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1.	Introduction
Armchair psychology, once a favorite pastime of philosophers, has come to have a bad name.  By “armchair psychology”, I mean the putative science that seeks to understand the nature of our own cognitive capacities on the basis of some kind of broadly introspective awareness.[footnoteRef:1]  To suppose there is such a science is to suppose it is possible for us to comprehend the nature of our own cognitive capacities without observing human behavior, performing controlled experiments, scanning our brains, etc.  It should be possible, in principle, for anyone to achieve such understanding, simply by sitting in an armchair and “reflecting” on what he or she can know about minds of the relevant kind just by having one.   [1:  Throughout this essay, I will use the notion of a “cognitive capacity” broadly, to encompass any capacity that contributes material to our understanding of ourselves and the world we live in.  In this broad sense, I count as cognitive capacities, not just capacities to reckon with the world as it is, such as the capacities to perceive, judge, draw inferences, etc., but also capacities, such as imagination and will, which allow us to consider how the world could, should, or shall hereby be. ] 

	The idea that we can study our minds from an armchair has a distinguished history, but today it is an object of widespread skepticism.  A proper science of psychology, it is said, must ground its claims, not in the subjective and unverifiable deliverances of introspection, but in rigorous and objective methods of study; and serious work in the philosophy of mind should take its cues from such science.  According to Hilary Kornblith, for instance:
[I]t has turned out that on issue after issue, we cannot even begin to understand how the mind works without extensive experimental work, and the picture of the mind which armchair methods provide us with is fundamentally flawed from beginning to end. (Kornblith 2014, p. 198)
In the view of philosophers like Kornblith, to suppose that we can responsibly theorize from an armchair about the nature of perception, cognition, emotion, or action is like supposing that we can responsibly theorize about the most elementary particles of matter from such a position: there may have been a time when this was the best humanity could do, but that time is gone, and to persist in such theorizing at this late date is like persisting in churning one’s own butter – fine as a quaint re-creation of bygone times, but benighted as a serious response to our contemporary predicament.  
	Indeed, this comparison may not be damning enough.  One can make butter with a butter churn, though it is cumbersome to do so.  But can we investigate the nature of our minds from an armchair?  If we had the sort of awareness of our own minds that Descartes took us to have – an awareness such that “there can be nothing in the mind, in so far as it is a thinking thing, of which it is not aware”[footnoteRef:2] – perhaps we could study our minds by mere reflection.  But today Cartesianism is widely rejected, and once it is rejected, what more reason can there be for supposing that armchair reflection will reveal the essential nature of our own cognitive capacities than for supposing that it will reveal the essential nature of anything else?   [2:  René Descartes, “Fourth Replies” (to Arnauld), Philosophical Writings, vol. II, pp. 171-2.] 

	Defenders of armchair psychology sometimes reply that it studies, not the deliverances of introspection, but the content of our concepts of perception, reasoning, etc.  But again, it is difficult to see how this could yield substantive knowledge of the human mind.  For what do we mean by “our concepts”?  If we mean the psychological concepts employed by a certain culture at a certain time, or those embedded in a certain natural language, then studying the mind from an armchair looks at best like a way to generate a catalogue of folk beliefs about the nature of mental states and processes, and it is not clear why these should receive any greater deference than folk beliefs in any other domain.  And in any case, it seems that such beliefs would be better studied, not from an armchair, but by taking surveys of the relevant cultural or linguistic community.  (This, indeed, is a central motivation for contemporary “experimental philosophers”, who advocate studying philosophically-important concepts, not by armchair reflection, but by conducting systematic surveys of diverse populations.)
	On the other hand, if defenders of armchair psychology claim to study, not our concepts, but the concepts of perception, reasoning, etc., we should ask what justifies the definite article here.  Philosophers sometimes speak of analyzing “the” concepts of perception, imagination, belief, as if these were objective yet merely conceptual topics.  But what anchors these topics so as to ensure that there is (e.g.) a unique, correct concept of perception?  If the answer is that the concept of perception is the concept that adequately captures what it is to perceive, then it looks like claiming to study “the concept of perception” is tantamount to claiming to study the essential nature of perception itself.  But then, again, the question arises why we should suppose that we can investigate the latter topic from an armchair.
	Yet in spite of these concerns, there remains something stubbornly attractive about armchair psychological theorizing.  The project of investigating the mind in this way is endorsed explicitly, not just in Descartes, but in a range of important figures from Augustine to Kant to Husserl and Sartre.  And it seems to be endorsed tacitly in the practice of many other philosophers, past and present, who treat the essential nature of perception, feeling, intention, and so on as topics for a priori investigation.  What could such philosophers be thinking?
	The project of this essay is to propose an answer to this question.  I will not attempt to reconstruct the views of any particular philosopher; my aim will be simply to show how comprehension of our own cognitive capacities could be achieved through armchair reflection: what sort of awareness we could draw on in such reflection, and what right we have to take such awareness seriously.  If this can be shown, it should help to explain the presumption, shared by many philosophers, that armchair psychological understanding is possible.  

2.	Two kinds of armchair psychology
The term “introspection” is commonly used to name an activity in which we turn our attention to our own mental lives and articulate what we can know about them, and I allowed myself to use it in this way in evoking the project of armchair psychology.  When regarded simply as a label for the activity of reflecting on what we can know about our own mental lives, the term is surely harmless, for it does not imply any determinate conception of the sort of awareness we draw on or the nature of our reflection on it.  Both the etymology of the term “introspection” and the history of its employment encourage a more definite conception of this activity, however, and a crucial first step in defending armchair psychology will be to distinguish this conception from the one I have in mind.
	On the more definite conception, to introspect is to focus our attention on a distinct channel of information we receive about our own mental states and processes – a channel to which we mostly do not attend when we are absorbed in worldly affairs, but on which we can concentrate in order to study our own minds.  It comes naturally to describe such introspection as a matter of “looking within” ourselves, and this comparison with perception, already implicit in the etymology of the term “introspection”, has been reinforced by a long philosophical and psychological tradition of speaking of introspection as involving some sort of “perception” or “observation” of our own mental lives.[footnoteRef:3]  But we need not place much weight on the idea that this awareness is analogous to perception.  The crucial idea is simply that, when we are in various sorts of mental states, the obtaining of these states themselves contributes to the character of our conscious experience – that there is, as it is said, “something it is like” to be in them, some characteristic “phenomenology” they present.  On the more definite conception, introspection consists in attending to the consciously-presented aspects of our own mental states and processes.  I will henceforth concede the word “introspection” to those who use it in this way, and will call an armchair psychology based on this sort of attention to the phenomenology of our own mental states introspective armchair psychology. [3:  A classic example is Locke’s talk of Reflection as grounded in “the Perception of the Operations of our own Minds within us” (Essay II.I.4).  For influential criticisms of the perceptual model of self-knowledge, see esp. Shoemaker.] 

	Any introspective armchair psychology would face two immediate challenges.  First, it would need to explain why the introspective observations of one person should be expected to hold true for any other person besides himself.  As any student of the fate of introspective psychology in the late 19th and early 20th centuries will know, careful and reasonable scientists have had difficulty achieving consensus, on the basis of introspection, on fundamental questions such as whether consciousness contains elements besides images and affective states, whether thoughts can occur without accompanying imagery, etc.[footnoteRef:4]  But a concern would arise here even in the absence of actual disagreement: there is no obvious reason – anyway not one discernible from an armchair – why the conscious profile of mental states and processes must be uniform in all persons.  But in the absence of such a reason, there seem to be no a priori grounds for supposing that any of us can validly investigate the general nature of human cognitive capacities simply by attending to the contents on his or her own conscious awareness.  At the very least, we would need to compare the introspective reports of many persons, and this would amount to giving up on the idea that we can investigate such matters simply by introspecting. [4:  For historical discussion, see Hurlburt & Schwitzgebel, Describing Inner Experience?, Part I.] 

