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Abstract

Attitudes de se present a problem for traditional theories of mental content because

the way the world might be seems not to be enough for determining its correctness

conditions. One possible solution is to maintain that the content of de se attitudes

involves a self-attribution of properties. The aim of this paper is to o�er a naturalistic

understanding of the relation of self-representation, which makes it possible to ground

a metasemantic theory of de se content.

Humans, at least, can have di�erent attitudes � like believing, desiring, or
hoping � toward di�erent things. One can believe, for example, that wrestler
�lms are awesome or that chocolate is good for health. Attitudes are representa-
tional mental states that are about/directed onto other entities in the world like
wrestler �lms, chocolate, etc. This raises three interesting questions regarding
the content � what is believed or desired � of our attitudes.

1. What kind(s) of things are the content of our attitudes?

2. What makes it the case that a particular mental state represents another
entity (rather than nothing)?

3. What makes it the case that a particular mental state represents the par-
ticular content it has (rather than a di�erent one)?

I will call (1) 'the semantic question' and (2) and (3) the 'metasemantic ques-
tions'.

The traditional reply to the semantic question is that propositions are the
content of our attitudes. There is some disagreement about what propositions

1



1 The Puzzle of De Se Attitudes 2

are supposed to be,1 but it is widely accepted they are the kind of thing that is
evaluable as true or false relative to a possible world (leaving it open the pos-
sibility that propositions might lack truth value). For example the proposition
that wrestler �lms are awesome is true at some worlds, among which is clearly
the actual one, and false at others. More importantly, propostions's truth value
is traditionally taken not to vary from person to person, place to place or time
to time.

In section 1 I introduce de se attitudes and show that they raise a puzzle for
this traditional view on propositions. One possible solution is to accept that the
content of de se attitudes is not a proposition but rather a centered proposition
which truth value changes from one person to another. Centered propositions
are determined, following Lewis (1979), by the self-attribution of properties;
that is to say, by the representation of oneself as having certain properties.

This possible reply to the semantic question leaves the metasemantic ques-
tions unanswered. A reply to these questions requires to provide an under-
standing of what it takes to self-ascribe a certain property. In section 2 I will
show that, although naturalistic theories of mental content are promising in ex-
plaining how we ascribe properties to objects �what in turn, at least typically,
determines a proposition�, they fail to explain self-ascription, given that the
later is not reducible to the former.

In Section 3 I propose phenomenal states as building blocks for constructing
the desired theory of self-ascription in two steps: I �rst argue that the content
of experience is de se and then present a naturalistic theory of de se content
in the particular case of conscious experiences. According to the theory I am
presenting, conscious states are complexes constituted by what I will call 'proto-
qualitative state' and the 'proto-self'. The proto-self is a brain structure that
has the function of regulating the homeostatic processes of the organism. Proto-
qualitative states are representational states that attribute properties to objects
and therefore, according to the arguments presented along the paper, they do
not su�ce for having an experience. It is the interaction between these two
structures what constitute a conscious state and what gives rise to a mental
state with de se content.

1 The Puzzle of De Se Attitudes

El Santo � Rodolfo Guzmán Huerta � is probably the most famous luchador
enmascarado (spanish for masked professional wrestler). He became a folk hero
through his appearances in comic books and movies and his silver mask is a

1 The unstructured view (Stalnaker (1999)) understand propositions as mere sets of possible
worlds. Opponents of this view, maintain that a proposition has a structure, which basically
mimics the structure of a sentence. For example, the proposition that wrestler �lms are
awesome might be identi�ed with a structure like <wrestler �lms, being awesome>. These
structuralist views can be further divided into Russellian and Fregean theories. The former
maintain that propostitions can have properties, relations and particulars as their constituents
whereas the later accepts fregean senses (modes of presentation, concepts) as the constituents
of propositions.
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symbol of justice for the common man. Consider the following two hypothetical
situations in El Santo's life:

1. After his retirement, El Santo is watching The Mummies of Guanajuato,
where Blue Demon, Mil Máscaras and himself �ght a group of re-animated
mummies. Fascinated by his amazing �ghting skills against the mummies
he comes to believe: I was a great wrestler.

2. After his retirement, el Santo has a car accident and due to a knock in
the head he su�ers from a post-traumatic amnesia and cannot remember
wearing a mask and being a famous wrestler. One day while he recovers
he is watching The Mummies of Guanajuato, where Blue Demon, Mil
Máscaras and himself �ght a group of re-animated mummies. Fascinated
by his amazing �ghting skills against the mummies he comes to believe:
El Santo was a great wrestler.

Both situations involve beliefs about El Santo, but there is a notorious di�erence:
(1) but not (2) involve a ��rst-person belief�; i.e., a de se belief. Whereas in
(1) Santo has the belief that he himself (Castañeda, 1966) is a great wrestler,
in (2) he only has a �third-person belief�. In this situation, El Santo fails to
realize that he is El Santo and he doesn't come to believe himself to be a great
wrestler. Furthermore, he fails to realize that he is the luchador enmascarado
he is watching wearing the silver mask. It seems that no matter which property
F we consider, El Santo could believe the proposition that the F is a great
wrestler, while failing to believe that he himself is the one and only individual
who has F, thereby lacking the corresponding de se belief. De se attitudes seem
to be sui generis, not reducible to other kind of attitudes.

Propositional attitudes are postulated, among other things, to explain our
behaviour. My desire to have a beer and my belief that there are some beers
in the fridge explain, at least to some extent, my standing up and going to the
fridge. Explaining some, if not all, behaviour requires de se attitudes as Perry
(1979) shows:

Imagine that El Santo is doing the shopping when he sees an armed robber
entering the supermarket threating the clients. The robber slips with spilled
sugar in the �oor, falls and pass out. El Santo follows the trail of sugar on the
supermarlet �oor pushing his trolley seeking the shopper with the torn bag to
tell them that they were a hero. Finally it dawned on him, El Santo was the
shopper he wanted to congratulate.

There seem to be two di�erent beliefs involved in this story: the one El Santo
had before noticing that he was the one spilling the sugar and the one after his
discovery. El Santo did believe that the shopper with a torn bag was a hero but
he did not believe that he himself was a hero. When he came to believe it, he
changed his behaviour, for example rearranging the torn bag in his trolley and
stopping looking for the hero shopper.

