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JOSE MEDINA 

WHAT'S SO SPECIAL ABOUT SELF-KNOWLEDGE? 

1. INTRODUCTION 

What is so special about self-knowledge? In a nutshell, my an- 
swer to this question will be "Nothing." I will try to show that 
knowledge of one's own mind is a particularly interesting type 
of knowledge for various reasons, but that there is nothing 
special about it: that is, there is no epistemic privilege or special 
normative force that attaches to self-knowledge alone. I will 
argue that knowledge of one's own mind is as fallible and 
corrigible as any other area of human knowledge. As my 
argument will show, the persistent insistence that this is a 
special area of knowledge that enjoys special epistemic privi- 
leges is an unwarranted residue of the Cartesian picture of 
human knowledge as grounded in subjective certainties. I will 
analyze our self-ascriptions of mental states as speech acts, and 
I will draw on Wittgenstein's elucidations of these speech acts 
to account for their performative and normative dimensions. 
When these ascriptions are properly situated in their home 
language and considered as moves within particular language- 
games, they cease to be mysterious and we are no longer in- 
clined to attribute to them a special normative force or special 
epistemic properties such as incorrigibility. Ultimately, I will try 
to show, these self-ascriptions are no different in kind from the 
ascriptions of intentional states to others. 

However, many people remain convinced still today that self- 
ascriptions or avowals of mental states enjoy a special kind of 
authority; and this is taken to be a datum that any epistemic 
account must accommodate and explain. As Bilgrami - for one - 
puts it (1992a, p. 247), our self-knowledge of intentional states 
seems to have a special character which "cries out" for an 
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explanation. For Descartes, the explanation came from the 
model of inner observation. On the Cartesian picture, we have 
direct access to the objects before the mind, and it is the imme- 
diacy of inner perception that gives self-knowledge its special 
character and its special certainty: while our knowledge about 
anything external is inferential and fallible, our knowledge about 
the objects before the mind is noninferential and infallible. This 
Cartesian picture was heavily criticized by Ryle (1949; esp. pp. 
167-181). He famously argued that self-knowledge is an infer- 
ential matter and that there is nothing special about it. On Ryle's 
view, self-knowledge is in principle as fallible as any other kind 
of knowledge. It is rarely challenged just because we are usually 
the ones who have more (and better) evidence about ourselves. 
We are usually better placed to judge (on the basis of evidence) 
what we think, believe, desire, etc. But our (usually) privileged 
knowledge about ourselves does not amount to more than our 
(usually) privileged position to observe ourselves. And, for Ryle, 
self-observation is not a matter of immediate phenomenological 
access to our intentional states. We ascribe intentional states to 
ourselves on the basis of what we say and do, just as we ascribe 
intentional states to others on the basis of what they say and do. 
According to Ryle, the immediacy of self-knowledge is an illu- 
sion, the natural product of the expertise we have acquired in 
ascribing beliefs, desires, etc. to ourselves. Self-ascriptions be- 
come so automatic that their inferential character usually passes 
unnoticed. 

If the Cartesian paradigm underscores the subjective features 
of intentional states and our knowledge about them, the Rylean 
paradigm stresses the dispositional features of intentionality. In 
the contemporary literature on self-knowledge, both the 
introspective paradigm of Descartes and the inferentialist par- 
adigm of Ryle have come under attack. The introspective 
paradigm is said to have gone too far because it rules out the 
defeasibility of self-judgments. It is commonly recognized that 
there is usually a presumption of first person authority, that it is 
generally reasonable to assume that the subject knows what she 
thinks, believes, desires, etc. unless there is positive evidence to 
the contrary. But this first person authority falls short of 
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incorrigibility. As Davidson - for one - puts it, "we do not 
always have indubitable or certain knowledge of our own 
attitudes. Nor are our claims about our attitudes incorrigible. It 
is possible for the evidence available to others to overthrow 
self-judgments" (Davidson, 1984, p. 103). On the other hand, 
the inferentialist paradigm is said to have gone too far because 
it does away with the undeniable spontaneous character of 
self-judgments. Generally, self-judgments are more a matter of 
"avowability" than a matter of inference. So neither the 
introspective nor the inferentialist paradigm seem to fit 
self-knowledge, and yet they seem to be the only epistemic 
paradigms available for the elucidation of self-knowledge, the 
only games in town. Drawing on Wittgenstein's later philoso- 
phy, I will propose another game. In order to develop this 
alternative, I will proceed indirectly, going from the negative to 
the positive, from the critical to the constructive. I will focus my 
critical discussion on recent attempts to vindicate the special 
character of self-knowledge either on epistemic or on practical 
grounds. From this critique there will emerge an alternative 
picture of self-knowledge and its relation to other types of 
knowledge. 

In the last two decades there have been some attempts to 
account for the special character of self-knowledge. Among the 
most notorious are those of Burge (1988), Davidson (1984, 
1986) and Bilgrami (1992a, b, 1998). Of these three, only 
Burge's account of self-knowledge is introspective and still 
Cartesian in spirit. Burge argues that his social externalism still 
leaves some (though limited) room for infallible Cartesian self- 
judgments. The other two accounts of self-knowledge, David- 
son's and Bilgrami's, give up the whole idea of "objects before 
the mind" and discard infallibility. They set out to provide a 
nonepistemic rationale for the presumption of first person 
authority. Both Davidson and Bilgrami try to capture what is 
special about self-knowledge in a "constitutive thesis" (i.e. the 
thesis that "it is constitutive of the very notion of intentionality 
that we by and large have self-knowledge"; Bilgrami, 1992a, 
p. 248; 1998, pp. 212ff). For Davidson, first person authority is 
a necessary presupposition of our interpretative practices: "4an 
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unavoidable presumption built into the nature of interpreta- 
tion" (Davidson, 1984, p. 111). For Bilgrami, first person 
authority is an unavoidable normative requirement built into 
the notion of responsible agency, for "it is a presupposition of 
the general idea of being responsible for something we do, that 
we know what we are doing" (Bilgrami, 1992b, p. 250). In what 
follows I examine: first, Burge's epistemic account of the special 
character of self-knowledge; and, second, Bilgrami's attempt to 
flesh out Davidson's constitutive thesis by grounding first per- 
son authority in the normative presuppositions underlying the 
practices in which we exercise responsible agency. 

