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Abstract

Thinking about oneself as the subject of a perspective on the world leaves unanswered
fundamental questions about one’s identity as an object in the world: about which thing
one is, what kind of thing one is, and about whether one exists as an object at all. I put
forward a new way of thinking about these questions by outlining the subject-as-object
problem, a problem for any attempt to adopt a third-person perspective on oneself qua
subject. I argue that the source of the problem lies in the relationship between a basic
precondition for inquiry — that something be present — and a framework that enables us to
conceive of ourselves as inquirers in an objective world — the framework of objectivity.
Once the problem is recognized, we can explain why it is possible to raise questions about
one’s identity in response to any account of oneself and one’s relation to the
world. Furthermore, having the problem in view enables us to more deeply engage with a
range of philosophical issues that concern, in one way or another, the relationship between
the subject’s perspective and the objective circumstances under which this perspective

discloses a part of the world.
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Introduction

The present work is devoted to elucidating the philosophical significance of thoughts about
one’s identity, qua subject, as an object. These are thoughts about the particular object, or
kind of object, that is thought to have the unique perspective on the world that one takes
to be one’s own. In other words, these are first-person thoughts about who or what one is

as an object in the world.

Having this kind of thought involves coordinating one’s first-personal experience of the
world with an objective standpoint on oneself. In everyday circumstances, it may seem
obvious that the subject of one’s first-person perspective is this person, as one might put
it, or the unique human being one takes oneself to be. When introducing oneself in a social
context, one’s use of “I” is understood to refer to this person. Furthermore, one’s
experiences are taken to depend, in systematic ways, on how this person is situated in the
world (physically, socially, etc.). The feeling of embodiment enables one to appreciate
how one’s perspective is shaped and limited by the finite, concrete existence of this
particular person. In everyday circumstances, there is no question about who the subject
of one’s perspective is, and no mystery about how to adopt an objective standpoint on this

person. One can simply look in the mirror.

However, it does not take much to begin to drive a wedge between one’s first-person
perspective on the world and objective characterizations of oneself, with disorienting
effect. Traditional sceptical hypotheses and their blockbuster counterparts (e.g., The
Matrix, 1999; Inception, 2010) can leave one questioning one’s identity as an object; “Am
I really this person, or am I a brain-in-a-vat being stimulated to think that I am embodied?”
A medical procedure involving one’s brain might prompt one to consider whether one is
one’s brain. For example, the prospect of a corpus callosotomy (the severing of the two
hemispheres of the brain), might cause one to wonder how a brain, a complex mass of

neurons, could be the subject of one’s perspective when it seems like one’s unified



consciousness requires a unified, indivisible subject.! Or in those moments when one is
keenly aware of one’s status as a subject, taking in and experiencing the world, one might
wonder how any kind of object could be open to the world in this way. For example, one
might wonder how a series of physical interactions could make it the case that there is
something it is like to be in those states. This is the so-called “hard problem of
consciousness” (Chalmers 1995). Analogous problems arise, however, if one takes oneself
to be an immaterial substance like a soul. How could an immaterial substance have the

experiences I take myself to have?

These are just a few ways that one might be led to reflect on the relationship between one’s
perspective on the world and the object in the world that has this perspective.
Contemplation of this relation reveals that no account of what one is as an object is immune
to the following kinds of questions: “Is that thing really me?”’; “Am I just a brain (or a soul,
or a person constituted by a human animal, etc.)?”> One may begin to sense that these
questions have less to do with the various metaphysical positions themselves and more to
do with limitations on being able to think of oneself as both a subject and an object. One
might be drawn to a view like Christopher Peacocke’s (2014) on which there are distinct
ways of being given to oneself and attending to an object involves a mode of presentation
that is distinct from the first-person mode of presentation. He writes: “The fact about the
impossibility of perceiving something as oneself is a fact about the way in which
something is given. This should not be confused with a fact about the entity so given”
(Peacocke 2014, 50). Or one might turn to Sydney Shoemaker’s (1994) discussion of
Wittgenstein’s distinction between the use of “I”” as subject and the use of “I”” as object.
Shoemaker distinguishes a kind of self-awareness that does not involve the identification
of an object as oneself and which grounds the use of “I”” as subject. Uses of “I” as subject
are immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun precisely

because they do not involve the identification of oneself as an object (and so there is no

! This idea, that a unified consciousness might require a simple or unified subject, has been around for
many centuries. Arguments that move from an observation about the unity of consciousness to claims
about the simplicity or unity of the subject are known as “Achilles arguments” after Immanuel Kant’s
famous discussion of this argument in the “Second paralogism of simplicity” in the Critique of Pure
Reason.

2 See Eric Olson (2007) for a discussion of these views and other views about what kinds of things we
might be.



possibility of misidentification). In contrast to this, uses of “I”” as object are not so immune
because they are based on a kind of self-awareness that involves the identification of an
object as oneself. It follows that these are distinct kinds of self-awareness. However, as
Shoemaker is at pains to point out, this does not mean that one is not in fact an object in

the world.

My own initial attempts to understand how one might face epistemic limitations on
understanding oneself as an object were informed by Immanuel Kant’s response to the
rational psychologists in the Critique of Pure Reason. 1 was drawn to his idea that the
concept of an object is not properly applied to oneself, qua subject, because the
representation “I” is not accompanied by any intuition that might present an object. Of
course, spelling out what this means requires a discussion of transcendental idealism, in
much the same way that a fuller understanding of Peacocke’s or Shoemaker’s diagnoses
would require a discussion of their views on what subjects are and how they are presented
with the world. This entanglement of epistemic and metaphysical considerations in Kant’s
discussions of self-knowledge prompted me to take a different approach to the difficulty.
I'believe it should be possible to capture what is difficult about identifying with a particular
object (or as a kind of object) without assuming a metaphysical picture, whether it be
transcendental idealism or a more mainstream view. The motivation for this approach is
straightforward: one can always question metaphysical assumptions about the subject and
the subject’s place in the world. Indeed, this is precisely what needs to be explained; why
is it that one can always question one’s identity as an object? If one tries to explain the
difficulty of identifying oneself, qua subject, as an object by appealing to a picture on
which subjects are certain kinds of things that relate to themselves and other objects in
certain ways, then one’s diagnosis will be vulnerable to the kinds of questions it seeks to
explain. This does not mean that the diagnosis is false, but it does mean that, to accept it
as true, one must be willing to bracket these questions at a certain point. I think that there
is a way to elucidate the origin of these questions about oneself without blunting their

force.

My aim is to outline a problem that I believe underlies the sense that there is something of

deep philosophical significance expressed in questions about one’s identity. I argue that a



unique challenge arises when one attempts to take oneself, gua subject, as an object, and |
call this the “subject-as-object problem.” This problem opens a gap between what one
might think of as one’s first-person perspective on the world and accounts of what one is
as an object in the world. This gap makes possible a range of questions and doubts about
one’s nature, one’s circumstances, and even one’s existence. I believe that these questions
and doubts are part of the human condition; they go hand in hand with having a perspective
on a world in which one also exists as an object. One experiences this gap as a limitation
on one’s ability to see how an object, with a certain set of properties, situated in a certain
way, could have this very perspective on the world (i.e., the perspective one takes to be

one’s own).

The subject-as-object problem is a distinctively first-person problem that first comes into
view when one reflects on the relationship between one’s own perspective on the world
and one’s place in the world as an object. It does not arise when one thinks of other subjects
(and their perspectives) as having a place in the world. It is important to contextualise this
point. The fact that the subject-as-object problem only arises when one attempts to take
oneself as an object should not be taken to imply that there is a deep asymmetry between
how we know about ourselves and how we know about other subjects, or that we cannot
come to know things about ourselves by learning about others. This is because the subject-
as-object problem is not really about knowledge at all. To situate it in relation to problems
about self-knowledge, for example, or knowledge of other minds, would obscure the nature
of the problem. Instead, the subject-as-object problem emerges in the context of
transcendental considerations about the preconditions of the presence of these things (i.e.,
those things which one takes to be present to oneself), and it results in a gap that makes
room for questions and doubts about one’s own role in making the presence of things

possible.

I suggested above that it is only in particular circumstances that one’s identity gua subject
as an object comes to seem problematic. The gap between first and third-person
perspectives that is generated by the subject-as-object problem often goes unnoticed in our
everyday lives, and we can learn many things about ourselves and others without

confronting this gap. For this reason, I do not wish to suggest that the subject-as-object



problem poses a challenge to our ordinary ways of gaining knowledge about subjects and
their various properties (physical, mental, social, etc.). Just as it makes sense to bracket
sceptical worries in the context of most investigations, setting aside the subject-as-object
problem is often warranted. From the perspective of our everyday lives, there is no special
problem about understanding ourselves as objects; we understand ourselves to be objects
in much the same way that we recognize other subjects to be objects (which is not to say

that there are no differences). From this perspective, are all human beings.

In Chapter 1, I lay out the structure of the subject-as-object problem and explore the nature
of the gap it generates. I argue that the source of the problem lies in the relationship
between a precondition for inquiry, namely, that something be present, and a conceptual
framework that enables us to understand ourselves as inquiring subjects when presented
with the world. I call this conceptual framework the “framework of objectivity.” Against
the backdrop of this framework, the subject is understood primarily in terms of their role
in making it the case that certain things are present. This tight conceptual link between
subjecthood and presence impacts inquiry directed at oneself. Briefly, the presence of
something (it does not matter what) cannot provide the right kind of foothold for inquiry
directed at oneself. This opens a gap between the presence of something and third-person
accounts of oneself. Moreover, the presence of something is compatible with a wide range
of characterizations of the subject, including some in which there is no subject for whom
things are present. If one cannot arrive at an account of what one is as an object, then one
is not in a position to eliminate these alternatives. The result is a feeling of arbitrariness,
to use Thomas Nagel’s (1986) terminology, about one’s identity as an object. I argue that
the subject-as-object problem provides a distinctively philosophical diagnosis of this
feeling of arbitrariness, and I contrast it with Nagel’s own diagnosis of this phenomenon

in his chapter “The Objective Self.”

The remaining three chapters can be thought of as applications of the subject-as-object
problem to the following topics: the special status of de se ignorance, the force of sceptical
hypotheses, and the viability of a Lichtenbergian response to Descartes’ cogito argument.
These topics are ordered in terms of their increasing degree of entanglement with the

subject-as-object problem. I begin by distinguishing two kinds of de se ignorance: one that



fits the model of a Frege puzzle case and one that arises in connection with the subject-as-
object problem. I argue that de se ignorance can transform when one engages with the
subject-as-object problem in such a way that it cannot be captured in Fregean terms. Once
one is firmly on the side of engaging with the subject-as-object problem, it becomes
apparent that there are two levels at which the problem leaves room for uncertainty: at one
level, traditional Cartesian sceptical hypotheses exploit the possibility of uncertainty about
which thing one is and what kind of thing one is; at another level, a more radical kind of
sceptical hypothesis raises a question about whether one exists. Finally, I explore the full
extent of the subject-as-object problem by showing how this more radical kind of sceptical
hypothesis poses a challenge to Descartes’ cogito argument. It is my hope that, at each
stage in this progression, the subject-as-object problem will clarify the structure of these
various issues, and that the significance of these issues will in turn motivate the

philosophical importance of the subject-as-object problem.

Here is a more detailed breakdown of each of the chapters. In Chapter 2, I distinguish
between two kinds of ignorance about one’s own identity. I argue that, if one has already
identified with an object in the world, and one’s ignorance concerns whether this object is
identical with an object given in some other way, then one’s ignorance is best understood
on the model of a Frege puzzle case. If, however, one begins to question one’s identity qua
subject as an object and engages with the subject-as-object problem, one’s ignorance about
one’s identity as an object cannot be captured in Fregean terms. This is because Frege
puzzle cases presuppose the framework of objectivity and never call it into question,
whereas the subject-as-object problem ultimately calls this framework into question.
Furthermore, because one can always engage with the subject-as-object problem when
one’s own identity is in question, de se ignorance should be distinguished from ignorance
of other identity claims. Finally, I argue that this way of distinguishing de se ignorance
does not rest on the distinction between purely objective information and indexical
information. Information, regardless of whether it is expressed in indexical or purely

objective terms, is not sufficient to overcome the subject-as-object problem.

In Chapter 3 I discuss the implications of the subject-as-object problem for the structure

and scope of different kinds of doubt. I distinguish two levels of doubt about one’s identity



as an object and show how they correspond to two kinds of doubt related to inquiry—one
which is less radical and one which is more radical. The less radical form of doubt calls
into question the truth of one’s beliefs, and the more radical form of doubt calls into
question the very possibility of inquiry. I show how both kinds of doubt can be traced back
to the subject-as-object problem. The first kind of doubt is bound up with room for doubt
about one’s identity and circumstances. The second is bound up with the possibility of
doubting one’s own existence. The subject-as-object problem makes space to wonder
about which object one is, what kind of object one is, and whether one exists at all. It
necessarily leaves room for sceptical hypotheses in which one’s false beliefs about one’s
identity affect the truth of one’s beliefs, and sceptical hypotheses in which inquiry is
impossible because one does not exist. I argue that, when one understands the force of
these sceptical hypotheses in relation to the subject-as-object problem, it becomes clear
that the notion of subjective indistinguishability and the appearance-reality distinction,
which have traditionally been central in discussions of sceptical hypotheses, do not get to

the heart of why sceptical hypotheses have the force that they do.

Chapter 4 expands on the possibility of scepticism about one’s own existence by examining
the debate around Lichtenberg’s famous challenge to Descartes’s cogito. After clarifying
Lichtenberg’s own, historical position, I defend a contemporary Lichtenbergian position
on which it is possible to coherently question one’s own existence. This defense is
informed by the structure of the subject-as-object problem as it relates to the more radical
form of doubt outlined in Chapter 3. My aim in this discussion is not to argue that one has
good reason to question one’s existence, but rather to show how certain arguments against
this radical form of doubt miss their target. I provide responses to arguments given by
Bernard Williams, Christopher Peacocke, and Tyler Burge that aim to undermine a
contemporary Lichtenbergian position on which one’s own existence is called into
question. I argue that Lichtenberg’s own position has been misinterpreted in the context of
this debate and that he was not, in fact, challenging a commitment to the existence of the
subject. As a result, certain arguments against what I am calling a contemporary
“Lichtenbergian” position, which does call into question one’s own existence, fail to fully

appreciate the radical nature of this position.



These applications of the subject-as-object problem provide us with some initial reasons
to think that the subject-as-object problem is a genuine problem with philosophical
significance. There is much more to be done, however, to fully explore the implications of
this problem, and I hope to lay the groundwork for these future investigations in what

follows.



Chapter 1
The Subject-as-Object Problem

It is often thought that subjects play a key role in making it the case that some bits of the
world are, and other bits of the world are not, present to them. When I think of myself as
a subject, I tend to assume that I have a role to play in making it the case that a portion of
the world is present to me. This office is currently present because I am occupying it, the
tree outside the window is present because I am looking at it, and certain thoughts and
feelings are present because I am thinking and feeling them. Furthermore, when one thinks
of oneself as a subject, that is, as something that plays this role in making things present,
one can do this without making assumptions about what one is as an object, broadly

construed as a thing in the world.?

When one does try to understand oneself as an object, however, it seems there is always
room to wonder about whether one is in fact the object in question. For example, when I
am presented with an object (e.g., suppose I am shown an image of my brain), I can ask:
“Is that really me?” Similarly, if I read a description of the sort of thing that can have the
kinds of experiences that I take myself to have, I can wonder about whether the description
characterizes my nature. I can even begin to wonder about whether I am an object in the
world at all. How could 7, the subject of this experience, be just another object in the
world?* These questions arise when I attempt to view myself, qua subject, as an object in
the world, and no amount of detail in an account of what I am, or examination of a

particular object, seems to answer them.> How should we understand these questions?

3 See Béatrice Longuenesse (2017) for a recent defense of the claim that there is a use of “I”” that is based
on one’s activity as a thinking thing, and which is possible in the absence of awareness of oneself as
embodied; this is “the use of ‘I’ in sensu stricto” (164). Even if, however, one has a view on which
awareness of oneself as embodied plays a central role in self-consciousness (Cassam 1999) or self-
reference (Strawson 1966; Evans 1982), this is compatible with maintaining that one can think of oneself,
in certain instances, as a subject without making commitments about one’s identity as an object. Strawson
appears to endorse this claim (1966, 165), and Cassam’s approach to self-consciousness remains neutral on
the question of what the subject is, metaphysically speaking (1999, 6, 7), suggesting that one can remain
neutral about one’s nature as an object even if one endorses the claim that self-consciousness requires one
to have awareness of oneself as a physical object.

4 Thomas Nagel (1986) famously articulates and explores this question in his chapter “The Objective Self.”
5 This is a familiar theme in the literature on the de se (see John Perry 1977, 1979 and David Lewis 1979
for some canonical cases in which subjects suffer ignorance about their identity despite having access to



What is their philosophical source? What makes them intelligible, or at least seem
intelligible, and why are they so persistent in the face of ever-increasing information about

the objects we think we might be?

In this chapter, I put forward a problem for any attempt to provide an account of what one
is as an object when one begins with the assumption that one is a subject. I call this the
subject-as-object problem. ® This is a problem for 1) determining whether one exists in the
world, 2) determining which object one is, and 3) determining what kind of object one is.
I will use “taking oneself as an object” to cover all three of these kinds of questions about
one’s identity as an object. My aim is to elucidate the structure of the subject-as-object
problem and to show how it is responsible for the intuition that there is always room to

question one’s identity as an object.

Here is a brief sketch of the problem. Inquiry, the process of finding out how things are,
requires a subject who can play a role in making certain things present and thereby come
to disclose aspects of the world. I expand on this idea by exploring what I call the
framework of objectivity,” which provides a framework for understanding what inquiry
requires at a minimal level. The concept of a subject is central within this framework.

However, this has significant consequences for inquiry directed at oneself. If a subject is

indexical-free characterizations of individuals who are, in fact, themselves). I am interested in these sorts
of cases, but I am also interested in cases in which one, for example, looks down at one’s own body and
wonders about how this person could be the subject of these experiences, even though one is disposed to
identify with this person in normal circumstances (see Daniel Dennett’s 1978 chapter “Where am 1?” for
some abnormal circumstances in which this question comes to seem pressing).

¢ The subject-as-object problem is distinct from what Lucy O’Brien (1995) calls “the problem of self-
identification,” which is about how to understand our capacity for first-person reference. O’Brien (1996)
also explores the problem of self-identification in the context of Wittgenstein’s work. Her focus here
concerns certain difficulties “identifying ourselves as subjects in an objective world” (O’Brien 1996, 1).
This is closer to what I have in mind, but my formulation of the problem is also distinct from the
formulations she finds in Wittgenstein.

7 A world that reflects the framework of objectivity is one in which that which is present, is present to a
subject (or subjects), who might be said to have a perspective on what is present. This is necessary for the
possibility of an objective standpoint on the subject, and on relations in which the subject stands to other
objects. The notion of “objectivity” here is quite thin; it is not bound up with the notion of existence
unperceived (see footnote 20). Furthermore, I am not taking a stand on the developmental stages that are
plausibly necessary in order to make a distinction between subjectivity and objectivity (see, e.g., Tomasello
2019). Finally, I am not claiming that the framework of objectivity itself plays a role in making objective
representations possible; one need not have this framework in mind in order to have objective
representations. To use Tyler Burge’s (2010) terminology, I am not advocating a version of “second-family
Individual Representationalism.”

10



understood primarily in relation to presence, as helping to make possible the presence of
something (it does not matter what), then an investigation into the nature of the subject
will take the very fact of something’s being present as a starting point. Turning our
attention to presence, then, I argue that one’s grip on presence is prior to, and independent
of, the framework of objectivity. One need not make any assumptions about the kind of
thing one is, which thing one is, or even whether one exists, in order for something to be
present. Nevertheless, in order to conceive of presence as a potential target of inquiry, it
becomes necessary to make assumptions about the subject, due to the relation between the
concepts subject and presence in the framework of objectivity. This leads to a circularity
in our attempts to take ourselves as objects. Assumptions about the subject must be made
in order to give an account of presence, which in turn was supposed to provide the starting
point for inquiry into the subject. I argue that the resulting problem is uniquely intractable
due to the roles played by the concepts of presence and subject in the framework of
objectivity, when combined with the observation that the mere presence of something is

insufficient to establish the objective validity® of this framework.

An explication of the structure of the subject-as-object problem is of considerable
philosophical interest because it provides a new way of thinking about a longstanding
problem concerning the place of the subject in the world. It has seemed to some that the
very idea of taking oneself, qua subject, as an object is misguided. Consider Kant’s
response to the rational psychologists in “The paralogisms of pure reason” in the Critique
of Pure Reason, Paul Natorp’s position that the subject cannot become an object for itself,’
or Ludwig Wittgenstein’s famous remark in the Tractatus that “[t]he subject does not
belong to the world but it is a limit of the world” (5.632). Others have provided diagnoses
for the intuition that there is a special challenge here, while remaining friendly to a picture
on which the subject is an object in the world (e.g., Nagel 1986; Shoemaker 1994;
Peacocke 2014). The problem that I put forward provides another diagnosis of the intuition

that there is something especially difficult about taking oneself, gua subject, as an object.

81 am following Barry Stroud in his interpretation of what Kant means by the “objective validity” of
concepts. To show that a concept has objective validity is to show that there exists something that the
concept applies to. In doing so, one justifies one’s use of the concept (Stroud 2002, 9, 25).

% See Dan Zahavi’s (2005) discussion of Natorp’s Allgemeine Psychologie.

11



It departs quite radically, however, from these other diagnoses in that it results in a
challenge to basic assumptions about oneself, leaving it an open question whether one is a

thing in the world at all.

While the motivation for articulating this problem lies primarily in substantiating the
intuition that there is always room to question one’s identity as an object, the structure of
the problem also has implications for how we think about, for example, the place of
subjectivity in an objective world, the unique status of de se ignorance, the effectiveness
of Cartesian sceptical hypotheses, and the intelligibility of a deeper form of scepticism,
often associated with Lichtenberg, concerning the existence of the subject. I address these
topics in subsequent chapters, but I mention them here to emphasize how engagement with
the subject-as-object problem has the potential to be quite fruitful, even if it may initially

seem like a relatively isolated problem.

As indicated above, the subject-as-object problem has two components: the first is the
presence of something; the second is a certain conception of the world that informs our
idea of what inquiry is and what it requires. Sections 1 and 2 address these components,
respectively. Taken together, they give rise to a circularity that constitutes the subject-as-
object problem. The structure of the problem is outlined in Section 3. I conclude my
discussion in Section 4 by showing how this problem makes room for the intuition that
there is something arbitrary involved in taking oneself as an object. Here I contrast my
diagnosis with Thomas Nagel’s (1986) influential discussion of this feeling of arbitrariness

in his chapter “The Objective Self.”

1 Presence: A Precondition for Inquiry

Inquiry requires that something be present. Something must be there to provide a starting
point for inquiry into how things stand with the world. Even if the target of inquiry is not
itself initially present, something or other must show up (e.g., a feeling, a thought, an
everyday object, an intuition, etc.). Once I outline what I mean by “presence,” this point
will hopefully seem obvious. A more interesting idea is the idea that this precondition can
be satisfied in the absence of commitments concerning oneself. One need not think of

oneself in any particular way, or at all, for something to be present, and one can have a

12



grip on presence that is independent of conceptions of oneself. There is space to conceive
of the relationship between presence and oneself in different ways, and room to question
one’s role in making the presence of things possible. As we will see in Section 3, this point

has significant implications for inquiry directed at oneself.

Perhaps the easiest way to begin thinking about presence is to assume that when things are
present, they are present to a subject, and then to think about the things that are “showing
up” from one’s own perspective. In my case, a computer and a desk are among the things
I take to be present, along with some thoughts about this paper, the taste of tea, and a pain
in my wrist. If I were to hallucinate a spider on the wall and entertain different hypotheses
about the nature of the spider, the hallucinated spider and the content of these hypotheses
would be present. All these things are there, in some sense, and this is what I mean to
indicate with the term “presence.” Although we arrived at this point via the assumption
that certain things are present to me (and other things are present to you), I want to focus
on the being there of things without taking a stand on the question of whether presence
requires a subject. I also want to remain neutral on the sorts of things that can be present,

and on sow those things become present.

It is generally assumed that presence requires a subject; things are present to a subject who
helps to make their presence possible. This important idea is the focus of Section 2. My
use of the term “presence,” however, can accommodate views on which there is presence
without a subject. For example, Mark Johnston (2007) and Caspar Hare (2009) provide
characterizations of presence that move away from thinking about it as a relation that holds
between subjects and objects. It will be helpful to have these accounts in mind going
forward, as they help to illustrate how one can have a grip on presence without committing
to a view on which the subject plays a central role in making it the case that something is

present.

Johnston thinks of presence as “the variety of ways in which real or ostensible items, be
they objects, qualities, or whatever, disclose some aspect of their nature” (2007, 233). Each
thing that exists comes into being with all of its modes of presentation; these modes of

presentation are all of the ways that the thing discloses itself, and they exist out there in
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the world, independently of subjects (Johnston 2007, 235). On this view, we are not
“Producers of Presence” but “Samplers of Presence”; we simply access objective modes
of presentation.!® Thus, instead of a picture on which presence depends on conscious
individuals while the rest of what exists lies in darkness, Johnston’s picture ties presence
to being in such a way that presence is an objective phenomenon, independent of conscious
subjects (Johnston 2007, 234, 235, 248). Things would still be present, even if all sentient
beings were to go out of existence (Johnston 2007, 251, 254).

Hare also uses the term “presence” in a way that reimagines the role of the subject. His
“egocentric presentism” rejects the assumption that things in the world are present relative
to subjects. Instead, presence is a monadic property that attaches to all and only the objects
of my experiential states. Objects that lack this property are absent, and these objects are
not objects of my experience. On this view, my computer is simply present, not present to
me. Furthermore, an egocentric presentist will claim that your computer (assuming you are
at a computer) is not present to you, but absent, because it is only the objects of my
experiences that have the property of being present (Hare 2009, 22). The precise
relationship between the subject with present experiences, and the monadic property of
being present had by the objects of this subject’s experiences, is left somewhat open by
Hare (see Hare 2009, 94). For example, he does not take a stand on whether the subject
has a causal role to play in making it the case that certain objects are present. As a result,
his view accommodates a picture on which I have no special role to play in making it the
case that the objects, which feature in my experience, have the property of being present;

it may have just worked out this way.

Turning now to the topics of what is present and how it becomes present, it will be helpful
to contrast Anil Gupta’s understanding of presence with my own. I am sympathetic to

Gupta’s (2012, 2019) “liberal account of presence” insofar as it leaves it open that both

10 Johnston (2007) thinks that the functioning of our brains allows us to access these objective modes of
presentation (see pages 235, 245, 248, 259). His view seems to be that the act of accessing presence is what
makes these modes of presentation “available” (Johnston 2007, 244). This availability, or the “there-ness”
of that which is present, is what I am trying to indicate with my use of the term “presence.” If this
availability is, on Johnston’s view, the contribution of the subject rather than something bound up with the
modes of presentation themselves (presence), then I confess I have lost my grip on what he means by
“presence” insofar as his view allows for unavailable presence.

14



real and unreal objects, properties, relations, universals, events, actions, etc. might be
present in experience. I too want to leave it open that many kinds of things might be
present. This agreement does not extend, however, to claims about how these things
become present. I do not follow Gupta in restricting the notion of presence to those things
given in experience rather than in thought.!! Because my use of the term “presence” leaves
it open that presence might not require a subject at all, it also remains neutral on
considerations about the different ways that minds might be directed towards the world.
Thus, debates about the role that concepts may or may not play in an instance of

something’s being present are downstream from my attempts to gesture towards presence.

