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e.g. ‘That’s an apple.”   “That’s a toaster” 

Phil 490: Consciousness and the Self 
Handout [21] 

 
John Perry:  Myself and I  

Professor JeeLoo Liu 
§ Main Goals: 
 

1. To present three forms of self-knowledge: self-relative knowledge, self-
attached knowledge and accidental self-knowledge.  

2. To argue that self-notion is not required for self-relative knowledge, even 
though this kind of knowledge forms our basic epistemic and pragmatic 
relations to the world.  

3. To explain why the word “I” is so intimately connected with the expression of 
self-attached knowledge.  

 
§ Three Kinds of Self-Knowledge  

 
1. Agent-relative knowledge 

 
(i) Agent-relative knowledge is knowledge from the perspective of a particular 

agent. To have this sort of knowledge, the agent need not have an idea of self, 
or a notion of himself or herself.  

(ii) This sort of knowledge can be expressed by a simple sentence containing a 
demonstrative for a place or object, and without any term referring to the 
speaker. 

 
 

 

                  
       

 
 

2. Self-attached knowledge = First-person knowledge (Shoemaker) 
 

(i) In self-attached knowledge, the agent has an idea of self, which is associated 
with a self-notion. This is the kind of knowledge that expressed with the word 
“I.” 

(ii) The word “I” is intimately connected with the expression of this sort of “self-
thought”. 
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3. Knowledge of the person one happens to be 

 
(i) In knowledge of the person one happens to be, the agent is represented to 

herself in just the same way that other people are represented to her. 
(ii) This kind of knowledge can be expressed with a name or third person 

demonstrative. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
§ Claim 1: Agent-Relative Knowledge Does Not Require Self-Notion 
 
* [agent-relative roles]   
___ I may learn that Bill Clinton visited the Bay Area by reading the paper, or seeing 
pictures on television, or hearing the radio.  Being the radio I am listening to, or the 
television I am watching, or the newspaper I am reading, are all what I call agent-relative 
roles: roles that other individuals play in the lives of agents. 

 
* Two facts about the human condition: 
 

1) Any object we learn about, plays some agent-relative role, basic or 
derived, in our life. 

2) However complex our lives are, everything we do comes down to 
performing operations on the objects around us — objects in front of us, 
behind us, above us; objects we are holding; objects we can see.  By doing 
these things, we do things to objects in less basic relations to us. 

 
* Practical Knowledge  

e.g. ‘I am a philosopher.’      ‘I have a headache.’   
 
 

   

e.g. “John Perry is a philosopher.” “That man looks mean.”   
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___ We know how to find out what kinds of objects occupy these roles, and we know 
how to perform various operations on them. Our practical knowledge then, the 
knowledge that enables us to do things, forms a structure at whose base is information 
about the objects that play relatively basic agent-relative roles in our lives. 

How we are related to other objects in the world:  
 
 

 
* Why such knowledge is agent-relative but not agent-attached:  
 

1. I had to know where these things were relative to me: I am hungry. I see an apple 
before me. I pick it up and eat it. The complex movement of arm, hand, fingers, 
neck and jaw was successful in getting the apple into my mouth, because of the 
distance and direction the apple was from me. 

2. When we perceive, we learn how things are around us — When we perceive how 
the world is around us and act upon it, we need to judge what distance and 
direction things stand relative to ourselves. 

3. But we do not need to keep track of who it is that we are judging things to be in 
front of or to the left of, at least as long as we are basing our actions on simple 
perceptual knowledge.  

4. In this case, our knowledge concerns ourselves but need not involve an explicit 
representation of ourselves. 

5. This kind of knowledge is self-knowledge, in that it embodies knowledge of the 
relations things stand in to the agent; the thoughts are true because of facts about 
the agent. But it does not require that the agent have an idea of self or a notion of 
itself. 

 
 

Finding ourselves on the world’s map — Knowing our locations from the 
information about the world 
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§ Terminology: Notion, File, Buffer, and Detach 
 
[Notion & Idea]: 
___ Ideas of specific objects I call notions. Ideas of properties and relations I just call 
ideas. A judgment involves an idea being associated with a notion. 
___ Suppose that F is an idea. That is, F is a cognitive particular in the mind of some 
person that combines with notions in that person’s mind to produce judgments about the 
objects the notions are of.  
___ We might think of notions as names and ideas as predicates in a language of thought. 
Or we might think of notions and ideas as different sorts of nodes in a network that can 
be associated by edges of some sort. All I require of an idea is that it provide a way that 
notions can be modified. 
 
[Buffer]:  
___ A buffer is a notion that one obtains with the epistemic and pragmatic methods 
connected with the roles that the object plays in the agent’s life. 

 
 
[Detach]: 
___ Detach occurs when the object is no longer epistemically and pragmatically related 
to the agent.  

