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Our fundamental conception of the self seems to be, broadly speaking, epistemic: selves are things that have thoughts, undergo experiences, and possess reasons for action and belief. In this paper, I evaluate the consequences of this epistemic conception for the widespread view that properties like thinking that arthritis is painful are relational features of the self.

I.  Introduction

Consider the following three statements.

(A) Externalism about content. Factors outside a person’s skin – e.g., the presence of particular natural kinds in her environment, or the practices of her linguistic community – metaphysically contribute to determining the content of some of her thoughts. 

(B) Internalism about the self. An individual or self is fully constituted, at a moment, by what is (or what metaphysically or causally supervenes on what is) within the skin.

(C) An epistemic conception of the limits of the self. Properties that are intrinsic to the self are those with certain epistemic, subjective, or phenomenal features (and those that are appropriately related to properties with those features).

Many – probably most – contemporary philosophers accept (A) and (B). I will call the conjunction of these two claims standard externalism. Standard externalism contrasts with ‘extended mind’ externalism, which accepts (A) but rejects (B). Standard externalists are largely silent as to how they conceive the self; statement (C) simply expresses one natural conception of the self.

I will argue that this triad (A)-(C) is unstable, in that plausible ways of specifying the epistemic features mentioned in (C) yield conceptions of the self that undermine standard externalism. Standard externalists should therefore reject (C). In order to support (B) – and to thereby justify opposition to the ‘extended mind’ view – the standard externalist should adopt an alternative, non-epistemic conception of the self. But non-epistemic alternatives clash with the strongly intuitive idea that being a self conceptually requires having (the capacity for) thoughts and experiences. Hence, there are serious obstacles to framing a credible conception of the self that can justify (B).

The paper proceeds as follows. Section II explicates (A) and (B), and outlines how standard externalism envisages the relations between a thinker, her thought tokens, and her thought contents. In Section III, I describe a basic epistemic conception of the self and show that, given (A), this basic conception cannot justify (B). I also motivate the task facing the standard externalist: to provide some alternative conception of the self, one that distinguishes internal from relational features of the self in a way consistent with (A) and (B). Section IV canvasses various other epistemic conceptions of the self, and argues that none of these accomplish this task. Section V considers non-epistemic conceptions of the self, and finds them inadequate as well. In Section VI, I review the reasons for the inadequacy of the epistemic and non-epistemic conceptions that I considered, and argue that these reasons will likely apply to hybrid conceptions as well. In that section, I assess a variety of responses to this problem. All of the responses face serious difficulties, though one strategy may hold out a bit more promise than the others. 

II.  Standard externalism

Standard externalism combines (A) externalism about content with (B) internalism about the self. According to (A), factors outside the skin partly determine some thought contents. Of course, it is uncontroversial that such factors can causally influence one’s thought contents. Content externalism is the more controversial (though still widely accepted) claim that an external difference can constitute a difference in thought contents. 

Statement (B) concerns the limits of the self at a moment. It is neutral on several related issues, including: whether the self is to be identified with the bodily organism; whether the self supervenes on a more limited region within the body, such as the brain; whether two or more selves could be constituted by what is within a single skin; and whether (and how) selves persist through time. The qualification concerning supervenience allows (B) to accommodate both non-reductive physicalism and at least some forms of property dualism. 

Content externalists are, of course, committed to statement (A). And while externalists do not usually discuss the boundaries of the self,
 we will see that (B) is also accepted by most content externalists. But a minority of externalists rejects (B), claiming that the mind, and hence the self, extends beyond the skin and into the world. (Clark and Chalmers 1998; Hurley 1998; Noë 2004.)
 Most content externalists regard this ‘extended mind’ (or ‘extended self’) thesis as radical. If my reasoning here succeeds, allowing that the self is extended may be the most principled way to preserve content externalism. 

Together, (A) and (B) imply that thinking that p, for at least some p’s, is a relational feature of the individual in the following sense. S has relational property R means that S stands in a relation to some x such that x is a concrete, contingently existing thing distinct from S. Relations to an abstract entity such as a Platonic universal or a Fregean sense do not qualify as relational properties in this restricted sense; nor do internal relational properties such as having two equally intense experiences or having longer legs than arms.
 Features of S that are not relational are intrinsic or internal to S; I use these terms interchangeably. The term ‘relational’ should be read in this restricted sense throughout the paper.

The connection between (A) and (B) has received less attention than one might expect, given the vast literature on externalism. Still, it is clear that (B) is an implicit commitment of externalism’s leading proponents. Burge (1979) labeled the position he opposed ‘individualism’, implying that in denying that thought contents supervene on what is within the skin, he also intended to deny that contents supervene on what is within the individual. And Davidson’s famous ‘sunburn’ example (Davidson 1987) is designed to show that content properties can be relational features of the individual. 