	A second concern about introspective armchair psychology is that, even setting aside doubts about whether the conscious profile of mental states must be uniform, there is no obvious reason to suppose that introspection will reveal the essential nature of the states and processes it presents.  Suppose for the sake of argument that there is some characteristic way in which (e.g.) visual experience presents itself to consciousness: why should we assume that the fundamental nature of visual experience – whatever is essential to explaining its specific role in cognition – can be grasped by reflecting on this conscious profile?  It is by now a familiar idea that our impressions of our own cognitive states and processes may be misleading.  Visual experience seems, for instance, to present what is happening now, at the very moment when I am aware of it – but given that the causal processes underlying vision take time, mustn’t it really present what happened a moment ago?  Or again, visual experience seems to present things around us as uniformly colored and sharply detailed, but it is well established that, at any given time, our visual experience of color and other detail is quite vague outside of a small foveal region that comprises only a fragment of our visual field.  So isn’t our conscious visual experience misleading in these respects?  
	Whether this is the right way to describe things is, of course, disputable; but it suffices for present purposes that it is possible to question the verisimilitude of our conscious experience of vision.  If this can be questioned, then we cannot simply assume that an introspective study of visual awareness will reveal the underlying nature of vision.  The challenge is to justify this assumption.  And this is, of course, just an instance of a broader challenge: why should we suppose, in general, that the aspect our mental processes present to consciousness is anything more than a “just so” story we are told by our brains, one that conceals rather than reveals how these processes work?[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Cf. Carruthers, The Opacity of Mind.] 

	I take these to be serious concerns, but I need not press them further, for my aim here is simply to motivate interest in an alternative conception of armchair psychology, which I will call reflective armchair psychology.  On this alternative conception, the proper basis for such psychology is, not introspective attention to the conscious profile of our own mental states and processes, but reflection on the psychological understanding implicit in our awareness of the non-mental world.  An example will help to clarify this contrast.

3.  	First illustration: intentional action
Consider our capacity for intentional action – i.e., our capacity to think about what to do, settle on a course of action, and do what we have settled on when the time comes.  Philosophers have traditionally called this capacity “Will”, and have held it to be a capacity possessed only by rational animals.  (Nonrational animals are said to be capable of acting in pursuit of what they desire, but only instinctively, not on the basis of thought.)  For our purposes, however, it will not matter whether some animals lack a Will; what is clear, at any rate, is that cognitively-mature human beings normally have one: they can act intentionally, i.e., on the basis of thinking about what to do.  
	A person who has a Will has the capacity to think about her own future in a special way: she can think about what she will do in a way that expresses her present determination to make things so, as it were.  Consider, for example, the contrast between a person who realizes she has eaten some spoiled food and thinks
	(1)	I am going to be sick
and a person who feels tired at a dinner party and thinks
	(2)	I am going to go home.
Each person represents her own future as settled in a certain respect.  But whereas the person who thinks (1) represents her future as settled by being inevitable, the person who thinks (2) represents her future as settled in a different way: by her intending to make things so, as we theorists may put it.  
	We could make this distinction explicit by introducing a special form of the future tense to mark this special way of thinking of one’s future as settled.  Thus we could introduce the practice of saying
	(3)	I shall go home
when one regards the matter as settled on the basis of thinking about what to do, and
	(4) 	I will go home
when one regards the matter as settled in some other way (to construct a fanciful case: I might think I will go home, not voluntarily, but as a result of hypnotic suggestion).  But whether we mark this distinction explicitly or not, we are all tacitly familiar with these two different ways of thinking of our own future.  For anyone capable of acting intentionally – any possessor of a Will – has the capacity to think about her own future as determinate in the way marked in (3), and to distinguish this sort of determinacy from the kind expressed in (1) and (4).
	Nevertheless, a person might possess the capacity to act intentionally without possessing the concepts of will, intention, intentional action, etc.  This is surely how human cognitive development normally proceeds: well before we come to understand what it is to intend to do something or how to determine whether a given action was intentional, we learn to answer such questions as “What are you going to do?” and “Why will you do that?”, where these questions are heard in a special register – one that calls, not for a well-supported prediction, but for another kind of determination, one made on the basis of reasons to do something rather than on the basis of probable evidence that one will do something.  To learn to answer such questions is a precondition, not of coming to possess the concepts of intention and intentional action, but of coming to be an intentional agent, someone whose actions and attitudes exemplify these concepts.  For our ability to answer such questions is just the verbal expression of our ability to settle, on the basis of thinking, what we shall do, and it is this ability that make us intentional agents at all.  
	To be an intentional agent is one thing; to be able to think abstractly about intentional agents is another.  This point will be crucial to what follows.  A person who possesses the concepts of intention, intentional action, etc. possesses the capacity to think about intentional agents: she has the ability to think, of an arbitrary agent (herself or another), that she has such-and-such an intention, and of an arbitrary action (hers or another’s), that it is intentional.  For to grasp a concept just is to possess a piece of general understanding that equips the possessor to comprehend any of an indefinitely wide array of thoughts in which the relevant concept figures.[footnoteRef:6]  But a person might surely possess the capacity for intentional action without possessing any such general, conceptual understanding.  An intentional agent does not need to think about what her own intentions are, or whether her own actions are intentional.  Her topic is less self-involved: she thinks about what to do.  She has the ability to think as an agent – to consider the question “What shall I do?” in a distinctively agential (as opposed to a merely predictive) mode – but this does not require the ability to think about agency as such.  The latter is a form of higher-order comprehension that come into view only when one steps back from the agent’s task of considering what to do to consider what one is doing when one acts.  If this is right, then a subject can possess the capacity to act intentionally without possessing such concepts.   [6:  I mean here to invoke something akin to Evans’s well-known “Generality Constraint” on concepts.  See Evans 1982, Ch. 4.] 

	Still, any subject who possesses the capacity to act intentionally will already possess an implicit understanding of the distinction between intentional actions and other events.  For, as we have seen, she will already distinguish between future things she shall do and future things she will do, even if she does not mark this distinction in any explicit way.  She will express her grasp of this distinction, not by formulating propositions involving the concepts intention and intentional action, but by treating certain questions about her on future as settled in a distinctive way: not on the basis of probable evidence, but on the basis of reasons that speak to the question what to do.  These questions about her future she will treat as matters of intentional action; others she will not treat in this way; and she can do all this without ever thinking of any action as intentional or intended in the way that would require the concepts of intention and intentional action.  Her understanding of the distinction between intentional actions and other events can thus be implicit in the principles that govern her manner of thinking about her own future, rather than explicit as a distinct element in her repertoire of event-concepts.  
	Moreover, although a subject capable of acting intentionally need not possess the concepts of intention and intentional action, she will be able to acquire these concepts in a special way: simply by reflecting on what she already understands.  She could begin this process of reflection by making the following stipulation: my doing A is an intentional action just if there was some moment when I could rightly think
	(5) 	I shall do A.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  I use “shall” here to mark the special mode of futurity we noticed earlier, the mode characteristic of a response to the deliberative question “What shall I do?”  The subject who reflectively introduces the concept of intentional action need not, of course, have an explicit term that marks this mode of futurity, but we have seen that she must in practice recognize it as distinctive, and this will suffice for her to make the needed stipulation. ] 

