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HOW PRIM ITIVE ISSELF-CONSCIOUSNESS?:AUTONOM OUS
NONCONCEPTUAL CONTENT AND IM M UNITY TO ERROR
THROUGH M ISIDENTIFICATION

RoblnR .M eeks m ecks® gccuny edu)
D epartm entof Philosophy, The G raduate Schooland U niversity C enter,
The C ity University of New Y ork, 365 Fifth Avenue
New York,NY 100164309 USA

Abstract

Traditonally, Investigations mto the nature of self-
consciousness have focused on the peculiarities of the
firstperson pronoun. But can we extend the notion to

non-bnguageusing creatures as well, mcliding pre-
Iinguistic infants? Josf Luis Bemtdez has recently
argued that creatures possessing no conceptual abilites
w hatsoever nevertheless possess s@tes that can be
considered prim iive forms of selfconsciousness. I
discuss one such form Berm Gdez gives— thatof som atic
proprioception— and show that it fails to satsfy the

conditions he adopts for sates fimded by that type of
perception to be representational asw ellas to be Inm une
to enorthrough m isidentification . This conclusion forces
a choice betw een abandoning either inm unity t enor
through m isidentification or a scharp oonceptual/
nonconceptual distinction w ith regard to representational
states.

Introduction

M ost traditional accounts of self-consciousness have
focused exclusively on the peculiarities of the first
person pronoun. To be self-conscious from  this
perspective is to possess the ability t© m ake judgm ents
emplying a firstperson concept, Judgm ents
canonically expressed w ith ‘T’. Butdo creatures lJacking
Iinguistic abilides theweby lack self-consciousness?
A fierall, w hen hungry, even Iobsters are selfpossessed
enough to avoid eating them selves. And what of pre-
Iinguistic nfants? If they are eventually to come t©
entertan thoughts mvolving a firstperson concept, how
does selfconsciousness for them arise out of their
w ordless beginnings?

Venturing away fiom such traditional accounts
requires that we should be clear conceming what we
m ean w hen w e speak of a creature as self-conscious. n
general, t be self-conscious, a creature m ust possess
states w ith firstperson content. W e need to restrict our
search further, how ever, for firstperson content com es
n @t leas) two flavors. Consider the follow ing
exam ples:

(1) Iam thew imeroftheNew Y ork Lotery.
@) RM isthew nneroftheNew Y ork Lottery.

htuitvely it seem s that 2) doesnotentail 1), forIcan
rationally believe that ) is tue w hile denying the truth
of 1)~ Icould lack a furtherbelief that Tam identical
wih RM. T @), I am thinkklhg of myself
nonaccidentally, perfectly aware to whom I am
ascribing the property of Iottery -w Inner, even if T have
m isread the num bers on my tcket and am actually no
w ealthier than before. Th contrast, ) leaves open the
possbiliy that I am thinklhg of myself only
accidentally, ascrbing a propertty t© someone
unbeknow nst t m e who I fact tums out t be m y=self.
Natumlly, for me the above cases w ill further differ
rmdically In the amount of Jpy expressed at their
tokening. But the crucial distinction between the two
Mustates the cardinal feature of self-consciousness:
Fora creature to be self-conscious itm ustbe capable of
possessing states that, 1ike (1), have nonaccidental first
person content.

Can creatures lacking any conceptual resources
w hatsoever possess states that capture the distinction
between (1) and @), or at least approximate the
nonaccidental nature of (1)? José Luis Bemm Gdez has
offered an affim ative answ er to this question, arxguing
at length m The Paradox of SelfConsciousness that
certamn fom s of autonom ous nonconceptual content-
sates with which a creature represents the world as
being such-end-such a way degpie possessing no
conceptual resources whatsoever- can be considered
fom s of genume self-consciousness’ W e have good
ital reason to agree with Bem Gdez: Extending the
range of types or fom s of content that can correctly be
characterized as genuinely firstpersonal gives us a
hope of dispelling the mystery of how the richer,

! Bemm tdez is m otivated to Jock for nonconceptual content
that is genuinely firstpersonal to escape what he calls the
paradox of self-consciousness. This paradox is oughly that
analyzing self-conscious thoughtsolely in term sofa subjects
m astering the firstperson pronoun w ill r=ly upon the notion
of hin thinking of he him self as the author of the thought.
Spelling out the “he hin s=lf” condition requires reference to
the firstperson pronoun, and w e thus fall prey to circularity .
W hether one finds Berm Gdez s paradox com pelling, it is an
Interesting question in its own right as to whether creatures
lacking conceptual resources should be thought of as self-
consciousand if so on w hatgrounds.



conceptual fom s of self-consciousness actually arise
the nomal oourse of human psychological
developm ent.

