Introspection
For The Oxford Companion to Consciousness (Bayne, Cleeremans and Wilken, eds.)

Brie Gertler
“The word introspection need hardly be defined – it means, of course, the looking into our own minds and reporting what we there discover.” (William James, Principles of Psychology. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 1890/1981, p. 85)
Alas, things are not quite so simple. As James implies, the term ‘introspection’ literally means ‘looking within’, but of course we do not visually inspect the interiors of our crania. What unites proponents of introspection is the claim that we can recognize our own mental states through some sort of attention—a non-visual ‘looking’—whose immediate objects are thoughts or sensations within oneself, in a non-spatial sense of ‘within’. (The term ‘introspection’ is occasionally given an ecumenical gloss, to refer to any method of knowing one’s own mental states, and not just self-directed attention. But the more restrictive use is standard, and provides the topic of the current entry.) As we will see, some contemporary philosophers and psychologists doubt that any such introspective process underlies self-knowledge.

Even those who believe that we do engage in introspection generally acknowledge that some types of mental states cannot be introspected. The first section of this entry outlines widely accepted restrictions on the range of introspectible states. The next section surveys the leading philosophical accounts of introspection. These accounts differ as to how introspection proceeds and how it contrasts with other methods of knowledge. I then examine key objections to the claim that self-knowledge is introspective, and sketch some replies to these objections. The final section briefly discusses the controversy over the role of introspective data in scientific research about the mind.

Restrictions on introspection

Early psychologists such as Wilhelm Wundt and Edward Titchener championed the judicious use of introspection, training their subjects to exercise scrupulous attention, and to report their introspective discoveries in meticulous detail. They hoped to generate pure introspective data, unaffected by the subjects’ background assumptions about their own thoughts and experiences. While introspection is no longer the primary focus of psychological research, most psychologists and philosophers allow that introspection is ubiquitous in human lives. 

But even advocates of introspection usually deny that introspection directly reveals the motivational sources of actions, or that one can introspectively identify standing (dispositional) beliefs or desires. There are several reasons for this denial. First, influential psychological studies (such as Nisbett and Wilson 1977) have shown that subjects are often mistaken about their own motivations in acting, and about the sources of their own preferences and biases. This suggests that we lack introspective access to the fact that one particular desire, rather than another, prompted an action. Second, there is evidence that these errors are systematic: for introspection seems to identify the conscious rationale for a choice, but this rationale is often constructed after the choice is made, and so is not the actual cause of the choice. (Libet 1985) In that case, what is introspected is only one’s current thoughts about the likely cause, which may be affected by one’s assumptions about what sort of reasons would justify the choice. Third, epistemological considerations cast doubt on the claim that we have direct introspective access to states individuated by their characteristic causes and effects. And standing beliefs and desires—such as the belief that one must drive on the left in England, and the desire to advance in one’s career, when these are not being actively entertained—seem at least partly defined by their causal roles. 

From an evolutionary perspective, the unrestricted use of introspection would not be beneficial. Adaptive fitness would apparently be compromised if crucial mental processes, including some inferences and emotional responses, were open to introspection. Consider the cognitive processes responsible for detecting danger and initiating an appropriate response: if these were easily introspectible, then higher-level cognitive systems could interfere in their operation, thus delaying the response and putting the organism in jeopardy. (LeDoux 1996) This suggests that processes that result in—or, perhaps, even constitute—propositional attitudes (such as the belief that one is in danger) and emotions (such as the fear of a predator) are sometimes unconscious, and thus inaccessible to introspection.

For these reasons, most contemporary philosophers and psychologists claim that we introspect only short-lived states such as occurrent thoughts and sensations. This restriction has done little to diminish the importance of introspection in philosophy, where introspection remains both an important topic and a common (if controversial) method. For instance, the claim that introspective knowledge is epistemically special shapes some theories of knowledge; and some philosophers believe that introspective reflection yields evidence for mind-body dualism. (See Dualism) I now turn to consider the leading philosophical accounts of introspection.

Philosophical accounts of introspection

There are several prominent accounts of introspection in the contemporary philosophical literature. These accounts naturally fall into two types, according to how they construe the relationship between the introspective state and its target, the thought or sensation that is introspected. The first type glosses this relationship as merely causal, while the second envisions a more intimate relationship. 

