4
SELF-KNOWLEDGE FOR PHILOSOPHERS

In her entry on self-knowledge for the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Brie Gertler says this:

In philosophy, “self-knowledge” commonly refers to knowledge of one’s particular mental states, including one’s beliefs, desires and sensations. It is also sometimes used to refer to knowledge about a persisting self – its ontological nature, identity conditions, or character traits. At least since Descartes, most philosophers have believed that self-knowledge is importantly different from knowledge of the world external to oneself, including others’ thoughts.

On this account, the philosophical understanding of self-knowledge comes over as extremely limited. Indeed, in some ways it’s even more limited than Gertler suggests. I haven’t so far said anything about the philosophical interest in the nature of the self but this tends to be pursued as an issue in metaphysics rather than as a question about self-knowledge. Gertler also mentions knowledge of one’s character traits, which is an example of what I have been calling substantial self-knowledge, but in reality there is little interest in this topic when compared with the huge philosophical interest in what I’m going to call particular self-knowledge, that is, knowledge of our ‘particular mental states’. This, as Gertler’s summary suggests, is where most of the action has been, at least as far as recent analytic philosophy of self-knowledge has been concerned.
Even when it comes to knowledge of particular self-knowledge, it’s worth noting three respects in which the interest at least of analytic philosophers has been limited in scope:

a. In the context of explaining knowledge of our own propositional attitudes the focus has tended to be on a fairly narrow range of propositional attitudes, with a particularly strong emphasis on knowledge of our beliefs and desires. The question ‘How does one know one’s own beliefs?’ has been extensively discussed but not the question ‘How does one know one’s own hopes?’. 

b. Even when it comes to knowledge of our own beliefs, the chosen examples have been remarkably bland. At least until recently, the attention lavished on explaining a person’s knowledge that he believes it is raining or that he is wearing socks has far exceeded the attention paid to explaining whether and how he knows that he truly believes that men and women are equal or that God exists. All the emphasis has been on explaining self-knowledge of relatively trivial attitudes.

c. Knowledge of one’s particular beliefs and desires could mean knowledge of what one believes or wants, or knowledge of why one believes what one believes or wants what one wants. For the most part, philosophers of self-knowledge have tried to explain self-knowledge of attitudes in the ‘what’ rather than in the ‘why’ sense.
Presumably it’s not an accident that so much of the philosophy of self-knowledge has, in all these different ways, been so limited in scope. A natural question, therefore, is: why has the focus been on trivial rather than substantial self-knowledge? Is this just an historical accident or is there a deeper explanation of this phenomenon?
Usually when philosophers spend a lot of time trying to explain a particular kind of knowledge, it’s either because they think that knowledge of that kind is especially important or valuable or because they think it is distinctive in a way that is puzzling or just interesting. So we now have two questions: is particular self-knowledge especially important or valuable, and is it distinctive in a way that makes it puzzling or interesting? Gertler implies that it is the distinctiveness of particular self-knowledge, the fact that it is different from knowledge of the world external to oneself, which explains why so many philosophers have been so interested in it. That might be right, but first I want to look at the suggestion that it is the importance of particular self-knowledge, including supposedly ‘trivial’ self-knowledge, which explains what the fuss is all about.

Why would anybody think that it is important, or that it matters, whether you know what you believe or desire? In particular, why would anybody suppose that if you believe it is raining it is important for you to know that you believe it is raining? If you are about to go for a walk it’s obviously going to be useful for you to know that it is raining but how is it useful to know, in addition, that you believe it is raining? Where does knowing that you believe it is raining get you? One historically important answer to this question is given by so-called foundationalists in epistemology. Their idea is that our beliefs have a pyramid structure, with basic beliefs forming the foundation, and all other justified beliefs being supported by reasoning that traces back ultimately to basic beliefs (see Pollock and Cruz 1999: 29). What makes basic beliefs basic is, on one reading, the fact that they are infallible. On a different reading, it is the fact that they are non-inferentially justified. Either way, old-fashioned foundationalism holds that basic beliefs are beliefs about our particular mental states, and that our beliefs about our particular mental states are justified in a way that makes it the case that we know our particular mental states. So knowledge of our particular mental states turns out on this account to be foundational with respect to the rest of our knowledge, and that is why particular self-knowledge, including knowledge of relatively trivial attitudes, is important.

