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The most essential and intimate puzzle of our lives – what is the self?   What is our nature?  Are we 
just a body with a brain as its central controller?  Can we think about ourself in the same way as 

we think about the rest of the universe?  Or is the self a ghostly manifestation of the brain’s 
workings, a secret ‘soul’ which only we know?  Why do we feel that we are one thing, one person, 
one self?  Can we know ourself?  Many philosophers, both Eastern and Western, consider the self 

as an illusion.  But are they saying we are not really here?  The philosophical threads here are 
deeply tangled.  Let’s start to tease them apart … 

 

  

Rembrandt van Rijn, 1659, Self-Portrait [detail] 
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The appendices address specific philosophical issues relating to 

a consideration of selfhood.  They cover important issues, but 

are an enrichment rather than essential to the discussion. 

 

 
  

 
 
 
 

“I took a deep breath and listened to the old bray of my heart. I 
am. I am. I am.” 

Sylvia Plath, 1963, The Bell Jar 
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0 Introduction 
 
0.1 René Descartes (1637, Discourse on the Method) famously 

said “Cogito, ergo sum” (I think, therefore I am).  Of course 
the question left hanging is ‘I am what?’  Descartes’ answer 
of separable body and soul occupying two different 
domains of reality, although an understandable 17th 
century continuation of a long ecclesiastical tradition, is 
fatally flawed with unresolvable contradictions which have 
bedevilled philosophy ever since.  But can we answer the 
‘what am I?’ question any better now than four hundred 
years ago?  I think the answer is yes. 

 
0.2 A strange hiccup in the 14B years of known cosmic reality 

happened about 3.4B years ago: life emerged.  But for the 
philosophically minded unicellular organism of the time, 
that wasn’t a problem.  Life then was a just bit of reality 
more complicated than had previously existed.  The big 
problem, philosophically speaking, started much later 
when consciousness evolved – when animals developed 
internal cognitive models of their environments with 
attendant reactions which were more than just reflexes.  It 
is probably an ancient phenomenon: 

  “… exteroceptive-sensory consciousness began over 520 million years ago when the 
incipient vertebrates and arthropods evolved better distance senses …” 

  T E Feinberg and J M Mallat, 2016, The Ancient Origins of Consciousness, MIT 
 
0.3 Exteroceptive-sensory consciousness concerns cognitive models directed outwards 

towards nutrients, potential mates and predators.  But reality’s convolutions didn’t stop 
there.  Simple organisms may have some proprioception and sense of bodily spatial 
location, but that is only a proto-self.  Highly complex animals have all that but also a much 
more developed onboard mental model of their world, crucially containing a concept of 
the experiencing animal itself.  When self-representation emerged and how widely it is 
spread among species is moot, but its consequences were profound.  Life became a lot 
more complex, certainly for humans.   

 
 0.4 More elementary degrees of self-consciousness like interoceptive 

sensations (such as hunger and thirst) and proprioception probably 
evolved hundreds of millions of years ago.  But it is unlikely that 
fully-fledged human self-consciousness emerged much before the 
arrival of symbolic artefacts in the Middle Palaeolithic era, from 
100,000 to 50,000 years ago.  It is likely to be from then onwards 
that the notion of a person, a self, becomes applicable; what 
philosopher John Locke (1700, An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding) characterises as: 

 “… a thinking intelligent Being, that has reason and 
reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same 
thinking thing in different times and places” 

  

 

Proprioception [n] 

the sense of the relative 

position of one's own body 

parts and the strength of 

effort being employed in 

movement 

 

“After decades of studying 

animals … I've come to the 

conclusion that not only are 

some animals self-aware, 

but also that there are 

degrees of self-awareness.”  

Marc Bekoff, 2013 

https://www.livescience.co

m/39803-do-animals-know-

who-they-are.html 

 

Venus of Hohle Fels 

(approximately 

40000 years old) 

https://www.livescience.com/39803-do-animals-know-who-they-are.html
https://www.livescience.com/39803-do-animals-know-who-they-are.html
https://www.livescience.com/39803-do-animals-know-who-they-are.html
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0.5 So we are a bit of reality that 
represents itself in its 
representation of reality.  
Within ourself we each have 
a model of our world.  But 
within that model we have a 
representation of ourself. 
What could possibly go 
wrong? 

 
 [There is a short Appendix A 

below which introduces 
some of the associated 
logical problems of self-
representation.] 

 
  

1 The concept of self 
 

“My life has been one great big joke 

a dance that's walked 

a song that's spoke 

I laugh so hard I almost choke  

when I think about myself.” 

Maya Angelou, 2015, The Complete Poetry 

 

  “Egotist [n]: A person of low taste, more interested in himself than in me.” 

  Ambrose Bierce, 1911, The Devil's Dictionary 

 

1.1 The self is currently a major research field in both philosophy and psychology which has 

spawned a vast literature.  Unlike earlier notions of a unified soul, the self is now often 

regarded as composite.  Two recent examples, one from a philosopher and the other from 

a neuroscientist respectively, give a flavour of contemporary thinking.   