The sunburn example is worth reviewing, for it elucidates the metaphysical picture that underlies standard externalism. In that example, the damage is internal to the skin (and hence the individual), but being sunburned is a relational feature, for it partially consists in a relation to the sun. Standard externalism construes thought contents as similarly relational. On that view, the token that bears the thought content is internal to the individual – perhaps it is, or supervenes on, a brain state. But the property bearing the content p depends on facts or objects outside the individual. So thinking that p is a relational feature of the individual.
Clearly, then, Burge and Davidson assumed (B), and construed wide content as a relational feature of the individual. (Throughout the paper, ‘wide’ is used in reference to the skin boundary: wide states and contents are those that do not supervene on what is within the skin.) This is the predominant picture in later work on externalism as well. The commitment to (B) is perhaps most evident in how externalists defend their view from familiar objections. Consider the objection that if externalism is true, we cannot know our own thoughts introspectively. The simplest way for the externalist to silence this objection is by rejecting (B). In that case, while my thought contents do not supervene on what is within my skin, they may nonetheless be intrinsic to me. This move would defuse the threat by allowing that introspection is, as traditionally held, a ‘looking within’.
 But externalists do not respond to this threat by disavowing (B); instead, they develop alternative accounts of self-knowledge. Some of these alternatives reject the idea that self-knowledge is achieved through an ‘inward’ gaze, and instead claim that we grasp our own thoughts by looking ‘outward’ (Dretske 1994, Evans 1982). Others challenge the epistemic internalism at the heart of the traditional view (McLaughlin and Tye 1998). These moves seem intended to show how privileged self-knowledge can be reconciled with a relational construal of S thinks that p.

So it seems that most externalists – those who do not explicitly endorse the ‘extended self’ thesis – accept (B). And it is obvious that content externalism is compatible with (B). There is no contradiction in denying that the self extends as far as the metaphysical determinants of thought contents. But what reason does a content externalist have to accept (B)? In the next section, I argue that a simple epistemic conception of the self provides reason to accept (B), but only on the assumption of internalism. (And on the assumption of content externalism, it provides reason to reject (B).) I then outline the conditions that a conception of the self must meet, if it is to justify (B) while remaining consistent with externalism. Subsequent sections will use this test to evaluate other conceptions of the self. 

III.  Why standard externalism needs a conception of the self

Let us focus our attention on statement (B), which concerns the limits of the self at a moment. The claim that the self is constituted by (or supervenes on) what falls within the ‘skin’ boundary seems to have a high degree of prima facie plausibility. Where does it derive this plausibility?

One answer to this question – though not the only answer – is that this plausibility derives, in part, from how we conceive the self. I take it to be uncontroversial that, whatever else is true of the self, selves are things that have thoughts and/or experiences. Of course, some philosophers deny that there are such selves. But most of these denials concern further claims, namely that: (i) selves persist through time, or (ii) a self is a substance that underlies thoughts and experiences. In saying that a self is something that has thoughts and/or experiences, I intend to remain neutral about both (i) and (ii). This claim is compatible with a view as austere as Galen Strawson’s (1997), according to which selves are momentary bundles of thoughts and experiences.
 

I will call this the Basic Conception of the self.

(Basic Conception): Nothing is a self unless it has (or is a bundle of) thoughts and/or experiences.

This condition does not require that a self is always thinking or experiencing, but only that it sometimes thinks or experiences. I take it that this is accepted by all parties, and in particular that the individuals discussed by Burge and others satisfy this conception. More to the point, those who accept (B) are internalists about the self in this sense of ‘self’: they think that the thing with (or bundle of) thoughts and experiences is constituted by, or supervenes on, what is within the skin.

I will now describe a brief exercise of imagination involving Basic Conception. This exercise will help to elucidate the task that externalists face in justifying internalism about the self. 

Imagine believing that the Basic Conception exhaustively characterized the self. In this scenario, you don’t simply lack any other conception of the self; rather, you believe that the Basic Conception yields a comprehensive understanding of the self, in that the self is only a thing with thoughts and experiences. Now suppose that you accepted (A) (that is, content externalism). In that case, you would have no reason to accept (B). If the self is only a thing with thoughts and experiences, and these do not supervene on what is within the skin, then you would have no reason to believe that the self supervenes on what is within the skin. So long as you had no other conception of the self – e.g., as an organism – you would have no reason to think that there was some boundary between self and nonself that renders thinking that arthritis is painful a relational feature of the self.

By endorsing both (A) and (B), externalists draw, in effect, two distinct boundaries: the boundary of the factors on which a property like thinking that arthritis is painful metaphysically supervenes, and the boundary of the individual. 
The above exercise of imagination does not show that (A), (B), and the Basic Conception form an inconsistent triad; they do not. But it suggests that one who justifiedly accepts both (A) and (B) is working with some conception of the self that goes beyond the Basic Conception. My goal in this paper is to determine what additional conception of the self will serve the purpose of those who accept both (A) and (B). 
Now it may seem that the externalist has a simple way to distinguish what is within the self from what falls outside it. Why not simply say that the individual (or a state internal to her) is what bears the content arthritis is painful, while this content is fixed by an external factor? This is a familiar point; Yablo expresses it in a characteristically pithy way when he criticizes Putnam’s conclusion that “meanings ain’t in the head”. “He might as well have said that pennies ain’t in the pocket, since events within the pocket do not suffice to make them pennies.” (Yablo 1997, p. 269)
But whether selves (or their internal states) are genuinely analogous to pennies – or, for that matter, to sunburned skin – is part of what is at issue here. Notice that the internalist and the ‘extended self’ theorist can reject these analogies, for they can both maintain that thinking that p is intrinsic to the self. And there is prima facie reason to doubt these analogies. The relational property that makes something a penny includes being created at a U.S. Mint. It is relatively easy to specify the relevant type of things that have the suitable relational property, in a way that does not mention the property: namely, disks about 19 millimeters in diameter, bearing an image of Lincoln.
 But the same cannot be said for the thought that arthritis is painful. For what sort of thing has the salient relational property? 