So far, I have been focusing on how the term “presence” might be used to indicate what I
take to be an absolutely basic precondition for inquiry (i.e., something needs to be there
for inquiry to be possible). In using this term, I emphasized that I wanted to remain neutral
on questions concerning the relationship between presence and subjects. While there is
presumably a fact of the matter about whether, and if so, how, subjects contribute to the
presence of things, I want to set this aside and focus instead on the following idea:
something can be present in the absence of commitments about oneself (i.e., one need not
make any assumptions about which thing one is in the world, what kind of thing one is, or
whether one exists). One need not understand oneself as one object among others, or as a
subject of experience. Such requirements would arguably impose overintellectualized

standards on what it takes to enjoy the presence of something.

This idea, that things can be present independently of any assumptions about oneself,
leaves room to conceive of the relationship between presence and a subject in different
ways, and philosophers have indeed attempted to capture the immediate there-ness that

seems to be essential to presence while reimagining the role of the subject in relation to

! For Gupta, the directedness of experience towards the world is presentation, and the directedness of
thought towards the world is intentionality. Presence is tied to experience rather than thought, for Gupta,
and objects of thought that do not show up in experience do not count as being present even if they are
“present” in thought. He writes: “The range of your choices on what is “present” in your thoughts is wide;
the range on what is present in your experiential consciousness, extremely narrow” (Gupta 2012, 19).
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presence.!> We have already seen this in our discussion of Johnston and Hare; it is
conceivable that facts about presence might remain intact in the absence of a subject. Even
if one thinks that presence requires a subject, there remains a very deep question about the

contribution of the subject to presence. !

All of this suggests that there is room to conceive of the relationship between presence and
subjects in different ways. The presence of something does not automatically provide us
with a verdict on the subject (what a subject is, or even whether there is such a thing), and
further steps must be taken to say something about the subject’s contribution to the
presence of something. This is significant because, as we will see in Section 2, conditions
concerning the subject must be satisfied for inquiry to be possible, and, furthermore,
assumptions that these conditions concerning the subject are satisfied are important for
developing certain accounts, including accounts of the subject and of presence. If the mere
presence of something is compatible, at a conceptual level, with the non-existence of the
subject, or with different views of what the subject contributes to presence, then there is

space to question whether these conditions concerning the subject are satisfied.

To summarize, I am remaining neutral on the metaphysical question about whether
presence requires a subject. I am, however, claiming that there is a sense in which one’s
grip on presence is independent of one’s idea of oneself. The mere presence of something
does not require one to make assumptions about oneself; nor does it tell in favour of one
conception of the subject over another. It is prior to any theorizing about the subject. This
independence is linked, in an important way, to the claim that the presence of something
is insufficient to establish that certain conditions regarding the subject, which are central

to inquiry, are satisfied. These conditions are the focus of the next section.

12 For a striking example of this, see William James’ (1904, 478) discussion of “pure experience” in which
presence is assigned a fundamental role in his metaphysics and subject-object relations are in some sense
constituted by the relations that hold between bits of pure experience.

13 Gupta, for example, explores the way that the phenomenology of an experience does not, by itself, put
the subject in a position to parse out their role in bringing about the experience See Gupta’s (2012, 2019)
discussion of the “multiple-factorizability of experience.”
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2 Inquiry and the Framework of Objectivity

In this section I argue that inquiry requires a subject who can manipulate their relations to
the world in order to disclose various aspects of it; at a minimum, the subject needs to be
the kind of thing that can affect what becomes present.'* If this condition is met, we can
say that the world reflects what I am calling the “framework of objectivity.” It is not my
aim to argue for the objective validity of the framework for objectivity, but rather to outline
a conceptual framework in the background of attempts to put forward an account!> of
oneself, qua subject, as an object. The framework of objectivity is the second component
that helps to generate the subject-as-object problem (the first, as a reminder, is the presence

of something).

Some of the above accounts of presence may have seemed jarring because it is natural, I
submit, to think of oneself as having a role to play in determining how and when things
become present. If facts about oneself play a role in determining how things become
present, then one can disclose different aspects of what there is, provided one can alter
one’s properties. One can perform actions, both bodily and mental, in order to disclose
aspects of one’s reality (one’s surroundings, one’s mental life, and the structures that shape
them). These actions are central to inquiry. When one is inquiring into something, one is
attempting to learn something about the way the world is; at a minimum, this requires one
to change something about how the world shows up, even if this change is simply in one’s
thinking. It is hard to see how one might strive to inquire into something without having
some role to play in determining what becomes present. In the absence of such a
connection, one would simply have to hope that the evolving sequence of present things
aligned with an unfolding series of desires around what should be disclosed, as if there
were a pre-established harmony between them. It seems, then, that inquiry requires a
subject who can manipulate their relations to the world in order to disclose various aspects

of it.

!4 This is in line with richer accounts of inquiry that attempt to identify mental states that are central to
inquiry (e.g., Jane Friedman’s [2017] “interrogative attitudes”) or characterize the zetetic norms that
govern inquiry (Friedman 2020; Thorstad 2021). I do not purport to be giving an exhaustive account of
what inquiry is; rather, I am pointing to a minimal condition on inquiry that is often taken for granted.

15 In giving an account, one aims to say something informative. An account can be very minimal (e.g., that
is a car) and might not require one to conceptualize one’s own activity as an inquirer.

17



We can distinguish between possible worlds that meet this condition and those that do not.
Some examples of possible worlds that do not meet this condition can be found in
Johnston’s and Hare’s discussions of presence. Recall that Johnston rejects the view that
we are “producers of presence” and develops a picture on which facts about presence are
determined by the objects. His view accommodates a picture of the world on which things
are present in the absence of any subjects. In such a world, there are no subjects adopting
new perspectives on things or disclosing aspects of the world that were there all along but
not present. Similarly, Hare’s subject has no special role to play in making it the case that
certain objects are present. This subject has what Hare calls “present experiences,” but
these experiences are present because the contents of these experiences are present, not
because they belong to the subject (Hare 2009, 22). The subject cannot sensibly strive to

stand in new relations for the purpose of disclosing things in new ways.

Conversely, certain philosophical views which initially appear to eliminate or reduce the
subject preserve the assumption that a subject is required for presence. For example,
Jenann Ismael and John Pollock defend “nolipsism,” a view which states that we do not
exist; it is the view that there are no selves (Ismael and Pollock 2006, 36). In their
arguments for nolipsism, however, they assume that there are agents with a certain
cognitive architecture that allows them to perceive and interact with the world (Ismael and
Pollock 2006, 41). On my understanding of “subject,” these agents are subjects, and there
is an implicit commitment here to the idea that subjects contribute to making things
present. One need not invoke a unified self, located at the focal point of the visual field,'®
in order to accept this. Similarly, when Thomas Metzinger argues that selves!” do not exist,
but only self-models instantiated in the representational architecture of human beings that
produce the illusion of being a self, he is committed to the existence of subjects, as 1

understand the term (Metzinger 2003).!® This is because, for Metzinger, the functioning of

16 This seems to be the notion of “self” Ismael and Pollock have in mind (see Ismael and Pollock 2006, 36,
56, 57).

17 Metzinger understands a self to be an enduring, irreducible, individual substance (Metzinger 2003; 2011,
283).

18 Baker (2013, chap. 4) argues that Metzinger equivocates on the meaning of “I”; sometimes it refers to a
part of the self-model, and sometimes it refers to the information processing system that generates the self-
model. I understand the information processing system as a whole to count as a subject of experience.
Metzinger seems to grant this (2003, chap. 8).
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our brains is responsible for generating a wide range of phenomenological features of our
experiences, which make it the case that the world shows up in certain ways. In these

possible worlds, a necessary condition for inquiry is satisfied.

So far, we have been concerned with establishing a necessary condition on inquiry. Now,
I want to show that one needs to assume that this condition is satisfied in order to make

t.1 If one takes this condition to be

sense of inquiry into oneself, qua subject, as an objec
fulfilled, then one’s conception of the world is such that one exists as the sort of thing that
can disclose aspects of what there is, including, in principle, oneself. One must be a thing
in the world in order to play this role, and there is no contradiction in supposing that one
might play this role with regard to oneself. Furthermore, on this conception, presence is
understood as a relation between subjects and objects, and this relation is itself in the world.
Presence is no longer simply the being there of things, but a relation that can, in principle,
become a target of inquiry in its own right. A commitment to the idea that one has a role
to play in making the presence of things possible, such that they are present to oneself, is

thus important not just for making sense of the possibility of inquiry generally, but also for

conceptualising both oneself and presence as targets of inquiry, as things in the world.

It will be helpful to have a term for this conception in what follows, and I propose to call
it the “framework of objectivity.” It is only against the backdrop of this conception that
one can make sense of the idea of adopting a perspective on oneself. To see this, consider
for a moment all the things that you might describe as being currently present to you. I
argued above that it is possible to imagine all these things to be present in the absence of
a subject who helps to make them present. Imagine that this is the case. In these imagined
circumstances, there is no mechanism for affecting a change in what shows up, nor is there
a way to transcend this present state of affairs by taking into consideration one’s
relationship to that which is present in order to gain a more objective standpoint on it. If
one were to assume that this is the way the world is, one could not make sense of the idea

of taking oneself, qua subject, as an object; there is simply no room, on this conception,

19 T am not claiming that one needs to conceptualise this condition (or assume its satisfaction) in order to
inquire generally, or to inquire into an object that is in fact oneself.
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for a subject who strives to adopt new perspectives on what there is, and no subject to take

as an object.

Contrast this with a picture on which you do have a role to play in determining what is
present, such that that which is present is present to you. In this case, let us say that you
have a perspective on those things which you help to make present.?’ And let us say that
those things which are present to you are external to your perspective on them in the sense
that it is open to you to adopt a new perspective on them. You can exploit your relations
to them in order to disclose something about them. While the most obvious examples of
this involve positioning oneself in space in order to examine everyday objects such as a
tables and chairs, one can also strive to optimally “position” oneself when working through
a train of thought or reflecting upon one’s emotional states. In these kinds of cases, one
may also play a unique role in shaping the very phenomena in question, but this is
compatible with efforts to bring aspects of one’s inner life to light. One can sensibly strive
to better understand even those parts of oneself that do not always stay fixed in the process
of reflecting upon them (e.g., beliefs, intentions, desires, emotions).?! Here it is important
to keep in mind that “presence” is not to be equated with just one form of presentation, for

example, perceptual presentation.

One particularly significant way of adopting a new perspective on something involves
considering one’s own relationship to the thing in question. From this vantage point, one
can appreciate how this relationship impacts how the thing shows up, and this insight
presents the object in a new way. The logical possibility of adopting such a perspective is

secured by our assumption that the subject stands in some relation to the present object.

20 My use of the term “perspective” here does not carry with it a commitment to a certain degree of self-
representation. Lynne Baker (2013, chap.2), for example, distinguishes between a rudimentary and a robust
first-person perspective, where the latter requires the subject to have a first-person concept. Olaf Blanke
and Thomas Metzinger (2008, 7, 8) also put forward a distinction between a “weak first-person
perspective” and two types of “strong first-person perspectives,” where the strongest type involves the
possession of the first-person concept. On my understanding of “perspective,” one has a perspective if one
contributes to making it the case that certain things are present. This covers cases where the subject does
not possess the first-person concept, and it even covers Christopher Peacocke’s (2014, 30-39) “Degree 0”
subject—a subject whose mental states lack de se contents altogether.

2l See Richard Moran’s (2000) influential discussion of these points about self-knowledge.
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There is a perspective to be had on this relation, regardless of whether the subject strives

to or even has the conceptual resources to adopt this perspective.

So, to say that something is external to a given subject’s perspective is to say that it exists
in a world where the possibility is left open that a new perspective might be adopted on
it.22 The logical possibility of a new perspective is secured if the subject contributes to the
presence of this thing. There is an account to be had of the relation between the object in
question and the subject, and the development of such an account is a way that one might
come to disclose something about the object. For example, if [ am in pain, then there is an
account to be given of the relation between the pain and myself. If I were to develop this
account, perhaps by approaching the matter scientifically and talking to my doctor, this
account would represent the pain in such a way that it becomes present for me in a new

way. I would discover something about the pain by contextualising it in this way.

Against the backdrop of the framework of objectivity, the subject, the object, and the
relations between them, including the relation being present to, all have a place in the
world and can themselves become targets of inquiry. This is significant because, if one
accepts the framework of objectivity, then one has the conceptual resources to make sense
of the task of taking oneself as an object. Not only can one make sense of inquiry into an
object that is in fact oneself, but one can also make sense of an objective standpoint on

oneself qua subject. On this view, one exists in the world as the sort of thing that helps to

22 The framework of objectivity provides the foundation for traditional conceptions of externality and
objectivity, conceptions which tend to focus on the continued and distinct existence of objects, to use
Hume’s (T 1.4.2) terminology. For example, it is in the background of Evans’s (1985, 262, 263) discussion
of what it would take for an assertion to be an assertion about an objective world, Strawson’s (1959, 61)
discussion of “objective particulars,” and Cassam’s (1999, chap. 2) discussion of the “objectivity
condition.” Each of these frameworks presupposes that subjects stand in (and fail to stand in) relations to
objects which make it the case that these objects are present in experience. Acceptance of the framework of
objectivity is an important first step in conceiving of this world as a world in which one is situated in ways
that allow for the disclosure of what there is. It is important to note, however, that the framework of
objectivity does not, by itself, yield a traditional conception of the external world. One could accept this
framework and maintain a solipsistic view on which the only things that exist are oneself and one’s mental
states, provided one is thought to contribute to the presence of that which is present in such a way that
those things are present to oneself. This is because, even on this solipsistic picture, there is room to
conceive of the subject disclosing different aspects of what there is, and the logical possibility of adopting
a perspective on oneself and one’s relations to that which is present is preserved. So, one might think of the
framework of objectivity as making room for a thin notion of externality, or a kind of proto-externality, but
it is arguably not sufficient for richer conceptions of externality.
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make the presence of these things possible (the things that one takes to be currently present
to oneself), and one can sensibly inquire into what sort of thing is playing this role.
Attempts to characterize or locate the thing which plays this role are examples of attempts

to take oneself, gua subject, as an object.

3 The Subject-as-Object Problem

We are now positioned to see what happens when the target of inquiry is oneself. In what
follows, I will assume that one who attempts to give an account of oneself presupposes the
objective validity of the framework of objectivity. My formulation of the subject-as-object
problem, however, does not itself assume its objective validity. Indeed, we will see that
the assumption that this world reflects the framework of objectivity can be called into

question. I will begin by briefly stating the problem before breaking it down into steps.

A precondition for inquiry is that something be present. When the target of inquiry is
oneself, this precondition takes on new significance. This is because, against the backdrop
of the framework of objectivity, we have understood “subject of experience” in relation to
presence; the subject has a central role to play in making it the case that something is
present, such that that which is present is present to the subject. Furthermore, nothing has
been said about how the entity that plays this role might itself show up as an object (this is
what we are after). So, when the target of inquiry is oneself, one is not concerned with the
things that are present, but with the fact that something is present at all, since that is our
handle on what the subject is—as that which has a central role in making it the case that
something is present, such that that which is present is present to the subject. The result is
that presence itself becomes a target of inquiry. If one wants to develop an account of

oneself, what is needed is an account of presence.

Presence is unique in that, phenomenologically speaking, presence is not encountered in
the way that other objects are encountered. Indeed, it is not obvious that presence is
something in the world at all, above and beyond the existence of things. One must appeal
to the framework of objectivity to understand it as a target of inquiry at all, and this makes
assumptions about the subject important for characterizing presence, given that presence

is understood (against the backdrop of this framework) as a kind of relation between
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objects and subjects. I will expand on this below, but the important point for now is that
an account of presence will require information about the subject. If one wants to develop

an account of presence, what is needed is an account of the subject.

In order to develop an account of oneself, one needs an account of presence, but in order
to develop an account of presence, one needs an account of oneself, the subject of
experience. This results in a unique difficulty for attempts to move beyond (what one takes
to be) one’s first-person perspective on the world to an objective perspective on oneself.
One is focused on the presence of things but unable to determine one’s role in making the
presence of things possible. But now recall that the presence of something is conceptually
compatible with many different views of oneself and one’s contribution to presence. These
include possibilities in which one does not exist and yet things are present, possibilities in
which one is identical with a range of different objects (e.g., this brain, this human being),
and possibilities in which one is a different kind of thing from the kind of thing one might
have thought one was (e.g., an immaterial soul). The subject-as-object problem necessarily
leaves these possibilities on the table insofar as it disrupts attempts to develop accounts of
oneself. It interferes with the shift from one’s first-person perspective to an account of

oneself.
Here is a breakdown of this line of thought:

1. Presence is the starting point for the development of an account of oneself.

A precondition for any type of inquiry is that something be present. Thus, it is also
a precondition for inquiry into oneself. Often, it is a particular object or thought
that is present which provides a starting point for inquiry, but when the target of
inquiry is oneself qua subject, it is the fact of something’s being present at all that

1s of interest.

2. One needs to adopt the framework of objectivity in order to conceive of
presence as something in the world which might become a target of inquiry.

Presence is not encountered in the way one encounters the objects that are present,
as one thing among others in the world. Trying to isolate the presence of an object,

such that it becomes a target of inquiry in its own right, is difficult. If one construes
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presence as the “being there” of these things, this does not help to distinguish
presence as something distinct from the existence of these objects. This, in turn,
makes it difficult to conceive of presence as a target of inquiry, as something that

is itself there to be investigated.

However, once one posits a subject, and understands presence as a relation that
obtains between subjects and other objects, one can draw an important distinction
in thought between presence and existence. If presence is not simply the “being
there” of an object, but a relation that is made possible by a certain kind of entity,
then one can find a separate place for it among the things in one’s ontology. One
can think of it as a relation that obtains in the world. This way of drawing the
distinction between presence and existence, in order to understand presence as an
object, is made possible against the backdrop of the framework of objectivity.
There are, of course, other ways to put presence in the world, and we have seen
examples of this in the work of Johnston and Hare. These authors draw on
alternative conceptual frameworks in order to characterize presence. However,
these frameworks, while they also give us a way of thinking about presence as a
thing in the world, do not give us a way of thinking of presence as a potential target
of inquiry. One must assume the objective validity of the framework of objectivity
in order to conceive of presence as being a thing in a world in which a necessary

condition for inquiry is satisfied.

3. If the framework of objectivity is required to understand presence as a thing
in the world which might become a target of inquiry, then an account of
oneself is needed in order to develop an account of presence.

If it is right to say that the framework of objectivity is required to understand
presence as something that is there to be investigated, then this framework also
provides the guide for inquiring into the nature of presence. The thought here is
that, if one has to turn to a conceptual framework in order to understand the target
of inquiry as an object at all (again, I am using “object” in the broadest possible

sense), then advancing an account of this object will require inquiry into the other
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things represented in the framework insofar as they provide one’s only leads for

inquiry into the identity and nature of the object in question.

Once one turns to the framework of objectivity to find a proposed characterization
of presence, one sees that it is a relation where the subject is at least one of the
relata, and the subject plays a role in making the relation possible. It is a relation
that makes objects available to a subject such that objects are there in a variety of
ways for the subject. The concept of a subject thus plays an important role in
enabling us to understand presence as something in the world, and any further

investigation of presence requires information about the subject.

4. One’s starting point for the investigation of oneself, viz., presence, cannot
be made to play this role until one has an account of oneself.

Because an assumption about one’s existence is important for understanding
presence as a thing in the world at all, something needs to be said about what one
is as a thing in the world in order to begin to see what presence is. But this means
that one must have an account of oneself before one can develop an account of
presence, which, in turn, was intended to give one some insight into oneself. Thus,
one must have an account of what one is (as an object) before the presence of
something can provide one with a useful starting point for the investigation of

oneself.

This line of thought illustrates that a problem arises when one attempts to develop an
account of oneself. The problem is generated when the presence of something is itself
taken as a target of inquiry against the backdrop of the framework of objectivity. The
motivation, recall, for giving an account of presence arises when one undertakes an
investigation of the object that is oneself, the subject for whom these things are present.
However, an account of presence requires one to already have an account of oneself. This
is because an account of presence will inherit much of its content from an account of the
subject. There are two reasons for this. First, there is a conceptual interdependence of

presence and subject in the framework of objectivity. Second, there is the very membership
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of these concepts in this framework. They are part of the framework that helps us to

understand presence as a thing in the world at all.

One might look at the tight conceptual link between the notions of presence and
subjecthood and conclude that one simply needs to investigate both things simultaneously.
That is, one need not first have an account of oneself in order to develop an account of
presence (and vice versa). However, this is where it becomes relevant that the concepts
subject and presence are part of the framework of objectivity. These concepts have a
special status in virtue of being part of this framework. One might say, in a Kantian tone,
that they are not empirical, but a priori. They are not understood primarily in terms of
“picking out” certain objects that are present, but rather they inform our understanding of
what it is to encounter an object at all. This impacts our inquiry into the objects that are
thought to fill these transcendental roles insofar as our concepts of them are not informed
by this or that encounter with the world. As a result, the framework of objectivity becomes

important for understanding presence and the subject as objects at all.

While inquiry into other things also requires the objective validity of the framework of
objectivity, one need not have this framework in mind in order to think of them as things
in the world. To take a straightforward example, the objects of perceptual experience can
unproblematically be thought of as having a place in the world without the help of the
framework of objectivity. In more complex cases, it may be that various other conceptual
frameworks are required to think of certain entities (e.g., the referents of theoretical terms)
as being in the world. However, these conceptual frameworks are importantly different
from the framework of objectivity because, against the backdrop of the framework of
objectivity, they can be used to devise new ways of acquiring information about the things
in question. They have the potential to point us to things that are present in order to better
understand the target of inquiry. In contrast to this, the framework of objectivity cannot
function to point us to things that are present for the purposes of discovering something
about the target in question. This is because it frames our idea of what is involved in
encountering the world at all. If it guides us towards anything, it is merely the thereness of
things, which, as we have seen, accommodates a wide range of conceptual possibilities

regarding the subject and presence.
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So, although the framework of objectivity is needed to understand the subject and presence
as things in the world (in addition to its role in making sense of inquiry into them), it
provides limited resources for inquiry into these things. The nature of this framework is
such that its connection to that which is present does not yield a foothold for inquiry beyond
the fact that something is present.?* As a result, the conceptual interdependence of the
concepts subject and presence in this framework serves only to lead one in a circle when

one attempts to develop an account of oneself.

Moreover, the presence of something leaves open a wide range of conceptual possibilities
regarding oneself. It is even compatible with worlds in which there is no subject of
experience. These are worlds in which presence is not a relation between subjects and
objects; it might instead be a monadic property, a set of objective modes of presentation,
or even simply existence. This is why the subject-as-object problem is a problem for
determining whether or not one exists. It is also a problem for determining which thing one
is and what kind of thing one is, for similar reasons. Possibilities are left open in which I
am a brain in a vat, or an immaterial soul, or that part of this brain instead of this part of

this brain.

The subject-as-object problem has no bearing on any particular metaphysical view; rather,
it arises upstream from any attempt to say how things are with the subject and the world.
It opens a gap between the presence of something and accounts of the subject, which in
turn affects other kinds of inquiry insofar as assumptions about the subject often play an

important role in developing accounts of other things.>* This gap leaves room for two

23 One might try to supplement this framework with richer conceptual frameworks for thinking about the
subject, but these frameworks are themselves threatened by the subject-as-object problem, which arises
when one thinks of oneself primarily as a subject. This is not to deny that these richer frameworks might
play a crucial role in our inquiries into ourselves; rather, the point is that they are vulnerable to the subject-
as-object problem in a way that leaves room for questions about one’s identity as an object.

24 We can reference this gap to understand difficulties around giving an account of the “what it’s like” of
experience. For example, we can explain the seeming contingency of psychophysical identities by tracing it
back to subject-as-object problem, and thereby meet Kripke’s (1981) challenge to the identity theorist.
Very roughly, the idea is this: because it is always possible to call into question one’s own identity with a
particular object (or as a certain kind of object), it is also possible to question accounts that rely on
assumptions about oneself. It might be difficult to see how this pain, for example, could be the stimulation
of C-fibres, but then it is also difficult to see how / could be this brain. This example is not intended to
establish a parallel between phenomenal information and self-locating information (see Robert Stalnaker
[2008] for an example of this), but rather to suggest that certain difficulties about the former might be
grounded in difficulties related to the latter.
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particularly interesting categories of alternatives. In the first category are those worlds in
which one exists, but one turns out to be a different kind of thing from the sort of thing one
initially took oneself to be. These possibilities often feature in traditional Cartesian
sceptical hypotheses. In the second category are worlds in which one does not exist, but
things are present.?> This second category become significant for thinking through the
structure of a deeper kind of scepticism, one that calls into question one’s existence and

thus the objective validity of the framework of objectivity itself.?

4 The Feeling of Arbitrariness

From the foregoing line of thought, we can extract an explanation for the feeling of

arbitrariness that accompanies identity statements involving the first-person.

Suppose that you are in fact present to yourself. Perhaps you are a particular brain, and you
are in a position to study this brain. It will always be possible to doubt that you are that
brain because it will be unclear how such an object could be the subject that makes the
presence of that object possible. It is not that there is a contradiction in this state of affairs;
after all, it is conceivable that an object might simultaneously stand in the relations of being
present to and being identical with itself. Rather, the connection between the object that is
present, and the preconditions of its presence, will remain uncertain until an account of
presence can be given. Presence needs to be placed in the world, as it were, before we can
begin to see how it relates to other things. In this case, one is interested in discovering
whether the object that is present is currently present to itself. In order to put presence in
the world, however, in such a way that it might become a target of inquiry, one must have
some idea about one’s identity, and this is exactly what one was after in the first place.
Thus, the circularity that was previously noted is responsible for difficulties encountered
when identifying with an object in the world. This is the case whether one is perceptually
acquainted with oneself, as in the case described, or reading a description of the kind of

thing one is, or feeling oneself to be embodied in all the ordinary ways. In each of these

25 This feature of the problem can be used to defend a broadly Lichtenbergian challenge to Descartes’
cogito insofar as the transition from the presence of something to the judgements “I think” and “I exist” is
undermined by these possibilities (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of this topic).

26 Here 1 have in mind a kind of scepticism that I take to be closely related to James Conant’s (2012, 2020)
“Kantian Skepticism,” and I discuss these parallels in Chapter 3.
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cases, it will be possible to raise doubts about one’s identity as an object. The subject-as-
object problem can account for the feeling of arbitrariness insofar as it leaves open a wide

range of possibilities regarding one’s identity.

With this explanation of the feeling of arbitrariness, I have provided an alternative way of
thinking about the difficulty from the one Nagel outlines in his chapter “The Objective
Self.” For Nagel, the key is to recognize that ‘I’ can be thought of as referring to an
“objective self,” where the objective self is the subject of a centerless, objective conception
(Nagel 1986, 64). We can each think of ourselves in this way, as a subject who is working
to build up an objective conception of reality that includes facts about the various
perspectives on the world, including one’s own (Nagel 1986, 62). The sense of
arbitrariness comes from thinking of oneself in this way (as an objective self), when
considering the possibility that one is identical with a particular person who features in

one’s objective conception (Nagel 1986, 60-66).

For Nagel, the feeling of arbitrariness that accompanies identity statements involving the
first person is rooted in a sense of detachment that is possible for beings capable of forming

objective conceptions. He writes:

What happens when I consider the world objectively is that an aspect of my identity
comes into prominence which was previously concealed and which produces a
sense of detachment from the world. It then comes to seem amazing that I am in
fact attached to it at any particular point. (1986, 65)

This sense of detachment plays a crucial role in making one’s identity with a particular
person within one’s objective conception seem arbitrary. I can wonder how 7, the subject
who is forming this objective conception from a detached standpoint, could possibly be

identical with one of the objects represented in the conception.

