooking par­
tridges. Her cooking partridges is her thinking that she is cooking par­
tridges, and this, the practicality of her thought, makes it no accident that 
things are as she thinks. So a thought is non accidentally true either on ac­
cOlmt of itself, when it is identical with its object, or, when its object has 
an independent existence, on account of its cause, which binds it to its ob­
ject. With regard to thought about an independent object, being nonacci­
dentalIy true is being justified; the causality of justification defines the rel­
evant sense of "no accident". Hence, while the first definition of 
knowledge defines it as nonaccidentally true belief, its definition as justi­
fied belief explains what this comes to for receptive knowledge, knowledge 
that is a distinct reality from its object. 

Now the X of which we inquire whether it is an object of spontaneous 
knowledge is this: I know that p from receptivity. We can develop this con­
tent further by reverting to what we said in Chapter 3. There we found 
that an act of receptive knowledge is represented by its subject as an act of 
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a power. "Act of a power" contrasts with "act of a habit". A power is the 
cause of the existence of its acts in such a way as to be, at the same time, 
the cause of their conforming to a normative measure, which thus is in­
ternal to these acts. A habit, by contrast, does not bring its acts under a 
standard. For example, a virtue is a power: it is analytic that actions that 
spring from a virtue are good. Whether acting in a certain way manifests a 
virtue therefore is not independent of whether the subject is acting well in 
so acting. The concept of a power of knowledge stands to the true as the 
concept of a virtue stands to the good: it is analytic that a belief that 
springs from a power of knowledge is true, so that whether a belief mani­
fests such a power is not independent of whether it is true. This distin­
guishes a virtlle from a habit to do things of a certain description, and a 
power of knowledge from a habit of forming beliefs. (We are ignoring for 
the sake of argument that the concept of such a habit is incoherent on ac­
count of the logical, or temporal, incongruity of an act of believing that 
something is the case with what can be the object of a habit.) 

A belief explanation establishes that the belief it explains is true, repre­
senting it as an act of a power of knowledge. In saying this, we are devel­
oping the content of a first person thought. We are not supposing that 
such a thought cannot be false. We are supposing that it can be true, and 
we ask how it can be known to be true when it is. Before we can answer 
this, we must remember another result of Chapter 3: that the normative 
significance of a first person belief explanation is irreducible and cannot be 
explained by supposing that she who gives it performs two speech acts, an 
explanation why she believes what she does that does not speak to the 
question whether it is true, and an assessment of the beliefas true in virtue 
of its cause. For, this means that the concept of a power of knowledge is 
fundamental; it is prior to the concept of a habit of forming beliefs (or 
would be, if there were such a concept). 

Consider the first form of belief explanation of Chapter 3: inference. 
Gottlob Frege says an inference proceeds from true premises.s This is cu­
rious. Cannot one draw conclusions from false propositions? But Frege's 
thought is that, fundamentally, inferring a proposition is a way of estab­
lishing tllat it is true and, hence, of coming to know it. And I cannot ac­
quire knowledge in this way unless I proceed from true premises (indeed, 

5. See, e.g., "Gedankengefuge", p.47; "Logik in der Mathematik", NlJciJgelllSSene 
Schriftm, pp. 263-267. 
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unless I proceed from premises I know to be true). If this is Frege's 
meaning, he will further think it impossible to infer p from '1, if P does not 
follow from q. So his concept of inference seems to be this: an inference 
proceeds from propositions known to be true in conformity to the order of 
what follows from what. Someone who believes that p because she believes 
that q manifests a power to draw inferences only if'1 is (known by her to 
be) true and entails p. The power to draw inferences, so understood, is a 
power of knowledge; a belief cannot manifest it and yet be false. Whether a 
belief springs from this po\\'er is not independent of whether it is true. By 
contrast, let us explain moving to a beliefin this way: I move from believing 
that q to believing that p, when I believe that p because I believe that '1, but 
neither does IJ need to be true, nor does p need to follow from it. Moving 
to a belief is not an act of a power of knowledge. Perhaps it is an act of a 
habit. Now, someone might try to define inferring as moving that satisfies 
certain conditions: I infer p from IJ if and only if I move from believing that 
IJ to believing that p and if is true and implies p. But this definition is un­
sound, for in first person thought Frege's concept of inference is prior to 
the concept of moving. In giving a belief explanation "I believe p because 
'1", 1 do not conjoin a nOlmormative report that I moved from '1 to p ~~th 
the normative claim that, since If is true and entails p, 1 thereby have come 
to believe something true. If the explanation could be decomposed in this 
manner, its components would be empty. 1 explain why I believe what 1 do 
not by a habit of believing or a belief-forming mechanism, acts of which, as 
acts of this habit or mechanism, may be true or false, but by a power to 
infer, whose acts, as such, cannot fail to be true. 

According to the second form of belief explanation we considered, 1 ex­
plain why 1 believe something not by something else 1 believe, but by the 
fact that I perceive or have perceived what I believe. Now, I perceive 
something only if, through my sensory impressions, I am in a position to 
tell how things stand with the object that affects my senses. The power to 
tell how things are through sensory atTection is a power of knowledge: its 
acts as such are true beliefs. In contrast to perceiving that p, let us define 
being appeared to as ifp as a sensory affection that involves the proposition 
p in a way that is neutral as to whether p is true. If I believe p on account 
of having been appeared to as if p, then my believing p does not manifest 
a power of knowledge. (It may manifest a habit.) Now, one might try and 
define perception in terms of appearance: I perceive that p if and only if I 
am appeared to as if p, which appearance is explained by the fact that p. 
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This is inadequate; it is easy to think up situations in which the fact that p 
enters into the explanation of why someone is appeared to as if p without 
the appearance amounting to perception. (We only must see to it that the 
content of the appearance and what explains it are identical only per acci­
dens.) But we need not consider attemJ:'ts to mend the definition by 
adding conditions,· for the mistake lies in conceiving of a perception that 
something is the case as an appearance that satisfies further conditions. In 
first person thought, the concept of perception is fundamental; it is prior 
to the concept of appearance. When I give a belief explanation and say "I 
believe that p because I perceive that tillS is how things stand", I do not 
conjoin a non-normative explanation that I believe that p because 1 have 
been appeared to as if p-which does not speak to the question whether p 
is true-with an assurance that p must be, or is likely to be, true given that 
1 have been appeared to in tillS way. When the normative sense of the ex­
planation is reduced in this manner, its components dissolve. A first 
person belief explanation does not subsume its object under a habit. It 
represents it as an act of a power to gain receptive knowledge.6 

The X of which we are asking how it may be known is this: I know that 
p, exercising a power of receptive knowledge. This shows how X, when it 
is the case, is known to be the case. Since belief explanations describe a 
causality of thought, a subject of a belief so caused is, as such, in a position 
to explain it. Hence, she who possesses a power of receptive knowledge 
knows the acts of her power and knows them as acts of this power. In 
other words, a power to gain receptive knowledge is formally represented, 
or self-conscious. Its subject's knowledge of acts of tillS power is not a dis­
tinct reality from these acts; it is knowledge from spontaneity. I know it 
from spontaneity when I know something by inferring it from something 
else that I know. And I know it from spontaneity when I know that some­
thing is the case because I perceive or perceived it. If someone's beliefs are 
related in such a way that the one is knowledge in virtue of the other's 
being that, then she knows that her beliefs are so related, and knows it by 
virtue oftlleir being so related. And if someone bears a receptive nexus to 
an object by which she is in a position to gain sensory knowledge of it, 

6. Compare Andrea Kern, QJtellen des Wissens: "The concept of a sensury impression, as 
it applies to a subject of empirical judgment, acquires its sense from its employment in the 
description of a rational power of knowledge. [ ... ] This means that the case of a sensory 
impression that is not a case of perceiving [ ... 1 is logically derivative from the case of an 
impression that is a case of perceiving" (p.297). 
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then she knows that she does, and knows it by bearing this nexus to the 
object. 

In Chapter 3, we considered the suggestion that the answer to the 
question what to believe "I believe that p is the case because I perceive 
that it is'" bears the same form as "I believe that p because q": it gives, as 
the ground on which I believe something, something else I believe, of 
which I can and must be asked on what grounds I believe it. But when I 
explain that I believe something because I perceive it, this answer does not 
reattract the question "why?" that it answers. I know what I perceive from 
receptivity, by virtue of a receptive nexus with the object I thus know; but I 
know that I perceive what I do from spontaneity, by virtue of the object of 
my knowledge. We said previously that, when someone says, "I am 
cooking partridges", something she knows from spontaneity, then it 
makes no sense to ask her, "Why do you think you are cooking par­
tridges?" She already said why she thinks this: she is cooking partridges. 
The same holds true here. When someone says, "I believe that p because I 
perceive it", it makes no sense to repeat the question and ask, "How do 
you know that you perceive it?" For, she already said how she knows this: 
she perceives that p. This is how she knows that she perceives it. 

In a well-known article, William Alston claimed that the epistemolog­
ical tradition confused being justified in believing something with being 
justified in believing that one is justified and, consequently, or in parallel, 
knmving something with knmving that one knows it. He called this a 
"level confusion"? But the confusion is Alston's. It resides in thinking 
that there are levels of justification and knowledge, which one might con­
fuse. There are such levels if justification and receptive knowledge are such 
as to be known from receptivity, for it follows fi'om the definition of re­
ceptive knowledge as of an independent object that knmving something is 
not the same as receptively knowing that one knows it. Conversely, if jus­
tification and receptive knowledge are objects of spontaneous knowledge, 
then receptively kno\\ing something is knowing that one knows it, and 
there are no levels to climb. If the tradition identifies being justified with 
knowing that one is, and knowing something with knowing that one 
does, then this shows that it takes justification and knowledge to be essen­
tially represented in first person thought, i.e., such as to be known from 
spontaneity. Our reflections vindicate the tradition. 

7. See "Level Confusions in Epistemology". 
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It is essential to realize that we do not simply say that knowing some­
thing entails knO\\!ing that one knows it. A calculus of epistemic logic that 
licenses inferences exemplifYing the schema "Kp => KKp" is incapable of 
representing our claim. It suggests that "Kp" is known in the same 
manner as "p"', as it employs the same letter to signifY the nexus one bears 
to both these propositions. Thus, on the one hand, when p is known re­
ceptively, the calculus suggests that the fact that one receptively knows 
something is something one knows from receptivity, which is absurd. On 
the other hand, when p is known spontaneously, the calculus suggests that 
"Kp => KKp" has content, while in truth it is of the form "p => p". As the 
object of an act of receptive knowledge differs from the object of an act of 
spontaneous knowledge of tlllS act, it is a nonempty statement to say 
about it that one not only knows, but knows that one knows. But the ob­
ject of spontaneous knowledge is the same reality as the knowledge, 
wherefore it is a tautology that who knows the former knows tlle latter. 

The X we are discussing, "I know that p, exercising my power of recep­
tive knowledge", is such as to be known from spontaneity. Of course such 
a thought may be false; 1 may erroneously think I know that p in an act of 
my power of receptive knowledge, while in truth I do not. But if my first 
person thought is true, then 1 know that it is true from spontaneity. When 
1 know that p, exercising my power of receptive knmvledge, my receptively 
knowing that p and my knowing that I receptively know it are one reality. 
An act of receptive knowledg~ is an act of a selfconscious power and as 
such an object of spontaneous knowledge. When we distinguish sponta­
neous knowledge, which is identical with its object and is of oneself as one­
self, from receptive knowledge, which is ofan independent object and is of 
something as otller, then the antinomy of internalism and externalism dis­
solves. This critical solution of the antinomy is out of reach of an episte­
mology that defines its topic by the phrase "knowing that p", not inquiring 
into the logical form of "p", in particular ignoring whether it represents its 
object first personally or demonstratively. Thus our account cannot be 
placed on a map of positions whose layout can be described \\'ithout 
drawing this distinction. It cannot be classified as externalist or internalist, 
for it removes the error that is the source of that opposition. Without the 
notion of spontaneous knowledge of the material nexus to an object by 
which one gains receptive knowledge of it, epistemology remains stuck in 
the antinomy of internalism and externalism. This is a fair price for iso­
lating the tlleory of knowledge from the theory of self-consciousness. 
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Fallibility 

She who knows something from receptivity knows from spontaneity that 
she does. We derived this from the more fundamental fact that receptively 
knowing something is an act of a self-consciolls power. In the contemporary 
epistemological literature, the place of the concept of a power of knowledge 
is often assumed by the concept of a reliable habit, or mechanism, of beJief 
formation, a habit such that beliefs issuing from it can be relied upon to be 
true. But it is impossible to comprehend fallibility without distinguishing 
power from habit. For, fallibility is a characteristic ofpowers.8 As advocates 
of fallibilism attempt to do without the concept of a power of knowledge, 
they are unable to articulate the notion of a fallible subject of knowledge. In 
this section, we first show how fallibilism, as expounded by Michael 
Williams and Robert Fogelin, fails as an account of knowledge. Then we de­
velop the notion of fallibility from the concept of a power. 

Fallibilism 

We said receptive knowledge is justified belief; we can also say that it is jus­
tified true belief, for what is known is true. But the truth-condition is re­
dundant, as the justification required for knowledge secures truth. Of 
course, I may be justified in believing that something is the case even 
when my grounds do not establish, but perhaps only render it likely, that 
things are as I believe that they are. But the theory of knowledge is con­
cerned only with the kind of justification on which knowledge rests, and if 
I cannot exclude, on the strength of my grounds, that things are other­
wise than I think, then I do not know. Consider: I judge that p on the 
grollud that q, which is something I know. If p may be false even while q 
is true, then this is not a way of coming to know that p. For, even as I 
know that q, it may not be the case that p. Thus, for all I know, it may not 
be the case that p.9 And this means that I do not know whether p.IO 

8. It is the principle point ofJohn McDowell's "Criteria, Defeasibility, and Knowledge" 
that fallibility characterizes a capacity, not its acts. 

9. I am echoing a fi.)rmulation of John McDowell's in "Criteria, Defc:asibility, and 
Knowledge", p. 37l. 

10. An extensive litaature devotes itself to the discussion (If cases, introduced by Edmund 
Gettier in his "Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?", in which justified true beliefS fail to be 
knowledge because they are true by chance. As a justified belief can be true by chance only if the 
grounds that justifi· it do not establish its truth, Gettier's thesis, that justified true belief need 



Receptive Knowledge I 147 

Yet it is widely held that, whenever I believe something concerning an 
independent object, I cannot in principle give grounds that establish the 
truth of my belief. II No matter how good my grounds are, there are cir­
cumstances that my grounds do not rule out and that are such that, if they 
obtained, I would not be in a position to exclude, on the strength of my 
grounds, that I am mistaken. Suppose, for example, I think there is a con­
tainer of milk in the refrigerator because I looked in the refrigerator and, 
so I think, saw it there. Now, what ifmy roommate emptied the container 
and filled it with white paint? All the same, I would think there is a con­
tainer of milk, although in fact the container holds no milk. I would be 
fooled because things look just as they would if there were a container of 
milk. This shO\\'s that the ground on which I think that there is a con­
tainer of milk, namely the visual appearance presented by the inside of the 
refrigerator, does not rule out that my roommate emptied the container 
and filled it with paint. Hence, they do not rule out that I am wrong in 
thinking that there is a container of milk. 

