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Abstract

While many people think of self-knowledge as about having particular knowledge of oneself,
and contemporary philosophers think of self-knowledge as about knowing one’s own mental
states, historically, many thinkers have thought about self-knowledge as about knowing one’s
nature. This is clear in Thomas Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge. Yet how is knowing one’s
nature,which is one of the least individual aspects of oneself, self -knowledge rather thanmore
general anthropological knowledge? This article defends the idea that there is a knowledge
of one’s nature which qualifies as self-knowledge and not just anthropological knowledge. In
particular, it defends Aquinas’s conception of self-knowledge in dialogue with contemporary
epistemology and Leo Tolstoy’s ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’. It is argued that Aquinas’s account
of self-cognition describes a first-personal knowledge of our nature which is self -knowledge
insofar as it is acquired through reflection on one’s experience of oneself in contrast to third-
personal anthropological knowledge.
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When thinking about self-knowledge,many people think of a kind of individual knowl-
edge of oneself. Within academic philosophy, for example, self-knowledge is typically
about knowing one’s own mental states. How do I know my pains? How do I know my
beliefs? Is such knowledge introspective, and what exactly is introspection? Even
outside of academic literature people often conceive of self-knowledge as about know-
ing themselves as individuals in various ways. What kind of character do I have, for
example? Or what is my personality type?

Yet historically, many thinkers have taken a different approach to self-knowledge.
Thomas Aquinas,1 for example, asks: how is it that one comes to know one’s nature?

1Imakeuse of the following translations of Aquinas anduse the following abbreviations to refer to them
as indicated in parentheses. Aquinas, On Being and Essence, trans. by Joseph Bobik (Notre Damne, Indiana:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1965) (DEE); Truth. Vol I. & II. Questions I-IX & X-XX, trans. by Robert W.
Mulligan (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1952) (DV); Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. by Vernon J. Bourke
(Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1956) (SCG); Summa Theologica, trans. by Fathers of the English Dominican
Province (Christian Classics; Thomas More Publishing, 1981) (ST); On Evil, translated by Richard Regan,
edited with introduction and notes by Brian Davies (Oxford University Press, 2003) (DM).

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Provincial Council of the English Province
of the Order of Preachers.

https://doi.org/10.1017/nbf.2024.79 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0009-0002-8768-4400
mailto:mglaser7@fordham.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/nbf.2024.79&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/nbf.2024.79


14 Matthew Glaser

That is, Aquinas is concerned with how one comes to have ‘common’ or ‘universal’
knowledge of one’s soul which is shared in common with other human beings.2 More
specifically, his treatment of human self-cognition is focused on how we know the
intellectual aspect of our nature. Yet if self-knowledge is typically about knowing one-
self qua individual, and Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge is about knowing oneself
quahuman,why call Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge an account of self -knowledge
rather than an account of amethod for anthropology or something else?After all, one’s
nature is not something particular to oneself but something one shares in common
with all other human beings. As far as self -knowledge goes, such knowledge would
seem to be one of the least individual things one could know about oneself.

This paper sets out to defend knowing one’s nature as a kind of self -knowledge,
in particular Aquinas’s account of knowing one’s nature as a kind of self -knowledge.
Section 1 begins by distinguishing two features common to contemporary concep-
tions of self-knowledge, followed by an overview of Aquinas’s account. The question
of whether Aquinas’s account is an account of self -knowledge depends on whether it
shares in any of the features common to contemporary conceptions of self-knowledge.
In Section 2, I distinguish two ways of knowing one’s nature. To demonstrate the dis-
tinction, I present a case from literary fiction, Ivan Ilyich from Leo Tolstoy’s The Death
of Ivan Ilyich. Ivan provides an example of someone with knowledge of human nature
but who lacks self-knowledge of his own nature. In Section 3, I further argue that self-
knowledge of one’s nature can be distinguished from the more general knowledge of
one’s nature, which I call anthropological knowledge. Section 4 argues that reflection
on one’s experience provides first-personal ground that supports self-knowledge of
one’s nature. Further, I argue that Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge, insofar as it
takes self-awareness as a ground for self-knowledge, is an account of self -knowledge
in having first-personal in character.

1. Self -knowledge versus knowing one’s nature

In this section, I distinguish two features common to contemporary conceptions of
self-knowledge, give an overview of Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge, and ask
whether Aquinas’s conception shares the same features which are common to con-
temporary conceptions.

When working on a topic, it is sometimes helpful to ask people unfamiliar with
the topic for their intuitions. When I have asked such people what they think self-
knowledge is about or what comes to mind when they hear ‘self-knowledge’ their
answers vary. Some people think of self-knowledge as about knowing their personality.
What is my personality type? What kind of character do I have? Or again, some people
think of self-knowledge as about knowing what is important to themselves. What are
my values?What do I care aboutmost inmy life? Others think about self-knowledge as
about knowing one’s ‘self ’. What is it that makes me ‘me’ at my core? Who am I most
essentially?