 
 
[Enduring Notion]: 
___ A notion that is not a buffer, but a detached notion.   
 
[File]: 
___ A notion together with all of the ideas associated with it is a file.  
___ A file on someone can be obtained by perception, accumulated through indirect 
knowledge, pass-along information, etc.  
 
[Recognition]: 
___ Getting one’s file on a person or thing attached to the roles that the person is playing 
in one’s life, so one can bring one’s information about the object to bear on one’s 
decisions about what to say and do.  

Suppose I am talking to you at a conference. I am taking in a lot of information 
about you and deciding what to say to you and in general how to treat you.  During 
this whole period, this notion is attached to the perceptions I have of you, to roles 
you are playing in my life and hence to the epistemic and pragmatic methods 
connected with those roles. It is what I call a buffer. 
 

The conference is over; you go one way, I go another. I still have a notion of you. 
But now it is detached.  
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___ Misrecognition is attaching one’s file to roles that some other object is playing; 
failure to recognize is not attaching one’s file of an object to a role the object is playing. 
 
 
 
§ Case Study: Mach and the shabby pedagogue  
 
* a failure of perceptual recognition 
 
 

 
* a failure of  documentary recognition 
___ Suppose that Mach, when he gets off the bus, hits his head and as a result has 
amnesia. “He doesn’t know who he is,” we would say. When he wakes up in the hospital 
he sees a story in the paper, “Famous Scientist is Missing”.   
___ We can imagine Mach reading this and not recognizing himself as Mach, not 
knowing that he is the missing person, not remembering his name and his profession. 
This is a failure of documentary self-recognition. 
 
 
§ Self-Attached Knowledge 
 
Q: What did Mach lack, when he “didn’t recognize himself”? 
 
* self-notion 
___ Ordinarily all one’s knowledge about oneself is integrated around a special sort of 
idea or notion of oneself that we express with “I”. 
___ The person this notion is of, is the person we take ourselves to be. 
___ Self-notion is the repository of information gained via our epistemic and pragmatic 
methods; it is also the motivator of our actions associated with these epistemic-pragmatic 
relations. 
 
* Perry’s claim: 
___ Our idea of self (“being me”) is associated with the role-idea of being identical.  
___ Identity is an epistemic/pragmatic relation, and self-notion is the idea of the agent-
relative role of person identical. 

 

 

What a shabby 
pedagogue that is! 

 Oh, I was that guy! 
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___ It is not possible that I will ever be identical with anyone other than me. If I have 
picked out the right notion to be my self-notion once, it will continue to be the right one. 
 
 
 

  
  

 
 

 
§ Reflexivity 
 
Non-reflexive method of knowing: going 
towards others 
 
 

 

reflexive method of knowing: turning 
onto itself 
 
 
 
 
 

___ We can use this method to find out 
about other people and other things.  

__ We can each use this method to find out 
about ourselves, but can’t use it to find out 
about others. 
___ What one finds out may be accessible 
to others, using different methods. 
___ So the point isn’t that our reflexive 
methods of knowing about ourselves are 
always infallible or superior to any other 
methods. It is that only we can use them. 
 

Examples: 
There is a car coming, the sky is clear, she 
is smiling at me, there is fire truck coming 
this way ...  

Examples: 
I am blushing, I am hungry, I am happy, I 
am sad, I have a headache, ....  
 

 
 
Answer: What Mach lacked when he saw his own reflection in the mirror (without 
knowing that it was him) was the association of that person in the mirror with his self-
notion.   
 
§ Self-notions and “I” — why the word “I” is so intimately connected with the 
expression of self-attached knowledge 
 
The word “I” refers to the speaker or writer. Thus the meaning of the first person 
associates it with a role in the situation of discourse.  
 

Self-notion (Agent-attached 
knowledge) 

Agent-relative role (Agent-
relative knowledge) 

Is identical 
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1. The word puts a modest cognitive load on the hearer in a variety of common 
speech situations. 

2. It also puts a relatively light cognitive load on the speaker. When Mach had 
amnesia, he still referred to himself with “I”-- or “ich” at any rate. To know that 
he was doing so he needed to know i) the meaning of “I” and ii) that he was the 
utterer of the words he was speaking. That is, he needed to realize that that the 
words he was going to speak would be spoken by him.  

3. Thus, a person who has forgotten who they are, and so no longer has a enduring 
notion associated with the self-role, may nevertheless successfully and 
confidently refer to himself or herself. 

4. The point isn’t that we don’t know much about ourselves, but that we don’t want 
to assume much about ourselves. 

5. I can think about myself so long as I exist and have a self-notion, even if there is 
no language at all, although in the case I cannot refer to myself. But first person 
pronouns, like “I”, “ich” and “je”, give philosophers a pretty secure way of 
referring to themselves. 