No doubt there is something right about this explanation of the feeling of arbitrariness. It
is highly plausible that an exercise of one’s ability to take a step back, as it were, from
one’s particular situation in the world makes room for a certain psychological orientation
towards one’s identity as an object. My concern, however, is that this account does not get
at the distinctively philosophical problem that interferes with attempts to take oneself as

an object. This problem has its source, not in a feeling of detachment, but in the gap that
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exists between the presence of something and accounts of oneself. This gap is a
consequence of the relation between a precondition for inquiry (i.e., that something be

present) and the concept of a subject as it occurs in the framework of objectivity.

While Nagel focuses on the relationship between a subject and the construction of an
objective conception from a detached standpoint, I believe we need to focus on the more
basic relationship between a subject and presence in order to see the deeper philosophical
problem. When we give more thought to this relationship, we can see how our assumptions
about it both frame attempts to identify with an object and inform the very idea of an
objective conception. The subject-as-object problem calls these assumptions into question,
resulting in 1) a problem for identifying with an object, and 2) a challenge to the very

possibility of developing an objective conception.

5 Conclusion

I have outlined a problem for attempts to take oneself as an object. This formulation of the
problem locates the difficulty in the relationship between a precondition for inquiry (that
something be present) and a conception of the world that is required to make sense of
inquiry (the framework of objectivity). It is not that the subject is a special sort of object
resistant to investigation; one could even be in possession of a sophisticated account of an
object that is in fact oneself. Rather, the difficulty lies in seeing how any object could be
the subject of this perspective, due to the way subjecthood is understood within the
conceptual framework that enables us to understand ourselves as inquirers when presented

with the world.
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Chapter 2
Two Kinds of De Se Ignorance

In this chapter I argue that there is something special about identity statements involving
the first person. There is an important difference between the sentence “I am LD” and the
sentence “Hesperus is Phosphorus.” While each expresses an informative identity, the
subject’s potential ignorance of the first identity has a unique structure, one that cannot be
fully captured by the framework used to construct familiar Frege puzzle cases. This point
is particularly significant in the context of the recent debate about whether de se puzzle
cases are simply instances of Frege puzzle cases. I argue that classic de se puzzle cases can
be read as standard Frege cases, but that such a reading fails to recognize the full extent of
the ignorance that is possible for subjects in these cases. I account for this ignorance by

reference to the subject-as-object problem.

I should note at the outset that I am not arguing for the thesis that de se attitudes present a
distinctive challenge to accounts of propositional attitudes (see, e.g., Perry 1979; Lewis
1979; Ninan 2016; Shaw 2020; Torre and Weber 2022).2” Nor am I concerned with
defending the thesis of essential indexicality as it applies to action and action explanation
(see, e.g., Perry 1979; Spencer 2007; Bermtdez 2017; Lima 2018).%8 Instead, I am focused
on how ignorance about one’s own identity is importantly different from ignorance about
the identity of objects taken to be distinct from oneself, a difference which remains even

if one is in fact the object in question.

I begin by drawing an intuitive distinction in Section 1 between two kinds of de se
ignorance. The first kind occurs when one identifies with a particular person but fails to
realise that this person is identical with a person given in some other way. The second kind
of de se ignorance is characteristic of engagement with the subject-as-object problem; it is

ignorance about one’s identity, qua subject, as an object. I elucidate this distinction in

27 See Boer & Lycan (1980), Stalnaker (1981), Devitt (2013), Cappelen & Dever (2013), and Ofra Magidor
(2015) for arguments against the view that de se attitudes pose a unique challenge to an account of
propositional attitudes.

28 See Millikan (1990), Cappelen & Dever (2013), and Ofra Magidor (2015) for arguments against the
view that de se attitudes play an essential role in action and action explanation.
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Section 2 by distinguishing the sort of ignorance required for a Frege puzzle case from the
ignorance associated with the subject-as-object problem. In Section 3, I situate my position
on de se ignorance in relation to the existing debate around whether de se puzzle cases are

Frege cases.

1 An Intuitive Distinction Between Two Kinds of Ignorance

Consider Perry’s case of Lingens:

An amnesiac, Rudolph Lingens, is lost in the Stanford library. He reads a number
of things in the library, including a biography of himself, and a detailed account of
the library in which he is lost. He believes any Fregean thought you think might
help him. He still won’t know who he is, and where he is, no matter how much
knowledge he piles up, until that moment when he is ready to say,
This place is aisle five, floor six, of Main Library, Stanford.
I am Rudolf Lingens. (1977, 492)
A key element in this case is the idea of what [ will call an objective conception—beliefs
about the world the truth (or falsity) of which does not shift across different circumstances
based on who is entertaining them, or when or where they are being entertained. On a
standard reading of this case, Lingens is faced with the task of relating his present
circumstances as he perceives them to an objective conception that does not privilege his
perspective by representing these circumstances as 4is. He needs to link up the information
he would express with the help of indexicals with the information in the objective
conception. Lingens knows that he is this human being, in this library, but he needs to link

these circumstances to the characterizations given in the books he is reading. Only then

will he learn that /e is the famous amnesiac and that /e is in the Stanford library.

On this reading, Lingens is ignorant of some important features of his identity and
circumstances, but he accepts his identity as a certain human being, namely, the one
reading books in a library. We could imagine him saying to himself “I know that I am this
human being, here, reading books in this library, but am I the person who features in this
text?” Answering this question requires Lingens to learn that he is himself Lingens, and,
once he learns this, he can incorporate the information contained in the books into his
account of himself. The important point for our purposes is that Lingens thinks of himself

as a human being in the world; he is there as an object to be known from different angles,
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as it were. The challenge is to see how these different angles fit together. This is not the
subject-as-object problem that we saw in Chapter 1, but a puzzle about how to link up
different forms of information about oneself (qua object) to arrive at a fuller account of

oneself and one’s situation.

We can make this point sharper by distinguishing two ways that Lingens might try to
identify himself as an object. Suppose Lingens thinks that he might be Lingens based on
things he learns while reading a book about someone named “Lingens.” He wants to know
if the book is about him rather than someone with whom he has a lot in common. How will
he go about settling this question? Common sense tells us that he should ask someone who
might know who he is, perhaps the author of the book. Suppose Lingens contacts the author
and they set up a meeting. He asks her: “Am I Lingens?”” The author replies: “Yes, you are
Lingens.” From her perspective, Lingens is a person who features in her objective
conception of the world; he is an object that can be present in different ways and

reidentified in different circumstances.

Lingens can adopt an analogous approach to his identity. That is, he can think of himself
as an object among others that needs to be reidentified. Of course, he happens to be
intimately acquainted with this object via proprioception, for example, and it is plausible
that he has unique access to this object’s mental states, and unique control over this object’s
behaviour. These unique ways of knowing about and relating to the object that needs to be
reidentified, however, do not change the goal, which is to decide whether this object is the
same as the object about which a certain book was written. Just as the author must decide
whether the person in front of her is the person about whom she wrote a book, Lingens
must decide whether he, the person sitting across from the author, is the person about
whom the book was written. Suppose they name this person, the person having the meeting
with the author, “Mr. Amnesiac.” They can both be said to be wondering the same thing:
is Mr. Amnesiac Lingens? In this way of thinking about the case, there is nothing special
about being the person who is wondering about this identity claim. Lingens assumes that
he is the object whose identity is in question, but this does not change the nature of the

question.
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This first reading of the case raises a question about how Lingens and the author should
fill out their respective objective characterizations of the world. If together they decide that
Mr. Amnesiac is Lingens, then they can rule out characterizations of the world in which
these are distinct individuals. Although their ways of knowing about the object in question
differ, Lingens and the author each have a similar task before them: they each need to

determine whether they have each been standing in different relations to the same object.

A second question remains, however. Lingens can wonder about his identity qua subject
of experience. Here he is faced with a difficulty that was glossed over in the previous
reading of the case. It was assumed that the referent of “I” in Lingens’ utterance could be
determined by considering the context in which Lingens expresses his question to the
author, given the way indexicals function. However, if Lingens were to question his
identity qua subject of experience, it would not be as simple as taking the context of
utterance into account in order to determine the referent of “I.”” Moreover, it would be odd
if Lingens were to ask the author to help him with this question; her expertise on Lingens’
biography does not put her in a position to answer metaphysical questions about the nature

of the object that is the subject of Lingens’ perspective.

In distinguishing between these two questions in the Lingens case, the central issue
concerns whether he is attempting to 1) determine whether an object he takes to be himself
is identical with an object given in some other way, or 2) identify with an object. I think it
is reasonable to say that, in the classic case of Lingens, Lingens is concerned with the first
kind of question. Nevertheless, he could wonder about his identity qua subject as an object.
If he were to wonder about this, he would be engaging with a deeper problematic. It is for
this reason that I am arguing that first-person identity claims are special. A subject in a
case like this one is vulnerable to an additional dimension of ignorance once they think of
themselves, first and foremost, as the subject of the perspective from which the original

question about their identity arose.

2 Assuming and Questioning the Framework of Objectivity

We can shed light on the distinction between these two kinds of de se ignorance by

examining how each relates to the framework of objectivity. The framework of objectivity,
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recall, encodes a view of the world on which subjects play an important role in making it
the case that things show up in certain ways. If one is committed to the objective validity
of the framework of objectivity, then one thinks that that which is present is present to a
subject (or subjects), who can be said to have a perspective on what is present. Due to their
role in making things present, subjects can strive to disclose various aspects of what there
is, and one object might show up in different ways for the subject. The framework of
objectivity is in the background of Frege puzzle cases; to construct a Frege case, one must
first assume that the subject exists in the world in such a way that one and the same object

can become present to the subject in different ways.

The object that shows up in different ways can be the person whom the subject takes
themselves to be in ordinary circumstances. When one assumes that one is a certain person
and then wonders about whether this person is identical with a person known in a different
way (as Lingens does, on the most natural reading of that case), one assumes the
framework of objectivity and never calls it into question. This is because it is only against
the backdrop of the framework of objectivity that one can make sense of the possibility of
being presented with one object in two different ways. In this case, the object in question
happens to be oneself. This sort of case, I will argue, is an instance of a Frege puzzle case.
However, when one attempts to place oneself, gua subject, in the world as an object, one
is faced with the subject-as-object problem, a problem which ultimately calls the
framework of objectivity into question. For this reason, the subject-as-object problem
cannot be understood on the model of a Frege case, and there is a kind of de se ignorance

that cannot be characterized in Fregean terms.

2.1 The Subject-as-Object Problem and the Framework of Objectivity

The framework of objectivity is first assumed and then called into question by the subject-
as-object problem. This is an important feature of the problem, and it will be helpful to
have it in mind when distinguishing the kind of ignorance associated with this problem

from the sort of ignorance that generates a Frege puzzle case.

In Chapter 1, I argued that the assumption that there is a subject who can manipulate their

surroundings to make certain things present is built into the very idea of inquiry. Inquiry
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presupposes the existence of a subject who acts as the inquirer. I expanded on this idea by
exploring the framework of objectivity, a conceptual framework that informs our
understanding of what inquiry requires at a basic level. The concept subject is central to
the framework of objectivity and thinking about oneself as a subject has significant
consequences for inquiry into oneself as an object. Most importantly, it becomes necessary
to say something about presence, due to the way that subjecthood is understood within this
framework; the subject is understood as having a role to play in making the presence of
these things possible such that they are present to the subject. Thus, an account of presence
is important for investigation into the subject’s identity as an object; the subject is the
object that plays this role with respect to the presence of these things (the things that one

takes to be currently present to oneself).

Presence, however, is not itself given as one object among others to be investigated. To
understand presence as a target of inquiry, as something in the world to be investigated,
one needs to rely on a conception of it that places it in the world. Moreover, this conception
needs to be compatible with the framework of objectivity because this framework outlines
how the world needs to be to make inquiry (including inquiry into presence) possible.
Given the relationship between the concepts of presence and subject in the framework of
objectivity, assumptions about the subject become important for the development of an
account of presence. This leads to a circularity in one’s attempts to take oneself as an
object: assumptions about the subject must be made in order to give an account of presence,

which in turn provides the starting point for inquiry into the subject.

This circularity makes trouble for any attempt to develop an account of oneself. It also has
implications for one’s acceptance of the framework of objectivity. The presence of
something is logically prior to the kinds of commitments that would rule out possibilities
that do not reflect the framework of objectivity. The subject-as-object problem calls these
commitments into question, leaving one to wonder whether this world is such that that
which is present is present to a subject (or subjects). Recall the discussion in Chapter 1 of
possibilities in which things are present, but there is no subject to whom they are present.
These are worlds in which subjects do not play a role in making it the case that things show

up, and consequently they are worlds in which inquiry is not occurring. If these
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possibilities remain uneliminated, there is room to wonder about whether one was (and is)
inquiring at all. The subject-as-object problem thus affects not only the development of
any account of oneself, but also calls into question the very possibility of developing an

account. I discuss this feature of the problem in Chapters 3 and 4.

So, the framework of objectivity helps to generate the subject-as-object problem, which in
turn calls into question the objective validity of this very framework. One might be
tempted, in response to this problem, to find a way to abandon the framework of objectivity
altogether. However, if what I have said about the relationship between the framework and
inquiry is correct, then discarding this framework would require a radical shift in our
thinking about what is going on when we investigate the world. The framework of
objectivity reflects some of the most basic assumptions we make in thinking about the
world around us; it aligns with common sense assumptions we make every day in
navigating the world. It is not surprising, then, that the framework of objectivity is often

taken for granted in discussions about puzzles related to self-identification.

2.2 Frege Cases and the Framework of Objectivity

Frege puzzle cases are cases in which a subject is ignorant of the truth of an identity
statement involving expressions with differing cognitive significance. This sort of case can
only arise in a context in which a subject stands in different relations to an object. These
can be relations of acquaintance or relations mediated by, for example, descriptive senses.
The subject needs to be the sort of thing for whom things can be given in different ways;
that is, they need to be able to have different perspectives on things in the world. In other
words, the world needs to reflect the framework of objectivity. This makes room for
ignorance of identity, which in turn makes Frege cases possible. Furthermore, the subject
must assume that they exist, and that they are the sort of thing that can stand in different
relations to objects in the world before they can even pose a question about the identity of
an object given in different ways. In other words, the subject must assume the objective

validity of the framework of objectivity.

Already, then, we can see that the kind of ignorance experienced by the subject of a Frege

case bears a different relation to the framework of objectivity than does the ignorance made
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possible by the subject-as-object problem. In a Frege case, one’s ignorance concerns the
identity of an object which is assumed to exist in a world that reflects the framework of
objectivity. That is, the object is assumed to exist in a world in which one also exists, and
in which one can stand in different relations to the object in question. The framework of
objectivity is always presupposed and never called into question. As a result, one’s
ignorance concerning the identity of an object in a Frege case has a different shape from
the ignorance one suffers when one tries to determine one’s own identity, qua subject, as

an object.

The subject-as-object problem is a problem about how to understand the relationship
between the presence of these things and a particular object that helps to make their
presence possible. When one wonders about which object has this perspective, one is
asking a question about one’s identity in relation to presence. When presence provides the
foothold for inquiry into the identity of the subject, one ends up on the circular path
outlined in Chapter 1. For presence to provide this sort of foothold, one must make
assumptions about one’s identity that would allow for presence to become an object of
inquiry. In the absence of these assumptions, presence remains compatible with a wide
range of alternatives in which the subject’s identity varies greatly. Presence is even
conceptually compatible with the nonexistence of the subject, calling into question the
objective validity of the framework of objectivity. So, when one understands oneself in
relation to presence, one quickly leaves behind familiar ways of asking about the identity
of an object. The problem no longer concerns whether one is related to one object in two
different ways. Thinking of oneself as a subject does not provide one with a straightforward

way of relating to an object at all.

2.3 Bracketing the Subject-as-Object Problem

I will now outline two ways that one might bracket the subject-as-object problem when
thinking about one’s identity and show how one is still vulnerable, in these cases, to the

kind of ignorance that is characteristic of a Frege puzzle case.

The first, most straightforward way to bracket the subject-as-object problem is to simply

assume that one is a particular object. For example, if I think of myself as the person who
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utters “I” on a given occasion, then I am not confronted with a deep problem about my
identity as an object. Nagel (1986, chap. 4) makes a similar point when he argues that the
“semantic diagnosis” of a statement such as “I am TN” does not capture the distinctive
philosophical content of this statement.?’ On the semantic diagnosis, one need only
consider the context of utterance of such a statement to see that “I am TN is true if stated
by TN. Nagel thinks that “I” is often used to simply pick out the individual who utters the
token of the indexical, and that there is nothing mysterious going on in these cases.
However, he thinks that we can think of ourselves in a way that makes our identity with a
particular individual seem puzzling, given the sort of detachment we can achieve as

subjects of objective conceptions. I will return to this point later in this section.

When one thinks of oneself as a particular person, one ignores the subject-as-object
problem, but one is still vulnerable to the sort of ignorance characteristic of a Frege puzzle
case. For example, Lingens presumably does not doubt that he is a particular human being.
He might look down at his body and think to himself “well, I don’t know who I am, but
this is me!” In this case, Lingens is not concerned with the subject-as-object problem
because he is not questioning the relationship between his perspective and an object that
has this perspective. Instead, he is wondering about whether he, the person he takes himself
to be, is Lingens, the famous amnesiac. This is a question about the identity of an object

that is unproblematically given as an object.

Situations like this can arise in ordinary circumstances; one need not be an amnesiac to
suffer this sort of ignorance. One can easily fail to realize that one is identical with someone
given in a way that is distinct from the ways in which one is typically given to oneself. For
example, one might not recognize oneself in the reflection of an unfamiliar mirror, or in a
photograph that was taken without one’s knowledge. These cases illustrate how mundane
this sort of ignorance can be, especially when contrasted with cases in which the subject is
grappling with the question of how an object could be the subject of a perspective. When

one engages with the subject-as-object problem, the framework of objectivity that is

2 See Stalnaker (2003) for a response to Nagel’s position on the semantic diagnosis. Stalnaker argues that
the semantic diagnosis can accommodate Nagel’s concerns about the distinctive nature of first-person
identity claims.
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presupposed in normal circumstances is called into question, making it difficult to

understand how one could be an object at all.

A second way to bracket the subject-as-object problem, but one that brings us much closer
to it, is to think of oneself as the subject of an objective conception. This is what Nagel
(1986) does in his discussion of the “objective self.” When one thinks of oneself as an
objective self, or as the subject of an objective conception, one assumes that the world
conforms to the framework of objectivity. The world is a place wherein a subject can
develop an objective conception by adopting increasingly objective perspectives on that
which is present, by stepping back from their particular point of view. Nagel writes that
“[a] view or form of thought is more objective than another if it relies less on the specifics
of the individual’s makeup and position in the world, or on the character of the particular
type of creature he is” (1986, 5). Crucially, when one develops an objective conception, it
becomes difficult to see how one could be identical with an object given in the objective
conception, due to the kind of detachment involved in adopting an objective perspective
(see Chapter 1, Section 4 for a discussion of Nagel on this point). This is ultimately why

the statement “I am TN is philosophically significant for Nagel.

Nagel thinks that first-person identity claims such as “I am TN” should be distinguished

from other identity claims. He writes:

The thought “I am TN” presents a similar problem [to the problem of informative
identity statements], though the task is not to explain my dual relations of reference
to something outside myself, but rather my dual relation to the entire world. (1986,
65)
The key difference here has to do with the relations in which the subject stands. In the case
of an informative identity such as “Hesperus is Phosphorus,” the subject stands in two
different relations to an object that is distinct from the subject. In the case of “I am TN,”
the subject stands in two different relations to the “entire world.” Outlining these relations

is part of the task of explaining why the above identity statements are not trivial, and, in

each case, the explanation is importantly different, according to Nagel.

I do not think that this difference runs deep enough to go beyond the basic Fregean
problematic. Here is why: Nagel (1986, 64) thinks that the subject of an objective
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conception exists in the world, as one object among others. This object (a subject) bears
two different relations to the world as a whole: the subject is in the world, and the subject
represents the world. Furthermore, the subject can think of itself as standing in these two
different relations to the world: the subject thinks of itself as a particular object in the
world, and as the subject of an objective conception that represents the world.*° When the
subject thinks of itself as standing in these two different relations to the world, the subject
is thinking of a certain object (itself) in two different ways. The subject can then question
whether the individual picked out by “the subject of this objective conception” is identical
with the individual picked out by, for example, “Thomas Nagel.” On this reading, it looks
like the task of taking oneself, gua subject, as an object, is a matter of coming to see that
one is related to one and the same object (namely, oneself) in two different ways. While it
is true that the subject is not “outside of itself,” and Frege puzzles cases often concern
objects that are distinct from the subject, it is simply not clear why this should be a crucial

factor in distinguishing this case from other cases of informative identities.

Nagel’s use of the notion of an objective self in elucidating first-person identity claims
inevitably leads to a reading on which the subject is in a Frege case. This is because Nagel
never questions the framework of objectivity, or the idea that subjects play an important
role in making it the case that the world shows up in certain ways. An objective self, after
all, is just that part of a subject’s mind that engages in the development of an objective
conception, which makes the world show up in a certain way (Nagel 1986, 65, 66). The
subject is in the world and can be present to itself in different ways; the task is to see

whether it is just one object that is present in these different ways.

We can look to Nagel’s discussion of objectivity to clarify how he brackets the additional
dimension of ignorance that is possible when one engages with the subject-as-object
problem. For Nagel, there is an initial step that must be taken in the pursuit of objectivity:

one must first conceive of oneself as an object in the world before attempting to “escape

30 When one thinks of oneself as an objective self, one does not thereby imagine that one is not in the
world. Nagel (1986, 62n) distinguishes his notion of the objective self from Wittgenstein’s metaphysical
subject by noting that the objective self, with its objective representations, is in the world.
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from the specific contingencies of one’s creaturely point of view” (1986, 9). He
distinguishes this step from subsequent steps in the development of an objective account:
As things are, the objective self is only a part of the point of view of an ordinary
person, and its objectivity is developed to different degrees in different persons and
at different stages of life and civilization. [...]. The basic step which brings it to
life is not complicated and does not require advanced scientific theories: it is simply
the step of conceiving the world as a place that includes the person I am within it,
as just another of its contents—conceiving myself from outside, in other words. So
I can step away from the unconsidered perspective of the particular person I thought
I was. Next comes the step of conceiving from outside all the points of view and
experiences of that person and others of his species, and considering the world as
a place in which these phenomena are produced by interaction between these
beings and other things. That is the beginning of science. (1986, 63)
Nagel’s emphasis on the subject’s development of an objective conception presupposes
the basic step (thinking of oneself as an object in the world), a step that is called into
question by the subject-as-object problem. Once this step has been taken, questions about
one’s identity concern whether there is just one object given in different ways. If the basic
step is questioned, however, the problem transforms dramatically. It is no longer a Frege
case. The subject-as-object problem calls into question the identity of the subject in such
a way that it is not simply a matter of determining whether the various ways that one is
given to oneself all pick out the same object. It is not just a matter of locating oneself, qua
subject of an objective conception, in that conception; rather, it is a matter of taking

oneself, gua subject of experience, as an object, where the possibility is left open that one

1s not in the world.

We can turn to Lewis’ famous case of the two gods to explore the distinction at issue here.

Lewis’ case of the two gods goes as follows:

Consider the case of the two gods. They inhabit a certain possible world, and they
know exactly which world it is. Therefore they know every proposition that is true
at their world. Insofar as knowledge is a propositional attitude, they are omniscient.
Still I can imagine them to suffer ignorance: neither one knows which of the two
he is. They are not exactly alike. One lives on top of the tallest mountain and throws
down manna; the other lives on top of the coldest mountain and throws down
thunderbolts. Neither one knows whether he lives on the tallest mountain or on the
coldest mountain; nor whether he throws manna or thunderbolts. (1979, 520-521)
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Based on Lewis’ description of the case, each god knows that he is a god living on a
mountain, throwing either manna or thunderbolts. The gods are not grappling with the
question of how to think of themselves as objects in the world. Instead, each god is focused
on the following question: am / the god on the tallest mountain or the god on the coldest
mountain? In asking this question, each god assumes that he is a certain kind of object, and

he is wondering about which object he is.

However, the gods face a unique barrier in trying to answer this question. Unlike Lingens,
they cannot determine the referent of “I” in the ordinary ways. While Lingens can
confidently say, “I am this person,” despite his ignorance about whether he is Lingens, the
gods lack embodied perspectives that would enable them to say, “I am this god, standing
on this mountain; I just don’t know whether this is the tallest mountain or the coldest
mountain.” Lewis suggests that the gods “have an equally perfect view of every part of
their world, and hence cannot identify the perspectives from which they view it” (1979,
521). One way to understand this claim is to imagine that the two gods are fed information
about what the world is like from every possible perspective, including the perspectives of
other individuals. Because there is no one privileged perspective, the god on the tallest
mountain might have the kind of egocentric point of view on his activity of throwing
manna that an ordinary person would have on their activity of throwing manna, but this
viewpoint is combined with literally every other viewpoint in such a way that the god’s
representation of the manna would not help the god to conclude that #e was the one

throwing manna. 3!

Given this strange predicament, it is not a stretch to imagine that each god might think of
himself as an objective self. After all, each god has a complete objective conception of the

world that he inhabits. Moreover, each bears the sort of relation to the world that Nagel

31 Because the gods do not privilege any one perspective, it is hard to see how they might distinguish their
own thoughts from the thoughts of others. If one of the gods were to raise a question about his own
identity, this thought would not stand out as his own thought, and so it would not stand out as a thought
that is about Aim. This would help to explain why, for example, one of the gods could not simply resolve
his ignorance by asking a question about his identity at a certain time and noting that only one god asked a
question about his identity at that time. However, it also raises a question about whether the gods can have
thoughts that are about themselves in any meaningful way (see Stalnaker [2008, 56] for a further worry
about the coherence of this case as it relates to action). I will proceed as if we can make sense of the case
despite these difficulties; however, it is arguable that the whole setup is of dubious coherence.
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(1986, 62) thinks an objective self should strive for, insofar as they do not privilege any
one perspective on the world. Nagel presents us with the following scenario, which closely

resembles the situation of the two gods:

Suppose all the nerves feeding sensory data to my brain were cut but I were
somehow kept breathing and nourished and conscious. And suppose auditory and
visual experiences could be produced in me not by sound and light but by direct
stimulation of the nerves, so that I could be fed information in words and images
about what was going on in the world, what other people saw and heard, and so
forth. Then I would have a conception of the world without having any perspective
on it. (1986, 62-63) *2

This scenario is intended to illustrate how the objective self would ideally relate to the

world, and the parallels between this case and the case of the two gods supports the idea

that the gods might think of themselves as objective selves.

If each god were to think of himself as the subject of an objective conception (or as an
objective self) when referring to himself using “I,” then each god must figure out whether
the individual thought of as “this objective self” is the individual represented in his
objective conception as, for example, “the god on the tallest mountain.” Each god knows
that he has a place in the world, and he just needs to figure out whether he is thinking about
one individual in two different ways. On this reading of the case, it looks like their
ignorance is an instance of the kind of ignorance involved in a standard Frege case.®® If
this is right, then this case provides an example of how thinking of oneself as an objective

self can result in a Frege puzzle case.