While these responses vary, common to them all is the idea that self-knowledge is
particular. It is not about knowing personality types generally, but about knowing my

2Aquinas draws a distinction between ‘proper’ and ‘common’ knowledge of one’s soul in DV q. 10 a. 8
co. and a parallel distinction between ‘singular’ and ‘universal’ cognition of one’s soul in ST I q. 87 a. 1 co.
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personality. Likewise, to ask what makes me ‘me’ at my core is not to be concerned
with what makes others who they are essentially, but what it is that defines me as an
individual. Thus, there is a sense in which self-knowledge is self -knowledge because
it is knowledge of oneself which is particular and not knowledge of what applies to
others as well.

Particularity is also a prominent feature within discussions of self-knowledge in
academic philosophy. As Brie Gertler writes, ‘In philosophy, “self-knowledge” stan-
dardly refers to knowledge of one’s own mental states – that is, of what one is feeling
or thinking, or what one believes or desires’.3 Questions in this literature are focused
on how one has knowledge of the particular mental states of oneself rather than ques-
tions about the nature ofmental statesmore generally, and one can find others writing
on the topic using similar language about knowing one’s own mental states.4

Yet particularity is only one feature of self-knowledge. One might have knowl-
edge of oneself that is particular but fails to be known as about oneself. Consider, for
example, John Perry’s case of someone who chases a shopper spilling sugar, unaware
that they in fact are the shopper spilling sugar.5 Such a person might know some-
thing particular about herself insofar as she knows that someone (in fact herself) is
spilling sugar, but such knowledge is not self-knowledge because she does not know
that she is the one spilling sugar. Without knowing that she herself is spilling sugar,
her knowledge does not appear to be self-knowledge.

We can describe this aspect of self-knowledge as its first-personal character or its
‘first-personality’ to distinguish it from a knowledge of ourselves in which we are
unaware of ourselves as the subject of what we know. We use the first-person pronoun
‘I’ in expressing knowledge of ourselves when we think or say, ‘I am spilling sugar’
rather than third-person nouns such as ‘She is spilling sugar’ or indefinite pronouns
such as ‘Someone is spilling sugar’. It is not enough that I know that someonewho hap-
pens to beme is generous or that someone who happens to beme believes it is raining,
but I must know that I myself am generous or that I myself believe it will rain later
in order for my knowledge to be self-knowledge. Thus, first-personality is a second
feature of contemporary conceptions of self-knowledge in addition to particularity.

That these are the features of self-knowledge presents a conundrum when one
turns to certain historical figures, such as Thomas Aquinas, who think of self-
knowledge in a less particular way. In fact, the question that Aquinas addresses in
his texts on self-knowledge may strike a modern reader as quite odd. In these texts,
Aquinas is concernedwith the question ofwhether the intellectual soul ormind knows
itself through its essence or through some species.6 In order to understand why this is
the question Aquinas is concernedwith requires understanding the question’s broader

3Brie Gertler, ‘Self-Knowledge’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta
(Stanford, California: The Metaphysics Research Lab, Winter Edition, 2021. URL = https://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/win2021/entries/self-knowledge/), intro.

4For example, Alex Byrne, Transparency and Self-Knowledge (New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
2018), p. 1, ‘This book is about knowledge of one’s mental states; self-knowledge, as it is called in the
philosophical literature’. See also Ursula Renz, ‘Introduction’, in Self-Knowledge: A History, ed. by Ursula
Renz (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 2–3, and Quassim Cassam, ‘Introduction’, in
Self-Knowledge, ed. by Quassim Cassam (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,1994), p. 1.

5John Perry, ‘The Problem of the Essential Indexical’, Noûs, 13 (1979), 3.
6ST I q. 87 a. 1, DV q. 10 a. 8.
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context within Aquinas’s account of intellectual cognition and the peculiar place of
the human mind between the realms of material and purely intellectual beings. Only
after we understand Aquinas’s account better can we ask whether his conception of
self-knowledge shares the above features common to contemporary conceptions of
self-knowledge.

Aquinas’s treatment of the soul’s cognition of itself is situated within his broader
account of intellectual cognition. Intellectual cognition has the ‘quiddities’ of things as
its object.7 To cognize the quiddity of a thing is to know its nature or essence, which is
signified by the definition of a thing in terms of genus and species.8 In otherwords, it is
to know what makes a thing the kind of thing it is rather than to know it in its particu-
larity. In intellectual cognition, we are not concerned with an object insofar as it is this
particular object here and now, but rather with grasping it in a more abstract and uni-
versalway. For example, Imight hear and see this individual humanbeinghere andnow
through my senses, but then I might think about what makes this individual human
being a human being in intellectual cognition. In such cognition, we are concernedwith
understanding the essence of humanity itself rather than the particular individuals in
which it is instantiated. Thus, there is a broad sense in which questions about intellec-
tual self-cognitionmay be understood as questions about how one knows one’s nature,
or what Therese Cory has called ‘quidditative self-knowledge’ in Aquinas.9