Ih what follows we will consider one source of
perceptual contents— nam ely som atic proprioception—
that Bem Gdez believes gives rige to genuine, albeit
prim itive, fom s of self-consciousness. W e will find,
how ever, thata w idely accepted condition thatm ustbe
m et for a sate t be considerad nonaccidentally first
personal stands at odds with cerain nonconceptual
sates’ belng mwpresentational. Tn light of the
oongmiity, we face a choice between rejpcting that
conditon, that nonaccidental firstperson s@ates be
Inmune to enor through m isidentification, or accepting
that a clear distincton between conceptual and
nonoonceptual states cannotbe m antained.

Autonom cusN onconceptual Content

Elicidating exactly what nonconceptual content
general am ounts t is a difficult task . B erm Gdez hin self
is nterested In establishing the existence of sates w ith
autonom ous nonoonceptual content t© fend off
circularity I a certain explnation of nonaccidental
firstperson thought. Though one can dispute his charge
of circularity, his overall approach to prim itive self-
consciousness is Instuctive. He motivates the
theoretical necessity of nonconceptual representational
sates via Inference to the best explanation . A rguing on
a broadly fimctionalist line, B erm Gidez contends thatno
account of the behavior of an intentional system can be
given without mwference t mwpresentational s@tes.
How ever, cerain htentonal system s— including non-
Iinguistic aninals and pre-linguisdc hfants— lack
concepts, yet sl succeed, for exam ple, 1 navigating
their environment. W e know that such creatures are
representing their sumoundings @nd the states of their
bodies) because no law-lke relation holds betw een
sensory Input and behavioral output. D ifferences in
behavior when faced wih the same sensory mput
ndicate that a creature is possibly m isrepresenting a
cunent state of the w orld or perhaps that its behavior is
a function of a com plex group of states, som e of which
differ from a previbus occasion (@ past predator can
becom e prey, eg.). Once general room has been m ade
for sates wih autonomous nonconceptual content,
Bem Gdez goes to great lengths to provide specific
examples of nonconceptual contents that qualify as
prim itive form s of self-consciousness.

One such exam ple Bem Gdez gives is that of som atic
proprioception > O ne’s proprioceptive system provides
a soeam of inform ation regarding the state of one'’s
body, the positon of lmbs, skin and jomt tension,

2 Fora fairly extensive sum m ary of the Inform ational system s
that constiite somatic proprioception, see the genemal
ntroduction to Berm Gdez,M arcel, & Eilan (1995).

bodily feedback during motion, etc. These sates are
representational states because they, like any other
representational state, “serve as interm ediaries betw een
sensory Input and behavioral output’ @Bem Gdez,
1998). Granting for the moment that such sates are
both representatinal and autonom ously nonconceptual,
how are we to determ Ine if they qualify as fom s of
prn itve self-consciousness? BemUdez offers that
such statesm ustm eet the tw 0 core requirem ents forany
self-conscious thought: They must have inmediate
Inplications for action,” and they must be
nonaccidentally about oneself. Skipping the fom er for
the moment, thoughts are nonaccidentally about
oneself, Berm Gdez and m any others argue, because they
are Inm une t© enor through m isidentification relative
to the firstperson pronoun. To assess the claim such
states have to self-consciousness w ith any accuracy, we
must briefly review what this condition amounts t

m ore generally.

Im m uniy to Error Through
M isidentification

In The Blue Book W ifgenstemn (1958) distinguishes
betw een w hathe calls ‘T’ used as subjectand ‘I’ used as
obect. The latter, he clain s, pem its the possbility of
m sidentifying the referent of the firstperson pronoun,
w hereas the form er does not® W hen uttering ‘Tam in
pain— the canonical mstance of ‘I’ used as subject-
W itgenstemn offers that the identification of the gpeaker
is not n question: I cannot ascribe a felt pain t©
som eone w ho, unbeknow nst to m e, is actually myself.
Th a genuinely self-conscious ascription of a property, it
is no accident that I recognize that Tam the subject of
the ascrption, for it could not be othewise. In
W itgenstein’s m em oxable phrase: “The m an who cries
outw ith pam, or says that he has pain, doesn’tchoose
the mouth which says ¥ W itgenstein, 1958, em phasis
his).