It is not difficult, however, to imagine the two gods engaging with the subject-as-object
problem, for the same reasons that they might be led to think of themselves as objective
selves. If the gods lack embodied perspectives on the world, they presumably lack the

sense that there is one privileged individual whose situation in the world uniquely impacts

32 Nagel (1986, 62) thinks of the objective self as lacking a perspective insofar as the objective self is only
concerned with using informative gained in various ways to develop an objective conception; the ways in
which the information is gained are largely irrelevant (see Adrian Moore [2000] for a detailed discussion of
the possibility of representations that are detached from any point of view). I will continue to speak of the
subject of an objective conception as having a perspective insofar as something (e.g., an objective
conception) is present to them.

33 Ninan (2016, 96) and Cappelen and Dever (2013, 99) read this case as a Frege case.
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their experiences. Their equally perfect perspectives on every part of the world obscure the
fact that they are had by individuals with specific locations in the world. Unlike Lingens,
they are not naturally inclined to identify with a particular individual because there do not
appear to be any systematic connections between a certain body and the contents of their
experiences. This makes the question of their identity seem more challenging, and the gods
may struggle to see how a particular individual could have this perspective (as each might
put it). If they pursue this question, they may quickly find themselves engaging with the
subject-as-object problem. This problem undermines attempts to inquire into the nature
and identity of the object that is thought to play a crucial role in making these things present
(the things one takes to be present to oneself), in such a way that assumptions about one’s
nature and identity as an object, and even one’s existence, are called into question. For the
gods, this problem not only hinders their attempts to determine which individuals they are,
but it also has the potential to challenge their beliefs that they are gods who have a place
in the world. Questioning the circumstances under which these things are present thus
results in a problem for the gods that goes beyond determining whether the subject of an
objective conception is identical with the god on the tallest mountain or the god on the

coldest mountain.

The case of the two gods is helpful for showing how de se ignorance can transform so that
it is no longer properly characterized using the model of a Frege case. It can be a very short
step from one kind of de se ignorance to the other if the subject is already thinking of
themselves primarily as a kind of subject (in this case, the subject of an objective
conception). Lewis’ case is suited to the exploration of this shift because the two gods do
not take their identity with a particular individual for granted, making it more likely that
they will question their identity, qua subjects, as objects. However, because it is built into
the case that their ignorance is restricted to a question about which of two individuals they

are, the case is best characterized as a Frege case.

2.4 Summary

I have been arguing that ignorance about one’s identity can take different forms. If one
thinks of oneself as a particular human being, for example, one may suffer the kind of

ignorance characteristic of a Frege case, although one will have bracketed the subject-as-
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object problem. If one thinks of oneself as the subject of an objective conception, one
moves closer to engaging with the subject-as-object problem, but the structure of one’s
ignorance will remain Fregean so long as one assumes the framework of objectivity.
Finally, one’s de se ignorance transforms when one thinks of oneself as a subject and works
though the implications of this for inquiry into one’s identity as an object. It becomes clear
that one’s ignorance is no longer fully captured by a picture on which this ignorance
concerns the identity of an object given in different ways. Instead, one is faced with a
problem about how to understand oneself as an object in the world at all, and this problem

calls into question the framework of objectivity.

It is open to subjects in the classic de se puzzle cases to engage with the subject-as-object
problem. While it is less likely that a subject like Lingens will begin to question their
identity in this way, there are other cases in which the subjects are much closer to pursuing
this question, as in Lewis’ case of the two gods. A subject might start out by questioning
their identity in a way that involves questioning whether an object given in one way is
identical with an object given in another way, and then engage with the subject-as-object
problem at a later stage in their inquiry. This can happen if the subject is led to think of
themselves primarily as a subject. If they begin to pursue a question about their identity,
qua subject, as an object, their problem transforms, and they are no longer properly
described as being caught up in a Frege case. This kind of transformation is not possible
when one is questioning the identity of an object given as such. The subject-as-object
problem only arises in connection with questions about one’s own identity, and it cannot

be modelled using the resources gained from studying Frege cases.

3 De Se Puzzle Cases and Frege Puzzle Cases

There has recently been some debate about whether de se puzzle cases are instances of
Frege cases (see Cappelen and Dever 2013; Shaw 2020; Torre and Weber, 2022). If what
I have been saying is correct, then there is at least one respect in which de se cases are like
Frege cases: the subject’s ignorance in the classic de se cases is most naturally understood
as ignorance about the identity of an object given in different ways. One thing which makes

de se cases special, however, is that it is open to the subjects in these cases to question their
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identity in such a way that they are confronted with the subject-as-object problem. Because
this is an option, we can say that ignorance about one’s own identity takes different forms,

and it can extend beyond the sort of ignorance characteristic of a Frege case.

In saying this, I am in partial agreement with Cappelen and Dever (2013) that classic de se
cases have counterparts that are obviously Frege cases. For example, they put forward the
following scenario in response to the Lingens case:
We are trying to locate Superman. We are in the Stanford library, and read a
number of things in the library, including a biography of Clark Kent. We believe
any Fregean thought you think might help us. We still won’t know that Clark Kent
is Superman no matter how much knowledge we pile up, until that moment when
we are ready to say, “Superman is Clark Kent.” (2013, 63)
This analogy is intended to support the claim that the Lingens case just is a Frege case.>*
I think that the Superman case is indeed analogous to the Lingens case in some important
respects. In each case, the subject is related to an object in two different ways
simultaneously, and in each case the subject comes to see that there is only one object in
question. In the case of Lingens, the object happens to be the subject himself, but this does
not disrupt the underlying pattern we’re concerned with here.®> I disagree, however, with
Cappelen and Dever about what this means for the significance of the first person. Even
though the case of Lingens, and many other classic cases, are most naturally read as
instances of Frege cases, this reading overlooks an additional dimension of ignorance that
is possible for a subject who wonders about their identity as an object. I have argued that
a distinct difficulty arises when one attempts to take oneself, gua subject, as an object,

which makes de se ignorance unique.

I will now contrast my strategy for distinguishing de se ignorance with a strategy that
focuses on the role that objective information can and cannot play in resolving ignorance.

It is sometimes thought that de se ignorance is unique because the availability of objective

3% Ofra Magidor (2015, 255, 256) constructs a similar case, noting that Lingens could read a book
containing all the true propositions about Hesperus and yet remain ignorant about whether Phosphorus is a
planet.

35 Stalnaker (1981, 142) makes a similar point when he compares the case of Lingens with the case of
Ortcutt, and notes that there is no significant difference between the two cases; being the person whose
identity is in question does not change the nature of the puzzle.

47



information does not resolve this ignorance. For example, Stephan Torre and Clas Weber
(2022, 61-65) argue that the ignorance involved in a Frege case can be resolved by
objective information, whereas objective information is insufficient to resolve the
ignorance involved in a de se puzzle case. Objective information, here, is understood as
information in the form of absolute or unrelativized propositions that hold for all subjects
at a world (2022, 61, 62). I will argue that de se ignorance is not properly distinguished by

emphasizing the limits on what one can glean from purely objective accounts.

Torre and Weber argue that objective information about how properties are instantiated is
sufficient to resolve ignorance in Frege cases. This is because different ways of referring
to objects are understood to involve descriptive senses that specify identifying properties
of those objects (Torre and Weber 2022, 62). So, once one knows that the different
identifying properties one uses to pick out objects are in fact instantiated by just one object,
one has resolved one’s ignorance. Torre and Weber then go on to argue that one cannot
resolve de se ignorance in this way. Complete objective information about which objects
instantiate certain properties is not sufficient to draw conclusions about one’s own identity.
Ultimately, this is because one cannot come to know indexical claims on the basis of purely
objective information (Torre and Weber, 2022, 64). They consider two subjects, one of
whom has the property of being F while the other does not. The subjects are completely
ignorant prior to being given objective information about their world. How can the subject
who is F come to know that they are F, and the subject who is not F come to know that
they are not F on the basis of this objective information? Torre and Weber (2022, 64)
conclude that there is no way for the subjects to come to know these things about
themselves; this would involve their coming to believe different things based on one body
of information to which they both have access, and it is difficult to see how this might

occur.

One problem with this way of distinguishing de se puzzle cases from Frege cases is that
many classic de se puzzle cases involve subjects who have access to indexical as well as
objective information. Many subjects simply do not start from a place of complete
ignorance only to be given purely objective information. Moreover, the objective

information that they have available to them can help them to overcome their de se
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ignorance, given their situation in the world and their ability to acquire indexical
information. Lewis (1979, 520) illustrates this point when he notes that Lingens can resolve
his de se ignorance if he self-ascribes the property of having certain perceptual experiences
and combines this with the information he has about how one person (namely Lingens) has
the perceptual experiences he takes himself to have. So Lewis recognizes that
“[n]onpropositional plus propositional belief can give more nonpropositional belief”
(1979, 520). We can construct another example along these lines, this time referencing

Perry’s (1979) famous messy shopper case:

The Blunt Cashier: John Perry is unknowingly spilling sugar in the supermarket.
He knows that someone is making a mess and he is trying to find the messy shopper
by following the trail of sugar. Then, over the PA system, a cashier says “The man
in aisle five is making a mess. Would the man in aisle five please stop pushing his
cart.” Perry realizes that he is the only man in aisle five, and that he is the messy
shopper he has been trying to catch.

In this case, too, objective information is instrumental in resolving a subject’s de se

ignorance.

It is possible to construct these sorts of cases because the subjects think of themselves as
particular people (i.e., as objects with certain properties). In each case the subject has
already identified with an object when the puzzle arises. Lingens assumes that he is a
particular person in the library, and Perry assumes that he is a particular person pushing a
cart around the grocery store. Once the subject is provided with the objective information
that a unique property, which they take themselves to have (e.g., a certain perceptual
experience, a location), is instantiated by someone whom they know of in a way that is

distinct from the way that they think about themselves (e.g., “Lingens”, “the messy

shopper”), they are positioned to resolve their ignorance.

Those familiar with Perry’s (1979) discussion may be quick to point out that, in the Blunt
Cashier case, Perry might fail to realise that 4e is the man in aisle five. If he fails to realise
this important fact, then the objective information that the man in aisle five is making a
mess will not help him to realise that e is the messy shopper. Perry gives many examples
of this kind of ignorance: he could fail to know that /e is “the only bearded philosopher in
a Safeway store west of the Mississippi” (1979, 8), or “the shopper with the torn sack”
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(1979, 12), or “the man in the mirror” (1979, 12). One might be tempted to conclude that

this room for ignorance about one’s own properties is what distinguishes de se ignorance.

It can seem as though there is a philosophically interesting and distinctive kind of
ignorance here, but this ignorance is both easily remedied and ubiquitous. This is because,
in the classic de se puzzle cases at issue here, the subjects have already identified with
objects in the world, and they are positioned to learn about themselves in much the same
way that they learn about other objects. For example, Perry may not know that he is the
man in aisle five, but all he needs to do is look up at the number displayed at the end of his
aisle. Similarly straightforward empirical discoveries would enable him to conclude that
he has the other properties listed above, as well: being the man in the mirror, being the
shopper with the torn sack, and being the only bearded philosopher in a Safeway store
west of the Mississippi (although it would presumably take more time and resources to
establish that he has this last property). This sort of ignorance about one’s properties is not
philosophically deep or mysterious and should not be made to bear the weight of the claim

that de se ignorance is distinctive in a philosophically interesting way.

Not only is this kind of ignorance easily remedied, but it is ubiquitous; we often fail to
realise that the objects around us have certain properties. Sometimes this hinders our ability
to come to know informative identities involving objects distinct from ourselves. Consider
the following case:
The Oldest Tree: An avid hiker comes across the oldest tree on record. She knows
that the oldest tree is roughly 5400 years old. She may know this fact, and many
others, but fail to realise that that tree, as she might put it, instantiates any of the
identifying properties she associates with the oldest tree. As a result, she remains
ignorant that that tree is the oldest tree on record.
In this case, the subject is unaware that the tree before her instantiates properties that would
enable her to infer from a body of objective information that the tree before her is the oldest
tree on record. However, it may be that there are ways of remedying this ignorance, just as
Perry had ways of remedying his ignorance. Perhaps there is a plaque near the tree that
states its age, or perhaps our hiker decides to become an expert in dendrochronology. The
point is that the tree, like Perry, is an object in the world that can become a target of inquiry.

It is open to the subjects in these cases to learn about the properties of the objects in
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question, and this makes room for the possibility that objective information might then

help them to come to know the relevant informative identities.

There is no deep asymmetry between the subject’s potential to resolve their de se ignorance
in this way (i.e., in a way that involves the accumulation of indexical and objective
information), and their potential to resolve ignorance about the identities of objects distinct
from themselves. If the subject thinks of themselves as a particular person in the world,
then they can come to learn that they have certain properties, just as they can learn about
the properties of other objects. This information can then be paired with purely objective

information in ways that help the subject to overcome their de se ignorance.

Let us suppose, however, that we can make sense of the idea of a subject who is wholly
ignorant de se but knows objective truths. Will this sort of case help us to distinguish de
se puzzle cases from Frege cases? I do not think it will. At most, it helps to sharpen the

distinction between two kinds of Frege cases.

Torre and Weber (2022, 65, 66) distinguish between “Indexical Fregeanism” and
“Standard Fregeanism.” Indexical Fregeanism, unlike standard Fregeanism, allows for
senses that “encode egocentric relations” in addition to senses that “encode purely
qualitative, identifying properties.” For example, when I fail to realize that that man, as I
might put it, is the man about whom 7 have been hearing all evening, my knowledge of the
man is mediated by senses encoding egocentric relations and I am ignorant of the fact that
these senses determine the same referent. There is seemingly endless potential for this sort
of ignorance to arise in our everyday lives. Torre and Weber (2022, 65-66) note that
indexical Fregeanism has important advantages over standard Fregeanism; for example, it
can accommodate the fact that we often do not pick out objects using purely qualitative

identifying properties.

Let us return to the example of the two subjects who are unable to derive truths about their
own properties from a body of purely objective information. Torre and Weber use this case
to illustrate how de se puzzle cases are distinct from Frege cases. However, this case
appears to be an instance of a Frege puzzle case, assuming indexical Fregeanism. While

the subjects in this case are artificially isolated from indexical information about their
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circumstances, they can presumably think of themselves in first-person ways (e.g., as the
subject of these thoughts). In fact, they must be able to think of themselves in first-person
ways if their aim is to come to learn a content expressed by “I am F.” They must have
some capacity to employ the first person if they are to attempt the derivation of this
information from purely objective information, whether the derivation is possible or not.
But this just looks like a case in which a subject is presented to themselves in a way that
could only be expressed using indexicals, and their ignorance concerns the identity of the
object given in this first-person way with an object represented in a purely objective way.

This is an indexical Frege case.

We can make this point more concrete by returning to Lewis’ example of the two gods.
This example has some key features in common with Torre and Weber’s example of the
two subjects who differ with respect to property F. In this case, too, there are two subjects,
only one of whom has a certain property (e.g., the property of throwing manna).
Furthermore, each of the gods has access to the same body of purely objective information.
The difference between this case and the case described by Torre and Weber is that each
god knows a limited number of things about himself (e.g., each knows that he is a god who
throws things from a mountaintop), but this difference need not concern us here. When I
discussed the case of the two gods above, I noted that it occupied a kind of middle ground
between cases in which the subject is quick to identify as an object and cases in which the
subject thinks of themselves primarily as a subject. On one hand, each of the two gods
lacks an embodied perspective which would naturally lead them to identify with a
particular being; however, on the other hand, this does not stop the gods from having the
belief that they exist in the world as objects. Each one knows that he has a set of objective
properties. I concluded above that this case falls short of illustrating the distinctive kind of
ignorance that can arise when one thinks of oneself as a subject. It is better understood as
a kind of Frege case in which each of the two gods thinks of himself as “the subject of this
objective conception” and, for example, as “the god on the tallest mountain.” These are
two ways of thinking about a single object, and it is possible for the god in question to fail
to realize that these are two ways of picking out one object. As a result, the god remains

ignorant of the identity he would express by saying “/ am the god on the tallest mountain.”
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I think that Torre and Weber’s case is analogous; each subject can think of themselves as

“the subject of this objective conception” and, for example, as “the one who is F.”

If Torre and Weber’s case is best understood as a Frege case (assuming Indexical
Fregeanism), then this suggests that the real issue here concerns a distinction between two
kinds of Frege cases. Objective information is helpful in a standard Frege case but may not
be helpful in an indexical Frege case. Torre and Weber (2022, 66) acknowledge this, noting
that purely objective information cannot always resolve the subject’s ignorance in
indexical Frege cases. What does this mean, though, for their attempt to distinguish de se
puzzle cases from Frege puzzle cases? Recall that objective information was supposed to
be sufficient for the resolution of Frege puzzle cases and insufficient for the resolution of
de se puzzle cases. This way of drawing the distinction between de se puzzle cases breaks
down once one considers indexical Frege cases. Once indexical Fregeanism is considered,
not only is objective information insufficient to resolve certain Frege puzzle cases, but it
also looks as though de se puzzle cases can be understood as instances of Frege puzzle

cases.>®

This should not come as a surprise given the way the subjects in many de se puzzle cases
think of themselves as objects among other objects. Once one has taken this “basic step,”
to use Nagel’s terminology, and has conceived of oneself as having a place in the world,
there is no significant difference in how objective information can (and cannot) be used to
overcome the subject’s ignorance of their own identity and their ignorance of other
identities. It is only once the subject thinks of themselves primarily as a subject that the
shape of their ignorance begins to change. Once one begins to engage with the subject-as-

object problem, the challenge concerns how to think of oneself as an object at all.

36 Torre and Weber do not provide any arguments against reading their case as an indexical Frege case. In
response to the possibility of indexical Frege cases they write: “On this view [indexical Fregeanism] the de
se is already deeply involved in typical Frege puzzle cases. Obviously, this does not support the claim that
de se attitudes do not raise a theoretical challenge and that the de se puzzle can, therefore, be subsumed
under Frege’s puzzle” (2022, 66). The idea here is that indexical Frege cases do not support the claim that
there is nothing distinctive about de se attitudes (or that the de se puzzle just is Frege’s puzzle). One can
accept this point and maintain that individual de se puzzle cases just are indexical Frege cases; one simply
needs to be open to the idea that a given Frege puzzle case can be used to raise additional theoretical
challenges, not captured by Frege’s puzzle. I am operating under the assumption that this is a coherent
possibility.
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The subject who grapples with the subject-as-object problem can be situated in the world
in all the normal ways and have all the indexical information that comes from being
situated in these ways, but this will not help them to solve the problem. Information,
whether it is expressed in objective or indexical terms, will not close the gap opened by
the subject-as-object problem. Either this information will concern the publicly identifiable
object one takes oneself to be in normal circumstances, in which case it does not address
the question at issue (in much the same way that the semantic diagnosis did not answer
Nagel’s question), or the information will be about one’s identity qua subject as an object,
but it will be vulnerable to the distinctive sort of questioning that characterizes the subject-
as-object problem. If one is told, for example, that the subject of one’s first-person
perspective is a certain brain, there is room to question this identity insofar as the subject-
as-object problem interferes with one’s attempts to see how this could be so (see Chapter
1, Section 4). There is simply no perspective one could adopt that would allow one to
overcome the problem of identifying an object as being responsible for this perspective.
One could, of course, choose to accept the information about one’s identity qua subject as
an object, but this would be to ignore (perhaps with good reason) the gap opened by the
subject-as-object problem, rather than to close it. In one’s more sceptical moments, under
the influence of the subject-as-object problem, one might come to view the information as
just another content that is present, with no special authority on the matter of how anything

becomes present.

The distinction between indexical information and objective information is orthogonal to
the way the subject-as-object problem distinguishes a dimension of de se ignorance from
the ignorance associated with Frege puzzle cases. When a subject engages with the subject-
as-object problem, it becomes clear that information cannot provide a way out of the
problem, although it may provide one with good reasons to ignore it altogether.
Information can, however, help a subject to overcome their ignorance in a Frege puzzle
case. Here the distinction between indexical and objective information becomes significant
as the subject may need to gain specifically indexical information, depending on the nature
of the modes of presentation under which they are thinking about the object in question.

In this way, the distinction between objective and indexical information plays a role in
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distinguishing between two kinds of Frege puzzle cases; namely, those which involve

purely descriptive senses, and those which involve senses that encode egocentric relations.

To summarize, objective information is helpful for distinguishing between two kinds of
Frege cases. When one’s de se ignorance takes the form of a Frege puzzle case, the notion
of objective information may be helpful for distinguishing one’s ignorance from the kind
of ignorance characteristic of Frege puzzle cases that do not involve senses which encode
indexical information. However, it is not sufficient to distinguish it from the ignorance
present in Frege cases in which one is ignorant of the identity of an object that is distinct
from oneself, where the object is given in an egocentric way. A more promising way of
distinguishing de se cases from Frege cases more generally, then, is to emphasize that it is
open to subjects to engage with the subject-as-object problem when their own identity is
in question. When one’s de se ignorance is shaped by the subject-as-object problem, it

cannot be captured in Fregean terms.

4 Conclusion

Ignorance about one’s own identity can take different forms. In the classic de se puzzle
cases, the subject’s ignorance is best understood on the model of a Frege puzzle case. This
is because the subjects in these cases think of themselves as objects in the world that are
there to be known in different ways, and their ignorance concerns whether they are picking
out just one object, namely themselves, in two different ways. This sort of case presupposes
the framework of objectivity. The subject needs to be in the world in such a way that
objects can be present to them in a variety of ways. Moreover, to conceptualize their
predicament, the subject must assume that the framework of objectivity reflects their
circumstances. The framework of objectivity is presupposed in their attempts to resolve

their ignorance and is never called into question.

However, it is open to the subjects in these cases to question their identity in a way that
calls this framework into question. When one wonders about one’s identity gua subject as
an object, one is confronted with the subject-as-object problem, which ultimately opens a
gap that makes room for the conceptual possibility that this world might not conform to

the framework of objectivity. That is, it might not be a world in which subjects play a role
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in making it the case that certain things are present. When one engages with the subject-
as-object problem, it is no longer a matter of determining whether one is present to oneself
in different ways. The problem arises upstream from this question, affecting one’s attempts

to understand oneself as an object in the world at all.

The subject-as-object problem only arises in connection with the de se; there is no
analogous problem that gets in the way of understanding things distinct from oneself as
objects in the world. For this reason, de se ignorance is distinctive. Even if a case of de se
ignorance initially takes the form of a Frege puzzle case, it can transform in ways that
cannot be captured by the Fregean framework. I argued that this way of distinguishing de
se ignorance is more promising than a strategy which emphasizes the insufficiency of
purely objective information for resolving de se ignorance. The notion of objective
information is useful for distinguishing two kinds of Frege cases, but it fails to capture the

additional dimension of ignorance that is possible when one’s own identity is in question.
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Chapter 3
The Structure and Scope of Radical Doubt

The subject-as-object problem affects not only inquiry into the subject, but inquiry in
general. The subject-as-object problem is tied to the possibility of doubt in a way that
broadens its scope to include 1) concerns about giving true accounts of the external world,
and 2) concerns about the very possibility of inquiry. In this chapter, I show how the
subject-as-object problem necessarily makes room for these two kinds of concerns, and I
elucidate the distinction between them by outlining two categories of sceptical hypotheses:
“traditional” and “radical.” I argue that the subject-as-object problem makes trouble for

attempts to eliminate sceptical hypotheses in each of these categories.

I begin in Section 1 with a brief overview of the subject-as-object problem and its
connection with sceptical doubt before discussing traditional and radical sceptical
hypotheses in Sections 2 and 3, respectively. Here I discuss what makes these two kinds
of sceptical hypotheses difficult to eliminate, and the different kinds of doubt that are
thereby introduced into inquiry. I do not address the question of whether knowledge, as it
is understood in much recent epistemology, requires the neutralization of these doubts. The
focus, rather, is on doubt, and to show how two kinds of doubt can be traced back to the

subject-as-object problem.

Relating sceptical doubts to the gap generated by the subject-as-object problem has some
important advantages. First, it allows us to provide a unified diagnosis of different forms
of sceptical worry. Second, it allows us to make connections between sceptical doubt and
philosophical problems not often discussed in connection with scepticism. We can see how
problems about self-location, for example, play a key role in generating traditional
sceptical hypotheses. Finally, it serves to displace topics that are often thought to be central
to sceptical worries, including subjective indistinguishability and the appearance-reality

distinction. These topics will be addressed in Sections 2.1 and 2.2 respectively.
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1 The Subject-as-Object Problem and Scepticism

The subject-as-object problem opens a gap between one’s first-personal experience of the
presence of things and third-person accounts of oneself as an object. This gap, and its
implications for scepticism, are the focus of this section. I will show how the gap which
threatens inquiry into the subject threatens inquiry more broadly, and how the difficulties
around taking oneself as an object quickly lead to further difficulties for developing
accounts of other objects. I begin by reviewing the key moments in the structure of the

subject-as-object problem and show how they bear on inquiry more generally.

Recall that the notion of a subject occupies a central place in the framework of objectivity.
The framework of objectivity, in turn, frames the notion of inquiry. At a minimum, inquiry
requires a subject to act as an inquirer, striving to disclose various aspects of what there is.
Often, assumptions about oneself play an important role in this process. For example, many
kinds of inquiry are guided by assumptions about one’s relationship to the thing in
question; these assumptions can inform one’s idea of what the phenomenon is, and how to
go about studying it. Here are two examples:
Work of Art: Suppose I am interested in studying a particular work of art. I might
need to have some idea of how to physically position myself to become
perceptually acquainted with it in an optimal way. My interpretation of the artist’s
intentions might draw on rich conceptual frameworks for understanding myself as

embodied in a certain way, or as having a certain cultural identity. I may even come
to conclude that my own response to the work is partly constitutive of the work.

Policy Development: Suppose I am tasked with developing policy around how
medical records are accessed. I might need to consult with different groups in the
community to better understand the concerns that need to be addressed. I will need
to locate myself physically to effectively arrange meetings. In conversation, I will
need to be aware of how aspects of my own identity (e.g., biological, socio-
economic, etc.) may impact my understanding of the issues at stake. I may also
need to think about how my presence and approach might encourage or discourage
productive dialogue.

Regardless of how many (or how few) assumptions about oneself are required in a
particular case, and regardless of how many of them are articulated, inquiry requires a
subject, and this subject needs to be constituted and positioned in certain ways for inquiry

to be possible. The subject’s “position” should be understood in the broadest possible
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terms, to include not only the subject’s position in space and time, but also the subject’s
position epistemically, socially, culturally, economically, etc. Any factor that affects how
the phenomenon in question shows up for the subject, or which impacts the subject’s ability

to inquire into the phenomenon, is relevant to the subject’s position.

The subject-as-object problem makes it possible to doubt that conditions concerning the
subject are fulfilled in any given instance of inquiry. Recall that the subject-as-object
problem is a problem for 1) determining which object one is, 2) determining what kind of
object one is, and 3) determining whether one exists. The problem is generated when one
attempts to take oneself as an object against the backdrop of the framework of objectivity.
While this framework is needed to make sense of endeavours to discover something about
one’s identity as an object in the world, it also provides limited resources for this kind of
inquiry. This is because the framework of objectivity frames our understanding of what it
is to be presented with the world but is silent on the nature of the structures that make this
possible. So, although the concept of a subject is central to this framework, this framework
is silent on the question of how the entity that plays this role might itself show up as an
object. Instead, it highlights only the fact that something is present, pointing one in the

direction of the presence of those things which one takes to be present to oneself.

