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Abstract

This study employs an analytic-comparative approach to reconstruct the rational
foundations of self-awareness in the frameworks of Avicenna and Sydney Shoemaker,
elucidating the source of "first-person privilege" in subject-involving judgments and its
boundary with observational or mirror-based claims. The core issue is why subject-
identification in statements like "I am in pain" is immune to misidentification errors,
whereas in mirror judgments such as "I look pale"—which rely on visual reflection—this
immunity weakens. The paper's aim is to articulate a two-level model of
"presence/reference"” and the "subject/content" mapping, demonstrating how "fundamental
immunity of awareness-ownership" can be preserved as a precondition while "content
fallibility" is explained as a validity condition. The method involves textual analysis of
primary sources: on Avicenna's side, the theory of "knowledge by presence" and the
"Flying Man" thought experiment ground "primitive presence" as the precondition for
attention and judgment; on Shoemaker's side, "non-descriptive I-reference," the principle
of "immunity to error through misidentification" (IEM), and "first-person authority"—with
acknowledgment of judgment context-sensitivity—are examined. Findings reveal that the
ontological level of presence provides the existential basis for "subject stabilization," while
the logical-normative level of reference explains its linguistic-logical realization in subject-
involving avowals. Thus, the "subject" remains immune to referential error, whereas the
"content" (type, intensity, cause, or object of experience) remains evaluable and
calibratable. The result is a demarcation of IEM's context-sensitive scope, avoidance of
conflating ontological and semantic levels in self-awareness analysis, and criteria for
assessing first-person claims across introspective, memory-based, testimonial, and mirror
contexts.

Keywords: Avicenna, knowledge by presence, Sydney Shoemaker, immunity to error
through misidentification (IEM), subject / content.

Introduction

In the famous thought experiment of the Flying Man, Avicenna argues that the human soul
remains aware of its own existence even if all sensory data and bodily awareness are
completely removed. This awareness is neither observational nor inferential; rather, it is a
form of immediate presence in which the soul is directly present to itself (Avicenna, 1404a,
pp. 301-305). Such self-awareness precedes all sensory cognition and conceptual
articulation and functions as a condition for the possibility of subsequent knowledge. By
contrast, in contemporary analytic philosophy, Sydney Shoemaker approaches self-
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awareness through an analysis of first-person judgments. He argues that in statements such
as “I am in pain,” the pronoun “I” refers in a non-descriptive manner, thereby excluding
the possibility of error through misidentification with respect to the subject of the state
(Shoemaker, 1968, pp. 555-558). This paper proposes that the apparent divergence
between these two approaches should be understood not as a theoretical conflict but as a
difference in explanatory level. By distinguishing the ontological level of presence from
the semantic—normative level of reference, the paper aims to avoid category mistakes in
comparative studies and to provide a unified account of first-person privilege (Adamson &
Benevich, 2018, pp. 147-164).

Research Findings

1. In Avicenna’s epistemology, knowledge by presence designates a mode of awareness in
which the known is present to the knower without mediation. In self-awareness, this means
that the soul does not stand in a subject—object relation to itself; rather, it is immediately
present to itself. This primitive presence constitutes the condition for attention, cognition,
and judgment (Avicenna, 1404a, p. 161). At this level, the fixation of the subject of
awareness is pre-linguistic and ontological, while the body and sensory perception play a
role only in the realization and regulation of experiential contents, not in grounding self-
awareness itself (Kaukua, 2015).

2. Shoemaker’s distinction between the subject-use and the object-use of the first-person
pronoun shows that IEM applies specifically to first-person judgments grounded in
immediate experience. In such judgments, misidentification with respect to the subject is
conceptually excluded, even though errors concerning the nature or description of the
content remain possible (Shoemaker, 1963, pp. 94-96; Shoemaker, 1968, pp. 559-563).
By contrast, in object-uses of “I”—such as memory-based, mirror-based, or testimony-
dependent judgments—reference relies on external evidence, and immunity to error is
correspondingly weakened (Shoemaker, 1968, pp. 560-567).

3. The two-level model of presence/reference demonstrates that it is possible to preserve
immunity at the level of subject-ownership while acknowledging fallibility at the level of
experiential content. On this view, the subject of experience is immune to misidentification,
whereas content remains open to rational evaluation and context-sensitive calibration
(Shoemaker, 1994c, pp. 291-314; Evans, 1982; Burge, 1996; Coliva, 2016). This
framework enables a principled connection between Avicenna’s ontology of self-
awareness and contemporary analytic accounts without reducing ontological presence to
mere linguistic reference or inflating IEM into a claim of infallible self-knowledge (Black,
2013, pp. 66-87).

Conclusion

The main conclusion of this study is that the epistemic privilege of first-person judgments
can be coherently explained only by clearly distinguishing between two conditions: the
condition for the unity of the subject and the condition for the validity of linguistic
judgment. The former is accounted for by the notion of presence or knowledge by presence
in Avicenna’s philosophy, while the latter is explained through non-descriptive self-
reference, IEM, and norms of first-person authority in contemporary philosophy of mind.

This distinction allows immunity in subject-identification to be combined with fallibility
in experiential content and renders the scope of IEM context-sensitive and theoretically
constrained (Shoemaker, 1968; Shoemaker, 1994¢; Kaukua, 2020). Moreover, it prevents
category mistakes in comparing observational criteria with first-person judgments and
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clarifies why reducing one level to the other undermines an adequate analysis of self-
awareness (Magidor, 2012)
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