
Self-Involving Representationalism:

In favor of a Weak Interpretation of

Hume's Thesis

One of the most famous Hume's quotes regards the relation between percep-
tion and oneself:

I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never
can observe any thing but the perception. Hume (1739, p.252)

In the 6th chapter of his most recent book Prinz (2012a) (see also Prinz (2012b))
Jesse Prinz distinguishes several interpretations of this Humean thesis: meta-
physical and phenomenal, strong and weak. Prinz is not interested in the meta-
physical questions (What kind of entities are selves? Do they endure?) but
rather on a phenomenological question: among the various phenomenal quali-
ties that make up an experience, is there any that can be characterized as an
experience of the self? This phenomenological question admits two possible
interpretations: a weak and a stronger one.

According to the weaker reading, there are qualities that correspond to one-
self but �are nothing above and beyond the qualities of perception, sensation,
and emotion.� (ibid. 144). The stronger thesis, on the other hand, holds that
�there are no I-qualia, whether reducible or not�. This stronger thesis is en-
dorsed and defended by Prinz. My aim in this paper is to defend, pace Prinz, a
weaker version of Hume's thesis.

This paper is organized in two sections. In the �rst one I argue in favor of
a weak reading of Hume's thesis. The force of Prinz arguments against some
of his opponents, and in favor of a stronger reading, rests on the failure of his
opponents to provide a reductive understanding of what he calls I-qualia. For
this purpose I will o�er a such a reductive account in the second section.

1 In favor of a weak reading of Hume's Thesis.

In his chapter Prinz considers and dismisses a priori arguments derived from
Cartesian consideration and also Kantian transcendental arguments. I am not
interested here in evaluating Prinz replies to these arguments. In turn I aim to
focus on phenomenological considerations. Although he is, I think, right in his
rejection of Kriegel's particular account (p. 147), phenomenological considera-
tions remain untouched. Let me elaborate:
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Conscious experiences di�er in a relevant sense from other kind of states.
Conscious experiences are not states that merely happen in me, states that I
merely �host�, as the beating of my hearth or subpersonal states, but states
that are for-me. A theory of subjective character or for-meness (Kriegel (2009))
abstracts from the particular way having di�erent experiences feel and con-
centrates on the problem of what makes it the case that having a conscious
experience feels at all.

Our folk psychology dictates that conscious states are those states one is
aware of oneself as being in (Rosenthal (2005)) and there seems to be a common
phenomenology of me-ness common to all our experiences, which is precisely the
element that Kriegel stresses (see also Block (2007); Levine (2001)). A more
detailed characterization of such a phenomenology is o�ered by Gallagher and
Zahavi (2006):

There is something it is like to taste chocolate, and this is di�erent
from what it is like to remember what it is like to taste chocolate,
or to smell vanilla, to run, to stand still, to feel envious, nervous,
depressed or happy, or to entertain an abstract belief. Yet, at the
same time, as I live through these di�erences, there is something
experiential that is, in some sense, the same, namely, their distinct
�rst-personal character. All the experiences are characterized by
a quality of mineness or for-me-ness, the fact that it is I who am
having these experiences. All the experiences are given (at least
tacitly) as my experiences, as experiences I am undergoing or living
through. All of this suggests that �rst-person experience presents
me with an immediate and non-observational access to myself, and
that consequently (phenomenal) consciousness consequently entails
a (minimal) form of self-consciousness.

In the considered framework in which consciousness is unpacked in representa-
tional terms, conscious states are those that are self-representational. However,
the expression 'M is self-representational' can mean either i) M represents itself
or ii) M represents oneself. This two di�erent approaches correspond to what
Sebastian (forthcoming) calls mental-state involving (MSI) and self-involving
(SI) theories. Kriegel endorses a MSI view but the problem, as Prinz correctly
remarks, is that MSI is insu�cient for explaining the subjective character of ex-
perience and the phenomenology of for-meness. Prinz criticism, however, ends
up at this point. The question is: can we make sense of self-involving represen-
tationalism and of Hume's observation at the same time?

Both folk psychology and phenomenological observation suggest that the
subject of experience enters the content of experience; as Peacocke (MS) puts
it, it is in the nature of the experience that it's correctness conditions concern
the subject that is having the experience. Consider a visual experience as of a
red apple. What my experience reveals is that both the apple and myself are
constitutive of the content of the experience (the content is SI in opposition to
merely MSI). The content of my experience is not merely that such and such
is the case, but that such and such is presented to myself. In phenomenally
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conscious experiences I do not merely attribute certain properties to the object
causing the experience, I attribute to myself the property of being presented
with an object with these properties: the content of experience is de se (Lewis
(1979)). If this is the case, we can perfectly make sense of of Hume's thesis
under a weak reading, because a �perception� of a red apple is at the same time
about the apple and about myself.