I agree that talking about foundationalism might help to explain why particular self-knowledge has in the past been seen as important but it’s less clear that it casts any light on why this kind of self-knowledge continues to be seen as important. There are two points here. Historically, the particular self-knowledge which interested foundationalist was knowledge of our own sensations. They weren’t that interested in the foundational status of knowledge of our own beliefs and desires, and it’s not even clear whether they would have regarded this form of self-knowledge as foundational. A second and more obvious point is that very few philosophers nowadays would be happy to be described as foundationalists. To the extent that epistemologists discuss the topic at all they tend to think that foundationalism is false but that hasn’t led to any change in focus as far as the philosophy of self-knowledge is concerned. This might be a reflection of philosophers of self-knowledge failing to see that knowledge of one’s particular mental states is only important in the context of foundationalism, but there is another possibility: the other possibility is that foundationalism is a red herring and that there are independent reasons for thinking that particular self-knowledge, especially knowledge of our own propositional attitudes, is important.
For an influential non-foundationalist account of the importance of particular self-knowledge we need look no further than Tyler Burge’s account of critical reasoning. As we have seen, critical reasoning is guided by an appreciation, use, and assessment of reasons and reasoning as such. To be a critical reasoner ‘one must be able to, and sometimes actually, use one’s knowledge of reasons to make, criticize, change, confirm commitments regarding propositions – to engage explicitly in reason-induced changes of mind’ (1996: 100). On this conception, critical reasoning requires thinking about one’s thoughts; you can’t critically evaluate your own thoughts without thinking about your thoughts. In fact, you don’t just need to be able to think about your thoughts in order to engage in critical reasoning. You also need to know you thoughts. As Burge puts it, for critical reasoning to be possible one’s thinking about one’s own thoughts must be ‘normally knowledgeable’ (1996: 100); to check, weigh, criticize and confirm one’s reasons ‘one must know what one’s reasons, thoughts, and reasoning are’ (1996: 100). What is more this knowledge ‘must take a distinctive, non-observational form’ (1996: 101); the problem with merely observational knowledge of one’s thoughts is that it would ‘entail a dissociation between cognitive review and the thoughts reviewed that is incompatible with norms of epistemic reasonability’ (1996: 108).  
What Burge is offering is, in effect, a ‘transcendental argument’ for the importance of self-knowledge. In brief, the argument is: critical reasoning occurs among us, particular self-knowledge is necessary for critical reasoning, so we have particular self-knowledge. The self-knowledge that is necessary for critical reasoning includes so-called trivial self-knowledge. Even the belief that you are wearing socks is open to criticism, confirmation and reason-induced change. For this to be possible you need to know that you believe you are wearing socks, and that is why this kind of self-knowledge matters. From the standpoint of critical reasoning what matters is not so much the content of your beliefs but your ability to assess them, so there is no reason to be dismissive of attempts to explain bland self-knowledge; even bland self-knowledge matters.