The trouble is that the mere presence of something leaves many possibilities concerning
the subject on the table. It is compatible with worlds in which one is a different thing, or
different kind of thing, from the object one took oneself to be. It is even compatible with
worlds in which one does not exist. Moreover, to begin to develop an account of presence,
further assumptions and conditions concerning the subject must be made and fulfilled,
respectively. The existence of a subject is a condition on an account of presence insofar as
developing any account of how things are requires a subject to act as an inquirer. An
account of presence also requires one to make certain assumptions about one’s identity as
an object because the notion of presence is closely tied to the notion of a subject in a such
a way that an account of presence hinges on an account of the subject. As a result, an
account of presence requires an account of the subject, but this is what we were after in the

first place. This is the subject-as-object problem.
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This problem makes it possible to question assumptions about oneself because it
necessarily leaves open many possibilities concerning oneself, and this in turn has
implications for inquiry that is not primarily directed at oneself. As we saw above,
conditions and assumptions concerning oneself are important for inquiry, regardless of the
target. At a minimum, one must exist, and one often needs to be positioned in certain ways.
Furthermore, one often needs to make certain assumptions about one’s relationship to the
target in question. If it is possible to question whether these conditions are fulfilled and
whether these assumptions are true, it becomes possible to question the accounts that rest
on them. In this way, the subject-as-object problem opens a gap between the presence of
something and any characterization of how things stand with the world. It undermines
assumptions about oneself that act as a bridge between a precondition for inquiry - that
something be present - and later stages of inquiry, which are only intelligible as such

against the backdrop of these assumptions about the subject.

There are two levels at which the subject-as-object problem has the potential to introduce
doubt into inquiry. At one level, it challenges assumptions about one’s identity as a
particular object and/or kind of object. It necessarily leaves open possibilities in which one
has false assumptions about oneself that result in false beliefs about the world. For
example, the subject-as-object problem leaves it open that one is a brain in a vat with the
false assumption that one is a human being. If one turns out to be a brain in a vat who
makes this assumption, one’s characterization of one’s environment is likely to be false,
given that it will be predicated on the false assumption that one is embodied. To take a less
dramatic example, the subject-as-object problem leaves it open that one has a different
perceptual system from the one which one takes oneself to have. One might in fact be
colour blind, and this might lead one to hold the false belief that one is looking at, for
example, a monochromatic painting. In each of these possibilities, one has false beliefs
about oneself that affect one’s characterizations of things that are distinct from oneself.
The subject-as-object problem necessarily leaves these possibilities open, resulting in a

spectrum of cases in which one is in a better or worse epistemic position.

At another level, the subject-as-object problem can challenge the assumption that one

exists. The structure of the subject-as-object problem necessarily leaves open the
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possibility that that which is present is not present to a subject. As we have seen, there is
no inquiry going on in possible worlds in which that which is present is not present to a
subject, and this makes room for a more radical sceptical challenge. This challenge makes
it possible to question one’s own existence while also calling into question the very
possibility of inquiry. This is a particularly difficult form of sceptical challenge insofar as
questions concerning one’s existence, and the possibility of inquiry, cannot be pursued
intelligibly. One might think that this shows the sceptical challenge to be incoherent. I will
argue in Section 3, however, that the challenge is not incoherent if formulated properly.
For now, the main thing to note is that the subject-as-object problem leaves uneliminated
possible worlds in which one does not exist, and this feature of the problem generates a

distinctive sceptical challenge to the very possibility of inquiry.

Looking ahead, our focus will be on how the subject-as-object problem leaves room for
two categories of possible worlds. In the first category are worlds described by traditional
Cartesian sceptical hypotheses. In these worlds, one exists, but one has false beliefs about
one’s current state and identity, which result in false beliefs about the external world.
Worlds in the second category are worlds in which one doesn’t exist, but things are present.
Possible worlds in this second category become significant for thinking through the
structure of a deeper kind of scepticism, closely related to what James Conant terms
“Kantian scepticism.” This kind of scepticism threatens the very possibility of inquiry. In
what follows, I show how we can understand two different kinds of sceptical hypotheses
in terms of the different levels at which the subject-as-object problem makes trouble for

attempts to take oneself as an object.

2 Traditional Sceptical Hypotheses

Let us begin by considering the possibilities described by traditional sceptical hypotheses.
In these worlds, there is a subject of experience, but the subject is not in a good position to
form true beliefs based on what is present to them. This might be because the subject is in
a different state from the state that they took themselves to be in, as in Descartes’ famous
dreaming hypothesis. Or it might be because the subject turns out to be something quite

different from an ordinary human being who moves around and perceives the world in all
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the ways that they took themselves to move about and perceive the world. Perhaps they
are being deceived by an evil demon,®’ or perhaps they are a brain in a vat being stimulated

to have certain experiences.

The framework of objectivity is taken for granted in formulating these sceptical
hypotheses. The sceptic who puts forward a traditional sceptical hypothesis assumes that
the subject exists and has a perspective on the world. Furthermore, the identity of the
subject plays a crucial role in accounts of the relations that hold between the subject and
the other objects in the world. These relations are stipulated to be responsible for giving
rise to experiences had by the subject. Moreover, these relations are thought to be such that
knowledge, at least knowledge of a certain class of propositions, is not possible for the

subject standing in these relations.

Not only is the framework of objectivity presupposed in constructing these sceptical
hypotheses, but the role of the subject within this framework makes it difficult to eliminate
them. We can explain this difficulty by reference to the subject-as-object problem,
specifically as it occurs at the level of determining which object one is, and what kind of

thing one is. The following line of thought illustrates this:

Assumption 1: The subject is an important part of the circumstances that make
certain experiences possible.

Assumption 2: An account of the circumstances that are responsible for making it
the case that one has certain experiences will include information about oneself.

P1: If it is always possible to wonder about one’s identity as a particular object/kind
of object, then it is possible to wonder about any account of the circumstances
responsible for one’s experiences.

P2: It is always possible to wonder about one’s identity as a particular object/kind
of object.

37 Conant (2019, 664-670) argues that the evil demon hypothesis is importantly different from the
dreaming hypothesis and is not properly characterized as a traditional Cartesian sceptical hypothesis at all.
This is because the evil demon hypothesis calls into question the very cognitive capacities that one must
exercise in engaging with the sceptical scenario. For this reason, Conant classifies the evil demon
hypothesis as an example of a Kantian sceptical worry (see Section 3 for further discussion of Conant’s
Kantian scepticism). I think that Conant is right to point out that the evil demon hypothesis is more radical
than the dreaming hypothesis. However, for our purposes, the evil demon hypothesis counts as a traditional
sceptical hypothesis because it assumes the existence of the subject and does not call it into question.
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C1: For any set of circumstances, C, it is possible to wonder whether C is
responsible for one’s experiences.

P3: If, for any set of circumstances, C, it is possible to wonder whether C is
responsible for one’s experiences, then it is always possible to wonder whether the
circumstances described by sceptical hypotheses are responsible for one’s
experiences.

C2: It is always possible to wonder whether the circumstances described by

sceptical hypotheses are responsible for one’s experiences.
The subject-as-object problem provides us with a partial explanation for how sceptical
hypotheses can play the role that they do in introducing doubt into inquiry. For a sceptical
hypothesis to be compelling, one needs to be able to conceive of it as a way the actual
world might turn out to be. It is important that it remain a candidate for the actual world,
from one’s perspective, even if the state of affairs so described could not, in fact, be
responsible for one’s current experiential state. This is where the subject-as-object problem
becomes relevant. The subject-as-object problem makes it possible to wonder, of any set
of circumstances, whether it is responsible for one’s current experience. This is because
the subject-as-object problem is a problem for identifying with an object, where this object
is an important part of the circumstances responsible for a certain experience. As a result,
the subject-as-object problem leaves it open that a sceptical hypothesis might accurately

characterize the circumstances of one’s current experience.

This approach to diagnosing the force of sceptical hypotheses focuses on the subject’s
identity and circumstances. Sceptical hypotheses exploit the room for doubt about one’s
identity and circumstances that is left by the subject-as-object problem. This room for
doubt about one’s identity and circumstances makes it easy to construct alternative
explanations for one’s experience in the form of sceptical hypotheses.’® Moreover, these
hypotheses are difficult to eliminate precisely because this room for doubt has the potential
to undermine one’s common-sense beliefs about one’s identity and place in the world as

an object.

38 See Reynolds (2013) for a discussion of the significance of the fact that sceptical hypotheses are
presented as alternative explanations for one’s sensory experiences. My discussion helps to explain why
sceptical hypotheses are easily formulated as explanations for one’s experience, and why they are difficult
to eliminate.

63



2.1 Subjective Indistinguishability

One might have thought that it is difficult to eliminate sceptical hypotheses because they
are scenarios in which the subject is stipulated to be having experiences that are
indistinguishable from the experiences one is currently having.*® From the subject’s
perspective, there is no part of their experience that “tips them off” to the fact that they are
in a situation where their beliefs about the world are bound to be false. If the subject in the
sceptical scenario is having experiences indistinguishable from those that one is currently
having, how can one rule out the possibility that one is, oneself, in a bad epistemic

situation?

James Beebe (2010) has argued that sceptical hypotheses must be subjectively
indistinguishable from the actual world to present a significant sceptical challenge. For a
possibility to be subjectively indistinguishable from the actual world, it needs to be a world
in which the experiences and memories of the subject “match” their experiences and
memories in the actual world (Beebe 2010, 466).*° He stipulates that a possible world is
“experientially possible” if it is subjectively indistinguishable from the actual world
(Beebe 2010, 466). This notion of experiential possibility serves to capture the sense in
which sceptical hypotheses are open possibilities for the subject. Beebe thinks that
sceptical hypotheses must fulfill the “possibility requirement,” a requirement which states
that “it must be possible for sceptical hypotheses to be true and for targets of sceptical
attack to be false” (2010, 461), and he argues that this requirement should be understood
in terms of experiential possibility. For Beebe, sceptical hypotheses must be subjectively

indistinguishable from the actual world.

I do not think that subjective indistinguishability is a key factor in generating a sceptical

hypothesis, and I will argue that it is even possible to put forward sceptical hypotheses in

39 The notion of indistinguishability is central to Conant’s discussion of the structure of Cartesian
scepticism; it features prominently in each of his examples of worries that exhibit this structure (2012, 4, 8-
14; 2019, 652-654, 661). See also Stroud (1984, chap. 1).

40 Beebe (2010, 465, 466) takes Lewis’ understanding of eliminated possibilities as a starting point for this
discussion of subjective indistinguishability. For Lewis (1996, 553), an uneliminated possibility is one in
which the subject is having an experience that “matches,” in terms of perceptual experience and memory,
the subject’s experience in the actual world. This is Lewis’ way of cashing out the sense in which
uneliminated possibilities are compatible with the subject’s evidence (Lewis 1996, 553).
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which the subject is not having experiences that “match” their experiences in the actual
world. The core issue, on my view, is not that there is no discernible difference between
two different states one might be in, but rather that any state, on its own, fails to provide a
basis for an indubitable account of the circumstances that give rise to that state. This is

what makes room for sceptical doubts.

To begin to see how subjective indistinguishability is not the significant factor in
generating sceptical hypotheses, suppose one were told by an omniscient being that there
is no alternative state of affairs that could produce an experience indistinguishable from
this one, from one’s current experience. One might initially feel relief—after all, there is
only one possible world in which I am having this experience! However, there remains a
significant question about how to characterize this possible world, and indeed, a closely
related question about the nature of one’s experience. Simply having the experience does

not answer these questions.

We can explain the persistence of these questions by appealing to the subject-as-object
problem. Recall that this problem leaves it open that any number of accounts might be the
correct account of this, that is, one’s current experience and situation in the world. The
subject-as-object problem makes it possible to wonder about a wide range of accounts,
even accounts which describe states of affairs that could not, metaphysically speaking, be
responsible for this experience or experiences indistinguishable from this experience. One
can conceive of these possibilities as being responsible for this experience because of the
gap that the subject-as-object problem opens between the presence of something and
accounts of the circumstances of its presence. This gap occurs because the subject is
thought to be an important part of the circumstances responsible for a certain experience,
and the subject-as-object problem leaves room to wonder about the identity of the subject
as an object. The result is that one cannot move seamlessly from one’s first-personal
experience to a third-person perspective on this experience and the circumstances under

which it occurs.

The relevant notion of possibility here is not Beebe’s “experiential possibility.” Rather, it

is possibility in the sense of compatibility with one’s experience, where this compatibility
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is grounded in the fact that it is always possible to question the broader circumstances in
which this experience occurs. Thus, the compatibility at issue here does not concern which
circumstances might produce experiences indistinguishable from this one. In fact, it has
nothing to do with the nature of the circumstances themselves; rather, this compatibility is
a result of the gap between the presence of something and third-personal accounts of the
circumstances of presence. Circumstances in which one has experiences that are
distinguishable from this one, or in which one fails to have any experiences at all, can
remain as candidates for the actual world insofar as there is space to wonder about whether
they could be responsible for this experience. It is this room for doubt, rather than the
possibility of “matching” or indistinguishable predicaments, that is at the heart of the

difficulty in eliminating sceptical hypotheses.

In denying that subjective indistinguishability has a central role to play in explaining the
significance of sceptical hypotheses, | am taking a position that is in line with Stalnaker’s
(2003, 2008) rejection of what he calls “the principle of phenomenal indistinguishability.”
For our purposes, “phenomenal indistinguishability”” and “subjective indistinguishability”

are interchangeable. This principle states:

If a possibility is an epistemic alternative for a knower at a time (that is, it is
compatible with his or her knowledge) then it is phenomenally indistinguishable
from the actual world to the knower at that time. (2008, 88)
Stalnaker makes use of the notion of an epistemic alternative in characterizing this
principle, but this does not affect the principle’s relevance for our discussion, which makes
use of a broader notion of possibility. The important point is that this principle lays out a
condition on what it takes for a possible world to be a candidate for the actual world, and

this condition has some plausibility in the context of our discussion.

Stalnaker thinks that this principle is intuitive; it seems that if we don’t know which world
we are in, then we are unable to discriminate between how the relevant alternatives seem
to us (2008, 90). Stalnaker, however, challenges this principle by considering the following

scenario: suppose Mary*! knows that, based on the outcome of a coin toss, she will either

41 See Frank Jackson (1982). Mary is a character in Jackson’s knowledge argument for physicalism; she is
stipulated to know all the physical facts involved in seeing colours, but she has never seen colours.
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be shown a red star or a green star. She has never seen red or green before, but she knows
all the physical facts involved in seeing red and seeing green, and she can describe the two
possibilities she is faced with; one in which she is seeing red (world R) and one in which
she is seeing green (world G). It turns out that she is shown the red star. However, in the
presence of the red star, it seems that there is still room for ignorance on Mary’s part; she
knows that she is seeing either red or green, but which is it? In order to explain Mary’s
ignorance, we have two choices. We can either claim that R and G are epistemic
alternatives for her in the moment she sees red and thereby deny the principle of
phenomenal indistinguishability (remember, in world G, Mary sees a green star, and the
experience of green is phenomenally distinguishable from the experience of red). Or, in an
effort to preserve the principle of phenomenal indistinguishability, we can posit G*, a
world that is physically just like G, but phenomenally like R. This option is unacceptable,
according to Stalnaker, because it involves accepting what Lewis called the “hypothesis of

phenomenal information” (Stalnaker 2008, chap. 4).4?

The significance of Stalnaker’s thought experiment for our purposes is that it illustrates
how epistemic alternatives that are phenomenally distinguishable can plausibly be used to
model a subject’s ignorance about the nature of that which is present. An experience of red
is distinguishable from an experience of green, and yet, upon having an experience of red,
there is room for ignorance about whether one is in world R, experiencing the colour red,
or world G, experiencing the colour green. R and G are thus epistemic alternatives without

being phenomenally indistinguishable. One can be ignorant about one’s circumstances

42 Lewis (1999) introduces the notion of “phenomenal information” to capture the special sort of
information gained through experience. Lewis stipulates that, if phenomenal information exists, it will be
information about “the phenomenal aspect of the world” (1999, 273). For someone who holds that there is
phenomenal information, physical information is not sufficient to eliminate all worlds but the actual world.
Complete physical information would enable us to arrive at one physical possibility, but there would
remain physically identical, but phenomenally distinct, possible worlds. Only experience, and the
phenomenal information it affords us, would enable us to eliminate these remaining possibilities (Lewis
1999, 270-271). However, while phenomenal information is not physical information, it also cannot be
what Lewis calls “parapsychological information,” or information about the non-physical: “If there is such
a thing as phenomenal information, it isn’t just independent of physical information. It’s independent of
every sort of information that could be served up in lessons for the inexperienced. For it is supposed to
eliminate possibilities that any amount of lessons leave open. Therefore phenomenal information is not just
parapsychological information, if such there be. It’s something very much stranger” (Lewis 1999, 281).
One problem with the hypothesis of phenomenal information, then, is that it does not seem to leave any
room for a “phenomenal aspect” of reality; it is not information about the physical aspect nor the non-
physical aspect of reality.
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even if there are no phenomenally indistinguishable alternatives on the table. This suggests
that phenomenal indistinguishability is not the key factor in explaining ignorance of the
nature of one’s circumstances, and we must look elsewhere for an explanation. I have been
arguing that the focus should be transferred from the relationship between possibilities
(and whether they “match”) to the relationship between the presence of something and

characterizations of the circumstances of presence.

While Stalnaker’s thought experiment illustrates a case in which phenomenal
indistinguishability does not account for Mary’s ignorance, it does not serve to illustrate
the significance of this point for our discussion of sceptical hypotheses and the subject-as-
object problem. Mary is likely making plenty of assumptions about herself of the kind that
enable one to gloss over the subject-as-object problem in everyday life. She can rely on
these assumptions while inquiring into the physical properties of the star to determine the
colour of the star. Sceptical worries do not play a role in this case. For this reason, it might

be helpful to construct a parallel case using a familiar sceptical hypothesis.

Suppose Mary is told that when she goes to sleep, her memory will be erased and there is
a chance (based on a coin toss) that she will wake up as a brain in a vat. When she wakes
up, it is explained to her that she is either the human being she takes herself to be, or that
she is just a brain in a vat, being stimulated to have the experiences she is having. Suppose
that these different possibilities are in fact phenomenally distinguishable, and that Mary
knows this. Perhaps vat-experiences are not as vivid, or the colours one experiences are
dramatically different from those one would experience if one were not a brain in a vat
(e.g., trees are bright purple, the sky is green, etc.). Since Mary’s memory was erased, she
cannot compare her current experience with her past experiences. In this case, then, the
fact that regular human experiences are distinguishable from vat-experiences will not help
Mary to determine which possible world is the actual world. There is room for ignorance
in this scenario even though the relevant alternatives are distinguishable. We could imagine
Mary saying to herself: “I know that vat-experiences and human-experiences are different,
but I don’t know which circumstances are responsible for this experience. Am I in a vat-

world having vat-experiences, or am I in a human-world having human experiences?”
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When we view this example through the lens of the subject-as-object problem, we can see
that we do not really need this elaborate set-up to introduce Mary’s ignorance about which
world she occupies. We assumed that Mary, prior to the intervention of coin-tossing
scientists, was convinced that she was a particular human being, namely Mary. However,
when we consider the way that the subject-as-object problem leaves room for doubt about
one’s identity and circumstances, we can see that this part of the story also falls within the
scope of the sceptical worry. If Mary were to engage with the subject-as-object problem,
this would be sufficient to introduce room for doubt about the circumstances of her
experience. Even if she knows that vat-experiences are subjectively distinguishable from
human-experiences, this will not help her to determine which world is actual. The subject-
as-object problem leaves room for doubt about the circumstances of one’s experience in a
way that makes it possible to wonder if circumstances which could not in fact give rise to

an experience like one’s own are responsible for one’s experience.

One might object that, if Mary knew more about sow these worlds were subjectively
distinguishable, she might be able to determine which world is actual. I do not wish to
dispute this, although I will argue in Section 2.2 that the subject-as-object problem has the
potential to call into question even certain characterizations of one’s own experience,
which would limit the usefulness of information about the experiences one would be
having in different circumstances. The important point for now is just that we can make
sense of a scenario in which the subject is unsure about their circumstances even though
they know that the relevant alternatives are subjectively distinguishable. This is enough to
challenge the following two claims: 1) that one’s experiences in a sceptical hypothesis
must “match” one’s current experiences for the hypothesis to be effective at introducing
doubt, and 2) that one must believe that one’s experiences in a sceptical hypothesis match
one’s current experiences. All that is needed, for a sceptical hypothesis to be effective, is
room to wonder whether the state of affairs described could give rise to this experience,
and the gap that is generated by the subject-as-object problem makes space for just this

kind of question.

I have been arguing that subjectively distinguishable possible worlds are relevant for

modelling a subject’s ignorance about the circumstances of their experience. We can make
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sense of cases in which the subject is ignorant of which world is actual, even if they know
that the relevant alternatives are subjectively distinguishable. This point supports the claim
that subjective indistinguishability is not the important factor in making sceptical
hypotheses difficult to eliminate. In making this claim, I am rejecting the following sort of
picture: a set of possible worlds, each partially characterized by an image of how things
seem to one in that world, are compared with one’s experience. In this set, the possible
worlds which are deemed to be subjectively indistinguishable from one’s experience are
thought to present a challenge insofar as one’s experience seems not to be able to eliminate
them.*? T will outline a problem with this picture before returning to my own view of why

sceptical hypotheses are difficult to eliminate.

When one imagines a set of possible worlds in which one is stipulated to be having
experiences that are indistinguishable from one’s current experience, it is always possible
to wonder about which of these possible worlds could in fact give rise to an experience
like this one, and which could not. That is, there is room to wonder whether the possible
worlds in question could give rise to the experiences that one is imagining to be taking
place in those worlds. There is a fact of the matter about which circumstances are
responsible for one’s current experience (i.e., the experience one is using to characterize
the various possible worlds), and there is a fact of the matter about which circumstances
could give rise to experiences indistinguishable from this experience. The subject-as-
object problem makes it possible to wonder about which circumstances these might be.
Because the subject-as-object makes room to question one’s nature and identity as an
object, and because one is an important part of the circumstances responsible for the
experience in question (i.e., one’s current experience), there is room to wonder about which
circumstances are responsible for this experience. This, in turn, affects one’s ability to
determine which circumstances might give rise to experiences just like this one. The result
is that there is room to question the pairing of certain circumstances with imagined

experiences occurring in those circumstances.

43 Lewis (1996, 553) thinks that the elimination of possibilities does not require the subject to have an
account of their experience £ in order to eliminate possibilities in which one is not enjoying E; it is enough,
for world W to be eliminated, that the subject is not having £ in W. However, Lewis’ position on this issue
seems to leave the subject’s role in eliminating possibilities obscure; it is unclear how, or even whether, a
given subject is positioned to eliminate these possibilities.
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The picture outlined above fails to capture what makes sceptical hypotheses difficult to
eliminate because it does not address the gap between having an experience and having an
account of the circumstances of presence. Instead, this gap is exploited in the construction
of subjectively indistinguishable conceptual possibilities, which are then presented, on this
picture, as the source of the difficulty. The real difficulty, however, lies in determining the
circumstances responsible for one’s current experience. To think that the difficulty lies in
one’s inability to rule out worlds in which one is stipulated to be having experiences
indistinguishable from one’s current experiences is to get things the wrong way round. One
can easily imagine such worlds because there is a question about what kinds of
circumstances might give rise to an experience like this one. It is easy to construct
subjectively indistinguishable possible worlds by superimposing one’s experience onto a
variety of third-personal representations of possible circumstances because of a gap that
exists between one’s first-personal experience and third-personal characterizations of the
circumstances under which this experience occurs. The gap that makes it easy to construct
subjectively indistinguishable sceptical hypotheses is the same gap that makes it difficult
to eliminate them, and it is this gap, rather than the stipulated subjective
indistinguishability of the imagined worlds, that is at the heart of what makes sceptical

hypotheses compelling.

To summarize, subjectively indistinguishable scenarios are often singled out because of
the unique epistemic challenges they are thought to present when they are held up against
one’s current experience in the actual world; however, the deeper challenge lies, not in this
comparison of worlds, but in the relation between the presence of something and any
account of the circumstances of presence.** Because there is a gap here, there is room to
pair circumstances with experiences in characterizing possible worlds, even if these
circumstances could not in fact give rise to such experiences. Worries about subjectively
indistinguishable possible worlds are thus downstream from this gap which first makes
room for the characterization of worlds in which one is having matching experiences. It is

this gap, rather than the stipulated subjective indistinguishability of these possible worlds,

4 Stalnaker (2003, 273, 274) writes that even the attempt to compare different possible worlds to
determine whether they are subjectively indistinguishable is confused, and that the subject’s (in)ability to
distinguish experiences in the intraworld case has no obvious parallel in the interworld case.
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which makes sceptical hypotheses difficult to eliminate. Moreover, once we accept that
this is the case, it becomes possible to explain why it is that subjectively distinguishable

possible worlds can be used to model a subject’s sceptical worries.

2.2 The Internal World and External World Scepticism

Traditional sceptical worries are often associated with the idea that we are confronted with

a gap between appearances and reality; we want to know how things really are, but we

cannot step beyond the realm of appearances.*> In Stroud’s discussion of external world

scepticism, he writes:
We are restricted to the passing show on the veil of perception, with no possibility
of extending our knowledge to the world beyond. We are confined to appearances
we can never know to match or to deviate from the imperceptible reality that is
forever denied us. (1984, 35-34)

He traces this gap back to the indistinguishability of sceptical hypotheses from one’s

everyday experience:
If we are in the predicament Descartes finds himself in at the end of his First
Meditation we cannot tell by means of the senses whether we are dreaming or not;
all the sensory experiences we are having are compatible with our merely dreaming
of a world around us while that world is in fact very different from the way we take
it to be. Our knowledge is in that way confined to our sensory experiences. There
seems to be no way of going beyond them to know that the world around us really
is this way rather than that. (Stroud 1984, 31; emphasis added)

Here we can see that the indistinguishability of the dreaming hypothesis is taken to be at

least in part responsible for a gap between sensory experiences and the external world.

I think that there is a problematic slide, here, from facts about our inability to distinguish
certain states of affairs to a metaphysical picture on which we are confined to an inner
world of appearances. It is not clear how this transition is supported, but I suspect it has to
do with the intuition that the world, however else it may turn out to be, needs to appear
like this, the way it currently appears to one. This can seem like something fixed,

something we can hang onto regardless of how the world beyond this really is. But what

45 Conant identifies this sort of gap as a hallmark of Cartesian skepticism about the external world (2012, 8,
25, 28-29; 2019, 660). See also Stroud (1984, 31-38).
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is it, exactly, that we have got hold of with this idea? Is there a realm of appearances to
which we can retreat when claims about the external world seem threatened by

indistinguishable possibilities?

There are many ways to approach this question, but I will restrict my remarks to those
which might serve to illustrate the significance of the subject-as-object problem for the
idea that one can retreat to, or indeed may already be confined to, a realm of appearances.
We have seen that the subject-as-object problem opens a gap between the presence of
something and accounts of oneself gua object. This gap makes room for questions about
one’s identity as an object and can, as a result, threaten accounts of other objects that rely
on assumptions about one’s identity as an object. I want to argue that accounts of
phenomena associated with one’s “inner world” are threatened by the subject-as-object
problem to the extent that they rest on assumptions about oneself. In this regard, accounts
of inner phenomena are on the same footing as accounts of traditional external world

objects.

Imagine that you are faced with a sceptical hypothesis, perhaps the hypothesis that you are
a brain in a vat, and you think to yourself “well, regardless of whether I am a brain in a vat
or not, I know that the world appears this way.” At this stage, you have simply gestured
towards how things appear instead of giving an account of how they appear. If you then
proceed to characterize how things appear to you, this characterization becomes vulnerable
to doubt as soon as you begin to make assumptions about yourself in the process. For
example, if you think to yourself, “it seems as though I am seeing a brilliant sunset,” your
characterization of your experience draws on your understanding of what it is like to be in
those circumstances, to be embodied and situated in such a way that you are perceiving a
sunset. Because there is room to question whether one has been in such circumstances, it
is possible to question whether the experience one associates with those circumstances is
properly characterized as the experience of seeing a sunset. This, in turn, undermines one’s

characterization of one’s current experience as being just like that of seeing a sunset.

