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Abstract
This paper examines the link between Immanuel Kant’s notion of transcenden-
tal self-consciousness and Dan Zahavi’s notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness 
in order to address the problem of reflection. Zahavi emphasizes the identity in 
pre-reflective self-consciousness, according to which the subject is conscious of 
itself as the one undergoing an experience, that is the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience. 
Reflection marks a difference between the subject and its experience, objectify-
ing the experience. The problem of reflection has to do with how the identity in 
pre-reflective self-consciousness makes possible a difference in reflection. The pre-
liminary solution Zahavi gives is to consider pre-reflective self-consciousness as 
internally differentiated. However, a more systematic account is needed. We turn 
to Kant and adopt a first-order reading of transcendental self-consciousness, ac-
cording to which self-consciousness is intrinsic to the act of synthesis rather than 
a second-order consciousness of it. Transcendental self-consciousness is a formal 
givenness—an immediate, non-objectifying mode through which I am conscious 
of myself. We argue that Kant’s distinction between transcendental self-conscious-
ness and the self-consciousness of the intuitive understanding offers resources to 
solve the problem. Transcendental self-consciousness is outward while the self-
consciousness of the intuitive understanding is inward. The outwardness of tran-
scendental self-consciousness amounts to its self-enlargement, accounting for the 
internal differentiation of pre-reflective self-consciousness. The proposed solution 
not only clarifies the transition from pre-reflective self-consciousness to reflection 
but also underscores the relevance of Kantian insights for phenomenological discus-
sions on subjectivity.
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1  Introduction

How can we account for the arising of reflection out of the workings of pre-reflective 
consciousness? Reflection implies some sort of division between what we may pro-
visionally set as that aspect of consciousness that is reflecting, and that aspect of 
consciousness upon which reflection is directed. A fundamental credo, though, of 
several phenomenologists is that consciousness in its ordinary, pre-reflective, activi-
ties is characterized by a unity that shuns the internal duality of subject and object. 
However, that does not entail that consciousness is ever unconscious; even at the 
pre-reflective level, consciousness is somehow conscious of itself as being engaged 
with the world.

In a series of important papers, Dan Zahavi has articulated an account of pre-
reflective self-consciousness that highlights the importance of the ‘for-me-ness’ of 
experience at the level of pre-reflective self-consciousness. Zahavi has argued for the 
need to establish the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience to explain the first-person perspec-
tive we enjoy in our consciousness.

The question of this paper is whether and how Kant’s discussion of transcenden-
tal self-consciousness can enrich Dan Zahavi’s discussion of a problem regarding 
pre-reflective self-consciousness.1 The traditional reading of Kant’s notion of self-
consciousness takes it to be a purely formal feature of the understanding. On the other 
hand, Zahavi takes pre-reflective self-consciousness to involve a direct sense of self, 
that is the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience. But what would it mean to ascribe an experi-
ential dimension to Kant’s formal self-consciousness? Such an interpretation seems 
to contradict Kant’s fundamental distinctions between the ‘form’ and the ‘content’ of 
experience; and by proposing an option that combines the two would take us away 
from Kant’s key moves in the Critique of Pure Reason.

Nevertheless, Zahavi himself has shown sympathy to Kant’s critical project, while 
in recent years interpretations of transcendental self-consciousness have been put 
forward by Kant scholars that partly echo Zahavi’s discussion of self-conscious-
ness. Andrew Brook, for instance, has argued that transcendental self-consciousness 
anticipates the concept of immunity to error through misidentification (IEM) (Brook, 
1994). Zahavi, on his part, takes pre-reflective self-consciousness to exhibit IEM and 
is sympathetic to Brook’s reading of Kant’s self-consciousness (Zahavi, 2020, pp. 
6–8 and Zahavi, 2015b, p. 641). In a response to his critics, Zahavi has also stressed 
the need to locate pre-reflective self-consciousness within the broader philosophi-
cal tradition he is drawing from, including Kant, and to provide a more theoretical 
understanding of self-consciousness that is not exclusively focused on fine phenom-
enological descriptions (Zahavi, 2018, p. 717). Moreover, some scholars have argued 
either explicitly (Forgione, 2020) or implicitly (Crone, 2012) for a link between Kant 
and Zahavi when it comes to self-consciousness.