Sydney Shoem aker has done m uch work t© elucidate
and to extend this condition, labeling it w ith the now
sendard tem nology “mmmunity t© enor through
m isidentification rlative t the firstperson pronoun”
(Shoem aker, 1968)> For Shoem aker, wughly as for

? Fora characterization of this requirem entsee Perry (1979).

* Tndeed, W ittgenstein clain s that ‘T’ in cases of its use as
subject is not a referring expression at all. This positon is
endorsed and quite forcefiilly defended by A nscom be (1975).

° Shoemaker (1968) basically accepts W ittgenstein'’s
distinction tout court, though he doeshold that nstancesof ‘T’
n judgm ents Imm une t© enor through m isidentification do

genunely referr T recent work, Shoemaker (1994) has
adopted Gareth Evanss (1982) coinage for this inmunity,

calling such judgm ents “identification fiee”. The argum ent
that follows does not depend on favorng a partcular
term nology, and therefore I w ill use the orighal phrase t©
avoid possible confusion . Fora recentexploration of the kinds



W ittgenstein, a certain class of judgm ents pem it enor
n the predicate position but do not leave the identity of
the subject of the predication In question, for know Ing
Tn a partcularw ay thata propetty is msantiated sin ply
cbviates the need for identifying its source. Berm Gdez
rightly points out, as G areth Evans did before hin , that
these ocontents arr mmune t© enor through
m isidentification in virtue of the “evidence base fiom
which they are derived, or the mfomm ation on which
they are based” Bem Gdez, 1998), not I virtue of any
particular predicate or predicates. A scriptions of pain t©
myself aswell as t© others em ploy the sam e predicate;
the clain isthatinmunity issues from the way in which
I know a paih t© be p]:esesnt‘.5 Fundam entally,
Bem Gdez lke nearly all other participants in this
dialectic— accepts that contents cannot be considered
genuinely self-conscious unless they possess this type
of inm unity.”

Somatic proprioception provides just such an
evidence base, amues Bemldez, for “somatic
proprioception cannot give rise t© thoughts that are
accidentally about oneself” Bemtdez, 1998). He
w rites:

O ne of the distinctive features of som atic proprioception

is that it is subserved by inform ation channels thatdo not

yield Information about anybody’s bodily properties

except my own (Just as introspection does not yield

Tnfom ation about anybody’s psychological properties

exceptmy own). It follow s from the sinple fact that T

som atically proprioceive particularbodily properties and

Introsgpect particular psychological properties that those

bodily and psychological properties are my own.

B em Gdez, 1998)

Focusing just on the partcular bodily propertes
reported on by proprioception, how are w e to assess the
claim that I cannot be m istaken about w ithin whose
body those properties are stantiated when perceived
n thatw ay? For som atic proprioception t be a source
of genumne self-consciousness, it must sewve as an
evidence base for contents w here the subject cannotbe
Tn doubt, even for creatures lacking any conceptual
resources whatsoever. Yet t© qualify as

of inm unity, ncluding fimdam entalw ays In w hich Evans and
Shoem akerdisagree, see Pryor (1999).

¢ Cf. Evans (1982). Bemtdez also argues, persuasively I

think, that Shoem akers elicidation of Inmuniy to enor
through m isidentification should be sated m tems of
Justification as opposed to know ledge. For if one can stillbe
m istaken about the nsantiation of a predicate— even if one

cannotbem istaken about the firstperson identification i that
case— thatbelief cannotbe considered know ledge. Ttrem ains
aquestion w hether forShoem akerthis ispossible.

7 John Campbell 1999), for exam ple, has recently rem arked

that “in m unity t© enor through m isidentification is a datum

that can be used to test the viability of various theoretical

approachesto the firstperson.

representationat- that is, o be considerad contentfiil at
all- thoughts fimded by proprioception must allow for
the possibility of m isrepresentation. M isidentification is
but a special case of m isrepresentation, and hence
endorsing Inm unity to enor through m isidentification
at this prm ibdve level preclides m isrepresentation,
which apparently serves to disqualify proprioceptive

states from being representational.