One might reply that the proposition that El Santo comes to belief is the
proposition that I am a hero, but there is no such proposition, traditionally
understood, because it delivers a truth value only relative to a subject and the
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linguistic meaning of 'I am hero' seems to be more like a function from subjects
into propositions. Perry claims that propositions lack an �indexical ingredient�
that this belief, given its explanatory role, must have: indexical pronouns like
�I� or �he himself� seem essential for explaining behavior, at least in this case.2

Let me brie�y consider and dismiss two alternative candidates to be the
proposition such that El Santo coming to believe it, together with his desire to
congratulate the hero, explain his behaviour. The �rst alternative is a purely
descriptive proposition, the second a singular proposition.

In the �rst case, one should identify a qualitative property or individual con-
cept, F, such that the belief that partly explains El Santo's change in behavior is
his belief in the proposition that the F is a hero: F could be something like 'the
only luchador enmascarado wearing a silver mask in the supermarket'. But it
seems that for every F, El Santo could believe that F is a hero without believing
that he himself is a hero and it is really implausible that a belief of the �rst
form explains, together with the corresponding desire, his stop following the the
trail of sugar.

In the second one, El Santo believes the singular propostion <El Santo, is
a hero>. But this is a propostion he already believed, on most views, before
he noticed that he was the one spilling the sugar. He came to believe that the
shopper who was leaving the trail was spilling the sugar and given that he himself
was this shopper, he formed a belief about himself, to the e�ect that he was a
hero. On most views this su�ces for having a belief in the singular proposition
<El Santo, is a hero>. Even if we restrict the conditions for believing this
singular proposition to, for example, some form of perceptual contact with El
Santo spilling sugar, the problem remains as Perry (ibid. p.7) has shown.

Perry's argument attempt to show that, if beliefs are understood as a relation
between a subject and propostions, then there is no belief that can explain
Perry's rearranging the torn bag in his trolley. But there is such a belief, the
de se belief that he himself was spilling sugar, therefore we should change our
conception of beliefs.

1.1 Two Solutions to the Puzzle

Faced with the puzzle of de se beliefs there seem two be two possible replies.
The �rst one is to accept that El Santo's belief that El Santo is a hero and
El Santo's belief that he himself is a hero have di�erent content and deny that
the content of de se attitudes is a proposition � traditionally understood in
such a way that its truth value do not vary from person to person, place to
place or time to time. Call this the 'de se content' solution. The second one
is to deny that El Santo's belief that El Santo is a hero and El Santo's belief
that he himself is a hero have di�erent content and distinguish those belief by
introducing a third element in the belief relation. Call this 'the triadic solution'.

According to the de se content solution, when I have a state with de se con-
tent, its correctness conditions do not merely concern the way the world might

2 For a di�erent view on whether the �essential indexical� is essentially so see Millikan
(1990).
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be but also myself. When I have a belief about myself, it is not well picked
up as an attitude toward a proposition. Propositions only distinguish sets of
possible worlds (for example the proposition that wrestler �lms are awesome dis-
tinguishes those worlds in which wrestler �lms are awesome from those in which
they are not) and the content of de se attitudes make �ner-grained partitions
in the space of possibilities. As Egan (2006a) notes:

Possible-worlds propositions do not cut �nely enough �knowledge of,
and belief about, possible worlds propositions can pin down which
worlds I am in, but cannot pin down my location within that world.
(ibid., p.106)

We can call this �ne-grained content a 'centered proposition'. These centered
propositions do not just determine a way the world might be, as propositions do,
but also a certain logical position within this world. If a possible world is a way
the world might be, a centered world can be thought as a way the world might be
for an individual. In terms of possible worlds, centered propositions determine
centered worlds (Lewis, 1979): pairs of worlds and centers; where a center is, at
a �rst pass, an ordered pair of an individual and a time: <w,<i,t>�>, being w
a possible world, i an individual and t a time.

I take this centered propositions to be formal entities that help us to under-
stand and formalize the content of our attitudes: de se beliefs are, according
to the de se content solution, relations between a subject, the believer, and a
centered proposition. Having a de se belief requires the subject to be in a men-
tal state that represents a centered propositon. The interesting question is to
understand what it takes for a mental state to represent a centered proposition.
To do so, I am going to follow Lewis (1979) in his understanding of de se beliefs
as self-ascription of properties � so that the project is to understand, in nat-
uralistic compatible terms, what it takes to self-ascribe a property. According
to Lewis, El Santo self-ascribes a di�erent property � being a hero � when
she comes to belief that he himself is the hero that was spilling sugar and it is
this self-ascription what explain his change in behaviour. Similarly, in the �rst
example, El Santo fails to self-ascribe the property being a great wrestler after
the knock in the head.

Perry's solution to the puzzle of de se beliefs is di�erent. He makes a dis-
tinction between the believed proposition p and the believe state in virtue of
which p is believed. Beliefs can be thought as a relation between a subject,
a propostion and a sentential meaning, guise or mode of presentation. In this
triadic view (Feit, 2008) of attitudes, a proposition is believed under some mode
of presentation, which determines the belief state. In our example, what would
explain El Santo's change in behaviour is his coming to belief the proposition
that El Santo is spilling sugar under a new mode of presentation: �I am spilling
sugar�; something like a Kaplanian character, a funtion from a context to a
singular proposition about the agent S in the context, to the e�ect that S is
spilling sugar. Before El Santo comes to know that he himself is spilling sugar,
he believed the very same proposion under a di�erent mode of presentation: it
is not his coming to belief a new proposition but his coming to belief the same



2 Metasemantic Theories 6

proposition under a di�erent mode of presentation what explains his change in
behaviour.3

I am not going to argue against this triadic solution and in favour of an
understanding of de se beliefs as self-ascription of properties, nor to defend this
property theory against its main objections here � I invite the interested reader
to read Feit (2008), which I take to do a very convincing job in both projects. My
strategy is to provide a naturalistic understanding of self-ascription of properties
and thereby providing the building blocks for a naturalistic metasemantic theory
of de se content. I would like to leave it open the possibility that my proposal
can be endorsed, mutatis mutandi, by the advocates of the triadic solution if
one shows that the dispute between these theories is verbal4 and that when one
self-ascribes a property, one thereby believes a proposition under some guise or
mode of presentation.5

2 Metasemantic Theories

2.1 What is and Why We Need a Metasemantic Theory

El Santo is watching The Mummies of Guanajuato. He believes that wrestler
�lms are amazing and he wants to see more of them. Santo's believes and desires
are about or directed onto wrestler's �lms. Similarly, my desire to have a beer
is about beer and my belief that it is going to rain tomorrow is about rain. A
theory of mental content attempts to explain the kind of relation � the relation
of representation� that holds between our mental states and other entities of
the world like wrestler �lms, beers or rain � their intentional objects.6

Representations are not merely the object of philosophical dispute; they are
fruitfully postulated in, for example, cognitive sciences. This kind of relation

3 Di�erent versions of this triadic view have been defended by (Kaplan (1989), Perry (1979,
1980), Richard (1983), and Salmon (1986, 1989).)

