
Meaning and the Self 

John Perry 

Institut Jean Nicod 
June 2, 2016 



Wittgenstein in the Tractatus 

5.631  The thinking, presenting subject; there is no such 
thing.�
If I wrote a book “The world as I found it”, I should also 
have therein to report on my body and say which 
members obey my will and which do not, etc. This then 
would be a method of isolating the subject or rather of 
showing that in an important sense there is no subject: 
that is to say, of it alone in this book mention could not be 
made. 

5.632  The subject does not belong to the world but it is a 
limit of the world. 
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Artist and Picture   
From J.W. Dunne: The Serial Universe 

  The artist sees a stream in a valley.  He paints what 
he sees.  But he has left something out:  himself, the 
one who is doing the seeing and painting. 

  So the artist paints a picture of an artist painting the 
stream in the valley that he sees.  But he hasn’t 
managed to put (all of) himself in the picture.  He 
has put in the painter of the picture of the scene, but 
left out the painter of the painter painting the scene. 

  And so on. 

  From which Dunne draws many conclusions about 
space, time and the universe. 
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Dunne’s Painting 
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Basic Ideas 
1.  The subject is always part of the (full) truth-conditions of a thought 

or other mental episode; truth puts conditions on the episode and its 
subject, i.e. the self that is thinking etc. 

2.  The subject need not be part of the subject matter of a mental 
episode, that is, an object the episode is about, that the subject 
refers to or thinks about.  But he can be.  Then the self will be 
involved in the truth-conditions as subject and as object. 

3.  One cannot replace the self-as-subject (the person as the thinker of 
the thought) with the self-as-object (the same person as the person 
thought-about).  (This is what Dunne keeps trying to do). 
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1.  Proto-chickens 
•  A proto-chicken looks like an ordinary chicken, except 

that it lacks eyes or other ways of sensing the external 
world.   

•  When it is hungry, it walks around the barnyard pecking 
and swallowing.   

•  If it pecks where there is a kernel of something edible --- 
corn or millet, perhaps--- this results in gaining nutrition.  

•   Proto-chickens thrive only in ecological niches where 
there is a lot of grain scattered around. 
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Proto-chicken’s Peck:   
Success Conditions 

There is a complex movement on the part of the chicken, the 
pecking and swallowing movement. 

In certain conditions this is successful, relative to the goal of 
nutrition.  

Conditions below the horizon (things the chicken doesn’t 
need to keep track of): 

(i)  Environmental conditions:  the way things work --- 
gravity the weight of kernels of corn and millet, etc. 

(ii)  Architectural conditions: how proto-chickens work. 
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Proto-chicken’s Peck:   
Incremental Success Conditions 

Above the Horizon  
(The chicken needs to keep track) 

Where a is an episode of pecking by a proto-chicken, a will 
be successful, given normal environmental and architectural 
conditions, if: 

 (∃ x, l ) such that 
  x is a proto-chicken 
  x = the agent of (a) & 
  l = the spot on the ground right in front of(x) & 
  l is occupied by an edible kernel of something or 
  other. 
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2.  Near-Sighted Chickens 

Near-sighted chickens pick up information via 
their eyes about what is going on in front of them, 
and then use it to guide their action.  That is to say, 
they use perception to discover whether or not the 
success conditions of pecking are satisfied. 

With fewer wasted pecks, they can survive in less 
kernel-rich environments. 
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Veridicality Conditions 
Where episode s is a having of the sort of sensation normal 
near-sighted chickens have when there is something kernel 
like in front of them,  

s is veridical iff, 

 (∃ x, l ) such that 

 x is a near-sighted chicken & 

 x = Subject(s) & 

 l = The spot on the ground in front of (x) 

 l is occupied by an edible kernel of something or 
   other. 
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Near-Sighted Chicken Cognitive 
Architecture 

Hunger and 
K-sensation 

Internal 
state  Pecking 
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Veridicality 
conditions: 

kernel in front of 
perceiver 

Truth conditions: 
kernel in front of 

subject 

Success 
conditions: 

kernel in front of 
agent 

Typical 
Causation: 



Role-Linkage  
We have five episodes here:  the hunger, the sensation, the doxastic 
state, and the pecking, and the episode of swallowing, digesting and 
getting nutrition 

So there are five different episode relative roles: 

 The hungry chicken 

 The perceiving chicken 

 The “believing” chicken 

 The pecking chicken 

 The swallowing  and digesting chicken  

These roles are architecturally linked.  The chicken doesn’t need to 
worry about making sure that the same thing occupies all of them. 
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Harnessing Information 
•  The organism detects facts about its environment,  

•  This leads to actions that benefit the organism, given those 
facts. 

