
beliefs over avowals: setting up the
discourse on self-knowledge

lukas schwengerer
Lukas.Schwengerer@uni-due.de

abstract

Wright (1998) and Bar-On (2004) put pressure on the idea that self-knowledge as an
explanandum should be identied with privileged belief formation. They argue that
setting up the discourse on the level of belief and belief formation rules out promising
approaches to explain self-knowledge. Hence, they propose that we should character-
ize self-knowledge on the level of linguistic practice instead. I argue against them that
self-knowledge cannot be fully characterized by features of our linguistic practice. I
propose that in some circumstances – disagreements about one’s mental states –

self-knowledge plays a role, but this role cannot be described in virtue of features
of our linguistic practice. I consider three objections to the argument and conclude
that we should not conceive self-knowledge solely in terms of linguistic practice.

introduction

Wright (1998, 2015) and Bar-On (2004) put pressure on the idea that self-knowledge as
an explanandum should be identied with privileged belief formation. They argue that set-
ting up the discourse on the level of belief and belief formation rules out promising
approaches to explain self-knowledge. Hence, they propose that we should characterize
self-knowledge on the level of linguistic practice instead. I argue against them that self-
knowledge cannot be fully characterized by features of our linguistic practice. I propose
that in some circumstances – specic kinds of disagreement – self-knowledge plays a
role, but this role cannot be described in virtue of features of our linguistic practice.

In section 1 I introduce the choice of setting up the discourse of self-knowledge on
either the level of linguistic practice or belief. I thereby explain Wright’s and Bar-On’s
setup and their arguments in favor of conceiving the explanandum on the level of our lin-
guistic practice. I then present my argument against them in section 2. I argue that their
position lacks the tools to describe the role of self-knowledge in determining what one
ought to do if someone disagrees with one’s self-ascription of a mental state. In section
3, I consider three unsuccessful attempts to respond to my argument. I nally conclude
that our conception of self-knowledge has to be set up on the level of belief and belief for-
mation to fully capture the phenomenon.

1. self-knowledge: avowal or belief?

Generally, I am in the best possible position to say what mental state I am in. If I sincerely say
‘I feel cold,’ or ‘I want a biscuit,’ then rarely anyone ever doubts me. This truism is common
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ground in the self-knowledge discourse. Moreover, it is also common ground that there are
some differences in our linguistic practice between statements such as ‘I feel cold’ and ‘there is
a tree behind the corner.’ It seems perfectly ne to ask ‘How do you know?’ in response to
the tree statement, but it is comparatively odd to ask the same in response to my claim about
feeling cold. It seems inappropriate to question the mental state self-ascription. It seems
inappropriate because the natural answer to the question is a reiteration of the initial
claim. I know that I am feeling cold, because I do feel cold – I just know!

Examples like these are a common way to introduce the idea that self-knowledge is spe-
cial and privileged. It is special because the way I can avow my own mental states differs
from attributions of mental states to other people. Moreover, it is privileged because I am
the authority regarding my mental states. However, this way of introducing self-
knowledge is less straightforward than one might expect. Here these distinctive features
of self-knowledge are made salient by speech acts of authoritative, psychological self-
ascription. Call these self-ascriptions ‘avowals.’ The question is whether features of self-
knowledge should be identied wholly with our linguistic practice of avowing, or whether
we require something beyond speech acts. We want to explain self-knowledge, but what
exactly is it that we want to explain? Wright formulates this choice:

So the would-be theorist of self-knowledge confronts a fork. What comes rst here in the order
of explanation: the linguistic practice, or the thoughts of the thinkers manifested in that practice?
The problem of self-knowledge will look very different depending on how we choose. (Wright
2015: 52)

As Wright indicates it is a question about the starting point for any inquiry into
self-knowledge. Even if we all agree that there is something special and privileged about
self-knowledge, it is unclear where these features are located. Moreover, this decision of
locating self-knowledge determines how the features can be explained. If we take self-
knowledge to be an instance of special and privileged belief we have to explain what
makes it special and privileged in terms of properties of belief and belief-formation. If
we locate it at the level of linguistic practice, as an instance of avowals as a special
kind of speech act, we have to explain the specic rules governing the speech act. In
this case we need to explain what makes the speech act special. Hence, Wright rightfully
emphasizes that this choice of a starting point needs to be properly addressed. We are con-
fronted with a choice between a linguistic view, and a doxastic view.1

We can capture the two options with these two principles:

(Linguistic View) The peculiar nature of self-knowledge should be described exclusively
by features of linguistic practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.

(Doxastic View) The peculiar nature of self-knowledge should be described exclusively
by features of beliefs and belief formation.

(Linguistic View) expresses the language-rst path of the fork, whereas (Doxastic View)
captures the thought-rst path. These views are dened in terms of a description to
keep the characterization of the explanandum distinct from possible explanations for

1 This terminology is mine, not Wright’s or Bar-On’s.
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the respective explananda. They are views about the proper choice of an explanandum
rst, and only derivatively tell us anything about explanations. Clearly, the explanandum
restricts possible explanations, but only to some extent. For instance, an explanandum on
the level of language can still be compatible with an explanation on the level of belief. On
the other hand, an explanandum on the level of belief is not compatible with an explan-
ation on the level of language. We will come back to this point when discussing the pro-
posed advantages of the linguistic view later, because a setup based on the linguistic view
is supposed to be compatible with more types of explanations than a setup based on the
doxastic view.