4 This option seem to be endorsed by Lewis (QUOTE). See Feit (2008, ch. 3) for some
reasons to believe that this won't be the case.

5 One �nal remark before moving into the motivation and understanding of a metaseman-
tic theory. Lewis famously maintains that de se subsumes de dicto, for any possible world
proposition can be reduced to a centered world proposition where the center is irrelevant for
its truth value. Although I am sympathetic with the project initiated by Lewis and defended
by Feit of reducing the content of all attitudes to self-ascription of properties, I want to leave
the door open to those who are resistant with this idea. For this reason, this paper concerns
exclusively with what Egan (2006b) calls 'interesting centered world propositions'; i.e., those
that do not �includes, for each world w, either all of the positions in w or none of them.� (ibid.
112), which correspond to attitudes the content of which is expressed by using an essential
indexical. I will use the term �de se content� to refer exclusively to the content of those
attitudes that are �interesting� in Egan's terminology.

6 Properly speaking El Santo's belief in the example is about wrestler �lms and the content
of his belief is the proposition that wrestler �lms are amazing. What the belief is about is
determined by the content of the belief � if we take propositions to be set of worlds, then the
believed propositions is the set of worlds in which wrestler �lms are amazing and if we take
proposition to be structured propositions, then it may be something like <wrestler �lms, being
amazing>. For this reason what the attitude is about, say wrestler �lms, is often referred
as the content of the attitude, though properly speaking the content is a proposition � or a
centered proposition as we have seen.
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seems mysterious and some philosophers (Chisholm, 1981) have doubted that
there is room in a physical world for them. The reason is that it looks like a
plausible assumption that a physical relation requires their relata to be phys-
ical; however, mental states can have non-existing objects as their intentional
objects, as in my niece's desire for the Three Wise Men to bring her a lot of
things next Christmas. Furthermore, representations are normative: the con-
tent of our mental states legitimates certain kinds of evaluation. For instance, if
someone believes that Santo was not a great wrestler she's wrong, her belief is
false. Similarly, perceptions are evaluated as veridical, illusory or hallucinatory
depending on their content and their correspondence with the state of the world.
It is unclear how such normativity is compatible with our understanding of the
world in physical terms.

To dispel this kind of worries, materialist theories of mental content do
not take representations as fundamental. Whereas I take a semantic theory
to be a theory about what is the content of our attitudes � the discussion
between the de se content solution and the triadic solution is a discussion among
semantic theories: a discussion on whether the content of our de se attitudes
are propositions or not �, a naturalistic metasemantic theory is concerned with
the metasemantic questions: (2) what makes it the case that a particular state
represent another entity (rather than nothing)? and (3) what makes it the case
that a particular state represent the particular content it has (rather than a
di�erent entity)? It attempts to explain what it takes for a certain state to have
content at all and the particular content it has in a way that is compatible with
the truth of materialism.

In the remaining of this subsection I will roughly sketch the most promising
theories in the projects of naturalizing the relation of representation and argue
that they face signi�cant problems when it comes to de se content.7

2.1.1 Naturalistic Metasemantic Theories

Probably the prevailing idea in the history of philosophy has been to assimilate
the relation of representation to that of resemblance. Just as one might think
that Las Meninas represents Felipe IV's family in virtue of its resemblance to
it, a mental state represents in virtue of it resemblance to its object. This idea
has been abandoned in the contemporary debate in favor of causal theories,
especially since Stampe (1977)'s seminal paper. Stampe notes that the relation
of representation is asymetrical � the representata represents the representan-
dum but not contrariwise � whereas resemblance is not and stresses the role of
causation in representation.

A interesting proposal that takes in these insights is Fodor's Assymentric
dependence theory. Fodor's idea is that causes that do not determine content
depend on causes that do, but not the other way around. In the example above,

7 I will consider Asymetric Dependance theories and Indication theories. I do not take them
to exhaust naturalistic theories but I think that their general form make them comprehensive
enough so that I make it clear the problem that naturalistic metasemantic theories face when
it comes to de se content.
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Fodor would maintain that the concept PUMA represents pumas because the
following counterfactual is true: if pumas do not cause PUMA, non-pumas would
not either, but if non-pumas did not cause PUMA, pumas would still cause it.
More formally:

Assymetric Dependence Theory (ADT) A state M represents C if and only if (i)
C causes M is a law (ii) some Cs actually cause Ms, and (iii) if any non-Cs
cause Ms, the fact that they do is asymmetrically dependent upon the fact
that Cs cause Ms.

Where non-Cs causing M is asymmetrically dependent on Cs causing M if break-
ing the law that links C to M breaks the law that links non-Cs to M but not the
other way around. Fodor complements his theory with a functionalist account
of propositional attitudes. According to him, a state is, say, a belief if and only
if it plays a certain role in a subject's cognition, and it is a belief about C rather
than non-Cs in virtue of ADT.

Although it is not free of problems (for a summary them see Adams and
Aizawa (2010)), some philosophers have consdered ADT a promising starting
point for a naturalistic metasemantic theory. De Se content present a challenge
to this theory. The reason is that ADT would have to make room for a di�erence
in the content of El Santo's belief that El Santo is spilling sugar (or that the
F is spilling sugar, for any property F that is true only of El Santo) and El
Santo's belief that he himself is spilling sugar. This would require a di�erence
in content of the involved states, which in turn requires, according to ADT, an
asymetric causal process involving El Santo and he himself. But it is hard to
see what kind of process this might be, for El Santo is identical to himself (any
object is self-identical in any possible world). So, the concepts deployed in El
Santo's belief that El Santo is spilling sugar (or that the F is spilling sugar,
for any property F) and that he himself is spilling sugar have the very same
content.8

One reason for deaparting from purely causal theories is that it is not clear
that Cs must cause Ms to be its object. My compass needle represents the
geographical north, but not in virtue of causing the particular position of my
compass needle but in virtue of some kind of correlation. My compass nee-
dle represents the geographical north because it carries information about it.
Dretske connected the idea of representation with that of information track-
ing. In Dretske (1988), he maintains that a representing system is �any system
whose function it is to indicate how things stand with respect to some other
object, condition or magnitude.� (ibid. p. 52). The notion of indication links
Dretske's proposal with Stampe's idea that causation is what lies at the core

8 It is important to clarify a disanalogy here with correferential concepts. I do not think
that ADT is committed to the claim that correferential concepts have the same content.
Consider the case of HESPHERUS and PHOSPHORUS. In this case there are two di�erent
properties involved: being the evening star and being the morning star and we can make
sense of the following counterfactual that accounts for the assymetry: if the morning star do
not cause PHOSPHORUS, the evening star would not either, but if the evening star did not
cause PHOSPHORUS, the morning star would still cause it. What ADT requires is a way of
making sense of the equivalent counterfactual for the previous example.
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of representation. It can be spelled out, for example, as a causally grounded
informational connection: M indicates C if and only if i) M carries information
about C (P(C|M) > P(C)) and ii) such di�erence in probabilities is causally
grounded (Martinez, forthcoming).