There is a fact of the matter about how things seem to one at a given time, and logical

space to give an inadequate or even false characterization of one’s experience. I want to
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explore the idea that one can question one’s own characterizations of one’s experiences
insofar as they rest on assumptions about the relations between, on the one hand, the
circumstances of presence (where these circumstances include anything that might be
relevant to what shows up and how it shows up) and, on the other, the first-personal having
of experiences one associates with those circumstances. We frequently draw on these
associations when characterizing our experiences, even when we are remaining neutral
about our current circumstances. For example, I might say things like “this looks like that
park we used to visit” or “this pain is similar to the pain I felt when I broke my wrist” or
“I feel just the way I did when my paper was not accepted for publication.” Even if one
refrains from making such comparisons, it is common to use individual terms in the
characterization of experience that are themselves associated with third-personal
perspectives on the circumstances of presence. For example, if I say, “I’m experiencing a
vivid green,” I have the expectation that my perceptual system is in the state that is
objectively associated with what is it to experience green, even if I am not able to specify
what that state is. If someone were to tell me that I am in a different state, [ would begin
to wonder if I am really experiencing green. I could question my initial characterization

while remaining certain that my experience is like this.

The point of these examples is to illustrate how our accounts of our own experiences often
take advantage of a third-person standpoint on ourselves and other things that are part of
the circumstances of presence. We move easily between the first-personal having of our
experiences and characterizations of them that draw on beliefs about who we are and where
we have been. These transitions seem perfectly natural given the assumption that how
things seem is largely dependent on one’s identity as a certain kind of object in certain
kinds of states and contexts. Indeed, there is a sense in which our characterizations of our
experiences, of how things seem to us, are more closely tied to assumptions about
ourselves than are our accounts of things that are not thought to be dependent upon us.
However, this movement between what we might think of as first and third-person

perspectives is threatened by the gap that is opened by the subject-as-object problem.

The gap that is opened by the subject-as-object problem is not the familiar gap between

appearance and reality. The subject-as-object problem is insensitive to this distinction.

74



Suppose we think about the gap between appearance and reality as a gap between how
things seem to the subject and how things are “beyond” this appearance. Appearances, on
this view, are “epistemically prior” to external objects, in the sense that external objects are
only knowable on the basis of appearances, and therefore less directly known than
appearances.*® The subject-as-object problem, on the other hand, opens a gap between the
presence of something and accounts of the subject. This gap, in turn, has the potential to
call into question accounts of that which is present, regardless of its metaphysical status
and regardless of how it came to be present, to the extent that these accounts rest on
assumptions about the subject’s identity as an object. In other words, the subject-as-object
problem threatens attempts to adopt a third-person perspective on that which is present,
regardless of its nature. So, even if one thinks about that which is present as a mere
appearance that one strives to “go beyond,” there is a perspective to be had on the relation
between oneself and this appearance, and attempts to adopt this perspective are threatened

by the subject-as-object problem.

It may be helpful to situate this last point in relation to the discussion of externality in
Chapter 1. There, I defined externality in relation to the notion of a perspective. If that
which is present is present to a subject, we can say that the subject has a perspective on
that which is present. If a subject has a perspective on an object, we can say that the object
is external to the subject’s perspective. It is external to the subject’s perspective in the
sense that it is open to the subject to adopt a new perspective on the object in question.
This new perspective need not involve a relation of perceptual acquaintance; it might
instead involve the subject accessing an account of the relation in which they stand to the
object. Such an account can provide insight into the nature of the object, especially if the
object is in some way metaphysically dependent upon the subject. So, even if the object in
question has its phenomenological properties essentially, it is nevertheless external to the

relevant subject’s perspective.

46 Stroud (1984, 140, 141) uses the term “epistemically prior” in characterizing the view of experience that
underlies the Cartesian gap between appearances and reality. On this view, appearances (sensory
experiences, representations, etc.) are epistemically prior to external objects in the sense that they are
knowable in the absence of knowledge of external objects, but knowledge of the latter requires knowledge
of the former (Stroud 1984, 141). Here the term “external object” refers to “independent objects in space”
(Stroud 1984, 141).
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On this picture, there is no deep divide between objects that have their phenomenological
properties essentially and objects that do not. If we think of objects in the internal world
as objects that require the existence of a subject, and which have the property of standing
in a certain kind of relation to the subject essentially, this does not exclude them from the
external world, as I understand the term. To be part of the external world is to be part of a
world in which a subject (or subjects) plays a role in making presence possible; it is to be
part of a world that reflects the framework of objectivity. If there is a subject to play this
role, we can say that that which is present is external to the subject’s perspective insofar
as it is open to the subject to adopt a new perspective on the object. This new perspective
can simply be an account which represents the object as being related to the subject in a
certain way. If this is right, then objects that are dependent on standing in certain relations

of being present to subjects are part of the external world.

It is common to think of the external world as the world “outside” of the subject and the
internal world as being “inside” the subject.*’” However, in defining externality in relation
to a perspective, rather than the subject, it becomes possible to contrast the internal world
with the external world without imagining that there is a sharp divide between them. The
objects in the internal world are external to the subject’s perspective on them insofar as
this perspective is had by a subject who plays a role in determining what shows up, and
they are part of the internal world insofar as they metaphysically depend on standing in
certain relations of being present to a subject. Objects that have their phenomenological
properties essentially are unique insofar as their existence entails their presence to a
subject. This means that, while they cannot be absent to the subject on whom they depend,
they could be absent to other subjects, and still exist.*® Although objects in the internal
world are distinguished from traditional external world objects in this way, the internal
world should not be thought of as providing us with a privileged class of objects that are

immune to the challenge presented by the subject-as-object problem. Indeed, there is a

47 See Brie Gertler (2012) for a discussion of difficulties surrounding attempts to say what it would mean
for a property to be “intrinsic to a thinker.”

8 This is closely related to G. E. Moore’s (1993, 162, 163) understanding of what it is for a thing to be “in
my mind,” insofar as there is a relation of entailment from the thing’s existence to its being experienced.
However, for Moore, this experience is my experience. In contrast, my understanding of “internal” objects
is not formulated in the first person, and, as a result, it includes objects that are “external to my mind” in
Moore’s sense (1993, 163). For example, it includes the pains of another subject.
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sense in which they are more vulnerable to this challenge insofar as their close relationship
to the subject means that an account of them requires more assumptions about the subject,

and these assumptions are threatened by the subject-as-object problem.

To summarize, I am not ruling out a picture on which appearances are epistemically prior
to traditional external world objects (nor am I endorsing it), but I am claiming that the
subject-as-object problem poses a threat to accounts of that which is present, regardless of
its nature. In this respect, there is no retreat to an epistemically privileged domain in the
face of doubts about how things stand with the world. The subject-as-object problem opens
a gap between the presence of something and accounts of the subject, which in turn
threatens accounts of that which is present (regardless of its nature) to the extent that such
accounts rest on assumptions about the subject. This gap swallows the appearance-reality

gap (if such a gap there be) and is indifferent to this distinction.

2.3 Summary

Formulations of traditional sceptical hypotheses take the framework of objectivity for
granted. The existence of the subject is assumed while the subject’s identity and relations
to the world are stipulated to be such that their circumstances are epistemically

unfavourable.

We can look to the subject-as-object problem to provide an explanation for why these
sceptical hypotheses seem particularly difficult to disregard. Because the subject-as-object
problem makes it possible to doubt one’s identity as a particular thing, or a particular kind
of thing, sceptical hypotheses gain a foothold that they would not otherwise have. The
subject is an important part of the circumstances that give rise to experiences, and if one
can doubt that one is a certain object, situated in a certain way, then one can doubt that

one’s experiences have a certain nature or content.

Room for doubt about one’s identity as an object makes it easy to imagine a wide range of
different circumstances giving rise to this experience. One can easily construct
hypothetical scenarios in which one is having an experience indistinguishable from this

one in a variety of circumstances, including circumstances which could not, in fact, give
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rise to an experience indistinguishable from one’s current experience. It is this space for
questioning the circumstances of one’s experience which lends sceptical hypotheses their
force. It is not the posited subjective indistinguishability of sceptical hypotheses, but rather
the context of their construction, which makes them compelling. It is not one’s inability to
rule out subjectively indistinguishable alternatives, but rather one’s inability to establish
with certainty the circumstances responsible for this experience, which makes a given
sceptical hypothesis seem difficult to ignore. Thus, talk of “matching” experiences does
not get to the heart of the issue; instead, we must look to the reason why it is easy to
imagine subjectively indistinguishable experiences occurring in epistemically less-than-
ideal circumstances. When we do this, we can see that it does not matter which
circumstances might give rise to “matching” experiences; even circumstances which
would not give rise to such experiences remain as candidates for the actual world insofar
as there is space to wonder whether they are responsible for this experience.
Indistinguishability, then, does not account for the distinctive room for ignorance that

concerns us when we are dealing with sceptical hypotheses.

Finally, the subject-as-object problem has implications for the idea of a privileged inner
world. When one retreats from claims about how things really are to claims about how
things seem, these claims are equally vulnerable to doubt to the extent that they rest on
assumptions about one’s nature and identity as an object. These assumptions are made
whenever one characterizes, for example, one’s experience using terms that are associated
with third-person accounts of states of the subject, and whenever one’s characterization
draws on past experiences that are themselves understood in relation to the circumstances
that are believed to have given rise to them. The subject-as-object problem opens a gap
between one’s first-person experience and a third-person perspective on this experience
and the circumstances under which it occurs. The subject-as-object problem calls into
question one’s identity as an object, which disrupts one’s attempts to adopt a third-person
perspective on the circumstances of presence, regardless of the nature of that which is

present.
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3 Radical Sceptical Hypotheses

I will now consider a more radical type of sceptical hypothesis and show how it relates to
the subject-as-object problem as it manifests at the level of questions about one’s existence.
Worlds in which there is no subject of experience, and yet things are present, exemplify
this type of sceptical hypothesis (e.g., think of a world in which objects have Mark
Johnston’s [2007] “objective modes of presentation” but there are no subjects). These are
not the worlds described by traditional Cartesian sceptical hypotheses, but we can consider
them in connection with a deeper form of scepticism. This form of scepticism calls into
question the objective validity of the conceptual framework presupposed by the sceptic
who constructs Cartesian sceptical hypotheses. It calls into question the assumption that
there is a subject in the world who has a perspective on it. This is a more fundamental
worry than a worry about whether the subject in question can form true beliefs. This is a
worry about whether there is a subject who has beliefs. It is a worry about whether inquiry

is possible.

It will be helpful to turn to Conant’s characterization of what he calls “Kantian skepticism”

to bring out some aspects of the sceptical challenge I have in mind. He writes of Kantian

scepticism:
The problem is now one that threatens the entire array of cognitive capacities which
the Cartesian skeptic takes to be unproblematically available: the capacities to
doubt and dream, to feel and think and believe, to enjoy sensory impressions of
fireplaces and frame hypotheses about evil demons. The problem now is to
understand how something that we take to be actual—for example, the exercise of
those cognitive capacities evidently actualized in our philosophical reflections
(reflections that themselves seek to address the question of the possibility of such
capacities)—can be possible. (2012, 34)

The deeper worry that preoccupies the Kantian sceptic, for Conant, concerns the possibility

of being in mental states that are in some sense answerable to reality or “the conditions of

the possibility of mindedness as such” (2012, 20). The Kantian is interested in how it is

possible to have thoughts and experiences that stand in intentional relations to objects at

all (Conant 2012, 15, 30-31).
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The Kantian, in questioning the possibility of the very cognitive capacities involved in
questioning (and doubting), runs into a problem when trying to coherently formulate their

concern. Conant writes:

This sort of skeptic becomes perplexed as to what it is to be experiencing or
thinking or meaning things in ways that he also cannot help but take himself to be
doing in and through the very act of asking his skeptical question. To move in the
direction in which his question leads is apparently to deprive his question (along
with the whole rest of his “thought”) of the capacity to possess determinate content.
And yet he is unable to dismiss his question. It has come to seem intellectually
compulsory. So his mind boggles. Such a boggling of the mind, in the face of a
looming conclusion that can neither be approached nor avoided—neither fully
comprehended nor simply dismissed on the grounds of its incomprehensibility—is
a mark of entanglement in a variant of the Kantian problematic. (2012, 32)

The sceptic who questions the possibility of thought and experience undermines their own

investigation into these capacities insofar as this investigation requires the sceptic to

assume that they are forming thoughts about something.

Let us return to our framework. A similar boggling of the mind occurs when one tries to
question the objective validity of the framework of objectivity. To question whether this
world reflects the framework of objectivity is to question one’s own existence. Moreover,
to question one’s own existence involves questioning the very possibility of inquiry, of
disclosing something about the way the world is. This leads to a situation in which
questioning one’s own existence cannot coherently be thought of as a stage in uncovering
something about the way the world is. The difficulty here is that one cannot coherently
take oneself to be inquiring into one’s own existence and treat the question of whether one

exists as an open question, given that inquiry in this case implies one’s existence.

Possible worlds that do not reflect the framework of objectivity cannot coherently be
thought of as live possibilities. There is no inquiry going on in these worlds, so, if one tries
to think of these possible worlds as ways the actual world might be, then one must be open
to the idea that inquiry is not currently going on. Now, there is no incoherence in thinking
that the actual world might turn out to be one in which something that merely seems like
inquiry is going on. There is no incoherence in supposing, for example, that all there is, is

the presence of that which seems to be currently present to oneself, where these things are
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not in fact present to a subject at all. It is incoherent, however, to treat this kind of
possibility as a possibility to be investigated. To engage with these possibilities in a way
that suggests an attempt to discover something about the way the world is (by trying to
eliminate them, for example), is to fail to recognize that one’s very engagement with these
possibilities presupposes that they do not obtain. In other words, the very attempt to rule
out these possibilities requires one to assume that they do not obtain. The result is that one
cannot coherently pursue the question of whether one of these possible worlds is the actual
world. This, I think, results in a kind of boggle for the inquirer interested in the objective

validity of the framework of objectivity.

The inquirer is driven towards this boggle because of the subject-as-object problem. We
have seen that the presence of something is compatible with worlds in which things are
present without being present to a subject. We can conceive of presence without subjects,
and we can imagine that all of #4is might have been the case in the absence of a subject.
While these conceptual possibilities cannot coherently be thought of as possibilities to be
investigated, they also cannot be ruled out as ways the actual world might be. This is
because the subject-as-object problem necessarily leaves them on the table. Recall that any
attempt to move from the presence of something to claims about how things are
presupposes the objective validity of the framework of objectivity. So, if one takes oneself
to be inquiring into the way the world is, then one must assume that one exists. But this
assumption is undermined by the subject-as-object problem. The result is that these more
radical conceptual possibilities are left there, remaining intelligible as candidates for ways
the world might be, and yet beyond the reach of inquiry. We are drawn towards the
question concerning the objective validity of the framework of objectivity, but unable to

intelligibly pursue it.

Although I have drawn on Conant’s discussion of Kantian scepticism to illustrate the kind
of boggle that occurs when one tries to engage with certain questions, there are some
important differences between Conant’s discussion of Kantian scepticism and my own
discussion of radical sceptical hypotheses that are important to note at this juncture. First,
Conant is interested in the sceptic who calls into question our ability to have experiences

and thoughts that are about the world, and which are answerable to it (2012, 5, 6, 14, 15,
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20, 30-36; 2020, 661-664). The emphasis here is on our cognitive capacities, how they
function to present the world as being a certain way, and how they allow us to form beliefs,
have doubts, etc. that are directed at the world. He thinks that analogous concerns arise
when the sceptic questions how a bodily movement can express a mental state or intention,
how linguistic signs can have meaning, or how materials such as bronze and clay can have
aesthetic significance (Conant 2012, 14-17). The questions raised in these examples
concern intentionality, expression, and meaning, and do not concern the existence of the
subject. The existence of the subject is assumed in raising questions about how these
relations are possible. My discussion of radical sceptical hypotheses is not concerned with
the nature of these relations, but rather with the existence of the subject and the objective
validity of the framework of objectivity. It is only against the backdrop of this framework
that one can begin to raise questions about how a subject can have experiences and

thoughts that are about objects.

Second, Conant thinks that “the full import of Kantian skeptical paradox must remain
intellectually unschematizable” (2012, 35). The reason for this is that the very articulation
of Kantian scepticism draws on capacities that are called into question by this position
(Conant 2012, 35). One cannot abstain from thinking and experiencing and expressing,
that is, one cannot abstain from exercising the very capacities that are called into question
by Kantian skepticism, in articulating this skeptical position (Conant 2012, 35, 36). Let us
assume that Conant is right about this. The sceptical concern that I am exploring can be
articulated intelligibly, despite sharing a structurally similar “boggle” with Kantian
scepticism. One can articulate the subject-as-object problem without assuming one’s own
existence; all that is needed is a recognition of the relationship between the presence of
something and a certain conceptual framework, namely, the framework of objectivity. One
need not assume the objective validity of this framework (and thereby assume one’s own

existence) to outline this relationship and thereby articulate the problem.

A boggle arises, however, downstream from the articulation of the sceptical worry. Once
the subject-as-object problem is in view, it becomes clear that it necessarily leaves radical
sceptical hypotheses uneliminated. We have seen that it would be confused to try to pursue

inquiry into the question of whether these hypotheses characterize the actual world. One
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who engages with these hypotheses as if they were candidates for the actual world must
believe that they do not obtain if one takes oneself to be inquiring at all. This incoherence
in the belief state of the inquirer, however, does not prevent us from diagnosing the
situation in this way: there is a class of radical sceptical hypotheses that cannot coherently
be engaged with in certain ways due to the nature of inquiry and the nature of the subject-
as-object problem. As soon as one takes oneself to be inquiring, one cannot treat these
possible worlds as if they were waiting to be eliminated (one has already tacitly assumed
that they have been eliminated). However, due to the subject-as-object problem, one cannot
simply rule them out, even if one must ignore them in most circumstances. This is indeed
an odd predicament but getting clear on its features will prove to be theoretically fruitful
when we turn our attention to debates surrounding Lichtenberg’s challenge to Descartes’

cogito argument in Chapter 4.

Finally, Conant (2012, 2020) and Hamawaki (2020) argue that one can undermine
Cartesian scepticism by examining the structure of Kantian scepticism. What Conant calls
the “Kantian way with skepticism” involves showing Kantian skepticism to be an
incoherent position, which in turn is helpful for showing the gap at the center of Cartesian
skepticism to be an illusion (2012, 42-53). Conant’s and Hamawaki’s discussions of this
strategy are largely focused on the case of perception, and their aim is to show that the
Cartesian sceptic is operating with a faulty conception of perception. Once we see how
perception must function to present us with objects at all (the Kantian concern), we will
be in a better position to diagnose and correct the Cartesian notion of perception and the

“gap” it entails.®’

To this end, Conant (2020), building on Hamawaki’s (2020) discussion of the role of
judgment in a Kantian conception of sensory experience, argues for what he calls “resolute
disjunctivism.” Resolute disjunctivism is a variety of disjunctivism on which the disjuncts
are defined in terms of more or less optimal functioning of our perceptual capacity, rather
than in terms of knowing or failing to know. Conant looks to Kant in elucidating the

optimal (and logically basic) form of activity of our perceptual capacity and develops a

49 See also Stroud (1984, chap. 4) for a critical discussion of Kant’s strategy for undermining the Cartesian
view of experience.
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view on which such an optimal case of perceiving is a case of knowing. On this view,
having a perception that eventuates in knowledge is not sufficient for occupying the good
disjunct; rather, the relationship between perceiving and knowing is such that these are
aspects of one and the same activity, due to the role that judgment plays in perception.
Resolute disjunctivism about perception is helpful for avoiding the Cartesian picture of
perception that leaves us without a way to arrive at knowledge on the basis of perception
alone. There is no gap to be bridged in an optimal case of perceiving; one can know that p

simply by perceiving p.

However, the “Kantian way with skepticism” is not applicable to the kinds of sceptical
worries I outlined above. This is primarily because they are not based in concerns about
specific capacities we have as subjects. One can be a resolute disjunctivist, for example,
and this will not affect the way that the subject-as-object problem unfolds. This is because
the problem arises regardless of how one fills in the details about how things become
present to a subject. Attempts to provide an account of how things become present to the
subject build on assumptions about what the subject is as an object, allowing the subject-
as-object problem to gain traction. Accounts of how things become present to the subject
are thus vulnerable to the subject-as-object problem and cannot serve as a means of

circumventing the problem.

Furthermore, the overarching strategy of examining a more radical form of scepticism to
expose what is wrong with a less radical form of scepticism is not applicable to the
challenges I have outlined above. One cannot look to the structure of the more radical
sceptical challenge (about the possibility of inquiry) to find the resources to remedy the
more traditional sceptical challenge (about the possibility of forming true beliefs). This is
because both concerns have the same origin, namely, the subject-as-object problem.
Traditional and radical sceptical hypotheses are on a par in the sense that they form distinct
subsets of a much larger set of possible worlds left uneliminated by the subject-as-object
problem. Although our engagement with these different kinds of sceptical hypothesis takes
different forms, their persistence and intelligibility can be traced back to the one and the

same problem.
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3.1 External Worlds and Worlds

We saw that the subject-as-object problem is insensitive to the distinction between the
internal world and the external world, a distinction which is often taken to be significant
in addressing Cartesian scepticism. In the context of this more radical form of scepticism,
we can say that the subject-as-object problem is insensitive to the distinction between
worlds that reflect the framework of objectivity (henceforth, external worlds) and the
broader notion of a possible world. Just as objects in the internal world form a subset of
objects in the external world, so external worlds form a subset of possible worlds. External
worlds are those possible worlds in which that which is present is present to a subject (or
subjects), and as such they reflect the framework of objectivity. I believe that the
distinction between an external world and a world is often overlooked because worlds that
are not external worlds cannot coherently be thought of as possibilities to be investigated,
as we saw above. However, this distinction becomes relevant for formulating the more

radical sceptical worry that the subject-as-object problem makes possible.

Just as the formulation of the subject-as-object problem does not hinge on whether that
which is present is properly thought of as an “inner” object, it also does not make any
assumptions about whether this world reflects the framework of objectivity (i.e., whether
this world is an external world). This is because it is the concept of a subject which plays
a key role in generating the problem, rather than an assumption about the existence of a
subject. The problem is grounded in the tight knot of relations between the framework of
objectivity and presence, and these logical relations arguably obtain independently of the
existence of a subject. It is thus conceivable that the subject-as-object problem might arise
in the context of a world that is not an external world. This is what I mean when I say that
the problem is insensitive to this distinction. Now, it may be that presence, and thoughts
about the framework of objectivity, in fact require a subject. I am not taking a stand on this
metaphysical question. Instead, I am making a claim about what is conceivable in order to

bring the contours of the subject-as-object problem into focus.

Insofar as it is conceivable that the subject-as-object problem might arise in the context of
a world in which one does not exist, it is possible to enter into the boggle that characterizes

attempts to question the very possibility of giving an account of something. One can work
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through the steps of the problem and be aware that the problem leaves it open that this very
“working though” is taking place in the absence of a subject. Just as there was no solid
ground to retreat to when we considered the relationship between the subject-as-object
problem and the appearance-reality distinction, so the very formulation of the subject-as-
object problem fails to provide one with assurance that this world is an external world. The
subject-as-object problem is logically prior to assertions about what is present (e.g.,
whether it is part of the internal world, whether it is present to a subject); it does not rest

on assumptions about what is present.

4 One Gap, Two Kinds of Assumptions

I have explored the relationship between the subject-as-object problem and two kinds of
sceptical hypotheses to show how the subject-as-object problem is a problem for accounts
of objects generally, and not just accounts of the subject. I argued that the problem makes
space to question both the truth of accounts and the very possibility of constructing
accounts. These levels of doubt correspond to two levels at which the subject-as-object
problem undermines assumptions about one’s identity: one can doubt which/what kind of
thing one is, and one can doubt that one exists. When these assumptions are undermined,
a gap opens between the presence of something and later stages of inquiry, to the extent
that these later stages rest on assumptions about oneself. This gap makes room for sceptical
hypotheses that target the truth of accounts and sceptical hypotheses that target the
possibility of inquiry, and it manifests differently depending on how many assumptions

one makes about oneself.

If one takes one’s own existence for granted, the gap appears when one tries to develop
accounts of the external world. At this level, difficulties around identifying with a
particular object and/or as a kind of object make it possible to doubt that a given set of
circumstances is responsible for one’s experiences. The subject is thought to be a key part
of the circumstances that make the presence of these things possible, and room for doubt
about one’s identity as an object makes room for doubt about the nature of the

circumstances under which these things are present. This room for doubt about oneself and
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one’s circumstances, in turn, threatens to undermine accounts of the things that are present

insofar as these accounts build on assumptions about these circumstances.

If one does not take one’s own existence for granted, on the other hand, then the gap
appears when one attempts to rule out conceptual possibilities in which one does not exist.
These conceptual possibilities are bracketed by the Cartesian sceptic. In attempting to rule
them out, one attempts to rule out possibilities in which there is no inquiry, rather than
possibilities in which one is bound to have false beliefs given one’s circumstances. As we
saw, a unique difficulty arises when one tries to eliminate these possibilities and thereby
secure the possibility of inquiry. One is simultaneously aware that the satisfaction of a
precondition for inquiry — that something be present — is compatible with worlds in which
one does not exist, and yet one is unable to coherently engage with these possible worlds.
Here again, the gap appears when an attempt is made to move from the presence of
something to a claim about how the world is. In this case, however, the very attempt to do
so is shown to be vulnerable to a deeper kind of sceptical challenge. The gap here threatens

the possibility of inquiry, rather than the possibility of a truthful account.

The subject-as-object problem leaves both kinds of sceptical hypothesis uneliminated, but
one might choose to bracket, for example, the deeper question regarding one’s own
existence to focus on traditional scepticism about the external world. In this case, one
would be focused instead on questions about one’s identity with a particular object, or as
a kind of object. How the subject-as-object problem manifests as a sceptical challenge will

depend on what sort of question about one’s identity is helping to generate the challenge.
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Chapter 4
Lichtenberg and the Cogito

In this chapter, I consider a debate that engages with the deeper sceptical challenge outlined
in the previous chapter. Georg Christoph Lichtenberg is famous for challenging Descartes’
cogito by claiming that one should not say “I think,” but rather “it thinks.” One fairly
common way to understand his remark is to see it as putting pressure on the idea that one
is entitled to claim “/ am thinking” when there is thinking going on (see, e.g., Williams
2015; Parfit 1986; Peacocke 2012b, 2014; Burge 2000; Campbell 2012). This
epistemological challenge is often linked to metaphysical, linguistic, and conceptual
claims. Lichtenberg is associated with the view that there is no subject of thought but only
thoughts occurring (Williams 2015; Parfit 1986; Peacocke 2012b, 2014; Burge 2000), and
with the view that the first-person is dispensable (Parfit 1986; Burge 2000; Campbell
2012). My focus in this chapter is the epistemological challenge, and I will put forward a
new defense of this challenge by working through the implications of the subject-as-object
problem. It is my hope that this discussion will both contribute something new to the
current debate about the Lichtenbergian challenge and strengthen my case for the

significance of the subject-as-object problem.