Both the linguistic view and the doxastic view presuppose that their suggestion can
actually be followed through. We therefore have the corresponding presuppositions in
place:

(Linguistic Presupposition) The peculiar nature of self-knowledge can be described
exclusively by features of linguistic practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.

(Doxastic Presupposition) The peculiar nature of self-knowledge can be described
exclusively by features of beliefs and belief formation.

Moreover, both views aim to capture our folk notion of self-knowledge. According to the
linguistic view the way in which self-knowledge is special and privileged is to be spelled
out on the level of speech acts without missing out on any feature we would pre-
theoretically attribute to self-knowledge. To do so a proponent to the linguistic view
might identify the explanandum with a set of features of avowals. The doxastic view on
the other hand characterizes the intuitive features of self-knowledge as results of a special
and privileged belief-formation.

A good example of a version of the doxastic view can be found in Alex Byrne’s char-
acterization of self-knowledge2:

First, knowledge of one’s mental states is privileged in comparison to knowledge of others’ minds.
Roughly: beliefs about one’s mental states acquired through the usual route are more likely to
amount to knowledge than beliefs about others’ mental states (and, more generally, beliefs
about one’s environment). . . . Second, knowledge of one’s mental states is peculiar in comparison
to one’s knowledge of others’ minds. One has a special method or way of knowing that one
believes that the cat is indoors, that one sees the cat, that one intends to put the cat out, and so
on, which one cannot use to discover that someone else is in the same mental state. (Byrne
2005: 80–1)

The features of self-knowledge are described in terms of the high likelihood of beliefs
about one’s mental states to amount to knowledge, and with reference to the specic
belief-forming process that generates beliefs about one’s mental states.

My main aim in this paper is to provide an argument against the linguistic view.
Therefore, this example will be sufcient to illustrate the doxastic view. I now sketch

2 A reviewer rightly points out that this is merely Byrne’s characterization of the ‘problem of self-
knowledge’ as explanandum and need not capture self-knowledge exclusively. I agree with this remark.
Nevertheless, for my purpose Byrne’s setup is sufcient to illustrate how doxastic features can be used as
an explanandum for the peculiar nature of self-knowledge.
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two different ways of developing the linguistic view to provide a better idea of what this
alternative setup for self-knowledge might look like. I start by discussing Wright’s pos-
ition, and then continue with Bar-On’s alternative.

Wright (1998, 2001, 2015) proposes immediacy, authority, and salience as the explan-
andum for self-knowledge.3 These are features of avowals dened with reference to appro-
priate speech acts and responses. The exact nature of them differs depending on the type of
avowal in question. Wright distinguishes phenomenal and attitudinal avowals. Both cat-
egories are not explicitly dened, but rather explained by a selection of examples.
Phenomenal avowals are illustrated with examples like ‘I have a headache,’ ‘My feet are
sore,’ or ‘I’m tired’ (Wright 1998: 14).

Phenomenal avowals4 show three key features (Wright 1998: 14–15):

• Immediacy, which captures the observation that demanding reasons or evidence from a person
that voices an avowal seems inappropriate. The question ‘How can you tell?’ is always inappro-
priate as a response to a phenomenal avowal.

• Strong authority, which means that whenever someone sincerely claims that she is in mental
state x, and understands what this claim means, this guarantees that the claim is true. Any
doubt about such a claim has to be a doubt about sincerity or understanding.

• Salience, dened by the absurdity of avowing uncertainty about one’s own mental states. If one
is asked ‘Do you have a headache?’ it seems absurd to answer ‘I don’t know.’

The second category of speech acts of self-ascriptions are attitudinal avowals. These are
avowals of content-bearing states, such as ‘I believe that term ends on the 27th,’ ‘I hope
that noise stops soon’ (Wright 1998: 15). Attitudinal avowals differ to phenomenal avowals
insofar as they are only weakly authoritative. They provide empirically assumptionless jus-
tication for the corresponding third‐person claims. However, one can (even though one
rarely does) doubt individual attitudinal avowals without doubting sincerity or understand-
ing. Nevertheless, one cannot doubt that a person correctly avows attitudes in general.
Wright labels speech acts with weak authority as inalienable. That is, one cannot be always
unreliable about one’s own mental states. Generally, when someone avows that she believes
p, we trust that she is right. We have a presumption that subjects tell the truth, even though
there is no guarantee when they avow attitudes. Finally, attitudinal avowals also show a
slight difference with regard to salience. If one is asked ‘Do you believe that p?’ it seems
absurd to answer ‘I don’t know.’ However, for attitudinal avowals it might not be absurd
to answer that one suspends judgment. It would only be absurd if you did not know
whether you believe that p, not believe that p, or are withholding judgment.

Bar-On’s (2004) formulation of the explanandum ‘self-knowledge’ looks similar to
Wright’s conception. She also formulates it in terms of features of avowals which are indi-
cated in the desiderata her account aims to explain (she states 8, I only mention the 4 that
capture epistemic asymmetry):

D1. The account should explain what renders avowals protected from ordinary epi-
stemic assessments (including requests for reasons, challenges to their truth, simple cor-
rection, etc.).