To put the point anotherw ay, how can states fimded
by proprioception m isrepresent? States In general can
only “who” or “what' m isrepresent- viz., they can
m isrepresent the subject of the sate (“who”) or the
presence of a property (“what”), or presum ably both.
M isrepresentation of the “who” variety amounts t
m isidentification. To have ‘“what’ without “who”
m isrepresentation requires som e rEpresentation of the
subject w ith which a m istgken ascription can be m ade.
Since nonconceptual st@ates lack subjectpredicate
stucture, no such representation of the subjct is
available In that case. Hence, t “what’ m isrepresent is
tom isidentify.

Unlke those who discuss Inmunity ®©
m isidentification as it relates t© judgm ents, it is not at
all clar that proponents of nonaccidental
nonconceptual  content have the philosophical
machiery t© rwlieve this tension. Evans, for exam ple,
does not 21l nto a sin ilbr predicam ent, for his ‘T'-
thoughts possess a conceptual structure that localizes—
as Shoem aker's conditon in its long form indicates—
the Inm unity to enor through m isidentification relative
to the first person pronoun.M isrepresentation can sdll
occur w ith regard t© the predicate position and the
ascription of bodily properties, and hence inmuniy t©
m isidentification and m isrepresentation can co-exist n
the same thought or judgment. N on-language-using
creatures, of course, do not have the firstperson
pronoun at their disposal. W ithout conceptually
structured thoughts, itseem s that these types of subjects
cannot possess contents that are both representational
and inm une t© enor through m isidentification, for they
have nothing that that in m unity could be relative to.

Or do they? Bemm Gdez argues that lference t© the
best explanation w anants ascribing “protobeliefs”, or
nonconceptual belief analogs, to non-language-using
creatures requiring Intentional explanations to account
for their behavior. As he presents them , perceptual
pJ:otobe]jefs8 are nearly as rich as their conceptual
conelates: they can em body “nonextensional m odes of
presentation” i temm s of G bsonian affordances, and
they are som ew hat com positional, though they do not
allow for “global recombiability”, failing to meet

® Bemtdez (1998) also briefly discusses nstum ental

protbeliefs, but our discussion can safely ignore them .
Bem Gdez draw s this bit of his theoretical apparatus from
Peacocke (1992).



Evans’s G enerality Constraint B erm Gdez, 1998 ; Evans,
1982). So stmuctured, perceptual protbeliefs support
prin iive nference and the lin ited generation of further
new nonconceptual contents fiom a set of others.
A ccordingly, perceptual protobeliefs so construed—
ncliding contents based on som atic proprioception—
seem capable of supporting som ething like a discrete
subject com ponent, analogous to an ‘I’-idea, that could
sewe as the locus of mmunity t enor thmough
m isidentification, as well as a predicative com ponent
thatcould m isrepresenta property of the w orld orbody .
One ceramnly becomes puzzled at this point,
how ever. If nonconceptual contents basad upon som atic
proprioception can support both a com ponent Inm une
to m isidentification and a component preserving the
possbility of m isrepresentation, then what are we t©
m ake of the original m otivation form aintaining a clear
conceptualhonconceptual distinction w ith regard t©
contents? Indeed, it seem s that nference t the best
explnation wanants thinking of the consttuents of
protbeliefs as “protoooncepts”. M uch lke concepts,
protoconcepts could be defned In tems of their
nferential wole, where a protoconcept’'s nferential wle
can be cashed out In tem s of the protopropositions or
protbeliefs n which i features. As the analogy
deepens betw een concepts and protoconcepts, w e seem
to have less reason t© conclude that creatures lacking
language likew ise lack conceptual abilities of any sort,
however lm ited or nascent. After all, the set of
protopropositions may be quire lmied for non-
language using creatures, but they nevertheless succeed
T satdsfying tw o subtle and sophisticated philosophical
criteria . Perhaps that success itself provides com pelling
evidence of som e degree of conceptpossession .
Bemidez hinself would no doubt rmesist this
approach smnce itseem sto mn afoulofwhathe calls the
Prority Principle:
The Priority Principle: Conceptual abilibes are
constitutively linked w ith linguistic abilites in such a
way that conceptual abilities cannot be possessed by
nonlinguistic creatures. B erm Gdez, 1998)

Priority w as Inidally in portantbecause it “allow s us to
m ake a very clear distinction betw een conceptual and
nonconceptual m odes of contentbearing
representation” ®em Gdez, 1998), and hence provides
us wih a means of explaning, for example, how
conceptual form s of self-consciousness can arise over
the oourse of nomal human psychological
developm ent. Y et, given that protobeliefs are In some
measure com positional and fund lim ied hnference—
ndeed are constituted by protoconcepts— itisno longer
clear how we can mantain a very clear distinction
betw een conceptual and nonconceptual contents.