Yet when Aquinas asks whether the intellectual soul knows itself through its
essence or through a species, he not asking about how an individual human knows her
nature generally speaking. Instead, he is asking how a specific aspect of one’s nature
is known: the nature of one’s mind or intellect. The way Aquinas formulates the ques-
tion in ST I q. 87 a. 1 and DV q. 10 a. 8 invites this focus. In ST I q. 87 a. 1 the question
is whether the intellectual soul knows itself through its essence and in DV q. 10 a. 8
the question is whether the mind knows itself through its essence or through some
species. Further, Aquinas’s answers to these questions describe a kind of knowledge of
the mind’s nature. In ST I q. 87 a. 1 co., he describes a kind of ‘universal’ knowledge of
the soul as a knowledge of the nature of the mind, and in DV q. 10 a. 8 co., he describes
the process of coming to know that the intellectual soul is immaterial. Again, such
knowledge is not a knowledge of all that is relevant to human nature. After all, human
beings are embodied, and thus understanding human nature involves understanding
thehumanbody, at least to someextent. Rather, as Therese Coryhas argued, the knowl-
edge Aquinas is focused on has to do with the aspect that differentiates us from other
ensouled creatures, the intellectual aspect.10 This is not to deny that self-knowledge,
broadly construed within Aquinas’s thought, is a kind of quidditative self-knowledge
concerned with knowing human nature, but Aquinas himself does not focus on this
broad knowledge of human nature in his texts on self-knowledge. Rather, he is more
specifically concerned with how we know the nature of our mind or intellect.

7ST I q. 85 a. 5 co. Aquinas specifies the proper object of the intellect as the ‘quiddities’ of things in
various places including ST I q. 85 a. 5 ad. 3, ST I q. 85 a. 6 co., and DV q. 1 a. 12 co.

8DEE Ch. 1.
9Therese Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014),

p. 174.
10Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge, pp. 174–82.
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So how do we know the nature of our mind or intellect? Aquinas starts his answer
to this question in ST I q. 87 a. 1 co. with the principle that ‘Everything is knowable
so far as it is in act, and not so far as it is in potentiality’. Just as we see a coloured
thing insofar as it is actually coloured and not just potentially coloured, so, too, our
intellectual cognition depends on its object being actually intelligible in order for us to
think about it. Thus, knowing the nature of our intellect depends on our intellect being
actually intelligible. For Aquinas, the case of our intellect’s intelligibility is a special
one because the human intellect stands between things which are actually intelligible
in themselves, such as angels, and things that are not intelligible in themselves, such
as material substances, such as cats.

On the onehand, Aquinas holds that immaterial substances, such as angels, in virtue
of their essence existing immaterially, are intelligible to themselves without the need
for a species of themselves.11 In other words, angels know themselves through their
essence because their essence is already intelligible to them or in ‘act’ in the order
of intelligible things.12 They do not need an intelligible species in addition to their
essence to know themselves, but through their essence, which is actually intelligi-
ble, they know themselves. On the other hand, material things are not intelligible in
themselves but only through another intellect’s activity. Humans know the natures of
material things through a process that beginswith sensitive experience of thematerial
thing. For example,we begin by seeing a cat.We thenproceed to abstract an intelligible
species of the thing from our sense experience of it, and it is through this intelligi-
ble species that we know the nature of the material thing.13 I abstract an intelligible
species of catness frommy sense experience of the cat, and this catness is the principle
of my intellectual operations in which I consider what makes cats the kinds of thing
they are. In short, we know the natures of material things through a species in virtue of
which they are intelligible.

The case of the human mind itself is different. It is not intelligible in its essence
because it is a power for understanding. As a power, its essence is to be in potentiality
to intelligible objects. This is why Aquinas describes the human intellect as like ‘prime
matter’ in the order of intelligibles in various places,14 and he says in ST I q. 87 a. 1
co. that the intellect has ‘in itself the power to understand, but not to be understood,
except as it is made actual’. Thus, our knowledge of our intellect is not like an angel’s
knowledge of itself, which is through its essence. Instead, our knowledge of our intel-
lect requires that our intellect be made actually intelligible. In this way, knowing the
nature of our intellect is more like knowing the nature of material things. Yet Aquinas
holds that our intellect is not made intelligible in the same way that material things
are made intelligible. We do not abstract an intelligible species of ourselves through

11ST I q. 56 a. 1 co.
12ST I q. 87 a. 1 co.
13ST I q. 85 a. 2 co. How exactly to understand the role of intelligible species in intellectual cognition is

a topic of scholarly debate. See Jeff Brower, Susan Brower-Toland, ‘Aquinas on Mental Representation:
Concepts and Intentionality’, The Philosophical Review, 117 (2008), pp. 193–243; John O’Callaghan, ‘The
Third Thing Thesis’, in Thomist Realism and the Linguistic Turn (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2003), pp. 159–96.

14ST I q. 87 a. 1 co. ‘Now the human intellect is only a potentiality in the genus of intelligible beings,
just as primary matter is a potentiality as regards sensible beings’. See also DV q. 10 a. 8 co.
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which we know the nature of our minds.15 Instead, Aquinas holds that the intellect is
made actually intelligible in its own act of understanding material things. That is, in
abstracting an intelligible species from sense experience the active power of our intel-
lect actualizes the passive power and thus moves itself from potentiality to actuality
in the order of intelligible things.16 Thus, our intellect is made intelligible through the
same intelligible species involved in understanding other things. Once it is intelligible,
we can proceed to know the nature of our intellect itself.