There are two options here. First, we might take the bearer of the salient relational property to be the self. But that option simply raises the question of central concern here, namely: how do we delineate the self in a way that yields (B) while remaining principled, plausible, and consistent with content externalism?

The alternative is to take the bearer of the salient relational property to be something internal to the self, such as a brain state. (In that case, the feature isn’t thinking that p, but rather being the thought that p.) Here, Shoemaker’s (1981) distinction between a core and a total realization of a property will be helpful. The property penny has, as its core realizations, disks about 19 millimeters in diameter, bearing an image of Lincoln. But having these intrinsic properties does not suffice for being a penny. The total realization of the property penny is the total state of affairs that is sufficient for being a penny, including being created at a U.S. mint. The proposal at hand is that we first ascertain that brain states are the core realizations of properties such as thinking that p, and then delineate the self in a way that ensures that brain states fall within the self, even if the total realizations of our thoughts fall partly outside the self.

Clearly, what qualifies as a core realization depends on our purposes and explanatory interests. In other words, core realizations are context-sensitive (Wilson 2004). What sort of context would lead us to identify core realizations as brain states? 

In identifying the core realization of a thought or propositional attitude, we are usually concerned to identify the state that plays a particular folk psychological role. This role includes explaining intentional behavior, making certain contributions to inferences, etc. Now the idea that narrow states play these roles has been a leading objection to externalism (cf. Fodor 1987). In response, externalists have argued that it is wide states that play these roles (cf. Baker 1987, Jackson and Pettit 1988, Yablo 1997). For instance, Yablo argues that wide states are more proportional to actions, and hence better candidates for their mental causes. So if the folk psychological context is what is relevant to determining a core realization, content externalists should not accept that brain states are the core realizations of thoughts and attitudes. Instead, they should gloss core realizations as wide.
 Hence, delineating the self along the lines of mental states’ core realizations will not support (B).

Still, the ‘penny’ and ‘sunburn’ analogies suggest that externalists do think that core realizations are narrow. Given the context sensitivity of the notion of core realization, this implies that another context is at work here. The obvious explanation is that the operative context derives from the background assumption that the self does not extend beyond the skin. In this way, commitment to (B) seems prior to the claim that brain states are the core realization of mental states. If this is correct, then the claim that mental states are realized in the brain cannot support internalism about the self, on pain of circularity. (I return to this idea briefly in Section VI.)

So it appears that (B) is not motivated by a prior distinction between core and total realizations of thoughts. This brings us to our central question: how can the standard externalist delineate the self in a way that is principled, and that implies that thinking that arthritis is painful is a relational feature of the individual?

The standard externalist might shrug off this question, and deny that a conception of the self is needed to defend (B). All that is required, she might say, is that we identify a thing that is both a self and is bounded by the skin. For instance, she might argue as follows: “I am a self; I am an organism, bounded by the skin; so the skin is the boundary of the self.”
 

In order for this strategy to work, the notion of ‘I’ in “I am an organism” cannot be the notion of the self, or of a thing with thoughts and/or experiences. For if ‘I’ were understood as a self—a thing with thoughts and experiences—then “I am an organism” is not justified unless “my self is an organism” is justified. And it is precisely this latter burden, of justifying the claim that the self has certain boundaries, that the objection seeks to avoid. This is a surprising notion of ‘I’; in particular, it seems to conflict with the minimal requirements of the cogito. In any case, this strategy claims that the relation between being a self, on the one hand, and having certain boundaries, on the other, is independent of any substantive conception of the self. The relation is in this sense brute. I will return to this option, which I’ll call the brute option, in Section VI.

An externalist who does not take the ‘brute’ option must provide a conception of the self that justifies the claim that the self is narrow, despite the fact that its thought contents are wide. This conception should yield a criterion for being intrinsic to the self that meets a number of conditions. 

(i) It must not be satisfied by wide states.

(ii) It must be consistent with content externalism, in both letter and spirit. 

(iii) It must be linked with a plausible, principled conception of the self, one that is compatible with the Basic Conception. 

In the next two sections, I consider epistemic and non-epistemic conceptions of the self, respectively. We will see that epistemic conceptions tend to run afoul of (i) or (ii), while non-epistemic conceptions generally violate (iii).

IV.  Epistemic conceptions

In this section we will evaluate conceptions of the self that are epistemic in a broad sense of that term. (Burge uses a similarly broad sense of ‘epistemic’ when he describes the subject’s ‘epistemic perspective’: “how things seem to him, or in an informal sense, how they are represented to him”. (Burge 1979, 25)) 

The first such conception is phenomenological: perhaps the self is simply that which has phenomenal experience. This conception yields a simple phenomenal criterion.

(1)
Property F is intrinsic to S only if F is a phenomenal property of S’s experience.
This criterion directly applies only to mental states. But I will assume that non-mental states can be intrinsic to S if they are appropriately related to her intrinsic phenomenal properties.
 Throughout the discussion of epistemic criteria, I will assume that states that do not directly satisfy the criterion for intrinsic may also be intrinsic, so long as they are appropriately related to those that do directly satisfy the criterion. We needn’t worry too much about this qualification, for as we will see the difficulty with epistemic criteria is not that they are too restrictive, but rather that they are too permissive.