A mental state M indicates plenty of things; but we don't want to maintain
that M represents all the things that it indicates. The partition between correct
cases and incorrect cases is done by the function of M. Cases of misrepresentation
(incorrect cases) are cases in which M indicates something di�erent from what
it has the function of indicating.

Indication A state M represents C if and only if M has the function of indicating
C.

The interesting notion of function for a theory of mental content is not the
clasical one in functionalism that understand functions as causal roles, but a
teleological one. According to it, the function of a trait is not necessarily some-
thing the trait does, but rather something that the trait is supposed to do.
Function attributions seem to be normative in this sense.9 For example, it is
said that the function of kidneys is to �lter toxins and waste products from the
blood, even in the case of someone su�ering from renal insu�ciency.

indication seems to be a satisfactory metasemantic theory: (i) it provides
a theory of representational states � representational states are those that have
the function of indicating � and (ii) explains cases of misrepresentation as cases
of malfunction � cases in which the state indicates something di�erent from
what it has the function of indicating. In the remaining of the section I will
show that, as it stands, it fails to provide an account of de se content. In the
last section I will rescue the main insight of Indication to o�er a theory of self-
atribution. I leave it open the possibility that the tools o�ered in that section
might be used by defender of, for example, ADT.

2.2 Why INDICATION requires further elaboration

Mental states makes partitions in the space of possibilities. States with non
de se content (or boring de se content, see fn. 5) select those worlds that
one takes as candidate to be actual � leaving logical limitations aside. Such a
discrimination is typically, if not allways, done by ascribing properties to objects
� representing objects as being a certain way. For example, El Santo's belief

9 It is controversial whether this is the right analysis of the notion of function in Biology.
Cummins (1975) emphasizes that the explanatory role of function attributions is to explain a
capacity to which the exercise of the function contributes, rather than to explain the presence
of the function bearer. In contrast, defenders of the teleological notion of function maintain
that their de�nition correctly describes certain uses of the term in science (Wouters, 2005).
Ruth Millikan (1984), who has developed the most thoughtful account of teleosemantics, is
happy to agree with Cummins (Millikan, 1989), but claims that there is another sense of
function, as selected e�ect, that intrinsically explains the presence of the trait. She has
suggested that this notion of function is a stipulated de�nition that has to be judged by its
usefulness in solving philosophical problems, independently of whether or not this is the notion
used in fact in any scienti�c �eld such as Biology.
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that wrestler �lms are amazing ascribes wrestler �lms the property of being
amazing, thereby distinguishing those world in which wrestler �lms are amazing
from those in which they are not. Given that the actual world is clearly among
the former, El Santo's belief is true, otherwise it would be false. indication

theories attempt to explain what it takes to make such an ascription in a way
that is compatible with the truth of materialism. These theories would be
satisfactory if i) ascription of properties to objects would su�ce for de se content
� i.e. if, contrary to what I have been arguing, the partitions that de se content
makes are not �ner-grained than those among possible worlds � or if ii) the kind
of content that mental states have according to indication would make �ner-
grained partitions than those among possible worlds, thereby accounting for de
se content. These possibilities follow from certain understandings of the content
of de se attitudes in the literature that I will collect under the name 'egocentric'.
I will present egocentric views and argue that they are insatisfactory. If my
arguments are sound, then indication has to be complemented in order to
make room for de se content, a task that I will carry out in the next section.

Egocentric content is a content that is evaluable as true or false relative to
a certain spatial location. Making use of the formal framework introduced in
subsection 1.1, egocentric content would detemine a set of worlds centered in a
particular location: <w, <l,t>�>, where l is spatial tupla <x,y,z> that de�nes
a position in the physical space. This view is suggested by Andy Egan when he
presents the idea of centered worlds:

A centered world is to a possible world what a map with a �you are
here� arrow added is to an arrowless map. Centered worlds single
out not just a way for the world to be, but a location within the
world. They're best thought of as ordered pairs of a world and a
center. There are di�erent ways of picking out a center�the center
could be, for example, a spacetime point, or an individual, within
the world.

Those who want to reduce de se to egocentric content maintain that the centers
of centered worlds are spacetime points. I am going to argue against it and
in favor of what I will call 'selfcentric' position. These two rival views can be
presented as follows:

Egocentric The content of de se attitudes determines a set of centered worlds,
where a centered world is a dupla of a possible world and a center, a center
being a spacetime point: <w, <l,t>�>

Selfcentric The content of de se attitudes determines a set of centered worlds,
where a centered world is a dupla of a possible world and a center, a center
being an individual at a time: <w, <i,t>�>. Individuals are not reducible
to locations within a possible world.

The egocentric view maintains that beliefs de se are beliefs not just about the
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actual world but also about one's location.10 Stalnaker (2008) seems to assume
this view and then argue that �belief about where one is in the world is also
always about what world one is in� (p.55). He provides the following example
in favor of his view:

If I am not sure, as I drive along the highway towards New York,
whether I am still in Masssachussetts, then I am not sure whether
I am in a possible world in which this stretch of highway is in Mas-
sachussets. (p. 51)

If Stalnaker is right in his claim, then de se content is propositional content
after all; i.e., it determines merely a set of possible worlds (for elaboration of
Stalnaker's idea see his (2008, ch. 3)). I want to deny both that de se beliefs
are beliefs about one's location within a world (pace ii) and that belief about
one's location within a world is also always about what world one is in (pace i).

Stalnaker maintains that beliefs about one's location are true or false only
relative to a possible world. Althought Stalnaker's example seems compealling
I will show that not all beliefs relative to one's location are beliefs just relative
to the actual world.

