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The paper deals with the problem of how subjects can have knowledge of their current mental states and, in
particular, their propositional attitudes, such as the belief, or the desire that p.

First of all, I present the constraints on any feasible account of self-knowledge.

(T) Transparency: if one has a first-order mental state M with content that p, then one will also be
in a position to judge that one does.

(A) Authority: if one judges that one has the mental state M with content that p, then one has it.

Although there may be objections to absolute forms of either (T) or (A), viz. unconscious mental states, infants’ and
animals’ mental states and self-deception, at least in many cases subjects have immediate knowledge of their own
mental states and are authoritative with respect to them. That is, they do not have to make any empirical inquiry in
order to know what they believe or desire and their avowals can’t be challenged. These constraints set self-
knowledge apart from any other kind of knowledge, in particular: from knowledge of outer states of affairs and of
other people’s mental states. So any feasible account of self-knowledge must avoid falling either into an
observational model, or else into the view that self-knowledge is inferential.

Secondly, I defend a new constitutive approach. Constitutive theorists are united in holding that (A) and (T) are
guaranteed to hold a priori. Thus, on their views, so-called self-knowledge is not a kind of cognitive achievement
and it is a misnomer to call it "knowledge" if knowledge is understood as the result of a however minimal cognitive
endeavour. What constitutivists debate among themselves, though, are the grounds of the constitutive thesis —
whether it is grounded in the linguistic practice of making psychological avowals; or in the notion of rationality, etc.
— and what metaphysical implications it has, in particular: whether it is compatible with the independent existence
of first-order mental states.

In order to account for (T) I distinguish between two kinds of mental states: mental states as dispositions and as
commitments. The former are attributed to the subject in order to make sense of her behaviour, she may not be
aware of them and, in case she were, they may not be within her control. Thus, if animals and infants have genuine
mental states, then they have them qua dispositions. (Unconscious mental states too obviously fall within this
category). The latter, in contrast, are mental states which are within the subject’s direct control and are such that
she is rationally responsible for them. For they are the result of judging that p is the case (or is desirable) and are
made on the basis of (subjectively) available evidence (or practical considerations), which, if defeated, ought to lead
to the revision of the corresponding belief (or desire). Still, rationality, that is the ability to have mental states as
commitments, falls short of entailing (T). So another ingredient is needed in order to have two conditions that, once
jointly fulfilled, will suffice for (T). The missing ingredient is conceptual mastery. That is to say, in order to believe
that, say, one believes that p, when one has the corresponding first-order mental state, nothing more is needed than
being able to judge that p and have the concept of belief. For, if I judge that p, and have the concept of belief, then it
seems inconceivable that I could fail to judge that I believe that p (if prompted).

Yet the problem is to explain how I conceptualise my first-order mental state. The answer can’t be: either by having
the first-order mental state in view; or else, by applying the rule that if I judge that p is the case on the basis of
evidence, I believe that p. For, in the former case, we would fall back into the observational model and, in the latter,
we would presuppose knowledge of our own judgement and, hence, self-knowledge. My proposal is that conceptual
mastery is the result of being drilled to use psychological verbs in the first person present blindly. That is, we are
taught to substitute one form of behaviour — the outright assertion of "p" — with another, viz. the assertion of "I
believe that p". So, rationality is necessary in order to perform the behaviour which, in its turn, is necessary to be
trained to use the relevant psychological vocabulary and thus acquire the relevant psychological concepts.
Rationality together with conceptual mastery, in turn, suffices for (T).

As to (A), the problem is how we can account a priori for the claim that when a sincere and conceptually competent
subject avows her own mental states, she has them. After defusing self-deception as a possible counter-example to
(A), I propose to hold a moderate version of constructivism. Accordingly, by either judging that p is the case (or
desirable), or equivalently (given my account of conceptual mastery) that she believes (or desires) that p, a subject
does create the corresponding first-order mental state as a commitment.