This stipulation would need to be generalized, of course, for we can think, not just of our own prospective actions, but also of intentional actions we could take, of the actions of other persons, etc.  But the relevant generalizations are easily made: an intentional action I could take is an A of which I could, in some conceivable circumstance, think (5); where some other person S did A, her doing A was an intentional action just if there was a moment at which S could rightly think (5); etc.  In this way, anyone with the capacity for intentional action could, in principle, frame for herself the general concept intentional action.  She need not rely on anyone to inform her that there are such things as intentional actions, nor need she discover this by observing differences between kinds of events.  The category of events marked by the concept intentional action will be, for her, not a discovery, but merely an articulation, in the form of a concept applicable to events in the lives of persons, of an understanding she already exercises in her own thinking about what to do.  
	Contrast this with our relation to ordinary empirical concepts, such as red, horse, potato, etc.  To acquire such concepts, we must learn of the relevant kinds, whether at first hand through experience, or at second hand, by being informed about these kinds by someone who is already cognizant of them.  But we need not learn of intentional actions from experience or testimony, for any person with the capacity for intentional action is necessarily already familiar with them.  Of course, we might in fact acquire the concept intentional action by learning it from our more conceptually sophisticated peers; but we could in principle discern it already latent in the structure of our own thinking.  And even if we do learn the concept from others, we understand it only insofar as we grasp the link between its application and the applicability of a certain question that we already understand.  
	A subject capable of acting intentionally might, indeed, not just frame the concept intentional action by making explicit the understanding that structures her thinking about certain aspects of her own future.  She might go on to investigate the nature of intentional agency simply by reflecting on this understanding.  Here, too, she could in principle proceed simply by reflecting on the connections and distinctions to which her ways of thinking about what to do already commit her.  She could first introduce a term for the state she is in when she is presently ready to affirm
	(5)	I shall do A.
At any moment when she is ready to affirm a future-tense proposition of form (5), she could stipulate that the following is now true of her: 
	(6)	I intend to do A.  
In this way, she could frame the concept of a special kind of mental state, an intention for the future.  Moreover, she could go on make such observations as these: that intentional actions characteristically fall into nested series such that earlier members of the series are done in order to do the things later in the series,[footnoteRef:8] that an explanatory inquiry into why an action is worth doing characteristically comes to an end with a characterization that speaks to the desirability of performing the action that is the outermost member of such a series,[footnoteRef:9] that an intention to do A explains someone’s doing A in a different way from a “mental cause”,[footnoteRef:10] and so on.  In articulating such propositions, our imagined subject would be characterizing, not our concept of intentional action, but something more basic than a concept: an understanding exercised, not in thinking about certain events as intentional actions, but in thinking efficaciously about what to do.   [8:  Elizabeth Anscombe calls this “the A–D order” in her famous study Intention (1957, §26).]  [9:  For more on this, see Anscombe’s discussion of “desirability characterizations” (Anscombe 1957, §37).]  [10:  Anscombe 1957, §§9-12.] 

	This point is worth stressing.  Philosophers in the analytic tradition have often represented armchair psychology as concerned with clarifying our psychological concepts.  To cite one classic instance, Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind (note the title) begins as follows:
The philosophical arguments which constitute this book are intended not to increase what we know about minds, but to rectify the logical geography of the knowledge which we already possess…  For certain purposes it is necessary to determine the logical cross-bearings of the concepts which we know quite well how to apply.  The attempt to perform this operation upon the concepts of the powers, operations and states of mind has always been a big part of the task of philosophers. (Ryle 1949, pp. 7-8)
Ryle’s ambition of “rectify[ing] the logical geography of the knowledge we already possess” places him squarely in the armchair psychological tradition.  But if armchair psychology proceeds by reflecting on the kind of understanding exemplified in our ability to think about the question “What shall I do?”, then it is at best misleading to describe it as an investigation of “the concepts of the powers, operations and states of mind”.  It investigates an understanding we exercise, not in applying such concepts, but in exercising the relevant powers themselves.  
	This orientation exempts reflective armchair psychology from the criticism that it can only be an investigation of the psychological concepts, or the folk psychological beliefs, of some parochial group – perhaps the wealthy, Western, university-educated elite.  For it is not a study of anyone’s concept of intentional agency, but of an understanding that belongs to being an intentional agent.  And for related reasons, reflective armchair psychology is also exempt from the other concerns mentioned earlier: that we have no basis for assuming that what introspection presents to one person will hold for all, or that it will reveal the true nature of the phenomena it presents.  For this sort of armchair psychology is not based on introspection (in the narrow sense): it is not grounded in a consideration of the conscious profile of our own mental states and processes.  It consists, rather, in the reflective articulation of an understanding necessarily implicated in our exercise of a certain cognitive capacity (in this case, the capacity to act intentionally).  As such, this understanding will necessarily be possessed by any subject who possesses the relevant capacity, and so any such subject will, in principle, have the basis for judging the soundness of a purported articulation of its content.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  This does not mean, of course, that it will be easy to articulate such understanding, or that the judgments one makes on the basis of such reflection will be uncontroversial.  I say more about this issue in §7.
] 

	Moreover, there will be no room for the charge that the understanding articulated in such reflection is merely superficial or illusory.  For what such reflection articulates is not a dubitable conception of how our own minds work, but an understanding we necessarily possess, as intentional agents, of practicable actions and the kinds of reasons we have for performing them.  This understanding can indeed be framed in a way that highlights its psychological aspect: it can be characterized as an understanding of what it is to act intentionally and what it is to intend.  But it is not merely a conception of these topics: it is an understanding that is a precondition of the capacity to think efficaciously about what to do, an understanding that in fact constitutes this capacity, inasmuch as the capacity itself depends on this understanding.  So a reflective articulation of this understanding cannot fail to characterize structures that belong essentially to our capacity for intentional action.