At first glance, criterion (1) seems to meet our conditions on an adequate criterion. Since our concern is externalism only about thought contents, and not about phenomenal qualities, (1) may exclude factors external to the skin from being internal to the individual. It is also consistent with (A), and with the Basic Conception. And if (as is often assumed) there is a principled difference between phenomenal and non-phenomenal states, it is a principled criterion. 

But (1) seems in tension with the spirit of externalism, and so risks violating requirement (ii) above. To see this, consider how someone who accepted a phenomenological conception of the self would argue for externalism. “The property thinking that arthritis is painful does not supervene on phenomenal properties of experience; phenomenal properties are the only properties intrinsic to individuals; so thinking that arthritis is painful must be a relational feature of the individual.” Now perhaps this sort of reasoning has persuaded some. After all, Burge does say that the internal duplicates in his arthritis example are phenomenal duplicates. But this reasoning does not seem to reflect the externalist argument, as ordinarily interpreted. For one thing, phenomenal externalism – the claim that phenomenal properties are wide – is defended by some of standard externalism’s most prominent advocates (cf. Dretske 1995; Lycan 2001; Tye 1995). Relatedly, (1) entails that representationalism is in tension with externalism, though many prominent externalists are also representationalists.
 So even if the phenomenological conception of the self is consistent with the letter of standard externalism, it is at odds with the spirit of that view.

It’s worth noting that, while the spirit of externalism is at odds with the claim that only phenomenal properties can be internal to the self, a content externalist can nonetheless accept internalism about the phenomenal. So I will include the phenomenal condition as part of a broader criterion when appropriate.
Our second epistemic conception involves the claim that thoughts intrinsic to the self contribute to the individual’s ‘epistemic perspective’ in Burge’s sense of that term. This idea complements the phenomenological conception; together, they capture fundamental aspects of thoughts and experiences, the two elements involved in the Basic Conception of the self. Here is the criterion they suggest.
(2)
Property F is intrinsic to S only if (F is a phenomenal property of S’s experience or) F contributes to S’s epistemic perspective.

It is easy to see that this criterion conflicts with the spirit of standard externalism. For Burge explicitly argues that the epistemic perspective is partly constituted by wide states, though the individual herself is narrow. More to the point, this idea is what distinguishes mental content externalism, which sees de dicto contents as wide, from the uncontroversial claim that reference and de re content depends on external factors. 

Other candidates for epistemic criteria face this problem as well. Consider the suggestion that thoughts and experiences internal to the individual are those to which she has epistemically privileged access. Since the plausibility of externalism depends on the claim that we enjoy privileged access to wide states, this criterion undermines externalism. 

An initially more promising alternative is suggested by Burge’s contention that we may have only a partial or incomplete understanding of our wide contents. For instance, Burge’s original subject has an incomplete – indeed, a faulty – understanding of arthritis, for he believes that he has arthritis in his thigh. Similarly, Putnam (1975) claims to have a very limited conception of beeches, one that attributes no property to them that he does not also attribute to elms.
 Externalists claim that these individuals are nonetheless to be credited with the relevant concepts (arthritis and beech, respectively), by virtue of the fact that they appropriately defer to a community or its experts, who have a more comprehensive understanding of arthritis and beeches. 

This suggests the following criterion.

(3)
Property F is intrinsic to S only if (F is a phenomenal property of S’s experience or) F = thinking that p, where S fully understands all of the conceptual constituents of p.

However, the standard externalist should not welcome this criterion. For by relegating wide thoughts to an inferior epistemic status, it makes internalism especially attractive. According to the internalist, a subject’s partial grasp of ‘arthritis’ is constituted by a narrow concept he fully grasps, roughly: the disease that my community calls ‘arthritis’ is painful. The narrow content is true iff the disease called ‘arthritis’ by the local community is painful. This indexical concept, together with the environmental fact that his community uses ‘arthritis’ to refer to a certain joint disease (arthritis), delivers a wide truth condition for the thought, viz., that it is true iff arthritis is painful. The internalist contends that the narrow content is primary in that the wide content derives from the narrow content, which governs rational relations among thoughts.
 

Of course, the externalist will deny that there is a suitable narrow content in such cases. This is why Burge must reject the indexical analysis of the arthritis case; he does so on the grounds that we don’t ordinarily treat thoughts like arthritis is painful as indexical. Criterion (3) lays the groundwork for internalism, and thus seriously weakens externalism. It counts the wide thought arthritis is afflicting my thigh as relational, but only by introducing a deep epistemic division between narrow and wide contents, and assigning a second-class epistemic status to the latter. 

Might (3) nonetheless be what Burge had in mind? He does claim that the subject can understand p “well enough to think it” even if her grasp of some conceptual constituents of p is only partial. Still, (3) implies that there is a deep epistemic division between narrow and wide contents, and that wide contents are less epistemically or cognitively robust than narrow contents. Adopting (3) would thus yield a bizarre interpretation of the case for externalism: the argument would essentially be a plea to relax the standards for ‘S thinks that p’. This does not seem to be what Burge intended. And in any case, this outcome runs counter to the spirit of externalism.