More generally, there has been an attempt to locate a pre-reflective feature of 
Kant’s self-consciousness in the Paralogisms chapter (Crone, 2012). Other textual 
sources, particularly the B-Deduction, offer relevant insights. Section 16, in particu-

1  Whenever the term ‘self-consciousness’ appears in the paper and it is related to Kant’s discussion of it, 
it refers to transcendental self-consciousness.
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lar, has been interpreted as presenting the ‘I-think’ as embodying a first-person per-
spective that arises through the act of combining representations (Carl, 1997). Also, 
self-consciousness has been interpreted as being at the same level as the first-order 
synthetic act, highlighting the intimate relationship between synthesis and self-con-
sciousness (Allison, 2015). We call this interpretation of self-consciousness the ‘first-
order interpretation’ and in the remainder of the paper we follow it.

However, most interpretations eventually give way to a functionalist reading of 
self-consciousness in the Deduction and turn to the Paralogisms as a more robust 
source for a pre-reflective reading of Kant’s self-consciousness. This paper argues 
that we can find in the Deduction, too, insights that shed light into the nature of pre-
reflective self-consciousness.

More specifically, in what follows we relate Kant’s view of self-consciousness to 
what Zahavi called ‘the problem of reflection’ (Zahavi, 2020, p. 41, Zahavi, 2007, 
pp. 281-2). Reflection is an act in which the self becomes thematized. For example, I 
reflect on the activity of typing on my laptop. I take a distance from myself and I am 
conscious of myself as an object. Reflection establishes a difference between the one 
who reflects and the one who is reflected upon. When talking of reflection, we focus 
on its structural characteristics, i.e. its difference. We do not have in mind a specific 
kind of reflection, say philosophical. Zahavi widens the scope of reflection by refer-
ring, for example, to bodily, deliberative, intersubjective or narrative reflections.2

Now, Zahavi argues that a basic form of self-consciousness grounds reflection. 
Reflection is based on a consciousness of myself as a subject. What is this self-
consciousness? This self-consciousness is a pre-reflective self-consciousness which 
does not objectify the self. Pre-reflective self-consciousness accounts for the identity 
between the subject and the object of the experience. But what exactly is the rela-
tion between pre-reflective self-consciousness and reflection? How can the identity 
in pre-reflective self-consciousness give rise to a difference in reflection? This is the 
problem of reflection. Zahavi notes that it remains a problem, insofar as previous 
accounts do not sufficiently make clear this relation.3

It should be noted that the problem of reflection, as addressed in this paper, is not 
about whether reflective acts distort experience or whether they accurately repro-
duce it. Following Zahavi’s clarification, reflection accentuates structures of the pre-
reflective experience (Zahavi, 2015a, pp. 186-7).4 When I reflect on my typing, I 
make explicit aspects of the experience that were implicitly mine. The challenge is to 
explain the transition from an implicit identity to an explicit difference.

Zahavi’s preliminary solution is to imbue a difference within the identity of pre-
reflective self-consciousness. Pre-reflective self-consciousness is internally differen-
tiated so that it can enable the difference to be found in reflection. Otherwise, the 
relation in question remains mysterious. In other words, there is an internal distance 
between the self and its consciousness without the mediation of something else, say a 
concept. However, Zahavi admits that a more systematic solution is needed.

2  Zahavi, 2005, p. 91. Bodily: Zahavi, 2020, pp. 111 − 12. Intersubjective: Zahavi, 2014, p. 141. Narrative: 
Zahavi, 2005, p. 108.