Causal accounts

An ordinary perceptual process exemplifies a causal relationship between a state of awareness and its object: I am visually aware of the chair in the corner by virtue of an appropriate causal relationship between that chair and my current visual state. According to causal accounts of introspection, introspection is structurally similar to perception: I am introspectively aware of a thought or sensation by virtue of an appropriate causal relationship between that thought or sensation and my current introspective state. This similarity may pave the way for a naturalistic explanation of introspection. (See Reduction [or Naturalism?]) Just as we can explain how vision occurs by identifying the relevant causal relations between visual objects (such as the chair) and states of the visual system, we can, perhaps, explain introspection by identifying the relevant causal relations between introspective objects (a thought or sensation) and introspective states. 

For some philosophers, the idea that both introspection and perception involve a causal process of awareness exhausts the analogy between these processes. But others see the analogy as more comprehensive, and argue that introspection is the product of a specialized, perception-like faculty. This is the Inner Sense view of introspection. (Armstrong 1968, Lycan 1997) It is inspired by John Locke’s description of an introspective faculty.
And though it be not Sense, as having nothing to do with external Objects; yet it is very like it, and might properly enough be call’d internal Sense. (Locke 1690/ 1975, II.1.iv.)

The Inner Sense view holds that introspection is the operation of an internal scanning mechanism, which has the function of monitoring (some of) our thoughts and sensations. The view is often combined with a theory of consciousness. For instance, Lycan argues that conscious states—which, in his terminology, are “states one is conscious of being in”—are simply those mental states that one is aware of, through the operation of inner sense. 

But is introspection really so similar to perception? Some philosophers worry that perceptual accounts neglect what is special or distinctive about introspection, relative to perceptual processes. For instance, Sydney Shoemaker (1994) argues that the capacity for introspection plays a distinctive role in one’s status as a rational agent, and that this role requires introspection to be more reliable, and more tightly tied to its objects, than perception. 

A more obvious difference between introspection and perception is that introspection is necessarily first-personal: it is inconceivable that I could have introspective access, or even access that is relevantly introspection-like, to someone else’s states. It is a matter of controversy whether any sort of causal account can accommodate the first-personal nature of introspection. The worry is that, if the relation between my introspective states and my thoughts is merely causal, then another person could, in principle, have the same sort of access to my thoughts as I do. Suppose that, in the science fiction future, we identify the neurophysiological (or computational) state that perfectly correlates with my ‘ice cream’ thoughts. An agent of Big Brother could then set up a monitor that caused him to think ‘BG is now thinking about ice cream’ when, and only when, I was in the relevant state. This process would be very similar to introspection, as construed by the causal model: it would be causal and non-inferential, and it could conceivably be as reliable as ordinary introspection. 

There are, of course, differences between the agent’s awareness of my ‘ice cream’ thoughts, and my own introspective awareness of them. For instance, only the former depends on an artificial device. But these differences seem too insubstantial to undergird the seemingly profound difference between introspective knowledge and other-knowledge. Arguably, this difference is tied to the distinction between self and other: for even if I cannot introspect all of my thoughts, still it seems indisputable that I can introspect only my own thoughts. If it is a conceptual truth that one can introspect only one’s own thoughts, then as we blur the distinction between introspective and nonintrospective access, we obscure the line between self and other. (see Self, philosophical [or: Self-consciousness?])

The benefit of causal accounts is that they brighten the prospects for a naturalistic explanation of introspection, by assimilating introspection to more familiar, perceptual processes. The current objection claims that this assimilation bears costs as well, for it prevents causal accounts from capturing what is special about introspection. Defenders of causal accounts could respond that introspective-like access to others’ thoughts is conceivable, after all; they might attribute its apparent inconceivability to the fact that we do not live in the science fiction future. 

But most defenders of causal accounts agree that others could not, even in principle, introspect one’s states. Some claim that the first-personal nature of introspection derives from the presence of indexicals in introspective reference. In ordinary use, indexicals such as ‘I’ and ‘here’ refer to oneself and one’s location; without further qualification, they cannot refer to another person or place. The idea, then, is that introspection involves a type of indexical reference that is similarly tied to oneself (or one’s mental state). The naturalistic benefits of causal accounts will be preserved if this simple semantic feature can fully explain why one can introspect only one’s own states. Whether it can do so is, of course, open to debate.