3 Wright (1998, 2001) uses groundlessness instead of immediacy, and transparency instead of salience.
4 For criticism on Wright’s characterization of phenomenal avowals see Snowdon (2012).
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D2. It should explain why avowals’ security is unparalleled: why there are asymmetries
in security between avowals and all other empirical ascriptions, including (truth-
conditionally equivalent) third-person ascriptions and non-mental rst-person ascrip-
tions. In particular, it should explain why avowals are so strongly presumed to be true.

D3. It should explain the non-negotiable character of the security – the fact that it is
‘non-transferable’ and ‘inalienable.’

D4. It should apply to both intentional and non-intentional avowals alike, and allow us
to separate avowals from other ascriptions in terms of their security. (Bar-On 2004: 20)

Bar-On motivates these features by pointing to ordinary examples. In everyday cases no
one questions my avowals, and if they do it usually seems inappropriate. On the other
hand, my assertions about external objects are comparatively often questioned.

There is no feature parallel to Wright’s salience idea in Bar-On. In her characterization
it seems perfectly ne to respond with ‘I don’t know’ to a question of whether one is in
pain, or whether one believes something. This might strike one as odd, partially because
of phenomenological observations, and partially because of the emphasis on salience
in discussions in the epistemology literature (e.g. debates on Williamson’s (2000) anti-
luminosity argument). Moreover, it might lead to problems accounting for negative
avowals – avowals of what mental state one is not in (Brueckner 2011). For instance,
we seem to be able to make especially secure avowals of not being in pain, or not believing
that p. It is at least not obvious how these avowals t into Bar-On’s framework.

Bar-On’s discussion of self-knowledge comes with a further complication. While she
does subscribe to the linguistic view for the most part,5 she does not fully commit to
this position. Bar-On distinguishes three different questions related to self-knowledge.

(i) What accounts for the unparalleled security of avowals? Why is it that avowals,
understood as true or false ascriptions of contingent states to an individual, are
so rarely questioned or corrected, are generally so resistant to ordinary epistemic
assessments, and are so strongly presumed to be true?

(ii) Do avowals serve to articulate privileged self-knowledge? If so, what qualies
avowals as articles of knowledge at all, and what is the source of the privileged sta-
tus of this knowledge?

(iii) Avowals aside, what allows us to possess privileged self-knowledge? That is, how is
it that subjects like us are able to have privileged, non-evidential knowledge of their
present states of mind, regardless of whether they avow being in the relevant states
or not? (Bar-On 2004: 11–12)

As a starting point (iii) is discarded because it assumes privileged self-knowledge and
thereby also denies deationary answers to (i) and (ii). Deationary here means that
any privilege for self-knowledge is understood exclusively on the level of linguistic prac-
tice, and any doxastic privilege is rejected. The methodologically interesting decision is

5 Moreover, Wright explicitly names Bar-On as a paradigmatic case of the language rst path of his fork
(Wright 2015: 52).
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to pick (i) over (ii). Bar-On believes that the interest in the phenomenon of self-knowledge
arises from the asymmetry to knowledge of others, and this asymmetry is directly taken
from the special nature of avowals in conversation and thought. We need to start at the
avowals, because they determine our perspective of self-knowledge. Starting at avowals
with question (i) is the move that ts the linguistic view. The question (i) is formulated
in terms of linguistic practice, and thereby the explanandum is the set of language
based features D1–D4. However, she does not commit to answers to (ii) and (iii). She
rather provides different possible answers, including some deationary answers that reject
privileged self-knowledge on a doxastic level. Thereby Bar-On (2004: Ch. 9) provides
some combination of these answers to (ii) and (iii) that t with the linguistic view, and
others that do not.6 Some answers that do not t with the linguistic view lead towards
a hybrid view between linguistic and doxastic. For instance, in one option the notion of
belief is weakened such that an avowal itself is enough to constitute a belief (Bar-On
2004: 365). In this option the clear distinction between linguistic and doxastic is lost.
Because she discusses various different possible views it is difcult to evaluate Bar-On’s
overall picture of self-knowledge. Nevertheless, the special security of self-knowledge is
fully understood in terms of the linguistic view. Moreover, it is clear that Bar-On does
not want to rule out a deationary answer to question (ii) in her initial set-up.
Cautiously formulated we can say that there is at least one Bar-On inspired position
that is fully in the spirit of the linguistic view. This is a view that understands the explan-
andum for (i) with Bar-On according to the linguistic view, and provides deationary
answers to (ii) and (iii).

With Wright’s and Bar-On’s variations of the linguistic view on the table,7 we might
ask which formulation of self-knowledge under the linguistic view is best. However, I
will bracket this question and not take a stance on which formulation is preferable.
Instead I focus on the more general principle (Linguistic View). Why should we choose
the linguistic view instead of the doxastic one? Both Wright and Bar-On bring a similar
line of argument to the table: We should prefer the linguistic view over the doxastic
view, because the latter skews the discourse in a way that rules out some promising expla-
nations of self-knowledge.

Bar-On (2004) argues that starting with questions about beliefs and knowledge brings
about a dangerous temptation to only see one possible account of self-knowledge: some
kind of especially secure method of making judgments about our present states of
minds. If we start looking at doxastic states we will be blind to non-epistemic explanations
of self-knowledge. Moreover, we will be tempted to overly assimilate avowals to asser-
tions, which in turn might bring about problems to adequately explain what is special
about self-knowledge. If we adopt the doxastic view we are forced to an epistemic
approach. With the linguistic view on the other hand “we begin with a relatively neutral
set of observations about the status of avowals, and try to understand that status . . . . We
can then take up questions of self-knowledge with a more open mind” (Bar-On 2004: 13).