•  AND all the other facts below the horizon, that the 
organism doesn’t need to keep track of, as they are 
architecturally and environmentally fixed 

•  Or, as we might say, there is  transcendental unity of 
organisms relative to an environmental niche. 
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Role Linking  
How does the chicken know, or “know”: 

 That the perceiver is the agent? 

 That the hungry chicken is the one that will receive 
 nourishment? 

 That, if it sees a kernel, it will peck a kernel? 

All of this is necessary for the practice of using the 
information gained by perception to guide action to make 
sense. 

All of this is below the horizon.  These things are fixed by the 
combination of environment and chicken architecture.  So the 
chicken doesn’t need to keep track of these things. 
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3.  Kind Chickens 
•  Kind chickens are near-sighted chickens, except that they 

aren’t quite so near-sighted, and they have buddies,  who 
are basically proto-chickens, except they have a bit of 
hearing. In the less generous environment of near-sighted 
chickens, proto-chickens would starve, except for their 
kind buddies. 

•  Kind chickens go around the farmyard together with their 
proto-chicken buddies. When they see that here is a 
kernel of corn in front of their pals,  they cluck.  When the 
proto-chicken hears a cluck, it pecks. 
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Self-Attribution? 
So Kind chickens can tell: 

  a) When there is a kernel of corn in front (of themselves); 

  b) When there is a kernel of corn in front of their buddy 

We might say, in case b), that the buddy chicken attributes the 
property, “having a kernel of corn in front” to its proto-chicken pal.  
Should we then say that, in case a), the buddy chicken attributes, 
“having a kernel of corn in front” to itself? 

To say this would be to suggest some common element between the 
two situations that kind chicken keeps track of.  But this is a mistake.  
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Self-Attribution? 
 

When a Kind Chicken attributes “having a kernel in front” to his 
buddy,  that is because his buddy is playing a subject-relative role 
in its life; being the chicken seen and attended to.   

When a Kind Chicken realizes that there is a kernel in front of it, that 
is because visual episode provides the information that the chicken 
it is an episode in the life of, has a kernel in front of it. 

To attribute a property to itself, the chicken would need some way 
of thinking about itself as itself. 
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What we need 
Our cognitive needs are more complicated than the hens. We 
need two represent ourselves in two ways: 

  Primitively, as the hen does, as the subject who 
perceives, imagines, etc. 

  As an object in the situations represented. 

We need this because: 

  We get information about ourselves not just as the 
subject, but as a public objects (our name, e.g.) 

  For planning: we are not only agents, but objects the 
agent needs to deal with and plan around 
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BACK TO WITTGENSTEIN 

 
We get into the truth-conditions of our own beliefs in two different 
ways, into the full truth-conditions as subjects and, sometimes, into 
the incremental truth-conditions as objects. 

•  We are in the truth-conditions of our own thoughts and belief-
states as subjects, simply in virtue of being the owners of those 
states, as being the subjects who are in them.  

  We have to be for things to make any sense.  

   To be in the truth-conditions of our belief states as 
subjects, we need have no concept of ourselves, no mode 
of presentation of ourselves. 
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BACK TO WITTGENSTEIN 

 
•  We are in the truth conditions of our mental states as 

objects, when we think of ourselves via some subject-
relative role that we in fact occupy. 

  When we think via the role of self, identity with the 
subject, we have beliefs and thoughts that are about 
the self in the ordinary sense. 

  When we think of ourselves via other roles we may 
occupy, say, “the person the my wife is annoyed 
with”, we may or may not realize that we are thinking 
about ourselves. 
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BACK TO WITTGENSTEIN 

 
This is the elusiveness of the self, and the 
sense in which the self, that is the person 
doing the thinking and perceiving, is not in 
the world as the self finds it as other things 
are, but as the limit of that world. 

However, it doesn’t show that the self isn’t 
just the person. 
 

February 2014 
(APA) 

 
John Perry, `The Self as Subject and Objects 



Elusive Subjects   

---Every episode of thought, and every utterance, 
 has a full subject:  agent, time, place, as part 
 of its truth-conditions, below the horizon. 

---These can be articulated, so they are also above 
 horizon, but they are not thereby eliminated. 
 See Dunne. 

---The Philosophy of Time is rife with such 
 attempts, together with realizations that 
 they have failed.  Perhaps Ethics too. 
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