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Avicenna’s theory of essential self-awareness (al-shu‘tr bi-al-dhat) and
contemporary rationalist theoties of self-knowledge both seck to explain human
awareness of oneself, yet they differ fundamentally in accounting for its source and
foundation. Avicenna conceives self-awareness as an immediate, existential mode
of awareness that precedes conceptualization, inference, and rational activity. By
contrast, rationalist accounts—yparticularly those developed by Shoemaker, Moran,
Stoljar, and Smithies—maintain that self-knowledge is grounded in rationality,
epistemic agency, and the normative structure of the mind. This study aims to
clarify the theoretical relationship between these approaches and to evaluate their
respective explanatory scope regarding fundamental self-awareness. Using a
descriptive-analytical and comparative method, the article first reconstructs
Avicenna’s theory on the basis of six ontological and epistemological criteria and
then analyzes the principal rationalist accounts. Their explanatory capacities are
subsequently assessed through Avicenna’s Flying Man thought experiment. The
findings indicate that both approaches reject the observational model of self-
awareness and regard self-awareness as non-inferential; however, they diverge
significantly in explaining its origin. The principal contribution of this study is the
reconstruction of the theoretical relationship between these traditions through a
three-layer model of Presence, Reason, and Interpretation. Within this framework,
Presence constitutes the foundation of fundamental self-awareness, Reason
represents the level of rational self-knowledge, and Interpretation denotes
reflective self-understanding, thereby demonstrating that these two philosophical
traditions can be integrated within a unified and complementary explanatory
framework.
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Extended Abstract

This study investigates and compares two major philosophical approaches to
understanding human self-awareness: Avicenna’s theory of alkshi‘ur bi-al-dpat (self-
awareness by essence) and contemporary rationalist accounts of self-knowledge. The
central question driving this research is whether self-awareness should be explained
through the existential presence of the soul to itself, as Avicenna maintains, or whether
it emerges from rationality, epistemic agency, and the normative structure of the mind,
as rationalist philosophers argue. Although both traditions seek to explain the
immediate and non-inferential character of self-awareness, they diverge fundamentally
in their accounts of its ultimate source and nature. This study argues that rationalist
theories, despite their considerable success in explaining reflective and conceptual self-
knowledge, fail to account for the most basic level of self-awareness—the pre-reflective
awareness of one’s own existence—which Avicenna’s theory captures through the
notion of presence.

The importance of this inquiry lies in the fact that both approaches claim to provide
an account of immediate self-awareness, yet they ground this immediacy in
fundamentally different ways. Rationalist theories, particularly as developed in the
works of Shoemaker, Moran, Boyle, Stoljar, and Smithies, maintain that self-knowledge
is a necessary consequence of rationality, epistemic agency, and responsiveness to
reasons. According to this view, a rational being cannot be “self-blind”—that is,
incapable of knowing its own mental states—because rationality itself entails a kind of
awareness of one’s beliefs, intentions, and other intentional states. Avicenna, by
contrast, locates the source of self-awareness in the ontological presence of the soul to
itself. For him, self-awareness is not a cognitive achievement but a mode of existence.
The soul is never absent from itself, and this absence of absence is precisely what
constitutes its most fundamental self-awareness. The famous thought experiment of
the “Flying Man” is designed precisely to reveal this foundational level of self-
awareness, showing that even in the complete absence of sensory experience, bodily
awareness, and rational activity, human awareness of one’s own existence persists.