Wright (2015) has a similar aim in mind. Responding to Snowdon (2012) he provides
the following rationale for the linguistic view:

6 See also Bar-On (2011) where she reafrms that she does not argue for any settled view on privileged
self-knowledge.

7 And these are not the only options. Others include Ryle (1949 [1984]), and Finkelstein (2003).
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To set the record straight, then: I did not mean, in the Whitehead lectures, to side with
Wittgenstein’s view of these matters. But I did want to set things up in a way that allows his
view to be heard. (Wright 2015: 55)

Here Wittgenstein serves as a placeholder for non-epistemic accounts in general. Wright’s
charge against the doxastic view is that any account that is not purely epistemic cannot
enter the discourse if we set it up according to the doxastic view. Take for instance
Wright’s ‘default view’ as one such option. This is the idea that the authority of avowals
is a constitutive principle that is not the result of any epistemic relation. He characterizes
this view as follows:

[T]he authority standardly granted to a subject’s own beliefs, or expressed avowals, about his
intentional states is a constitutive principle: something which is not a consequence of the nature
of those states, and an associated epistemologically privileged relation in which the subject stands
to them, but enters primitively into the conditions of identication of what a subject believes,
hopes and intends. (Wright 1989: 142)

Wright is correct; this is not an available option if one starts with the doxastic view. The
doxastic view presupposes that the peculiar nature of self-knowledge can be described
exclusively on the level of belief and belief-formation. However, the default view explicitly
rejects this option by stating that authority is something that avowals have by default, just
by being avowals. There is no further fact that brings about the authority. Authority is a
feature of the logical grammar of our speech. This proposal that the authority of avowals
is something primitive to the speech act has no place in the doxastic view, because it posits
that the peculiar nature of self-knowledge can only be explained as a linguistic feature of
avowals. Only if the starting point is one of linguistic practice can this feature be primitive.
Regardless of whether Wright’s approach is successful, leaving the option on the table is
prima facie a virtue of the linguistic view. Furthermore, this line of argument is strength-
ened by Wright’s claim that the linguistic view provides more options, while supposedly
not rejecting any options that are permissible under the doxastic view. The linguistic
view does not entail that

(Language Only) the peculiar nature of self-knowledge can only be explained by fea-
tures of linguistic practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.

The linguistic view merely claims that self-knowledge can be described in terms of lin-
guistic practice, not that this description is irreducible. Perhaps we can still explain the lin-
guistic practice in terms of privileged belief formation. Hence, Wright states that if we set
up the explanandum in terms of avowals, an “explanation in terms of cognitive advantage
is by no means thereby ruled out . . .” (Wright 2015: 54). However, with the linguistic view
other explanations, such as Wright’s default view or neo-expressivist8 solutions, become
available. A similar line of thought can be found in Bar-On, who holds that our account

8 Expressivists treat avowals similar to natural expressions like grimaces or crying: they function to
express a mental state of a person rather than reporting the mental state. A brute form of expressivism
denies that avowals are anything besides expressions. Crucially, they are not assertions at all (Wright
1998: 34). Neo-expressivists on the other hand propose that avowals can have this expressive function,
while still being truth-evaluable. Cf. Finkelstein (2003), Bar-On (2004), Bar-On and Sias (2013).
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of the distinctive security of avowals should ideally leave a non-deationary view of self-
knowledge open. That is, that a description of the peculiar features of self-knowledge in
terms of our linguistic practice should be compatible with an account on the level of belief
(Bar-On 2004: 20). Based on her neo-expressivist account of avowals she even provides
different ways in which a non-epistemic explanation of the features of our linguistic prac-
tice could be connected to privileged beliefs (Bar-On 2004: Ch. 9). However, just like
Wright, Bar-On thinks the best starting point are avowals and their features, so that
non-epistemic explanations of the peculiar nature of self-knowledge are available in the
rst place. What we should explain is self-knowledge as a phenomenon on the level of
our linguistic practice – especially secure avowals. If it turns out that this explanation
ts with privileged belief states this is a welcome result, but the explanandum itself
does not necessarily require anything on the level of belief. The peculiar nature of self-
knowledge has to be understood in a way that does not rule out a negative answer to
the question whether one has privileged beliefs about one’s own mental states. Bar-On
herself does not give this negative answer (2004: 24), but her description of the especially
secure nature of avowals is compatible with it.

The commitments of the linguistic view are supposedly small. Nevertheless, proponents
of the linguistic view are committed to (Linguistic Presupposition): the possibility of a
description of the peculiar nature of self-knowledge by features of linguistic practice, syntax,
semantics, and pragmatics. Furthermore, from this presupposition follows that any explana-
tory role that self-knowledge plays can be described by reference to features of linguistic
practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. Call this principle (Linguistic Features):

(Linguistic Features) Any explanatory role that self-knowledge plays can be described
by reference to features of linguistic practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.

(Linguistic Features) is satised by both Wright’s and Bar-On’s view. They agree that self-
knowledge talk can in principle be translated to talk about features of our linguistic prac-
tice. That I have privileged knowledge about myself can be translated to my avowals being
protected from ordinary assessment, or the avowals having authority. If I say that I am in
pain, my avowal will be accepted in normal circumstances.