4.	Second illustration: perception
Whatever one thinks of this first illustration of reflective armchair psychology, one might doubt whether this method can be extended to a broad range of cognitive capacities.  I want to argue, however, that the sorts of points I have made about intentional action can be made wherever a cognitive capacity contributes to our rational standpoint on the world as knowers and agents.  
	To see how these points generalize, consider our understanding, as perceivers, of what it is to perceive.  As in the case of intentional action, so too in the case of perception, it seems clear that the capacity to perceive does not require possession of the concept of perception.  After all, small children are capable of perceiving the world around them well before it is plausible to attribute to them the concept of perception.  To possess the concept of perception, one must presumably possess a general understanding of perception as a kind of cognitive activity in which an arbitrary individual – oneself or another – can engage.  But the capacity to perceive itself surely does not require such understanding: it enables us simply to be perceivers, not to think about perceivers in a general way.  
	Nevertheless, a subject who possesses the capacity to perceive, and in whom this capacity is rationally integrated with her general capacity to think about the world – I’ll say more about this qualification in due course – will thereby possess an implicit understanding of what it is to perceive.  For the objects of which she is perceptually aware will figure in her thoughts in a certain distinctive way, and she will recognize that she is able directly to answer a certain distinctive range of questions about them.  Let me say something about each of these points.  
	First, the objects of which she is perceptually aware will figure in her thoughts in a certain distinctive way.  Suppose I am looking at a cat on a mat.  The fact that I presently perceive the cat puts me in a position to think of it in a special singular mode, one I would express verbally by speaking of “this cat”.  The demonstrative expression “this” has other uses, but there is a recognizable one in which it functions as what philosophers call a “perceptual demonstrative”: a singular term that expresses a way of thinking of a particular object that is grounded in present perception of that object.  A person who has learned to use “this” as a perceptual demonstrative has learned to connect her use of this verbal form with her exercise of a certain cognitive skill: the skill of focusing her perceptual attention on a particular object in her environment, one she is able to keep track of through a period of perceptual awareness in which she is in a position, using her senses, to gather information about it.  Her reference to the relevant object, whether she employs a demonstrative joined to a specific common noun (e.g., “this cat”) or a bare demonstrative with a placeholder noun (“this thing”), expresses a distinctive mode of thinking of the perceived object.  
	Second, this ability to think of perceived objects will be connected with an ability to gather specific kinds of information about them.  The latter ability will be manifested, in a subject who has mastered the relevant vocabulary, in her treating a certain range of questions about these objects (viz., questions about their perceptible properties, such as color, texture, smell, shape, and movement) as perceptually decidable.  What I mean by calling these questions “perceptually decidable” is that, other things equal, a subject will be able to answer them simply on the basis of her perceptual acquaintance with the relevant object, without drawing on information derived from any other source.  Thus, for any perceptually-decidable concept P, she will recognize that she is able to determine whether this is P without needing to rely on other independent knowledge about the relevant object.  In this respect, her understanding of such concepts will establish a contrast between them and other kinds of concepts (e.g., is 10 years old), whose application is not directly decidable on the basis of perception.  
	If mature human perceptual capacities include all this, however, then a subject with mature human perceptual capacities will possess an implicit understanding of perception.  She need not, indeed, have explicitly formulated the concept of perception, but she will already distinguish, in her way of thinking of objects, between those that fall within the scope of her present perception and those that do not.  She will draw this distinction simply by representing only some objects, at any given time, in the perceptual demonstrative mode.  Hence she will not need to be informed of the existence of perception as a human mental process, or to recognize it on the basis of empirical investigation of her own cognition.  She could, in principle, introduce the concept of perception simply by reflecting on the understanding that is already latent in the structure of her own thinking.  For she could introduce the concept perceived object as a classification for things she is in a position to think of in the distinctive way expressed by a perceptual demonstrative, and she could then define the concept perception as the concept of the relation in which she stands to those objects in virtue of which they are presented to her in this way.  
	She could, moreover, go on to investigate, from an armchair, what her tacit understanding of perception implies about the nature of this activity.  She could, for instance, observe that the way she represents this cat implies that the cat in question is presently affecting her in a way that makes possible this very representation.[footnoteRef:12]  She might also reflect on the special particularity that perception introduces into her thinking: the fact that, whereas a definite description of an object leaves open a question about which object meets this description, perceptual acquaintance with objects puts us in a position to close such questions.[footnoteRef:13]  She might go on to reflect on the special kind of object-dependence characteristic of perceptual representations: the fact that, in contrast to definite descriptions of objects, which make a perfectly determinate contribution to the truth-conditions of thoughts even when there is no such object, perceptual demonstrative representations relate to their object in such a way that, were there no such object, there would in an important sense be no such contentful representation either – no element capable of making a determinate contribution to the truth-conditions of a thought.[footnoteRef:14]  Such observations might open the way, if she had a sufficiently philosophical bent of mind, to a general investigation of the distinctive way in which perceptual representations depend on their objects, and the special epistemic significance this gives them, in contrast to other kinds of object-representations.  All this might, in principle, emerge simply from reflection on the understanding of her relation to the perceived object implied in her manner of representing it, as this cat.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Cf. Searle 1983, Ch. 2.]  [13:  Cf. Strawson 1959, Ch. 1.]  [14:  Suppose it seems to me as if I see a cat, but this is only a hallucination: what, then, does it take for some object to count as the referent of my representation this cat?  The difficulty we confront in answering such questions suggests that we should think of this putative representation as merely the illusion of a singular representation, rather than a contentful representation that simply fails to net a referent.  Cf. Evans 1982, Ch. 6.]  [15:  Note that I have not appealed to the possibility of illusion and the corresponding distinction between veridical and merely apparent perception.  How a recognition of the possibility of illusion or error enters into our reflective understanding of our own cognitive capacities is a further question.  It is noteworthy how much can be uncovered without bringing this in.] 

	She could also begin to investigate the special range of properties that her senses directly reveal, again simply by reflecting on what she already understands.  For she already recognizes certain kinds of questions as directly decidable given certain modes of presentation of objects in her environment.  There are, for instance, certain features of objects, namely their colors, that are directly decidable on the basis of a certain kind of this-presentation, one whose availability depends on adequate light, etc.  These perceptible features are presented as located at a distance from me: I seem to apprehend them without being in contact with them.  By contrast, another set of perceptible features, namely tangible properties of perceived objects, are apprehensible only though contact, but can be investigated even in the absence of light.  Yet another set of perceptible phenomena, sounds, have a different relation than colors or tactile qualities to objects in our environment: they may emanate from objects, but they do not qualify them as colors or tangible features can do.  Ontologically, they present themselves as independent processes rather than as properties of space-occupying things.
	Now, it is clear that any subject who is capable of sight, hearing, and touch could, in principle, reflectively investigate the natures of these different kinds of perceptible phenomena even before she had concepts of the corresponding sense modalities.  And having introduced the general concept of perception in the way outlined above, she could note the specially direct connection of these phenomena with perception, and could begin to draw distinctions between different aspects of her perceptual capacity on the basis of the distinctions between these different categories of perceptibles: she has the ability to perceive things at a distance in respect of their color, to perceive things with which she is in contact in respect of their texture, hardness, etc.  In this way, she could begin to form, through mere reflection, concepts of her own sense modalities, and could start to characterize their specific subject matters.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  It is not obvious, admittedly, that this inquiry by itself would lead her to distinguish five senses in the way we standardly do: the extent to which the standard distinctions rest simply on differences recognizable from an armchair is controversial (for a sampling of controversies, see MacPherson 2011).  But for our purposes, there is no need to argue that everything we take for granted about the nature of human perception is knowable via armchair reflection.  If some essential features are knowable, this suffices to vindicate armchair psychology as a discipline.] 


5.	Modes of representation
The foregoing observations make it plausible, I hope, that reflective armchair psychology is possible, not just with respect to our capacity for intentional action, but in the case of other cognitive capacities as well.  What are the general preconditions of such reflection?  Well, as we have seen, the basic precondition is that an implicit understanding of what it is to exercise a given capacity should be entailed in our very possession of that capacity.  But when does this hold true?  To answer this question, we must consider more carefully what sort of implicit understanding is at issue here.  The notion of implicit understanding that concerns us consists, not in an unconscious cognizance of facts or general principles, but in an ability intelligently to employ certain modes of representation that present different types of content to thought.  I wish I were able to offer a more satisfactory account of the notion of a mode of representation at issue here, but I will sketch some preliminary ideas.  
	The notion of a mode of presentation or representation is widely used in philosophy to characterize a kind of difference in representation that need not correspond to any difference in what is represented.  The notion is perhaps most familiar from Frege’s use of it in solving his famous problem about how there can be informative identity-statements connecting terms with the same referent; but my invocation of the notion bears no very close connection to Frege.  Fregean modes of presentation differentiate particular presentations of the same object, but I am interested in a more generic sort of difference, one that differentiates not particular presentations but general types of presentation.[footnoteRef:17]  My basic idea is that our central cognitive capacities are distinguished by their contributing in generically different ways to what we may loosely call our “standpoint on the world” as knowers and agents.  Different capacities make different kinds of contributions, contributions that differ not just in their particular contents but in their general mode of presenting content – the general way they present material to thought.[footnoteRef:18]   [17:  My use of the distinction is inspired by Recanati 2007.  He credits it to Searle.]  [18:  I will use various terms for what our cognitive capacities present: “content”, “material”, or sometimes “objects”.  No deep distinctions are intended here: the variation is simply a matter of grammatical convenience, since my discussion will sometimes call for a mass term, like “content” or “material”, sometimes for a count noun, like “object”.  When I speak of a cognitive capacity presenting “an object”, this must of course be understood in a logically capacious sense, so that not just material bodies, but events, processes, states of affairs, etc. may count as “objects”.  This broad usage should be familiar from the long philosophical tradition of speaking of representational states of all sorts as having objects. ] 