 

1.2 Galen Strawson (2017, The Subject of Experience) lists the qualities of selfhood: 

• a subject of experience who consciously thinks and feels 

• a thing 

• a mental thing (which he claims as fully compatible with physicalism) 

• a thing that is single at any given time and during a unified and continuous period 

of experience 

• a thing that persists even when not [consciously] experiencing 

• an agent 

• something that has a specific personality. 

 

 

John William Waterhouse, 1903, Ovid's Echo and Narcissus 
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1.3 Anil Seth (2021, Being You) gives the elements 

of a human self as: 

• embodied – feeling of being a body in 

space 

• perspectival – a subjective point of 

origin for perceptual experience 

• volitional – having intentions and 

agency 

• narrative – autobiographical history 

• social – conceptions of how others 

look at you. 

 Seth claims that the experience of being 

oneself is “a collection of perceptions – a 

tightly woven bundle of neurally encoded 

predictions geared towards keeping your body alive.” 

  

1.4 Despite their differences in emphasis, there is some 

convergence between these two lists of qualities, which 

would probably be substantially accepted in popular 

circles, although many would be challenged in academia.  

Among the many challenges to the notion of self, one 

stands out: the self is an illusion.  For instance, Bruce Hood, 

professor of psychology at Bristol and Harvard Universities, 

maintains that: 

  “You only exist as a pattern made up of all the other 

things in your life that shape you.  If you take each 

away, ‘you’ would eventually cease to exist.” 

  Bruce Hood, 2011, The Self Illusion 

 

1.5 It is this claim of illusion I wish to explore here.  The main 

strands of this claim are that: 

• the self is not a single unified thing 

• the self is not persistent 

• the self is non-existent 

 It is impossible to completely separate these strands, so 

tightly are they interwoven.  However, they are useful to 

structure this paper, but please expect some intermingling. 

 

 

  

The Delphic maxim ‘Know thyself” on a 
Roman mosaic, c1st century CE 

 

There is an important 

philosophical duality in how 

we understand reality – 

between the phenomenal 

and the physical.  This is 

very relevant to any 

exploration of selfhood.  

The philosophical 

definitions of these words 

are different from their 

everyday usage. 

 

Phenomenal [adj] 

relating to subjective 

reality, ie first person lived 

experience – what it’s like 

to be thinking and feeling. 

 

Physical [adj] 

relating to objective reality, 

ie what is revealed by 

careful third person 

observation and 

measurement. 
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2 Is the self a single unified thing? 
 

 “It is a poor centre of a man’s actions, himself.” 

 Francis Bacon (1597) Essays, XXIII, Of Wisdom for a Man’s self 

 

2.1 Everyday experience testifies to the complexity of the self and thereby its compound 

nature, as indicated by the above lists.  But a single thing can be composite, as most things 

are.  So the issue is not really the self’s singularity, but its unification – whether all the parts 

can be considered as a whole.  This unity is much more difficult to defend.  Just think of all 

the very different ‘personas’ we are in different circumstances … are we always the same 

self?  Is not, for instance, Dissociative Identity Disorder, where a patient displays seemingly 

different personalities, merely an extreme case of our normal multi-selfhood?  But even if 

one accepts multi-selfhood, is even each of those selves unified?   

 

2.2 Scepticism about the unified nature of the self is not new.  For instance the eminent 18th 

century philosopher David Hume confessed: 

 “For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble 

on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, 

pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and never 

can observe anything but the perception.” 

 (David Hume, 1738, A Treatise of Human Nature) 

 Hume considers himself, on reflection, as merely a disparate set of cognitive and affectual 

experiences.  But if the self dissolves into just a set of experiences, why do we have a strong 

intuition of being a unified entity?   

 

2.3 There are many possible answers to that question.  Embodiment, perspective and narrative 

autobiography all contribute to the intuition of being a unified self.  We feel phenomenally 

that we are always behind our eyes in the same place with respect to the rest of our body 

and we always observe the world from this ‘point’.  Interoception (like hunger, pleasure, 

excitement, etc) and proprioception continuously give us a feeling of ‘presence’.  Our past 

memories and envisaged future prospects cohere around an image of ourself.  All this is 

reinforced socially by our continuously applicable symbol – our name.  

 

2.4 That essentially embodied perspective makes it easy 

to develop the impression that there is a little 

‘someone’ within us, a homunculus, who sorts out all 

the exterosensations coming into us giving us 

information about our world.  If the world projects 

an image into us, someone must be looking at that 

image.  It must be my homunculus, the real me.  Of 

course, the problem here is then how the 

homunculus itself deals with the exterosensations: is 

there a sub-homunculus inside it?  The actual self 

seems to be deferred ad infinitum.  How can we stop 

the infinite regress? 