2. the argument against the linguistic view

My aim is to challenge the linguistic view by targeting (Linguistic Features). The strategy is
to nd a feature of self-knowledge that cannot be spelled out in terms of linguistic practice.
This undermines the linguistic setup by putting pressure on the idea that the linguistic view
fully captures our folk notion of self-knowledge. There might still be a hybrid view that
accepts self-knowledge as having features on multiple levels, but setting up the problem
solely on the level of linguistic practice will be hopeless. If the argument is successful it
thereby threatens Wright’s position and the neo-expressivist project by undermining
their starting point. In a nutshell the argument works as follows:

P1: The features of self-knowledge play a role in philosophical problem X, so they
should tell us something about problem X.
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P2: No feature of our linguistic practice is going to tell us anything about philosophical
problem X.

C: Self-knowledge cannot be captured wholly in features of our linguistic practice.

Given (Linguistic Features) any explanatory role that self-knowledge plays can be
described in terms of features of our linguistic practice, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.
Now suppose a case of a philosophical problem in which intuitively self-knowledge plays
an explanatory role. Based on (Linguistic Features) we should be able to re-describe the
role of self-knowledge in this case in terms of features of the linguistic practice.
However, if there is no adequate description that substitutes the folk notion of self-
knowledge with features of our linguistic practice, then it looks like self-knowledge cannot
be captured exclusively by features of our linguistic practice. Hence (Linguistic Features)
must be false. Moreover, because (Linguistic Features) is an entailment from (Linguistic
Presupposition) we can conclude that (Linguistic Presupposition) is false, and the linguistic
view collapses.

The problem in question is the case of amental state disagreement9: A subject S believes
(by non-interpretational means10) that S is in mental state M. An interlocutor L claims
that S is not in M, but rather in a different state M*. We then ask, whether S ought to
change her condence in her belief in the face of disagreement. To illustrate mental
state disagreements consider the following case:

(Friend) Suppose I am part of a university admission committee. I know that I am sup-
posed to be fair towards all applicants. I explicitly state that I treat every submission the
same, regardless of the ethnicity of an applicant. “I believe ethnicity makes no differ-
ence in the quality of a candidate,” I say. However, my friend disagrees. She knows me
well and she also knows all my 25 past decisions on the committee. We disagree about
my mental state. Being confronted with this disagreement, what am I to do?

In this case it seems plausible to concede that I might be biased.11 Perhaps I actually
believe that people of my ethnicity are better applicants, but I lack awareness of this belief.
Given that my friend knows all my past decisions, it seems that I should accept her testi-
mony and lower the condence in my belief.

We can further characterize mental state disagreements. First, I can be wrong in asses-
sing my mental states, and my interlocutor can be right. I do not argue for this here, but
merely point out that it is accepted by proponents of the linguistic view (cf. Wright 1998,
2001, 2015; Finkelstein 2003; Bar-On 2004).

Second, interlocutors in mental state disagreements are not epistemically equal. My
friend and I form our beliefs on a different basis. She observes my behavior and infers

9 I do not claim that is the only problem that can be used for this line of argument.
10 This clause is supposed to rule out cases in which I believe that I am in a mental state based on observ-

ing and interpreting my behavior. Some philosophers argue that there is no non-interpretational self-
ascription of attitudes. They propose that self-ascriptions are based on interpretation, even though we
might be in a better position to observe ourselves than others. Cf. Carruthers (2011), Cassam (2014).

11 This presupposes that actions are a guide to belief. I take this to be a plausible assumption, although
not completely uncontroversial.
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my belief, I introspect. We are also aware that we form our beliefs differently and are not
epistemic peers. Moreover, interlocutors in mental state disagreements do not only happen
to be epistemically unequal, they are in principle unequal. They cannot get on the same
epistemic level by disclosing their evidence. This inability is one-sided. My friend has
no problem to disclose her evidence. She can state what behavior she observed.
However, I am unable to disclose my evidence. Whatever the basis for my belief is (if
there is one), I cannot access it. My only option appears to be stating that ‘I just
know.’ Full disclosure is ruled out. Hence, there is no way to get on an equal epistemic
footing.

One might suggest that this is not a problem. Even though full disclosure is ruled out in
the sense that I cannot share my evidence, it should be enough that my interlocutor can
cite her evidence. I can then adjust my belief on the total evidence, mine and hers.
However, it is unclear how exactly this is supposed to work. I cannot weight her evidence
against mine, because that would also require access to my evidence for my mental state.

Third, there is no universal ideal response to all mental state disagreements. In (Friend)
I ought to change my condence in my second-order belief. However, consider a slightly
different case:

(Passer-by) Suppose I am part of a university admission committee. I know that I am
supposed to be fair towards all applicants. I explicitly state that I treat every submission
the same, regardless of the ethnicity of an applicant. “I believe ethnicity makes no dif-
ference in the quality of a candidate,” I say. A passer-by disagrees. She does not know
me well, and she only knows a single decision of mine on the committee. Being con-
fronted with this disagreement, what am I to do?