2 Self-Involving Representationalism

Imagine Marta who is looking at a red apple. She has an experience as of
red. Her experience conveys, in a non-conceptual manner, that she herself
(Castañeda (1966)) is confronted with a red object. Her experience does so
without any need to identify herself with any kind of entity and is priori to any
such identi�cation. Marta might fail to know that she is Marta and thereby not
knowing that Marta is confronted with any object. A characterization of the
content of experience requires the so called essential indexical (Perry (1979)); the
correctness conditions of phenomenally conscious states concern the very same
individual that is undergoing the experience as such: the content of experience
is de se content (Castañeda (1966); Chisholm (1981); Lewis (1979)). Shoemaker
(1968) has presented a similar idea in a slightly di�erent way, distinguishing,
following Wittgenstein (1958), two di�erent uses of the word 'I' (or 'my'): a use
�as an object� and a use �as a subject� (a terminology borrowed by Prinz, who
claims, again rightly I think, that his opponents fail to provide an account of
representation 'as a subject').

The content of my experience is not merely that such and such is the case, but
that such and such is presented to myself. What requires further clari�cation is
the fact that the content of phenomenally conscious experiences is de se content
and how a mental state comes to have such a content.

Let me �rst get clear about what does it mean that the content of the
experience is about myself as a subject, about the idea of de se content.

2.1 Understanding De Se Content.

I like the view about mental content according to which the role of mental states
is to distinguish between di�erent possibilities (Stalnaker (1999)). Content of
mental states, are ways of dividing the space of possibilities. So, what is relevant
to the content is that it exclude certain possibilities, certain ways the world
might be. So, we can think of this possible world propositions as function from
possible worlds to truth value.

When I have a state with de se content, its correctness condition do not
merely concern the way the world might be but also myself. Propositions are
not well-suited to capture its content. When I have, say, a belief about myself,
it is not well picked up as an attitude toward a proposition (understood as a set
of possible worlds). We need centered proposition. If a possible world is a way
the world might be, a centered world can be thought as a way the world might
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be for an individual. Centered worlds propositions do not just individuate a
way the world could be, but also a certain logical position within this world.
We can think of them as functions from ordered pairs of worlds and individuals
(<world, individual>) to truth value. The content of my experience is a centered
proposition, a function from world centered in me to a truth value.

The next step, to make sense of this proposal, is to get clear about the kind
of entities that individuals, selves or subjects of experiences are and how the
correctness conditions concern them in a way that is compatible with naturalistic
theories of mental content.

2.2 Naturalizing De Se Content.

I have argued that the correctness conditions of an experience concern the very
same individual that is undergoing such an experience. My experience repre-
sents myself in a particular way that we have characterized as representation

as a subject to contrast it with other manners of representing. In having an
experience I self-attribute (I represent myself as having) a certain property. As
we have seen, this kind of self-attribution does not require to identify oneself
with any kind of entity. A centered world semantics presented in the previous
section provides a framework for understantanding this manner of representa-
tion; it provides a semantic of de se content. A naturalistic theory requires,
on top of that, an explanation of the relation that holds between the vehicle
of representation and its content. In this section I attempt to provide the �rst
steps towards a metasemantic theory of de se content.

We can consider, for illustration purposes, a naturalistic theory of mental
content according to which a representing system is one that has the teleological
function of indicating that such-and-such is the case, being such-and-such its
content.1 In a centered world semantics, the content of experience is understood
as a function from pairs of words and individuals to truth value. How does a
state comes to have the function to indicate a centered properties; i.e, how does
a state comes to have de se content?

In a naturalistic framework, organisms are probably the best candidates
for this. In a centered world semantics, organisms would occupy the centered
position. Organisms are prior to experiences. This does not mean that repre-
sentations of organisms are prior to the experience nor that I have to recognize
myself as being a certain organism. Having an experience as of a red apple
cannot be a matter of representing one privileged organism and representing
the apple. In this case we would have two representations `as an object' and it
is unclear, and Shoemaker has argued not possible, how can I come to identify
myself with such an entity. We need to explain how the organism represents
itself as having a certain property,how such a self-ascription is possible without

1 This oversimplistic example amounts to the claim that representational states represent
what causes them in normal circumstances, where the normative notion 'normal circum-
stances' is unpacked by appealling to the function of the state. It is intended to capture
the insight of teleological theories. For further and di�erent elaboration of on the details see
Dretske (1988); Millikan (1984, 1989); Mossio et al (2009); Neander (1991); Schroeder (2004).
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identi�cation.
Organism are continuously changing entities that remain nonetheless as a

functional unity, as a unique system, during the organisms life. A widespread
view in biology, holds that living organisms are self-maintaining systems. The
notion of self-maintained system has a long history in philosophy dating back
to Aristotle (Godfrey-Smith (1994); McLaughlin (2001)).In a self-maintaining
system the dynamics of the system tend to maintain the inherent order; its
organizational pattern appears without a central authority or external element
imposing it through planning. This globally coherent pattern appears from the
local interaction of the elements that makes up the system. The organization is
in way parallel, for all the elements act at the same time and distributed for no
element is a coordinator.2

If organisms are self-maintaining systems it seem appealing to look for the
mechanisms that guarantee the stability within the organism boundaries as the
mechanisms that ground the distinction between what is part of the system and
what is not, the distinction between what is me and what is not and might
also be justi�ed by the phenomenological sense of unity of all my experiences
as being present for the same individual or self.