	For example, our capacity for perception presents us with indefinitely many particulars (objects, qualities, events, etc.), but it presents these diverse particulars in a general mode that is characteristic of perception as such: viz., as this-es (and thus, as we can recognize on reflection, as located somewhere in the environs of the perceiver, as presently causally affecting the perceiver, etc.).  Similarly, our capacity to act intentionally allows us to consider and undertake an indefinitely wide array of possible actions, but its considers these actions in a general mode that is characteristic of the practical thought as such: viz., as things the agent shall do, as we might put it.  But, as I argued earlier, an agent need not herself possess the concept of intention to represent her own future as settled in this way.  She need only possess the capacity to think in a certain mode about her own future, and it is this mode we mark by reserving a special use of the modal verb “shall” for this way of representing the future.  
	I count a feature of a representation as belonging to its mode, rather than to its content, when this feature expresses something about the subject’s cognitive relation to the represented object, in a way that cannot be captured by starting with a generic type of representational content and adding further specifications bearing on the subject’s cognitive relation to this object.  Representing this cat, for instance, is a specific way of representing a unique cat, namely one that (as we theorist may put it) presents the relevant cat as perceived; yet representing this cat is not equivalent to representing the cat I presently perceive.  For one thing, we have seen that it is possible for a subject who does not possess the concept of perception to represent this cat, whereas someone who represents the cat I presently perceive must possess this concept.  The more fundamental point, however, is that no such description would capture the distinctive mode of presentation expressed by a perceptual demonstrative.  To think of a cat only as the cat I presently perceive is, in an important sense, not yet to clarify which cat satisfies this description, whereas to think of it as this cat is to identify the cat is in question.  For the former representation singles out the unique cat, if any, that satisfies a certain description (viz., “cat I presently perceive”); but the representation this cat does not single out a cat by description: it is a irreducibly singular, non-descriptive mode of representation.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  One way to bring this out is to observe that I might know that there is a unique cat that I presently perceive, and thus might be in a position to think with warrant about the cat I presently perceive, and yet might not be in a position to think demonstratively of it as this cat.  Suppose, for instance, that I am reliably informed that there is a single cat visible from here, but that its coloring makes it blend into the background against which I see it.  I may know that, when I look in a certain direction, I am in fact perceiving a unique cat, but not yet have discriminated it in the way that would enable me to think of it as this cat.  ] 

	Similarly, thinking I shall do A is a specific way of thinking that it will be the case that I do A, namely one that (as we theorists may put it) presents the relevant future action as settled by my present intention to do A.  Nevertheless, thinking I shall do A is not equivalent to thinking I will do A because I now intend to do A.  One indication of this is that a person who does not possess the concept of intention may think I shall do A.  But the more fundamental point, again, is that no such expansive reformulation would capture the special distinctive way of presenting a future action expressed by I shall do A.  For any such reformulation would merely make a claim about the causal connection between a present fact and a future fact: e.g., that I will do A because I now intend to do A.  But it is clearly possible for me to think that such a connection obtains without thereby expressing the intention to determine the future expressed by I shall do A.  I shall do A does not merely posit (from a spectatorial standpoint, as it were) that a present mental state of mine will cause me to do A; it expresses a practical intent to make things so.  No claim about the relation between my present and my future, however complex, can express this sort of distinctively practical attitude unless it contains some element like “shall”, which expresses the distinctively practical mode of the relevant thought.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  This is true even if we add a self-referential device to the reformulation, as in I will hereby do A because I presently intend to do A.  Adding “hereby” marks the fact that my now representing this causal connection will contribute to making the relevant connection to obtain, but it is clear that even this more complex thought might express a disengaged observation about the causal relationship between various facts, rather than an intent to make things so.  (On another reading, perhaps, the “hereby” itself expresses what we have been using “shall” to express: that I resolve to make things so.  But if this is what “hereby” expresses, then it does not contribute to a reductive account of the intention-expressing “shall” in terms of independently-intelligible materials; it is simply an alternative marker of the relevant form of representation.)] 

	Thus, like the perceptual demonstrative this, the intentional shall does not add further content to some more generic kind of representation, but expresses an irreducible and distinctive mode of presentation of cognitive content.  I believe the main cognitive capacities recognized by commonsense psychology present content in different modes in this sense.  An affective response to a person or event, a perception of an object, a judgment on some question: whatever their particular focus, these are generically different modes of having a topic in view for thought.  We all tacitly know this, and can, if we reflect, begin to characterize their specific ways of presenting their subject matters.[footnoteRef:21]  It is, I believe, our tacit familiarity with such differences that explains why certain commonsense psychological distinctions have an intuitive appeal for us, whereas other well-founded psychological distinctions do not: the basic commonsense distinctions correspond to recognizably different modes of representation, while other psychological distinctions correspond to no such recognizable difference. [21:  I am no expert, but I take this to have been roughly the project of Husserl’s later phenomenology.  It is the project of describing the distinctive modes of intentionality of different cognitive capacities, and of analyzing what these forms imply about the nature of object of the capacity (the noema), on the one hand, and about the characteristic operation of the capacity itself (the noesis), on the other.  Thus Husserl remarks that 
One and the same intentional object as such, from the viewpoint of descriptive psychology, is an ideal indicator of a group of ways of being conscious that are proper to it, whose system of typical differences tallies essentially with the typical articulation of the intentional object.  (Ideas, vol. 1, Author’s Preface to the English Edition, xlv-xlvi).] 

	It may be true, for instance, that our capacities for short- and long-term memory are functionally and neurologically distinct, but these two capacities do not present remembered facts and events in different modes, and so can be recognized as distinct only by empirical investigation.  By contrast, the faculties of, for instance, perception and experiential memory differ in their mode of presenting an object: the former presents its object as something now present, the latter as something formerly presented.[footnoteRef:22]  This is why it rings false to suggest, as Hume did, that present “impressions” and remembered “ideas” differ only in their “force and vivacity”: this amounts to suggesting that these two kinds of mental states present us with essentially the same kind of content, and differ only in their subjective character; but in fact we are all tacitly aware that they present their contents differently: the one presents the present as present; the other, the past as past.   [22:  But to repeat: this is to describe the difference as it appears to us in our capacity as theorists.  Someone who remembers experiencing something need not represent the episode as formerly presented in a sense that implies application of the concept formerly presented.  When we describe her memory as presenting the episode “as formerly presented”, we are making explicit something about the mode in which the episode is presented to her.] 

	Such modal differences do not, however, merely facilitate our reflective understanding of our own cognitive capacities; they play an integral role in making first-order cognition possible.  For only where different cognitive capacities present contents in recognizably different modes are we in a position to take account of the different kinds of support their deliverances lend to our evolving view of the world.  For example, it obviously makes a crucial difference to my epistemic situation whether the cat I am now thinking of is perceived, remembered, or merely imagined.  Only if I can recognize the difference between these kinds of cat-representations can I think soundly about whether there is such a cat and what is true of it.[footnoteRef:23]  Yet it is surely possible for me to think soundly about such matters even if I do not yet possess the concepts of perception, memory, and imagination.  Such concepts are a sophisticated attainment, the first step toward a reflective understanding of my own cognitive capacities.  The first-order capacities to perceive, remember, and imagine are preconditions of any such reflection.  So although rational subjects must be sensitive to the distinction between perceiving, remembering, and merely imagining a cat, they must be able to distinguish these different kinds of cat-representations without needing to think of the relevant representations as perceived, remembered, or imagined.  They must be able to recognize differences in the modes of the relevant cat-representations themselves.   [23:  By contrast, whether a given recollection is grounded in short- or long-term memory may in fact make a difference to its trustworthiness, but since the modes of the relevant representations are not differentiated in a way that reflects their different bases, a rational subject who reflects on such representations is not automatically in a position to take account of this difference.  ] 

	This amounts to an – admittedly sketchy – argument for the thesis that any cognitive capacity whose distinctive contribution to cognition is open to rational consideration must present material in a distinctive mode.  Applied to a particular case, the argument would run as follows.  To see a cat and to remember seeing a cat are to represent things differently, even if there is no specifiable difference in the appearance of the cat.  A subject who is capable of thinking about the reason-giving force of these different cat-representations must recognize the difference between them, even if she does not possess the concepts of seeing and remembering as such.  So there must be some other, more basic distinction in the way these representations present themselves to thought, one that pertains to their general mode of presenting content.  
	Now, it may be that there are creatures who can perceive, remember, imagine, etc., but in whom the deliverances of these capacities have a more automatic effect on their view of the world, an effect that is not open to rational consideration.  If so, my argument does not apply to these creatures.  It applies only to creatures in whom these capacities are, as I put it earlier, “rationally integrated with their general capacity to think about the world”.[footnoteRef:24]  Such creatures are capable of taking what we might call an “interrogative attitude” toward the world: capable, not just of having attitudes toward propositions, but of considering whether some proposition is true, with an awareness of the possibility of different answers.  In creatures that are rational in this sense, I claim, the differences among basic cognitive capacities must correspond to different modes of presenting content.  And for just this reason, the nature of these capacities will constitute a possible topic of reflective armchair psychology. [24:  I call the ability to entertain first-order propositional questions, and to consider reasons for and against particular answers to them, the ability to think.  This is simply a stipulation about how I use “think” and its cognates: I do not mean to deny that animals who cannot deliberate about propositional questions can think in some broader sense.  But I think this usage marks a natural dividing-point, and dovetails with the traditional philosophical practice of reserving the term “thought” for the cognitive activities of a rational animal.  A thinker in this sense is capable of taking an interrogative attitude toward the world: capable, not just of having attitudes toward propositions, but of understanding propositional questions, and of recognizing the possibility of different answers and different reasons for them.] 