Aquinas further distinguishes two kinds of intellectual cognition once the intellect
is actually intelligible. There is a kind of ‘singular’ or ‘proper’ cognition of one’s intel-
lect, a cognition that it exists, and there is a kind of ‘universal’ or ‘common’ cognition
of one’s intellect, a cognition of what the nature of the mind is.17 The latter kind of
cognition is often referred to by scholars as a kind of self-knowledge, while the former
is referred to as a kind of self-awareness.18 In ST I q. 87 a. 1 co. Aquinas gives an exam-
ple of this ‘singular’ cognition, noting that ‘Socrates or Plato perceives that he has an
intellectual soul because he perceives that he understands’. The exact nature of this
self-awareness is debated by scholars, but it suffices for my purposes here to say that
it is a kind of knowledge that one has a mind or intellectual aspect to oneself in virtue
of one’s experience of one’s intellectual acts, as described above. Yet such cognition
does not yet describe how one comes to a knowledge of the mind’s nature.

We know the nature of ourmind, for Aquinas, through a ‘diligent and subtle’ inquiry
into our intellectual acts. We do not know the nature of our minds through some kind
of direct introspection, but, rather, we arrive at knowledge of our intellect’s nature
through a process of reflecting on our intellectual activities which are grounded in our
intellectual powers, which are themselves grounded in the nature of our soul. Aquinas
gives a helpful example of how we arrive at such knowledge in DV q. 10 a. 8 co., where
he describes how we come to know that the intellectual power or mind is immaterial.

Hence, our mind cannot so understand itself that it immediately apprehends
itself. Rather, it comes to a knowledge of itself through apprehension of other
things, just as the nature of first matter is known from its receptivity for forms
of a certain kind. This becomes apparent when we look at the manner in which
philosophers have investigated the nature of the soul. For, [1] from the fact that
the human soul knows the universal natures of things, they [2] have perceived

15DV q. 10 a. 8 ad s.c. 5.
16ST I q. 87 a. 1 co. ‘But as in this life our intellect has material and sensible things for its proper natural

object, as stated above, it understands itself according as it is made actual by the species abstracted from
sensible things, through the light of the active intellect, which not only actuates the intelligible things
themselves, but also, by their instrumentality, actuates the passive intellect. Therefore the intellect knows
itself not by its essence, but by its act’.

17The distinction is found in terms of ‘singular’ versus ‘universal’ in ST I q. 87 a. 1 co., in terms of ‘proper’
versus ‘common’ in DV q. 10 a. 8 co., and in terms of that versus what in SCG III Ch. 46.

18See Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge; Robert Pasnau, ‘Knowing the Mind’, in Thomas Aquinas on

Human Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 330–60; Christopher J. Martin, ‘Self-
Knowledge and Cognitive Ascent: Thomas Aquinas and Peter Olivi on the KK-Thesis’, in Forming the Mind:

Essays on the Internal Senses and the Mind/Body Problem from Avicenna to the Medical Enlightenment, ed. by H.
Lagerlund (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007), pp. 93–108; Daniel De Haan, ‘A Heuristic for Thomist Philosophical
Anthropology: Integrating Commensense, Experiential, Experimental, and Metaphysical Psychologies’,
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 92 (2022), pp. 163–213.
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that the species by which we understand is immaterial. Otherwise, it would be
individuated and so would not lead to knowledge of the universal. From the
immateriality of the species by which we understand, philosophers have under-
stood that [3] the intellect is a thing independent of matter. And from this they
have proceeded to [4] a knowledge of the other properties of the intellective
soul.19 (numbered brackets are mine)

That is, one comes to know a certain aspect of one’s nature – namely, that one’s
intellectual power or mind is immaterial – through considering one’s intellectual acts
themselves with their objects. Whether or not one agrees with Aquinas’s conclusion,
the process is clear. We begin with [1] some knowledge of the object of an act. From
this we come to [2] understand the nature of the act itself. Then we come [3] to know
the nature of the power for the act and ultimately, we arrive at [4] knowledge of our
nature more generally speaking. This process is prone to error,20 and what it delivers
is not a knowledge that is particular to oneself. That is, what we arrive at in knowing
the nature of our mind is a knowledge of one aspect of our nature, which is shared in
common with all other human beings.

In sum, we can see that what Aquinas is concerned with in texts such as ST I q. 87 a.
1 and DV q. 10 a. 8 is a kind of knowledge of the nature of one’s mind. This knowledge is
an instance ofwhatmight be described as amore general knowledge of one’s nature, or
as quidditative self-knowledge, and for Aquinas this specific knowledge of the nature
of one’s mind is acquired through a study of one’s intellectual acts.