3  Zahavi criticizes the Heidelberg school. Zahavi, 2007, p. 278.
4  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for helping us clarify this.

1 3



K. Morfis, A. Hatzimoysis

We argue that we can find in Kant a distinction between two kinds of self-conscious-
ness that can substantiate this solution. In the B-Deduction, Kant juxtaposes the self-
consciousness of the intuitive understanding (henceforth intuitive self-consciousness) 
to transcendental self-consciousness. The former is about a consciousness that stays 
within itself, while the latter has to do with a consciousness that enlarges itself. The 
former is inward while the latter is outward. It is the outwardness of transcendental 
self-consciousness which clarifies the transition from pre-reflective self-consciousness 
to reflection: self-consciousness already contains a movement of self-enlargement, 
a dynamic openness that combines difference with identity. Therefore, the split in 
reflection is traced back to the self-enlargement of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

The structure of the paper is the following. We first present Zahavi’s account of 
pre-reflective self-consciousness. Secondly, we discuss the problem of reflection. We 
then turn to Kant’s account of self-consciousness. Afterwards, we delve into the lit-
erature that links these two accounts. Subsequently, we respond to an objection to this 
link. In the next step, we provide a reading of the distinction between transcenden-
tal self-consciousness and intuitive self-consciousness, responding to the objection 
claiming that Kant does not thematize pre-reflective self-consciousness. This takes us 
to the solution of the problem. We end with some concluding remarks.

2  Zahavi on pre-reflective self-consciousness

What is pre-reflective self-consciousness? Zahavi states that:

One can get a bearing on the notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness by 
contrasting it with reflective self-consciousness. If you ask me to give you a 
description of the pain I feel in my right foot, or of what I was just think-
ing about, I would reflect on it and thereby take up a certain perspective that 
was one order removed from the pain or the thought. Thus, reflective self-con-
sciousness is at least a second- order cognition. It may be the basis for a report 
on one’s experience, although not all reports involve a significant amount of 
reflection. In contrast, pre-reflective self-consciousness is pre-reflective in the 
sense that (1) it is an awareness we have before we do any reflecting on our 
experience; (2) it is an implicit and first-order awareness rather than an explicit 
or higher-order form of self-consciousness (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2023).

 and 

If we are to understand what it means to be self-aware, it might be useful to 
point to the contrast between intentionality, which is characterized by a dif-
ference between the subject and the object of experience, and self awareness, 
which implies some form of identity (Zahavi, 2020, p.17).5

5 Throughout the years, Zahavi uses the term‘self-awareness’ interchangeably with the term ‘self-con-
sciousness’. To keep up with Kant’s notion of transcendental self-consciousness, we use the term‘self-
consciousness’. 
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Zahavi views pre-reflective self-consciousness as an immediate identity between 

subject and object, unmediated by concepts. It is a direct acquaintance with oneself, 
unlike reflection, which introduces conceptualization and distance. In pre-reflective 
self-consciousness, the consciousness I have of myself is the I experience I have of 
myself without taking a stance on myself—I simply am my experience. For instance, 
I do not need to look at my hands to be aware of them; my experience of them is 
immediate. This self-consciousness carries a for-me-ness, meaning it is always some-
thing for me.

But what is the self, for Zahavi? He has coined the term ‘minimal self’ to refer to 
the self that is involved in pre-reflective self-consciousness. The self is part and par-
cel of any experiential episode and cannot be located via conceptualization since that 
would make it dependent on reflection. In that sense, pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness does not refer to a consciousness of a self that is out there, independent of the 
experience one undergoes (Zahavi, 2005, p. 146). The ‘minimal’ in the ‘minimal self’ 
answers the following question: what is the least you can make do with and still call 
an experience an experience that a self has? There is an identity in pre-reflective self-
consciousness between a consciousness and a self but such identity cannot be further 
substantiated by hypostasizing the self. Indeed, Zahavi’s remarks on pre-reflective 
self-consciousness aim not to hypostasize an entity that is within us which is discon-
nected from our experiences. In his words:

To be self-aware is not to apprehend a pure self apart from the experience, but 
to be acquainted with an experience in its first-personal mode of givenness, that 
is, from “within.” The subject or self referred to in self-awareness is not some-
thing apart from or beyond the experience, nor is it a new and further experi-
ence, but simply a feature or function of its givenness (Zahavi, 2020, p. 14).