6.	The nature of reflection
In armchair reflection, we make modes of representation, which in the first instance serve as structures through which we represent non-psychological topics, into topics of consideration in their own right.  In this way, we are able to transform an understanding implicit in first-order cognition into an explicit comprehension of our own cognitive capacities.  So, at any rate, I have claimed.  But what is the nature of such reflection?  How are we able to transform a capacity to represent in certain modes into an understanding of these modes themselves, and of the cognitive capacities that underlie them?  There are, in effect, two stages in the transformation.
(i) 	The Mode-to-Content Shift 
In the first stage, we make modes of representation through which we in the first instance think about non-psychological topics into self-standing topics of conceptual understanding.  To do this, we must first abstract from whatever particular content is presented in a given mode to a generic consideration of the mode itself, and then frame a general concept of the kind of topic for thought presented in this mode.  We have already seen two examples of how this might occur.  (i) A subject who is able to deliberate about what to do, and thereby to settle what she shall do, might introduce the concept intended action as a concept applicable to just those actions that figure, for some subject at some time, as things she shall do in the relevant sense.  (ii) A subject who is able to attend to perceived objects and gather information about them might introduce the concept perceived object as a concept applicable to just those things she is in a position, at a given time, to refer to with a certain kind of this.[footnoteRef:25]   [25:  I am assuming, of course, that she could recognize the relevant kind of demonstrative without needing to understand it as a perceptual demonstrative; otherwise this way of introducing the concept of perception would presuppose possession of the concept of perception, which would undermine the account.  ] 

	This kind of step evidently depends on our ability to abstract from differences and recognize what is common to a range of cases, an ability arguably presupposed in all concept formation.  But it also depends on a special ability more relevant to our present topic: the power to shift our cognitive focus from what we are thinking about – a cat, an upcoming walk to pick up the children – to a feature of our mode of thinking about it – as this cat, as the walk I shall take.  It seems clear enough in particular cases that we can make such a shift, but it is not easy to understand our general warrant for doing so.  It is one thing to pass from the perceptual presentation of various cats to the general concept cat: this requires the ability to set aside differences and focus on what is common to various objects of which we are aware.  But it is another thing to pass from the perceptual presentation of various objects to the concept perceived object: here the transition is not from diverse objects to a property they all have in common, but to a property of my own cognitive relation to them.  The property of being perceived seems, after all, to be only a “Cambridge property” of objects: it does not affect what they are like in any intrinsic respect.  Certainly it is not a property we perceive them to have, in the way we might perceive them to be red, or to be cats.  So how can I, by attending to perceived objects, come to recognize my own cognitive relation to such objects?  How can what I am made aware of by perception – a cat, for instance – alert me to the phenomenon of perception itself?
	The puzzle here is analogous – indeed, I think it is more than analogous – to the so-called “problem of transparency” that has recently preoccupied philosophers interested in self-knowledge.[footnoteRef:26]  The latter problem is prompted by the observation that, in a range of cases, we can answer questions about our own present mental states by referring them to corresponding questions about the non-mental world.  Thus it seems that I can say whether I believe that p simply by prefixing “I believe that” to my answer to the question whether p, can say how things visually appear to me simply by prefixing “I seem to see” to a description of what is directly in front of me (provided I constrain my answer to the latter question to certain specifiable ways), and so on.[footnoteRef:27]  It seems clear enough that in particular cases we can answer mind-focused questions by treating them as “transparent” to the corresponding world-directed questions, but again, it is not easy to understand our general warrant for doing this, given that the former questions concern our own mental states while the latter concern topics independent of our mental states.  It obviously might be the case that p, for instance, although I don’t believe p, so how can it be right to treat the latter issue as settled by the former?  The problem of transparency is to explain how such transitions can be reasonable. [26:  Gallois, Dretske, Moran, O’Brien, Byrne, etc. ]  [27:  The sort of observation was made famous by Evans 1982.  For a compelling case that the list can be continued, see Byrne 2018.] 

	In other work, I have argued that a satisfying response to this problem must recognize a an implicit awareness of our own mental states already contained in our awareness of the non-mental world.[footnoteRef:28]  I believe an analogous point applies in the present case: the reason we can transform (e.g.) perceptual awareness of a cat into grasp of the concept of perception is that perceptual awareness of non-mental entities already draws on an implicit understanding of the cat as perceived.  For such an understanding is, as I argued earlier, already expressed our comprehension of the perceptual demonstrative mode of presentation itself.  Our capacity to perceive such things as cats, and to gather information about their perceptually decidable properties, does not just leave us with beliefs whose source is inscrutable to us: it in effect indicates the basis of these beliefs, precisely by presenting certain cats as this cat or that cat.  Even if we do not possess the concept of perception as such, our capacity to represent things in this mode involves an implicit understanding of the distinctive kind of relation in which we stand to the relevant objects.  I understand, for instance, that the object must be in my environment (not necessarily by having an explicit conception of this fact, but by being able to indicate it as here or there), that it must stand in a particular spatial relationship to me (again, not by having an explicit conception of this fact, but by possessing the capacity to do such things as reach out for it in an appropriate direction), that it must be available to be perceived (by knowing, without needing to conceive them as such, how to change my vantage point on the object, how to get a better look at it, etc.).  All this amounts to an implicit but not unconscious understanding of the kind of relation to an object in which perception consists.  It is this understanding that we isolate and articulate in armchair reflection. [28:  See my “Transparent Self-Knowledge” (2012) and “Transparency and Reflection” (forthcoming).] 

(ii)  	Aristotle’s Principle
To pass from such reflection to explicit psychological understanding requires, however, a second step: we must grasp how modes of representation relate to underlying cognitive capacities.  In the first instance, what we identify in making the Mode-to-Content Shift are concepts such as intended action and perceived object: concepts of objects considered simply as presented in a given mode.  The idea that specific cognitive capacities enable us to engage with such objects is certainly very natural, but if reflection entitles us to this idea, how exactly does it do so?
	There is an ancient doctrine about methodology in the philosophy of psychology that seems to me relevant here.  In a well-known passage from De Anima, Aristotle suggests that psychological understanding must begin by investigating the objects with which our vital powers engage, proceed from these to the acts by which we engage with such objects, and arrive finally at the capacities exercised in these acts:
[I]f one is to state … what the thinking or perceptual or nutritive capacity is, then one should first say what thinking is and what perceiving is, since activities and actions are prior in account to capacities.  But if this is so, and if their proper objects are prior to them, then we should for the same reason first make determinations about these, for instance, about nourishment and the objects of perception and reasoning. (DA II.4: 415a16-22)[footnoteRef:29] [29:  The terms I render as “capacity” (dunamis or (term for vital activity)+etikon), “act” (energeia or (term for vital activity)+esis), and “proper object” (antikeimenon or (term for vital activity)+eton) have been variously translated, and some of my renderings are out of favor.  The terms I use are, however, ones standardly used to translate equivalent Latin terms in the writings of scholastic philosophers (though translators of these philosophers often use “power” or “faculty” where I use “capacity”).  More cautious contemporary translations of Aristotle’s terms (e.g., “potentiality” for dunamis, “actuality” for energeia, “corresponding object” for antikeimenon) may arguably convey a more nuanced sense of Aristotle’s meaning, but they obscure the connection between his claims and a long scholastic tradition of commentary and discussion.] 

