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Introspection is a method of accessing the contents of the mind. The nature of
this access can be categorized into two main perspectives: the first group relates
to explanations that consider introspection to be similar to perception, with the
difference that the direction of the gaze is inward, not outward. For this reason,
they are also known as “inner sense” explanations. The second group are
explanations that consider introspection to be a kind of direct acquaintance and
understanding of mental states. Believers in the second group, unlike the first
group, rule out the possibility of error in introspection. David Armstrong
belongs to the first group and Sidney Shoemaker to the second. Although
Armstrong's claim is not without its flaws and sometimes even contradicts
common intuition, it seems that the challenges facing Shoemaker are much
deeper. The most important challenge for him is that his arguments - even
assuming apparent clarity and solidity - are ultimately based on first-person
testimony rather than objective facts, and therefore are much more difficult, if
not impossible, to prove. Our goal in this article is to formulate the opposition
between these two ideas in an analytical-critical manner and to criticize them
as much as possible, and to show that the problem of introspection cannot be
solved in the realm of the mind.

Cite this article: Hosseini, S. M.; Sufiani, M. & Asghari, M. (2025). The Distinction between a ‘Mental State’ and ‘Our Belief
about It’ in the Thought of Armstrong and Shoemaker. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 19 (52), 161-
178. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2025.65889.4003

© The Author(s).

Publisher: University of Tabriz.



https://orcid.org/0009-0003-6446-8868
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1800-8943
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3874-4702

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz, Volume 19, Issue 52, 2025. pp. 161-178 162

Extended Abstract

As human beings, we are confronted with two realms: the inner realm and the outer realm. Our
connection with the outer world is through "perception," and our connection with the inner world
is through "introspection. There are two main explanations for introspection; (1) acquaintance
explanations. In these explanations, a person's access to the contents of his own mind is direct, and
therefore the possibility of error is eliminated. This access is fundamentally different from their
access to the outside world, as occurs in perception. (2) Inner-sense explanations. In these
explanations, a person's access to the contents of his or her own mind is similar to perception: a
kind of inner sense that looks inward instead of outward. There is a possibility of error in these
explanations.

David Armstrong is one of the prominent materialist figures who has a particular view of
introspection. In his view, introspection is a self-scanning process that occurs in the brain. In his
view, a person's belief that he is having a feeling does not logically entail that he is having that
feeling. So we can distinguish between "being in a mental state” and "a person's introspective
belief that they are in that mental state.

Shoemaker does not accept this distinction. He presents two arguments to support his claim:
the self-blindness theory and the constitutive theory. The essence of the self-blindness theory is
this: people who are blind in their heads are as rational as anyone else, the only difference being
that they lack the necessary mechanisms to recognize the states of their environment. Shoemaker
says that we cannot extend this blindness to the inside the mind, because someone who is rational
certainly has the necessary mechanism to see and recognize his own mental states. So self-
blindness is impossible. In short, we do not introspect our "self" as we perceive external objects.

In Constitutive Theory, Shoemaker shows the connection between rationality and self-
knowledge. Thus, if a rational thinking being is in a certain mental state, it knows that it is in that
state. If something causes a rational being to feel pain, it will certainly believe that it is in pain.
This process is automatic and does not need to be induced. Shoemaker argues that "mental state
P" and "my introspective belief in mental state P" have a core realization, not that one is the cause
of the other: they come and go together. Strictly speaking, there is no distinction at this level.

So can Armstrong's self-observation theory be accepted, but not the possibility of self-
blindness? It seems possible, since we (as rational subjects) can have an introspective belief in a
mental state but not actually have that mental state. There is no logical contradiction in this
assumption. For example, it is possible to have an introspective belief that we are in pain, but not
actually have the mental state of pain. Imagine, for example, a doctor telling a patient that every
itch is a sensation of pain, however slight. From now on, this patient will experience pain whenever
he pitches, and as a result, his belief that he is experiencing pain is often false.

But let us assume that Shoemaker is right, and that wherever there is a "certain mental state,"
there is also a "belief in it," and that the two are not separate. What problem does this assumption
pose for Armstrong's view? Let us examine this problem from the two perspectives of presence
and absence. By presence, we mean when a "certain mental state™ and a "belief in it" coexist. This
co-presence and co-existence are also present in Armstrong's self-scanning theory. Wherever a
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particular state is present, the belief in it is also present. Although the two are distinct and therefore
subject to error (e.g., it is an itch and we mistake it for pain), they are still present together.

The "lack™ argument is a bit different. In Shoemaker's view, if a "certain mental state™ does not
exist, then the "belief in it" does not necessarily and a priori exist. But on Armstrong's theory, this
self-inspection of mental states in the brain must be constantly going on in order for a person to
notice the absence of the mental state on which the belief is based. This may complicate
Armstrong's work, but it does not invalidate it. Shoemaker's view simply gives us a better and
simpler explanation. Armstrong believes that Shoemaker's claim is reminiscent of Berkeley's
ingenious but sophistical argument that a thing cannot exist without thought, because when one
tries to imagine such a thing, one automatically thinks of it. Simply put, Shoemaker presupposes
unity of mind, but this is itself controversial and cannot be taken a priori.

Shoemaker presupposes the unity of consciousness, which in turn presupposes that the mind is
nonphysical. But this is a philosophical issue that needs to be discussed and proven, and cannot be
taken for granted, especially when the person you are dealing with is a staunch materialist
philosopher. However, Shoemaker's arguments against Armstrong seem quite strong and
defensible. The least of their faults is that they either presuppose the locus of the argument, or
sometimes even presuppose the confiscation of the desired, or deadlock the discussion by imposing
an a priori assumption-such as the core realization.
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