Infinite homunculi 
https://3quarksdaily.com/3quarksdaily/tag/se

lf-reference 

 

https://3quarksdaily.com/3quarksdaily/tag/self-reference
https://3quarksdaily.com/3quarksdaily/tag/self-reference
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2.5 Our everyday language reflects this ‘inner someone’ trick.  We say things like ‘I have a pain’ 

as if there were two different entities: an inner ‘I’ separate from a ‘pain’.  But what is meant 

here is obviously ‘I am in pain’: surely a better way of thinking about this is that the pain is 

currently (part of) what I am.  Rather than an inner ego having experiences, is it not more 

appropriate to consider the self as actually being a set of experiences?  Then there is no 

need for a homunculus.  The idea that we are each just the sum of our experiences is an 

ancient belief.  For instance, the Buddhist thinker Jay Garfield (2021, Why There Is No Self: 

A Buddhist Perspective for the West) expresses this clearly:  

 “You imagine yourself not to be your body, but to have a body; not to be your mind, 

but to have a mind, not to be your experiences, but to have your experiences. That 

is, you imagine yourself to be some simple thing behind it all.” [my italics] 

 (cf https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/why-there-is-no-self-a-buddhist-

perspective-for-the-west/) 

 

2.6 Philosopher Julian Baggini in a short video (2011, Is there a real you?) uses water as an 

example: we say water has two hydrogen and one oxygen atoms, but we don’t mean that 

there is a separate thing called water which also possesses extra atoms.  We just mean 

water consists of those atoms.  But when we come to our self, having feelings, memories 

and dispositions is often interpreted as a separate core of being to which these things 

happen.  Rather than this semi-homuncular core, It is far more coherent to view the self as 

consisting of the experienced feelings, memories and dispositions … with nothing else 

‘behind’ them.  Thus there is no need for an inner homuncular self, let alone an infinite 

regress of them. 

 

2.7 Copious neuroscience supports this conclusion by revealing that there is no single core of 

neural activity which could be regarded as a physical correlate of the self: there are only 

myriads of diffuse neural and endocrinal processes at work.  However, some neuroscientific 

studies might offer an explanation for the feeling that we have an inner self: some evidence 

(Synofzik, Vosgerau and Newen, 2008,  Beyond the comparator model: A multifactorial 

two-step account of agency, Consciousness and Cognition) suggests that our sense of 

agency is a process of two separate stages: 

 “(1) a low-level unconscious feeling of agency, involving the integration of different 

types of information, such as the forward model of action outcomes, and different 

types of sensory feedback. And (2) a high-level judgement of agency, which enters 

our awareness and allows us to interpret the low-level information on the basis of 

our intentions and various cues from the outside world.” 

 Moheb Constandi, 2022, Body Am I 

 This doesn’t obviate the disparate nature of self, but could what it’s like to be this second 

stage feel like an inner ego? 

 

2.8 Western thought tends to reification: we tend to assume labels must label some object or 

property of an object or how an object functions.  So the word ‘self’ must refer to some 

identifiable object: a physical body with a brain which, by some mysterious process, has 

feelings, memories and dispositions as properties or functional states … all dubbed as yet 

https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/why-there-is-no-self-a-buddhist-perspective-for-the-west/
https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/why-there-is-no-self-a-buddhist-perspective-for-the-west/
https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_baggini_is_there_a_real_you?referrer=playlist-who_are_you&autoplay=true
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Beyond-the-comparator-model%3A-A-multifactorial-of-Synofzik-Vosgerau/7c74b0d39a8b40e9037f4e968773d9b5dbee3366
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Beyond-the-comparator-model%3A-A-multifactorial-of-Synofzik-Vosgerau/7c74b0d39a8b40e9037f4e968773d9b5dbee3366
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another separate thing labelled ‘mind’.  The philosophical problems this reification causes 

are dealt with more fully below – Section 4, Is the self a real thing or an illusion? – but even 

at this point, I consider it is more coherent to regard ‘self’ not as referring to a thing or the 

property of a thing, but as referring to what it’s like to be a special type of thing.  All those 

feelings, memories and dispositions are what it’s like to be the bit of reality which we 

physically represent as an embodied brain. 

 

2.9 This idea that we are our representations (or 

more accurately what it’s like to be our 

representations) doesn’t just apply to our 

interoceptive experience (feelings, emotions 

and dispositions) but also to exteroceptive 

experience (perceptions of our environment) 

and our cognitive model of the world we 

construct from it.  When we are thinking about 

something, phenomenally we are that thought.  

For instance, if I am admiring a tree, I am my 

percept of that tree as well as the pleasure 

gained by looking at it.  If then I identify it as an 

oak, I am now temporarily my concept of an 

oak plus any accompanying affect, like the 

satisfaction gained from the identification.  If I 

start to think of arboriculture, I am that 

relatively abstract theory.  There is no-one 

having these thoughts and feelings.  Just me 

being these thoughts and feelings.   

 

2.10 During these episodes of mental activity, I am phenomenally what it’s like to be the 

representation of the tree or whatever is being attended to.  Although arguably this is 

myself at that moment, I am not conscious of myself, merely the tree.  Only when my focus 

of attention is a representation of myself (eg a reflection in a mirror, sensations during 

bodily care, a memory of a personal experience, a rumination about the personal 

consequences of a decision, etc) do I become self-conscious: ie what it’s like to be some 

representation of myself.  It is important to note that our concept of ourself is very much 

socially constructed, based often on what we surmise is other people’s judgments about 

us and their behaviour towards us. 

