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Abstract

This article examines Avicenna’s doctrine of shu i bi-dhat, or “‘self-awareness,” and argues that,
because it is unmediated by forms or cognitive faculties, this awareness is not of the order of
conceptual or representational knowledge. Consequently, shu wr bi-dhat must be distinguished
from various forms of self-knowledge that rely on conceptual cognition. According to Avicenna,
this awareness possesses three essential features: actuality, permanence, and immediacy. He
regards shu ur bi-dhat as the condition for the possibility of every other act of cognition and
awareness, since in every judgment—even those whose subject is “I”"—the agent is already and
pre-reflectively aware that it is he himself who makes the judgment. For this reason, self-
awareness, for Avicenna, is axiomatic, a priori, and independent of any other form of cognition:
while it constitutes the necessary ground of all awareness, it is itself grounded in nothing beyond
itself. Thus, shu ir bi-dhat can be understood as a kind of non-conceptual, a priori awareness that
is the unconditioned condition of every other consciousness. This doctrine of self-awareness,
though partially resonant with certain analytic-philosophical accounts, is identical with none of
them.

Keywords: self-awareness, Shu‘tr bi-dhat, introspection, pre-reflective self-awareness,
Avicenna.

Introduction

From the lexical definition of the term self-awareness, it appears to mean “awareness of oneself.”
Yet not every kind of awareness of oneself can properly be called self-awareness, since there are
many cases in which [ am aware of myself without this amounting to genuine self-awareness. To
be self-aware, one must be aware of oneself as oneself: for it is always possible that a person may
be aware of certain states or attributes of herself without realizing that she herself is the one who
possesses those states and attributes. A case that helps clarify the distinction between “self-
awareness” (awareness of oneself as oneself) and “self-knowledge” (knowing one’s attributes,
states, and properties) is found in Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus Rex. Oedipus has self-knowledge
and knows many true and justified propositions about himself, yet he lacks self-awareness
(Sophocles 2010, 18-20). His situation can be described as follows: Oedipus knows that “the
killer of Laius is the cause of the gods’ anger,” that “according to prophecy, the killer of Laius is
Laius’ son,” and that “he will blind the killer and drive him out of the city.” However, he does not
know that he himself is the killer of Laius, and that he himself is Laius’ son. The tragic hero thus
knows many true propositions about himself, but does not realize that the subject of these
propositions is in fact himself. In short, for any given F and general description G, it is possible
for me to believe that “F is G without knowing that I am G—or even that I am F. Therefore, in
order to be self-aware, I must be aware of myself as myself. On this basis, we arrive at a conception
of self-awareness that is distinct from descriptive or propositional knowledge of self. The central
question of the present study is whether such a definition of self-awareness, and such an approach
to the problem, can be found in Avicenna’s philosophy. The investigation will therefore focus on
Avicenna’s texts in order to determine whether he makes an explicit distinction of this kind. In
addition, the article will examine whether Avicenna’s conception bears any relation to
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contemporary accounts of self-awareness, and if not, in what sense his doctrine constitutes a
genuine innovation.

Research Findings

For Avicenna, shu ‘ur bi-dhat (self-awareness) is not a form of conceptual knowledge, since it is
unmediated by either concepts or cognitive faculties. In this sense, it stands in contrast to ‘ilm al-
nafs and ma rifat al-nafs—modes of cognition that may be rendered as “self-knowledge.” The
criterion of non-mediation in shu ir bi-dhat—regardless of the kind of mediation involved—
further distinguishes it from every type of conceptual knowledge, in which the concept itself
serves as the medium of knowledge. Accordingly, for Avicenna, shu ir bi-dhat represents a
distinctive form of non-conceptual awareness. This non-conceptual awareness, characterized by
actuality, permanence, and immediacy, is a unique mode of awareness that can be regarded as
roughly equivalent to what contemporary analytic philosophy calls “self-awareness.”
Nevertheless, although Avicenna’s doctrine of shu ‘ir bi-dhat encompasses many features found
in modern accounts, it coincides fully with none of them. For Avicenna, shu ur bi-dhat is the
condition of the possibility of all other knowledge and cognition: in every judgment I make, I
already presuppose that it is / myself who makes that judgment; and in every act of knowing, I
already know that it is my own act of knowing. Avicenna presses this point so far as to claim that
even in judgments whose subject is “I”—such as “I saw something” or “I perceive myself”"—self-
awareness must already be presupposed, since in order to affirm such propositions I must already
know that it is / myself who is their subject. (Avicenna, 1404a: 147).

Conclusion

To sum up, although Avicenna’s account of self-awareness encompasses the three dominant
contemporary approaches, it nonetheless surpasses them. Because shu ir bi-dhat is actual,
immediate, and permanent, it is the presupposition of all cognition and awareness while itself
requiring no presupposition of any further awareness. In other words, while self-awareness is for
Avicenna the necessary condition of every other cognition, it is itself conditioned by nothing
beyond itself and comes into being simply by the existence of the self. Thus, Avicenna conceives
self-awareness as a non-conceptual, a priori awareness that constitutes the unconditioned
condition of all other consciousness. (Avicenna, 1404a: 79, 161).
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