Our penultimate epistemic conception is epistemic in the liberal sense in which states invoked as reasons for action, in explaining intentional behavior, are epistemic. It springs from the notion of an individual as an agent, that is, as the sort of thing that can engage in intentional behavior or action. Suppose that my reaching for the glass on the table qualifies as an action only if it is appropriately caused by intentional states (e.g., a desire for water, a belief that the glass contains water) that are internal to me. In that case, an agential conception of the self implies that states internal to the self are those that explain one’s intentional behavior or actions.

(4) Property F is intrinsic to S only if (F is a phenomenal property of S’s experience or) F is an intentional state that could figure in an intentional explanation of one of S’s actions.

There are various problems with this proposal. Most obviously, there seem to be internal properties that are irrelevant to actions; though perhaps the condition can be expanded to accommodate such properties, so long as they are appropriately related to the properties that explain action. But even if that can be resolved, the externalist should not accept (5). For in assuming that it is narrow states that causally explain actions, the proposal effectively endorses an objection to externalism mentioned above. This objection claims that wide states are causally irrelevant to actions, and therefore cannot contribute to intentional explanations. In response, externalists have, fittingly, developed accounts of action at odds with (4). In any case, by giving internal mental states a special role, (4) conflicts with standard externalism in much the same way as (2) and (3) did.

Criteria (1)-(4) directly applied only to mental states, and allowed non-mental states to qualify as intrinsic only in virtue of their relation to these intrinsic mental states. But our final epistemic candidate can be directly satisfied by non-mental states. This property is linked to the phenomenon of ‘immunity to error through misidentification’ (or IEM).
 According to Gareth Evans, the distinguishing characteristic of self-conscious thoughts – thoughts in which one attributes a property to oneself as oneself – are that such thoughts are (or are disposed to be) “controlled by information which may become available to” the subject in ways that “give rise to judgments which exhibit [IEM].” (Evans, 216) This suggests the following criterion.

(5)
Property F is intrinsic to S only if S can know that she has F through an IEM judgment.

Whether a judgment is IEM depends on both its content and the evidence used in forming the judgment; arguably, there are no judgments that qualify as IEM by virtue of their content alone.
 On Evans’ view, there are four types of IEM judgments.

(i) Judgments like “My legs are crossed”, when based in proprioception. (ibid. 220)

(ii) Judgments like “I am standing in front of a tree”, when based in perceptual experience as of a tree. (ibid. 222)

(iii) Judgments like “It seems to me as though there’s something red in front of me”, when formed by an appropriate method. (On Evans’ view, the appropriate method involves prefixing an ordinary perceptual statement with “it seems to me as though” (ibid. 228). But we might also allow that introspection is an appropriate method.)

(iv) Judgments like “I believe that it is raining”, when formed by an appropriate method. (On Evans’ view, the appropriate method is “putting into operation whatever procedure I have for answering the question whether” it is raining. (ibid. 225) But we might also allow that introspection is an appropriate method.)

According to (5), only properties knowable via an IEM judgment are intrinsic to the self. If Evans is correct, such states will include bodily properties and the property of occupying a certain spatial location, as well as sensory-phenomenal properties and the property of having a certain propositional attitude. So (5) will yield a picture of the self as something that has a body, a spatial location, sensory-phenomenal experiences, and propositional attitudes. This picture of the self has significant prima facie appeal.

But does (5) serve the externalist’s purposes? Consider the judgment I believe that arthritis is painful. This is IEM if it is formed in an appropriate way, namely, by my considering whether arthritis is painful (or perhaps through introspection). According to the externalist, the property believing that arthritis is painful is a wide state. So while being knowable through an IEM judgment may be a necessary condition for being intrinsic to the self, it does not satisfy the externalist’s burden of providing a necessary condition that excludes wide states. 

In response, the externalist might try to qualify (5) so as to yield a more restrictive necessary condition. To avoid the difficulty just described, this will require simply removing judgments that fall under (iv). For so long as the externalist claims that one can know one’s own wide thoughts in the same way (and with the same kind of justification) that one can know one’s narrow thoughts, judgments that fall under (iv) will not distinguish between intrinsic and relational properties. 

But the criterion that results from removing (iv) would be patently implausible, for it would entail that no thoughts are narrow. Suppose that, as seems likely, the thought that 2+3=5 is narrow. (It seems that the only things outside the individual that this thought might metaphysically depend upon are abstract objects.) Then the property thinking that 2+3=5 is intrinsic to the self. But this property cannot be known by an IEM judgment of type (i), (ii), or (iii): it cannot be known through proprioception, or through perception, or through prefixing an ordinary perceptual state with “it seems to me as though”. And while it may be known through introspection, in response to the previous problem we must either drop the idea that introspection can yield IEM judgments, or restrict the use of introspection to sensory-phenomenal states. Removing (iv) will not solve the problem with (5). 

While (5) initially appeared more promising than the previous epistemic conditions in that it directly applied to non-mental as well as mental properties, this candidate fails as well. Perhaps it is not surprising that the divide between what is internal to the individual and what metaphysically depends on her environment cannot be epistemic, if the standard version of content externalism is correct. Externalists have gone to great lengths to demonstrate the epistemic credentials of wide states; in particular, they have taken pains to show that wide states have the same sort of epistemic credentials that were traditionally attributed to narrow states (the subject has privileged access to them, they form part of the epistemic perspective, they constitute reasons for action, etc.). If such wide states are relational, as standard content externalists maintain, then it is unlikely that an epistemic criterion will yield the appropriate boundary between self and environment.