 

2.11 Existentialism is perhaps the philosophical tradition that most intimately captures this idea 

that there is no separate entity ‘behind’ experience.  As a child of the Phenomenological 

tradition of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, it holds that consciousness is 

intentional: ie it is always about something … ie it is essentially representational.  Indeed 

Jean-Paul Sartre (1943, Being and Nothingness) maintained that consciousness (the for-

itself) is nothingness until its encounter with the being of other things (the in-itself), from 

which ego formation can eventually emerge as self-consciousness. 

 

René Magritte, 1937, La Reproduction 

Interdite (Not to Be Reproduced) 
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2.12 So is the self a single unified thing?  In summary, that designation neither conforms to the 

plurality of lived experience, nor does it provide a coherent conceptualisation of selfhood.  

Nevertheless, can we still regard the self as a thing?  Yes, but only if we concede that a thing 

can be composite and multifarious.  Luckily, human cognition seems able to cope with that. 

  

“All the world’s a stage, 

And all the men and women merely players; 

They have their exits and their entrances, 

And one man in his time plays many parts …“ 

William Shakespeare, 1623, As You Like It 

 

 

 

3 Is the self a persistent thing? 
 

 “We do not deal much in facts when we are contemplating ourselves.” 

 Mark Twain, 1902, North American Review 

 

3.1 Insofar as we are a body in spacetime – ie our physical representation of that bit of reality 

which we all individually are – then persistence is a useful quality to apply.  We can each 

be considered as a physical continuance – a ‘thread’ through spacetime for as long as we 

live.  This seems a necessary conception to hang one’s autobiographical memories on. 

 

3.2 But are we the same self as we were as a baby?  As a child?  

As a youth?  Can all these states be regarded as the same 

continuous thing when they are all so different?  Indeed a 

living body changes from one second to the next.  If one 

conceives of a ‘thing’ as like a solid table, then the answer is 

no: the self is not the same through time.  But not everything 

is like a table.  Perhaps we are more like a flame: serene in 

windless conditions indoors, waving gracefully in wafts of air 

but guttering in a gale when taken outside.  Don’t we still 

regard it as the same flame?   

 There is a huge philosophical ocean hoving into view here concerning semantics, semiotics, 

linguistics, cognition, intentionality, individuation, etc, etc.  For brevity’s (and sanity’s) sake, 

we must skirt this, fascinating though it is.  Let us conveniently concede that continuity, 

rather than constancy, is sufficient for our purposes when designating a set of related 

experiences as a ‘thing’.  Thus gradual change does not violate ‘thingness’ and what we call 

our physical self, our body including our brain, is plausibly a persistent thing.  But is there 

any phenomenal persistence? 

 

3.3 When we are in a deep dreamless sleep or a coma, are we ourself?  Arguably yes physically, 

but surely not phenomenally.  Consciousness of some sort is a necessary precondition for 

an existent phenomenal self, a self which is aware of its environment and its own condition.  
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But are we ourself all the time we are conscious?  If we are focused intently on a task, we 

are not self-aware.  As discussed above, we are what it’s like to be whatever we are thinking 

about; and in ordinary consciousness, that is not usually ourself but some other aspect of 

our world.  Perhaps it is only when we are self-conscious, when we are thinking about an 

aspect of ourself, that we are a phenomenal self.  So much of the time we are not ourself. 

  

3.4 But what about our basic personality, that bundle of attitudes and predispositions to 

behave in certain ways and form certain judgments?  Is not this ‘soul’ a persistent 

phenomenal self?  For that to be so, one must regard prospective tendencies to act, think 

and feel in certain ways – basically just observed regularities – as a thing.  These seem more 

like potential aspects of a thing, rather than an actual thing itself.  But then again, isn’t a 

thing just the sum of its relations with other things and its dispositions to function in specific 

repetitive ways?  Echoing Section 2 above, is there an inner core of a thing separate from 

its relations?  That epistemological ocean of symbols, syntax, semiotics and meaning, plus 

vast swathes of metaphysics, hoves into view again here.  How so we define a ‘thing’?  What 

is our definition of ‘thingness’?  Does discontinuity disbar thingness?  Suppose an 

astronomer noticed the same pattern of radiation on several occasions: would they say 

“We observed the same signal” or “We observed similar signals on different occasions”?  

The deep problem this reveals is the complexity of how we individuate and conceptualise 

the sensory information on which our world model is built. 

 

3.5 So in summary, the answer to whether the phenomenal self is persistent is probably no.  Is 

it persistent over certain episodes of time?  Demonstrably yes.  But does persistence alone 

grant the status of a thing?  Is the phenomenal self’s intermittence fatal to its thingness?  