It is worth noting here that Aquinas’s approach to self-knowledge in these ques-
tions is also situated within a historical context in which the nature of the mind and
knowledge of one’s nature more broadly are seen as important kinds of knowledge.
For example, Bonaventure’s Itinerarium Mentis in Deum describes a similar knowledge
of one’s mind, one that starts with knowledge of the world and then proceeds from
knowledge of themind to God.21 This progressive approach fromworld to mind to God
is similarly found in thewayAquinas’s text situates questions about one’s knowledge of
oneself in ST I q. 87 between questions of howmaterial things are known in ST I q. 84-86
and questions of how spiritual things are known, such as angels and God, in ST I q. 88.22

In turn, this framing plausibly traces back to Augustine’s description of hismental pro-
cession from the nature of things outside himself, to his own mind, and above to God
in Book 10 of the Confessions.23 Likewise, in Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy, Lady
Philosophy diagnoses Boethius’s woes as stemming fromhaving forgotten himself, not
so much as an individual, but as a creature of God and in his creaturely relationship
to God. In other words, it is Boethius’s forgetting certain aspects of his nature that

19DV q. 10 a. 8 co.
20ST I q. 87 a. 1 co., ‘Hence many are ignorant of the soul’s nature, and many have erred about it’.
21Bonaventure, Itinerarium Mentis in Deum, trans. by Zachary Hayes, introduction and commentary by

Philotheus Boehner (Saint Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute, Saint Bonaventure University, 2002).
22A similar approach is found in DV q. 10, where questions about how theminds knows itself in DV q. 10

a. 8 are situated between questions of how material things are known in DV q. 10 a. 4-6 and the question
of knowing God above in DV q. 10 a. 11-13.

23Augustine, Confessions, trans. by Thomas Williams (Hackett Publishing, 2019).
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is the cause of his troubles, rather than some fact particular to himself which he has
forgotten.24

With this context in mind, the question arises as to whether the kind of self-
knowledge found in Aquinas is in line with the conception of self-knowledge many
philosophers and non-philosophers are interested in today. As described above, con-
temporary conceptions of self-knowledge are characterized by their particularity
and first-personality. That is, self-knowledge is knowledge of what is particular to
oneself rather than knowledge of what one shares in common with others. Yet in
Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge, what is known is not particular. It is a knowl-
edge of something about oneself that one shares in common with all other human
beings. Further, it is not clear if such knowledge is ‘first-personal’ for Aquinas. Does
the method that Aquinas describes for how we know the nature of our mind deliver
a first-personal knowledge of our nature? What would it even mean to know one’s
nature first-personally? The next two sections distinguish two ways of knowing one’s
nature and in the process articulate what it means to have a first-personal knowl-
edge of one’s nature. I then return to Aquinas’s account in Section 4 and ask whether
the method Aquinas describes provides such first-personal knowledge of one’s
nature.

2. Anthropological knowledge versus self-knowledge of one’s nature

In this section, I put forward a distinction between two kinds of knowledge of one’s
own nature: first, what I call self-knowledge of one’s nature; second, what I call anthro-
pological knowledge of one’s nature. To illustrate this difference between self-knowledge
of one’s nature and anthropological knowledge, consider the main character of Leo
Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich. Set in mid-19th-century Russia, the story describes
the life of a court official, Ivan Ilyich, and, ultimately, his death. Ivan lives a rel-
atively normal life. He has ups and downs, gets married, and has a daughter. He
has various successes and failures over the course of his career. By the time he is
in middle age, things are going rather well for him. So he decides to refurbish his
house. In the process of hanging some new curtains, he knocks his side against a
piece of furniture. He experiences some minor pain at the time but thinks little of
it. Over the course of weeks and months, this minor pain develops and grows, getting
worse and worse. Ivan begins to obsess over the injury, and he begins to consider the
prospect that he might die. Faced with death, Ivan goes through a crisis, questioning
whether he has done well with his life, made the right decisions, and treated others
well.

One of the most interesting aspects of Ivan’s story is that prior to his injury, Ivan
had never considered his own mortality, but it is clear that he has known for quite
some time that human beings are mortal. The narrator says of Ivan,

24Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. by David R Slavitt (Harvard University Press, 2010), p. 24,
“‘And what is a man?’ she asked. ‘Are you askingme if I believe that man is amortal, rational animal? Both
of these things are certainly true.’ ‘But are you not something more?’ ‘I don’t think so, no.’ After a brief
pause, she said, ‘I see. And I understand the cause of your sickness. You have forgotten what you are. I see
why and how you are ill, and I also see the way to cure you…”.
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The syllogism he had learnt from Kiezewetter’s Logic: “Caius is a man, men are
mortal, therefore Caius ismortal” had always seemed tohimcorrect as applied to
Caius, but certainly not as applied to himself. That Caius – man in the abstract –
wasmortal, was perfectly correct, but he was not Caius, not an abstract man, but
a creature quite, quite separate from all others.25

That is, Ivan knew that Caius, an individual man, was mortal because Caius was a man,
and men are mortal. Yet for Ivan, Caius was not a concrete particular man, not one of
his friends or family. Rather, Caius was an individual man in the abstract. Thus, Ivan
recognizes that human beings are mortal and even recognizes the validity of the syllo-
gism, such that an individual who is human is mortal. But he fails to realize this about
himself, at least until he is facedwith the very real, concrete possibility that hewill die.
In other words, Ivan appears to have anthropological knowledge (prior to his disease)
of a certain fact about human nature, but he lacks self-knowledge of his own nature.