Therefore, the ‘self’ of ‘self-consciousness’ has to do with the experience. It is a fea-
ture of the givenness of experience. This givenness is not the givenness of reflection 
(Zahavi, 2004). It refers to the ‘how’ of experience and not to the ‘what’ of reflection. 
There is a difference between my seeing of a green mango and your seeing of a green 
mango. What is it that can account for such difference? It is the subject’s immediate 
acquaintance with experience that accounts for such difference.

We can preliminary understand why pre-reflective self-consciousness grounds 
reflection by noticing that whatever I reflect upon, this reflected-upon is always 
related to me. The reflection on my typing presupposes that I am pre-reflectively 
conscious of typing as a typing that I am doing. I am pre-reflectively conscious of 
myself as the subject of the experience and not as the object of the experience. Zahavi 
argues that pre-reflective self-consciousness cannot be explained by a higher-order 
thought distinct from experience itself. This is what the so-called higher-order theo-
rists of consciousness do but fall into an infinite regress.6 For, if that was the case then 
this higher-order thought would create a distance between the experience and the 

6  Zahavi takes, among others, David Armstrong to be a proponent of the higher-order theory. See Arm-
strong, 1968.
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‘for-me-ness’ of it. The ‘for-me-ness’ would come about by a thought that would be 
different from the experience. So, in order to bridge the gap we would need to posit 
an additional thought. But this would lead us to posit an infinite amount of thoughts 
just to explain the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience.

Zahavi’s notion of ‘for-me-ness’ aligns with Shoemaker’s notion of Immunity to 
Error through Misidentification (IEM) by grounding first-person judgments in pre-
reflective self-consciousness. This IEM feature of pre-reflective self-consciousness is 
important since it is the bridge that connects Kant’s notion of self-consciousness with 
Zahavi’s notion of self-consciousness. Shoemaker argues that judgments like “I am 
thinking” are immune to misidentification because they do not rely on identification 
(Shoemaker, 1968, p. 558). The subject cannot be mistaken with regards to the one 
that is thinking. Similarly, in pre-reflective self-consciousness the subject is always 
implicitly aware of itself in experience, echoing IEM’s structural basis. By emphasiz-
ing the lived, first-personal nature of consciousness, Zahavi reveals IEM as rooted in 
the very nature of subjective experience (Zahavi, 2020, pp. 6–8).

3  The problem of reflection

The primacy of pre-reflective self-consciousness does not render reflection irrele-
vant. Zahavi emphasizes that any theory of pre-reflective self-consciousness must 
explain how it enables reflection. If this connection is ignored, pre-reflective self-
consciousness becomes mysterious; it is the condition for reflection, and that calls 
for an account of their relation.

To start with, Zahavi uses interchangeably reflection with reflective self-con-
sciousness, implying that reflection is always guided by a first-person perspective. 
In his words:

One should not forget that reflection remains an explicit first-personal form of 
selfawareness. It can never be replaced by a third-person reference. […] When 
I reflect, I am not simply confronted with some indefinite individual who per-
ceives something. If I were, I would not say, “I perceive a black billiard ball,” 
but “Somebody perceives a black billiard ball.” By saying “I”, I am clearly 
affirming the identity between the reflecting and the reflected subject (Zahavi, 
2020, pp. 41, 155).