A line of reasoning of this shape can be constructed whenever I osten­
sibly know something with regard to which I might have been fooled. 
For, when I am fooled, I do not recognize that I am (otherwise I would 
not be tooled); when I am fooled, things appear to be as they are when I 
am not fooled. Hence, even when I am not fooled, I cannot rule out cer­
tain circumstances that are such that, if they obtained, I would be fooled. 
Since I am never in a position to rule out, on the strength of my grounds, 
that I am fooled, I am never in a position to establish, through my 
grounds, that things are as I believe. 

If this argument, the argument from illusion, were sound, it would 
show that there is no knowledge of things with regard to which we are li­
able to be fooled. When the argument is presented as an account of such 
knowledge, we must expect contortions. Consider the following passage 
from Williams's Problems of Knowledge: 

not be knowledge, deploys a concept of justification that allows a justified belief to be false. Tllis 
renders the thesis uninteresting. For, a belief whose justification leaves it open whether things 
are as believed is anyway not justifi'!d in the way necessary ti)r knowledge. So the obvious con­
clusion is not that knowledge cannot be defined as justified true belief, but that this definition 
deploys a concept of justification according to which justified belielS cannot fail to be true. 

II. A notable exception is John McDowell. Compare, \=.g., "Knowledge and the In­
ternal". It would be apt to describe our objective in this chapter as that of articulating the ac­
count of self-consciousnc:ss and spolltaneous knowledge contained ill McDowell's epistemo­
logical writings. 
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While we certainly take ourselves to know all sorts of things, [ ... ] 
we recognize that the possibility of error can never be logically ex­
cluded.-In claiming knowledge [ ... ] we are issning a particularly 
strong and open -ended guarantee of the correctness of what we be­
lieve. We are betting that there is no non-misleading counter­
evidence to our belief. (pp. 41 and 54) 

Williams says we take ourselves to know many things. He is not prepared 
to say, not here, that we do know them. For he is calling attention to the 
fact that the things we take ourselves to know may fail to be the case, in 
which case we do not know them. Williams explains that, when we claim 
to know somedIing, we issue a guarantee dut it is true. But how can we 
guarantee that, if we have no way of establishing it?12 WilIiams corrects 
himself and says we bet dIat it is true. But why then do we say "1 know" 
and not "1 bet"? Williams lacks dle resources to distinguish knm,,;ng that 
something is dle case from betting that it is. My grounds at best put me in 
a position to play an advantageous lottery, and even dlis is saying too 
much, for there is no way of knowing that the lottery is advantageous, as 
there is no finding out that 1 won, only betting dIat I did-a bet on whose 
success I can only.bet.13 

Similar tensions are helpfully explicit in Fogelin's Pyrrhonian Reflee­
tiom. He writes: 

It seems natural to ask how grounds can establish the truth of some­
thing when at the same time there are undercutting possibilities that 
have not been eliminated. The answer to this [ ... ] is that this is how 
we employ epistemic terms. We assert something, thus committing 
ourselves to it without reservation, while at the same time leaving 
eli minable refuting possibilities llneliminated. This is a fact-a fact 
about how we employ knowledge claims. [ ... ]-We have dlUs ar­
rived at t\vo factual claims. The first concerns what we mean when we 

12. One may "issue: a guarantee" that something is the case in the sense of agreeing to 
pay a penalty jfit is not the case. 111is is not knowing that it is the case. There is a tendency 
to conceive of knowledge claims on this model: she who claims to know something lays her­
self open to sanctions should it rum out to be otherwise. Even if tllis were true, it would not 
explain how it is possible: to know something, and it would not show that the alleged prac­
tice of sanctioning is a practice of reason. 

13. Compare David Lewis, "Elusive Knowledge", p. 222. 
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say that S knows that p: " S knows that p" means" S justifiably believes 
that p on grounds that establish the truth of p". The second describes 
how people actually employ and actually understand knowledge 
claims: When people claim to know things, they do not do so in the 
belief that they have eliminated all eliminable refuting possibilities, 
nor do their auditors suppose that they believe this. (pp. 94-95) 

Clearly, it is not possible to explain how grounds can establish truth while 
failing to exclude falsity-a question Fogelin rightly finds it natural to 
ask-by considering how we employ epistemic terms. On that topic, Fo­
gelin claims to have observed two facts. First, we do not take someone 
who says "I know that p" to take herself to be in a position, on the 
strength of her grounds, to exclude that she is mistaken. Secondly, when 
we say, "I know that p", we mean, "1 am in a position to establish, on the 
strength of my grounds, that p is true". If this is how we employ epistemic 
terms, then we employ them in this way: when we claim to know some­
thing, we do not take ourselves to know it. 

When skepticism is put forth as a theory of knowledge, this indicates an 
unrecognized difficulty. Williams thinks of himself as taking the measure 
of onr fallibility as seekers of knowledge; he calls the doctrine that knowl­
edge rests on grounds that fall short of establishing the truth of what one 
thus knows a "fallibilist conception of knowledge". 

In most interesting cases of empirical knowledge, we want to use em­
pirical evidence to justify conclusions that are logically stronger than 
the conjunction of the premises. [ ... ] The link between premises 
and conclusions is not deductive but inductive. And because the con­
clusion of an inductive inference is logically stronger than its prem­
ises, such an inference never guarantees its conclusion's truth. [ ... ] 
The modern conception of knowledge is jRllibilist. [ ... ] What I 
mean by this is that [ ... ] we recognize the possibility of error can 
never be logically excluded. It can always turn out that we only 
thoughtwe knew. (Problems of Knowledge, p.41) 

We are fallible in our empirical judgments in that it may befall us that we 
erroneously think we know something when in fact we do not. WiIIiams 
suggests that this shows that this grounds of our empirical beliefs arc 
"inductive", i.e., do not rule out that olle believes something false on 
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their basis. I4 He must think, then, that we would not be, or are not, 
vulnerable to error, if we could, or where we can, rest a claim on 
grounds that exclude its falsity. He does not say why he thinks this, but 
presumably he follows the argument from illusion: Even as I think I 
know something, I recognize that I might have been tooled. Had I been 
fooled, I would not have known that I was; I would not have been able 
to distinguish my situation from one in which I am not fooled. So when­
ever I think I knO\v something, I cannot rule out certain states of affairs 
such that I would be fooled if they obtained. If snch a state of affairs ob­
tains, it can turn ont that it does. If that turns out, it turns out that my 
belief is false, or true only by accident. And then it turns out that I was 
wrong in thinking I knew. Conversely, if I could rule out all states of af­
fairs such that I would be fooled if they obtained, then I would know 
that I am not fooled. And if I knew that I was not fooled, then it could 
not turn ont that I was, hence it could not turn out that I erroneously 
thought I knew. 

If! believe that p on "inductive" grounds, i.e., on grounds that do not es­
tablish the truth of , ... ·hat I believe on their basis, then this explains how it 
may happen that, while I believe that p, this is not the case or, given my 
grounds, only accidentally so, so that I would be wrong if! thought I knew 
that p. But it explains it in a way that makes it a mystery why I would think I 
know that p in the first place. Let p and q be propositions with independent 
truth values. Suppose I know that p. If on this basis I believe that p 1\ q, it 
may turn out that I am wrong. Should I think I know that p 1\ q, it may turn 
out that I falsely thought I knew tillS. But I have no business thinking J kI10\I,' 
that p 1\ q, if my grounds for belie\ing this reach no filrther than my knowl­
edge of p. However, according to Williams and Fogelin, whenever I claim to 
know something, I am in the position of someone who holds that p 1\ q on 
the basis of p: let q be tile proposition that is true if and only if none of the 
circumstances obtains that p does not exclude and tI1at are such tI1at, if they 
obtained, I would be fooled. Is Fogelin says, correctly ghren his view: "In 

14. The claim that singular empirical beliefS rest on inductive inferences was proposed by 
Alfred Arer, and there based on dle logical distance of sense data, on which empirical beliefS 
allegedly rest, from the material substance they purport to represent (see The FllUndRtions of 
Empirical Knolvledge). Since then, the claim has come I(x)se fhml its phenomenalist origin 
and simply expresses the notion that grounds of c:mpirical judgments are inferentially weaker 
than the beliefS they justif)·. Compare Robert Fogelin, Pyrrhlmilln Reflections, pp. 21-22. 

15. Michael Williams describes indueth"e inference as a matter ()f"us[ingJ empirical e\o'i­
denee to justilY conclusions that are logically stronger than the conjunction of the premises." 
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making knowledge claims, we always (or almost always) assert more than we 
have a right to assert. "16 

Fallible Powers 

The fallibilist conception of knowledge provides no comprehension offal­
libility. It explains our liability erroneously to think we know in a way that 
entails that we never think we know, not when we think clearly. The cause 
of the failure of fallibilism is its lack of the concept of a power of knowl­
edge. For, fallibility is a character of a power: a fallible power is one whose 
exercise is liable to be thwarted by unfavorable circumstances. Here, the 
relevant power is a self-conscious power of receptive knowledge, a power 
to explain why one believes something by a cause that excludes that one 
goes wrong in believing it. 

Consider first a practical power such as the ability to juggle five balls. 
Someone who is able to juggle five balls may still on a given occasion fail 
to keep the balls in the air if there is, say, strong wind. Shall we say, then, 
that she does not possess the power to juggle five balls, but rather the 
power to: juggle five balls, if the wind is not too strong? This is nonsense 
because, on the one hand, there is no end to the list of circumstances that 
may be unfavorable to juggling. If we made it Ollr principle to include cir­
cumstances unfavorable to its exercise in the description of the object of a 
power so as to render it immune to being frustrated by unfavorable cir­
cumstances, we would never arrive at a description of a pmver. On the 
other hand, circumstances unfavorable to juggling cannot be specified ex-

If this is induction, then induction is not a way of gaining knowledge. Williams defends it in 
this way: "Such inference takes place against a background of reasonable presuppositions: for 
example, that a sample used to gauge the incidence of a particular trait is representative of 
the target population" (Problems of Knowledge, p.46). The content of the "reasonable pre­
supposition" is nothing other than that it is correct to infer judgments about the population 
from judgments abour the sample. It is as reasonable as this inference. If there are doubts 
whether such an "inference" yields knowledge, the "reasonable presupposition" y,ill not Jar 
them to rest. (David Hume was right not to be impressed by John Locke's assurance that in­
ductive inference takes place against the background of the reasonable presuppositioll that 
the future will resemble the past.) This does not mean that there is no such thing as knowing 
a kind through its instances or, if this is our name fo: this way of gaining knowledge, induc­
tive inference. It means that the difference of induction from deduction is profilUnder than 
its depiction by Williams as defective deduction allows. See my KBtegorien des Zeit/ichm, 
chap. 6. 

16. Pyrrhonitm Rejle&tilms, p.94. 
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cept as circumstances unfavorable to juggling. For example, it is not pos­
sible to determine the relevant strength of wind independently of what 
juggling is. The only way correctly to specify it is as the strength of wind 
that makes juggling balls impossible. We do not first have a conception of 
an action-form, juggling balls, which then is limited by tile condition that 
certain impediments be absent, e.g., that there not be too much wind. 
Rather, the conception of the action-form already excludes the impedi­
ment, which therefore must not be added to the description of the 
power. 17 The two points connect as follows. It would be sensible to in­
clude unfavorable circumstances in the description of a power (seeking to 
make it infallible by limiting its object) only if, in this way, we arrived at an 
action concept that no longer included the idea of circumstances that pre­
vent its instantiation. Its instances would be logically exempt from being 
prevented by circumstances from being brought to completion. They 
would not admit the notion of interruption. In other words, they would 
always already be complete. But with the contrast of progress and com­
pletion falls the contrast of a power and its actualization. If we abstract 
from fallibility, we do not arrive at the idea of a subject ofinfallible powers 
of action-there is no such thing-but at the idea of a divine subject who 
is, in traditional terminology, pure act. 

Let us apply these reflections to the power to gain knowledge by means 
of the senses. It is a fallible power; its exercise is liable to be thwarted by 
unfavorable circumstances such as, notoriously, falsifying light, misleading 
mirrors, and the like. Shall we say, then, that we do not possess the power 
to tell how things are by means of the sense of vision, but rather the 
power: to tell how things are by means of the sense of \ision, if (to make a 
start) there are no misleading mirrors? No. First, there is no end to lie list 
of circumstances that might prevent one from taking in how tllings are by 
means of the senses. Secondly, the notion of snch a circumstance in each 
case depends on the notion of sensory knowledge; it is the notion of a cir­
cumstance unfavorable to the acquisition of knowledge by means of tile 
senses, or a certain sense: tlle mirrors are misleading, the light is falsifYi1Jg. 

17. This almost quotes Aristotle, Met/Jphysics e 5, 1048al6-21. Aristotle makc:s only our 
second point, not the first, because, as we are about to see, the second point, properly un­
derstood, contains and is the ground of the first. Compare tile interpretation of this passage 
by Jon Moline in "Provided Nothing External Interferes" and Andrc:a Kern's discussion of 
"favorable and unfavorable circumstancc:s" in Quellen des Wissens, pp.284-295. 
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The two points connect as above. If we could exhaust the circumstances 
and arrive at a description of a power whose acts then no longer would be 
liable to be frustrated by unfavorable circumstances, then acts of this 
power would not depend on anything not provided by their subject in and 
through these acts. Hence, these acts would not be acts of receptivity, 
which depend on their object, but acts of what Kant calls original intu­
ition, which is the origin of its object. Original intuition is not the object 
of a power, but pure act; the contrast of power and act does not apply to 
it. So again, if we abstract from fallibility, we arrive not at the idea of a 
subject of infallible powers of receptive knowledge-there is no such 
thing-but at the idea of a divine subject of original intuition, who is pure 
act. Fallibility is not a limitation of a power of receptive knowledge. It is 
not an empirical fact that our power of receptive knowledge is fallible. It is 
a logical or metaphysical fact. The notion of a power-upon which the 
idea of fallibility follows-is contained in the notion of a material subject 
of action and knowledge. 

Lacking the concept of a power, one is bound to misrepresent the fal­
libility of a power to gain knowledge as the less than perfect reliability of 
a habit or mechanism of forming beliefs. In fact, no difference could be 
greater than that of a fallible power from a reliable habit. Consider again 
a practical power. A power to do A is, first, a source of acts of doing A, 
and, secondly, if "do A" is an action verb, the source of its subject's 
knowledge of these acts. If someone is able to do something, then there 
is a sense in which this explains why, on a given occasion, she succeeds in 
doing it. For example, if someone can juggle, then it is not an accident if 
she manages to keep the balls in the air, whereas this would be a miracle 
in someone who cannot juggle. In this sense, a power provides an ac­
count of its acts. A power also figures in the explanation of its corrupted 
or impeded acts, but, adopting Aristotle's happy phrase, "by negation 
and subtraction" .18 A failed exercise of a power must be explained by un-

18. Compare Metf&physics, e 2, l046bl4-15. Aristotle's point there is difterent, how­
ever. He says an account of what it is to do something reveals both what it is to do that thing 
and what it is to fail in doing it, the former in itself, the latter by negation and subtraction. 
The topics connect where the description of what it is to do A is a description of how it is 
done, or how one does it, so that recognizing giyen proceedings as a case of doing A, suc­
cessful or aborted, is tracing them to a capacity to do it, as such or by negation and subtrac­
tion. 
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favorable circumstances, which have prevented the proper exercise of the 
power. One may be tempted to think that, in parallel, a successful exer­
cise of a power is explained not by the power alone, but by the power to­
gether with the absence of unfavorable circumstances. But no content is 
indeterminately specified by the phrase "no unfavorable circumstances 
obtain". That no such circumstances obtained means that circumstances 
were such that the pmver was properly exercised, and adds nothing to the 
explanation why it was properly exercised. A power does not bear the 
same explanatory relation to its failed acts as it does to its successful acts. 
Its successful act is explained by the power alone, its failed act by the 
power through negation and subtraction, that is, by circumstances unfa­
vorable to its exercise. 