Stll, perhaps the protoconcept/concept analogy mns
fairty shallow , for even if non-language-using creatures

possessed a range of protoconcepts defined in tem s of
protoconceptual wles, they do not have an explicit
grasp of these les. Such creatures are m erely sensitive
to the tuth of mnferential transitions. Berm Gdez (1998)
w rites:

Certainly, it is possible to be justified (orw ananted) in

m aking a cerain nferential transition w ithoutbeing able

to provide a justification (orwanant) for that nferential

transition . Tt is a fam iliarepistem ologicalpoint, afterall,

that there is a difference between being justified In
holding abelief and justifying thatbelief.W hatdoesnot
seem o be tue is that one can be justified n m aking an
nferential transition even if one is not capable of
providing any justifications at all for any inferential

tansitions. But pmoviding Jjustifications is a

paradigm atically Inguistic  activity.  Providing

Justifications is a m atter of dentifying and artculating

the masons for a given classification, Inference, or

Judgm ent. Tt is because prelinguistic creatures are In

principle ncapable of providing such justifications that

the priority thesis is true.M ere sensitivity to the tuth of

Inferential transitions nvolving a given concept is not

enough for possession of that concept. Rational

sensitivity is required, and mtional sensitivity comes

only w ith Janguage m astery .

ForB em tdez, then, possessing and depbying concepts
dem ands a fairly advanced capacity to identify and to
provide masons for beliefs, and lin ied nferential
ability— even an ability to m ake inferences that one is
Justdfied In makihg— does not indicate concept
possession.

This seem s a bit too stringent, how ever. Being able to
give reasons as reasons is a function of possessing the
concepts of justification, belief, and reason, among
others. In posing the further raquirem ent on inferential
ability that one recognize that one is In fact giving
reasons m ay disqualify attrbuting conceptual abilitbies
w here w e nom ally would be com fortable doing so.To
ke an exam ple Bem Gdez hin self gives, the children
In Susan Carey’s experin ents who concluded that a
wom was more lkely t have a spleen than a oy
m echanical monkey are probably not In position to
dentify their reasons for this conclusion as reasons and
o ansver a call © justfy their mferences. Stll, he
wants t credit these fouryear olds w ith possessing the
concepts HUMAN BENG, LWING ANMAL, NTERNAL
ORGANS, and the Inferential relations betw een them .

C onclusion

Tt seem s that m antaining that nonconceptual contents
be Inmune t© enor thmwugh m isidentification entails
that a charp distncton between oconceptual and
nonconceptual contents m ustbe abandoned . Pethapsw e
can spare a fairly stong distncton by nstead
abandoning the requirement that these contents be
mmune t© enor through m isidentification. That is, we
accept that protobeliefs are only m inim ally stuctured,



ultim ately lacking the propositional precision raquired
to support the weight of an mmuniy clain . I's not
clearto m e thatw e sacrifice m uch explanatory pow er In
m aking thism ove, sihce we can stllhold firm 1y to the
second core condition for genunne selfconscious
thought— nam ely, that nonconceptual proprioceptive
contents m ust have Inm ediate in plications for action,
which in fact they do Bem tdez, 1998). M oreover, in
preserving this second condition we stdll have a m eans
of determm ning the class of nonconceptual contents that
qualify as a fom of genuhne prmitve self-
conscicusess. A fematively, w e can retan In m unity to
enor as a necessary condition of self-consciousness,
rlhquiching nstead the Priority Principle and the
sharp conceptualhonconceptual division that it was
ntended t© capture. Choosing this route has interesting
Inplications, for n doing so we greatly expand the
1ange of creatures that can be said to possess conceptual
capacites of one sort or another- ncliding, evidently,
those possessing som e form of self concept.

W hatever route w e choose, som ething, it seem s, must
be surendered. For despite what doubts we m ight
hatbor conceming the lIow Iy lobster, higher anin als and
our own Infants should give us pause. Self-
consciousness is certainly not ours alne; we justhave
yetto understand itin itsm ore prim itive form s.
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