Whenever reflection takes place, it is always accompanied by a form of self-con-
sciousness. In what way? Reflection is an explicit form of self-consciousness in the 
sense that it explicitly identifies the reflecting subject with the reflected subject. The 
explicit ‘for-me-ness’ of reflection, i.e. saying ‘I perceive a black billiard ball’, stems 
from the implicit ‘for-me-ness’ of the experience on which I reflect. Indeed, the rea-
son I can relate to the reflection and not regard it as alien to me is due to the ‘for-me-
ness’ of the experience. As Zahavi notes, reflection does not mean self-alienation in 
a full-blown sense (Zahavi, 2020, p. 193). Reflection is a kind of self-consciousness 
that discloses the givenness of pre-reflective self-consciousness, thus relating to it.
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So the core question of the paper concerns how does an identity between the 
reflecting and the reflected subject give rise to a difference between them. For Zahavi, 
that question marks the problem of reflection (Zahavi, 2020, p. 41, Zahavi, 2007, pp. 
281-2). The problem of reflection is how the identity in pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness can give rise to a difference in reflective self-consciousness.7

This problem has not been sufficiently discussed. The Heidelberg school, which 
spearheaded the notion of pre-reflective self-consciousness, is criticized by Zahavi 
for not saying much about the problem. Why do we get a difference out of an identity? 
The major proponents of this school remain silent regarding this (Zahavi, 2007, pp. 
278-9). They convincingly argue for the necessity of pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness but then assume that the relation between pre-reflective self-consciousness and 
reflection is automatically established. Yet, beyond the argument for the identity of 
pre-reflective self-consciousness, more must be said about their relation. If nothing is 
said, then pre-reflective self-consciousness loses a great deal of its explanatory power 
since reflection is a common activity that requires explanation.

Zahavi’s preliminary solution is to call for a difference within the identity of pre-
reflective self-consciousness. He remarks that pre-reflective self-consciousness and 
reflection should share a structural affinity in order for the former to make possible 
the latter (Zahavi, 2020, p. 140). Pre-reflective self-consciousness should allow for 
an external differentiation to take place, and this can happen only if we regard it as 
internally differentiated. Otherwise put, the reason why reflection entails a difference 
is because pre-reflective self-consciousness is already differentiated:

We consequently end up with the insight that pre-reflective self-awareness must 
be conceived not as a simple, static, and self-sufficient self-presence, but as a 
dynamic and differentiated openness to alterity. To acknowledge this is not in 
itself to furnish self-awareness with the kind of fracture that exists in reflec-
tive self-awareness. Although one must avoid interpreting pre-reflective self-
awareness as a self-relation, or as an instance where the act takes itself as its 
own object, one should not ignore the inner articulation in the dimension of 
experiencing (Zahavi, 2020, p. 141).

Pre-reflective self-consciousness contains an internal difference, as it is inherently 
open to reflection. Zahavi highlights that even the term pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness implies the role of reflection in shaping our understanding of it (Zahavi, 2020, 
p. 140). This means that pre-reflective self-consciousness is not a static unity but 
involves an implicit self-relation. Since it is not object-consciousness, the difference 
within it is internal—the self distances itself from itself, not from something other 
than itself, yet remains self-contained.8 Consciousness mediates the relation between 
the reflecting and the reflected, with no external element intervening. In contrast, 

7  Zahavi notes that a theory of self-consciousness that accounts only for pre-reflective self-consciousness 
is just as incomplete as one that relies solely on reflection. Zahavi, 2020, p. 140.

8  Manfred Frank has recently argued for a similar solution by talking of an inner reduplication at the level 
of pre-reflective self-consciousness. However, he admits that this is only a sketch of a solution and a more 
systematic account is needed. Frank, 2019.
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reflection introduces an external difference by bringing unnoticed aspects of experi-
ence to explicit awareness. Here, the self is conscious of itself through a concept that 
distinguishes the reflecting from the reflected. While pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness involves a difference from within, reflection introduces an explicit differentia-
tion, uncovering new aspects of experience. Thus, pre-reflective self-consciousness 
entails an implicit, internal difference, whereas reflection establishes an explicit, 
external distinction.