A power to do something explains actions that manifest it. This modal 
character of a power underlies its subject's spontaneous knowledge of its 
acts. If! have the power to do A, then the action explanation "I am doing 
A because I want to do B" expresses spontaneous knowledge that I am 
doing A. For, since I can do A, it is no accident if I am in fact doing it. 
One may object thai::, in order to know that I am doing A, it is not suffi­
cient that I be capable of doing A; in addition, I need to know that cir­
cumstances are Qot unfavorable to the exercise of this power. But again, 
"circumstances are not unfavorable" does not indeterminately signifY a 
content, nothing I could, or could fail to, know. Since a power alone ac­
counts for its acts, it alone, when it is self-conscious, accounts for its sub­
ject's knmll/iedge of its acts.19 

This applies to a power of receptive knowledge. First, it is no accident 
if someone with the power to gain knowledge by means of the senses on 
a given occasion gains knowledge in this way. When she comes to believe 

19. There is a complication. It may happen that I ha\'e the capacity to do A, am doing A 
upon having determined that it is to be done, and yet do not know that I am doing it, be­
cause, although circumstances are not unf.lVorable, I have reason to think that they are. An­
drea Kern calls this situation one of rejlectipely unfllPorabk circumstances (see her QJtellt71 
des Winenl, pp. 332-333). Rdlectively unt3vorable circumstances frustrate the exercise of my 
capacity to do A, not by pre\'enting me from doing A, but by preventing me from doing it 
in such a way that my doing includes my knowledge that I am doing it. In this way, they pre­
vent the proper exercise of my capacity, for in its proper exercise, a self-conscious capacity is 
a source of knowledge of its acts. Capacities are liable to be frustrated by unt3vorable cir­
cumstances. Self-conscious capacities enjoy the privilege of being liable to be fi'Ustrated by 
reflectively wlfavorable circwnstances. 
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something false, this is to be explained by the power "through negation 
and subtraction", i.e., by circumstances unfavorable to the exercise of 
the power. We must not conclude that, therefore, successful acts of the 
power are explained not by the power alone, but by it and the absence of 
unfavorable circumstances. For, no content is specified by the phrase 
"unfavorable circumstances are absent". Thus there is an asymmetry: 
successful acts of a power are explained by the power alone, failed acts by 
the power by negation and subtraction, i.e., by circumstances unfavor­
able to its exercise. Moreover, a power of knowledge, in particular the 
power to gain sensory knowledge, is self-conscious. For, acts of a pmver 
of knowledge essentially figure in explanations that describe a causality 
of thought. If I am capable of gaining knowledge by means of the 
senses, then, unless circumstances are unfavorable, my explanation "I 
believe that p because I perceive it" expresses spontaneous knowledge 
that I know, by means of the senses, that p. One may think that, in order 
to know that I perceive and thus receptively know that p, it is not suffi­
cient that I be capable of gaining knowledge in this way. In addition, I 
must know that circumstances are not unfavorable to the exercise of my 
power. Again, the phrase signifies nothing, a fortiori nothing I could, or 
could fail to, know.20 A power of sensory knowledge alone accOlmts for 
its acts, and therefore alone accounts tor its subject's knmvledge of its 
acts.2l 

We are fallible in that we are liable erroneously to think we know 
when we do not. Williams thinks that this is so because, or when, the 
grounds on which our beliefs are based do not exclude that we are 
wrong. But this does not explain why \ve are vulnerable to falsely 

20. Andrea Kern notes that this is impossible to comprehend on the supposition that in­
ference is the only mode of justification: "As long as one attempts to reconstruct an act of 
knowledge from a basis that is not conceived as an actualization of a rational power, bur as a 
premise from which the truth of the belief must be inferred [ ... 1 one will construe the de­
scription of favorable circumstances lor gaining knowledge as the description of something 
that is external to that basis. Favorable circumstances then have the status of filrther premises, 
which must be added to that premise, and must be valid if we are to derive from the original 
premise how things are" (Quellen des Wissens, p. 298). 

21. Again, there is the complication noted in note 19. It may happen that I perceive 
something and do not know that I perceive it because I have reason to think that circum­
stances are unfavorable. Circumstances may be reflectively unfavorable to dle exercise of a 
power to b'llin receptive knowledge, as this is a selt:conscious power. 
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thinking we know. While it explains adequately why we would be wrong 
if we thought we knew, it does not explain why we would think that. In 
fact, we routinely give grounds that rule out the possibility of error. For 
example, when I believe something because I perceived it, my belief 
cannot be wrong. It is true that empirical knowledge cannot in general 
rest on deductive inference; I cannot in general establish empirical 
propositions by inferring them from other empirical propositions. 
Williams concludes that, "in most interesting cases", empirical justifica­
tion is a matter of inductive inference. But inferring a belief from an­
other belief is not the only manner of justifying beliefs. "I believe that p 
because I perceive it" is not a deductive inference, but it is not for that 
reason an inductive inference. It is 1'10 itlference. In justifying my belief in 
this way, I do not give another proposition to which 1 bear the same re­
lation as 1 bear to the proposition in question. Rather, 1 redescribe my 
nexus to this same proposition. 1 invoke a receptive nexus to the object 
of my belief and represent m}' believing about it what 1 do as an act of a 
power of knowledge. Since this power is a self-conscious power, 1 not 
only gain receptive knowledge as 1 exercise it, I also know that I do from 
spontaneity. 

This explains what the so-called fallibilism leaves incomprehensible, 
namely how I may falsely think 1 know. For, a power of receptive 
knowledge is fallible; unfavorable circumstances may thwart its 'exer­
cise. When they do, I do not come to know that p, but merely, and 
perhaps falsely, believe that p. By the same token, 1 do not come to 
know that I know that p, but merely, and indeed falsely, think that I 
know it. My power to know spontaneously that I have gained sensory 
knowledge is RS fRllible RS my power to gain sensory knowledge beeRuse 
it is the SRme power. 'When I bear a receptive nexus to an object in virtue 
of which I am in a position to gain knowledge of this object, then I 
know that I do and thus know that I know. This does not make me in­
fallible. If 1 know that 1 know that p, then 1 know that p. And if I 
know, it cannot turn out that I erroneously thought I knew. But that it 
cannot turn Ollt that I erroneollsly think I know, when I know, leaves 
open the possibility that, when I do not know (because unfavorable 
circumstances have thwarted the exercise of my power of knowledge), 
I falsely think I know, and that this comes out. Circumstances that pre­
vent me from gaining knowledge by means of tbe senses prevent me 



Receptive Knowledge I 157 

from knowing that I am so prevented.ll As Heidegger put it, "Das 
Verbergen verbirgt sich. "23 

The mistake of the argument from illusion is now obvious. The argu­
ment is: Whenever I seem to know something, I might have been fooled. 
Had I been fooled, I would not have known that I was. I would not have 
been able to tell my situation apart £i'om one in which I am not fooled. 
This shows that my grounds do not place me in a position to exclude that 
I am in such a situation. They do not enable me to exclude that I am 
fooled.- The argument supposes that, had I been tooled, I would have 
believed the proposition in question on the same grounds on which I be­
lieve it now that I am not fooled. This straightforwardly entails that these 
grounds do not establish the truth of what I believe and therefore do not 
provide me with knowledge. But when I know something on the ground 
that, say, I perceive it to be the case, then I would not, had I been fooled, 
have believed it on tills ground, for, had I been fooled, I would not have 
perceived it to be the case. Hence, when I am not fooled, my grounds ex­
clude that I am fooled: when I perceive how things are, I am not fooled 
with regard to how they are. One might object that this grants me 
grounds that rule out error at the price of making it impossible for me to 
know whether my beliefis based on such grounds. For, when I am fooled, 
I do not know that I am fooled. So I can never know whether I am not 

22. Reflection on unfavorable, or reflectively unfavorable, circumstances has led some au­
thors to distinguish two concepts of justification. In one sense, I am justified in bdieving 
something ifI have discharged my epistemic responsibilities, in another sense, I am justified 
if my belief is based on grounds that establish its truth. (Compare Robert Fogelin, 
PyrrhonilJn Refle&tions, pp. 26-27.) The distinction is motivated by cases in which I come to 
believe something through an ostensi ble exercise of a power to gain receptive knowledge in 
circumstances that are unfavorabk to the exercise of dlis power, ha\'ing no reason to suspect 
they are unfavorable, and by cases in which I come to believe something duough an osten· 
sible exercise of a power of knowledge in circumstances that I have reason to suppose unfa· 
vorable aldlOugh they are not, i.e., in reflectively unfavorable circumstances. If we: distin­
guish two senses of justification, we will say about the first kind of case that I have: discharged 
my e:pistemic responsibilities, but have failed to establish the truth of my beliet: If we employ 
a unified notion of justification, we will say that I have failed to discharge my episte:mic re­
sponsibilities, which require dlat I establish the truth of my belid: through no fault of my 
own. About the second kind of case we can say dlat I ha\'e established that my belief is true, 
but failed to discharge: my epistemic responsibilities; or we say that I have failed to establish 
that my belief is true, fbr I do not know that my belief cannot fail to be true. Nothing hangs 
on what we say. 

23. "Der Ursprung des Kunstwerks", p. 40. 
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fooled and my beliefs are based on grounds that establish their truth, or 
whether I am fooled and such grounds are unavailable to me. This objec­
tion repeats the mistake: from the fact that, when I am fooled, I do not 
know that I am, it does not follow that, when I am not fooled, I do not 
know that I am not. When I know that p as I perceive it to be the case, 
then I know that I perceive that p. Thus I am in a position to distinguish 
my situation from any possible situation in which I would be fooled, for, 
in any such situation, I would not perceive that p, while in the given situ­
ation I do. 

It is easy enough to see that a refutation of the argument from illusion 
must take this form. But we shall not comprehend how this refutation 
could possibly describe our condition, until we recognize that, in the fun­
damental case, justifying a belief about an independent object is repre­
senting it as an act of a fallible self-conscious power of receptive knowl­
edge. 

The Nature of Epistemology 

Receptive knowledge is an object of spontaneous knowledge. This has con­
sequences for the nature of epistemology, the inquiry into what knowledge 
is and whether we have any. We shall discuss two consequences: first, that 
the question after the concept of knowledge and the question after the re­
ality of knowledge cannot be separated; second, that epistemology itself ar­
ticulates first person knowledge, knowledge from spontaneity. 

The Concept and the Reality of Knowledge 

We said that I know from spontaneity that I know from receptivity, as re­
ceptive knowledge springs from a self-conscious power to gain receptive 
knowledge. But how do I know that I have this power? Could I not falsely 
think that I have it, while in truth I do not, but must instead make do 
with reliable habits? No. A self-conscious power is not only a source of its 
acts, and not only a source of its subject's knowledge of its acts. It is the 
source of its subject'S knowledge of the power and her possession of it. 
For, I acquire the concept of a power to gain knowledge by reflecting on 
the content of my first person belief explanations. That is, I acquire the 
concept of the power by reflecting on my exercise of this power. As I ac­
quire the concept in t1lis way, I know that I instantiate it. As a self-
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conscious power provides a subject possessing it with knowledge that she 
possesses it, knowledge that one has the power to gain knowledge by 
means of the senses satisfies the formula of first person knowledge: one 
knows that one has that power by having it. A power of knowledge has al­
ways already answered any doubt-concerning its acts, concerning knowl­
edge of its acts, concerning knowledge of itself. 

This is how it must be. Michael Williams correctly notes that skepticism 
is unavoidable as soon as we ask for a criterion that distinguishes knowl­
edge from mere belief, a criterion whose satisfaction by a belief can be as­
certained without prejudging the belief's claim to knowledge.24 And in­
deed, if knowing that I know something were finding that my believing it 
satisfies a criterion, I could never know that I know. For, recognition that 
a belief satisfies the criterion would be a further belief, which would not in 
the same act be known to satisfy the criterion. It follows that, if I know 
myself to know things, then knowledge itself provides for its distinction 
from error. A theory of knowledge does not give a criterion of knowledge. 
It explains how knowledge can be what it must be: its own criterion. The 
principle of knowledge cannot leave room for doubt concerning itself. 
That is, it must be a self-conscious power. 

Contemporary epistemology routinely presupposes that there are two 
distinct questions: the first asks what it is to know something and is after 
the concept of knowledge, while the second inquires whether we know 
something and is after the reality of knO\\lledge. Treating the first ques­
tion, one begins with the idea that knowledge is justified true belief, tllen 
adds or replaces some clauses. As it is assumed that one thus defines 

24. Problems of Knowledge, pp.61-63. Michael Williams writes: "The Aristotelian solu­
tion to tllis problem is that knowledge depends on self-e\idence [ ... ]. The skeptical 
counter move is to inquire why something's striking us as self-evident should be a guarantee 
of its correctness." The "skeptical COH~lter mope" describes an act of reason as an instance of a 
psychic habit and thus gh·es no argument fi)r, but expresses a skepticism already in piau. No 
Aristotelian ever thought that what strikes me as selt:evident cannot fail to be true. If I am 
enough of an idiot, the most errant nonsense may strike me as self-evident. Descartes does 
not think I know something if it strikes me as though I perceived it clearly and distinctly. He 
thinks I know something ifl perceive it clearly and distinctly. And he notes that, "because of 
a habit to belie,·e them", he had been taking himself to perceive things clearly and distinctly 
that he did not so perceive: "A1iud autem quiddam erat, quod affirmabam quodque etiam lib 
consuetudinem credendi clare me pcrcipere arbitrabar, quod tanlell re\"era non perciebam 
[ ... ]." (MeditatiOileSde prima philosophia, 3:3.) It is difficult to de\'elop and maintain the 
power to perceive tllingS dearly and distincdy, but she who possesses this power acquires 
knowledge in its acts. 
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knowledge in terms intelligible independently of the concept they define, 
the definition leaves it open that there may be no knowledge; belief and 
truth and whatever else is thought to be needed may never come together. 
The concept of knowledge does 110t include its reality. But this is not all. 
We saw just now that I cannot know that I know something, ifknowledge 
is belief with certain properties. Hence, a definition that defines knowl­
edge as belief with certain properties not only makes room for skepticism, 
it entails skepticism. The concept of knowledge excludes its reality. We find 
that a definition of knowledge entails skepticism unless it shows that and 
how the concept of knowledge includes its reality.25 Our definition, at 
which we arrived by reflecting on the self-conscious nature of knowledge, 
is this: Someone believing that p knows that p if and only if, believing it, 
she manifests a power of knowledge. This answer to the question after the 
concept does not leave open a separate question after the reality. For, 
given what we said about the origin of the concept ofa power of know 1-
edge, this account of the concept is given by a subject who, as she gives 
this account, possesses and exercises a power of knowledge. The concept 
of knowledge cannot be severed from the reality of knowledge because 
applying the concept of knowledge is, in the fundamental case, recog­
nizing the reality of knowledge in oneself. 