One interesting proposal in this direction is Damasio's notion of proto-self: a
neural structure responsible for the monitoring and regulating the homeostasis
of the organism. Prinz (ibid. p.153-156) criticizes Damasio's theory on the basis
of the kind of explanation that it o�ers. My proposal, despite of agreeing with
Damasio about the neural structures that would realize consciousness, is, con-
ceptually, completely di�erent from Damasio's and is therefore not vulnerable
to Prinz critics. In particular I will make use of this proto-self in my elaboration
of the de se content. I think that we can o�er an account of such a de se content
by characterizing a conscious state as a complex of two states that I will call
the proto-self and the proto-qualitative state.

On the one hand, the proto-self is a brain structure that has the function
of indicating and regulating the homeostasis of the organism. It regulates the
internal environment and tends to maintain a stable, constant condition required
by the self-maintaining system; the stability required for life.

On the other hand, the proto-qualitative state is another brain structure
that has the function of indicating a certain property. 3

2 A simple example of these self-maintained systems is the �ame of a candle. In the �ame
of a candle, the microscopic reactions of combustion give rise to a macroscopic pattern, the
�ame, which makes a crucial contribution to maintain the microscopic chemical reaction by
vaporizing wax, keeping the temperature above the combustion threshold, etc. The �ame itself
favors the conditions that enable it to work. This is an example of the minimal expression of
self-maintenance, called dissipative structures:

Dissipative structures are systems in which a huge number of microscopic ele-
ments adopt a global, macroscopic ordered pattern (a `structure') in the presence
of a speci�c �ow of energy and matter in far-from-thermodynamic equilibrium
(FFE) conditions. Mossio et al (2009, p. 822)

3 We can think of the content of proto-qualitative states as the properties that result from
�xing the individual in the centered features that I have argued constitute the content of
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Di�erent phenomenally conscious states are constituted by di�erent proto-
qualitative states. Proto-qualitative states are not phenomenally conscious; i.e.
the properties of proto-qualitative states do not su�ce for having a phenome-
nally conscious experience. The proto-self is not a phenomenally conscious state
either.

It is the interaction between both of them what gives rise to a phenome-
nally conscious mental state that indicates that the property X is a�ecting the
organism. Phenomenally conscious mental states play a di�erential role in the
homeodynamics of the organism. A di�erence in functional role accounts for
the di�erences between those mental states that are phenomenally conscious
and those that are not.

When looking at the red apple in front of me I undergo a phenomenally
conscious experience. My visual system will generate a representation of the
properties of the apple; this is a proto-qualitative state. Let me focus on the
redness of my experience. The proto-qualitative state indicates a certain shade
of red, but this is, still, an unconscious representation. On the other hand, I
have a representation of my internal states: the proto-self. This latter repre-
sentation is altered by the processing of the apple (changes in the retina or in
the muscles that control the position of the eyeball, but also changes in the
smooth musculature of the viscera, at various places of the body, correspond-
ing to emotional responses, some of them innate). The interaction between the
proto-qualitative state and the proto-self constitutes a mental state with the
content 'redness for-me', a conscious mental state.

At the level of content, this interaction will explain why the content of expe-
rience is de se. What is relevant for the mental state is not only the properties
that the object of the experience (say, the apple) has; that the apple is causing
the activation of a certain neural network (the proto qualitative state PQ) in
normal conditions, but the fact that it is causing the activity of the neural net-
work and that this neural network plays a relevant role in the homeodynamic
regulation of a particular organism, the very same organism that the proto-self
happens to regulate. The content is not just that the object is disposed to cause
the state PQ (in normal conditions) but that the object is disposed to cause PQ
in me, in the very same organism that the proto-self regulates.

3 Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued, pace Prinz, in favor of a weak reading of Hume's
thesis. I have maintained that the content of experience is de se and o�ered
an empirically supported and falsi�able model for self-representationalism to
dispel worries about the plausibility of self-involving approaches and the need
to postulate any form of obscure and transcendental Self. However, most of
what I have said is perfectly compatible with the thesis, presented in Prinz

experience. The content of a proto-qualitative state PQ is therefore a set of worlds and not a
set of centered worlds; something like the disposition to cause the activation of PQ in normal
circumstances in organism O.
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(2012a), that conscious states are Attended Intermediate Representations. If
my arguments in this paper are sound, Intermediate Representations should be
Self-Involving. It is an empirical question whether attention is necessary and
su�cient for consciouness, a question that I prefer to leave it open at this point.
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