Consider a simple detector. The detector has two internal states ON and
OFF, when light with the adecuate wavelenght, call it 'red light', reaches the
sensor, the detector changes its state from OFF to ON and remains in this state
so long as the light is reaching. Now consider a simple creature equiped with
this kind of detector and furthermore that detecting this kind of wavelenght
is the fuction of the state � as in indication. What will be the content of
the state being ON? The detector does not simply indicate that there is red
light, but that there is red light in front of here.11 There are two possible
readings of this claim. I will call them 'Egocentric propositional' (EP) and
'Egocentrical essentially indexical' (EEI). According to EP, the content that
there is red light in front of here is the content that there is light in front of
the creature's position. The creature occupies position l and hence this content
merely distinguishes worlds in which there is red light at location l from worlds
there is not; i.e. entirely propositional content. According to EEI, the content is
di�erent from the content that there is red light at the location of the creature.

EP doesn't seem to be a plausible option. To understand why, imagine
two creatures of the previously described kind, whose states are both ON and
located respectively at l1 and l2. EP has to maintain that their states have
di�erent content � that there is red light at location l1 and that there is red
light at location l2 respectively. But both detectors indicate the same and have
the same function. If this is right and they share the content then EEI is to be
10 Actually one's location at a time. I am considering only the location for simplicity in the

exposition.
11 This example is just parallel to the frog's �ies detector (Millikan, 1984). This system will

output a state which has the function of indicating something like there is a �y or there is

a �y around and not something like �y. This kind of (quasi-) propositional content already
makes a partition in the space of possibilities, selecting those worlds in which there is a �y
around from those where there is not, without any need to possess the concepts required to
express the corresponding proposition.
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preferred. One might reply that claiming that creatures at di�erent locations
share the content begs the question against EP. I do not think so, but for those
who remain skeptical, consider another example concerning only one creature.
Imagine that the creature is located at location l1 and that unbeknown to her
we move the creature in such a way that it is unable to detect the change
in position. Defenders of EP have two options. On the one hand, they can
maintain that there is a change in content. But this is not acceptable because
there is no new information.12 Alternatively, they can maintain that there is no
change in content and that when moved to l2 the creature misrepresents that
there is red light in l1. But it is not clear what would justify this claim, because
the detector is not malfunctioning. If this is right EEI should be preferred. But
this content, pace Stalnaker, is not propositional: within a world is true relative
to one creature's location but not to another: (i) is not an option.

Now, does EEI provides an account of de se content? If it would, then
indication would immediately provide the building blocks for a theory of de
se content because the content of our more basic representations would already
be de se: that there is an F around here. I am going to argue that it is not, and
reject ii) that de se believe is belief about one's location within a world.13

Contentful states, according to the theories we are considering, have the
function of carry information about certain properties. But this seems to be
always done from a certain perspective or point of view � as the simple mech-
anism in the previous example illustrates � which allows us to track certain
properties and prevent us from tracking others. If this is right, spatial coordi-
nates are primarily egocentrical as in EEI. But this fact does not exhaust de se
content, or so I will argue.

If two individual, A and B, can occupy the same spatial region,14 then they
will have the same perspective. But they might di�er with regard to their �rst-
person beliefs � one but not the other might be spilling sugar. If this is the

12 Note that introducing the time is of no help. From the perspective of the mental live of
the creature there is no di�erence between being at l1 at t1 and t2 and being at l1 at t1 and
at l2 at t2.
13 In doing so, I also intend also to clarify the relation between the idea of having a point of

view or a perspective on the world and de se belief. Lewis (1979) argues that de se content
is not propositional by presenting the case of two gods who inhabit a possible worlds. One
of the gods lives in the tallest mountain and throws down manna; the other lives on top of
the coldest mountain and throws down thunderbolts. They know exactly which world they
inhabit, �insofar as knowledge is a propositional attitude, they are omniscient� (ibid. 520).
But neither one knows which of the two she is. Someone might think that what the Lewisian's
gods are missing is a point of view. Lewis seems to suggest something along these lines when
trying to make the two gods story possible:

The trouble might perhaps be that they have an equally perfect view of every
part of their world, and hence cannot identify the perspectives from which they
view it. (ibid. p.521)

14 Liao (2012) argues that a ghost might occupy the very same spatial location as a person
to argue against EEI � he calls it the 'Quienean view'. According to the most widespread
understanding of quantum mechanics, there is no need to appeal to possible worlds with
ghosts to make the point, because it is nomologically possible that two persons occupy the
same region of the space.



3 Presenting the Pillars for Metasemantic Theory of De Se Content. 13

case, then EEI does not su�ces for de se content.15

But we can straightforwardly see that what El Santo is missing before coming
to belief that he himself is spilling sugar is not just a perspective, with a certain
spatial information in egocentric coordinates. It seems that just by coming to
believe that a packet of sugar at localtion lHE−HIMSELF

1 (the superindex HE-
HIMSELF indicates that are egocentric coordinates as in EEI) inside a shopping
troley at location lHE−HIMSELF

2 , he cannot come to belief that he himself is
spilling sugar, because it could be the case that the trolley at this location is not
the one he is carrying or that he is carrying no trolley. He should belief that he
himself is carrying the shopping troley at location lHE−HIMSELF

2 , which already
is a de se belief. One might claim that he can come to believe this by noticing
that his own hands are carrying the trolley. But he has to belief that the hand
belong to himself and in order to believe this, it doesn't seem su�cient to believe
that hands are at location lHE−HIMSELF

3 , for El Santo could believe that there
are hands at location lHE−HIMSELF

3 without believing that those hands are
his. We are just running a regression and in order to stop it at a certain point
something beyond what EEI postulates is required. It seems natural to claim
that it is his experience of pulling the trolley and his proprioceptive experience
of his own hands what helps to stops the regression. But how so? In the next
section I will �rst argue that the content of our experiences is de se, and then
o�er a naturalistic compatible understanding self-ascription of properties in the
particular case of phenomenal states. In doing so, I am o�ering phenomenal
states as the building blocks for a metasemantic theory of de se content.

3 Presenting the Pillars for Metasemantic Theory of De Se
Content.

3.1 The Content of Experience is De Se.

Conscious experiences have a subjective dimension, undergoing them feels some
way or, borrowing Nagel's expression it is like something for the subject of ex-
perience to undergo them. When I look at the red apple close to my computer,
there is something it is like for me to have this experience. The way it is like
for me to have the experience is the phenomenal character of the experience.

Theories of consciousness aim at o�ering a comprehensive account of phe-
nomenal character. One interesting way of facing this task is a divide and con-
quer one (Kriegel (2009); Levine (2001)) that begins by making a conceptual
distinction between two components of phenomenal character � the qualitative
character and the subjective character� and the two assotiated problems.