Well that depends very much on what you are prepared to accept as a thing.  For some, a 

thing can have any ontological status (what sort of existential ‘stuff’ the thing is); but for 

others, thingness implies some sort of physical existence.  It might be useful here to 

introduce the philosophical term ‘particular’, meaning a bit of reality which can be 

conceptually individuated and hence unambiguously identified, usually with its own name 

or the determiner ‘this’.  The ontological status of a particular can be left open.  So is each 

phenomenal self, despite its intermittency, a particular?  Everyday life surely proves it so. 

 

 

 

4 Is the self non-existent? 
 

 “O Lord, if there is a Lord, save my soul, if there is a soul.” 

 Ernest Renan (1823-92), Prayer of a Sceptic 

 

4.1 The self, battered but unbowed, has somehow emerged from running the gauntlet of 

challenges to its singularity, unification and persistence.  But there is one more left and it 

is the most serious: does the self actually exist at all?  Generally the existence of a specific 

physical body is uncontroversial.  But what is widely challenged in philosophy, psychology 

and neuroscience is the reality of the phenomenal experience of being that body – ie 
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phenomenal consciousness and its highest development, self-consciousness.  Many 

academics dismiss the phenomenal self as illusory.  There are two fronts to this assault on 

the self: psychological / informational and physicalist. 

 

4.2 The psychological / informational 

challenge has been substantially covered 

in section 2 above about the singularity 

or plurality of the self.  To quote Bruce 

Hood (2011, The Self Illusion) again, he 

maintains that individual human 

development is  

 “… an integration of internal 

mechanisms working in conjunction 

with information about the world … 

the same activities that give rise to 

the self.  This is why the self is an 

illusion.” 

 The idea here is that there is no core self, 

merely a collection of cognitive and 

affectual information about the body’s 

past and expected future, driven by its 

survival instinct. 

 

4.3 A classic philosophical thought experiment is that we could each be merely an isolated 

brain in a vat being fed nutrients and virtual experiences.  A similar idea was used in the 

film The Matrix.  But let us journey beyond that.  Imagine that you still had the nutrients 

but nothing else.  No exterosensation or interosensation; therefore no experiences virtual 

or real; therefore no feelings about anything, like hope, disappointment, pleasure, pain, 

etc; therefore no memories.  So if you stripped back all these aspects of the self, what 

would be left?  Nothing.  This is the basis for the psychological / informational charge that 

the self as illusory.  In philosophy this view is called Eliminativism, and it is widely advocated 

by such luminaries as Daniel Dennett (1991, Consciousness Explained), Patricia Churchland 

(1981, Eliminative Materialism and the Propositional Attitudes, Journal of Philosophy, 78) 

and many more.  It might even have claim to being the predominant academic view. 

 

4.4 My first reply to this form of philosophical ‘suicide’ is that an illusion needs someone who 

is being misled.  If there is no self, who is this someone?  The charge of illusion seems 

inherently paradoxical.  The use of the term ‘illusion’ by Bruce and others is more for 

dramatic effect – it sells books – than a serious stance.  What Eliminativists believe 

fundamentally is that the self is a construct.  My reply to this is: what else could it be?  I 

believe all our mental representations are constructs and so do most Eliminativists.  But 

does that mean that they aren’t real or valid?  If so, then all our physical explanations are 

not real either since they are all also constructs.  We have no other option than to construct 

our whole model of our world, including ourself in it.  Do Eliminativists consider their whole 

world illusory just because it is constructed?  

Lucian Freud, 1963, Man's Head 

 (Self Portrait I), Whitworth Gallery 



P a g e  | 12 

 

 

4.5 The psychological / informational challenge elides with the second form of attack: 

physicalism … sometimes called ‘scientism’.  This is the doctrine that our physical 

representations, archetypally the explanations of physics, are somehow veridical: the way 

existence really is.  So the physical is fundamental and the psychical is at best dependent 

upon the physical or at worst phantasmagorial.  Despite the insuperable incoherence 

engendered by such a belief, it is ubiquitous.  The essential flaw here is assuming that 

representations that work very well, such as those in science generally, must somehow be 

‘like’ what they represent, ie real.  But consideration of any competent computer 

representation should lead to the rejection of 

this idea: the electronic bits and software from 

which any computer representation is built are 

nothing like what they refer to, despite being 

accurately predictive.  (Cf Appendix B below for 

an alternative philosophical paradigm to 

physicalism.) 

 

4.6 There is no good reason to make the ontological 

claim that our physical representations referring 

to brains, neuro-endocrinological systems, etc 

are any more ‘real’ than psychical 

representations referring to mind, self, etc.  

They are all constructs.  Yet the primacy given to 

the physical is almost inescapable, so deep is it 

in our culture. 

 

4.7 Unsurprisingly there has been a backlash against this egocidal orthodoxy.  For example the 

late philosopher Mary Midgley unashamedly resorts to ‘common sense’ to question this 

‘suicide’ of the self through scientism.  She points out that the claims of science are 

themselves convenient constructs, so could also be regarded – using similar ‘suicidal’ 

reasoning – as illusory.  What privileged right does physicalism have to deny the reality of 

our subjectively experienced selfhood?  Midgley’s question is pertinent here:  “Why does 

this one kind of thought (ie physical) have this special status?”  She goes on: 

 “… this mechanistic materialism has become orthodox today, professed by scientists 

and many other people … without any notion of making it the basis of their lives. … 

In fact it would be quite impossible for any human to live their life on that basis …” 

  Mary Midgley, 2014, Are You an Illusion? 