Ifit is objected that our account of knowledge is circular, then we must 
answer that, in one sense, it is not, while in another sense, a sound ac­
count of knowledge must be circular. The account is not circular, for a 
power of knowledge is something completely different from an act of 
knowledge, as different as a concept is from an object that falls under it. It 
is not empty to explain something as the act of a corresponding power. 
The account is circular in the sense that it does not define knowledge in 
terms that do not include and depend upon the concept they define. But 
this can be no objection, for the demand that the definition of knowledge 
not be circular in this sense entails skepticism, and we cannot make skep­
ticism a methodological premise of epistemology. 

The idea that the concepts of belief and truth, which specifY conditions of 
knowledge, are independent of the concept of knowledge manifests a con­
ception of conceptual analysis according to which explaining a concept is 
giving necessary and sufficient conditions for its correct application. An 

25. In Hegel's terminology, a definition of knowledge must show that and how the con­
cept of knowledge is an idea. See WissensclJaftder Logik, 2:3. 
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analysis of this kind discovers analytic relations in Kant's sense; it discovers 
that one concept contains another. Neither the concept of belief nor the 
concept of truth contains the concept of knowledge; beliefs may be unjusti­
fied and truths unknown. If we attend only to analytic relations, we see no 
dependence of belief and truth on knowledge. But the concepts that interest 
philosophy are formal concepts, categories, as Kant defines them: concepts 
that contain nothing but a torm of a thought of an object. Such concepts 
cannot be explained by giving conditions of application, but only by de­
scribing the relevant form.26 The dependence of the concepts of truth and 
belief on the concept of knowledge does not reflect analytic relations, but 
springs from the form of explanation on which these concepts depend, the 
form we described in Chapter 3. It is not analytic that belief is knowledge; 
beliefs may be justified or not. But these cases are not on a par. Justified be­
lief is fundamental, for the concept of belief would be empty if it did not 
figure in belief explanations, which justify the explained beliefs. Neither is it 
analytic that a truth is known; a truth may be known or not. Again, the cases 
are not on a par. "Truth" is the name of a formally represented order, and a 
subject of acts falling under this order explains them by a cause in virtue of 
which she recognizes them as conforming to this order. Only someone who 
engages in this manner of explanation possesses the concept of truth. Thus 
the notion of truth is understood through thoughts that represent their sub­
ject as capable of gaining knowledge. In tins \'r'ay, the unity of belief and 
truth in knowledge precedes and is the source of the elements that it unifies. 

Epistemological Realism 

We said one acquires the concept of a power to gain knowledge by re­
flecting on one's exercise of this power. This sheds light on the following 
passage from Wilfrid Sellars: 

In characterizing an episode or a state as that of knowing, we are not 
giving an empirical description of that episode or state; we are placing 
it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify 
what one says. (Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, p. 76) 

26. Ernst Tugendhat makes this observation, but \\Tongly takes the definition of knowl­
edge as justified true belief to indicate that the concept of knowledge is an exception. 
("Uberlegungen"zur Methode der Philosophic", pp. 268-269.) 
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Followers of Sellars have interpreted this in a particular manner. They 
have understood "not giving an empirical description" to mean not giving 
a description, and have taken placing something in the space of reasons to 
stand opposed to giving the cause of its existence. Thus Robert Fogelin 
maintains that someone who seeks to explain how grounds establish truth 
commits a naturalistic fallacy, for when we say that someone's grounds es­
tablish the truth of her beliefwe do not describe her grounds, but endorse 
her reasoning.27 Williams argues that there can be no theory of knowledge 
that traces knowledge to its sources, for such a theory would construe 
knowledge as an object of a descriptive science and thus fail to appreciate 
the normative significance of attributions of knowledge; whether 
someone knows something is not a question of fact, but a question of 
norms of "justificatory practices" .28 The metaphysical dogma that opposes 
description and norm in this way is a manifestation of the empiricism that, 
according to Marx, incapacitates all hitherto existing materialism. It has 
been the objective of this chapter to show that we cannot understand the 
concept and the reality of knowledge unless we rid ourselves of this em­
piricism. The concept of knowledge essentially figures in first person 
thoughts, which bear an irreducibly normative significance. They do not 
for this reason tail to be knowledge of material fact. They represent a ma­
terial reality, the reality ofa self-conscious subject of receptive knowledge. 

We distinguished knowledge fi'om receptivity, which is of an indepen­
dent object, from knowledge from spontaneity, which includes and is in­
cluded in its object. Let us introduce a parallel distinction of empirical con­
cepts and concepts of reflection. An empirical concept essentially figures in 
thoughts that articulate receptive knowledge, while a concept of reflection 
is primarily deployed in the articulation of spontaneous knowledge. Empir­
ical concepts spring from experience, concepts of reflection spring from 
spontaneity. The concept of knowledge is implicit in first person belief ex­
planations, which express knowledge from spontaneity, and so it is not an 
empirical concept. The same holds for the concept of a power of knowl­
edge. This concept, as well, is implicit in acts of spontaneolls knowledge. 
Finally, the concept of sense perception that applies to subjects of thought 
is not empirical. Its primary application is in explanations that state knowl-

27. l'yrrlJ07liall Rt:jlecti01ls, pp. 28-29. 
28. See Michac:l Williams, P,'oblems of KnlllJJledge, pp. 170-172. Robert Fogc:lin thinks it 

would be a question of tilct if there were a "justificatory framework" or a "justificatory pro­
cedure" that was "final" or "ultimate", and maintains that there is none: (Pyrrhonian ReJlec­
ti01l1, pp. 98 and 195). 
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edge from spontaneity.29 The nature of our faculty of sensory experience is 
revealed not by empirical inquiry, but by reflection on what we know from 
spontaneity, a reflection of which the present treatise gh'es an example. Of 
course it is possible empirically to investigate the physiology and psy­
chology of perception in the human species. But such investigations pre­
suppose, and do not provide, knowledge of what human perception is. 

Williams is right in thinking that there can be no empirical concept of a 
source of knowledge. He is wrong to conclude that the concept of a 
source of knowledge is not the first and principal concept of the theory of 
knowledge. His inference rests on the empiricist dogma that a concept 
that does not spring from sense experience does not describe a material re­
ality and is not used to express factual knowledge. The concept of a power 
to gain knowledge describes a reality that is such as to be known from 
spontaneity. In his book Unnatural Doubts, Michael Williams observes 
that there is such a thing as a theory of knowledge only if the ostensible 
object of this theory has the appropriate unity. He quotes David Hume, 
who finds this unity in the "powers and faculties" of man, and conceives 
of the theory of knowledge as part of the "science of man". 30 Williams 
calls the view that knowledge is an object of theory in this sense "episte­
mological realism". Now, we claim that a belief is knowledge if and only if 
it springs from a power of knowledge. This is epistemological realism, if 
anything is. It is perfectly immune to Williams's objections against this 
position.31 The problem is not epistemological realism, but the empiricist 

29. A philosophy of perception that abstracts from the question how perceiving some­
thing is a manner of coming to know it is misguided if it pretends to speak about human per­
ception. There is no philosophy of human perception that is not epistemology. 

30. Unnatural Doubts, pp.104-105. The quotation is from Da\'id Hume, A Treatise of 
HUmiln Nature, Introduction. Compare Immanuel Kant, according to whom the question 
"what can [know?" is contained in the question "what is man?" (Logik, p. 25). David Hume, 
after his exhilarating pronouncement that "there is no question of importance, whose deci­
sion is not comprised in the science of man", disappointingly falls into the error of supposing 
that "the only solid foundation we can give to this science [the science of man; S.R] must be 
laid on experience and observation" (p. 5), failing to appreciate something implicit in Kant, 
namely that when I embark on the science of man, my thought turns upon myself. 

31. In particular, it does not ignore the "normative character of justification". It is an 
error to think that appreciating the normative character (If justification consists in holding 
that "epistemic norms are standards we set" (Problems 'if K,zOlvledge, p. 170). Such a concep­
tion of the normatil'e falls ,'ictim to the "Kantian paradox", which we discussed in Chapter 
4. Neither does our doctrine have any truck with the idea of "pass[ing] judgment Oil [our 
evolving views of the world and our place in it] from a standpoint outside them", an idea 
Williams thinks is internal to epistemological realism (p.197). 



164 I Self-Consciousness 

conception of material reality, through which Williams interprets it and 
which has impeded the development of a true materialism. Williams for­
gets a peculiarity of the nature of man that affects the way in which we 
know it: the nature of man is our nature. If we inquire into the nature of 
knowledge, we inquire into our O\\'n nature. And knowledge of ourselves 
must, in the case that is fundamental in the sense that only in virtue of it 
do we know ourselves, be unmediated first person knowledge. Such 
knowledge is not based on observation. The science of man, of which the 
theory of knowledge forms a part, is not an empirical science. It is pursued 
not by observing men and drawing inferences from these data but by ar­
ticulating what we know of man by being men. 32 

32. Michael Thompson discusses the implications of this fi>rm of knov.ing man for eth­
ical theory in "Apprehending Human Form." 
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The Second Person 

We have given an account of self-consciousness in terms of a certain form 
of predication. Thoughts that exhibit this form articulate knowledge from 
spontaneity, i.e., from reasoning under a formally represented order. Pred­
icated in this way are concepts of thought, practical and theoretical. We 
have not yet touched on how these concepts are applied to someone else. 
And it may seem that we can leave this question alone, for it is clear that 
the way in which I know that someone else is doing something intention­
ally or believes that something is the case is different from the way in 
which I know these things of myself. Having distinguished the manner of 
knowing that sustains first person reference, it seems we have finished ollr 
task. 

In fact we have not. It is often said that certain concepts, e.g., concepts 
of experience and action concepts, are self-ascribed in a special manner, 
different from the way in which they are ascribed to someone else. Equally 
frequently is it added that, yet, the same concepts are ascribed in these 
different ways. It is not obvious how both can be true. If ways of predi­
cating what seems to be one concept are simply different, then we must 
conclude that the corresponding expression is ambiguous. I It does not 
help to insist that the expression must bear a uniform sense in its first 
person and its second person use.2 We seek to understand how it can, 
which we do only if we recognize the first person use and the second 
person use of the expression as guises of one form of predication. There­
fore, an account of self-consciousness that only says how action concepts 
and concepts of experience are applied to oneself is incomplete. We do not 

1. Compare Donald Davidson, "First Person Authority", pp.7-8. 
2. This is as far as P. F. Straw$on's argument in the chapter "Persons" of Indi."idulIlJ takes 

us. See pp.99-101. 

165 
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comprehend first person predication until we see that and how it is one 
side of a form that has two sides, the other side being the manner in which 
the same concepts are predicated of someone else. In this chapter, we de­
scribe the application of concepts of thought to someone else in a way 
that reveals its unity with the first person use of these concepts. 

We shall proceed as follows. In the first section, we inquire into the 
form of explanation of someone else's actions and beliefs, equivalently, 
into the kind of causality such explanations represent. As in the case of 
first person reference, the form of knowledge tllat sustains reference to a 
second person transpires from the way in which her self-conscious acts are 
explained. In the preceding chapters we argued that, in first person expla­
nation, explaining the act is judging it to conform to an order of reason in 
virtue of its cause. It may seem that tllis is not true of second person ex­
planation. Perhaps the cause must appear to the acting subject to be some­
thing that reveals her act to conform to tile relevant order. But as she may 
ha\'e skewed ideas of this order, representing the causality cannot be rep­
resenting her to conform to tills order. Yet, this view of second person ex­
planation cannot be true, for it excludes that the same concepts figure in 
first person and in second person thought. In fact, explanations of the 
form on which action concepts and the concepts of belief and experience 
applied to someone else depend explain self-conscious acts in terms of 
their subject's k1'lowledge of the relevant order of reason and, therefore, in 
terms of the m'der itself. In tile second section, we shall consider what this 
means for the way in which I knmv another self-conscious subject. There 
is a sense, which we shall explain, in which I know a second person from 
sponta1Jeity. Second person knowledge is not receptive, but spontaneous; 
it is not from the senses, but from thought. In the tllird section, we de­
scribe how this form of knowledge underwrites a distinct form of refer­
ence, tile linguistic expression of which is the seco1'ld person pr01'IOUn, 
"you". Anticipating this result, we speak throughout the chapter of the 
otller subject as a second person. As the words indicate, the third person 
comes after the second person. 

Second Person Explanation 

Since first person thoughts about actions and beliefs essentially are terms 
of explanations of a certain form, the kind of predication they exillbit and 
the kind of knowledge they articulate transpires from this form of expla-
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nation. In the same way, we arrive at an account of the form of predica­
tion, or form of knowledge, that constitutes second person thought by in­
quiring into the form of explanation of someone else's actions and beliefS. 

Causality of Thought and Causality of Reason 

Actions and beliefs are terms of explanations such that she whose acts are 
explained in this way concludes on the ground of the given cause that she 
believes something it is right to believe or is doing somet~ling it is good to 
do. The explanation represents a causality of thought, a causal nexus that 
involves the subject's thinking that her act conforms to an order of reason 
in virtue of its cause. Hence, when she herself gives the explanation, she 
thinks of it as showing that she is doing or believes something that she 
should do or believe; she thinks her act conforms to the relevant order in 
virtue of the cause that she gives. For her, the explanation, representing a 
causality of thought, represents, as we may put it, a causality of reason: a 
causal nexus sustained by the relevant order of reason. 

Let us dwell for a moment on the notion of a causalit)' of reason, as it 
may seem strange. In fact, it is perfectly familiar. John McDowell ex­
pOlmds it in a passage we quoted in Chapter 3: 

The concepts of propositional attitudes have their proper home in ex­
planations of a special sort: explanations in which tlllngs are made in­
telligible by being revealed to be, or to approximate to being, as they 
rationally ought to be. This is to be contrasted with a style of expla­
nation in which one makes things intelligible by representing their 
coming into being as a particular instance of how things generally 
tend to happen. ("Functionalism and Anomalous Monism", p. 328) 

McDowell contrasts revealing something to conform to an order of 
reason with representing it as an instance of how things generall)' tend to 
happen. However, an order of reason is general, too; there is no limit to 
the number of acts that may exemplifY, and to the number of subjects 
whose acts may be explained by, such an order. So the first style of expla­
nation, as well, explains what it does by subsuming it under something 
general. The styles differ not in that one invokes something general while 
the other does Dot. They differ in respect of the general item each invokes: 
an order of reason in contrast to a law ofthe kind described by the natural 
sciences. Now, in explanations of the latter style, in one sense an event is 
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explained by a preceding event; in another sense, it is explained by the law 
it exemplifies. Gilbert Ryle gives this example: we say, "The glass broke 
because the stone hit it", and also, "The glass broke when the stone hit it, 
because it was brittle". 3 Here, the explanation refers to a disposition; it 
can also appeal to a law. Indeed, it is more fitting to say, "The glass broke 
when the stone hit it, because glass is brittle". Since a law is a "because", 
we may call it a cause. It is a cause of events that are explained by being 
shown to instantiate it. Some think that a causal nexus of events as such 
exemplifies a law,4 and if this is so, then there is a sense in which the ulti­
mate cause of events is always a law, for then a law always underlies the 
causality of an event. By contrast, when we explain in the first of Mc­
Dowell's styles, the general item underlying the causal nexus is an order of 
reason; the act is explained by being shown to exemplif)'-not a law of the 
nanlral sciences, but-an order of reason. In a parallel manner of 
speaking, we call this order the ultimate cause of the act. 