It seems out of the question to revise my belief here. My interlocutor barely knows me,
and she has little evidence for her judgment. I ought to stick to my belief and condence
level. Because some cases require one to lower one’s condence, while other cases ration-
ally require one to hold onto one’s condence level there clearly is no universal response to
mental state disagreements. The difference between (Friend) and (Passer-by) seems to be
the epistemic standing of my interlocutor. The more evidence my interlocutor can cite,
the more rational it seems to decrease condence in my belief. This is not surprising as
it is a feature of disagreements in general. The more justied I take a disagreeing interlocu-
tor to be, the more rational it is to adjust my belief based on the disagreement.
Furthermore, I have to believe that my interlocutor surpasses some threshold of justica-
tion before the disagreement rationally requires me to decrease condence in my belief at
all. As long as I do not take the interlocutor to pass this mark, the disagreement is
ineffective.

In mental state disagreements the threshold for rationally required change in condence
seems to be higher than in ordinary disagreements. This can be illustrated by considering
two parallel cases, one involving disagreement about a third person’s mental state, and
one involving disagreement about my mental state.

(a) Suppose I am at a party. Kate, a friend of mine, and John, my long-time colleague, are
also present, but they are in a different room at time1. Later at time2 I talk to Kate
about 80s music. I sincerely say that John believes 80s music is terrible. Kate, who
observed John picking out music at the party at time1, disagrees. She thinks John
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actually believes that 80s music is good, and it shows in his behavior selecting typical
music from the 80s at the party. However, Kate only met John 3 months ago, and
hence does not know John very well. Should I lower the condence in my belief
that John believes 80s music is terrible?

(b) Suppose I am at a party, choosing some music to play. Kate, a friend of mine, is also
present. Later I talk to Kate about 80s music. I sincerely say that I believe 80s music is
terrible. Kate, who observed me picking out music at the party earlier, disagrees. She
thinks I actually believe that 80s music is good, and it shows in my behavior selecting
typical music from the 80s at the party. However, Kate only met me 3 months ago,
and hence does not know me very well. Should I lower the condence in my belief
that I believe 80s music is terrible?

I suggest that the answer to (a) is yes, and the answer to (b) is no. In the latter case I
know myself better than my friend knows me. I know myself better to a degree that
makes it permissible to disregard her disagreement. However, I cannot disregard her tes-
timony about my colleague in case (a), because I do not know my colleague in a similar
way. The disagreement about someone else’s mental state requires less to be effective than
the disagreement about my own mental state. If this is correct, then it seems that the
involvement of self-knowledge makes a difference for determining the rational response
to a disagreement. This is the crucial step in the argument against the linguistic view.
Once you accept that intuitively self-knowledge plays a role in determining the rational
response to mental state disagreements the linguistic view is in trouble.

Given that self-knowledge plays this role in mental state disagreements we can search
for ways in which self-knowledge might play this role. The obvious choices to look into
are justication and condence. If self-knowledge is thought of as a product of peculiar
belief formation that provides especially strong justication, then the inuence on a
rational response to disagreements is straightforward. I am more justied in my mental
state self-ascriptions than I am in attributing mental states to others. Hence, I can stick
to my belief in (b), but cannot do so in (a). This is a perfectly ne explanation for advo-
cates of the doxastic view. However, for proponents of the linguistic view the answer can-
not be justication or condence. They are committed to (Linguistic Features), the claim
that the role that self-knowledge plays can be described by reference to features of the lin-
guistic practice, and neither justication, nor condence12 in beliefs seem to be part of the
linguistic practice. The challenge is that they need to nd a way in which my rational
response is inuenced by self-knowledge without relying on any epistemic differences
between (a) and (b). This challenge seems impossible to meet. Any characterization of self-
knowledge in terms of linguistic practice will be quiet on how I ought to rationally change
my beliefs in any situation. After all, rational beliefs are not part of the linguistic practice.

The problem is that the linguistic view denes the features of self-knowledge in terms of
our linguistic practice with reference to appropriate or inappropriate speech acts, either
avowals, or responses to avowals. However, in a mental state disagreement we already
start with an avowal and a response. Whether they are appropriate does not seem to mat-
ter at this point. All we are interested in is what to do after the initial response by my

12 Bar-On (2004) mentions a high degree of condence of one’s avowal in her introduction. However,
this cannot be an epistemic notion of condence if she wants to hold on to the linguistic view.
Hence she cannot use condence in beliefs to explain the difference between (a) and (b).
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interlocutor. All linguistic features are already out of the game once the disagreement
enters. Nevertheless, self-knowledge seems to play a role here, because our rational
response can differ between mental state disagreements and corresponding ordinary
disagreements.

Take a second comparison. This time let us compare a disagreement case involving an
interpretation based self-ascription with a disagreement involving genuine self-knowledge.

(c) Suppose Anna and I are candidates for a job. Anna gets the job, while I have to keep
looking for work. In the next days I notice that I act a little hostile towards Anna. My
parts in our conversations are short and my tone is rather unfriendly. Looking at my
own behavior I conclude that I must be envious. Talking to Anna I apologize and tell
her that I’m envious which is why I act so rude. She disagrees, telling me that I’m just
frustrated that I have to keep looking for a job, I’m not really envious. Anna knows me
well. Moreover, I know that Anna is always blunt and is sincere in her assertion.
Should I lower the condence in my belief that I’m envious?

(d) Suppose Anna and I are candidates for a job. Anna gets the job, while I have to keep
looking for work. In the next days I act a little hostile towards Anna. My parts in our
conversations are short and my tone is rather unfriendly. Without noticing this be-
havior I believe that I’m envious of Anna. Talking to her I apologize and tell her
that I’m envious. She disagrees, telling me that I’m just frustrated that I have to
keep looking for a job, I’m not really envious. Anna knows me well. Moreover, I
know that Anna is always blunt and is sincere in her assertion. Should I lower the
condence in my belief that I’m envious?