It’s one thing to say that critical reasoning occurs among us and another to say that it is prevalent among humans or central to our cognitive lives. I argued in chapter 2 that we are often too lazy, distracted or complacent to do much critical reasoning and that much of our reasoning takes the form of non-critical, or not very critical, ‘fast thinking’. If full-fledged critical reasoning plays a relatively small part in the cognitive lives of most humans then showing that a particular type of self-knowledge is indispensable for critical reasoning is not the same as showing that it is important for humans. More worryingly, it’s not even clear that self-knowledge is necessary for critical reasoning. It’s certainly necessary, by stipulation, for what Burge calls ‘critical reasoning’ but it’s not necessary for any reasoning that involves the assessment of relations of support, consequence, and evidence among one’s beliefs and other attitudes. Here is an example from Peacocke which makes the point: 
Suppose you come home, and see that no car is parked in the driveway. You infer that your spouse is not home yet… Later, you may suddenly remember that your spouse mentioned in the morning that the brakes of the car were faulty, and wonder whether she may have taken the car for repair. At this point, you suspend your original belief that she is not home yet. For you come to realize that the absence of the car is not necessarily good evidence that she is not home. If the car is being repaired, she would have returned by public transport. Then finally you may reach the belief that she is home after all, given your next thought that she would not have taken any risks with faulty brakes (1996: 129).

As Peacocke points out, nothing in this little fragment of thought requires the self-ascription of belief. The thoughts that it involves all seem to be thoughts about the world, not about the thinker’s thoughts. Peacocke labels this kind of thinking second-tier thought since ‘it involves thought about relations of support, evidence or consequence between contents, as opposed to first-tier thought, which is thought about the world where the thought does not involve any consideration of such relations between contents’ (1996: 130). Although second-tier thought is ‘critical’ it doesn’t require self-knowledge. Self-knowledge is only necessary for a specific form of critical reasoning, and this is another reason for not going along with the idea that being necessary for critical reasoning in Burge’s sense is what makes knowledge of one’s particular attitudes valuable or important.

Perhaps, in the light of this discussion, the point to press isn’t that particular self-knowledge is necessary but that it is unavoidable. For example, it might be claimed that you can’t be in pain without knowing that you are in pain, and that you can’t believe you are wearing socks without knowing that you believe you are wearing socks. On this account, our sensations, beliefs and other attitudes are self-intimating, which is another way of saying that we can’t avoid knowing about them. The ‘self-intimation thesis’ obviously needs to be qualified in various ways. For a start, being in pain can only bring with it the knowledge that you are in pain if you have the concept of pain, and believing that you are wearing socks can only bring with it knowledge that you believe you are wearing socks if you have the concept of belief. Another way the self-intimation thesis might need to be qualified is to build in the concession that when you are in a particular mental state you only need to be in a position to know that you are in that state; you can be in a position to know something without actually knowing it. Finally, it might be added that our own attitudes are only necessarily self-intimating insofar as we are rational. If you believe that you are wearing socks, are rational, and you have the appropriate concepts then you can’t avoid knowing, or at least being in a position to know, that believe that you are wearing socks.

Even with these qualifications, the self-intimation thesis is hard to swallow. It’s not just false but obviously false for attitudes other than belief. To use an example of Timothy Williamson’s, I believe I don’t hope for a particular result to a match but ‘my disappointment at one outcome reveals my hope for another’ (2000: 24). I can hope that P without being in a position to know that I hope that P, and I can want that P without being in a position to know that I want that P; my desire might be so repressed as to be inaccessible, but it still motivates me to act so as to satisfy it. Among the attitudes, belief is the most promising candidate for being self-intimating, but still not a good candidate. As Williamson remarks, ‘the difference between believing P and merely fancying P depends in part on one’s dispositions to practical reasoning and action manifested only in counterfactual circumstances, and one is not always in a position to know what those dispositions are’ (2000: 24). Of course, it’s also true that if our particular mental states were necessarily self-intimating, that still would not explain why it’s important to have knowledge of them; why couldn’t self-knowledge be both unavoidable and worthless?      
This is as far as I want to go with the idea that knowledge of one’s particular mental states deserves the philosophical attention it has received because it is an especially important or valuable form of knowledge. I want to move on to the more promising suggestion that it is the epistemological distinctiveness of particular self-knowledge, including ‘trivial’ self-knowledge, which explains and justifies all the attention. One traditional idea, which is often attributed to Descartes, is that particular self-knowledge is infallible and incorrigible. Let’s start with infallibility. Suppose that you believe that you believe that P. The belief that P is your first-order belief, and your belief that you believe that P is your second-order belief. The infallibility thesis says that your second-order belief can’t be mistaken if formed on the basis of introspection. Applied to desires the infallibility thesis says that your introspectively based beliefs about your desires can’t be mistaken. Incorrigibility is a different matter. To say that introspectively based beliefs about your own attitudes are incorrigible is to say that they can’t be corrected, where what this means is that no one else can have good grounds for correcting them. Incorrigibility is not the same as infallibility; in theory, it could be the case that your beliefs about your own beliefs and desires are not immune to error but that no other person could have grounds for correcting them.