 It is a strong argument that concepts necessary to life, like consciousness and the self, 

should be able to be accommodated within any paradigm claiming explanatory supremacy.  

But physicalism, especially the cruder forms of it, fails miserably to do so. 

 

4.8 Another rear-guard defender of the self is Raymond Tallis, who rails against the dragon of 

reductionism in crude versions of neuroscience … ie the notion that the self is just a nexus 

of neurones: 

I can’t see a 

self there 

Just keep 

looking! 
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 “Neuroscience cannot find the self (even less the free 
agent) for two reasons. Firstly, it doesn’t examine the 
person but the isolated nervous system and it is an 
unproven and highly implausible assumption that the 
person really is the isolated nervous system. 
Secondly, it approaches the nervous system from the 
impersonal standpoint of physical chemistry so that 
the brain boils down to sets of semi-permeable 
membranes along which electrochemical impulses 
propagate. While the brain is a necessary condition 
of the self (the beheaded are pretty selfless), we 
should not expect to find the self in a stand-alone bit 
of brain but in a brain that is part of a body environed 
by the natural world and a massively complex, 
historically evolved, culture. Uprooting the brain 
from all this is a sure-fire way of mislaying the self.” 

  Raymond Tallis, 2007, Saving the Self, Philosophy 
Now, Issue 63 

 https://philosophynow.org/issues/63/Saving_the_Self 
 
4.9 It must be said that there are many neuroscientists who are 

more sophisticated than those targeted by Midgley and 
Tallis.  The distinguished neurologist Antonio Damasio, 
albeit a little grudgingly, certainly credits the self with 
reality: 

 “The ‘you’ … is a very real mental construct I will call 
‘self’ (for lack of a better word), and it is based on 
activities throughout your entire organism, that is, in 
the body proper and in the brain.” 

 Antonio Damasio, 1994, Descartes’ Error 
 
4.10 Mark Solms, a neurologist of international renown, adopts 

a more informational approach building upon Karl Friston’s 
Free Energy Principle.  Information is a newer paradigm of 
science, including physics, and allows a much more 
nuanced approach to consciousness and the self than 
classic physicalism.  However even Solms does default to 
an implicit physicalism, like almost everyone: he privileges 
the physical as ontologically fundamental, the ‘stuff’ of 
which reality is built.  (In Appendix B below, I have 
presented my own refutation of physicalism to justify my 
scepticism.)  But at the end of his latest book, he concedes 
a reality to selfhood: 

 “… as we relinquish the familiar illusion that 
consciousness flows in through our senses … let us 
take comfort from the fact that it actually comes 
spontaneously from our inmost interior.  It dawns 
within us even before we are born.” 

 Mark Solms, 2021, The Hidden Spring 

 

The Free-energy Principle 

(FEP) was developed mainly 

by Karl Friston. 

 

FEP is a complex theory, 

featuring much 

mathematics, about how 

animals survive through 

efficiently managing their 

available energy by 

processing interosensory 

and exterosensory 

information to maintain the 

critical homeostasis 

(dynamic equilibrium) 

necessary for life.  This 

involves the brain 

continually predicting 

events so as to minimise 

surprisal, which 

necessitates a greater 

expenditure of energy and 

potentially poses a greater 

risk to survival.  Thus a bio-

agent protects its highly 

ordered intrinsic systems 

against the prevailing and 

threatening entropy 

(tendency to decay and 

disorder) of its 

environment.  It is posited 

that consciousness is a 

necessary emergent of this 

process, where cognition 

and affect combine to 

optimise the self’s decision-

making through a mix of 

adjusting expectations and 

adjusting the environment 

via motor control. 

 

(cf Karl Friston, 2010, The 

free-energy principle: 

a unified brain theory?  

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.ni

h.gov/20068583/)   

 

 

https://philosophynow.org/issues/63/Saving_the_Self
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20068583/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20068583/
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4.11 So is the self an illusion?  Only if you believe that what can be represented physically is the 

only reality, that only concrete particulars exist.  But I believe that such a view is itself an 

illusion. 

 

“Be thine own palace, or the world's thy jail.“ 

John Donne (1572 – 1631) 

 

 [For those brave enough for a deeper dive into epistemology –  the study of what 

knowledge is –  Appendix B:  A critique of physical primacy justifies my contention that 

physicalism is itself illusory.  Good starting points for further exploration are: 

• Bryan Little, 2016, Who are you, really? The puzzle of personality, TED talk 

• Eric T Olson, 2019, Personal Identity, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy] 

 
 
 

 

5 Appendix A:  The logic of self-representation 
 
 5.1 A biological agent mentally representing its environment 

(the world outside itself) poses no logical problems.  Those 
problems begin when the agent starts representing itself 
within its internal model of the world … within itself.  So 
my representation of the world 𝑊1  contains a 
representation of myself 𝑆1.  But that 𝑆1 should contain a 
sub-representation of the world 𝑊2  containing a sub-
representation of myself 𝑆2.  And of course there’s no need 
to stop there – theoretically this is an infinite regression of 
worlds and selves:  

  𝑊1 ⊆ 𝑆1 ⊆ 𝑊2 ⊆ 𝑆2 ⊆ ⋯ 𝑊n ⊆ 𝑆n (𝑛 → ∞). 
 Of course, this is highly theoretical, but it is possible to 

introspect a few of these levels before confusion sets in 
and patience runs out.  Perhaps endless mirror reflections 
of oneself is a metaphor for this conundrum.  A person 
looks in a mirror and sees themselves looking at 
themselves looking at themselves … ad infinitum. 