2. FIRST PERSON AUTHORITY AND EPISTEMIC PRIVILEGE 

Burge has argued that the content of our intentional states is 
crucially dependent on (socially mediated) external factors (see 
Burge, 1979). The content of our thoughts about water or 
arthritis cannot be determined independently of the stuff out 
there called "water" or "arthritis," and more specifically, not 
independently of the criteria of one's linguistic community for 
what counts as water or arthritis. But Burge (1988) has argued 
that his social externalism does not pose a threat to self- 
knowledge, that it is in fact compatible with a restricted version 
of the thesis of privileged access of the Cartesian picture of the 
mind. This is his argument in "Individualism and Self- 
Knowledge," which will be the focus of my critical examination 
of his view. There Burge emphasizes that it would be a mistake 
to think that "a person could not know what thoughts he had 
unless he undertook an empirical investigation of the environ- 
ment" (p. 69). For Burge, there is a sense in which the subject 
has special knowledge of her intentional states: she has privi- 
leged access to what intentional states she has, even though she 
has no special authority on the necessary and sufficient condi- 
tions for the individuation of their content. Burge emphasizes 
that there are "basic cases" of self-knowledge which call for a 
Cartesian treatment. These cases are incorrigible "cogito 
thoughts": cases where our intentional states become "objects 
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before the mind." They are expressed in judgments about one's 
thoughts (beliefs, desires, etc.) such as "I think that I am 
thinking that p" (p. 70). In these basic cases, in thinking that 
one is thinking that p, one is also thinking that p. And since 
whatever goes into the individuation of the thought that p 
carries over to the iterated thought, the correctness of the sec- 
ond-order thought does not depend on the subject's knowledge 
about the correct individuation of the intentional content that 
she expresses with "p." 

Burge (1988) argues that the self-referential character of 
second-order self-ascriptions makes them incorrigible: "No er- 
rors at all are possible in strict cogito judgments; they are self- 
verifying" (p. 74). When one thinks (and hence knows) that one 
is thinking that p, one can be wrong about the enabling con- 
ditions of the thought that p, but there is one thing one cannot 
be wrong about, namely, that it is the thought that p that one is 
thinking: "One is thinking that p in the very event of thinking 
knowledgeably that one is thinking it. It is thought and thought 
about in the same mental act." (p. 70) It is this immediacy that 
constitutes, for Burge, the epistemic ground for the special, self- 
verifying character of basic self-knowledge: "our knowledge of 
our own thoughts is immediate, not discursive. Our epistemic 
right rests on this immediacy, as does our epistemic right to 
perceptual beliefs" (p. 72; emphasis added). According to 
Burge, the justification of basic self-knowledge is in no way 
discursive. 

But there is something extremely peculiar about the sec- 
ond-order thoughts that Burge appeals to in his account of 
self-knowledge. "In basic self-knowledge," he says, "one 
simultaneously thinks through a first-order thought (that wa- 
ter is a liquid) and thinks about it as one's own" (Burge, 
1988, p. 75; emphasis added). This seems to require the 
capacity to entertain two thoughts at the same time: the 
thought that p, and the thought that one thinks that p. Even 
if these complex mental acts that involve both a first-order 
and a second-order thought were possible, it seems that they 
would occur under very exceptional circumstances. I do not 
usually go through an explicit mental act to identify an 
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occurrent intentional state as an intentional state of mine (as 
opposed to what?), while at the same time entertaining that 
very intentional state (e.g. a belief or a desire). At any rate, it 
is not clear why it should matter whether these complex 
mental acts do in fact occur, for it is not clear what their 
occurrence would show. After all, what is self-verifying and 
incorrigible, according to Burge's argument, is the "cogito- 
like judgment" as a whole (e.g. "I think that I believe that 
p"), not the embedded judgment (e.g. "I believe that p"). And 
it is not clear that the alleged epistemic privilege of these 
second-order judgments can explain the general presumption 
of first-person authority, which concerns our first-order self- 
judgments (judgments that express our beliefs, desires, etc., 
not judgments about our thinking that we believe, desire, etc., 
something or other). The infallible character of the second- 
order self-judgment cannot be transmitted willy-nilly to the 
first-order self-judgment. 

Burge (1988) emphasizes that we have special "second-order, 
self-ascriptive powers" (p. 72). But what do these powers show 
about self-knowledge? According to Burge, my incorrigible 
second-order thought that I think that p automatically certifies 
two different things: (a) that it is p that I am thinking, that I 
cannot be wrong about the content of my thought (p. 70); and 
(b), that it is me who is thinking the thought that p, that I 
cannot be wrong about who owns that first-order thought (p. 
75). These are two (related but) analytically distinct issues 
concerning intentional states: the issue of content and the issue 
of ownership. The thesis that self-ascriptions are immune from 
error of misidentification of its possessor is trivial. For it is a 
trivial phenomenon that the occurrent intentional states ex- 
pressed in my avowals are intentional states of mine. What is 
not trivial is how to explain this phenomenon. Burge seems to 
suggest that this immunity from error springs from our special 
"second-order, self-ascriptive powers," from the incorrigible 
capacity to identify one's intentional states "as one's own" (p. 
75). But it is not clear that we can analyze avowals into the 
identification of a content and the identification of its posses- 
sor. In self-ascriptions, the use of "I" introduces a performative 
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element that is not easily assimilable to a mental act of iden- 
tification. As Brandom (1994) has pointed out, "I" is an 
expressive locution used to undertake commitments, not to 
identify commitments as one's own in a special, self-verifying 
sort of way. As Brandom puts it, the immunity from error of 
misidentification of avowals amounts to nothing more than the 
fact that "the undertaking by acknowledging of a commitment is 
something that no one but I can do" (p. 553). So the immunity 
from error of misidentification derives from the performative 
aspects of self-ascriptions, not from a special mental act of 
identification of one's intentional states as one's own. 

As Wittgenstein suggested, avowals are immune from errors 
of misidentification precisely because they do not involve an act 
of identification at all: "I don't choose the mouth which says 
'I ..."'; "It has no sense to ask 'How do you know it's you who 
sees. . .'." (Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 311) Wittgenstein's analysis of 
avowals puts the emphasis on the performative aspect of the 
indexical "I": for example, the expression "I promise..." does 
not say who promises; it is used by a speaker to make a promise. 
On this performative analysis, "I" is not a referring expression 
that results from an act of identification and therefore tacitly 
makes a claim about the correct identification of a subject: I do 
not say "I" to pick myself out from among others but to draw 
attention to myself, as when I raise my hand or clear my throat 
loudly before I speak (Wittgenstein, 1958, p. 67). According to 
my Wittgensteinian, performative view, self-attributions are not 
decomposable into a content attributed and a person identified 
as its possessor; they are avowals. So when I say "I am in pain," 
I do not identify myself as the possessor of a sensation; I simply 
draw attention to myself and the audience identifies who is in 
pain. As Wittgenstein puts it: 
There is no question of recognizing a person when I say I have toothache. 
To ask 'are you sure that it's you who have pains?' would be nonsensical. 
[...] it is as impossible that in making the statement 'I have toothache' I 
should have mistaken another person for myself, as it is to moan with pain 
by mistake, having mistaken someone else for me. To say, 'I have pain' is no 
more a statement about a particular person than moaning is (Wittgenstein, 
1958, p. 67; emphasis preserved and added) 
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But, at any rate, the issue of ownership cannot be Burge's 
primary concern. For his externalism about content is trivially 
compatible with the immunity from error of this kind. What 
Burge wants from his account of self-knowledge is to neutralize 
the challenge that his externalism has the unwelcome implica- 
tion that people do not usually know what they are thinking 
(not that they usually don't know whether what they are 
thinking is their own or someone else's thought). In order to 
answer this challenge, it is the issue of content that Burge's 
account of self-knowledge must address: the issue of whether 
we have any special authority on what we think, believe, desire, 
etc. To determine whether Burge has answered this challenge, 
let's examine more closely the peculiar twist that he gives to the 
introspective paradigm in his account of self-knowledge. 