If particular self-knowledge is infallible and incorrigible then this would distinguish it from knowledge of the external world, knowledge of other minds, and also from substantial self-knowledge. Your belief that there is a tomato in your refrigerator can be mistaken and another person can have grounds for correcting it. The same goes for your belief that I think that there is a tomato in your refrigerator, and for your belief that you are generous. Particular self-knowledge would stand out as highly distinctive, and it would be entirely understandable that philosophers of self-knowledge should make it their business to explain how particular self- knowledge is possible given its distinctiveness. The sense in which it is distinctive is that it is epistemically privileged, and the epistemic privileges of particular self-knowledge are what need explaining. Substantial self-knowledge looks less interesting, and less in need of philosophical attention, because it isn’t epistemically privileged; there just isn’t a deep asymmetry between your knowledge that you are generous and your knowledge that another person is generous, as there is between your knowledge that you believe that P and your knowledge that someone else believes that P.  
To argue in this way is to allow the agenda for the philosophy of self-knowledge to be set by quite narrow epistemological concerns. Self-knowledge for philosophers becomes self-knowledge that is epistemically privileged rather than the substantial but far from infallible or incorrigible self-knowledge that matters to most reflective humans. One might wonder about the wisdom of allowing the peculiar epistemology of particular self-knowledge to play such a major role in shaping the philosophy of self-knowledge but a prior question is whether it is even true that particular self-knowledge is infallible or incorrigible. Although I have already dismissed the self-intimation thesis you could in principle regard particular self-knowledge as infallible and incorrigible even if you don’t think that it is knowledge of mental states that are self-intimating. However, as many philosophers have pointed out, there isn’t much to be said for the notion that knowledge of your own beliefs and desires is infallible and incorrigible. It is implausible, for example, that your belief that you want another child can’t be mistaken or that others might not have grounds for correcting for assertion that you want another child (“No you don’t, you are deceiving yourself if that’s what you think you want”). Beliefs are no different; there is no guarantee, as we saw in the last chapter, that your beliefs about what you believe can’t be mistaken; you believe that you believe in racial equality but there might be strong independent evidence that your second-order belief is mistaken.

One reaction to such examples might be to suggest that while there are some attitudes with respect to which your self-knowledge isn’t infallible or incorrigible there are other cases in which you really can’t be wrong or corrected. Maybe you can be wrong about whether you want another child but not about whether you want vanilla rather than chocolate ice cream for dessert. This would explain the concentration on bland or trivial particular self-knowledge: trivial self-knowledge is interesting because it is most likely to be epistemically privileged in ways that make it distinctive. However, the problem with this is that there is no immunity to error even when it comes to self-ascriptions of trivial attitudes. You think you want vanilla but when the waiter brings it you realize that you wanted chocolate. You were wrong about what you wanted, and indeed you spouse might have had good grounds for correcting your assertion that you wanted vanilla. Of course, it’s possible that you did really want vanilla but no longer want it when it arrives but it’s hard to know whether you were wrong about your initial desire or whether you have simply changed your mind. This is a good illustration of what Carruthers calls the ‘opacity of mind’; not only are you sometimes wrong about what you want or believe, you also find it hard on some occasions to work out whether or not you have changed your mind about what you want or believe.
A common philosophical reaction to kind of argument is to accept that infallibility and incorrigibility are too strong but to hold on to the idea that particular self-knowledge is distinctive in other ways. The usual suggestion is that while particular self-knowledge might not be infallible or incorrigible it is authoritative. When you self-attribute beliefs, desires and other attitudes, you are authoritative in at least two senses: there is a presumption that your self-attribution is not mistaken, and your self-attribution isn’t normally open to challenge by others. In addition, your particular self-knowledge is direct or immediate in two related senses: it isn’t based on evidence and it isn’t inferential. As Paul Boghossian puts it:

In the case of others, I have no choice but to infer what they think from observations about what they do or say. In my own case, by contrast, inference is neither required nor relevant. Normally, I know what I think – what I believe, desire, hope or expect- without appeal to supplementary evidence. Even where such evidence is available I do not consult it. I know what I think directly. I do not defend my self-attributions; nor does it normally make sense to ask me to do so (1998: 150-1).

So here we have a revised account of the privileges of particular self-knowledge, together with the suggestion that these privileges are what distinguish it from knowledge of others. It’s still the case on this account that particular self-knowledge is epistemologically distinctive.
There is certainly room for argument about the directness of self-knowledge. It is true that I do not normally know what I want or believe on the basis of behavioural evidence, that is, on the basis of what I do and say, but this leaves it open that other kinds of evidence are implicated in particular self-knowledge. I will explore this possibility later in this book. The intuition that particular self-knowledge is direct is really the intuition that it’s psychologically immediate, that I don’t normally have to engage in conscious reasoning or inference to know what I want or believe, but this leaves the epistemological issues wide open. Even if I don’t consciously infer that I believe that P it could still be true that I’m only justified in believing that I believe that P if I have justification for believing other, supporting propositions. This would make particular self-knowledge epistemologically indirect despite being direct in the psychological sense. Again, this is something I will come back to later, when I get round to giving my own positive account of particular self-knowledge.

For the moment, let’s agree that particular self-knowledge is direct and authoritative. As with infallibility and incorrigibility, the least controversial examples of authoritative and direct particular self-knowledge are ones in which one is self-attributing relatively trivial attitudes. The point is not that only trivial self-knowledge is authoritative and direct, but that it’s best in the context of philosophical discussion to concentrate on straightforward examples of epistemically privileged self-knowledge. The philosophical challenge is then understood as the challenge of explaining how authoritative and direct self-knowledge is possible in these cases, with the adequacy of particular accounts of self-knowledge being assessed in large part according to whether they are able to account for the authority and directness of trivial self-knowledge. In this context, examples of particular self-knowledge that do not appear to be authoritative or direct are dismissed as departures from the norm that can be safely ignored. This also makes it easy for philosophy to ignore for substantial self-knowledge, on the basis that it is neither direct nor authoritative. What is there to say about substantial self-knowledge other than that, like knowledge of other minds and of non-mental reality, it isn’t epistemically privileged? For if what makes self-knowledge philosophically interesting is the fact that it is epistemically privileged and substantial self-knowledge is not epistemically privileged then the obvious conclusion is that substantial self-knowledge is not philosophically interesting, however important it might be.
This line of thinking does a good job of accounting for the way the philosophy of self-knowledge has developed. In particular, it accounts for the concentration on relatively bland particular self-knowledge at the expense of any serious engagement with the epistemology of substantial self-knowledge. It explains the self-imposed limitations of many philosophical accounts of self-knowledge, and even to some extent justifies them. In so far as particular self-knowledge is epistemologically distinctive it is in order for philosophers to try to explain its distinctiveness, regardless of whether knowing what you believe or desire has any intrinsic value or importance. Even if it’s difficult to see the value of knowing that you believe that you are wearing socks, it’s still a reasonable question how this self-knowledge can be direct and authoritative (assuming that it is).