  
5.2 Is there a way of avoiding this infinite regression?  One way 

of avoiding it is to let sub-representations become only 
partially representative.  Thus at some point 𝑊𝑖 ⊈ 𝑆𝑖  or 
𝑆𝑖 ⊈ 𝑊𝑖 : a representation of the world does not contain 
myself in it or a representation of myself is without an 
internal model of the world.  But does this not imply that 
existence can be fractured into an independent self and an 
independent non-self?  Perhaps there are occasions when 
we do experience such partial representations. 

 

M.C. Escher, 1964 

Moebius Strip II 

https://www.ted.com/talks/brian_little_who_are_you_really_the_puzzle_of_personality/transcript?referrer=playlist-who_are_you&autoplay=true
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-personal/


P a g e  | 15 

 

5.3 Another way would be to insist that there is only one representation of the world 𝑊 and 
only one representation of myself 𝑆.  𝑊 and 𝑆 mutually contain one another: 𝑊 ⊆ 𝑆 and 
𝑆 ⊆ 𝑊.  But in logic: 

  (𝑆 ⊆ 𝑊) ∧ (𝑊 ⊆ 𝑆) ⇒ 𝑊 = 𝑆. 
 Mutual inclusion implies that the two representations are the same: the world is myself 

and myself is the world!  This might sound crazy in practice, but in symbolic 
representational terms, this contains a germ of phenomenological plausibility.  Am I not 
the totality of my representations of the world and is not my world the totality of those 
representations which constitute me? 

 
5.4 One can speculate that there is some echo of Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem in self 

representation.  Is there a special representation of self whose provability is paradoxical? 
 “Eminent thinkers have interpreted the incompleteness theorems as having 

something to say on the central question of the humanities, viz what is it that makes 
us human?” 

 Rebecca Goldstein, 2006, Incompleteness 
 For instance, the mathematical physicist Roger Penrose uses the Incompleteness Theorem 

to maintain that the human mind/brain cannot be a Turing machine, ie thinking is not 
purely algorithmic. 

 “… there seems to be something non-algorithmic about conscious thinking … 
particularly concerning Gödel’s theorem …” 

 Roger Penrose, 1989, The Emperor's New Mind 
 
 
 

6 Appendix B:  A critique of physical primacy 
 

6.1 The physical mode of representation – ie hypotheses using logical inference based on 

careful, measured, third party observation – is the most propitious form of thinking in 

human history.  It has its origins in many cultures but was eclipsed by doctrinaire religious 

dogma for millennia.  Its current emergence began about 400-500 years ago in Europe with 

the Enlightenment, when the permafrost of ancient authority gave way to the flowering of 

genuine irreverent enquiry.  Unfortunately, so successful has this form of thinking become 

that it has now spawned its own dogma: Physicalism, which at its crudest maintains that 

there is nothing more to existence than the physical.  Such is the hold of this paradigm, at 

least on Western thought, that ‘physical’ and ‘real’ are practically synonymous.  Its role 

now is like that of God in pre-Enlightenment theorisation – its validity is largely 

unquestionable.  Here I do question it. 

 

6.2 Physical representations – descriptions and explanations – work ‘miraculously’ well.  They 

consist of mentation based on meticulous third party observation: ie observable entity A 

has some hypothesised and tested relationship to observable entity B, preferably 

expressed quantitatively.   But understanding the complex bits of reality who are bio-agents 

is not just about the observable, because theories about these bits of reality have to involve 

what it’s like to be them, which is privy only to those bits of reality themselves, not to 
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outside observers.  To understand humans requires 

personal introspection and the study of external 

expressive representations (gestures, spoken or written 

psychological reports and the arts) of this what-it’s-like-

to-be-ness … the subjective reality of lived experience – 

qualia, thoughts and feelings.  All these mind-type 

psychical representations can then be correlated with 

neuroscientific brain-type representations so that the 

latter can actually mean something to us. 

 

6.3 Thus far there is little controversial in this description, but 

what Physicalism then does is maintain that the physical 

mode of representation is the ‘real’ one and that the 

psychical mode of representation either depends upon it 

in some way (mind supervenes upon / emerges from / is 

grounded by / is caused by the brain) or is indeed 

regarded as merely a convenient fantasy (ie 

Eliminativism).  Hence the interminable ‘hard problem’ 

because consciousness and selfhood cannot be 

represented physically and are thereby deemed to be 

insuperable, illusory or mysterious.  Philosophical 

contortions then multiply disastrously. 