Indeed, by introducing a ‘minimal’ self into the pre-reflective dimension, Zahavi 
implies that there is a minimal distance between the self and experience. So the ‘mini-
mal’ has to do with the internal difference. This is why Zahavi speaks of a pre-reflective 
self-consciousness and not of a pre-reflective consciousness. By introducing a ‘self’ 
into pre-reflective consciousness, Zahavi highlights the internal differentiation of it.

To better understand this, consider Zahavi’s take on the transitive character of 
reflection (Zahavi, 2004). In reflection, I become explicitly conscious of myself as 
being something that I was not previously conscious of. I transition from ignorance 
to knowledge when reflecting on myself. Reflection uncovers aspects of experience 
that remained hidden to the subject prior to reflection (Zahavi, 2020, p. 192). There-
fore, reflection cannot start with a complete conception of who I am. If that were 
feasible, then it would not make sense to speak of a transition into something new. 
On the contrary, during reflection I critically evaluate myself by considering, for 
example, a dilemma. I want to decide whether to eat an ice-cream or go for a walk. 
The reflected consciousness refers to me eating an ice-cream and me going for a 
walk. The reflecting consciousness refers to the act of problematizing the reflected, 
creating a dilemma for myself. I cannot do this by assuming what this dilemma will 
result in prior to the act of reflection. Consequently, there is an openness built into 
reflection, enabling it to make the wanted transition. I can always redefine the con-
cepts I employ to myself.9

But what exactly does this openness refer to? It cannot refer to the difference found 
in reflection since there is a sense of familiarity to this openness, a lack of surprise 
(Zahavi & Kriegel, 2016). So, despite the ignorance that characterizes my reflection, 
I am somehow already conscious of myself. The familiarity of this openness does not 
have to do with a certain concept that I attach to myself. In reflection, I open myself 
up to the ‘for-me-ness’ of experience. Otherwise put, pre-reflective self-conscious-
ness opens itself up to reflection. For, the reflected reflects itself by itself. This means 
that the reflecting, that is the ‘I’ that does the reflection, just is the reflected, that is the 
‘for-me-ness’. So, this openness refers to the internal differentiation of pre-reflective 
self-consciousness. Also, if this openness refers to reflection, then we are begging the 
question. If we attribute this openness to reflection itself, we assume the very thing 
that requires explanation—namely, the transitive character of reflection.

In other words, Zahavi argues for a dynamic movement within pre-reflective self-
consciousness. In order for pre-reflective self-consciousness to give rise to reflection, he 

Wenjing Cai has also pointed to the difference within the identity of pre-reflective self-consciousness via 
the case of the text. Pre-reflective experience invites interpretation, much like a text calls for a reader. Cai, 
2013. Nevertheless, a more general account is needed.
9  Reflection is fallible. It does not give us final answers to the questions we have about ourselves.
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takes the openness’ of the former to be a movement of exteriorization, that is a self-tran-
scendence. In order for reflective consciousness to create a distance from the reflected 
consciousness, without this distance resulting in a complete alienation from the experi-
ence, a self-transcendence must be presupposed. If pre-reflective self-consciousness is 
characterized, instead, by a pure self-coincidence, then the self-detachment that is at the 
core of reflection becomes incomprehensible (Zahavi, 2020, pp. 128, 140).

What is more, Zahavi argues for this structural affinity, thus further refining his 
solution to the problem of reflection, by adopting an egological theory of pre-reflec-
tive self-consciousness (Zahavi, 2020, p. 156). This theory says that the ‘ego’ of 
reflection and the ‘self’ of pre-reflective self-consciousness are not of a wholly dif-
ferent kind. The ego of reflection is something that stands opposed to that which is 
reflected upon. The ego transcends the reflected consciousness by persisting even 
when the reflected consciousness ceases to exist. For example, I can reflect on my 
experience of pain by positing an ego that suffers. This ego can be a manifestation 
of different experiences. The different isolated twinges of pain are apprehended as 
manifestations of one and the same suffering, unified by the enduring ego (Zahavi, 
2020, pp. 144, 217).