However, there are also dangers in allowing the whole issue of epistemic privilege to play such a dominant role in setting the agenda for the philosophy of self-knowledge.
1. It can lead to a kind of philosophical myopia. It is one thing to think that particular self-knowledge is philosophically interesting because it (or some of it anyway) is epistemically privileged but it certainly doesn’t follow that self-knowledge that is not epistemically privileged isn’t philosophically interesting in other ways. Even if the epistemology of substantial self-knowledge is as simple as is often assumed, there are other questions about substantial self-knowledge which the philosophy of self-knowledge should tackle. These include questions about its value, its sources and obstacles to its acquisition. There is no excuse for ignoring substantial self-knowledge, especially given that this is the self-knowledge which reflective humans who don’t do philosophy for a living tend to find interesting. Whereas trivial self-knowledge can seem interesting because it is so easy to get, what is striking about substantial self-knowledge is that it can be so hard to get. It is this elusiveness of substantial self-knowledge, and the resultant threat of self-ignorance, which accounts for some (but not all) of its philosophical interest.    

2. It can result in a tendency to lump together different varieties substantial self-knowledge without taking account of important differences between them. As we saw in the last chapter, the epistemology of substantial self-knowledge isn’t in fact as straightforward as philosophical legend has it, and there are subtle differences between different forms of substantial self-knowledge which are clearly worthy of philosophical attention.
3. It can promote a highly selective and distorted view of particular self-knowledge. Knowledge of one’s particular mental states has been the focus of philosophical attention on the assumption that it is epistemically privileged but not all particular self-knowledge is epistemically privileged. If the issue of epistemic privilege is allowed to dominate the agenda the risk is that the complexities of particular self-knowledge will be ignored or downplayed in just the way that the complexities of substantial self-knowledge are often ignored or downplayed.
In relation to the first point, it’s interesting to compare two different perspectives on self-knowledge. From one perspective, self-knowledge is all too easy when compared with other kinds of knowledge; indeed from this perspective, it’s so easy to know your own mind that self-knowledge of this kind barely qualifies as a cognitive achievement at all. This is an optimistic view of self-knowledge. From a different perspective self-knowledge is difficult to get. It can be hard to know your own mind, and considerable effort may be required to work out, say, what you really want or your true feelings about your nearest and dearest, and self- ignorance is a real possibility. This is a pessimistic view of self-knowledge. You can be both an optimist and a pessimist as long as you are not an optimist and pessimist about the same things. A balanced account of self-knowledge will be one that combines the right degree of optimism with the right degree of pessimism, and this means paying attention to the respects in which self-knowledge, including some particular self-knowledge, is far from easy as well as the respects in which some self-knowledge is epistemically privileged. Focusing on trivial self-knowledge can make one excessively optimistic about self-knowledge and ignore all the respects in which self-knowledge, including a lot of self-knowledge that really matters to us, is far from straightforward. This is the philosophical myopia I have described, and it accounts for can only be described as the barrenness of a lot of philosophizing about self-knowledge.  
I have talked about the philosophical view of self-knowledge but what about the naïve view, if there is such a thing? One way of describing the naïve view would be to say that it oscillates between thinking of self-knowledge as easy and thinking of it as hard. A different way of describing it would be to say that it strikes an appropriate balance between optimism and pessimism. On the one hand, there is the intuition that only you can really know what you think and feel, whereas other people can only conjecture. Even if others can in some sense know your mind, it’s a form of knowledge that is less secure than the knowledge you have of your own mind. This is the notion of privileged access to your own mind, and it isn’t a philosophical invention; it is built into the naïve view of self-knowledge. At the same time, the naïve view also recognizes that self-knowledge can be a hard-won cognitive achievement and that one is, in some respects opaque to oneself. In this context the real challenge isn’t to explain the special authority of self-knowledge, since it has no such authority, but to make it plausible that there can be self-knowledge. From this perspective, a fundamental question is: how is self-knowledge possible? But what gives this question its philosophical bite is not the assumption that self-knowledge is epistemically privileged in ways that need explaining but rather the concern that self-knowledge of the kinds in question might not be possible after all. A theory of self-knowledge for humans will be a balanced view of which does justice to both aspects of the naïve view.
The point about not lumping together different varieties of substantial self-knowledge is straightforward. If you think that what makes self-knowledge philosophically interesting is the fact that it is epistemically privileged then if you are not careful you may find yourself having very little to say about other varieties of self-knowledge beyond pointing out that they aren’t epistemically privileged. To the extent that you have anything positive to say about the epistemology of substantial self-knowledge it might well be something along the lines of: it’s based on behavioural evidence just as, on some views, knowledge of other minds is based on behavioural evidence. But this would be a travesty. As we saw in the last chapter, substantial self-knowledge is not all the same, and there are subtle and interesting differences between, say, the basis on which you know that you are in love and the basis on which you know that you can speak Spanish. In neither case is it remotely plausible to think that’s it’s just a matter of how you behave, but it’s all too easy to ignore the rich epistemology as well as the value of substantial self-knowledge is you insist that epistemically privileged self-knowledge is where all the philosophical action is.