On the Cartesian picture, "the objects before the mind's eye" 
were contentful objects of awareness towards which we can 
have different propositional attitudes, that is, the contents of 
our thinking, believing, doubting, etc. By contrast, the objects 
that Burge claims to be immediately present to the mind in a 
self-verifying way are the intentional states themselves (think- 
ing that p, believing that q, etc.) rather than their contents (p, q, 
etc.). Burge's claim is that in a "basic cogito-like judgment" we 
cannot be wrong about the intentional state we are in. But if I 
am incorrigible about what intentional state I am in, I must be 
able to distinguish (infallibly) that intentional state from other 
intentional states. We can distinguish a belief from a desire (or 
from any other intentional state) without appealing to their 
content, since they can in fact have the same content. But we 
can only distinguish one belief from another (e.g. the belief that 
p from the belief that q) by its content. So since the subject who 
entertains a basic cogito-like thought is incorrigible about the 
first-order thought contained in it, it seems that she must also 
be incorrigible about the content of that first-order thought. 
But Burge's externalism maintains that the contents of our 
intentional states "ain't in the head." So how can the 
immediate presence of an intentional state in the mind of its 
possessor enable her to identify it, infallibly, in a second-order, 
self-ascriptive act? 
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Burge emphasizes that we must distinguish between 
authoritative self-knowledge and the knowledge required for 
the proper specification of one's thought: "One clearly does 
not have first-person authority about whether one of one's 
thought is to be explicated or individuated in such and such a 
way" (p. 78). Burge argues that the knowledge involved in the 
"explication" of one's thoughts is not required "in order to 
know that one is thinking them" (p. 78). When a thought 
about p comes before my mind in a second-order, self- 
ascriptive act, what I know infallibly is nothing about "p"; 
what I know infallibly is simply that it is "p" that I am 
thinking. But how are we to understand "p" in the claim "I 
know at least one thing: that it is p that I am thinking"? 
Elsewhere Burge has drawn a sharp distinction between "a 
lexical item and the explication of its meaning," "the word" 
and "the entry for the word," arguing that the "explicational 
meaning is the semantical analogue" of the lexical item (1989, 
p. 181). Now, if we apply this distinction to Burge's basic 
cases of self-knowledge, it seems that my incorrigible knowl- 
edge about my thoughts concerns the lexical items that are the 
objects of my thinking, but not their explicational meaning. 
On this syntactic interpretation of Burge's view, what I know 
incorrigibly is only the string of signs that occupies my 
thinking, not its content. Another way to put it is to say that 
in the self-verifying judgment "I know I think "p","p" is 
mentioned but not used. 

This reading of Burge's view suggests that he is proposing a 
syntactic criterion for the individuation of thoughts on which 
the subject has privileged authority (as opposed to the semantic 
criterion on which the subject has no authority). But if this is 
Burge's proposal, he needs to provide an account of this syn- 
tactic criterion and to show its significance for self-knowledge. 
This proposal would require a reformulation of the concept of 
"propositional attitudes" as attitudes towards syntactic strings, 
rather than towards contentful propositions. But is there room 
in Burge's view for the introduction of a syntactic criterion for 
the individuation of content along with the semantic criteria of 
his externalism? The use of double standards for the 
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individuation of content would commit him to the bifurcation 
of intentional content. For the distinction between syntactic 
and semantic criteria of individuation is just one way of con- 
struing the distinction between narrow and broad content (e.g. 
Fodor's 1981 way). But, as is well known, Burge rejects this 
distinction; he explicitly opposes the bifurcation of content (see 
Burge, 1986). So it seems unlikely that in his account of self- 
knowledge he would appeal to the distinction between the 
syntactic and semantic "contents" of our intentional states. 
But, even more importantly, the retreat to the syntactic level to 
defend first-person authority won't do for Burge, for it doesn't 
answer the challenge posed to his externalism. The challenge is 
to explain how, on Burge's externalist view of content, subjects 
can have self-knowledge of the contents of their thoughts. The 
(indeed peculiar) claim that subjects at least know the syntactic 
strings of signs that occupy their minds doesn't address this 
challenge. It is in fact besides the point, for self-knowledge 
about the words that go through one's mind was never in 
question. So the authoritative self-knowledge of Burge's view 
must concern more than the syntactic elements that constitute 
the content of one's thought. 

In his account of self-knowledge Burge says: "Authority 
concerns those aspects of the thought which have intentional 
(aboutness) properties. For me, those are the only aspects of the 
content of a thought" (Burge, 1988, p. 74). So Burge's strategy 
is not bifurcation; for him, there is only one notion of content, a 
semantic one. His aim is not to distinguish between two dif- 
ferent kinds of content, and to identify one which falls under 
the privileged epistemic authority of the subject. Rather, Burge 
seeks to identify, among the various ways in which contentful 
intentional states can be specified from a first-person point of 
view, one kind of specification which is not open to challenge, a 
kind of self-ascription which is incorrigible. He claims to have 
found this in self-ascriptions of a second order. Let's take an 
example that Burge examines in a footnote (p. 74). Consider the 
"cogito-like judgment" "I judge that I am thinking that my 
aunt is charming." Burge admits that I can be mistaken about 
the proper specification of the content of my thought in all sorts 
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of ways: for instance, maybe the person that I am actually 
judging to be charming is not in fact my aunt ("I have no 
particular authority about that"). But even in that case, he 
adds, "I am not making a mistake about what I am thinking 
about that person; there is no mistake about the intentional act 
and intentional content of the act" (p. 74). But in what sense is 
there no mistake about the "intentional content of the act?" If 
the subject does not have a belief about his aunt at all, but 
about someone else who he mistakenly believes to be his aunt, 
say, his neighbor, doesn't he make a mistake about the content 
of his belief when he attributes to himself a belief about his aunt 
in the second-order self-attribution? What kind of attribution 
of content is this second-order self-ascription whose correctness 
does not depend on what, from an objective, third-person point 
of view, would be the proper specification of content? It is, of 
course, a de dicto attribution of content. 