Non-causal accounts

The rivals to causal accounts of introspection have their historical antecedents in Descartes (1641/1984). Descartes argued, in the cogito, that while a supremely powerful ‘evil genius’ could deceive me about the objects of perception, even an evil genius could not deceive me in the belief that I am thinking. It seems plausible that this difference derived, for Descartes, from the comparative directness of introspective awareness. When it comes to any causal process, the logical distance between cause and effect allows for things to go awry. Light can be unknowingly filtered, so that a white chair appears red; visual spectra can be limited, so that a green light appears grey. But if no causal process mediates between introspective awareness and its objects, then there seems to be no logical room for that introspective awareness to mislead about the thoughts or sensations it is fixed upon. This idea of non-mediated awareness is also at work in Russell’s claim that we are directly acquainted with our own occurrent mental states, but not with others’ mental states or external physical objects. (See Acquaintance.)

There are two leading types of account that envision introspective awareness as logically tied to its objects. (Call these ‘logical’ accounts of introspection.) These are not competing accounts, but rather focus on different types of state. 

The first type focuses on thoughts, and has been advanced by Tyler Burge. Burge claims that, when one is introspectively aware that one is thinking that p (that it is raining, say), the introspective awareness incorporates the thought that p.

One is thinking that p in the very event of thinking knowledgeably that one is thinking it. It is thought and thought about in the same mental act. (Burge 1988, 116) 

According to Burge, then, the introspected state (a thought) is incorporated into the subject’s introspective awareness. While Burge’s account is specifically intended to show how a particular view about content—namely, externalism—can accommodate first-person privilege, the logical account of introspecting thoughts is not wedded to any specific theory of content.

The relation of ‘incorporation’ also appears in the second type of logical account, which applies to sensations. Proponents of this account argue that, in introspection, a sensation is incorporated into a larger state, which constitutes introspective awareness of that sensation. (Chalmers 2002, Gertler 2001.) This account is intended to capture the ordinary experience of introspection and to fit with the epistemic and conceptual features of introspection described above. 

To understand this second type of logical account, focus for a moment on a current sensation: pinch your thumb and focus on the feeling of the pinch. Even if you are mistaken about the causal source of that feeling, it is hard to conceive that you are wrong in thinking that you are now feeling a ‘pinched thumb’ sensation. This suggests that your awareness of the sensation is direct, and not an awareness of something (like the chair you see) that you are merely causally related to. Finally, the idea that it is someone else’s sensation that you are aware of, and not your own, seems incoherent—though of course the causal source of the sensation may lie outside yourself.

Just as a significant benefit of causal accounts is that they are well suited to naturalism, a significant worry about logical accounts, of either variety, is that they sit uneasily with naturalistic explanations of mental processes. There is no simple way to translate the logical model into an empirically testable hypothesis: the claim that introspective states incorporate their objects does not imply that one brain state is a proper part of another. In response to this worry, proponents of logical accounts can argue that the special epistemic features of introspective knowledge are a kind of data, and hence any adequate theory of mental processes must explain them.

Logical accounts face other objections as well. Chief among these is the worry that they reduce introspection to a simple event of awareness, and thus cannot explain how introspection could yield substantive knowledge of a mental state. Genuine knowledge requires that we somehow conceptualize the object known, but logical accounts claim only that there is a brute (‘incorporation’) relation between the introspective and the introspected states. Wittgenstein seems to have had this sort of problem in mind when he wrote, “Imagine someone saying: ‘But I know how tall I am!’ and laying his hand on top of his head to prove it.” (1953: 279) The best reply on behalf of logical accounts is to acknowledge that the ‘incorporation’ relation does not, on its own, provide for self-knowledge. The account must be supplemented by an account of how sensations and thoughts are conceptualized, within the introspective state. But some philosophers doubt that a single, introspective state can simultaneously incorporate its object and constitute an epistemically substantial conceptualization of that object.  

Objections to introspection

Not all philosophers accept that self-knowledge is achieved via introspection. (See Self-consciousness) Some claim that we determine our own mental states in the same way that we determine others’, namely, from observations of our own behavior. Gilbert Ryle defended the most extreme view of this type, arguing that the appearance of special first-person access derives from the simple fact that we are always present to observe ourselves.