Further, this knowledge of his own mortality comes as a surprise to Ivan. As Ivan
goes on to say,

If I had to die like Caius I should have known it was so. An inner voice would have
told me so, but there was nothing of the sort in me, and I and all my friends felt
that our case was quite different from that of Caius. And now here it is!” he said
to himself. “It can’t be. It’s impossible! But here it is. How is this? How is one to
understand it?26

That is, Ivan is surprised to learn that he ismortal, despite knowing that human beings
are mortal generally speaking. That this fact held for Caius was obvious, but that it
held for himself less so. It seems like he should have known this about himself, but
such knowledge, apparently, is not innate (no ‘inner voice’ provided him with such
knowledge). Yet how exactly Ivan failed to know that he is mortal while knowing that
this fact of human nature applied to Caius is not altogether clear. Investigating this
failure will help clarify the distinction between anthropological knowledge and self-
knowledge of one’s nature.

3. First-personal knowledge of one’s own nature

In this section, I argue that self-knowledge of one’s nature is distinct from anthropo-
logical knowledge due to self-knowledge of one’s nature being a kind of first-personal
knowledge. In other words, self-knowledge of one’s nature has first-personal charac-
ter which distinguishes it from anthropological knowledge. In the course of making
this argument, I discuss Ivan’s failure to have self-knowledge of his nature.

In her discussion of what she calls ‘Socratic self-knowledge’, Ursula Renz pro-
vides a helpful discussion of the epistemic criteria for Socratic self-knowledge that

25Leo Tolstoy, ‘The Death of Ivan Ilych’, in The Death of Ivan Ilych and Other Stories (Signet Classics, 1960),
p. 131.

26Tolstoy, ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’, p. 132.
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we can apply to knowledge of one’s nature.27 Renz argues that to have Socratic self-
knowledge is not just to affirm the truth of some proposition about human nature but
to acknowledge such a fact as applying to oneself in self-referential I-thoughts.28 Thus,
Renz describes the epistemic conditions for Socratic self-knowledge as involving two
criteria,

(i) (S if F) is not known by S’s being F, but a posteriori; and
(ii) S knows, (s)he* is F.29

Condition (i) is an empirical condition on Socratic self-knowledge, similar to Aquinas’s
position thatwe knowournature through considering our actions rather than innately
or by some direct introspection of our nature. In Ivan’s case, his simply being human
and, thus, being mortal does not mean he automatically or easily knows that he is
mortal. Instead, some effort is required to acquire this knowledge.

Condition (ii) employs terminology from Hector-Neri Castañeda to indicate not
only that S knows she is F, but that S knows she herself (she*) is F.30 Consider again John
Perry’s example of the shopper who chases after someone spilling sugar, unaware that
the someone spilling sugar is herself.31 The shopper might know that she is spilling
sugar insofar as she is aware that someone is spilling sugar, and the referent of this
someone is herself. Yet this is not to know that she herself is spilling sugar.

In a similar way, it is not enough for S to know some fact about her nature, F, but
she must know it is she herself who is F. In Ivan’s case, it is not enough that he knows
that humans are mortal to know that he himself is mortal, even if his knowledge of
human mortality is in fact a knowledge of himself, in virtue of being human. That is,
in having this anthropological knowledge, Ivan has knowledge of himself insofar as he
is an individual human falling under the scope of what he knows, but this is not self-
knowledge. If Ivan’s knowledge that humans are mortal amounted to self-knowledge,
then Ivan would not have been surprised when he learns that he himself is mortal in
the course of his disease. Instead, Ivan’s knowledge that he himself is mortal appears
to be a new instance of knowledge, distinct from his prior knowledge that humans are
mortal.

Still, even if Ivan’s knowledge of human mortality is distinct from the knowledge
that he himself is mortal, how does Ivan fail to know that he himself is mortal?
One possibility is that Ivan lacks knowledge with first-personal content necessary
to infer from his third-personal knowledge to a first-personal self-knowledge. More
specifically, Ivan’s failure would seem to stem from a lack of first-personal knowl-
edge such as ‘I am human’, which would be necessary to infer from ‘Humans are
mortal’ to ‘I am mortal’. In other words, Ivan’s failure seems to stem from a fail-
ure to know, in first-personal terms, that he is human. With respect to Caius, Ivan

27Ursula Renz, ‘Self-Knowledge as Personal Achievement’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 117
(2017), pp. 253–72.

28Renz, ‘Self-Knowledge as Personal Achievement’, p. 258.
29Renz, ‘Self-Knowledge as Personal Achievement’, p. 262.
30Hector-Neri Castañeda, “‘He”: A Study in the Logic of Self-Consciousness’, Ratio 8 (1966), pp. 130–57,

reprinted in Self-Reference and Self-Awareness, ed. by Andrew Brook and Richard C. DeVidi (Amsterdam,
Netherlands: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2001), pp. 51–79.