There are two different styles of specifying content: de dicto 
and de re (see, e.g., Brandom 1994, pp. 520ff). In the de dicto 
style, the ascriber attributes a commitment to a content which is 
specified in the subject's own terms, not in those of the ascriber. 
As Brandom puts it, "de dicto ascriptions specify the contents 
of attributed commitments in terms that, according to the 
ascriber, the one to whom they are ascribed would acknowledge 
as specifications of the contents of commitments undertaken" 
(p. 523). In de dicto ascriptions, the ascriber undertakes no 
commitment as to what the proper specification of the content 
attributed would be, all things considered; the only commit- 
ment that the ascriber undertakes is that the content so speci- 
fied is something that the subject to whom it is ascribed would 
say, a (possible, if not actual) dictum of that subject. In Burge's 
example, a de dicto ascription would be "He thinks that his 
aunt is charming." In this ascription there is no commitment on 
the part of the ascriber as to whether the person who the subject 
considers charming is actually his aunt, or whether she is better 
described as his neighbor. A de re ascription would be "he 
thinks of his neighbor that she is charming." In the de re style 
of specifying content, the ascriber attributes a commitment and 
at the same time undertakes one herself: in our example, the 
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commitment about the content attributed that the ascriber 
undertakes is that the subject's thought is a thought about his 
neighbor. Burge's treatment of second-order self-ascriptions 
clearly emphasizes their de dicto character. This is what he 
seems to underline when he says that these self-ascriptions do 
not carry with them "an ability to explicate correctly one's 
thoughts or concepts via other thoughts and concepts" (Burge, 
1988, p. 78; emphasis added). Indeed, if - as Brandom (1994) 
puts it - de dicto ascriptions use "only what the agent is aware 
of or acknowledges" (p. 525), then all self-ascriptions are de 
dicto. For when it comes to ascribe contents to oneself, there is 
nothing one can go by other than what one is aware of or 
is willing to acknowledge. In self-attributions the de dicto style 
is not an option, but a necessity, since here the perspective of 
the ascriber and that of the person to whom a content is 
ascribed coincide. 

So, given that Burge's "cogito-like judgments" are de dicto 
attributions of content, we can now understand why their 
correctness does not depend on what the right specification of 
that content would be, all things considered. We can also 
understand now why this analysis does not require distin- 
guishing between two different notions of content (broad and 
narrow), but only distinguishing between two different styles of 
specifying content (de re and de dicto). But the de dicto char- 
acter of second-order self-ascriptions falls short of showing that 
there is something special about self-knowledge. Burge 
emphasizes that the correctness of second-order self-ascriptions 
in no way depends on our ability to individuate intentional 
states from a third-person point of view (see p. 78). This is true, 
but it is true of all de dicto ascriptions, whether they are of first- 
order or of second-order, and whether they are self-ascriptions 
of content or ascriptions of content to others. And the reason is 
trivial: they do not involve a commitment on the part of the 
ascriber as to what the correct specification of content would be 
from an objective point of view. So what is it that Burge takes 
to be so special about self-ascriptions of a second order? 

The obvious difference between a first-order self-ascription 
such as "I believe that p" and a second-order self-ascription 
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such as "I think that I believe that p" is that in the former the 
content that occurs de dicto is "p," while in the latter the con- 
tent that occurs de dicto is "I believe that p." That is, in the 
second-order self-ascription the propositional-attitude verb it- 
self ("believe") occurs de dicto. It is not just the content of an 
intentional state, but the intentional state itself, that is ascribed 
de dicto, that is, as something that the subject to whom it is 
ascribed is aware of or is willing to acknowledge. But what is so 
special about this? After all, there can also be second-order de 
dicto attributions from a third-person point of view: e.g., "He 
thinks that he believes that p." In these second-order attribu- 
tions, whether to oneself or to another, the only commitment 
that the ascriber undertakes is that, under the appropriate cir- 
cumstances, the subject would avow "I believe that p"; no 
commitment is undertaken as to whether "p" correctly specifies 
the intentional content ascribed, or as to whether the proposi- 
tional attitude of the subject towards that content is correctly 
characterized by "believes" (rather than by "doubts," "desires 
to believe but doesn't," etc.). The correctness of these second- 
order ascriptions rests only on the subject's avowal of the first- 
order intentional state ascribed. When the subject to whom the 
first-order intentional state is ascribed de dicto is not the 
ascriber, there is always the possibility that the subject will not 
avow the dictum ascribed to him. The ascription is therefore 
open to challenge; and when challenged, it requires a discursive 
justification. By contrast, second-order de dicto self-ascriptions 
do not seem to be open to challenge in this way: here mis- 
matches between the perspective of the ascriber and the per- 
spective of the subject to whom a first-order thought is ascribed 
cannot occur, simply because they are one and the same per- 
spective. In self-ascriptions what, according to the ascriber, the 
subject will acknowledge and what the subject actually 
acknowledges coincide. 

So there seems to be something special about the second- 
order de dicto self-ascriptions that Burge calls "cogito-like 
judgments." What is special is that in a self-judgment of this 
kind, such as "I think that I believe that p," the dictum ascribed 
is already acknowledged in the ascription of the dictum. In a 
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self-ascription, the de dicto attribution is at the same time an 
acknowledgement of the dictum. So what distinguishes self- 
ascriptions of intentional contents or of contentful intentional 
states from their ascriptions to others is that the former are not 
mere attributions of commitments: they are also (and simulta- 
neously) acknowledgements of those commitments. Self- 
ascriptions have a hybrid character: they have both a reporting 
aspect and a performative aspect. This performative aspect, 
introduced by the use of "I," is what has led many philosophers 
(Burge included) to view self-ascriptions as a special kind of 
attribution. But, in their reporting aspect, as de dicto attribu- 
tions, self-ascriptions are no different from de dicto attributions 
from a third-person point of view. The surplus of self-ascrip- 
tions comes from their performative dimension: a self-ascrip- 
tion is not only the attribution of a commitment but also "the 
undertaking by acknowledging of a commitment" (Brandom 
1994, p. 553). The asymmetry between first-person and third- 
person ascriptions reflects what Brandom calls "the irreduc- 
ibility of the deontic attitude of acknowledging commitments to 
that of attributing them": "undertaking commitments cannot 
be reduced to attributing them, even to oneself. [...] these are 
two different kinds of practical doing" (p. 554). 