We said action explanations and belief explanations represent a causality 
of thought, which is conceived by the subject as a causality of reason. As 
we noted above, McDowell makes an apparently stronger claim. He says 
the causality of second person explanations not only is conceived by the 
second person to be, but is a causality of reason. In the logically funda­
mental case, I explain why someone is doing or believes something by re­
vealing her to conform to an order of reason. Now, even if we agree that 
this is how I conceive of the explanation of my own acts, must we not, 
precisely for that reason, say that I explain why someone else acts as she 
does by showing her act to seem to her to conform to the relevant order? 
This is what Donald Davidson suggests. 

There is a certain irreducible-though somewhat anaemic-sense in 
which every rationalization justifies: from the agent's point of view, 
there was, when he acted, something to be said for the action. ("Ac­
tions, Reasons, Causes", p.9) 

A self-conscious subject thinks offirst person explanations of her own acts 
as representing a causality of reason. But this vie\v of things is a distortion 
inflicted by the lens of the first person. In truth, her act is explained by a 
cause in the light of which it appears to her to conform to an order of 

3. The ConceptofMjlld, p. 50. 
4. Compare, e.g., Donald Davidson, "Laws and Cause". 
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reason. It is irrelevant to the causality of the calise whether the act indeed 
conforms to this order. She cannot help but think it does; she necessarily 
thinks good and true what appears to her so. Therefore she sees her 
thought that depicts her act as conforming to the relevant order of reason 
as reflecting, and thus as itself accounted for by, this order. However, what 
explains her act is not this order, but rather her idea of it. Robert 
Brandom and Richard Moran articulate this view in the following pas­
sages. 

Norms (in the sense of normative statuses) are not objects in the 
causal order. [ ... ] Normative statuses are domesticated by being 
understood in terms of normative attitudes, which are in the causal 
order. What is causally efficacious is our practically taking or treating 
ourselves and each other as having commitments. (Brandom, Making 
It Explicit, p. 626) 

The reasons that explain an action are states of mind of the agent, 
which may themselves be either veridical or mistaken. When a belief 
that is an explanatory reason is a false belief, this need not affect its 
explanatory validity in the slightest. (Moran, Attthority and EstratJge­
ment, p.128) 

Moran maintains that a false belief provides as good an explanation as a 
true one; its truth or falsity is irrelevant to its explanatory power. This 
must be an instance of a principle other instances of which are: misleading 
sensory impressions explain why someone believes what she does as well 
as veridical ones; that someone believes that p explains why she believes 
that If given that she believes that p entails If whether or not it does entail 
it. The relevant principle is that second person explanations describe a 
causal nexus that does not depend on the fact that the act conforms to the 
relevant order of reason in virtue of its cause so long as it appears to do so 
to its subject. 

We have come upon two opposing descriptions of the form of ex plana­
tion of someone else's actions and beliefs. According to McDowell, I ex­
plain why someone else is doing something by revealing her to conform 
to an order of reason; this oreler is the ultimate calise of her act. According 
to Brandom, I explain her act by revealing her to conform to what she 
takes to be required by the relevant order-not a rational order or norma­
tive statuses, but her ideas of the order or her normative attitudes are the 
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ultimate cause of her act. "Ultimate" is crucial here: since a causality of 
reason essentially passes through a representation, normative attitudes 
figure essentially in the explanation of self-conscious acts on any account. 
The issue is whether they are the ultimate cause or whether they are in 
turn to be traced to the order they represent. 

In the next subsection, we shall reject Brandom's account because it 
undermines the unity of first person and second person thought. In the 
following subsection, we argue that McDowell's account is true. In fact, 
this account is contained in what we said about action explanation and be­
lief explanation; it follows from the tact that these represent a causality of 
thought. For, not only is a causality of dlOUght conceived by the subject 
of the thought to be a causality of reason; in the fundamental case, it is a 
causality of reason. 

Normative Attitudes as Ultimate Causes 

Let us begin by recognizing that people often act and judge on the basis 
of false beliefs. Consider an example of G.E.M. Anscombe's: A man is 
pumping water to replenish the water supply while the pipes are broken 
and the water is running into the ground. He erroneously thinks that 
pumping is a way to fill the tank and good to do on that account. Yet we 
refer to his thinking this to explain why he is pumping. Such cases are 
common, and irrelevant. The claim we are discussing is that second 
person explanation by dle subject's knowledge of, and thus by, an order of 
reason is fundamental in the sense that reference to a second person and 
the application of concepts of practical and theoretical dlOUght to 
someone else depend on-in McDowell's words, "have their proper 
home in" -this form of explanation. If this is right, then explanation by 
knowledge of the order, and dlUS by the order itself, is constitutive of the 
concepts deployed in explanation by false belief, which thus is logically, or 
metaphysically, secondary. 

Brandom does not rest his claim that normative attitudes are the ulti­
mate causes of action and belief on the fact that people act on false beliefs, 
draw conclusions from false premises, and base beliefs on misleading im­
pressions. He propounds a metaphysical thesis (for which this fact would 
provide no basis): explanations of self-conscious acts refer to the subject'S 
representation of an order of reason, to normative attitudes, and not to 
the order she represents, or normative statuses, because the latter are not 
the kind of thing that may be the cause of anything. TIllS may seem only 
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sane. Must we not reject the extravagant notion that reason is the ultimate 
cause of thought and action in favor of a causality of "normative atti­
tudes" and "states of mind"? But here we forget ourselves, and what we 
know ourselves to be. I think of another subject only if I deploy concepts 
under which I bring myself in first person thought. And the seemingly 
sane view entails that thoughts ostensibly about someone else's actions 
and beliefs do not employ the same concepts as corresponding first person 
thoughts do. If there is no causality of reason, then there is no second 
person thought. 

Second person explanations may bear a normative sense, when I say, 
e.g., "She believes that p because she inferred it from q" or "She believes 
that p because she saw it". If they do not describe a causality of reason, 
then this normative significance is reducible. Explaining, e.g., "She be­
lieves that p because she inferred it from q", I make two speech acts with 
one form of words: I explain that she moved from believing that q to be­
lieving that p, and I assert that q is true and entails p (I endorse her move). 
In the same way, with "She believes that p because she saw it" I explain 
that she formed a belief because she suffered certain impressions, and con­
tend that these were veridical (I endorse the belief she acquired on ac­
count of these impressions). As applied to someone else, then, the con­
cept of moving is prior to the concept of inferring, and the concept of 
being appeared to is prior to the concept of perceiving; an inference is a 
moving, and a perception an appearance, that satisfies further conditions. 
If this is the true account of second person explanation, then the norma­
tive sense of a first person explanation disappears when it is transposed 
into the second person. The irreducibility of its normative sense is not a 
feature of the explanation, which is given in the first person, but an illu­
sion effected by its being given in the first person. 

Thus we explain the illusory appearance of a causality of reason as the 
distorted conception of a causality of normative attitudes by the subject of 
these attitudes.s Now, who embraces this doctrine? A selFcomcious subject 
rejects it. She rejects it in the un mediated first person representation of her 
self-conscious acts. Explaining why she believes something by repre­
senting it as right to believe, or why she is doing something by repre-

5. Peter Bieri's account of freedom in Das Ha11dn'erk der Freiheit represents my unmedi­
ated conception of the cause of my own acts as necessarily illusory ill this way. Given what we 
said ill Chapter 4, this entails that Bieri fails 10 make contact with his announced topic, the 
concept of freedom, which designates the character of an act of whose causes its subject has 
spontaneous knowledge. 
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senting it as good to do, she denies Brandom's account of the cause of her 
acts. She denies it in gi"Ping these explanatio1JSJ which cite a normative 
order as the ultimate cause, not a normative attitude. 

A self-conscious subject rejects Brandom's teaching in her unmediated 
first person thought. But will not she be sufficiently enlightened to frame a 
disengaged view of herself and see herself as others do? If she cannot em­
brace the doctrine in identification-free first person thought, she should be 
able to apply it to herself via an identity judgment, reasoning as follows: 

When I say, "She believes that p because __ ", my statement can be 
decomposed into an explanation why she believes that p and an as­
sessment that p is, or is likely to be, true. If she says the same about 
me, her statement can be decomposed in like manner. But she thus 
explains what I explain saying, "I believe that p because __ ". So al­
though this is not how I see things when I think of myself without 
mediation, I recognize that the true cause of my belief is not a nor­
mative order, but a normative attitude. 

But this line of reasoning is invalid. Its first premise, that someone else's 
thought about me, "She believes that p because __ ", conjoins explana­
tion and assessment as independent elements, entails that the second 
premise, that, in thinking this, she brings me under the same concept 
under which I bring myself thinking "I believe that p because __ ", is 
false. If her speech act "She believes that p because __ " reduces to a 
nonnormative explanation conjoined with an act of endorsement, then 
she does not explain what I explain using these same words. She does not 
employ the concept of belief I apply to myself, for that concept is poste­
rior to the concept of knowledge, which is not true of the concept she ap­
plies to me. It is perfectly useless to insist, now, that it must be the same 
concept. This is true, but we cannot revert to this truth to defend an ac­
count that contradicts it. 

The doctrine that mental states and normative attitudes as opposed to 
an order of reason are the ultimate cause of self-conscious acts ignores a 
condition under which I apprehend someone else as a subject of states of 
mind and normative attitudes. One misses this condition if one fails to at­
tend to the way in which self-consciousness is implicated in the apprehen­
sion of another subject. A second person thought represents its object as 
the ki"d of subject o"e knows otleself to be. And self-knowledge is, funda­
mentally, articulated in unmediated first person thoughts; something is 
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self-knowledge only if it is knowledge of the object of such thoughts. 
Therefore, first person knowledge (not of the causes in the particular case, 
but) of the nature ofthe causes of action and belief cannot be challenged 
from the allegedly superior point of view ofa second or third person; such 
a challenge only proves that its allegedly superior point of view prmides 
no view upon action and belief and self-conscious subjects. SelJ-C01Iscious­
ness is sovereign in respect of the nature of acts of self-consciousness. We self­
conscious subjects know that Brandom misrepresents the cause of our 
acts. If someone is to apprehend us as the self-conscious subjects that we 
are, her thought must bear a different form. And so must ours if we are to 
think about her. 

An Order of Reason as Ultimate Cause 

A first person explanation of action and belief, representing a causality of 
thought, is taken by her who gives it to represent a causality of reason. 
That the relevant thought of the subject may be false does not show that 
this does not hold of second person explanation, as well; it does not dis­
prove that here, too, in the fundamental case, explaining the act is repre­
senting it to conform to an order of reason. Indeed, this is hmv it must be. 
For, we know about our own self-conscious acts-know it spontaneously, 
by being their subject-that they exhibit a causality of reason. And since 
our own acts cannot bear a different metaphysical nature from those of 
someone else, it follows that ,,,,'hat in Chapters 2 and 3 came into view as a 
causality of thought must be a causality of reason. 

In order to see why a causality of thought, in the fundamental case, is a 
causality of reason, or, in other words, why the subject's normative thought 
that constitutes the causality of her self-conscious act is, fundamentally, not 
a mere thought, but knowledge, we must reflect anew on the notion of a 
causality of thought. We shall restrict our discussion to intentional action. 
The abstract structure shared by practical and theoretical thought makes the 
application of our considerations to the latter straightforward. 

In Chaptet 2, we found that a thought of the subject linking her move­
ment and its cause in such a way as to reveal the former to be good is the 
causality in virtue of which her movement is an intentional action. Kant 
captures this in the formula that intentional action is action according to a 
representation of a law. Both finite ends and infinite ends are laws in the 
relevant sense. A finite end unites potentially infinitely many actions that 
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serve it and that a subject pursuing it may derive from it by instrumental 
reasoning. An infinite end unites potentially infinitely many actions that 
manifest it, any of which a su bject adhering to this end may derive from it, 
representing the action as manifesting this end and thus her practical life­
form. Now, when someone is acting according to a representation of an 
end, finite or infinite, then the representation of the end is the cause of her 
action. But this does not suffice. It is not sufficient that the representation 
cause the action in any old way in order for the subject to be acting ac­
cording to the representation. The causality must be such that the action 
accords with the end not per accidens, but in virtue ofbeing caused by the 
representation of the end. And the causality is a source of accord and thus 
the causality of a representation according to which someone acts only if 
the representation of the end causes the action by way of the subject~s de­
riping the action from tlJe end. Hence, as Kant puts it, the will is practical 
reason: "Da zur Ableitllng der Handlungen von Gesetzen Vernunft er­
fodert wird, so ist der Wille nichts anders, als praktische Vernunft."6 We 
expressed the same idea by saying that intentional action is subject to a 
causality of thought. 

An end represented in unmediated first person thought-that is, an end 
self-consciously sought or, for short, a self-conscious end7-is the object of 
a representation with this kind of causality: a representation that is such as 
to figure as cause in explanations describing a causality of thought. In 
other words, a representation of a self-conscious end is the kind of repre­
sentation according to which its subject may act. Of course, a representa­
tion may cause actions without them being in accord with it in virtue of 
being caused by it. We imagined someone who is falling ill because he 
wants to lose weight. His falling ill is caused by his representation of the 
end, and it accords with the end (as he will lose weight by fulling ill), but 
causation and accord have come together per accidens. As the causality of 
the representation in respect of the action is not the source of the action's 
accord with the end, it is not on account of its power to cause actions in 
this way that a representation is of an end. A representation is of an end in 
virtue of being fit to cause actions in a way that ensures accord with the 
end. For example, something is an act of wanting to make coffee in virtue 
of its power to cause actions that, as so caused, serve the end of making 

6. Grllndlegu1Jg zlIr Metaphysik der Sitten, p.412. Since reason is required fi)r the deIjva­
tion of actions from laws, the will is nothing other than practical reason. 

7. A self-conscious end is not only represented; it is represented as an end. Compare 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Thc%giet/., lallac, quo 6, art. 2. 
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coffee. And something is an act of wanting, for example, justice, in virtue 
of its power to cause actions, which, as this is their cause, are just. Of 
course, the representation of an end may be prevented from actualizing 
this power in many ways. The point is that, if we abstract from this power, 
we lose the concept of a representation of an end. 

Now, if someone's wanting to make coffee in this way explains why she 
is doing what she is doing, then she is making coffee. And if someone's 
love of justice thus explains why she is acting as she is, then she is acting 
justly. Acting on accoum of wanting to do A, in the manner constitutive of 
the concept of wanting to do something, is doi1tg A. And acting from an 
infinite end X, in the manner constitutive of the concept of adhering to an 
infinite end, is acti11g so as to manifest X. A representation of an end is such 
as to cause the reality of the end in an action. It is the nature of a repre­
sentation of an end to be productive-not of any old thing, but-of its 
object. And when it does produce its object, the subject's thought, which 
is the causal nexus of representation and action, is true. Moreover, since 
its truth is a constituent of the proper causality of the representation, it is 
no accident that a subject of representations of ends has suitable true 
thoughts. So when such thoughts are true, they are nonaccidentally true, 
or knowledge. 