While Ryle’s position is extreme, it still construes self-knowledge as an epistemic phenomenon. Other philosophers make the more radical claim that self-knowledge is non-epistemic; so introspection, an epistemic process, cannot be the source of self-knowledge. These philosophers allege that introspective models of self-knowledge rest on an implausible conception of mental states, namely, as static objects that await introspective attention. The worry is not just the familiar point that observational processes sometimes alter their targets. It is instead a conceptual worry: the idea that I know my own thoughts by introspective attention overlooks the kind of commitment that is involved in acknowledging a thought as mine. As G.E. Moore noted, it is pragmatically incoherent to assert “it is raining but I don’t believe that it is”. Sartre made a related point when he argued that a rational agent cannot coherently express an intention to quit gambling while predicting that he will fail. In both cases, the incoherence stems from the fact that the mental state (the belief or intention) is simply reported, but not owned or avowed. 

Gareth Evans makes a somewhat similar objection to introspection in claiming that, to determine one’s own beliefs, attention must be directed outward rather than inward. “I get myself in a position to answer the question whether I believe that p by putting into operation whatever procedure I have for answering the question whether p.” (Evans 1982: 225) By using a single method to simultaneously determine whether it’s raining, and whether I believe it’s raining, one avoids the sort of pragmatic incoherence just described. This method is decidedly non-introspective, and seems less a method of knowing one’s own beliefs than of formulating them.

Defenders of introspection can respond by pointing out that these conceptual worries concern attitudes modes like belief, desire, and intention—aspects of mental states that lie outside introspection’s narrow purview. Even if one cannot simply introspect that one intends to quit gambling (or believes that she will quit, or doubts that she will quit), she may be able to introspect the occurrent thought “I will quit gambling”, where the fact that she’s entertaining this thought content is neutral as to whether it is the content of a belief, a doubt, or an intention. But those who doubt that self-knowledge occurs through a fundamentally epistemic process will question whether we can conceive our own thought contents in this neutral way. And even if we can, it is not clear that recognition of such fleeting thoughts, unconnected to an attitude mode, qualifies as genuine self-knowledge.

The use of introspection in scientific study of the mind

Must we take introspective data into account when we engage in scientific theorizing about the mind? Daniel Dennett is a prominent opponent of using introspective data. He claims that if a scientist asks subjects to introspect their experiences, the data generated are beliefs about experiences, not the (purportedly introspected) experiences themselves. Nor, he thinks, is it possible to sidestep this problem by using one’s own introspective data. For a study limited to one’s own case violates familiar strictures of scientific methodology, which require that evidence be available to other observers, and that experimental results be duplicated in multiple subjects. 

Dennett’s argument raises many questions. But perhaps the most interesting issue concerns the contrast between introspective data and perceptual data. Because introspective evidence is accessible only to the subject herself, introspection cannot meet some requirements of scientific methodology relevant to perceptual data, including the requirement that data be public. To deem introspective evidence non-scientific on that basis, however, is to adopt a very narrow notion of ‘scientific’. This will have some worrisome consequences: it seems to imply that a scientific theory of mind need not accommodate the presence of sensations. After all, we never see, hear, or otherwise perceive sensations; our only evidence for the existence of sensations depends on introspection. We can, of course, perceive neural states that are correlated with sensations. But it is only through introspection that we can establish such correlations in the first place.

A more nuanced view treats introspective reports of experiences as evidence, not only of beliefs about experiences, but also of the experiences themselves. The use of introspective data does not require that such data is sacrosanct. As with perceptual data, researchers may justifiably discount a single introspective datum that is unrepeatable, violates well-established generalizations (based on other introspective reports), etc. For instance, if we had established that C-fiber firing perfectly correlated with pain, and only one subject had ever reported feeling pain in the absence of C-fiber firing, we may have reason to disregard that report. Some contemporary neuroscientists advise that experimenters develop categories of experience, using experiences that bear a relatively straightforward relationship to external stimuli, and train subjects in their use. (Jack and Shallice 2001) The subjects can then apply these established categories to more inchoate experiences. Like Wundt and Titchener’s work, this contemporary approach recognizes that obtaining accurate introspective evidence is both vitally important and exceedingly difficult.  

Conclusion

Subjects are often mistaken about their own motives and emotions. But we have seen no reason to deny that introspection is a reliable guide to one’s occurrent thoughts and sensations. And since introspection arguably provides the only evidence that there are sensations, its judicious use may be not only legitimate but also necessary to a comprehensive theory of the mind.
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