15 Defenders of EEI might argue that once the Lewisian gods gain a perspective (see fn. 13)
they will di�er in their EEI beliefs and the god at the highest mountain will come to belief
that he is not at the coldest mountain. Consider, however, the case in which they are sharing
a perspective. Still one is throwing down mana and the other is throwing down thunderbolt.
This suggest that just by having EEI believes they do not know which of the two gods they
are.
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A theory of qualitative character accounts for what it is like for me to un-
dergo the experience, the concrete way it feels to undergo it. In this sense, the
qualitative character is what distinguishes the kind of experience I have while
looking at my red apple from the one I have while, say, looking at a golf course.
On the other hand, a theory of subjective character explains what it is like
for me to undergo the experience. It abstracts from the particular way having
di�erent experiences feels and concentrates on the problem of what makes it
the case that having a conscious experience feels at all. Hence, the qualitative
character is what makes a state the kind of phenomenally conscious state it is
and the subjective character what makes it a phenomenally conscious state at
all (Kriegel (2009)).

In this section I will justify the claim that the content of experience is de se
starting from an analysis of both the subjective and the qualitative character.

3.1.1 From Subjective Character to De Se Content.

Conscious experiences di�er in a relevant sense from other kind of states. Con-
scious 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. This is the problem of the subjective character of the experience. In
having a conscious experience as of a red apple I am not merely aware of some
features of the apple but also somehow aware of my experience. As Kriegel
presents the idea:

[W]hen I have my conscious experience of the sky, I must be aware
of having it. In this sense, my experience does not just take place in
me, it is also for me. (Kriegel, 2006, p. 199)

It is often assumed that we can understand any form of awareness as some form
or other of representation. I will grant this assumption and focus on the kind of
representation required to make sense of the subjective character of experience.
Conscious experiences require then a certain form of self-representation. But the
expression self-representation is ambiguous between two senses: it can mean i)
representation of the state itself or ii) representation of oneself. This distinction
matches what Sebastian (forthcoming) has respectively called 'mental-state-
involving theories' and 'self-involving theories'.16 According to the latter, the
content of experience is de se.17 I will start by arguing in favor of this point.

16 Mental-state-involving theories have been defended by defended Brentano (1874/1973);
Carruthers (2000); Kriegel (2009); Lycan (2001). Self-involving by Husserl (1959); Rosenthal
(2005); Sebastian (forthcoming); Zahavi (2005). Although I think that non-Brentanian, non-
egological approaches (Gurwitsch, 1941) are on the self-involving side, like those by Sartre
(1956) or Merleau-Ponty (1945), it is controversial where to locate them in the debate (Kriegel
(2009, chapter 5) for example defends the opposite view).
17 Some philosophers have stressed the for-me component of what-it-is-likeness and sug-

gested that conceptual analysis makes a self-involving approach preferable. For instance
Rosenthal (2002) writes:

As Nagel stressed in the article that launched that phrase, what it's like to have
an experience is what it's like for the individual that has the experience...We are
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The subjective character of experience is a property all, and only, phenom-
enally conscious experiences have in common. In that sense, it accounts for
what makes an experience a conscious experience at all. This common element
is manifest in our conscious experiences. To a �rst approximation, the best way
to point out to this common element is, I think, by similarieties. Experiences
as of di�erent shades of red are more similar, phenomenologically speaking, be-
tween them than with regard to an experience as of green. But they are also
in sense similar and di�er phenomenologically from, say visual experiences of
forms, like a visual experience as of a square. And it seems that, in a sense, the
phenomenal character of all visual experiences are similar. The same is true for
other modalities: tactile experiences have something in common, the same for
auditory experiences, visual experiences, taste experiences, pains, orgasms, etc;
and all experiences have something phenomenological in common. They are,
so to speak, marked as my experiences. Phenomenally conscious experiences
happen for me (the subject that is having the experience) in an immediate way,
they are implicitly marked as my experiences. As Gallagher and Zahavi (2006)
put it:

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,
oexperientialr 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 some-
thing experiential that is, in some sense, the same, namely, their
distinct �rst-personal character. All the experiences are character-
ized 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.

All conscious experiences have in common, their distinct �rst-personal character:
a quality of for-meness or me-ishness (Block (2007); Kriegel (2009)).The idea of
qualities of the experience being presented to the subject that undergoes such
an experience is introduced by Tyler Burge (2007) as follows:

not interested in there being something its like for somebody else to have the
experience; there must be something its like for one to have it, oneself. Without
specifying that, what its like would be on a par with what its like to be a table.
(ibid., p. 656)

Whitin the debate between higher-order and �rst-order theories of consciousness, a controversy
orthogonal to the one I am discussing here, Byrne (2004) has cast reasonable doubts on the
prospect of describing subjectivity starting from the English expression 'what-it-is-like for
so-and-so to phi' and noted that �What was it like for the car to be driven in the desert?'
appears to be an intelligible and literal question� (ibid., 215). I will not enter this discussion,
for I think that self-involving theories can be properly motivated independently of this issue.
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Phenomenal consciousness in itself involves phenomenal qualities be-
ing conscious for, present for, the individual [...] I think that this
relation can be recognized a priori, by re�ection on what it is to be
phenomenally conscious. Phenomenal consciousness is conscious-
ness for an individual.(ibid. p.405, my emphasis)

If all these observations about what is conveyed by our experience, indepen-
dently of their particular qualitative character, are correct, then the content
of the experience is not merely that such-and-such is the case, but that such-
and-such is presented to the subject that enjoys the experience. As Peacocke
(MS) puts it, it is in the nature of the experience that it's correctness condi-
tions concern the subject that is having the experience as such:18 the content
of experience is de se.

3.1.2 From Qualitative Character to De Se Content

We have seen that the qualitative character distinghuishes di�erent kind of
experiences. The qualitative character is what distinguishes the experience I
have while looking at a ripe tomato from the one that I have while smelling a
rose. Following Egan (2006a), I will brie�y argue that, if a weak form of rep-
resentationalism is true � if the qualitative character cannot change unless the
representational content changes accordingly � then the content of experience
is de se.