It might seem that we have not addressed the objection, which says that 
a causality of thought is not a causality of reason because the thought that 
represents the action as in accord with the relevant order of reason may be 
false. For, we considered a case where the representation of an end causes 
a movement without mediation by a thought of the subject, while the 
cases we ought to consider are those in which, on account of ignorance or 
stupidity, the subject's thought deriving the action from the end is false, 
so that the action does not accord with the end, or only per accidens. In­
stead of discussing the man who is falling ill because he wants to lose 
weight, we must discuss the man who is pumping water because he wants 
to replenish the water supply, though he is not replenishing the water 
supply, as the pipes are broken. Here, the representation of the end does 
not cause the reality of the end; the representation is not productive of its 
object. However, it is clear how such cases are to be understood: as cases 
in which unfavorable circumstances interfere with the causality that is 
proper to the representation. 

In the preceding chapter, we discussed receptive knowledge, a repre­
sentation that nonaccidentally conforms to its object because it is receptive 
of its object. It may happen that I take a representation to be receptive of its 
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object when it is not. An argument from illusion concludes that therefore 
the first concept of a theory of knowledge must be that of a representation 
that is caused by whatever it is caused, which mayor may not be its object, 
and which is knowledge if it satisfies further conditions. But this under­
mines the very idea of a material subject of theoretical knowledge. We 
must begin with the concept of an act of a power of receptive knowledge, 
a power to represent an object by being affected by it. Then ''''e can un­
derstand a sensory representation that merely seems to be receptive in 
terms of the same power, by negation and subtraction: it results from un­
favorable circumstances, circumstances that impede the proper exercise of 
the power.8 We must treat the concept of a representation that is produc­
tive of its object in the same way. It may happen that I take a representation 
to be productive of its object when it is not, as when I am pumping water 
into broken pipes. An argument from illusion would claim that, therefore, 
the principle concept of a theory of the will, of action theory, must be that 
of a representation of an end that causes whatever it causes, which mayor 
may not realize the end. Then an explanation why the end was realized 
must appeal to circumstances external to the representation. But this de­
stroys the idea of a representation that causes actions so as to accord with 
it, which is the idea of a self-conscious end. Instead, we must proceed 
from the concept of an act of a power to represent ends in a way that is 
productive of their reality. A representation that merely seems to be pro­
ductive (as his representation of replenishing the water supply seems to 
him who is pumping water into broken pipes) is to be explained in terms 
of the same power, by negation and subtraction: it results from unfavor­
able circumstances, from circumstances thwarting the proper exercise of 
the power. 

It is impossible to recognize that a subject's thought of her action as 
serving or manifesting an end is, fundamentally, knowledge, if one thinks 
of the representation of an end and the thought of an action as suitable for 
it as joint causes of the action, the causality being of the same kind as the 
causality that governs the movements of nonrational or even inanimate 
substances. According to this view, being caused by the representation of 
the end and being in accord with the end are in principle only externally 
related. Then, of course, a true thought is as good a cause as a false one: 
while with true belief there is accord and with false belief there is not, ac­
cord is in any case not internal to the power of the representation to cause 

8. Compare the discussion of fallible powers in Chapter 5. 
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the action. By contrast, if the relevant thought of the subject is not a fur­
ther cause, additional to the representation of the end, but the causality of 
tIus representation, then such thoughts cannot in general be mere 
thoughts. If an action progresses toward a finite end through a thought 
that puts means to this end, then this thought is knowledge. And if an ac­
tion gives an example of an infilute end through a thought that subsumes 
it under this end, then, again, this thought is knowledge. In action ac­
cording to a representation, tile representation of the end and its reality in 
the action are inseparable.9 Action and representation depend on their 
unity, on the nexus of accord. Therefore, the thought that is the accord is 
Knowledge and constitutes the subject's grasp of the relevant order of 
reason. Causality of thought is causality of reason. 

Second Person Knowledge 

Actions and beliefs are subject to explanations that explain an act by re­
vealing it to conform to an order of reason. Action concepts as well as the 
concepts of belief and experience depend on this form of explanation; the 
representation of a second person as acting intentionally or as believing 
that sometlung is the case essentially is a term of explanations of this kind. 
We shall now argue that this entails that knowledge of another subject is 
not receptive knowledge. In a sense we shall explain, second person 
knowledge is from spontaneity. 

Knowledge of Self-Conscious Acts Mediated by Spontaneous General 
Knowledge 

We are claiming that knowledge of someone else's beliefs and actions is 
spontaneous. This may seem obviously wrong. Cannot we see that 
someone is doing something intentionally, and cannot we hear her say 
what she thinks? And are not seeing and hearing modes of sensory repre­
sentatiop? G. E. M. Anscombe writes: 

The greater number of the things which you would say straight off a 
man did or was doing will be things he intends. [ ... ] I am sitting in 

9. Kant's definition of an cnd entails this: "Zweck list) der Gegenstand cines Bcgriffs, 
$Otem dieser als die Ursache von jenem (der reale Grund seiner M()g1ichkeit) angesehen 
wird" [An end is the object of a concept insofar as the latter is regarded as the cause of the 
fimner (the real ground of its possibility). (Kritik der Urteilskraft, § 10, p. 220.) 
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a chair writing, and anyone grown to the age of reason in the same 
world would know this as soon as he saw me, and in general it would 
be the first account of what I was doing. (It~tention, §4, p. 8) 

And John McDowell: 

There can be facts that are overtly available (so that conviction that 
they obtain need not be a matter of speculation as to something 
hidden behind what is overtly available), but awareness of which is an 
exercise of a perceptual power that is not necessarily universally 
shared. Command of a language is partly constituted by just such a 
perceptual capacity. [ ... ] I mean the idea of a perceptual capacity to 
be taken seriously. Some may think that it can amount to no more 
than this: in learning a language, one learns to put a certain theoret­
ical construction on the facts that one "really" perceives to obtain 
[ ... ]. But this is not what I mean. [ ... ] I mean to be offering a 
more radical alternative: one that rejects the assumption [ ... ] that 
our genuine perceptual intake can be exhaustively described in terms 
tIlat do not beg tIle question of the status, as knowledge, of what we 
ascribe to people when we say they understand utterances. ("Anti­
Realism and tIle Epistemology of Understanding", pp. 331-332) 

Saying that we perceive thought, theoretical and practical, has a negati\'e 
point. It is to reject the idea of a realm of phenomena that can be appre­
hended without being recognized as manifestations of thought and yet 
exhaust our evidence for the existence of thought in someone else. In the 
fundamental case, I apprehend the sensible reality of someone else's act of 
thinking, an intentional action or a speech act, without passing through 
the observation of something that does not involve recognition of it as an 
act of thinking. Thus McDowell contrasts perception with theoretical 
construction and Anscombe calls the relevant awareness of what someone 
is doing "straight off'. As this negative claim rejects but does not give an 
account of the form of knowledge of someone else's self-conscious acts, it 
does not tOllch our thesis that sllch knowledge formally differs from 
knowledge of a nonrational reality in being spontaneous. lO 

10. It will transpire that we haye no sympathy f(lr the view McDowell attacks. According 
to this view, someone else's thoughts are further awa)' from us than states and eyents of 
which we know by observation. On the view we shall propound, thoughts of another subject 
are nearer to us than anything we know from receptivity. 
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When we hear someone speaking and understand what she is saying, 
then, McDowell says, we perceive her thinking. Now, in perceiving 
thinking-we say "perceiving" to emphasize the negative point-spon­
taneity is involved in a way in which it is not in perceiving nonrational op­
erations. For, the representation of self-conscious acts essentially involves 
subsuming them under an order of reason, and this affects the way in 
which such acts are known. In order to see this, it \vill be helpful to re­
member how, in general, knowledge oflaws underlies the apprehension of 
substances. For, the character of the knowledge of self-conscious acts re­
flects the character of the laws by which they are governed and through 
which they are apprehended. 

David Hume held that the senses deliver impressions that in themselves 
bear no connections among them. If they appear connected, then this re­
flects subjective habits to associate them in certain ways. In particular, the 
tmity of a substance, which holds together changeable states, and the 
unity of a movement, which joins a state from which with a state to which, 
cannot be found in what is given to the senses. It is a construction put on 
impressions that on their part do not depend on these forms of unity. 
Kant argues that we must abandon this conception of sensibility. Our sen­
sibility delivers intuitions that necessarily exhibit the forms of unity de­
scribed by the pure concept of a changing substance, for it is only by ex­
hibiting this unity that intuitions represent its object as in time. It is 
incoherent to maintain, as Hume did, that the unity of a changing sub­
stance is a projection of habits acquired by the repeated experience of the 
succession of certain impressions. For, an experience of temporal succes­
sion is an experience whose object falls under the category of substance. 
Kant further claims that, if the unity of a substance is not constructed 
from impressions devoid of this lmity, but is always already contained in 
receptive intuitions, then an intuition of a given substance and its changes 
presupposes knowledge of general laws. Substances are apprehended 
through their kind, which contains the principle of their temporal unity as 
it is the logical subject of general statements that describe the laws ac­
cording to which substances of this kind change}l Hume insists that, ifhe 
is right, then there is no such thing as gaining general knowledge from 
observation. And in this, he is right: given his notion of sensibility, the as­
sertion of a law on the basis of experience can only be the expression of a 

11. I develop and defend this reading of the Analogies of Experience in Kategorim des 
Zeitlichm. 
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habit. By contrast, if we appreciate Kant's critique, we see how knowledge 
of general laws can, as it must, be based on experience. For we now rec­
ognize that experience is always already fraught with (perhaps implicit and 
inarticulate) general knowledge. Hume saw that it is not possible to ac­
quire general knowledge from confrontation with particulars the appre­
hension of which does not include the application of general knowledge. 
Knowledge of particular substances and knowledge of laws according to 
which they move and change come on the scene together. There is no 
possessing the one 'without the other. 

These, Kant's, reflections are perfectly general; they hold of any mate­
rial substance and its movements, in particular of movements of such a 
su bstance that are intentional actions and speech acts. We found in 
Chapter 2 that most if not all verbs that on occasion describe intentional 
actions are action verbs, i.e., they depend for their sense on explanations 
by a causality of thought, which is, as we have seen now, a causality of 
reason. Anscombe makes a corresponding point about speech acts. 

The tree waves in the wind; the movements of its leaves are just as 
minute as the movement of my hand when I write on a blackboard, 
but we have no description of a picked-out set of movements or a 
picked-out appearance of the tree remotely resembling "She "Tote '1 
am a fool' on the blackboard." (Intmtio1'l, p. 83) 

The unity of an act of writing depends on the thought it expresses, which 
therefore is not attached to an independently apprehended reality. The 
same holds for oral speech acts. When a tree waves in the wind, subtle 
sounds can be heard, but we have no description of them remotely resem­
bling "She said 'I am a fool' ". If the unity of an act depends on a thought 
of which, therefore, it is the sensible reality, then it depends on an order 
by being subsumed under which the act is conceived as an act of thinking. 
Such an order is an order of reason-a power of receptive knowledge or a 
practical life-form. 

Perceiving nonrational substances and their movements includes sub­
suming them under a general order. Therefore we can, as we must, ac­
quire knowledge of such an order from receptivity. When the substance is 
a self-conscious subject and her operations self-conscious acts, then, too, 
we apprehend the subject and her acts through a general order. But here 
we may know the order as the order that governs our Olvn acts. Then we 
know it not from recepti"ity, but from spontaneity, not by observing what 
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people do and believe, but by reflecting on what to do and believe. Ifwe 
apprehend someone's acts through an order we know from self­
consciousness, our knowledge of her acts is not based on observation 
alone, but depends on spontaneous knowledge, knowledge articulated in 
unmediated first person thought. 

The Impossibility of Receptive Knowledge of an Order of Reason 

When the order of reason through which I explain someone else's acts is 
my own, then I know this order, and thus her acts, from spontaneity. 
Now, Kant writes: 

Nun kann ich von einem denkenden Wesen durch keine auBere Er­
fahrung, sondern bloB durch das SelbstbewuBtsein die mindeste 
Vorstellung haben. (Kritik der reinen Vernunjt, A 347/B 405 )12 

Kant says the representation of a thinking subject cannot arise from expe­
rience, but only through self-consciousness. He does not mean that the 
representation of a thinking subject does not involve experience, but 
rather that experience alone is not the source of the representation of a 
thinking subject. When I abstract from everything I know from spon­
taneity, I shall not find a thinking subject in anything given to me by the 
senses. So Kant not only says that a self-conscious subject can be known 
through self-consciousness; he says, a self-conscious subject can be known 
only in this way. This is true if and only if an order of reason, through 
which alone a self-conscious subject is apprehended, cannot be known 
otherwise than from spontaneity. If the order of her acts is not the same as 
the order under which I know mysdf to be, and yet I know her self­
conscious acts, then I must know this order of reason from receptivity, 
and my representation of her acts must rest on experience alone. Ruling 
this out, Kant rules out receptive knowledge of an order of reason. 

At the end of Chapter 2, and again at the end of Chapter 3, we left 
open a question we promised to take up in the present chapter: whether 
the concept of an order of theoretical reason, or the concept of an order 
of practical reason, signifies a form, which contains the idea of a manifold 
of instances, or a content, so that ,,,'e can speak of the order of reason, 

12. Now I cannot have any representation whatsot:\'er of a thinking being through all)' 
outer experience, but only through sdf-consciousness. 
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practical or theoretical. Philippa Foot and Michael Thompson maintain 
that there is no such thing as the practical life-form. That concept, they 
think:, signifies a kind of order, of which there may be indefinitely many 
instances. And Kant maintains that there is no such thing as the power of 
receptive knowledge; any sllch power owes its specific character to the na­
ture of the receptive fuculty on which it depends, and the concept of such 
a faculty is the concept of a kind of which there may be indefinitely many 
instances. Now, Kant's claim that a self-conscious subject can be repre­
sented only through self-consciousness entails that there is no such thing 
as knowing that a su bject exists who falls and brings herself under an order 
of reason different from ours. There is no representing an order different 
from ours as actual. 

We shall argue that this is right: there is no knowledge of an order of 
reason, and of acts falling under it, from receptivity. For, in order to be 
able to represent an act of thinking, I must be able to represent its object. 
And I cannot represent the object of a theoretical thought that is an act of 
a power of receptive knowledge different from mine. Nor can I represent 
the object of a practical thought that is an act of a practical life-form 
different from mine. 

With regard to theoretical thought, the argument is straightforward. 
Powers of receptive knowledge differ on account of the nature of the re­
ceptive faculty on which they depend. But if my receptive faculty bears a 
different form from yours, then I do not receptively represent the objects 
that you receptively represent. For example, if my receptive faculty is such 
that its objects are spatial and temporal, and yours is such that its objects 
are not spatial and temporal, but of a different form, then there is no com­
munity of receptively represented objects between us. But if I can have no 
receptive knowledge of the objects of which you do, then I cannot know 
that you have receptive knowledge of these objects. I cannot represent 
you as a subject of receptive knowledge. 