This chapter is divided into three parts. I begin with a brief discussion of the subject-as-
object problem and its relation to questions about one’s existence. Section 2 is devoted to
a discussion of Lichtenberg’s famous K 76 remark, where he says that one should say “it
thinks.” We will see that Lichtenberg’s position is not as radical as it is often taken to be,
and that its consequences are not as dramatic as those of the subject-as-object problem.
Most importantly, Lichtenberg was not calling into question the existence of the subject,
although this is how his remark has been taken up in the contemporary debate. It is this
debate that concerns us most, insofar as it is focused on the more radical form of scepticism
that concerns the existence of the subject. The trouble with the contemporary debate, as
we will see in Section 3, is that the full force of what I am calling the “Lichtenbergian”
challenge has been obscured by the way that Lichtenberg’s own remarks have been taken

as a starting point. While Lichtenberg himself was entitled to talk of mental phenomena
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such as “sensations, representations, and thoughts,” one who is concerned with the deeper
sceptical challenge concerning the existence of the subject cannot help themselves to
assumptions about the nature of that which is present. I will defend this claim in Section 3
and show how it can be used to respond to arguments against the contemporary

Lichtenbergian position.

1 A New Defense of the Lichtenbergian Challenge

The subject-as-object problem provides an important framework for understanding and
defending the contemporary Lichtenbergian response to Descartes. At the heart of this
challenge is the idea that the goings-on which are present are insufficient to warrant a
judgment about the existence of a subject; that is, one cannot move from the presence of
something to the judgement that one exists. This is precisely the transition that is called
into question by the subject-as-object problem, making the problem a powerful source of
support for this challenge. It is a consequence of the subject-as-object problem that there
is a gap between the presence of something and judgments about the subject, and this
makes it possible to undermine arguments for one’s existence. My defense of the
Lichtenbergian challenge, then, is simultaneously a defense of the subject-as-object

problem.

Recall that the presence of something was taken to be a precondition for inquiry.
Something needs to be there to provide the inquirer with a starting point. We noted that
this precondition might be fulfilled in the absence of any commitments regarding the
subject; that is, one does not need to make any assumptions regarding oneself for
something to be present. Because one’s grip on presence is independent of any such
assumptions, one can conceive of presence without a subject for whom things are present,

even if such a state of affairs turns out to be metaphysically impossible.

This initial precondition for inquiry, however, is not sufficient for inquiry, and I argued
that further conditions concerning the subject must also be met. A subject must stand in
various relations that disclose aspects of the world, and act as an inquirer by manipulating
those relations. Often, the task of putting forward an account of something involves making

assumptions about one’s identity as an object and one’s situation in the world. For
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example, I need to be aware of how my physical presence might impact the outcome of
scientific experiments I undertake. I need to think about my identity and situation when
studying the ongoing repercussions of colonialism in the places where I live and work. I
need to consider my capabilities when choosing an artistic medium to investigate a
particular theme. The degree to which one must conceptualize their activity as an inquirer
on a given occasion was left an open question, but the kind of inquiry that is our focus here

involves making commitments about oneself explicit.

When the goal of inquiry is to understand oneself, qua subject, as an object in the world,
these preconditions for inquiry generate a unique obstacle. The concept of a subject is
bound up with the idea that subjects help to make the presence of things possible. This link
between the subject and presence is reflected in the framework of objectivity that frames
the notion of inquiry. A different understanding of subjecthood would fail to assign the
kind of role to the subject that the notion of inquiry requires. The notion of presence is thus
important in the development of an account of the subject. The trouble arises when it
becomes clear that an account of presence requires an account of the subject, which is what

we were after in the first place.

The circularity that interferes with inquiry into both the subject and presence is unique
because our concepts of them are central to the framework of objectivity, which informs
our understanding of what it is to encounter and investigate things in the world. Without
prior assumptions about the existence of the subject, and its role with respect to presence,
the notion of a target of inquiry becomes unintelligible. While these assumptions need to
be made before any object can be thought of as a target of inquiry, they are particularly
important when the subject and presence are themselves the focus of inquiry. This is
because the framework of objectivity provides us with an understanding of what these
entities are, in addition to giving us a framework for understanding inquiry into them.
Because the framework of objectivity gives us a way of understanding the subject and
presence as objects, it provides a guide for inquiry into presence and the subject in a way
that it does not in other cases of inquiry. However, as a guide to inquiry, the framework of

objectivity proves unhelpful insofar as it only informs our understanding of what it is to
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encounter things in general; it does not point us in the direction of objects to investigate.

It only draws our attention to the fact that something is present at all.

The mere presence of something, however, does not favour any one account of the nature
of the subject and presence. It leaves many different possibilities on the table, including
possibilities in which there is no subject, and which do not reflect the framework of
objectivity. Attempts to move forward in one’s inquiry require a commitment to the
framework of objectivity, which is now itself called into question by the difficulties that
arise when the subject becomes the target of inquiry. This is why the subject-as-object
problem poses a challenge to Cartesian reasoning aimed at establishing the existence of
the subject on the basis of that which is present. The subject-as-object problem necessarily
leaves it open that there might be presence without a subject. This way of calling
judgements concerning one’s existence into question does not rely on metaphysical claims
about the possibility of subjectless thought, but rather on the logic of the subject-as-object

problem, and the way that its structure generates room to question one’s existence.

2 Lichtenberg’'s Challenge

On the basis of his famous remark in the Sudelbiicher (Waste Books) from the period of
1793-96, Lichtenberg might be thought of as defending a position on which there is no
subject of experience but simply a series of representations. There is good reason to think,
however, that he assumes the existence of a subject and that he is raising a point about
one’s limited knowledge of one’s role in bringing about various mental occurrences.
Indeed, his idealism seems to require the existence of a subject of experience. In what
follows, I will explore the following two points: 1) Lichtenberg holds that there exists a
subject of experience, and 2) Lichtenberg points to an epistemic limitation concerning the

nature of the subject in his famous remark.

Here is Lichtenberg’s famous K 76 remark, quoted in full:
We become conscious of certain representations that are not dependent upon us;

others, at least we believe, are dependent upon us; where is the boundary? We know
only the existence of our sensations, representations, and thoughts. /¢ thinks, we
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should say, just as we say it lightnings. To say cogito is already too much if we

translate it as 7 think. To assume the I, to postulate it, is a practical necessity.>°
The first sentence in K 76 is often overlooked in contemporary discussions of
Lichtenberg’s challenge to Descartes, but it provides important context for understanding
what is at issue in the sentences that follow. In this sentence he mentions a relation of
dependence that might hold between at least some of our representations and ourselves.
Bound up with this notion of dependence, for Lichtenberg, is the notion of agency. A
representation is dependent upon a subject if the subject wills it into being, and a
representation is not dependent on a subject if the subject seems to be a passive recipient

of it.>!

With this in mind, we might speculate that Lichtenberg is raising a question about the
source of our representations: how many of them depend upon a subject understood as an
agent? Lichtenberg seems to be saying that our representations do not provide us with a
guide for determining our precise role in bringing them about insofar as we only know of
their existence, but not their source. If this is right, then the upshot is that we can wonder
about whether we are ever really the agents of our thoughts. However, this worry does not,
by itself, call into question the existence of a subject. The subject might have other
important roles to play in making thoughts possible, and indeed this seems to be

Lichtenberg’s view.

I take this brief speculation to be roughly in line with Boris Hennig’s interpretation of
Lichtenberg’s position. Hennig argues that Lichtenberg was not concerned with the
possibility of subjectless thought; rather, he was interested in the role played by the subject
in occurrences of thought. Hennig explores the way that Lichtenberg carves out a space

for thoughts that simply happen in us, thoughts that strike us; Lichtenberg was drawing

301 am here adopting Tester’s translation of K 76. See Tester (2013, 336; 2016, 286n6) for a discussion of
this debated translation.

5L Steven Tester (2016) situates Lichtenberg’s use of “dependence” with respect to Descartes’ discussion of
dependence in the Third Meditation, where he notes that certain ideas seem to depend upon one’s will,
whereas others do not seem to depend upon one’s will, and that this informs our beliefs about the different
sources of these representations. Tester (2016, 286-288) takes Lichtenberg’s understanding of dependence
to be in line with Descartes’ remarks. See also Zoeller (1992) and Hennig (2018) for discussions of
Lichtenberg on dependence.
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our attention to the ways that we do not seem to play an active role in bringing about all
our thoughts. These thoughts still belong to us, but they do not depend on us insofar as we
are not actively bringing them about (Hennig 2018, 269, 272). Sometimes the subject is a
“passive medium” for thought with little control over the thoughts (Hennig 2018, 268,
272). If the “I think™ is taken to imply that we are agents with respect to our thoughts, and
that we are always their source, then this formulation is too strong because it overlooks the
ways in which we are passive with respect to our thoughts (Hennig 2018, 268). This is
perhaps why Lichtenberg finds “it thinks” to be preferable. This formulation makes room
for the possibility that our role is not always an agential one (Hennig 2018, 271). “It thinks”
is thus a safer claim in light of the observation made in the first line of K 76, where
Lichtenberg calls into question our ability to determine the source of our thoughts (Hennig

2018, 267).

Guenter Zoeller provides further context for these ideas by situating K 76 in relation to
Lichtenberg’s Kantian commitments, which inform his agnosticism about the role played
by the subject in bringing about mental occurrences. Lichtenberg was influenced by Kant’s
transcendental idealism and he follows Kant in putting limits on our knowledge, arguing
that we cannot have knowledge of how things are in themselves, but only of representations
that conform to the structure imposed by our minds (Zoeller 1992, sec. 1).52 Zoeller argues
that Lichtenberg’s view of the self is similarly Kantian, and that Lichtenberg’s remarks
regarding the cogifto are not in defense of a Humean bundle theory of the self (Zoeller
1992, 418).%3 He puts forward an interpretation on which Lichtenberg thinks that there is
a subject required for thought, but that the nature of this subject lies beyond what is
consciously available to what we might think of as an “I” that merely observes conscious

events (Zoeller 1992, sec. 2).>* On this view, representations can be present to a subject

52 See also Tester (2016) for a discussion of Lichtenberg’s idealism.

33 For further discussion of Lichtenberg’s engagement with a Humean account of the self, see Tester
(2013).

>4 Hennig argues that Zoeller’s use of the term “observer” is not quite right insofar as the subject, for
Lichtenberg, is not detached in the way this term might suggest. Although the subject may not have much
control (or any control) over certain thoughts that occur, these thoughts still belong to the subject in a way

that is similar to the way that one’s heartbeat or processes of digestion belong to oneself (Hennig 2018,
272).
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while being independent of the subject in the sense that they do not depend on conscious
efforts of the mind, although they still require the mind’s functioning in a certain way
(Zoeller 1992, 424, 426-427). Zoeller writes:
Lichtenberg’s epistemological idealism regarding externality countenances
representations that are in us and that yet, in an important sense, do not depend on
us. To be sure, all representations, regardless of their content and object, require a
mind’s entertaining them. Considered as modes of mental activity, all
representations depend on the mind. Yet according to Lichtenberg, there are
representations, including all external representations, that are not the result of
some deliberate intellectual effort. Those representations do not depend on the
mind’s conscious efforts. Rather, they are dependent on certain elementary
functions of the mind that lie outside the field of consciousness, even though they
may subsequently be brought to awareness through acts of reflection. (1992, 426-
427).
The “external representations” mentioned here are representations that present their objects
as being in space, where space is a form of human sensibility (Zoeller 1992, 424). It might
seem as though we are simply receiving information about how the world is, independently
of us, when we enjoy these representations, and it might seem like these representations
have their origin in something outside of the mind. However, for Lichtenberg, these
representations require the mind’s functioning in a certain way. Because the functioning
in these instances is not conscious and deliberate, we are led to believe, incorrectly, that
these representations come from something outside of us (Zoeller 1992, 424, 427). We
should instead conclude that these representations do not depend on us (insofar as they are

not the result of conscious efforts), but that the representations are nevertheless “in” us in

an important way (Zoeller 1992, 427).

When one turns one’s attention to oneself and one’s inner states, one faces similar
limitations regarding what can be discerned about one’s own nature and the source of one’s
thoughts. There is no epistemically privileged inner world, for Lichtenberg (Zoeller 1992,
430). Because one’s knowledge of one’s own operations as a subject, and of one’s own
nature, is limited, “it thinks” emerges as a more appropriate way of describing what is
happening when one experiences thoughts. Zoeller writes:

The aphorism on the “it thinks” thus emerges as an integral part of Lichtenberg’s

mature views on the nature and limits of knowledge. [...] When interpreted against
the wider background of Lichtenberg’s philosophical thinking, the suggested
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revision of the phrase “I think” lays claim to being an important contribution to the
theory of subjectivity. It asserts that the I is not self-sufficient in its functioning but
that it fundamentally depends on something other than itself. Yet Lichtenberg’s
statement does not amount to an outright elimination of the I. Rather, the I is
demoted from an initiating agent to an accompanying observer. Furthermore the
role of the radical subject of thinking is preserved, although stripped of its first-
person nature and assigned to some impersonal secret agency. (1992, 432)

If Zoeller is right about Lichtenberg’s revision of the cogito, then Lichtenberg does not do

away with the subject. A mind is required for representations, but much of its functioning

remains mysterious to the “I”” that is conscious of these representations.

To summarize, Lichtenberg is not putting forward the possibility of subjectless thought;
rather, he is showing us that our representations do not provide us with an understanding
of how they came about. This in turn undermines our ability to discover the role that the
subject plays in bringing them about, subsequently challenging the idea that there is a
subject who brings them about by willing them. This doesn’t mean, however, that there
aren’t other roles that the subject plays in making representations possible. Given
Lichtenberg’s transcendental idealism, the subject is central to determining how the world

shows up, even if the subject remains behind the scenes, so to speak.

The significance of K 76, for our purposes, is that it points to a limitation on our knowledge
of that which is responsible for the representations to which we have access. Lichtenberg’s
preoccupation with this epistemic limitation seems to have led him to a sort of agnosticism
about the nature of the subject, although he did explore a variety of metaphysical positions.
He was interested, for example, in the view that there might ultimately be one substance
underlying minds and matter (Zoeller 1992, 431, 432). He was also sympathetic to
materialist views of the mind, associationist psychology (and its potential for giving an
account of thought consistent with materialism), and Lockean views of personal identity
(Tester, 2013). Finally, even though Lichtenberg was highly critical of rational
psychology, his agnosticism about metaphysical issues prevented him from going so far as

to deny the truth of a substantialist view of the self (Tester 2013, 346).

If Lichtenberg does think that there is a subject of experience, albeit a mysterious and

“impersonal” one, then we can say that he is committed to the framework of objectivity.
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We saw above that he makes a distinction between, to use Zoeller’s terminology, a “radical
subject of thinking” and the “I” that is an “observer.” Drawing this distinction does not
amount to a rejection of the notion of a subject we have been operating with, namely, the
notion that a subject plays a role in making it the case that things are present such that they
are present to the subject. For Lichtenberg, the mind plays a central role in making things
present, such that they are present to an “I”. We can think of the mind, in Lichtenberg’s
philosophy, as filling the role of subject, as we have understood it. His thought about the
mind’s dual nature serves to flesh out one way in which one might understand how the
mind fulfills the requirements on being a subject that we have outlined above, namely, that
the subject play a key role in making things present in such a way that they are present to
the subject.’> Of course, his theorizing about how the mind functions only goes so far
because he thinks we are limited in what we can know about the mind. However, the
epistemic limitation he points to presents a difficulty for attempts to learn something about
the nature of the subject of experience; he is not calling into question the existence of the
subject. If this is right, then Lichtenberg is not challenging the objective validity of the
framework of objectivity (he is not presenting us with a sceptical challenge of the second
variety discussed in the previous chapter). The subject-as-object problem thus presents a
more radical challenge insofar as it does call this framework into question by calling into

question one’s own existence.

Nevertheless, the subject-as-object problem shares with Lichtenberg’s discussion an
emphasis on the transition from the goings-on that are present to claims about the subject.
Lichtenberg takes this transition to be problematic insofar as our representations,
sensations, and thoughts do not reveal their source, making it difficult to draw conclusions
about the nature of the subject. The problem I have outlined is also concerned with this
transition, although I have broadened the scope of the problem. Within my framework, this
transition is understood as any move from the presence of something (regardless of what
is present) to any account that rests on assumptions about the subject (regardless of what
the account is primarily about). Thus, an account that characterizes that which is present

as a series of representations, sensations, and thoughts that belong to a subject can be called

55 See Zoeller (1992, 427-429) for a discussion of Lichtenberg’s understanding of the mind’s duality.
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into question. Because Lichtenberg takes this kind of account for granted in K 76, we can
say that the subject-as-object problem presents a more radical challenge than Lichtenberg’s
own response to the cogito. I will explore the significance of this point in the following

section.

3 The Lichtenbergian Challenge

Now that I have situated the subject-as-object problem in relation to Lichtenberg’s
remarks, I will turn to the current debate about whether “it thinks” is an appropriate
revision of the cogito. In this debate, it is often assumed that Lichtenberg was challenging
the existence of subjects of thought. As we have seen, this assumption disregards the
context of Lichtenberg’s famous remark. Nevertheless, it is helpful for our purposes to
examine the arguments given for and against this more radical, “Lichtenbergian” challenge
because it aligns with the subject-as-object problem; the subject-as-object problem allows
one to call into question one’s own existence and Descartes’ grounds for asserting “I think”
in the context of his search for indubitable truths. As mentioned above, I will use the term
“Lichtenbergian” to refer to the challenge concerning one’s existence; in this way, I will
be using the term in a way that is consistent with contemporary usage, even though, from

a historical perspective, it is highly misleading.

Although the contemporary debate often overlooks the context of Lichtenberg’s remark,
this context will become relevant for my own defense of the Lichtenbergian objector. Part
of my defense involves showing how contemporary responses to Lichtenberg take for
granted something that Lichtenberg himself took for granted, namely, that thinking is
going on. This assumption was entirely warranted in the context of Lichtenberg’s own
philosophical commitments, but I argue that, if one is genuinely concerned with the
question of one’s existence, one cannot assume that there is thinking going on. This will
no doubt sound like a strange way to defend a Lichtenbergian position, but I hope that the
reasons for my approach will become clear as we examine arguments that take this
assumption as a starting point. In what follows, I will show how even this more minimal

starting point begs the question against one who wishes to challenge the cogito.
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I begin with Bernard Williams’ discussion of the Lichtenbergian challenge in order to both
clarify the version of the challenge I wish to defend and respond to his argument against
it. I then consider Christopher Peacocke and Tyler Burge’s arguments against the
Lichtenbergian. My responses to their arguments reference the subject-as-object problem
to show how their starting points are subject to the deeper kind of scepticism outlined in
the previous chapter. Finally, I consider the advantages of this approach by contrasting it
with John Campbell’s defense of the Lichtenbergian. My discussion here focuses on
Descartes’ cogito argument. Campbell argues against the epistemic significance of
Descartes’ argument, and I show how my approach can provide a stronger argument on

the Lichtenbergian’s behalf.

3.1 A Response to Williams

In what follows, I will adopt Williams’ (2015) formulation of the Lichtenbergian response
to the cogito. He expresses Lichtenberg’s challenge as follows:
The objection is that in saying ‘I am thinking’ Descartes is saying too much. It
assumes, that it to say, that there are two possible states of affairs, one more
substantial than the other, which can by represented respectively as ‘I am thinking’
and ‘thinking is going on’, and that Descartes had no right to assert the more
substantial rather than the less substantial. (Williams 2015, 79)
This makes it clear that what is being questioned is Descartes’ right to say that there is a
subject who is responsible for the thinking that is going on; Descartes was going too far in
asserting the more substantial state of affairs. It is this version of the challenge to Descartes
that I will defend. This challenge is still framed in epistemic terms, but it is stronger than
Lichtenberg’s own challenge insofar as Lichtenberg was committed to the existence of a
subject of thought; Lichtenberg was calling into question judgements about the nature of
this subject and challenging our ideas about the role played by the subject in the origins of
experience. In this section I will set the details of Lichtenberg’s own view aside and focus

on Williams’ formulation of the challenge.

Williams himself objects to this challenge to Descartes on the grounds that it “share[s]
with Descartes his deepest error” (2015, 79). According to Williams (2015, 79, 84), both

Descartes and the objector assume that it is possible to adopt a third-person perspective,
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which Williams understands as an “objective” perspective (2015, 279, 280), on the states

of affairs described above. However, in both cases, adopting this perspective requires one

to go beyond the “perspective of consciousness.” Williams writes:
The Cartesian reflection merely presents, or rather invites us into, the perspective
of consciousness. Descartes thinks that he can proceed from that to the existence
of what is, from the third-personal perspective, a substantial fact, the existence of
a thinker. The objection I have been discussing tries to find a fact which is less
substantial; but that, too, will have to be capable of being regarded from the third-
personal perspective if it is to be an objective fact, and the mere perspective of
consciousness no more gives us a way of getting to that kind of objective fact than
it gives us a way of getting to Descartes’s more substantial fact. (2015, 84)

The worry seems to be that, in either case, one must move beyond the “perspective of

consciousness” to conceive of, and assert, the relevant state of affairs.

I agree with Williams that, if one were to assert the less substantial state of affairs, one
would be making a move similar to that of Descartes insofar as this involves taking a step
beyond the presence of something in order to say something about how things stand with
the world.>® However, this does not yet amount to an objection against the Lichtenbergian
objector. The reason for this is that the objector does not need to assert the less substantial
state of affairs. All that the objector needs to be able to say is that Descartes is not entitled
to assert the more substantial state of affairs insofar as he hasn’t ruled out the less

substantial state of affairs.

Other remarks made by Williams suggest that he thinks that the objector cannot even
present the less substantial state of affairs as a conceptual possibility. This would help his
case against the Lichtenbergian objector. If the less substantial state of affairs is not even
a conceptual possibility, then presumably it is not incumbent upon Descartes to rule it out,

although Williams does not make this point in defense of Descartes.

In order to see what is conceptually tricky about the less substantial state of affairs, we

need to examine a point that Williams makes about the “separateness” of thoughts.

56 There is, however, also a key difference between asserting the more substantial state of affairs and the
less substantial state of affairs, which I will address in the next section.
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Williams (2015, 80) thinks that the Lichtenbergian objector needs to find a way to make

sense of thoughts occurring separately because the following inference is invalid:

It is thought: P
It is thought: Q
It is thought P&Q

Suppose we grant that the objector needs to find a way to conceive of thoughts occurring
separately in order to be able to say that this inference is invalid. Williams thinks that this
requires the objector to be able to conceive of thoughts that are occurring and yet not
occurring here, in some sense. Williams (2015, 83, 84) leaves it open that one might be
able to find a way of relativizing thoughts without introducing subjects. Regardless, a
conception of this kind includes distinct, objective “thought-events,” and requires a third-
person perspective, a perspective which is not available (Williams 2015, 84). He writes:
If we have no help from anything except the pure point of view of consciousness,
the only coherent way of conceiving a thought happening is to conceive of thinking
it. So, sticking solely to the point of view of consciousness, we are forced back to
a position in which there is, in effect, only one such point of view: events either
happen for it, or they do not happen, and there is no way of conceiving of such
events happening, but happening (so to speak) elsewhere. But this is what the
objector, as much as Descartes, must need. (Williams 2015, 84)
The objector adopts a perspective that goes beyond the “pure point of view of

consciousness” to conceive of a state of affairs in which thoughts are also occurring

somewhere other than /Zere.

Williams appears to be saying that, if one were to confine oneself to the pure point of view
of consciousness, it would be incoherent to conceive of a thought happening somewhere
other than here. Presumably the incoherence is to be found in the atfempt to conceive of
something without adopting a third-person perspective, when conceiving of it requires one
to adopt a third-person perspective. It is not clear that the conception itself is incoherent,
any more than the Cartesian conception is incoherent. Rather, the state of affairs is
inconceivable if one limits oneself to the pure point of view of consciousness in attempting

to conceive of it.
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But why should the Lichtenbergian objector care about enforcing this limitation? Perhaps
they should care because, although the state of affairs they describe is less substantial,
metaphysically speaking, than Descartes’, the objector is concerned to stake out a position
that is more minimal, epistemically speaking, than Descartes’, and this might be achieved
by restricting oneself to the pure point of view of consciousness. But if this is the
motivation Williams has in mind, then my original objection to Williams applies and we
are back to where we started. To have a position that is more minimal, epistemically
speaking, than Descartes’, it is enough for the objector to claim that Descartes has not ruled

out the less substantial state of affairs.

There is a distinction to be made between requirements on conceiving of a certain state of
affairs (perhaps one must imagine the less substantial state of affairs as if one had a third-
person perspective on the thought-events), and the commitments one makes when
asserting the state of affairs (perhaps one is thereby committed to the possibility of a third-
person perspective on the thought-events insofar as they are objective occurrences).’’ One
can conceive of the less substantial state of affairs as if one had a third-person perspective
on the thought-events without thereby having a third-person perspective on these events,
the possibility of which is required if the thought-events are objective. This means that one
can conceive of the less substantial state of affairs without making commitments that are
not warranted by the Cartesian starting point. If the Lichtenbergian objector need only raise
the possibility of the less substantial state of affairs without committing themselves to it,
as I have been suggesting, then they can remain in the epistemically minimal territory

demarcated by Williams.

57 Williams (2015, 84) seems to overlook this distinction when he moves from claiming that an objective
fact “will have to be capable of being regarded from the third-personal perspective” to the suggestion that
one cannot conceive of this kind of objective fact without adopting a third-person perspective. In this shift,
he fails to draw a distinction between asserting a certain state of affairs that involves a commitment to a
metaphysical claim concerning the third-person perspective, and conceiving of a state of affairs as if from a
third-person perspective. He writes as if one must have a third-person perspective on the less substantial
state of affairs in order to conceive of it, but it is not clear why this should be so; this claim regarding
conceivability does not follow from the claim that an objective state of affairs must be capable of being
regarded from the third-person perspective. This latter claim concerns the metaphysical commitments of
the less substantial state of affairs, which would become relevant only if one were to assert this state of
affairs.
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To summarize, I am defending the position that Williams attributes to the Lichtenbergian
objector, namely, that Descartes was not entitled to assert the more substantial state of
affairs. I have argued that Williams’ own criticism of the objector’s position rests on a
confusion about what the objector needs to be able to say. The objector does not need to
be able to assert the less substantial state of affairs. They only need to be able to say that
Descartes has not ruled out this state of affairs, and so Descartes is not entitled to assert

the more substantial state of affairs.>®

3.2 Responses to Peacocke and Burge

Peacocke (2012b, 2014) engages with Williams’ criticism in his own arguments against
the Lichtenbergian objector. While Williams was prepared to grant that there might be a
way of understanding thoughts as existing “separately” without invoking subjects,
Peacocke denies that such a state of affairs is metaphysically possible (2012b, 113;2014).>°
He argues that conscious states and conscious subjects are ontologically interdependent;
what it is to be a conscious state/event is to be a state such that there is something it is like
for the subject of that state, and to be a conscious subject is to be something that can be in
conscious states (Peacocke 2012a, 89, 90; 2014, chap. 3). His argument for this largely
consists in responding to no-ownership views of the self, with a particular focus on Hume’s
famous observation that he does not find himself in experience (Hume, T, 1.4.6.3).
Peacocke (2012a; 2014, chap. 3) provides a compelling diagnosis of Hume’s remark and
shows why it does not undermine the claim that conscious states and subjects are
interdependent. If Peacocke (2012b; 2014, chap. 7) is right about the ontological
interdependence of conscious states and conscious subjects, the transition from a conscious
state to the judgment that one exists is sound and the Lichtenbergian challenge seems to

be in trouble.

8 To be clear, one might have good reason to ignore the less substantial state of affairs and to conclude that
one exists; I think that Descartes is not entitled to this claim insofar as he presents it as a claim that cannot
be doubted.