So one who accepts (A) and (B), and rejects the ‘brute’ option described above, must conceive of the self in terms that are not purely epistemic. I now turn to consider non-epistemic criteria.

V.  Non-epistemic conceptions 
Non-epistemic conceptions of the self do not assume that features intrinsic to the self share epistemic properties even in my broad sense of ‘epistemic’. 

One natural non-epistemic way to demarcate the self is along bodily lines, where the body is that which is directly responsive to an act of my will. (This contrasts with the agential conception above, which focused on how actions are caused.) Now since some portions of the body are not directly responsive to the will, such responsiveness isn’t necessary for being internal to the body. But a related necessary condition can be gleaned from an observation made by Bermúdez.

Although not every portion of the bodily surface can be moved at will, every portion of the bodily surface can nonetheless be experienced as moving in response to an act of the will. Take an arbitrary area on the top of the head, for example. Although I cannot move that area at will (in isolation), I can nonetheless experience it as moving when I move my head as a whole. (Bermúdez 1998, p. 150)

When Bermúdez speaks of experiencing an area “as moving in response to an act of the will”, he surely does not mean that any such experience will do. For instance, I can visually experience a fork in my hand as moving in response to an act of my will. It seems that what distinguishes the ‘top of the head’ case from the ‘fork’ case is that only the former involves a proprioceptive experience. And now the will is no longer relevant: for proprioceptive experience of my arm moving seems to be (as Evans observed) experience of it as mine. Whether its moving was caused by my will, or by something else, seems irrelevant to this aspect of the experience.

So the idea that the self is delineated by the body, which is directly responsive to the will, has evolved into the idea that the self is delineated by proprioception. This yields the following criterion.

(6)
Property F is intrinsic to S only if F supervenes on what is within S’s body; the limits of S’s body are given through proprioception.
Criterion (6) is, in some ways, more promising than the previous candidates. It seems well-placed to support internalism about the self (statement (B)): on the reasonable assumption that the proprioceptively-given limits of the body coincide with the skin, (B) follows from (6).
 And it avoids the problem facing the epistemic criteria, namely, that they violate the spirit of externalism by relegating wide states to a secondary epistemic status. For while proprioception is an epistemic process, (6) does not specify internal properties by how those properties are known. We can avoid the problem posed by epistemic criteria while still specifying the boundary of the self according to how it is known, so long as we do not specify internal properties according to their epistemic credentials.

But (6) is also neutral as to the status of thoughts in a more problematic way. It is neutral as to the status of thought tokens – brain states or other bearers of content that standard externalism regards as internal to the self. In particular, (6) is neutral as to whether these are internal to the self. This feature of (6) is illustrated by the following case, a twist on the usual ‘brain in a vat’ scenario that parallels Dennett’s (1978) case.

Your brain is removed from your body, and placed into a vat; but your envatted brain continues to be neurally linked to your body, through lengthened versions of ordinary neural pathways. 

In this scenario, your proprioceptive experience would, it seems, continue much as before. E.g., having your legs crossed will feel precisely the same as it did before the envatment. And your perceptual experience will also remain unchanged, since your outer sensory organs – eyes, ears, etc. – remain in their bodily position, while the information they absorb about the environment is processed in the envatted brain. In fact, as Dennett’s extended discussion of this case makes clear, you are unlikely to notice any difference in your experience when you undergo this change. And so your proprioceptive experience would represent the limits of your body as before, roughly corresponding to the ‘skin’ boundary.

Now where are your thought tokens, the bearers of your thought contents? Most philosophers, both internalists and externalists alike, will say that your thought tokens are (or supervene on) states of your brain. However, we have no proprioceptive awareness of thoughts or experiences, or of the brain states on which they depend. We may have introspective awareness of thoughts and experiences, but that is irrelevant to (6). In this scenario, then, events in your brain occur outside the limits of your body, as revealed by proprioception. 

This means that, if (6) is correct, your thoughts may be outside the self. But this is at odds with the standard externalist view, on which contents are relational features of internal brain states (or other thought tokens). Worse yet, there is no apparent basis for taking thoughts that are outside your self to be your thoughts. And – assuming that experiences also supervene on brain states – this means that (6) may violate our Basic Conception of the self, according to which selves have thoughts and/or experiences. 

Of course, while (6) fails to guarantee that S has thoughts and experiences, it is consistent with the claim that she does. So the externalist can dismiss this envatment scenario as irrelevant to our actual situation. She can argue that, in actuality, thought tokens supervene on the brain, which is (in fact) located within the body. Proprioception discloses the limits of the body, and thereby shows the limits of the self; thought tokens are internal to the self, even if their contents are relational features.

This position seems to be a coherent one. But it has an implausible consequence. For the conception of the self expressed by (6) implies that the question whether thoughts and experiences are internal to the self must be settled by empirical inquiry: namely, examination of the relation between the brain, on the one hand, and the proprioceptively-determined limits of the body, on the other. Thoughts will qualify as internal to the self just in case the brain falls within those limits. And if both thought tokens and the determinants of content could lie outside the self, then the self need not have thoughts or experiences. This implies that the self (as delineated by proprioception) need not have thoughts and experiences. In other words, it means the Basic Conception is not a conceptual truth. 