To address this question systematically, the study employs a descriptive-analytical
method with a comparative approach, grounded in conceptual analysis and rational
reconstruction. The research corpus includes Avicenna’s major works on psychology—
namely A~Shifa’: Al-Nafs, AlIsharat wa al-Tanbibat, Al-Ta ligat, and AFMubapathat—as
well as key works by leading rationalist philosophers, including Shoemaker, Stoljar,
Smithies, Moran, Boyle, and Byrne. Avicenna’s theory is reconstructed on the basis of
six ontological and epistemological criteria: (1) the foundational presence of self-
awareness, (2) its immediacy, (3) its durability despite fluctuations in attention, (4) the
identity of subject and object of awareness, (5) independence from the body and
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sensory perception, and (6) the existential bond between self-awareness and the soul.
These criteria serve as the analytical framework for comparing Avicenna’s presence-
based model with rationalist accounts. The rationalist theories are then examined
through their principal formulations, with a focus on their shared claim that self-
knowledge arises from rationality, epistemic agency, and the normative structure of the
mind, rather than from the existential presence of the soul.

The findings reveal that Avicenna’s theory and rationalist accounts share several
important commonalities despite their deep metaphysical differences. Both approaches
reject the “inner observation” model of self-knowledge, regard basic self-awareness as
non-inferential, and grant a kind of first-person authority to self-awareness, though they
explain its basis differently. However, the fundamental divergence becomes apparent
when examining the origin of immediacy. For Avicenna, immediacy is a consequence
of the existential presence of the soul to itself, belonging to knowledge by presence.
For rationalist theories, self-knowledge derives from rationality, epistemic agency, and
responsiveness to reasons. A second major difference concerns scope and durability:
Avicenna’s presence is permanent and inseparable from the soul’s existence, while
rationalist accounts primarily analyze intentional states and show less consensus
regarding pre-reflective experiences, emotions, and phenomenal states. Third,
rationalists are more successful in explaining first-person authority and belief self-
ascription, whereas Avicenna’s theory explains all mental acts under a single unified
principle. Fourth, Avicenna regards the soul’s awareness of its own existence as
infallible, while rationalist theories must account for self-deception, denial, and
cognitive biases.

The “Flying Man” thought experiment serves as a crucial test case. In this thought
experiment, all sensory perception, bodily awareness, and rational activity are
suspended, yet self-awareness persists. If rationality were the source of self-awareness,
then in the absence of rational activity, self-awareness should not occur. Yet Avicenna
demonstrates that even in this suspended state, the soul remains aware of its own
existence. This does not refute rationalist theories entirely, since these theories are
fundamentally designed to explain reflective self-knowledge and first-person authority
in the domain of beliefs and rational judgments. However, it does reveal that the
foundational disagreement lies not in accepting immediate self-awareness but in
explaining its origin: rationalists ground it in rationality and epistemic agency, while
Avicenna grounds it in the existential presence of the soul to itself—a presence that, in
his view, is itself the condition for the possibility of rationality.

Based on this comparative analysis, the study proposes a three-layered model of
self-awareness consisting of “Presence,” “Reason,” and “Interpretation.” “Presence”
represents the most fundamental level—the pre-reflective, immediate awareness of
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one’s own existence that is the condition for all other forms of self-knowledge.
“Reason” corresponds to the level at which self-knowledge is achieved through
judgment, self-ascription, and the evaluation of reasons—the domain rationalist
theories primarily address. “Interpretation” represents the highest level, in which the
subject organizes beliefs, desires, and experiences into concepts, narratives, and
personal identity. These three layers are not independent but stand in a hierarchical
relationship, where each level is the condition for the possibility of the next. This model
demonstrates that Avicenna’s theory and rationalist theories are not necessarily
conflicting accounts but rather complementary explanations of different levels of self-
awareness, whose explanatory capacities can be reconstructed within a unified
framework. Rationalist theories are successful in explaining reflective self-knowledge
and epistemic responsibility, but their explanatory scope is largely limited to intentional
and propositional states. Avicenna’s theory, by contrast, grounds immediacy, durability,
first-person authority, and the distinction between fundamental and reflective levels in
a single principle—the existential presence of the soul to itself. This study thus
demonstrates that Avicenna’s theory, beyond its historical value, still possesses the
philosophical resources to engage in contemporary debates in the philosophy of mind,
offering a coherent framework for analyzing the relationship between fundamental self-
awareness, rational self-knowledge, and the reflective levels of self-understanding.
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