59 See also Peacocke’s (2012b, 119, 120; 2014, 145, 146) response to Parfit’s (1986, 226) argument that the
relativization required by Williams’ argument is possible without invoking subjects.
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In response to Peacocke’s argument, the Lichtenbergian can simply grant his point about
the interdependence of conscious subjects and conscious states, and raise the subject-as-
object problem. Part of what it is to adopt the framework of objectivity is to grant this
ontological interdependence. As we saw, adopting this conceptual framework is a key step
in generating the subject-as-object problem, and this problem in turn calls into question
the objective validity of the framework of objectivity. This leads to a radical kind of worry.
Once the framework of objectivity is called into question, one can doubt that the presence
of these things is part of the instantiation of a conscious event. These things might simply
be present, as opposed to being present to a subject (recall Johnston’s [2007] “objective
modes of presentation”). So, one can grant that a conscious state is a state such that there
is something it is like for the subject of the state, but then raise a question about whether
or not this is a conscious state, so defined.®® This shows Peacocke’s defence of Descartes
to be insufficient insofar as it is possible to grant his key premise while formulating a new

defense of the Lichtenbergian challenge.

This strategy for supporting the Lichtenbergian objector is also applicable to Burge’s
defense of Descartes. Burge, like Peacocke, thinks that the idea of a mental state without
a subject is “incoherent” (2000, 247). He thinks that it is a “conceptual requirement” that
mental states should require a subject (Burge 2000, 248). However, Burge responds to
Lichtenberg’s challenge from a different angle; his argument focuses on the requirements
for reasoning. Burge writes: “I will develop an answer to Lichtenberg that assumes only
what he is surely committed to: that reasoning occurs, and that it is a worthwhile theoretical

enterprise to understanding reason and reasoning” (2000, 247). I will briefly outline

60 This bears some resemblance to a remark Campbell makes in response to Peacocke. He thinks that, if
Peacocke is right to say that, to possess the concept of thinking, one must take one’s own thinking as
conclusive grounds for self-applying the concept of thinking, then there is indeed a problem about trying to
limit oneself to judging merely that there is thinking going on. Campbell thinks that one could grant
Peacocke this point, but then this only shows that Lichtenberg’s challenge runs even deeper; one may not
even be in a position to judge that there is thinking going on, if such a judgement involves a concept the
possession of which involves a commitment to one’s existence. Campbell writes: “[...] the situation is even
worse than Lichtenberg envisaged: if one is in the position of trying to ground knowledge of one’s own
existence, then one can’t even recognize thinking when one does it” (2012, 367). Unfortunately, Campbell
does not develop this line of thought, but I will return to other aspects of his response to Peacocke in
Section 3.3.
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Burge’s argument here, and then explain how his account is vulnerable to the same

Lichtenbergian challenge.

Burge (2000, 245, 246, 249) understands Lichtenberg to be questioning the claim that there
are thinkers and questioning our use of the / concept; the / concept is taken to be
dispensable. In response to this, Burge is primarily concerned to show that the first-person
concept is essential for understanding reasoning. He is not arguing that, in order to reason,
one must have the first-person concept, but rather that the first-person concept is essential
to understanding what reasoning is (Burge 2000, 259, 260). To understand what reasoning
is, one must know what it is to be moved by reasons, to feel the force of reasons on one’s
own epistemic state, and to conceptualise this application of reasons in one’s own case
(Burge 2000, 250, 251). The first-person concept becomes important in this
conceptualization. The first-person concept is used to indicate those cases where reasons
are immediately applicable, where their force rationally requires immediate
implementation (Burge 2000, 252, 253). It accomplishes this insofar as it expresses

ownership of these reasons, and agency in their implementation (Burge 2000, 255, 256).

In contrast to these cases, there are cases in which one’s evaluation of an attitude or activity
does not immediately rationally require one to implement one’s reasons for the evaluation
and thereby change something about the attitudes or activity. For example, if the
attitude/action being evaluated is not one’s own, or if it is not attributed to an agent at all,
then one will have motivation to shape the attitude/activity in accordance with one’s
evaluation of it, but the implementation will not be immediate. This is so in two ways.
First, unless a given evaluation is self-evident, there is always the possibility that one’s
evaluation is not reasonable from another perspective, a perspective from which further
information is available, for example. In such a case, further reasoning is involved in
implementing the evaluation and so it is not immediate (Burge 2000, 254). Second,
because the attitude or activity being evaluated is not one’s own, one cannot implement
one’s evaluation of it directly, but must proceed in a different way, by persuading or
forcing the agent responsible for the attitude/activity to respond appropriately to one’s

reasons (Burge 2000, 255).
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Once again, the first-person concept is used to mark those attitudes and activities where
one’s reasoning immediately rationally requires one to shape them in accordance with the
force of these reasons (Burge 2000, 253). Burge argues that the first-person concept is the
only concept that can serve to mark these cases. Third-person attributions will not do
because they will either indicate cases in which one’s evaluations are not immediately
applicable because the attitude/activity is not one’s own, or, if the attitude is one’s own,
there is a further step in the implementation of the evaluation because one needs to first
identify the agent as oneself (Burge 2000, 255). Impersonal formulations such as “It is
believed that...” also will not do. They do not point to a particular agent who must take
responsibility for the attitude at all, and so do not signal that evaluations of the attitude
must be implemented immediately. One can evaluate such an attitude, but the immediate
implementation of the evaluation is not shown to be rationally required by this formulation
(Burge 2000, 253). What is needed is a concept that makes explicit the ownership of, and
power over, the attitude or activity being evaluated, and the first-person concept fills this

role (Burge 2000, 255, 256).

The challenge to the Lichtenbergian in all of this is that the first-person concept is
necessary in the articulation of an adequate account of what reasoning is. It is
indispensable. This is so because it is needed to mark those cases where one is rationally
required to implement one’s evaluation of the relevant attitude, and one cannot arrive at an
understanding of what reasoning is without both experiencing and conceptualizing this
process of immediately responding to reasons in one’s own case. Reasoning isn’t the sort
of thing that simply “goes on”; it requires an agent, and so an understanding of reasoning
needs a concept that indicates this (Burge 2000, 251). Finally, insofar as the terms in a true
theory of something (in this case, reasoning) refer, the first-person concept refers (Burge

2000, 258, 259).

In response to Burge’s argument, one can grant the central role of the first-person concept
in an account of what reasoning is, and still raise the Lichtenbergian challenge. Suppose
Burge’s characterization of what reasoning is, is correct. One could adhere to this
conception of reasoning and wonder, in light of this, whether reasoning was currently

going on. That is, Burge might be right that reasoning requires an agent, but it is possible
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to wonder whether this is reasoning, or whether it is not something very much like
reasoning. If identifying a certain occurrence as an instance of reasoning requires one to
commit to one’s existence, and to identify oneself as having the agential role Burge
outlines, then there is room to question whether reasoning is going on insofar as the
subject-as-object problem makes it possible to call into question these assumptions about
oneself. Burge moves from a claim about what an account of reasoning requires to the
conclusion that the / concept is indispensable and that it refers. However, if it is possible
to wonder about whether there is reasoning going on (where reasoning is understood in
accordance with Burge’s account), then it is possible to raise the Lichtenbergian challenge
while accepting Burge’s argument. I am thus rejecting Burge’s assumption that the
Lichtenbergian objector is committed to the claim that reasoning occurs (where
“reasoning” is understood in accordance with a particular account and is not merely a name

for something that is occurring).

Let us pause here to consider this response to Burge and Peacocke in more detail before
turning to Campbell’s response. I concede that it seems strange to defend a Lichtenbergian
position by calling into question the claim that there is thinking going on. However, if one
is willing to question one’s own existence, one must be willing to call into question the
claim that this is a conscious state, or this is an instance of reasoning, if one accepts the
tight connection between these things and an entity to whom “I” refers. I believe one
should accept these connections, but I have been arguing that there is a way to adopt the
accounts given by Peacocke and Burge and to raise a question about one’s existence. This
way involves countenancing the possibility that that which is present is not thinking or
reasoning, but something very much like thinking or reasoning that does not require a

subject.

The subject-as-object problem leaves these possibilities on the table. Recall that the
presence of something is prior to inquiry, and that assumptions about the subject are
required in the process of developing and evaluating accounts of how things stand with the
world. These assumptions are called into question by the subject-as-object problem. As a
result, the path from the presence of something to an account of what is present becomes

vulnerable to doubt, and a range of possible characterizations is thereby left open.

106



Because the subject-as-object problem makes it possible to raise questions about what is
present, it also provides a way of challenging any argument that moves from a claim about
what is currently present to the claim that one exists. One can, for example, raise a question
about whether this is an episode of reasoning, or whether this is a conscious state, and
thereby undermine arguments that take these claims for granted. The Lichtenbergian can
take advantage of this space for questioning in order to challenge any move from the
presence of something to a characterization of that which is present, including even the
impersonal claim that there is thinking going on (where thinking is understood as a certain

kind of activity that meets certain requirements).

As we saw in the previous chapter, when one engages with conceptual possibilities that do
not reflect the framework of objectivity (as one must if one is questioning one’s existence),
one enters into a problematic that is shaped by a deeper sceptical challenge. This departure
from a Cartesian model of doubt, and the resources this Cartesian model provides for
understanding doubt as a moment in inquiry, might strike one as providing sufficient
reason to disregard the Lichtenbergian challenge altogether. One might simply refuse to
follow the Lichtenbergian down this path, objecting that, once we have abandoned the
Cartesian paradigm to consider possible worlds that cannot coherently be engaged with in

the course of inquiry, we have strayed too far from the intelligible.

I have two points in response to this concern. First, it is not my aim to argue that one should
be worried about the Lichtenbergian challenge, but to reveal its structure and source so
that its persistence in the face of objections that are framed in Cartesian terms can be
understood. It may be reasonable to set the challenge aside in most contexts. Nevertheless,
attempts to answer it need to engage with a more radical form of scepticism. One must get
clear about the level at which the Lichtenbergian challenge operates in order to avoid

responding to it on grounds that are called into question by the challenge.

Second, the Lichtenbergian challenge is intractable precisely because one cannot
coherently treat possible worlds that do not conform to the framework of objectivity as
alternatives to be eliminated. I have argued that one can conceive of worlds in which that

which is present is not present to a subject, but that these worlds bear a unique relationship
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to inquiry. These are worlds in which inquiry is not taking place because there is no subject
to act as inquirer. Therefore, if one is attempting to characterize the present state of affairs,
or if one takes oneself to be pursuing a question about the way the world is, then these
worlds cannot be thought of as candidates for the actual world because they are not worlds

in which this activity is taking place.

If one starts with the assumption that one is inquiring into something, then one simply
ignores these worlds. This is appropriate most of the time. However, if the thing in question
is one’s own existence, then this assumption is no longer warranted, and one cannot
disregard these worlds. However, one cannot coherently engage with these alternatives in
the usual way. They cannot be ruled out without begging the question at issue; the very
endeavour to rule them out presupposes that they do not characterize the actual world
insofar as such an endeavour is part of the activity of inquiry, which presupposes the
existence of the subject. So, if they cannot be ignored, and if they cannot be ruled out, then
this leaves the defender of the cogito in a tricky position. A defense of Descartes cannot
take as its starting point the claim that this is a conscious state (or an episode of reasoning)
because such a claim either ignores or improperly rules out those worlds in which
something else is going on, something that does not require a subject. This is what makes

the Lichtenbergian challenge so difficult.

3.3 A Response to Campbell

I have shown how the subject-as-object problem undermines attempts to infer one’s
existence from the presence of something, and I hope to have shown why certain objections
to the Lichtenbergian miss their target. I will now consider an alternative approach to

defending the Lichtenbergian and argue that my approach provides a stronger defense.

Campbell (2012), responding to Peacocke, argues that the cogifo argument does not
provide one with knowledge of one’s existence. He thinks that, in order to move from an
experience of thinking to knowledge that one is thinking, one must already have
knowledge of one’s own existence. In other words, knowledge of one’s own existence is
already presupposed at this stage of the cogito, and so the cogifto cannot be said to lead to

knowledge of one’s own existence (Campbell 2012, 365). Campbell’s argument that
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knowledge of one’s thinking presupposes knowledge of one’s own existence builds on
considerations about the case of perceptual demonstratives. He argues that, in this case,
while properties might be important for picking out an object as an object of attention,
knowledge of these properties presupposes an assumption about the object’s existence
insofar as the investigation into these properties assumes the existence of the object
(Campbell 2012, 362-264). He thinks that something similar is going on in the case of the
cogito, although in this case, the properties of the subject do not play a similar role in
helping to pick out the subject; instead, reference is secured by the reference rule associated
with ‘I” (Campbell 2012, 365-366). In the case of the cogito, knowledge that one is
thinking requires an assumption regarding one’s existence, just as knowledge that that man
is smoking (to use his example) requires one to assume that that man exists (Campbell

2012, 364-365).%!

Campbell then turns to two principles Peacocke outlines and argues that they do not
establish that the cogito leads to knowledge of one’s existence. Peacocke (2012b, 120-121;
2014, 146) thinks that, to have the concept thinking, one must take one’s own experience
of thinking to provide conclusive grounds for self-applying the concept. Furthermore,
whenever one judges a content on grounds that are conclusive by virtue of the very nature
of one or more of the concepts involved in the content, one has knowledge (Peacocke
2012b, 121; 2014, 147). According to Campbell, one can grant that, to possess the concept
thinking, one must be ready to self-ascribe the property of thinking in an instance in which
one is thinking. One can also grant that, due to this condition on the possession of the
concept thinking, one has conclusive grounds for judging the content “I am thinking”
whenever one is thinking, and so has knowledge.®?> However, this is not enough to arrive
at the claim that the reasoning in the cogito is what gives rise to knowledge of one’s

existence. Campbell writes:

&1 Campbell switches between speaking of an assumption that is required and knowledge that is required in
both the perceptual demonstrative case and in the case of the cogito.

62 As an aside, I do not grant this because I do not see how one has conclusive grounds for the judgment “I
am thinking” as a result of the nature of the concept thinking. To possess this concept, according to
Peacocke, one need only fake one’s own thinking as providing conclusive grounds for the judgment. It is
hard to see how one can move from this claim to that claim that one Aas conclusive grounds for the
judgment if the concept thinking appears in the judgment.
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The trouble with these principles is that they do not allow us to distinguish the case
in which the possession of knowledge is explained by a transition—that is, the case
in which engaging in a transition is what generates the knowledge—from the case
in which having engaged in the transition is merely sufficient for one to have the
knowledge, because the knowledge is a precondition of one’s having been able to
regard the transition as warranted. (2012, 366)
Campbell expands on this by focusing on the first principle, where one views an episode
of thinking as providing conclusive grounds for the deployment of the concept thinking in
one’s judgment that one is thinking. On what basis does the subject judge that these
grounds are conclusive for applying the concept of thinking to oneself? Peacocke’s first
principle leaves it open that something other than the episode of thinking itself leads the
subject to take that episode as providing conclusive grounds for the self-application of the
concept of thinking. Indeed, Campbell (2012, 365, 366, 367) thinks that knowledge of

one’s existence is required before one can take an episode of thinking to provide conclusive

grounds for the claim that one is thinking.

Thus, Peacocke’s principles do not threaten Campbell’s own position on the cogito, which
is that the transition from an episode of thinking to knowledge that one is thinking already
requires knowledge of one’s existence. Campbell can maintain this position while granting
Peacocke’s point about possession of the concept thinking. Campbell (2012, 366) thinks
that we ultimately do know of our own existence but argues against Peacocke’s claim that

the cogito is what leads us to this knowledge.

Campbell’s discussion, however, does not provide a decisive argument against the
epistemic significance of the cogito. Campbell is concerned to show that one already
assumes one’s existence in judging that one is thinking, and thus that the cogifo does not
lead to knowledge. However, the role of the judgement “I think” in Descartes’ argument
is a topic of much debate. One question still puzzling scholars concerns whether the claim
“I think” serves as a premise from which Descartes infers “I exist,” or whether Descartes’
insight relies on something more immediate than an inference (see, e.g., Hintikka 1962;

Bernard Williams 2015; Kenny 1987; Slezak 2010). It is not obvious that Descartes needs
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to judge that he is thinking; it might be sufficient simply to have a thought.®® But if one is
entitled to claim “I exist” on the basis of an episode of thinking alone, then it does not
matter if knowledge of one’s existence is in some sense prior to knowledge that one is
thinking, as Campbell claims. One could grant that there is an assumption about one’s
existence that enables one to move from an episode of thinking to one’s judgment that one
is thinking and hold that one is entitled to claim that one exists, simply on the basis of
thinking.

Alternatively, one could argue that it is possible to move directly from an occurrence of
thinking to the judgment “I am thinking” without assuming one’s existence. Lucy O’Brien
(2015) takes this approach in her response to Campbell. She argues that, if one adopts a
certain conception of what it means to be aware of an activity, it becomes possible to
respond to Campbell’s argument that the cogito argument is question-begging. If
awareness of an activity is understood along relationalist lines, as involving a direct
relation to the activity, and if an activity is a mode of a subject, then the subject of the
activity is part of the conscious experience of the activity. If thinking is an activity of a
subject, then this account applies to the cogito argument. The result is that an occurrence
of conscious thinking can ground the judgment “I am thinking” without the assumption

that one exists, and so one can avoid the charge of begging the question.®

A third, slightly different strategy is also open to the defender of Descartes. One might try
to argue that Descartes is entitled to move from a judgment that thinking is going on to the
claim that he exists. Because the premise is stated in impersonal terms, it does not

presuppose one’s existence. How would such an argument go? One could hold that

63 Jaakko Hintikka (1962) famously defends a “performative” interpretation of the cogito that provides an
example of this kind of approach. According to Hintikka, Descartes’ cogito argument depends on a kind of
performance; in thinking “I exist,” one comes to see that this sentence is existentially self-verifying and
indubitable. It is not that one must first think “I am thinking” in order to infer “I exist”; rather, in thinking
“I exist,” the existentially self-verifying nature of the claim becomes salient (Hintikka 1962, 15-17). A
sentence is “existentially self-verifying” if it is the negation of an “existentially inconsistent” sentence,
which is a sentence that cannot be uttered or thought without defeating the subject’s aim of convincing
someone of its truth (e.g., “I do not exist” is an existentially inconsistent sentence) (Hintikka, 1962, 15).
Dicker (2013, 73) provides us with a different example of this kind of approach when he suggests that it is
the thinking itself (rather than the premise “I think™), in addition to the “mineness” of the thinking, which
enables Descartes to move to the claim “I exist.”

6 See also Dicker (2013, 72-74) for arguments that it is possible to know that one is thinking without first
knowing that one exists, and thus that the argument “I think, therefore I am” is not question-begging.
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thinking requires a subject, recognize that thinking is going on, and from this conclude that
there must be a subject thinking this thought. But the subject of this thought is just what

“I” refers to, so “I” has a referent and I exist.®

This argument requires the premise that thinking requires a subject, which is a stronger
claim than Descartes’ much-discussed assumption that it is impossible for that which
thinks to not exist (Princ. 1, 10, 49, CSM 1 196, 209). It is stronger insofar as it says
something about what thinking requires, whereas the claim Descartes makes in the
Principles is an instance of the more general principle that, if a has the property F, then a
must exist. As Williams puts it, “in order to do or be anything, or to have any predicate, it
is necessary to exist [...]” (2015, 76). Williams (2015, 76) notes that this principle has
nothing to do with thinking in particular. Nevertheless, Descartes seems to be committed
to the stronger claim as well: in response to one of Thomas Hobbes’s objections to the
Second Meditation he writes that “it is certain that a thought cannot exist without a thing
that is thinking; and in general no act or accident can exist without a substance for it to
belong to” (CSM II 124).° If one wanted to defend this premise without committing to
Descartes’ ontology, one could revisit Peacocke’s discussion of the interdependence of
subjects and conscious states. Campbell does not engage with this part of Peacocke’s
defense of the cogifo, but one might find the resources here to argue for the claim that one
is entitled to make judgments about one’s existence, and one’s thinking, simply on the

basis of having a thought.

%5 Dicker (2013, chap. 2, secs. 5, 6) constructs an argument along these lines by making reference to
Descartes’ substance theory, but he does not think that it is successful in establishing the conclusion “I
exist.” His reconstruction, like mine, does not rely on the premise “I am thinking” but rather “there is a
thought,” and thus avoids the charge of begging the question. However, he thinks that this impersonal
formulation, in conjunction with the relevant metaphysical principles regarding properties and substances,
supports only the conclusion that there exists a thinking substance, but not the conclusion that one is
identical with the substance in question. See also Kenny (1987, 60, 62), who Dicker references, for a
discussion of this version the cogifo argument, and this objection to it. I myself do not see that this is a
devastating objection. If it is possible to establish that this thought has a subject, it seems I must be the
subject in question because the subject of this thought is precisely what I understand to be the referent of
“L.” One could flesh this out by elaborating on the distinctive, first-person access one has to one’s own
thoughts. O’Brien (2015, sec. 6) takes this approach when she discusses the distinctive awareness one has
of oneself when one is the agent of the thinking, which enables one to draw the conclusion that one is
thinking, rather than the impersonal conclusion that there is a subject of thought. Peacocke (2012b, 112,
119; 2014, 130, 145) takes a similar approach to this kind of objection, citing the distinctive ways of
thinking about conscious states that are available exclusively to the subject of those states.

% See Dicker (2013, 54-58) for a discussion of this remark in the context of Descartes’ commitment to the
substance theory of things.
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Campbell hasn’t ruled out these alternative ways of understanding one’s entitlement to the
claim “I exist.” My approach, on the other hand, provides responses to all these variations
on the cogito argument. Any plausible reconstruction of Descartes’ cogito argument will
involve reference to an instance of thinking. If it is possible to question even this minimal
characterization of what is going on in one’s own case, then it is possible to worry that
arguments which rely on this starting point do not enable one to arrive at the desired
conclusion. So, for example, even if one takes a performative construal of the cogito to be
correct, one presumably still needs to recognize the activity as an instance of thinking in
order to appreciate that the claim “I exist” is existentially self-verifying and indubitable.®’
Or, if one wants to argue that an occurrence of thinking is sufficient to ground the judgment
“I am thinking,” one needs to adopt a certain account of conscious experience, and assume
that it applies in one’s own case.®® These are the places where the Lichtenbergian is

positioned to question these arguments, as a result of the subject-as-object problem.

I have argued that Campbell’s defence of the Lichtenbergian objector is not as strong as it
could be and I have given an alternative defence, one that provides a response to any
version of the cogifo argument insofar as any reconstruction of it will need to move from
the presence of something to an assertion about the way the world is (whether this is the
assertion that there is thinking going on, or an assertion of one’s existence). If the subject-
as-object problem remains intractable, this transition is vulnerable, and a Lichtenbergian

challenge to Descartes is possible.

67 Hintikka (1962) thinks it is important that the subject understand how “I” functions in order to appreciate
the existential inconsistency of the claim “I don’t exist.” The subject needs to be able to recognize that the
claim is about them, the person thinking or uttering the sentence (Hintikka 1962, 19, 20). It is not a stretch,
then, to assume that the subject needs to have some grip on the nature of the performance to see that “I
exist” is existentially self-verifying and indubitable. This point is a bit tricky to spell out because it is not
entirely clear how, on Hintikka’s account, the indubitability of “I exist” becomes obvious to the thinker
when they think it. See Williams (2015, 60-61) discussion of this point.

8 O’Brien (2015) argues for the conditional claim that if her account of what it means to be aware of an
activity is correct (and if thinking is an activity of a subject) then there is a way to construct an argument
for one’s existence on the basis of conscious thinking that is non-question begging. Even if one accepts the
antecedent claim, there is still room to question its applicability to one’s own case insofar as there is room
to wonder whether conscious thinking is occurring. O’Brien (2015, sec. 6) discusses the kind of scenario
we have considered above, in which something that seems like thinking is in fact not thinking, and she
leaves it open that this kind of event might be possible.
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3.4 Summary

We are now in a position to see why it is significant that Lichtenberg’s remark has been
taken out of context in the contemporary debate. The distortion of his view has obscured
the possibility of a deeper challenge to Descartes. Recall that Lichtenberg himself was
operating with the framework of objectivity insofar as he was not calling into question the
existence of the subject of experience. He can (and does) help himself to a picture on which
there is a subject who has mental states, and he can talk intelligibly about representations,
their possible sources, and their relation to the world. The trouble arises when one helps
oneself to talk of conscious states while purporting to engage in a debate about whether
one is entitled to the claim that one exists. This is what is going on in the contemporary
debate. It is tempting to argue from the presence of a conscious state, or an episode of
reasoning, to the claim that one must exist, given what is packed into the very idea of a
conscious state or the practice of reasoning. But this is too quick. The strategy I have been
using to defend the Lichtenbergian shows that it is possible to question the claim that there
is thinking going on, if “thinking” is associated with a particular account. Once one gives
an account of something, whether it is of consciousness or reasoning, there is room to
question whether that account accurately characterizes this going-on (the going-on that is
currently present). Once it is possible to question this, it is possible to undermine any

argument that uses this characterization as a starting point to argue for one’s existence.

4 Conclusion

In this chapter I situated the subject-as-object problem in relation to Lichtenberg’s own
remarks, and in relation to the contemporary Lichtenbergian challenge. I argued that
Lichtenberg’s own remarks indicate that his concern is with limitations on our access to
the source of our representations and our nature as subjects. If this is right, then the
contemporary discussion of Lichtenberg’s famous K 76 remark misconstrues it as being
more radical than it is. This point was significant for my response to the more radical
challenge, which calls into question assertions about one’s existence. I argued that an
objection to the more radical challenge which takes for granted Lichtenberg’s own

framework obscures the structure of the more radical challenge. The more radical
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challenge was of particular interest for us because it illustrates a deeper kind of scepticism
that is made possible by the subject-as-object problem. If there were a way to answer this
deeper challenge, that would suggest that the subject-as-object problem has a solution. I
considered attempts to defend Descartes against this deeper form of scepticism to show

that the subject-as-object problem remains a problem for these defenses.

If one thinks about these issues using the framework outlined in Chapter 1, then the source
of the more radical challenge becomes clear; it is rooted in the very conceptual framework
that Descartes is operating with. This framework, the framework of objectivity, helps to
generate the subject-as-object problem, which in turn calls into question the objective
validity of this very framework. This allows for a powerful response on the objector’s
behalf because they can accept the tight conceptual links between, for example, the concept
of a subject and the concepts of consciousness and reasoning, and then call into question
any transition from the presence of something to claims about one’s existence and/or the
nature of that which is present. This response is made possible by the subject-as-object
problem, in combination with a suspension of the assumption that one exists. In suspending
this assumption, we avoid begging the question against the Lichtenbergian objector, and
enter into the territory of a deeper form of scepticism, akin to Conant’s “Kantian
scepticism.” From this vantage point, it becomes straightforward to identify arguments that
simply assume the objective validity of the framework of objectivity and miss the deeper

challenge.

This way of defending the Lichtenbergian objector involves countenancing worlds in
which, for example, things are present but not to a subject, or in which something
phenomenologically indistinguishable from reasoning is going on but there is no agent. I
considered the objection that, because these conceptual possibilities cannot be engaged
with coherently, it is not incumbent upon the defender of Descartes to rule them out. In
response to this objection, I argued that this is part of what makes the Lichtenbergian
challenge so difficult to overcome. Not only that, but this sort of objection to the
Lichtenbergian amounts to a rejection of the very framework within which the challenge
of subjectless thought presents itself; there simply is no deeper question regarding the

existence of the subject once one ignores those possible worlds in which a subject does not
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exist. It might be reasonable to adopt this approach, but it should not be taken as an answer

to the Lichtenbergian challenge.
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