However, according to Burge, the impossibility of a mis- 
match between the commitments that a subject ascribes to 
herself and the ones that she actually has is guaranteed by a 
self-verifying mental act in which one recognizes "a first-order 
thought [...] as one's own" (Burge, 1988, p. 75). But no such 
cogito-like mental act seems to be needed for first person 
authority. A mismatch between the commitments that a subject 
ascribes to herself and those that she undertakes is ruled out by 
the logic of self-ascriptions. There can be no mismatch simply 
because in a self-ascription the subject does not merely attribute 
a commitment to herself but also undertakes it. And notice that 
this is true of all self-ascriptions, whether of first-order or of 
second-order. In normal circumstances, the use of the first- 
person pronoun "I" has the expressive role of acknowledging 
commitments. In the self-ascription of first-order "I believe that 
p," the subject acknowledges and hence undertakes a 
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commitment (the belief that p). If that self-ascription is con- 
sidered as a de dicto ascription, its correctness is guaranteed just 
because the dictum ascribed ("p") has already been acknowl- 
edged by the subject in the very act of self-ascription. And the 
same goes for second-order ascriptions. The only difference is 
that in a second-order self-ascription (e.g. "I believe that I 
believe that p"), a further commitment is acknowledged and 
hence undertaken (the belief that I believe that p), a further 
dictum ("I believe that p") is avowed. But nothing is gained by 
going to a metalevel; in particular, one does not acquire more 
authority on one's thoughts with this move. For first-person 
authority does not depend on a complex act of inner perception 
in which a first-order thought becomes the object of intro- 
spection. Burge himself seems to suggest that it is the logic of 
self-judgments (their self-referentiality) that supports their 
"authoritative" character (e.g. Burge, 1988, p. 75). But if that is 
true, it is not clear why we need to postulate a self-verifying 
mental act underlying each authoritative self-judgment. Such 
an act seems superfluous (an "idle wheel"). First person 
authority does not rest on a special epistemic capacity, on "our 
second-order, self-ascriptive powers" (Burge 1988, p. 72), but 
rather, on our practical capacity to undertake commitments by 
acknowledging them. There is nothing special about self- 
ascriptions beyond the hybrid character that they have in our 
discursive practices. 

It is true that self-ascriptions do not usually stand in need of 
discursive justification. But they are not self-verifying. They 
have only a default status. Because of its performative aspect, 
because it is an acknowledgement, a self-ascription is usually 
regarded as prima facie evidence for the subject's commitment 
and entitlement to the intentional state she claims to have. But 
of course acknowledgement does not guarantee entitlement. 
The correctness of the reporting aspect of a self-ascriptions is 
not guaranteed by its performative aspect. Although 
self-ascriptions are simultaneously attributions and acknowl- 
edgements of commitments, what a subject acknowledges in a 
self-ascription may be at odds with everything else she 
acknowledges; and when this is pointed out to the subject, she 
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must vindicate discursively her entitlement to the intentional 
state she ascribes to herself. If, for instance, evidence is cited 
that the subject desires to believe that p but doesn't really be- 
lieve that p, then the subject must defend her claim discursively, 
that is, she must give evidence in support of her claim that she 
actually believes that p. When an appropriate challenge has 
been raised, the subject does not earn entitlement simply by 
saying "I think that I believe that p." A second-order insight 
into one's own intentional states does not help here. For, by 
definition, self-deception cannot be ruled out by introspection. 
So self-ascriptions involve a discursive commitment to defend 
the content of the ascription when appropriately challenged. 

To say that self-ascriptions have a default status is simply to 
say that they are usually taken at face value: unless there is 
positive evidence to the contrary, they are not challenged. 
When an agent acknowledges a commitment, entitlement to it is 
granted by default (this is what Brandom calls the "default and 
challenge structure of entitlement"; see Brandom, 1994, esp. pp. 
177ff). But this presumption of first-person authority falls short 
of the infallibility that Burge attributes to "basic self-knowl- 
edge." There can be cases of self-deception. If the interlocutors 
do have evidence at odds with the subject's self-ascription, this 
can be challenged; and when it is, the subject has to earn dis- 
cursively his entitlement to the commitment undertaken in his 
self-ascription. But Burge and other critics of Ryle's inferen- 
tialist paradigm are right that one's authority on what one 
thinks (believes, desires, etc.) is a noninferential authority in 
some ways similar to the authority on what one perceives. 
Though inferentially redeemable, self-judgments are not usually 
inferentially derived from the evidence one has about oneself. 
They usually are direct and spontaneous. But the authority of 
self-judgments does not derive from infallible introspective acts. 
As Brandom (1994) has suggested (see esp. p. 558), the pre- 
sumption of first-person authority is contingent on the logic of 
self-ascriptions instituted by our discursive practices. To have 
first person authority, to be a reliable reporter of one's inten- 
tional states, is to be a responsible agent in those practices. To 
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the link between self-knowledge and responsible agency I now 
turn. Can this link give a special status to self-knowledge? 

3. THE NORMATIVE SIGNIFICANCE OF SELF-ASCRIPTIONS: 
SELF-KNOWLEDGE AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Unlike Burge, Davidson (1984, 1986) has tried to account for the 
special status of self-knowledge outside the Cartesian frame- 
work. Davidson's claims about first-person authority are anti- 
Cartesian in at least two respects. In the first place, Davidson 
does not ground the subject's authority over her intentional 
attitudes in self-verifying introspective acts or the intuitive 
powers of the mind. Instead, he insists that "first-person 
authority is dependent on, and explained by, social and public 
factors" (Davidson, 1986, p. 453). And in the second place, 
Davidson holds a much weaker view of first-person authority 
than Descartes and his followers (including Burge and his 
"limited Cartesianism"). For Davidson, first-person authority 
does not amount to incorrigibility: "we do not always have 
indubitable or certain knowledge of our own attitudes. Nor are 
our claims about our attitudes incorrigible. It is possible for the 
evidence available to others to overthrow self-judgments" 
(Davidson, 1984, p. 103). But nonetheless, Davidson treats self- 
ascriptions of intentional attitudes as a special kind of attribution 
(e.g., Davidson, 1984, p. 108). For Davidson, first-person 
authority is a necessary presupposition of interpretation: "an 
unavoidable presumption built into the nature of interpretation" 
(Davidson, 1984, p. 11 1). This is what he terms his "constitutive 
thesis." It is within this Davidsonian framework that Bilgrami's 
account of self-knowledge is developed. 