I suggest that just like in (a) and (b), the answer to (c) is yes, and the answer to (d) is no.
One might suspect that the linguistic view has the tools to deal with this case, because its
proponents make a distinction between proper avowals and assertions based on self-
interpretation. However, the linguistic view still lacks the tools to tell us why lowering
the condence in my belief would be rational in one case, but not in the other. All the lin-
guistic view can tell us here is that in (c) Anna’s disagreement is appropriate, but in (d) it is
not. Once again, the linguistic view does not tell us anything about our response after
Anna actually disagreed, but self-knowledge still plays a role at this point. The linguistic
view fails to fully capture our folk notion of self-knowledge.

3. against the argument

Proponents of the linguistic view cannot respond by simply denying that mental state dis-
agreements exist. They denitely do, and moreover they seem unavoidable if one accepts
fallibility for self-ascriptions. However, I think there are at least three different, interesting
ways to respond to the argument for the proponents of the linguistic view. First, they may
object that I underdescribe the cases and hence we cannot be sure what our intuitions
should be here. Second, they may argue that I smuggled the doxastic view into my prem-
ises when I set up the problem as a question about a rational response to a mental state
disagreement related to my condence in my belief. Third, they may deny that genuine
self-knowledge plays a role in these disagreements.
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3.1 The case is underdescribed

Friends of the linguistic view can disagree with my suggested answers for cases (a) to (d).
Furthermore, they might contest that it is generally unclear what to think about these
cases, because they are not sufciently well described. In (a) and (b) we don’t know exactly
how well people know each other. John is a long-time colleague, but what exactly does
that mean for my knowledge of John’s typical behavior? Perhaps I know John so well
that I can safely ignore Kate’s disagreement. Or perhaps Kate knows neither John nor
me well enough for her disagreement to matter. Similarly, in (c) and (d) the cases do
not state how well exactly Anna and I know each other, nor what my behavior in the
case is exactly.

However, I do not think that any charitable way of lling in more details is going to
change the intuitions pumped. All that is required for the argument is that we compare
a case in which the belief was intuitively formed on observation, inference and interpret-
ation, with a case that is intuitively an instance of self-knowledge (or at least self-belief).
The latter has to be stated such that it is easily recognized as an instance that does not
appear to be based on observation, inference and interpretation. As long as we hold
this difference in intuitive belief-formations xed we can add as many details as we
want. For instance, I can add that Anna and I have known each other for three years
and we meet about once a week to (c) and/or (d). I might further add that we usually
have long conversations, especially about topics we care about. Perhaps, we talk about
a topic I usually am enthusiastic about, but nevertheless I clearly attempt to end the con-
versation as quickly as possible. These additions are not changing the intuitions pumped,
even in case they introduce differences between (c) and (d). The intuition pumped is still
that I seem to require different adjustments to my beliefs in (c) compared to (d). Hence, the
charge of underdescription seems to miss the point.13

3.2 Begging the question

The second objection raises an issue about the setup of my argument. I ask what is rational
to do in mental state disagreements. Should I lower the condence in my belief or should I
stay put? However, this already locates the discussion to the level of belief, the proponent
of the linguistic view might object. They would describe mental state disagreements differ-
ently: A subject S avows that S is in mental state M. An interlocutor L claims that S is not
in M, but rather in a different state M*. We then ask, whether it is appropriate for S to
avow that S is in mental state M in the face of disagreement.

The immediate response here is to ask whether this is the right way to describe mental
state disagreements. In ordinary disagreements it is ne to ask the question of what one is
supposed to believe in the face of disagreement, so why should it not be equally ne to ask
the question when the disagreement is about my mental states? Moreover, based on our
ordinary linguistic practice there does not seem to be anything wrong with wondering
what one ought to believe in a mental state disagreement. So this objection has to be fur-
ther motivated to get off the ground.

13 Thank you to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out that my response to this point in an earlier ver-
sion was misdirected, and that a straightforward answer allowing details to be added in any charitable
way is available.
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Let us suppose it can be sufciently motivated. Even in this case, we can run a version
of my overall argument, because in some disagreements of this kind it seems appropriate
for S to still avow that S is in mental state M, while in others it is not. And the difference
between these cases has to be accounted for without any epistemic difference, which seems
to be challenging.

However, perhaps even this description of mental state disagreements is not acceptable
for the linguistic view philosophers. They could argue that the initial disagreement itself
was inappropriate by the interlocutor L. Furthermore, the question how one appropriately
responds to an inappropriate speech act is misguided. No inappropriate speech acts
demands a particular response. One cannot be blamed for any response to an inappropri-
ate speech act. There is no rule in our linguistic practice to govern inappropriate challenges
of my avowal. Once my opponent stops playing by the rules I cannot look at the rules for
what to do. Just as there is no legitimate chess move as a response to someone stacking the
Knight on top of the Rook, there is no proper move in the language game after a mental
state disagreement.