Finally, when I talk about the concentration on the supposed epistemic privileges of self-knowledge promoting a highly selective and distorted view of particular self-knowledge I have two things in mind. First, there is the danger all particular self-knowledge is viewed as direct and authoritative but there are many examples of particular self-knowledge which seem not to be privileged in these ways. Second, when it comes to answering the Sources Question one may find oneself neglecting sources of self-knowledge, even sources of particular self-knowledge, which don’t sustain the picture of self-knowledge as direct and authoritative. In real life, for example, I may come to realize that I believe that the present government will be re-elected, or that I don’t want another child, in all sorts of different ways. There are multiple pathways to self-knowledge, and there can be no justification for ignoring pathways to self-knowledge that aren’t pathways to epistemically privileged knowledge of what one wants or believes.

Indeed, once the Disparity is taken into account, even the concession that particular self-knowledge is normally direct as well as authoritative starts to look questionable. Given all the respects in which humans aren’t model epistemic citizens is there really a presumption that our self-attributions of beliefs and other attitudes aren’t mistaken? If there is, how strong is this presumption? As for the idea that particular self-knowledge is normally direct, this is hard reconcile with many philosophical accounts of self-knowledge, especially accounts that represent knowledge of one’s own mind as the product of reasoning. So there are two issues here: is it a genuine datum that a significant class of self-knowledge is authoritative, and do philosophical accounts of self-knowledge succeed in explaining this datum? I’ll have much more to say about these questions as I go along, but it is hard to avoid the suspicion that the datum is much less robust than many philosophers suppose, and that influential attempts by philosophers to explain this datum do no such thing.  
Be that as it may, the important point for the moment is this: even if, as Gertler suggests, it is the epistemological distinctiveness of self-knowledge that makes it interesting to philosophers, the human interest in self-knowledge is much more broadly grounded. What I am suggesting is that philosophy needs to be more respectful of the human interest in self-knowledge. Most philosophers who write about self-knowledge will have had the experience of trying in vain to explain to incredulous non-philosophers why they are interested in figuring out how it’s possible to know that you believe that it’s raining. It’s easy to dismiss the incredulity of the initiated as being of no philosophical relevance but this would be a mistake. The incredulity with which the uninitiated respond to the philosophical interest in trivial self-knowledge is the result of thinking that self-knowledge matters and that it couldn’t matter if it is what many philosophers seem to think it is, namely, knowledge of one’s particular mental states. No doubt there are all sorts of ways in which this reaction is flawed but there is also something right about it. The challenge is to talk about self-knowledge in a way that speaks to the concerns of the philosophically uninitiated as well as the concerns of epistemologically minded philosophers. Whether this challenge can be met remains to be seen.  
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