There is no such thing as knowing that someone thinks theoretical 
thoughts that manifest a different power of knowledge from my own, be­
cause I do not recep#''Pely represent objects represented in such thoughts. 
Something analogous holds with regard to practical thought: I do not 
productil1ely represent the objects prodllctively represented in a thought 
that manifests a different practical life-form from my own. A practical life­
form is a unity of infinite ends. And the representation of infinite ends is 
productive in that it is such as to cause actions that accord with the repre-
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sented end. Someone's representation of justice, say, is the cause of her 
acting justly, and this is no accident, for the causality of her representation 
is mediated by a thought deriving her action from this end. Thus her 
knowledge that she is acting as justice requires is spontaneous; it includes 
and is included in its object. Now, if you bear a different practical life-form 
from mine, then I do not represent the infinite ends that constitute your 
practical life-form. More precisely, I do not represent them as ends; my 
representation does not have the causal power just described, by virtue of 
which it would be of an end. Hence, I do not have spontaneous knowl­
edge of actions that accord with your infinite ends; I do not productively 
represent anything that manifests your practical life-form. 

Clearly, if I do not receptively represent objects represented in acts of a 
power of receptive knowledge different from mine, then I do not repre­
sent them at all. By contrast, it may seem that, if I do not productively 
represent the objects productively represented in acts of a practical lite­
form different from mine, I may still represent them receptively. Let us 
imagine an infinite end X, an element of your practical life-form, which we 
imagine to be different trom mine. We are supposing that, in spite of the 
fact that I do not represent X as an end, I may know from receptivity that 
you are acting so as to manifest X. "X" is a term like "justice". We shall 
give no example of such a term, as we gave no example of a form of re­
ceptivity different from ours. Our question is whether we could wlder­
stand it ~nd apply the concept it designates to movements, given that we 
deploy it only in acts of receptive knowledge. 

Your acting as X requires includes your representation of yourself as 
conforming to the demands of X. Hence, in order to apprehend you as 
acting so as to manifest X, I must apprehend you as thinking that you are 
acting in this way. More precisely, apprehending the one must be appre­
hending the other. Now, if I am to apprehend you as thinking of yourself 
as acting in accordance with X, I must think what you think; the same 
concept that you deploy in thinking of your action must figure in my 
thinking. I must possess the concept you possess in order to represent in­
stances of that concept, which are instances of its spontaneous application 
by you. But this is impossible. Since for me the concept is receptive, an ex­
planation how I come to possess it must make reference to instances of 
the concept that affect my senses. However, we just said that I receptively 
represent an instance of the concept only if I apprehend you as applying 
tins very concept. Therefore we cannot appeal to the fact that I receptively 
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represent something as an instance of X in explaining how it is that I ap­
prehend your thinking ofit as such an instance. If! am to acquire a con­
cept from receptivity, i.e., from its instances, and the concept is one you 
apply spontaneously, that is, instances of it are acts of your applying it, 
then my possessing the concept is a condition under which alone I can ac­
quire it. That is, there is no acquiring such a concept from receptivity. 

I do not productively represent the objects productively represented in 
a thought that manifests a different practical life-form from mine. Since 
there is no acquiring the relevant concepts from receptivity alone, I do not 
represent these objects at all. Thus I cannot know anyone to represent 
these objects and, hence, to be a bearer of this practical life-form. 

Thompson and Foot may agree that there is no receptive knowledge of 
acts of a practical life-form, as Kant agrees that there is no receptive 
knowledge of acts of a power of receptive knowledge. While they may 
agree that, therefore, there is no such thing as knowing acts of an order of 
reason under which I do not bring myself, they may hold we can never­
theless mtertain the idea of such acts. We need not decide whether tIus is 
coherent. (Surely, the idea of a concept essentially unfit for deployment in 
knowledge is difficult.) For, \ve are interested in the way in which I k,ww 
someone else as a subject of self-conscious acts, which way ofknO\\:ing un­
derwrites second person refermce. 

The Nexus of Second PerS01t Knowledge and Its Object 

In Chapter 4, we distinguished receptive knowledge from spontaneous 
knowledge as follows. My receptively knowing an object is a distinct re­
ality from the object I thus know, wherefore the object must be given to 
me and I must receive it. By contrast, my spontaneously knowing an ob­
ject is the same reality as the object I know; there is neither need nor room 
for mediation by a receptive faculty. Now, there is a sense in which second 
person knowledge is spontaneous: I apprehend acts of a second person 
through an order of reason under which I fall and that I know from spon­
taneity. It follows that there must be a sense in which the object of second 
person knowledge does not exist independently of second person knowl­
edge of it. Of course, my knowing that you are doing or believe some­
thing is not your doing or believing it; you may do or believe something 
without my knowing it. And yet, my knowledge of your self-conscious 
acts is not as external to its object as my knowledge of the states and 
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movements of a nonrational substance. Second person knowledge and its 
object are internally related in that they have the same ultimate cause. 

Consider second person knowledge of theoretical thought. In the fun­
damental case, I know that someone believes something by explaining 
why she believes it in a way that reveals her to believe something it is right 
to believe in the sense defined by a power of knowledge. In thus ex­
plaining why someone believes such-and-such, I not only represent her as 
manifesting a power of knowledge; I manifest the same power. For ex­
ample, when I explain why you believe something by showing that you 
conform to the order of valid inference, I exercise my grasp of this very 
order and thus manifest the same power to draw inferences that I recog­
nize in you. And if! know that you believe that p because you perceived 
it, then I know that you perceived that p, and thus know that p. As knowl­
edge from the senses is the fundamental form of receptive knowledge, my 
knowing what I know you to know through your power to gain knowl­
edge from the senses is, in the fundamental case, an act of the same power. 
So the same power of receptive knowledge accounts for my explanation 
why, and thus for my knowledge that, YOll believe what YOll do, and ac­
counts for your believing it. The power whose presence in you accounts 
for your belief is the same as the power whose presence in me accounts for 
my knowledge of your belief. Second person knowledge of belief is not 
identical with its object, but it has the same ultimate cause: a shared power 
of receptive knowledge. 

This inner nexus of second person knowledge and its object did not go 
unnoticed, but the awareness of it has been distorted by the lack of the 
concept of a causality of reason. It has been claimed to be an artifact of the 
necessary method of interpretation that, for the most part, I find myself 
agreeing with her whom I interpret. If! am to understand someone else at 
all, I largely have to read my opinions into her, especially very dear opin­
ions like the truths of my logic. Now, it is true that I will for the most part 
agree with someone whom I understand. But this agreement is not the 
fundamental phenomenon; it has a cause, and this cause, not the agree­
ment, is the source of understanding. Our agreement manifests the pres­
ence of the same order of reason in both of us; we agree because our 
thoughts have this common cause. Were it not for this common cause, 
our agreement would be either an accident or the product of my pro­
jecting my opinions onto you. In neither case would agreement be con­
nected to understanding. 
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Second person knowledge of action, too, has the same ultimate cause as 
its object. In the fundamental case, I know that someone is doing some­
thing intentionally by explaining why she is doing it in a way that reveals 
it to be good to do in the sense defined by our practical life-form. (We can 
now say "our", as we have excluded that I bring someone under a prac­
tical life-form that is not mine.) A practical life-form is articulated into in­
finite ends, which in turn are the principle of unity of finite ends. Suppose 
I explain your action by an infinite end and think, "She is doing A because 
she is (wants to be) X". As an action manifests an infinite end only ifit 
manifests the practical lite-form of which it is an element, it follows that, if 
my explanation is true, then I know that your doing A manifests this prac­
ticallite-torm. This means that my explanation, ifit is true, manifests my 
knowledge of this form. But my knowledge of this practical life-form is 
spontaneous and a manifestation of this very life-form. So in explaining 
your action by an infinite end, I manifest the practical life-form that you, 
according to the explanation, manifest in the action I explain. The same 
holds of explanations by a finite end, "She is doing A because she wants to 
do B". I trace your action to the order of what is a means to what, which 
is, according to the results of Chapter 2, an aspect of our practical life­
form. In explaining your action by reference to this order, I manifest 
knowledge of it, and since the order is formally rep.resented and known 
from spontaneity, my knowledge of the order manifests its actuality in me. 
Again, the same order manifests itselfin your action and my knowledge of 
your action. A shared practical life-form is the ultimate cause of second 
person knowledge and its object. 

Second Person Reference 

Demonstrative thought depends on an act of receptivity; it has an object 
in virtue of a receptive representation of this object, a representation that 
is of this object by being effected by it. Demonstrative reference is percep­
tual. First person thought, by contrast, does not depend on an act of re­
ceptivity; it is a spontaneous representation and is of an object in virtue of 
being identical with it. First person reference is intellectual. Since there is 
a sense in which second person knowledge is spontaneous and, in conse­
quence, not of an independent object, it follows that there is a sense in 
which second person reference is not perceptual, but intellectual, not me­
diated by a sensory nexus, but by a nexus of thought. We shall nowexpli­
cate this sense. 
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Thought for Two 

We have been calling a thought of a subject like oneself a second person 
thought, anticipating a claim we shall now defend, that, fundamentally, a 
thought about another self-conscious subject is a thought whose linguistic 
expression requires the use of a second person pronoun. In what follows, 
we shall mean by "second person thought" a thought expressed by a 
second person pronoun, in contradistinction to a third person pronoun. 
One might suppose that a second person thought is a third person 
thought satisfying certain conditions that pertain to the context of its ex­
pression, but do not affect the thought expressed. Richard Heck thinks 
this is a matter of course: 

Consider the indexical "you". As a matter of its standing meaning, an 
utterance of "you" refers to the person addressed in that utterance. 
But in the sense that there is such a thing as a self-conscious, first­
person belief, there is no such thing as a second-person belief, or so it 
seems to me. Of course, I can identifr someone descriptively, as the 
person to whom I am now speaking, and may have beliefs whose con­
tent involves that descriptive identification. But that is not what I 
mean to deny: I mean to deny that there is any such thing as an es­
sentially indexical second-person belief. The phenomenon of the 
second-person is a linguistic one, bound up with the fact that utter­
ances, as we make them, are typically directed to people, not just 
made to the cosmos. [ ... ] The word "you" has no correlate at the 
level of thought [ ... ] I don't really know how to argue for this 
claim: it just seems right to me, even obviously so.-"You", on this 
view, acts as if it were a special kind of demonstrative, one that always 
refers to the addressee. So ifyoll want an analysis of "you", try "That 
person to whom I am speaking". ("Do Demonstratives Have 
Senses?", pp.12 and ISn) 

Thinking, as such, Heck believes, is to the cosmos. It is accidental to 
thought that we find occasion to address our thoughts to other people. 
This seems right to Heck, even obviously so. But obvious it is not. John 
McDowell writes: 

Suppose someone says to me, "You have mud on your face". IfI am 
to understand him, I mllst think an "I"-thought, thinking something 
to this effect: "I have mud on my face: that is what he is saying." 
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Frege's strategy for keeping the special and primitive ,"vay in which I 
am presented to myself out of communication suggests nothing 
better than the following: the "I"-sense involved here is the sense of 
"he who is being addressed". But this would not do. I can entertain 
the thought that he who is being addressed has mud on his face, as 
what is being said, and not understand the remark; I may not know 
that I am he who is being addressed. (" De Re Senses", p. 222) 

In the first chapter, we encountered an attempt to explain first person ref­
erence as reference to her who is uttering "I". Although this specifies the 
rderent of a given use of the first person pronoun, it does not specifY its 
sense, for I might fail to recognize that I am uttering "I"; "I am uttering 
'1''' is not a tautology. Analogously, second person reference cannot be 
explained as reference to her who is being addressed; this specifies the ref­
erent, but not the sense of a giyen use of the second person pronoun. "I 
am addressing you" is not a tautology, but something that she who is 
being addressed may fail to realize, and which she realizes if and only if 
she thinks, "He is addressing me". This proves that "you" cannot be ex­
plained as "that person to whom I am speaking". 

In order to understand your saying "This Sis E", I must perceive, with 
you, the object to which you refer; I must share in your perceptual rela­
tionship with the object. Now, since an object perceived is not as such the 
subject perceiYing it, so that an object perceived is apprehended as other, 
understanding a demonstrative never includes recognition that I am its 
object. I can understand your assertion about myself, "This man is E", 
while failing to recognize that I am this man. If I acquire knowledge by 
testimony from these words, it is knowledge that this man is E. I come to 
know that I am E, if indeed I do, by way of an identity judgment not con­
tained in the assertion. By contrast, I understand your assertion "You are 
E" addressed at me only if! recognize that I am its referent. I acquire first 
person knowledge from these words without mediation by an identity 
judgment. This proves that second person reference is not a kind of 
demonstrative reference. It is not perceptual. Second person reference 
does not reach its object through a receptive representation of this object. 
Ifit did, I would grasp a second person thought about myself by sharing 
in this relationship, which I do not. Second person reference must be in­
tellectual. 

This does not mean that perception of the su bject rderred to plays no 
role in second person thought. It means that its role is subordinate to an 
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intellectual relationship and can only be understood through it.ll For ex­
ample, I may recognize that you are addressing me by noticing that you 
are looking at me. But noticing that you are looking at me is not noticing, 
on the one hand, that you perceive a certain man and, on the other hand, 
that I am this man. Rather, it is noticing without mediation, "She is 
looking at me". This mode of perception presupposes and cannot explain 
second person reference. And so it is with any sensory nexus that may be 
deemed essential to second person reference. Such a sensory nexus will be 
of a peculiar kind, an account of which will depend on an accOlmt of 
second person thought. 

When you say "This Sis E", J understand you by perceiving, as you do, 
the object to which you refer. When I am this object, then this is so per ac­
cidens. Since I understand a second person thought addressed to me by 
framing a first person thought, your nexus to me by which you refer to me 
second personally is not perceptual. The relevant nexus must differ from 
perception in that my recognition that you bear tllis nexus to an object 
must be, when I am this object, an immediate recognition that you bear 
this nexus to me. This means that my knowledge of this nexus, , .. rhen I am 
its term, is spontaneous, and that is, that your nexus to me by which you 
think second personally about me is such as to provide me ,vith knowl­
edge of this very nexus. But then tlle nexus is a self-conscious act on my 
part. It is my thinking a certain thought. 

What thought joins me to you in such a way as to enable you to think 
second personally about me? Ifmy thinking tllis tllought is to join me and 
you, it must be a thought about you. But how does it represent you? 
Thinking this thought, I know without mediation that you are addressing 
me. Hence, it is not enough that I be thinking of you as the man who per­
ceives me, for this thought would depend on an identity judgment that I 
am the one whom you perceive (as ·it is not in virtue of being perceived by 
you that I know that I am perceived by you). It equally will not do to say 
that I am thinking of you as the man who is addressing me, although tllis 
will be true. For, an account of what it is to address someone presupposes 
a specification oftlle thought we are seeking. Now, my tllOught about you 
must represent you as thinking about me; that is, it must, by virtue of its 
form, represent you as a self-conscious subject like myself. This fixes its 
form: it i~ a thought of the very kind we are in the process of elucidating, 
a second person thought. It is by thinking second personally about you 

13. Here I was greatly helped by a conversation witll .\Uchael Thompson. 
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that I am positioned to take up your second person thought addressed to 
me in an unmediated first person thought. 

So our result is this: your nexus to me by which I am the object of your 
second person thought consists in my thinking a second person thought 
about you. Your second person thought reaches me through my thinking 
back at you in the same way, second personally. 