The problem with this response is that mental state disagreements do not look like a
complete breakdown of the rules of communication. Mental state disagreements can be
appropriate, even though they are rare occurrences. Moreover, when someone disagrees
about my mental state, there appears to be a right and a wrong response for the particular
case. We have not stopped playing our language game. I take this to be an indication that
our folk notion of self-knowledge includes the possibility of challenges by others. There is
a right response to such challenges, and our theoretical conception of self-knowledge
should provide enough tools to fully explain why we ought to respond a certain way.
The linguistic view cannot do that, and hence fails to capture our folk notion of
self-knowledge.

3.3 No genuine self-knowledge

Finally, friends of the linguistic view may deny that genuine self-knowledge plays a role
in mental state disagreements. One can make the case that Bar-On (2004) has a response
of this kind built into her account. Her conception of the explanandum for self-
knowledge involves avowals being “protected from ordinary epistemic assessments
(including requests for reasons, challenges to their truth . . . etc.)” (p. 20). This gives
her the option to rule out mental state disagreements as cases of extraordinary epistemic
assessments. Furthermore, she provides examples of extraordinary mental state self-
ascriptions, including “on the basis of therapy, consultation with others, self-
interpretation, or cognitive test results” (p. 194, emphasis added). On this basis
Bar-On can argue that the question of a rational response to mental state disagreements
is not relevant for genuine self-knowledge, because the mere fact that I take the interlo-
cutor’s disagreement seriously indicates that I left the ordinary linguistic practice of
avowing, and entered a different language game. One in which my statement looks
like an avowal, but is treated as a mere report. In other words, Bar-On can contest
whether the impact of self-knowledge in mental state disagreements is actually part of
our folk notion of self-knowledge.

This response seems to presuppose a too narrow scope of self-knowledge. It seems
arbitrary to posit that certain sincere and largely non-interpretative mental state ascrip-
tions are not avowals, while others are. Bar-On might respond that it is not arbitrary for
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two reasons. First, because in mental state disagreements I consider evidence my inter-
locutor provides. My self-ascription after taking my interlocutor’s disagreement ser-
iously appears to be partially inferred from evidence. Hence, it will be different than
ordinary avowals which appear to be non-evidential (Bar-On 2004: 2). Second, all
avowals show immunity to error through misascription. They do not involve any recog-
nition of a mental state and therefore are protected from epistemic assessment (Bar-On
2004: Ch. 6). My response to the mental state disagreement on the other hand is an
attempt to recognize my mental state correctly with the help of my interlocutor’s testi-
mony, hence it is not an avowal.

However, both reasons can be challenged. First, even though the interlocutor’s testi-
mony constitutes evidence, the mental state ascription can still be largely non-evidential.
I am not self-ascribing a belief only on the testimony. Plausibly I can have my own,
non-evidential judgment, which I then adjust based on the testimony. The result appears
neither fully evidential, nor fully non-evidential. The question is whether we should treat it
like the fully evidential, or like the fully non-evidential case.14 I think there is a prima facie
reason against the former. After I adjust my belief according to the disagreement I can still
be the authority regarding my self-ascriptions. This authority is something that is not pre-
sent in case I assert solely based on my evidence. There is still an asymmetry between the
self-ascription in the post-testimony case and ascriptions of others’ mental states (or
ascriptions of my own mental states based fully on evidence). If this is correct, then we
should treat the self-ascription after considering testimony more akin to genuine
avowals.15

Second, arguing from the immunity to error through misascription gets the order of
explanation wrong. The concept of immunity to error through misascription is introduced
by Bar-On (2004: Ch. 6) to explain why avowals are protected from ordinary epistemic
assessment. Avowals, so Bar-On claims, do not involve any recognition of a mental
state. Moreover, you cannot accuse me of making an epistemic mistake, if I did not per-
form any epistemic action at all, so challenges to my avowal are off the table. However,
given that this feature is supposed to explain a property of avowals we cannot use it to
pick out which speech acts are avowals. We want to nd out whether an explanation
in terms of immunity to error through misascription ts the folk notion of self-knowledge,
and therefore we should not pick out the extension of this folk concept in virtue of the
theoretical concept in question.

Given that these reasons to disregard the responses to mental state disagreements as
cases of genuine self-knowledge are not well motivated we are left without any principled
way to rule out mental state disagreements as ordinary interactions involving self-
knowledge. Hence, we are stuck with appealing to intuitions. And it does not seem intui-
tive to treat my claim ‘I believe that p’ differently as soon as someone disagrees and I take
the disagreement seriously. My speech act does not appear to change once I wonder
whether I should change my belief in the face of disagreement.

14 One might raise here the possibility of treating it like neither of these options, but I do not know what
the alternative would look like.

15 Jesper Kallestrup raised the alternative objection that Bar-On could treat the post-testimony case as
being fully based on evidence, with the previous avowal being part of the evidential basis. This
would still be incompatible with the authority that one has when one self-ascribes after considering
the testimony.
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4. conclusion

I argued that mental state disagreements are cases in which the nature of self-knowledge
affects my rational response to the disagreement. Given this feature, any account of self-
knowledge has to be able to explain how self-knowledge inuences what I ought to do.
I proposed that accounts starting with self-knowledge as fully describable by linguistic
practice cannot do that. Therefore setting up the problem according to the linguistic
view seems to be misguided. Instead, we ought to explain self-knowledge as a phenom-
enon on the level of belief and belief formation. If this is correct, then the neo-expressivist
project with a sole focus on our linguistic practice should be abandoned and rethought as
something starting from a hybrid view, instead of the linguistic view.16
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