31Perry, ‘The Problem of the Essential Indexical’, p. 3.
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is able to recognize that Caius is mortal because he knows that humans are mor-
tal, and he knows that Caius is human. But in his own case, oddly, he seems to lack
this knowledge that he is human. This possibility is supported by the text inso-
far as Ivan feels that his case is ‘quite different from that of Caius’. That is, Ivan
may have never entertained the proposition that he himself is human, and thus he
never thought of his situation as like that of Caius in the syllogism from his logic
textbook.

That said, it is of course difficult to imagine that Ivan, or any mature human being,
might lack the knowledge that they are human. That is, it is implausible that Ivan
lacked knowledge with first-personal content such as ‘I am human’ and thus failed
to know ‘I am mortal’. For presumably Ivan would readily affirm a proposition such
as ‘I am human’ prior to his disease yet nonetheless have failed to conclude that
he himself is mortal. Rather, the issue appears to be with Ivan’s failure to entertain
knowledge of human nature in a first-personal way or mode. Although Ivan enter-
tains the knowledge that humans are mortal third-personally when he affirms that
Caius is mortal in virtue of Caius being human, he does not entertain that he him-
self is mortal in virtue of knowing that humans are mortal and knowing that he is
human. Such a failure might strike us as odd, but it is not any odder than other cases
in which we fail to draw inferences that seem obvious once they are drawn. For exam-
ple, I might know (a) my grandfather died at 91 and (b) James Earl Jones died at 93,
but not conclude (c) James Earl Jones was older than my grandfather when he died. I
might not have considered the relationship between (a) and (b) and thus never con-
cluded (c) even though the conclusion is obvious when one jointly brings the facts
together.

In a similar way, I might know that humans are fallible, and I might know that I
am human, but if I never consider these facts together, I may never draw the conclu-
sion that I am fallible. In Ivan’s case prior to his disease, he might know that humans
are mortal and that he is human, but without ever considering these facts together,
he fails to draw the conclusions that he is mortal. Thus, even if one has anthropo-
logical knowledge, and this knowledge in fact is applicable to oneself, to have such
knowledge is not the same as to entertain it as applicable to oneself first-personally.
To do so is to have self-knowledge of one’s nature rather than anthropological
knowledge.

4. Coming to know one’s nature as self-knowledge

Granted that there is a distinction between anthropological knowledge and a first-
personal self-knowledge of one’s nature, we might ask how it is that we acquire such
first-personal knowledge. In this section, I considerwhat is involved in coming to know
one’s nature as self-knowledge. I begin by considering the suggestion that reflection
on one’s own experiences is one method for acquiring self-knowledge of one’s nature.
I then turn to Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge and argue that the method that
Aquinas describes for knowing the nature of our mind is sufficient for arriving at a
first-personal knowledge of oneself.

While Renzdoes not directly address howwecome tohavefirst-personal knowledge
of ourselves in her account of Socratic self-knowledge, what she says about the role of
reflection in earlymodernphilosophyprovides a starting point for howwemight come
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to first-personal knowledge of our nature.32 For example, Renz describes how the use
of the first-person voice in Descartes’sMeditations on First Philosophy invites readers to
reflect on their own experiences of epistemic fallibility.33 That is, while readers may
have known prior to reading theMeditations that humans are epistemically fallible, or
capable of having false beliefs, Descartes’ prose prompts readers to reflect on their
own experiences and thus to entertain not just the fact that humans are epistemically
fallible but that oneself is epistemically fallible as well.

Reflection on one’s own experience may, therefore, provide first-personal grounds
fromwhich to proceed to a self-knowledge of one’s nature, and not just to an anthropo-
logical knowledge. Consider now Ivan’s case again. It is the experience of his disease
that leads to Ivan knowing that he himself is mortal. The first way this might have
happened may have been through (1) reflective investigation of his experience. Ivan
gets sick, and he thinks to himself ‘I am sick. This disease of mine is life threatening. I
may die’, and such reflection supports his conclusion, ‘I am mortal’. The second way
this may have happened is that (2) reflecting on his experience prompts him to infer
that he is mortal. While Ivan already knows that ‘Humans are mortal’ and that ‘I am
a human’, the experience of his disease prompts him to infer ‘I am mortal’ from this
knowledge he already possessed.

In the first case, the way Ivan arrives at knowledge that he is mortal is wholly first-
personal, proceeding from first-personal thoughts and knowledge of himself that lead
him to conclude that he ismortal. In the second case, theway Ivan arrives at knowledge
that he is mortal is partially first-personal, proceeding from third-personal knowledge
of human nature and arriving at first-personal knowledge of himself via the first-
person knowledge that he is human.While bothways of arriving at knowledge of one’s
own nature are possible, the key point is that in either case it is reflection from one’s
own perspective that provides a first-personal basis from which one can know some-
thing about oneself as such and not just that some proposition about human nature is
true.