 

6.4 The error with Physicalism is crediting physical 

descriptions and explanations with veridicality: ie 

claiming that they are the way reality ‘really’ is.  A far 

more coherent categorisation would be that they are 

merely representations of reality, whose efficacy implies 

that they have excellent correspondence with the reality 

they represent.  But this correspondence does not imply 

that our representations are the way reality is per se.  Any agent can only understand its 

external reality via exterosensations and its internal reality via interosensations, all of 

which are informationally processed into a representative mental model of the world.  But 

just as in any computer system, a model is nothing like its referent.  The brain/mind didn’t 

evolve to snap pics of the world, but to enable successful survival with a workable mental 

‘toolkit’ of symbolic representations.   

 

6.5 Ironically, Physicalism’s denial of the full reality of the phenomenal (the what-it’s-like-to-

be-ness of our representations) is the last gasp of anthropocentric thought: ie the claim 

that independent reality is ontologically just as humans think it is.  Historically this 

anthropocentricity took the form of suspiciously human-like Gods.  Surprisingly, physics 

itself reveals the fallacy of its veridicality.  At every stage in the history of the subject, there 

have been fundamental entities: four ancient elements (earth, fire, air. water), atoms, 

energy, quarks and leptons, quantum fields, and so on.  Each were supposed to be the basic 

‘stuff’ from which reality was built … what reality ‘really’ is.  But what stuff were they 

 

Representation [n] 

A symbolic substitute for 

the bit of reality to which it 

refers.  It can be mental or 

artefactual.  It contains 

elements having some sort 

of correspondence (visual 

or functional) with the 

elements of its referent. 

 

Ontology [n] 

Theorisation about the 

fundamental nature of 

reality. 

 

Epistemology [n] 

Theorisation about how we 

know about and 

understand reality. 

 

Quale (pl qualia) [n] 

The sensorial quality of an 

experience (colour, shape, 

sound, tactile feel, taste, 

smell, etc). 

 

Semiotic [adj] 

Relating to signs and 

symbols. 
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themselves ultimately made of?  The nonsensicality of the question ‘What ‘stuff’ are the 

basic elements of existence made from?’, plus its historically various ‘answers’, reveal that 

all these fundamentals are actually symbolic representations – our most coherent 

conceptualisations of the time.  They are themselves thoughts.  We can logically never 

know what reality ‘really’ is, as was pointed out by Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804) who 

distinguished phenomena (the world as we know it) from noumena (the inaccessible world 

in itself) (cf 1781, Critique of Pure Reason). 

 

6.6 Notice that redefining the physical as essentially epistemological rather than ontological 

means we can dispense with the semi-Cartesian notion of ontological dualism: that there 

are two separate realms of reality to which mind and body belong.  There can now be just 

one reality but with two different modes of representation: psychical and physical.  Why 

do we need two such modes?  Because we inherently delineate that bit of reality which is 

ourself from the rest of reality.  We know what it’s like to be ourself through interoception 

and introspection, and express that through psychical representations.  But we only know 

what it’s like to observe the rest of reality through guided exteroception, and explain that 

through physical representations.  The self is the intersection between these two modes. 

 

6.7 There is a lot of fascinating and deep philosophy here.  Till now I have conveniently 

dissociated representations from reality.  But of course, representations must themselves 

be part of reality.  This does not threaten my thesis because, importantly, a representation 

is a different bit of reality to its referent bit of reality (except when representation is 

reflexive, as in the case of the self, discussed above).  Another layer of complexity is that I 

have been representing (using words) representations (mental or artefactual symbols and 

images) … ie indulging in meta-representation – probably a uniquely human ability.  The 

essentially semiotic nature of any explanation is acknowledged by the latest paradigm of 

science – information – which is decidedly less physicalist because both the physical and 

the psychical can be couched in informational terms.  The convenient epistemological 

distinction between psychical and physical becomes more porous … and a lot more 

interesting. 

 

6.8 Acknowledging the epistemological nature of physical explanations allows equal parity for 

psychical accounts, those expressions of the phenomenal.  Minds are just as valid a form of 

representation as brains are.  Physicalism can give no account of the correlations between 

mind and brain because the mind supposedly lacks ‘substance’, which is all that Physicalism 

deems to be existent.  But the epistemological stance presented here fully explains why 

there is such strong correlation between mind and brain: they are both representations of 

the same bit of reality so correlation is to be expected.  It also obviates the hard problem.  

Consciousness and selfhood are what it’s like to be the bit of reality referred to by mind 

and brain representations.  Brains can be explained because their systematic behaviour is 

observable (eg through direct electrical stimulation and different types of radiographic 

scans), but consciousness and selfhood are most coherently categorised as not behaviour 

per se  but what it’s like to be that behaviour.  Therefore I believe that consciousness and 

selfhood can never be explained physically.  But does this inexplicability make them 

mysterious?  Of course not.  They are all we know. 
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Your notes 
 