Let me be clear. The problem with (6) is not that it implies that we must use empirical information to determine the limits of the self. A criterion that requires empirical inquiry might nonetheless be principled, and consistent with the Basic Conception of the self. E.g., we might define the self as the thing that has, as intrinsic features, the thought properties mentioned in the Basic Conception; we could then use empirical investigation to determine what sort of thing met this description. The problem with (6) is that it implies that it is conceptually possible that a self has no thoughts or experiences at all, and is utterly incapable of having them. (After all, it may be that nothing within the proprioceptively-determined limits of the body is capable of thoughts.) This result stems from the fact that (6) implies that it is an empirical matter whether even thought tokens are within the self.

The initial appeal of (6) was that it delineated the self at the ‘skin’ boundary, but did not claim that what falls within the skin has a special epistemic status. It thereby avoided the problem that faced epistemic criteria. But this second feature was also the source of its failure. By specifying non-epistemic limits of the self, (6) left it an open question, to be decided empirically, whether selves had thoughts and experiences at all. 

Moreover, it seems that this problem will face any non-epistemic criterion. To make this point, I will describe another non-epistemic criterion that fails on the same grounds; I will then argue that this result can be generalized.

This final candidate begins with the idea that one perceptually grasps oneself as spatially located and bounded by the skin. E.g., your visual experience represents you as being a certain distance from a tree; your tactile experience represents you as standing barefoot on a soft rug; etc. (Evans likely had this sort of idea in mind when he claimed that judgments like “I am standing in front of a tree” can be IEM.) Your boundaries may also be perceived more directly, as when you see ‘yourself’ in a mirror. This suggests the following criterion.

(7) 
Property F is intrinsic to S only if F supervenes on what is within S’s body; the limits of S’s body are determined by S’s perceptual perspective.

This criterion fails for the same reason that the previous one failed: it defines the limits of the self in a way that leaves it an empirical question whether the self has – or is even capable of having – thoughts and experiences. As in the previous case, the envatment scenario reveals that there is only a causal link between the proposed boundary and (the supervenience base of) one’s thoughts. Imagine again that my brain is envatted, and connected to my body by a series of (long) neural pathways. Since my sensory organs are located where my body is, it will seem to me that I am where my body is: e.g., that I am a few feet from a tree, that I am standing barefoot on a rug, etc. I may even see ‘myself’ in a mirror. These perceptual experiences give me a sense of the body and its limits, but it is an open question whether those experiences are within the body, as the bodily limits are revealed by these experiences. (I’m assuming, once more, that perceptual experiences supervene on brain states.) And again, the usual version of externalism holds that thought and experience tokens are intrinsic, though their contents may be relationally determined. Just as in the proprioception case, (7) implies that it is an empirical question whether a self has, or even can have, any thoughts or experiences.

VI.  Prospects for standard externalism

Let us take stock. Above, we concluded that epistemic criteria will not delineate the self in a way amenable to standard externalism, since the plausibility of externalism rests on the claim that wide states have the same epistemic status as (purportedly) narrow states. (The phenomenological conception failed for a slightly different reason, but also conflicted with the spirit of externalism.) The preceding section showed that non-epistemic criteria fall short as well. Since non-epistemic criteria leave it an empirical question whether thoughts and experiences are intrinsic to the self, non-epistemic criteria conflict with the intuition that the Basic Conception expresses a conceptual truth.

We seem to be at an impasse. To remain loyal to the externalist claim that wide states share the epistemic credentials of narrow states, we cannot use an epistemic criterion to mark off what is intrinsic to the self. However, to remain loyal to the Basic Conception, our criteria must ensure that the self is the type of thing that has thoughts and experiences. And non-epistemic criteria will not ensure this. Should we abandon the task as impossible?

A natural response is to try to combine epistemic with non-epistemic elements, to form a hybrid conception. But the problems with earlier candidates would also threaten hybrid criteria. Consider a model for a hybrid criterion.

(8) 
Property F is intrinsic to S only if F is wholly instantiated within S’s body (as given by some non-epistemic criterion), or F satisfies some epistemic criterion.

This hybrid criterion will not exclude relational properties such as thinking that arthritis is painful. For the second disjunct leaves it open to the problem with epistemic criteria, namely, that it does not exclude factors the externalist counts as wide. But a workable criterion must have some epistemic dimension, to ensure consistency with the Basic Conception. The question whether to use epistemic criteria as a way to support the externalist’s acceptance of (B) is, it seems, a case of “damned if you do, damned if you don’t”.

As I see it, there are three ways a proponent of standard externalism can respond to this challenge.

First, she can try to develop a new criterion, one that avoids the pitfalls of the criteria I have considered here. But it is difficult to imagine such an alternative. For it is hard to see how an epistemic criterion could avoid counting wide states as intrinsic, without weakening the case for externalism. And it’s equally hard to see how a non-epistemic criterion could preserve the status of the Basic Conception as a conceptual truth.

A second response is to accept the ‘brute’ option described in Section III: delineate the self brutely, and not by reference to any conception of the self. This option has little to recommend it, as it is effectively a stipulation about how to delineate the self. And in light of our discussion in the previous section, we can see that it conflicts with the highly plausible claim that the Basic Conception expresses a conceptual truth. For no such brute way of delineating the self will conceptually entail that the thing thus delineated has thoughts and experiences. 