The question is whether Aquinas’s account of how we know the nature of our mind
describes a self-knowledge of our nature or anthropological knowledge. Even though
Aquinas does not emphasize the need for reflection in his account of self-knowledge,
the idea that reflection on our own actions might provide a first-personal grounds for
our knowledge can be seen in the way Aquinas contrasts the kind of knowledge angels
and devils have of an individual human’s soul from an individual’s knowledge of her
own soul in DM q. 16 a. 8, as well as the role of what was described as ‘singular’ or
‘proper’ cognition of oneself in ST I q. 87 a. 1 and DV q. 10 a. 8.

In DM q. 16 a. 8, Aquinas argues that while devils can know the nature of an indi-
vidual’s soul better than any human being, they lack a knowledge of an individual’s
cogitationes cordium or ‘secret thoughts’. Therese Cory interprets Aquinas as argu-
ing here for a distinction between devils as having knowledge of the soul’s nature
and the forms which may exist within the soul versus a human individual’s first-
person perspective on her interior thoughts insofar as the individual herself uses such

32Renz, ‘Self-Knowledge as Personal Achievement’, pp. 258–61.
33Renz, ‘Self-Knowledge as Personal Achievement’, pp. 258–9. Rene Descartes, Meditations on First

Philosophy in The Philosophical Writing of Descartes, trans. and ed. by John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff,
and Dugald Murdoch, Volume II (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1984).
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forms.34 In forwarding her interpretation of Aquinas, Cory, rightly, I think, highlights
DM q. 16 a. 8 ad. 7, where Aquinas responds to an objection that argues that because
devils have a greater knowledge of the soul than humans do, and our thoughts are
in our soul, then devils must know our thoughts.35 In reply, Aquinas maps the differ-
ence between a devil’s knowledge of an individual’s thoughts and an individual’s own
knowledge of her thoughts onto the distinction between self-knowledgewhich is ‘com-
mon’ or ‘universal’, as described above, and a kind of self-awareness which Aquinas
describes as ‘proper’ or ‘singular’.36 That is, angels or others might know the nature of
the soul or human nature just as well, if not better, than we do, but only the individual
herself has a knowledge of her thoughts and actions from a first-person perspective as
an agent.

That is, an angel might know that the human mind is immaterial, for example, but
the angel cannot know this through a personal reflection on human thought. Only the
individual herself can reflect on the experience of her ownmind, and thus arrive at the
knowledge that her mind is immaterial. An individual’s perspective on her thoughts
provides herwith a first-personal basis fromwhich she can proceed in reflective inves-
tigation of her thoughts to know that hermind is immaterial. In otherwords, when one
reasons from an experience of one’s thinking, ‘I am thinking about cats’, to draw con-
clusions such as ‘The object ofmy thought is universal’ and ‘My act of thought must be
immaterial’ and ‘My soul itself must be immaterial’, one develops a knowledge of one’s
own nature that is first-personal, i.e., a self-knowledge of one’s own nature.

In contrast, while angels might know that the human soul is immaterial, their
knowledge is not a knowledge of human nature that can be entertained first-
personally. They do not arrive at such knowledge from the first-person experience of
human thought but from intelligible species of human nature that exists in their own
mind.37 Yet, as described in Section 1, we do not know the nature of our intellect by
having an intelligible species of our nature but through the intelligible species that
we abstract from sense experience. This intelligible species actualizes our intellect,
and thus our intellect is intelligible to us in our reflection on it, from our perspective
as the one thinking. Thus, although Aquinas distinguishes two kinds of intellectual
self-cognition, these two kinds of self-cognition are related in an important way. The
self-awareness of our minds that we have through the experience of our intellectual
acts provides a first-personal ground for the quidditative knowledge of our intellect’s
nature and, thus, a self-knowledge of our own nature.

5. Conclusion

Contemporary conceptions of self-knowledge are particular and first-personal. They
are about knowing what is particular to oneself and knowing it as about one’s very
self. In contrast, Aquinas’s account of self-knowledge is focused on how we know our
own nature, and, more specifically, how we come to know the nature of our minds.

34Therese Cory, ‘Attention, intentionality, andmind-reading inAquinas’s DeMalo, q. 16, a. 8’ inAquinas’s

Disputed Questions on Evil: A Critical Guide, ed. by M. V. Dougherty (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2015), pp. 183–9.

35Cory, ‘Mind-Reading in Aquinas’s De Malo’, pp. 185–6.
36DM q. 16 a. 8 ad. 7.
37ST I q. 57 a. 1 ad. 3.
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Thus, it might appear that Aquinas’s conception of self-knowledge is quite different
from contemporary conceptions. While it is true that Aquinas’s conception lacks the
particularity of contemporary conceptions, it is a self -knowledge insofar as it is a first-
personal conception of how we know our nature. This first-personal knowledge of
one’s nature derives from reflecting on experiences of oneself, andwe can see the first-
personal aspect of Aquinas’s account in the way that self-awareness of one’s actions
provides a first-personal ground for reflective self-investigation into one’s nature. In
other words, what is required for our knowledge of our nature to be self -knowledge
is a reflection on its truth in our own lives, a reflection on the experience of our own
thoughts, actions, and feelings from which we arrive at a self-knowledge of our own
nature.
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