Bilgrami (1992a,b and 1998) has emphasized that there is a 
"constitutive" relation between self-knowledge and responsible 
agency. He has argued that first-person authority has to be 
grounded in "considerations having to do with moral respon- 
sibility rather than epistemology" (Bilgrami, 1992a, p. 250). 
Once we abandon the idea that "beliefs, wishes and doubts are 
entities in or before the mind," as Davidson recommends 
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(Davidson, 1986, p. 454), Burge's claim that the ultimate 
ground of our "epistemic right" to self-knowledge is the 
immediacy of our intentional states in introspective acts be- 
comes suspicious. Bilgrami argues that the special character of 
self-knowledge has to be grounded in the presuppositions of 
our normative practices. His account of self-knowledge 
emphasizes the normative dimension of first-person authority 
and its link to the notion of responsibility. According to 
Bilgrami, our authority on our intentional states is inextricably 
interwoven with our status as responsible agents. His argument 
goes as follows: (1) "we react to each other in moral terms"; (2) 
"these reactions presuppose that we hold each other responsi- 
ble"; and (3) in order to be responsible, "we must, in general, 
know our beliefs and desires and our intentions because it is 
these states which bring about and explain our doing" 
(Bilgrami, 1992a, p. 250). 

Bilgrami's account underscores crucial aspects of self- 
knowledge that have been largely ignored. But it is not clear 
that the normative dimension of self-knowledge and its link 
with responsible agency are sufficient grounds to establish the 
special character of self-knowledge. Bilgrami wants to exploit 
the "constitutive" relation between self-knowledge and 
responsibility to give a "substantial grounding" to Davidson's 
claim that self-knowledge is a necessary presupposition of our 
interpretative practices (see Bilgrami, 1992a, p. 250). Putting his 
normative account at the service of this task, Bilgrami misun- 
derstands the nature and scope of the link between self- 
knowledge and responsibility: on the one hand, by claiming 
that "self-knowledge is a necessary condition for the imple- 
mentation of practices surrounding assignment of responsibil- 
ity" (Bilgrami, 1998, p. 215), he seems to intellectualize 
responsible agency; on the other hand, by claiming that its link 
with responsible agency is something exclusive of self-knowl- 
edge, he seems to miss the general normative aspects of 
knowledge, grounding the special character of self-knowledge 
in something which (on closer inspection) may turn out to be 
common to all knowledge. 
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Bilgrami (1998) argues that the special significance of self- 
knowledge is practical and ethical and can only be justified on 
normative grounds. He summarizes his position as follows: 
"Self-knowledge is necessary for responsibility for no other 
reason [...] than that our evaluative justifications of the 
practices of assigning punishment and blame seem to be apt 
only when self-knowledge is present" (p. 215). Bilgrami con- 
tends that the following conditional (which is supposed to 
capture the core idea behind first person authority) is true: "If I 
believe that I believe that p, then I believe that p." He argues, 
however, pace Burge, that this conditional stands in need of 
qualification. The "qualifying condition" that Bilgrami pro- 
poses is that the conditions for responsible agency be fulfilled. 
According to Bilgrami, whenever a subject is a responsible 
agent, we must assume that she has the intentional states she 
claims to have; for to assume otherwise would be to question 
the subject's status as a responsible agent. For Bilgrami, to 
regard someone as a responsible agent is to attribute to her a 
commitment to knowing her beliefs, desires, or intentions; and 
to be responsible for an action is to be accountable for that 
action, that is, to be able to explain it (if need be) in terms of 
one's beliefs, desires, or intentions. Therefore, Bilgrami con- 
cludes, self-knowledge is a necessary condition for responsibility. 
But does this claim really amount to a special and unique 
normative relation between self-knowledge and responsibility? 

Being responsible for one's words and actions is certainly 
required for self-knowledge (in fact, for knowledge in general). 
In order to have self-knowledge, one must be a responsible 
agent. However, the converse does not seem equally plausible. 
In order to be a responsible agent, must one have self-knowl- 
edge? Perhaps, but what kind of self-knowledge?, and under 
what conditions? Unless properly qualified, the claim that self- 
knowledge is a necessary condition for responsibility seems too 
strong. Doesn't it suffice to have some self-knowledge some of 
the time? Or do we always have to be fully knowledgeable about 
our beliefs, desires, intentions, etc. in order to be responsible? 
The latter seems to be Bilgrami's claim. According to Bilgrami, 
in order to be responsible at all, one must be able to account for 
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one's actions (when called upon them) in terms of her beliefs, 
desires or intentions. He is certainly right that in order to be 
responsible, one must in some sense know what one is doing. 
But knowing what one is doing in the minimal sense required 
for being responsible of one's actions should not be equated 
(and usually isn't) with knowing one's beliefs, desires, or 
intentions and being able to explain one's actions through 
them. We do not exempt agents from responsibility just because 
they do not have the proper knowledge about the beliefs, 
desires or intentions that led to their actions. Being accountable 
for one's actions is not the same as being able to give a correct 
account of one's actions, as Bilgrami claims (see esp. 1992, p. 
250). It is not clear that one ceases to be a responsible agent 
when one lacks self-knowledge. Cases of insanity aside, we still 
hold someone responsible for her actions even if she has mis- 
taken beliefs about why she did what she did, and even if she 
simply did it blindly and has no clue of why she did it. Bilgrami, 
however, defines responsible agency as agency explicable in 
terms of the intentional states that the agent claims to have. 
When agency is so defined, it is of course true (but just by 
definition) that if the conditions for responsible agency are 
fulfilled, the agent actually does have the intentional states she 
claims to have. For these conditions are fulfilled only when the 
agent actually has the intentional states that she claims to have! 
If self-knowledge is incorporated into the very notion of 
responsible agency, then (but only then) it is trivial that "under 
the conditions of responsible agency," self-knowledge is guar- 
anteed. 

There is indeed an important connection between self- 
knowledge and responsible agency. But this connection is less 
rigid and more general than Bilgrami seems to think. And the 
important point is that he could not ground the special char- 
acter of self-knowledge in its connection with responsibility if 
this were a connection that holds whenever we have knowledge 
about something. Unless he shows that responsibility is in- 
volved in self-knowledge in a way in which it is not involved in 
any other kind of knowledge, he hasn't shown anything special 
about self-knowledge. That "epistemic responsibility" is in- 
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volved in one way or another in any instance of knowledge 
seems to be suggested by the justification condition usually 
imposed on knowledge. A belief amounts to knowledge only if 
it is justified; and that means that its possessor must be "epi- 
stemically responsible" and have the adequate evidence. As 
Brandom (1994, pp. 202ff) puts it, knowledge is a hybrid 
deontic status that involves both commitment and entitlement. 
When a knowledge claim is appropriately challenged, the as- 
serter has a justificatory responsibility: she must vindicate her 
commitment by demonstrating entitlement to it. This kind of 
responsibility does not distinguish self-knowledge from any 
other kind of knowledge. In this sense, all knowledge is equally 
normative. 