Aristotle’s methodological principle was much discussed in antiquity and became a cornerstone of medieval philosophical psychology.  In De Anima, Aristotle himself proceeds in just this way: he first characterizes the objects of our vital powers (the comestible, the perceptible-in-general, the visible, the tangible, the thinkable, etc.), then the psychic activities by which we engage with these objects (nutrition, perceiving seeing, touching, thinking), and finally the capacities underlying these activities.  I think reflecting on his reasons for this procedure will help to shed light on the foundations of reflective armchair psychology.  
	Part of the case for Aristotle’s methodological principle turns on a more general principle he affirms in his Metaphysics: that acts are prior in the order of understanding to capacities, since capacities must be characterized in terms of what they are capacities to do (Metaphysics 1049b10-17).  But he goes a step further in De Anima when he claims that objects in turn are prior to acts, and the rationale for this further step is not obvious.  We might wonder, first, why he thinks that understanding the objects of perception and thought might serve as a basis for understanding perception and thought themselves.  After all, I can see horses and think about justice, but a study of horses will not teach me much about vision, nor a study of justice about thinking, however edifying such studies may be.  And even if there were some sense in which our cognitive activities might be studied via their characteristic objects, why should we suppose that they must be studied in this way?
	The point of Aristotle’s doctrine comes into focus, however, if we connect it with our observations about the role of reflection in psychological understanding.  We have seen that, when we reflect on our own cognition, we must begin by abstracting from particular cognitive content to reach an understanding of the diverse modes in which content is presented to us.  What results from such reflection are concepts of objects qua presented in a certain mode, such as perceived object or intended action.  Now, when Aristotle says that our psychic capacities are differentiated by their objects, he surely means “objects” in this sense.  His point cannot be that just any difference in the objects of cognition must correspond to a difference in psychic capacities, for then the difference between horses and cats would require us to distinguish the capacity to perceive horses from the capacity to perceive cats.   To draw psychological distinctions in the right places, we must focus on just those differences in objects that correspond to the differences between general capacities such as perception, imagination, thought, etc.  But this is precisely what we focus on, in effect, in identifying modal differences between objects of cognition: these are differences in the way objects present themselves that correspond to different kinds of cognitive relation in which we stand to the relevant objects.[footnoteRef:30]   [30:  Medieval philosophers introduced a technical term for this notion of an object: they referred to it as the “proper” or “formal” object of a power, meaning by this the most generic characterization of that which is such as to be an object of the relevant power.  (Cf. Aquinas, Summa Theologica: “Properly speaking, the object of a faculty or habit is the thing under the aspect of which all things are referred to that faculty or habit, as man and stone are referred to the faculty of sight as colored.  Hence colored things are the proper objects of sight” (I.Q1.A7c); “The unity of a faculty or habit is to be gauged by its object, not, indeed, in its material aspect, but as regards the precise formality under which it is an object.  For example, man, ass, stone agree in the one precise formality of being colored; and color is the formal object of sight” (I.Q1.A3c).)  Aquinas, who repeatedly endorses Aristotle’s methodological principle about investigating powers via their acts and acts via their objects, explicates the principle in terms of this notion of a proper object: cf. ST I.Q77.A3.] 

	Nevertheless, as we have seen, we can recognize such modal differences prior to framing concepts of our own cognitive capacities.  So it is not necessary for us to begin with a concept of perception (e.g.) and frame the concept of a perceived object on its basis.  Rather, we can begin by framing the concept of a perceived object, where “perceived object” is initially introduced simply as a stipulative label for a certain kind of this.  On this basis, we can then frame a concept of the specific type of cognitive act by which a subject represents this sort of object: perceiving.  And finally, we can frame a concept of the kind of cognitive power that makes this sort of act possible: the capacity to perceive.  Thus we can proceed from object to act to power, just as Aristotle recommends; and indeed we must do so if we are to study our own cognitive powers via armchair reflection.  For our starting point in such reflection must, as we have observed, be an awareness of objects presented in a certain mode.  I believe it is because Aristotle has this kind of investigation primarily in mind that he insists that we must proceed in this way.[footnoteRef:31]  And this is, in fact, exactly the sort of account that Thomas Aquinas gives in explaining Aristotle’s procedure: [31:  Aristotle’s investigation is clearly influenced by other kinds of information about our vital powers – for instance, by his physiological investigation of the sense organs of human beings and other animals.  So it would be quite untrue to say that his investigation of our vital powers proceeds simply by armchair reflection.  Nevertheless, I believe armchair reflection as it were anchors his understanding of human cognitive powers.  To argue for this claim would, of course, require another essay.] 

[T]he power of any faculty of the soul is limited to its [proper] object.  For this reason its activity is directed first of all and principally to its object.  It extends to those things by which it is directed to its object only through a kind of return.  Thus, we see that sight is first directed to color, but is directed to the act of seeing only through a kind of return, when, in seeing color, it sees that it sees. (QDV 10.9c; cf. ST I.Q87.A3)
	Armchair reflection can proceed in this regressive way because it begins from a concept of an object-qua-represented-in-a-certain-mode, and modes of representation are liminal things, which straddle the boundary between knower and object known.  On the one hand, as modes of representation of some object, they affect the way this object is presented.  On the other hand, as modes of representation of an object, they implicate the cognitive capacities of the subject.  Thus, as I have argued, the this of perceptual acquaintance presupposes that the subject perceives the relevant object, and the shall of willed action presupposes that the subject intends the relevant action.  It is this subject-implicating dimension that we articulate when we introduce, first, the concept of a distinctive kind of cognitive act corresponding to a certain mode of presentation, and second, the concept of the general capacity to perform such acts.  

7. 	Implications
The last section emphasized the deep historical roots of our topic, but I want to conclude by noting some implications for contemporary debates.  
	The main point I hope to have made plausible is simply that there is an aspect of our psychology that we can study from an armchair – a point about which I think many contemporary philosophers harbor doubts.  Recall Kornblith’s remark that
[I]t has turned out that on issue after issue, we cannot even begin to understand how the mind works without extensive experimental work, and the picture of the mind which armchair methods provide us with is fundamentally flawed from beginning to end. (Kornblith 2014, p. 198)
I would certainly grant that there are many things about how our minds work that we cannot understand with extensive experimental work.  But Kornblith appears to mean something stronger: that there is no legitimate armchair inquiry into the nature of our own mentality.  As he elsewhere puts it: 
At this late date, how things seem from the first-person point of view or how they seem from the armchair are no more relevant to these inquiries than they are for an investigation of the mechanisms involved in digestion. (Kornblith 2014, p. 201)
	If there is merit in the conception of armchair psychology developed here, then this suggestion is unfounded.  I have not sought to explain how armchair reflection might supply us with the basic analytical framework of capacities, acts, and objects, or with the general concepts of representing subject and represented object: I have simply taken this fundamental notions for granted.[footnoteRef:32]  But provided these materials are available, I believe I have shown how concepts of specific cognitive capacities might be acquired via armchair reflection, and also how such reflection might supply us, not just with concepts of these capacities, but with an understanding of essential aspects of their nature.  If this is right, then substantive psychological knowledge can be acquired from an armchair. [32:  This is not, however, to suggest that such notions could not be acquired by armchair reflection.  I suspect they could: for instance, I think a subject who possessed the capacity to use indirect speech to characterize what another person has said, but who lacked the psychological concept of a representation, could frame this concept by reference to the way propositions are presented in such “oblique” contexts.  But I have left this investigation outside the scope of the present essay.] 