Representationalism, even in its weakest forms, face a serios objection if it
were possible that two individuals's mental states di�er in phenomenal char-
acter while having the same representational content. The conceivability of
this cases is presented by the inverted spectrum scenarios (Block (1990, 2003);
Shoemaker (1982)) where individuals represent the world as being the same
way while having inverted experiences. Leaving considerations about the link
between conceivability and possibility aside,19 empirical evidence suggests that
the phenomenal characters of the visual experiences that two di�erent subjects
have while looking at, say, a red apple could be di�erent (granting that they
are looking at the very same apple from the very same point of view under the
same lighting conditions) and none of them could be said to misrepresent. They
would be representing the same property in the same manner and nevertheless
they would di�er phenomenologically; this su�ces to jeopardize representation-
alism. Empirical evidence suggests that such cases are quite common, given
the standard deviation in peak sensitivity of the cones, the cells in the retina
responsible for color sensitivity, of normal subjects (Lutze et al (1990)) and

18 Ideas along these lines can be found in Frank (2007); Zahavi (2005)
19 Many naturalists deny the entailment between conceivability and possibility and accept

the conceivability of the case while rejecting the metaphysical possibility of inverted scenarios.
Some philosophers have even doubted that it is conceivable given that our color space is
asymmetrical. There are more perceptually distinguishable color shades between red and blue
than there are between green and yellow. This would make red-green inversion impossible
(Hardin (1997)). Kalderon and Hilbert (2000) go a step further and argue that every quality
space must be asymmetrical and so inverted scenarios are not possible.
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the very signi�cant speci�c genetic divisions in the peak sensitivities in humans
depending on sex, race and age (Neitz and Neitz (1998).20

In order to reply to inverted/shifted spectrum cases, Sydney Shoemaker
(1994) maintains that there is a representational di�erence between phenome-
nally spectrum-inverted subjects by introducing appearance properties. Shifted/inverted
subjects represent, say, a ripe tomato as being red but also as having a di�erent
appearance properties, which Shoemaker roughly characterizes as dispositions
to cause a certain kind of experience. Egan (2006a) convincingly argues that a
proper characterization of the content of experience following Shoemaker's strat-
egy leads to the conclusion that the content of experience is de se. The reason
is that, as Egan shows, de se content o�ers the only way to make it compatible
the following desiderata about the phenomenal character of experience

Let S1 and S2 be shifted/inverted indivuduals that correctly represent, say
the apple as being red, while also correctly representing it as having appearance
properties ARED1

and ARED2
respectively.

DIFFERENCE: Sa and Sb represent the apple as having a di�erent appearance
property; i.e. ARED1 is a di�erent property than ARED2 .

CORRECTNESS: Sa and Sb both represent the apple correctly, when they rep-
resent it as being ARED1

and ARED2
respectively.

POS-SAMENESS: Sa can correctly attribute the same appearance property to
an object O1 than Sb correctly attributes to an object O2, having O1 and
O2 di�erent color.21

CONTRARINESS: Correctly representing something as having ARED1
should

be incompatible with correctly representing it as having ARED2
.

According to Egan, in having an experience as of a red apple I attribute the apple
the disposition to cause an experience with a redness character in me, where
the clause in me should be read de se, so that it di�ers from the disposition to
cause an experience with a redness character in XX. And, as Lewis (1979) shows,

20 For an excellent review of these and further empirical evidence in favor of shifted spectrum
see Block (2003))
21 This principle roughly corresponds to what Egan calls SAMENESS. Egan considers two

inverted subjects Ernie and Vert and presents his SAMENESS desiderata as:

SAMENESS: The appearance property that Ernie's visual experience attributes
to Kermit is the same as the appearance property that Vert's visual experience
attributes to, for example, cooked lobsters and ripe tomatoes. (ibid. p.501)

POS-SAMENESS, is weaker than Egan's principle. POS-SAMENESS simply demands to
the characterization of appearance properties to make room for the possibility of two shifted
individuals correctly attributing the same appearance property to relevantly di�erent objects.
It should be noted, as Egan does, that POS-SAMENESS and DIFFERENCE do not impose

contradictory demands on appearance properties. DIFFERENCE requires that the appear-
ance property that Sa attributes to the apple be di�erent from the one Sb attributes to it.
POS-SAMENESS requires that the appearance property that Sa's visual experience attributes
to O1 can be the same as the one that Sb's experience attributes to an object of a di�erent
color.
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this kind of content is equivalent to the self-ascription of a property, something
like being presented with an object that is disposed to causes state M (more on
the characterization of this self-ascription in the next subsection): in having an
experience we do not merely attribute a certain property to the object causing
the experience but we attribute a property to ourself.

It is easy to see how de se content satisfy these desiderata: in having dif-
ferent experiences, S1 and S2 self-ascribe di�erent properties (DIFFERENCE);
they both have the property they are self-ascribing (CORRECTNESS); the
property S1 is correctly attributing to herself can be correctly self-ascribed by
S2 while looking at a di�erent object (POS-SAMENESS); and if S1 correctly
self-ascribes a property P while looking at the apple then he cannot correctly
self-ascribe the property P' � the one S2 self-ascribes � in this circumstances
(CONTRARINESS).

Some readers might �nd puzzling the idea that the experience has this con-
tent. Egan presented this proposal as a price worth paying for saving repre-
sentationalism. But as we have seen in the previous subsection, there is no
withdrawal in this view and careful analysis reveals precisely that the content
of the experience is de se. Understanding the content of experience as de se
content o�ers a comprehensive, parsimonious and satisfactory account of both
the qualitative and the subjective character of experience.

It still it remains mysteriour what it takes to self-ascribe a property. Un-
packing this notion is the aim of the last subsection.

3.2 Naturalizing De Se Content: Self-Involving
Representationalism

When I look at a red apple I have an experience as of red. My experience con-
veys, in a non-conceptual manner, that I am confronted with a red object. I
attribute to myself (I represents myself as having) the property of being pre-
sented with an entity with certain features. The experience is about the apple
and in a sense about myself. There is a big di�erence between the sense in which
the two elements are represented. The apple is represented as an object of the
experience, whereas I am not represented as an object in my experience but as
the subject of it.22 This distinction can be illustrated by noticing that whereas

22 This correspond to Wittgenstein (1958)'s distinction between two di�erent uses of the
word 'I' (or 'my'): a use as an object and a use as a subject, as presented by Shoemaker
(1968). The latter but not the former is immune to error through misidenti�cation relative
to the �rst-person pronouns and is the one involved in the content of the experience. For
illustration we can consider Wittgenstein examples as in the following two sentences:
1. My arm is broken
2. I am in pain
(1) is an example of a use as an object. It requires the recognition of a particular person,

and such recognition has to make room for the possibility of error. Imagine that Marta sees
a person with an arm covered by a cast. She believes that she is in front of a mirror and
comes thereby to have a belief that she would express with the sentence 'My arm is broken'.
It makes sense to ask her whether she is sure that it is her who has the broken arm. Compare
this with (2). As Wittgenstein puts it �To ask 'are you sure it is you who have pains?' would
be nonsensical.� Shoemaker goes on and argues that the use as a subject is not reducible
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I can be mistaken about what is represented as object (one can hallucinate a
red apple, su�er an illusion and see a green apple as red), it is not plausible
to maintain that I can be mistaken about the fact that I am undergoing the
experience. My experience conveys so without any need to identify myself with
any kind of entity and is prior to any such identi�cation. I might fail to know
that I am XX and thereby not know that XX is confronted with any object. 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. What requires further clari�cation is how a mental state comes to have
such content.