But Bilgrami's idea seems to be that in the case of self- 
knowledge it is not just a specific epistemic or justificatory 
responsibility, but the very status of being a responsible agent 
that is at stake. According to Bilgrami, it is the very status of 
being a responsible agent that grounds the commitment to first- 
person authority. Being a responsible agent is a normative 
status that involves normative expectations. Bilgrami (1998) 
emphasizes that we blame agents for failing to live up to their 
commitment to self-knowledge, but we do not blame agents for 
their lack of knowledge of the environment or from their lack 
of knowledge of other people's intentional states (we can only 
"blame" causal mechanisms in those cases). According to 
Bilgrami (1998), there is a "philosophical ground" (i.e. the 
"constitutive" relation between self-knowledge and responsi- 
bility) upon which we can always demand self-knowledge from 
a responsible agent, and this is what makes self-knowledge 
special. For, he contends, there is no corresponding "philo- 
sophical ground" that supports a similar demand for other 
types of knowledge. According to Bilgrami, there are a priori 
reasons to demand that a responsible agent have knowledge of 
her intentional states; but we can only demand that she have 
knowledge of the environment or knowledge of the intentional 
states of others under special circumstances. Epistemic de- 
mands in these cases can only be supported by contextual 
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considerations regarding the agent's needs, desires, intentions, 
etc. 

So Bilgrami (1998) argues that while a lack of knowledge 
about, for example, Indian history in no way undermines one's 
status as a responsible agent, a lack of self-knowledge does 
disqualify the subject as a responsible agent. But it may be a 
mistake to separate radically one's status as a responsible agent 
in discursive practices from the specific responsibilities one has 
with respect to specific commitments. A lack of knowledge 
about Indian history does disqualify the subject in some re- 
spect: it does curtail her responsibilities in discursive practices, 
namely, as an epistemically responsible and reliable informer of 
Indian history. On the other hand, a lack of self-knowledge 
does not (or at least not always) disqualify the subject as a 
responsible agent in all respects, but only as an epistemically 
responsible and reliable reporter of her own intentional states. 
Lack of self-knowledge (of the explanatory kind) shows noth- 
ing more than that the agent is just not good at explaining her 
own mind, but not that she is not good as a responsible agent 
tout court. It is true, however, that a total lack of self-knowl- 
edge is sufficient to disqualify someone as a competent partic- 
ipant in discursive practices. But so is a total lack of knowledge 
of the environment or a total lack of knowledge of the inten- 
tional states of others. When an agent is systematically deceived 
about her own intentional states, we do not consider her as a 
responsible agent. But, similarly, when an agent is systemati- 
cally wrong about the environment or about other people's 
beliefs, desires and intentions, we do not consider her a com- 
petent agent in discursive practices. This point has been 
emphasized by Wittgenstein's holistic view of knowledge in On 
Certainty. 

In On Certainty Wittgenstein emphasizes that there are cer- 
tain things I cannot doubt about myself. Some of these things 
have to do with my mental states: I cannot doubt when I have 
certain feelings or sensations (e.g., when I am in pain), or when 
I have certain beliefs, desires, and intentions. But other things 
about myself that seem to be indubitable are factual matters: 
what my name is (?328), or that I have two hands (?250), or that 
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I have never been in the stratosphere (?222), or in China (?339) 
or Bulgaria (?269) for that matter. Doubting these things would 
result in "madness" (?281). But the same is true if I doubt 
certain basic facts about the world and about the people 
around me. There are certain doubts and certain beliefs that 
seem irreconcilable with rationality - for example, the belief 
that cars grow out of the earth (?279) or that people have 
sawdust in their heads (?281). As Wittgenstein puts it: 

In certain circumstances a man cannot make a mistake. [.. .] If Moore were 
to pronounce the opposite of those propositions which he declares certain, 
we should not just not share his opinion: we should regard him as demented. 
(Wittgenstein, 1969, ?155; emphasis preserved and added) 

It is indeed remarkable that our status as rational agents and 
thinkers seems to depend on not doubting certain things, on 
being able to hold on to some certainties. But as Wittgenstein 
insistently argues, we should not conclude from this that these 
certainties are a special kind of infallible knowledge. In fact, 
they are not knowledge at all. They are, rather, the presuppo- 
sitions of our knowledge; what needs to be taken for granted , 
to stay put or "held fast" (?144), for our epistemic practices to 
get off the ground. These certainties constitute the background 
against which our investigative practices are carried out and 
our knowledge claims are raised, challenged, and defended or 
defeated. These background certainties do not have a special 
epistemic status, but they do have a special relation to ratio- 
nality: "The reasonable man does not have certain doubts." 
(?220) On Wittgenstein's view, reasonable thinking and rea- 
sonable acting presuppose the holistic aspect of knowledge and 
thought. We do not simply believe one thing at a time; our 
thoughts and actions require a system or framework: "a totality 
of judgments" (?140), "a whole system of propositions" (?141). 
This totality or system contains all kinds of certainties we have 
accumulated through our own experience and through that of 
others, certainties about the world, about ourselves, and about 
the people around us. This is how Wittgenstein describes this 
holistic framework of empirical certainties: 
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There are countless empirical propositions that count as certain for us. One 
such is that if someone's arm is cut off it will not grow again. Another, if 
someone's head is cut off he is dead and will never live again. Experience can 
be said to teach us these propositions. However, it does not teach us them in 
isolation: rather, it teaches us a host of interdependent propositions. 
(Wittgenstein, 1969; ??273-274) 