	Our discussion also puts us in a position to offer responses of some prominent contemporary criticisms of armchair psychology.  Consider, for instance, a kind of doubt about the cognitive value of introspection raised by Eric Schwitzgebel in a series of influential papers:
Close your eyes and form a visual image…  Imagine, for example, the front of your house as viewed from the street.  Assuming that you can in fact form such imagery, consider this: How well do you know, right now, that imagery experience? … How much of the scene can you vividly visualize at once?  Can you keep the image of the chimney vividly in mind at the same time you vividly imagine the front door?  Or does the image of the chimney fade as you start to think about the door?  How much detail does your image have?  How stable is it? … Now these are pretty substantial questions about your imagery experience…  If I asked you questions at that level of detail about an ordinary external object near to hand, you would have no trouble at all – about a book, say.  How stable is it?  Does it flash in and out of existence?  Does its cover have a durable color? (Schwitzgebel 2012, p. 186)
I quote Schwitgebel’s discussion at length because I think it is forceful.  Prior to his intervention, I would have said that I was familiar with what it is to imagine the front façade of my own house, yet I find it surprisingly difficult to answer his questions.  Moreover, I accept his claim that parallel problems arise, not just for an introspective account of visual imagery, but for many other kinds of conscious mental states and activities: although we might expect that our conscious acquaintance with these states and activities would give us a detailed familiarity with their natures, we in fact prove incapable of answering basic questions about them.  
	Schwitzgebel has produced such bafflement in us, however, only by first pointing us in the wrong direction.  He assumes that the basis of armchair psychological understanding must be, if anything, our familiarity with what various kinds of mental states and activities “are like” – with what he, in the company of many other contemporary philosophers, calls their “phenomenology”.  But as we have seen, armchair psychology can draw from a different source: not from introspective attention to our conscious “imagery experience” (whatever that might be), but from a reflective articulation of the mode of representation of imagined objects.[footnoteRef:33]  The idea that anyone capable of imagining the front façade of a house must be implicitly familiar with what it is to imagine something in no way implies that anyone capable of such acts of imagination must have a definite view about how much of a façade they can “vividly visualize” or how stable their “image” is.  It implies only that they understand, without needing to make observations or be informed by others, the general mode of representation characteristic of imagining something.[footnoteRef:34]   [33:  Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Imaginary is a classic work on this topic.  ]  [34:  Once we see the possibility of this interpretation of what is available to reflection, it looks uncharitable to read a claim of exhaustive knowledge of conscious “phenomenology” into classic philosophical assertions of our acquaintance with our own minds, such as Descartes’ claim that “there can be nothing in the mind, in so far as it is a thinking thing, of which it is not aware” (AT VII:246), or Hume’s claim that that “[e]very one of himself will readily perceive the difference betwixt feeling and thinking” (T I.i.1).  These philosophers need not be taken to claim that we are familiar with our own minds via a special form of experience of our own mental states, but that our experience of the world contains, latent within it, the essential basis for an understanding of our own cognitive relation to it.  Even when they speak explicitly of our “observing” or “perceiving” our own acts of mind, I think this can often be taken, not as a theory of introspective awareness, but as a natural metaphor for such awareness.] 

	Our possessing this sort of tacit familiarity with the modes of representation characteristic of different cognitive capacities does not ensure that it will be easy for us to achieve a reflective understanding of these capacities.  Part of Schwitzgebel’s critique of introspection turns on the thought that we should be surprised to find it difficult to describe what we supposedly know so well.  But this conflates two different issues.  It is one thing to claim that each of us necessarily possesses the basis for understanding our fundamental cognitive capacities; it is another to suggest that we should find it easy to answer questions about how rightly to conceive of these capacities.  As we have seen, answering such questions requires transforming an implicit understanding drawn on in exercising the relevant capacities into an explicit, conceptual understanding of the relevant capacities, and there is no reason to expect this task to be straightforward.  Learning to articulate the content of one’s implicit understanding, without addition or distortion, requires insight and discipline.  One’s ability to perform such reflection can doubtless be improved by practice, and by the study of successful examples of the form.  In these respects, skill in reflection is analogous to skill in realistic painting: what makes a skilled painter capable of rendering a scene more satisfactorily than an untrained person is not that more is visible to the painter, but that she has become more adept at noticing and depicting what is visible to anyone.
	Even this comparison, however, does not fully capture what makes armchair psychology difficult.  It is hard to paint a bowl of pears realistically, but we can at least generally agree about when this has been achieved.  Efforts at armchair psychology, by contrast, do not so readily produce consensus – though in my view they can, when carried out well, produce more agreement than their critics suppose.  No doubt there are many reasons why consensus is not the norm in philosophy, and some probably trace to factors unrelated to the activity of reflection per se.  But even leaving these other factors out of account, it is not surprising that the results of armchair reflection should prove contentious.  For the assessment of these results depends on judgments about how best to bring conceptual order and systematicity to matters that are not in the first instance apprehended conceptually and systematically.[footnoteRef:35]  Hence we should not expect easy consensus in armchair psychology; but by the same token, we should not take the persistence of dispute to show that no such science is possible.  At any rate, my point in defending armchair psychology is not to propose a method that would simplify the task of philosophers, or remove the causes of illusion and dispute, but simply to indicate the standard by which these particular claims and disputes might be adjudicated, and to distinguish this from other kinds of bases for psychological claims.  [35:  These remarks introduce the topic of systematicity in armchair psychology, a topic which this essay has not addressed.  A thought characteristic of several great practitioners of philosophical armchair psychology (Aquinas, Kant, Hegel, Husserl, Sartre) is that this sort of inquiry must be regulated by the assumption that our various cognitive capacities form a teleologically-organized system, so that the role of each is to be understood in terms of the contribution it makes, in cooperation with others, to some sort of whole.  I cannot explore this idea here, but note that there is no inconsistency between the idea of such a constraint “from above” on armchair psychology and the kind of constraint “from below” that we have found in the idea of distinctive modes of representation characteristic of different cognitive capacities: both demands might operate, in complementary ways, to constrain the sound reflective articulation of the nature of our own cognitive capacities.  ] 

	A final, broader implication concerns the role of self-consciousness in cognition.  There is a familiar kind of debate in philosophy, which my friend Doug Lavin refers to as “The Eternal Battle between the Zombies and the Narcissists”.  The Narcissists claim that, in order to know the world, we must understand the nature of our own knowing – for instance, that in order to represent mind-independent objects, we must understand the distinction between how things are and how we represent them to be; that in order to perceive mind-independent objects, we must possess some basic understanding of what it is to perceive; etc.  The Zombies reply that this yields a radically over-intellectualized account of the relevant capacities: the capacities to perceive and learn about (what are in fact) mind-independent objects are widespread in the animal kingdom, whereas a conceptual understanding of these capacities is rare even among human beings.  In first-order perception and knowing, the Zombies say, we may be fundamentally oblivious to ourselves.  
	The Narcissists had a heyday in the mid-twentieth century, with the rise of a certain neo-Kantian program in the philosophy of mind.[footnoteRef:36]  More recently, as philosophical attention to empirical psychology has grown, it seems to me that the Zombies have gained the upper hand.[footnoteRef:37]  A lesson of our discussion, however, is that we need not choose sides in this dispute.  We may concede to the Zombies that it is possible to perceive and acquire knowledge of a mind-independent world without possessing concepts such as perception, perceptual appearance, representation, etc.  But we may concede to the Narcissists that, at least in mature human beings, the ability to perceive objects implies an understanding of what it is to perceive.  For the fundamental form of such understanding is not conceptualization as such. [36:  Cf. Strawson, Evans, McDowell.]  [37:  Cf. Burge’s critique of “individual representationalism”.] 
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