The third response is to rehabilitate the idea, discussed in Section III, that the distinction between the vehicles or bearers of content (e.g., brain states) and the determinants of content is more basic than the boundary between self and nonself. As I explained above, this idea seems to get the order of explanation backwards. For our basic concept of a self or individual seems explanatorily prior to any division between core and total realizations of content. And externalist arguments to the effect that wide states play the functional roles that define folk psychological states, and are the proper explanans for intentional actions, reinforce this point: they strongly suggest that the boundary between internal and external features of the supervenience base of thoughts is grounded in (B), and so cannot support (B). Still, it seems to me that this third avenue of response is the best hope for a principled standard externalism.

Conclusion

A principled, plausible conception of the self will be epistemic. For a non-epistemic criterion will render it an empirical question whether content bearers are internal to the self, and thereby conflict with the highly plausible conceptual requirement on selves expressed by the Basic Conception. However, epistemic conceptions can be used only by ‘extended mind’ externalists (who accept (A) but reject (B)) or content internalists (who reject (A) but – typically – accept (B)). Given content externalism, an epistemic criterion will count wide states as internal to the self, and thus conflict with (B). Standard externalism can perhaps be salvaged by distinguishing vehicles of content in some way that is, unlike the notion of ‘core realization’, insensitive to contextual factors. But there is reason to be skeptical about this strategy.
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� I use the terms ‘self’ and ‘individual’ interchangeably here. 


� Tye is an exception here. See his (2003), esp. chapter 6.


� This ‘extended mind’ hypothesis comes in various forms, depending on the aspects of mind that are said to be extended (stored memories, cognitive or perceptual processes, etc.) and the type of environmental state or process that is said to partly constitute (or metaphysically contribute to) the mind. In Clark and Chalmers’ version, it is only dispositional states and subconscious processes that extend into the world; occurrent, conscious thoughts and processes are not claimed to be external. Clark and Chalmers are not targets of my argument, since they reject (B) because they take the self to include those thoughts for which they accept (A). 


� The second example here is from Weatherson (2006).


� William James expresses this traditional view. “The word introspection need hardly be defined – it means, of course, the looking into our own minds and reporting what we there discover.” (James 1890/1981, p. 85)


� Actually, Strawson’s selves can persist for up to three seconds, the reportedly maximal duration of the specious present. Some philosophers will deny that even these minimal selves exist; for instance, Derek Parfit (CITE) denies that there is a determinate fact of the matter whether two simultaneous experiences belong to a single self.


� It may be that the capacity for thought and experience suffices for being a self, so that something counts as a self a moment before its first thought, and would do so even if it had perished at that moment. I ignore these complications in what follows.


� Perhaps surprisingly, the relevant type is not spherical disks made of copper. Since 1982, pennies have been made mostly of zinc, and are only about 2.4% copper.


� My use of ‘total realization’ differs from Shoemaker’s definition in that, for Shoemaker, a mental state’s total realization is a state of the individual. Obviously, this modification was necessary for my purposes here.


� Robert Wilson (2004) argues that mental states have wide realizations. And while his central argument is that it is the total realization of a mental state that is taxonomically relevant, he also notes that externalism implies that core realizations may be wide as well. “Given that social actions appear to have radically wide realizations [that is, wide core realizations], and the ways in which at least our common-sense conception of the mind is linked to such actions via the idea of a reason for acting, we might have pause about [the claim that mental states have individualistic core realizations but wide total realizations].” (139)


� I am grateful to Trenton Merricks for posing this challenge.


� Appropriate relations may include being the supervenience base of S’s intrinsic states. Other, looser relations may be relevant here as well.


� Strictly, (1) entails that an externalist representationalist must strongly qualify her view: she must claim that some intentional contents are narrow, and that phenomenal properties supervene on, or are a species of, these narrow contents. 


� Though surely even Putnam thinks of beeches as “the things that my community calls ‘beeches’”.


� Chalmers (2003) gives an especially well-developed version of internalism along these lines. 


� Cf. Shoemaker (1968), Evans (1982).


� The parenthetical concerning phenomenal properties isn’t required here, since these properties are presumed to fall within the scope of (5).


� To see this, consider a clear case of a judgment that could be IEM: “I have a headache.” Even this could, if based in the wrong sort of evidence, fail to be IEM. Suppose that I examine the results of a brain MRI scan, and see that a certain pattern of neural activity – one highly correlated with headaches – is present. If I mistakenly assume that the MRI is of my own brain, I might conclude that I have a headache, when in fact this judgment is false because I have misidentified the person whose MRI results I am reading.


� Of course, an externalist could deny that any thoughts are narrow. But this is an extreme view, and one which most externalists disavow. 


� This problem does not prevent content internalists or ‘extended mind’ externalists from accepting (1)-(4), since they do not gloss thinking that p as a relational feature of the individual. These views are well-placed to exploit an epistemic conception. The question of which epistemic conception is most plausible is one that I hope to address elsewhere.


� Bermúdez does not offer this as a conception of the self, in the sense that concerns us.


� In fact, the use of ‘skin’ in (B) is not intended as strict, but rather as a stand-in for some relevant biological boundary. 
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