We have seen that de se content determines a set of ordered pairs of worlds
and individuals. Two questions should, then, be attended to begin with: what
are individuals? and what does it mean to represent an individual as a subject?

With regard to the �rst question we have seen that individuals cannot be
mere spatiotemporal point. So, within a natualistic framework it seems plausible
to consider that individuals are nothing but biological organisms. Hence, in the
less demanding sense, the �rst person pronoun in the articulation of the content
of experience above refers, in a particular way, to a living body, an organism.
The second question would be: what is such a particular way? What it takes to
represent an organism as a subject? I have already o�ered a partial reply to this
question: an organism represents itself as a subject when it self-ascribe a certain
property. It is this notion of self-ascription what requires further development
to make a metasemantic theory in naturalistic terms plausible.

3.2.1 Self-Involving Representationalism

I have argued that the correctness conditions of an experience concern the very
same individual that is undergoing such an experience as such. My experience
represents myself in a particular way that can be 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.

Centered world semantics presented in the previous section provides a frame-
work for understanding this manner of representation; it provides a semantic of
de se content. In centered world semantics, the content of experience is under-
stood as sets of pairs of words and individuals and we have also seen that in a
naturalistic framework, organisms are probably the best candidates for occupy
the role of individuals. Organisms are prior to experiences. This does not mean
that representations 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 represent-
ing 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 an organism represents

to a the use as an object because the use as an object requires identi�cation and not every
self-ascription could be grounded on an identi�cation of a presented object as oneself (see also
Frank (2007) for an elaboration of these ideas focusing on the content of our experiences).
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itself as having a certain property, how such a self-ascription is possible without
identi�cation.

indication requires, as we have seen, further elaboration for providing the
required metasemantic theory of de se content. I have argued that in having
a de se attitude one does not, merely, ascribe a certain property to the world
but that one self-ascribes a property and that the latter cannot be explained in
terms of the former. Nonetheless, the main idea of indication can be kept: a
representing state is one that has the function of indicating certain features and
this indicated features determine the content of the state.

Organisms are continously changing entities that remain nonetheless as a
functional unity, as a unique system, during its 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 contemporary science it was
popularized by cyberneticians and more recently, after Ilya Prigogine won the
Nobel Prize in 1977 for his work on dissipative structures and their role in
thermodynamics, many scientists start to migrate from the cybernetic approach
to the thermodinamic view on self-maintaining systems.

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.23

Having states with de se content requires, to the very least, an ability to dis-
tinguish what is me from everything else. If organisms are self-maintaining sys-
tems it seem reasonable 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.24

One interesting proposal in this direction is Damasio's notion of proto-self.
In his book 'The Feeling of What Happens' Damasio (2000) presented a proto-
self as a constitutive element of our experiences.25

According to Damasio,

23 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)

24 This might also be justi�ed by the phenomenological sense of unity of all my experiences
as being present for the same individual or self.
25 For a further development of Damasio's ideas about consciousness and the self see Damasio

(2010).
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The proto-self is a coherent collection of neural patterns which
map [represent], moment by moment, the state of a physical struc-
ture of the organism in its many dimensions...[t]hese structures are
intimately involved in the process of regulating the state of the or-
ganism. (Damasio, 2000, p. 154)

It is an integrated collection of separate neural patterns that
map, moment by moment, the most stable aspects of the organism's
physical structure.(Damasio, 2010, p. 190)

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 (from a certain perspective as
in EEI).26 Proto-qualitative states attribute properties to objects.

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 phenom-
enally 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 states. If we focus on the red-
ness of my experiene, the proto-qualitative state indicates that there is a certain
shade of red at certain location from here; but this is, still, an unconscious rep-
resentation. On the other hand, I have a representation of my internal states:
the proto-self. This later representation 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, corresponding 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.
26 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
experience. The content of a proto-qualitative state PQ determines 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 (or organisms of type O).
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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.
Imagine that PQ is a state of my organism and that it has the function of
indicating what is disposed to cause it in normal conditions. In these case
we can assume that such normal conditions would be something like 'via the
particular visual pathPQ under particular lighting conditionsPQ'.27 An object
has the property that PQ represents only if the object is disposed to cause the
activation of PQ in an organism like mine28 via the particular visual pathPQ

under particular lighting conditionsPQ. If an object re�ects light with, say,
a wavelength of 650nm in these lighting conditions, then it can cause PQ via
the particular visual pathPQ. The surface of the apple re�ects light, in these
lighting conditions, with a wavelength of 650 nm and is therefore represented by
PQ. PQ interacts with my proto-self, the system that monitors and controls the
homeodynamics of my organism. The state that results from this interaction is
a phenomenally conscious mental state. This state represents that the organism
is presented with an object that is disposed to cause PQ in normal conditions
(via particular visual pathPQ under particular lighting conditionsPQ). When
an organism is in this state, it self-attributes the property of being presented
with an object that is disposed to cause PQ in normal conditions.

4 Conclusions

If �rst-person and third person beliefs di�er in content � i.e., if the content of
de se attitudes make �ner grained partitions than that between possible worlds
�, then a metasemantic theory of de se content is required. Following Lewis,
we can understand de se contents by means of self-ascriptions of properties.
This requires, in turn, a theory of how systems like us can come to self-ascribe
properties.

I have argued that naturalistic metasemantic theories face a challenge when
it comes to de se content. In particular, what I have called indication theories

27 PQ doesn't have the function of indicating Transcranial Magneto Stimulation or any
drug, even if both are disposed to cause its activation. For that reason something like �via
the particular visual pathPQ is included�. In the case of vision, the normal conditions would
also include particular lightning conditions. This normal conditions have to be �xed by the
function of PQ as in indication.
28 Note that this pronoun should not be read de se. The former condition is equivalent to:

An object has the property that PQ represents only if the object is disposed to cause the
activation of PQ in an organism like XX.
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can provide, at the most, a characterization of mental states whose truth con-
ditions is relative to a spatiotempotal location, what, as I have argued, is not
su�cient. An extra element is required to construct the desired metasemantic
theory. I have o�ered conscious states as the buiding blocks for a naturalistic
metasemantic theory of our �rst-person attitudes by arguing �rst that the con-
tent of experience is de se and second by o�ering a naturalistic explanation of
self-ascription in the particular case of our conscious states.29
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