But what if a second person thought is not taken up? I may fail to rec­
ognize that you are addressing me. And this does not seem to mean that 
there is no one you have addressed, or that you do not know whom you 
have addressed. So I do not need to think back in order for your thought 
to have me for its object. But how is it that you know whom you address? 
You do not know this by perceiving me. If that were the case, I would un­
derstand your thought by sharing in this perception, which I do not. If 
you know that you are addressing me, then this is because you are antici­
pating my thought returning to you. It is by apprehending my power to 
think about you as you think about me that you think about me second 
personally. This apprehension is not of a property you attach to an object 
to which you refer independently. It is internal to the way in which you 
refer to me. But then there is a sense in which your thought comes to 
fruition only as my power to return it is actualized. Without my response, 
your second person reference to me is ungrounded in the way in which 
your attempted demonstrative reference is ungrounded when there is no 
object where you take yourself to perceive one. As the perceived object 
completes your demonstrative reference and makes it possible as the refer­
ence to tllat object that it is, so my second person reference to you com­
pletes your second person reference to me and makes it possible as the ref­
erence to me that it is. 

We said the nexus to me by which your second person thought reters to 
me consists in my thinking a second person tllOught about YOll. Since the 
relation is symmetric and my second person thought reaches you through 
yours, we can say that second person thought is tllOught for two. It takes 
two to think one. Compare Aristotle's claim that one and the same act is 
the act of a passive capacity of one thing and the act of an active capacity 
of another thing; for example, the statements "the fire is heating the 
water" and "the water is being heated by the fire" describe one act. Anal­
ogously, one and the same act is an act of your active power to think 
second personally about me and an act of my active power to think second 
personally about you. The same act manifests the power in both of us to 
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refer to the other. Indeed, we are defining second person reference as the 
form of reference of which this holds true. 

Since there is a sense in which knowledge of someone else's self­
conscious acts is spontaneous, reference to another subject must be inteJ­
lectual. Now, second person reference, reference whose linguistic expres­
sion is the second person pronoun, is intellectual, which suggests that it is 
the fundamental form of reference to a self-conscious subject. l4 Demon­
strative thought is sustained, in general, by a faculty of receptivity and, in 
particular, by an act of this faculty. First person thought is sustained, in 
general, by a power of spontaneity and, in particular, by an act of such a 
power. In the preceding section, we found that thought about another 
subject is sustained, in general, by a shared order of reason. Hence, what 
sustains it in particular will be an act that manifests an order of reason, and 
manifests it as shared. Since the presence of an order of reason in a subject 
is a power of spontaneity, and since an act of spontaneity is a thought, ref­
erence to a self-conscious subject is an act that manifests the same sponta­
neous power in the thinker and in her of whom she thinks. It is an act of 
thinking by two. This is second person reference as we described it, which 
thus emerges as the fundamental manner of referring to another subject. 

We could have concluded already from the last section of Chapter 4 
that reference to a self-conscious subject is not demonstrative. Reference 
to a material substance includes application to it of a material substance 
concept, which specifies the principle of its unity. In the case of nonra­
tional substances, this concept is empirical. It is received from its in­
stances, and its fundamental application is in thoughts that depend on re­
ceptivity, demonstrative thoughts "This N ... ". By contrast, the concept 
that specifies the unity of a self-conscious su bject is a reflective concept. As 
it is not received from its instances, its first application is in acts of sponta-

14. Jiirgen Habermas seems to argue that second person thought is fundamental because 
it enables cooperation, which he maintains is the function oflangllage: "Erst dt:r Imperati\' 
del' geseUschaftlichen Integration - die N6tigung zur Koordination del' Handillngsplane 
unabhangig entscheidender Interaktionsteilnehmer - erklart die Pointe sprachlicher Ver­
standigung." ("Von Kant zu Hegel. Zu Robert Rrandoms Sprachpragmatik", pp.175-176.) 
11,is argument confronts a dilemma. Either acting together is thinking (practical) second 
person thoughts or it is not. Ifit is not, as Rrandom maintains ("Facts, Norms, and Norma­
thoe Facts", pp. 362-363), then nothing about the second person t()UOWS from a prnofthat 
cooperation is the function of language. If it is, then a proof that language is essentially a 
power of joint action will ha\'e to take the fi)rm of a proof that it is essentially a power of 
second person thought. It will provide no independent basis fur that claim. 
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neous knowledge, "I, an N, ... ". Now, the same concept must be capable 
of sp011tatZCous application to someone else if it is to be applied to someone 
else at all. Hence, there must be a manner of thinking about someone else 
through this concept that is not demonstrative and does not rest on an act 
of receptivity. And indeed there is. A material substance concept applied in 
first person thought is applied spontaneously to another subject in a 
second person thought, "You, fellow N, ... ". 

Thought of the Self-Conscious 

Second person thought requires and includes first person thought, for I 
apprehend a self-conscious subject through an order under which I sub­
sume my own acts and that 1 represent first personally. We will now see 
that it is equally true that first person thought requires and includes 
second person thought. The same power is exercised in both ways of 
thinking. 

Second person thought is thought for two. If it is essential to self­
consciousness, then self-consciousness is a manner of being for two: it es­
sentially manifests itselfin mutual recognition of self-conscious subjects as 
self-conscious. The slogan that self-consciousness is recognition has no 
content on its own; its meaning derives from the argument it encodes. 
One argument propounds recognition as a way to manage the "Kantian 
paradox".ls We discussed this paradox in Chapter 4. It bears on the con­
ditions of self-consciousness as follows. It is a condition of my self­
consciousness that 1 conceive of my acts as being su bject to an order of 
reason. Since autonomy requires that 1 be the source of the authority of 
any order to which I am subject, I must have instituted this order. How­
ever, instituting the order must be a self-conscious act. But then this act 
depends on that of which it is to be the origin: an order of reason. A self­
conscious subject must be, and yet cannot be, the source her own self­
consciousness; she must be, and yet cannot be, the source of the order 
being under which she is self-conscious. The solution of this paradox in 
terms of recognition, put blandly, maintains that, what one cannot do 
alone, two can do together, if each does for the other what none can do 
for herself. If I give YOll your law and YOll give me mine, then every law is 

15. Compare Robert Brandom, "Some Pragmatist Themes in Hegel's Idealism", 
pp.216-222. 
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instituted in a self-conscious act, and every self-conscious act is tmder a 
law. 

If there is a paradox, then this does not solve it. If "p because p" does 
not give grOlmds for thinking that p, then neither does "p because q; q be­
cause p". A larger circle may be more difficult to discern, but it is no less a 
circle. In the same manner, ifit is incoherent to represent a self-conscious 
act of A as the source of A's self-consciousness, then it is equally inco­
herent to represent a self-conscious act of A as the source of Es self­
consciousness, whose self-conscious act is to be the source of A's self­
consciousness. In Chapter 4, we distinguished two ways in which 
acknowledgment and authority may be thought to be linked in laws of au­
tonomy: acknowledgment may be the source of a law's authority or the 
manner in which its authority manifests itself. The first idea is paradoxical 
and therefore does not explicate any notion of autonomy; the second idea 
follows from our account of first person knowledge. We can draw a par­
allel distinction of ways in which mutual recognition and a shared order or 
reason may be linked: mutual recognition may be the source of, or it may 
manifest a shared order. Again, the first notion is empty, while the second 
follows from our account of second person thought. 

It is clear that an order of reason may manifest itself in mutual recogni­
tion of subjects who fall under it. But now we are asking whether it must, 
that is, if being self-conscious is a manner of being for two. We shall now 
give an argument tor this claim, which rests on the results of the present 
chapter. In general, a thought about a particular substance and its moye­
ments subsumes its referent under a concept that designates a general 
order that is the principle of wlity of the substance. The thought repre­
sents its referent as an element of a manifold, the manifold of instances of 
the order that constitutes the unity of its object. The idea of this manifold 
is contained in any thought about any of its elements, and a power to 
think about a particular material substance is a power to think about an in­
definite number of substances that exhibit the same principle of unity and 
fall under the same order. For example, someone thinks a thought about a 
particular tree only if she has it in her to think about other trees, which 
she distinguishes from that one. Of course, it may be that only one tree is 
left upon the earth or that she will ever encounter only one. Then she 
lacks occasion to exercise her power to think about other trees than this 
one. Still, her thinking about this tree is an act of a power other acts of 
which, were there occasion for them, would be thoughts about, not this, 
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but other trees. Now, this equally holds of first person thought. A first 
person thought represents an act as manifesting an order of reason. An 
order of reason is general; it induces a manifold, the manifold of those 
whose acts can be explained by being subsumed under it. An unmediated 
first person thought contains an idea of this manifold and places its ref­
erent among its members. In first person thought, I represent myself as 
one of a kind, which means that, thinking first person thoughts, I deploy 
the general idea of a subject of that kind, and thereby have the idea of 
other subjects of the order that governs my actions and beliefs. Of course, 
I may be the last man, or stranded on a lonely island, in which case I will 
have no occasion to exercise my power to think about other subjects. But 
even then my first person thinking would be an act of a power other acts 
of which, if there were any, will be thoughts about other self-conscious 
subjects. Now, we. argued above that the fundamental mode of referring 
to another subject is second personally. Hence, as the power of first person 
thought is a power to think about other subjects, it is a power of second 
person thought. A self-conscious subject is a subject of second person 
thought, which manitests the same self-conscious order operating in both 
thinkers, who thus recognize each other as united under this order. 

In the first chapter, we explained self-consciousness as a power of 
knowing a subject in a way that sustains unmediated first person thoughts. 
In this last chapter, we find that the same power is a source of second 
person knowledge. So mutual knowledge of self-conscious subjects is not 
an addition to their self-consciousness. A tormally represented order that 
sustains first person thought and its way of knO\\;ng as such sustains 
second person thought and its way of knowing. An order that is a source 
of self-consciousness as sllch is a source of mutual knowledge of its in­
stances. Subjects united under an order of reason know each other 
through this order. 

The Act of Thinking Expressed by ((You . . . )J and 4"[ ••• » 

Gottlob Frege held that I alone could think about me in the manner in 
which I do so when I think about myself in a way whose expression re­
quires a first person pronoun.16 He did not simply mean that only I could 
refer to me by means of a first person pronoun. Rather, he meant that 

16. "Der Gedanke", p. 39. 
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there could be no linguistic expression by which someone else would ex­
press the thought I express by a first person pronoun, because no one but 
me can think that thought. Frege's thesis is often treated as routine. Com­
pare, tor example, Richard Heck: 

If! utter the sentence "I am a philosopher", then I thereby give voice 
to my self-conscious knowledge that I am a philosopher. [ ... ] If 
someone else were to think that very same Thought, she would 
thereby think that I, Richard Heck, am a philosopher. But then that 
Thought could not be the content of my self-conscious knmvledge 
that 1 am a philosopher; it could only be the content of a piece of 
third person knowledge that someone else (or, indeed, I) might have 
about me. [ ... ] The self-conscious Thought that I am a philoso­
pher is one that only I can entertain. ("Do Demonstratives Have 
Senses?", pp. 9-10) 

Heck says that only he can think the thought he expresses by "I ... ", for, 
otherwise, this thought would not be self-conscious knowledge, but 
knowledge someone else might have about him, Richard Heck. This is no 
argument. It assumes that only first person sentences express self­
conscious knowledge, which is the thesis in question. John McDowell 
writes on Frege's thesis: 

Frege's trouble about "I" cannot be blamed simply on the idea of 
special and primitive senses; they result, rather, from the assumption 
[ ... ] that communication must involve sharing of thoughts be­
tween communicator and audience. That assumption is quite natural, 
and Frege seems to take it for granted. But there is no obvious reason 
why he could not have held, instead, that in linguistic interchange! of 
the appropriate kind, mutual understanding-which is what suc­
cessful communication achieves-requires not shared thoughts but 
different thoughts that, however, stand and are mutually known to 
stand in a suitable relation of correspondence. ("De Re Senses", 
p.222) 

In the text preceding this passage, which we quoted earlier, McDowell ex­
plains that 1 understand your "You ... " by thinking something I would 
express by "I ... ". He now implies that I do not thereby think what YOll 

think. She who can think a thought expressed by "You ... " is not its ref-
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ere nt, and she who is not its referent cannot think a thought expressed by 
"I ... ". McDowell does not pause to contemplate why this should be so. 
He treats it as something anyone who reflects on the matter immediately 
recognizes. 

However, his own text raises doubts. McDowell says there is no ob­
vious reason not to hold that understanding requires not shared thoughts 
but different thoughts mutually known to stand in a suitable relation. But 
there is such a reason: the capacity to know that thoughts stand in a cer­
tain relation depends on the capacity to share them. Understanding you, 
who are addressing me with "You ... ", McDowell proposes, 1 know that 
your thought stands in a certain relation to a thought 1 think, and which I 
would express by "I ... ". But how do I represent your thought in 
knowing this? If I do not think your thought, how then does it figure in 
my thinking? Figuring there it must, if! am to know that you are thinking 
it. I can represent your thought as the thought you express by "You ... "; 
but if that is the only way in which it figures in my thinking, then I do not 
understand you. Perhaps I represent it as a thought of the kind I express 
by "You ... ", differing from that one in being about me?)? But if! do not 
understand your "You ... ", I have no notion of a thought that is ex­
pressed by "You ... " and yet is about me. Since 1 acquire this notion by 
reflecting on acts of understanding you, we cannot appeal to my pos­
sessing it in an account of such acts. Or perhaps 1 represent your thought 
as the thought that bears a suitable relation of correspondence to the 
thought 1 express by "I ... "? Now I am to reach your thought through a 
relation it bears, not to a thought 1 express by "You ... ", but to a 
thought I express by "I ... ". But this changes nothing: I possess the no­
tion of a thought that bears the relevant relation to my thought only if 1 
understand you; my understanding you is the source of my possessing that 
notion, not the other way around. 

Neither Heck, nor McDowell says why only its referent can think a 
thought expressed by "I ... ". Indeed, the thesis is false. What we said in 
this section disproves it. In Chapter 3 we found that, in suitable cases, 
"Today ... " said yesterday and "Yesterday ... " said today express the 
same act of thinking. These cases are fimdamental in that, without them, 
there would be no such thing as an act of thinking expressed by either 
phrase. And when " ... today ... " yesterday and " ... yesterday ... " 

17. This is a version of the argument from analogy. 
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today express the same act ofthi1zking, then they express the same thought. 
Therefore, it would be misleading to contrast "yesterday" -thoughts \\;th 
"today" -thoughts; in the fundamental case, a "yesterday" -thought is a 
"today"-thought. What holds of "today" and "yesterday" holds of "I" 
and "you". We said that my thinking second personally about you and 
your receiving my second person thought, thinking back at me second 
personally, is one act of thinking, an act of thinking for two. But you re­
ceive my thought thinking an unmediated first person thought. Hence, 
my "You" addressed at you and your "I" that receives my address express 
the same act of thinking. This case is fundamental in that, without it, there 
would be no such thing as thoughts expressed by "You ... " and, conse­
quently, by "I ... ". As "You ... " said by me to you and "I ... " said by 
you in taking up my address, express the same act of thinking, they express 
the same thought. Therefore, it is wrong to oppose second person thought 
to first person thought. This is a difference in the means of expression, not 
in the thought expressed. Second person thought is first person thought. 
It is thought of the self-conscious. 
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