The holistic nature of our system of beliefs or framework of 
judgments is of utmost importance, both for what is in the 
foreground of this system or framework and for what is in the 
background. My beliefs about the world can only be formed 
and made sense of in connection with many other beliefs about 
the world as well as background certainties that "stand fast" 
(see ?116). The latter may include propositions such as "The 
earth has existed long before my birth" (?84); the former in- 
clude all kinds of beliefs I have about how things behave in the 
surroundings I am familiar with. Similarly, my beliefs about my 
fellow human beings also constitute a system. Each belief in this 
system presupposes general certainties that go unquestioned: 
for example, that people have heads, or that they have parents, 
or that they have feelings, sensations, emotions, etc. But each 
belief in this system also presupposes many other beliefs about 
people's physical and mental states, their production, interac- 
tion, consequences, etc. Subjects can be wrong about any of 
their individual beliefs about the world and about the people 
around them. Here they can make mistakes, individual mis- 
takes, although they rarely do and by and large we can trust 
them on these matters and they can trust themselves (see ?150 
and ?159). But for them to be wrong about all or most of their 
beliefs about the world and about their fellow human beings 
would be for them not to have a meaningful totality or belief 
system about these matters at all. This would disqualify them as 
competent thinkers and agents, for it would leave them without 
a system or framework with which to think and act, just as 
doubting the background certainties of their beliefs would do. 
Discarding most of our individual beliefs or rejecting the 
background certainties on which we rely would have the same 
paralyzing effect and for the same reasons: it would disable the 
entire belief system and render it ineffective. The same can be 
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said about the beliefs concerning our own selves and minds. 
They also form a system: a system that is sustained by tacit 
background certainties (e.g. that I have a body, that I have a 
past, that I have sensations, emotions, beliefs, desires, etc.); and 
a system that consists in a complex network of interrelated 
beliefs about oneself. (And it is worth noting that, according to 
Wittgenstein, the belief system that makes self-knowledge 
possible includes not only beliefs about one's mental states, but 
also beliefs about factual matters such as one's name, where 
one has been in one's lifetime, etc.) By and large we are correct 
about ourselves and about the contents of our minds. And 
indeed, as Bilgrami has argued, this presumption of authority is 
guaranteed by our status as rational and responsible agents. 
Some self-knowledge is indeed required by rationality and 
responsible agency. But the same is true of other types of 
knowledge, such as knowledge of the world and knowledge of 
our fellows and their minds: they are also required by ratio- 
nality and responsible agency; and no one can be considered a 
rational and responsible agent unless she has minimal knowl- 
edge about the empirical and the social world, that is, some 
correct beliefs about her surroundings. Indeed, it is a trivial 
truth that, in the light of a massive cognitive failure (no matter 
in what area), people cease to be considered rational and 
responsible agents. 

In short, our general competence as rational thinkers and 
agents involves minimal knowledge about ourselves as well as 
about the world around us and the people around us. For 
normal functioning agents who are considered to be competent 
in our practices, there is the presumption of minimal epistemic 
authority in all the different areas of ordinary knowledge re- 
quired for everyday activities - an automatic presumption that 
of course does not extend to expert knowledge. Insofar as they 
are considered to be rational thinkers and responsible agents, 
subjects are presumed to have some authority about those 
things that are within their power to know. In everyday affairs 
epistemic authority is the default status of competent subjects, a 
status that is not lost until there is evidence to call it into 
question. Enjoying the status of a rational and responsible 
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agent presupposes that we minimally know what goes on with 
us, with our fellows, and in the world. One cannot lose all 
reliability and epistemic authority and retain this status. Ra- 
tional and responsible agents must have some correct beliefs 
about the subjective, intersubjective, and objective domains. 
Rationality and responsible agency require some first-person 
authority, some social authority, and some empirical authority 
about the world around us. The presumption of epistemic 
authority in these areas reflects simply the expectation of 
minimal competence that derives from the presumption of 
rationality that applies to all those who are treated as respon- 
sible agents.This makes self-knowledge no more special than 
other types of knowledge. 

In conclusion, Bilgrami is certainly right that being a 
responsible agent is a normative status that involves normative 
expectations concerning self-knowledge (in fact, expectations 
concerning knowledge generally). But the only epistemic de- 
mand concerning self-knowledge that can be derived from 
someone's status as a responsible agent is that she should have 
at least some self-knowledge. And this does not make self- 
knowledge special, for the status of being responsible also 
supports the normative expectations that the agent have at least 
some knowledge of the environment and at least some knowl- 
edge about other people. Beyond these general normative 
expectations, in any particular case, the agent's commitment to 
self-knowledge and her interlocutors' right to demand it are 
always contextually bound, just as in the case of any other kind 
of knowledge. It is not the case that a responsible agent is 
always committed to having self-knowledge and her interlocu- 
tors always justified in demanding it. 

Bilgrami's proposal to consider self-knowledge in connection 
with responsible agency has the attractive feature of locating 
self-knowledge in the practical domain, in the space of our 
normative practices, thus providing a hint as to how to explain 
the pragmatic significance of the presumption of first-person 
authority. But the way he unpacks this proposal has the 
unwelcome (antipragmatist) consequence of intellectualizing 
responsible agency, making it dependent on self-knowledge. 
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More importantly, Bilgrami's normative proposal is not general 
enough. For what Bilgrami takes to be the "substantial 
grounding" (Bilgrami, 1992a, p. 250) of the special character of 
self-knowledge (i.e. its normative dimension and its connection 
with responsibility) is in fact a general feature of knowledge. It 
is not just self-knowledge, but all knowledge in general, that 
should be considered in the context of our normative practices 
and viewed as involving responsible agency in discursive prac- 
tices. So what's so special about self-knowledge? 

CONCLUSION 

What indeed is, in the end, so special about self-knowledge? 
Nothing so far considered, my discussion shows: neither a 
special epistemic status nor a constitutive relation with 
responsibility absent in other types of knowledge. Burge's 
"limited Cartesianim" fails: first-person authority cannot be 
vindicated through introspective acts in which our intentional 
states are recognized and identified as such at a metalevel. What 
makes self-knowledge special is not the incorrigibility of the 
intuitive powers of our mind when it turns inwards. On the 
other hand, Bilgrami's attempt to find a special place for self- 
knowledge in a non-Cartesian picture also fails: the constitutive 
relation between this type of knowledge and the notion of 
responsible agency can be found in other types of knowledge as 
well. But these failures are informative. In particular, there 
are two positive conclusions that my critical discussion has 
established. 

In the first place, as my critique of Burge has shown, the 
asymmetry between self-ascriptions of intentional states and 
ascriptions to others derives from a performative difference: self- 
ascriptions, unlike ascriptions to others, are simultaneously 
attributions and acknowledgements of commitments - hence 
their hybrid character: they report the subject's commitments to 
others, but at the same time they perform what they report by 
undertaking the commitments through acknowledgement. The 
peculiar performative force that self-ascriptions have derives 
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from their self-referentiality. This peculiar character is not 
restricted to second-order cogito-like judgments or meta- 
statements about our mental states, as Burge has claimed; and 
it does not amount to any kind of special epistemic privilege. 

In the second place, the normative dimension and the con- 
stitutive relation with responsibility which Bilgrami has claimed 
to be the special features of self-knowledge, are actually the 
crucial constitutive features of all knowledge, for to be a 
responsible agent is to be a minimally knowledgeable subject. 
Responsibility and epistemic competence are bound up with 
each other: there is no responsibility unless there is minimal 
knowledge about self, others, and the world. Therefore, cor- 
responding to the defeasible presumption of minimal first-per- 
son authority, we find the defeasible presumptions of minimal 
authority on the world and on our fellow human beings and 
their minds. These presumptions, these different forms of epi- 
stemic authority, are part and parcel of the cognitive compe- 
tence required for responsible agency. Thus I conclude, pace 
Bilgrami, that minimal knowledge about ourselves is as neces- 
sary for responsibility as minimal knowledge of our sur- 
roundings and of the people around us. 
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