Now, something similar holds for pre-reflective self-consciousness. Despite the 
lack of an explicit thematization of an ego in this case, there is still an entity that is 
given to pre-reflective self-consciousness. For, Zahavi argues that pre-reflective self-
consciousness is not anonymous. In this context, ‘anonymity’ refers to the absence of 
any difference between the experiences of two subjects, say Adam and Benjamin. So 
why is pre-reflective self-consciousness not anonymous? It is not anonymous because, 
as it has been argued in the previous section, Adam’s experience and Benjamin’s 
experience are different in the sense that Adam’s experience is given in a first-personal 
manner to him and not to Benjamin. It would be inadequate to construe Adam’s expe-
rience as belonging to ‘nobody’. Therefore, this lack of anonymity points to the pres-
ence of a ‘self’, echoing the ‘ego’ of reflection (Zahavi, 2020, p. 146).

However, when all is said and done, Zahavi’s point regarding the combination of 
identity with difference is a way to bring our attention to the problem, rather than 
a full-blown solution to it.10 A more detailed analysis remains: how exactly is the 
differentiation of pre-reflective self-consciousness compatible with its identity? And 
how can we talk of a differentiation within pre-reflective self-consciousness without 
collapsing the former to reflective self-consciousness? To address that issue, let us 
now return to the initial question of the paper concerning whether and how does 
Kant’s philosophy may contribute to the understanding of the relation between pre-
reflective self-consciousness and reflection and provide a way out of the problem.

10  Christias has recently maintained that Zahavi’s appeal to intersubjectivity to bridge the gap is inadequate 
because it lacks a worked-out account of the internal connection between pre-reflective self-consciousness 
and sapient pre-reflective self-consciousness- which includes our reflective capacities. Christias, 2019.
This is not to say that Zahavi has nothing to claim about the connection, though. Anna Bortolan critizes 
Zahavi for construing the minimal self in abstraction from the narrative self. She calls for an intimate 
relation between the minimal and the narrative self- in which reflection is involved- via the cases of affec-
tions. Existential feelings are shaped by linguistic and conceptual abilities, speaking to a non-objectifying 
consciousness of oneself as a person. Bortolan, 2019. Nevertheless, in our view, Zahavi’s preliminary 
solution can accommodate her view.
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4  Kant on self-consciousness

Before discussing Kant’s contribution to the problem, we should briefly note what 
our reading of self-consciousness does not address. Specifically, we do not focus 
on: (a) the non-conceptualist reading of Kant and (b) a recent interpretation that 
identifies self-consciousness with a certain notion of pre-reflectivity. Robert Hanna, 
for instance, a proponent of non-conceptualism, claims that some mental content is 
entirely independent of conceptual capacities, shared by both humans and animals 
(Hanna, 2008). Wayne Waxman, on the other hand, connects pre-reflective self-con-
sciousness to the unity of space and time, arguing that self-consciousness is pre-
discursive and aesthetic, preceding conceptualization (Waxman, 2014).

Our interpretation abstracts from such concerns, focusing on self-consciousness 
and its relation to the understanding’s synthesis. We take this reading to offer the 
most when it comes to the problem of reflection: reflection resembles the case of 
conceptual synthesis while pre-reflective self-consciousness echoes transcendental 
self-consciousness.

So, what is self-consciousness, for Kant?

I call it pure apperception, in order to distinguish it from the empirical one, or 
also the original apperception, since it is that self-consciousness which, because 
it produces the representation I think, which must be able to accompany others 
and which in all consciousness is one and the same, cannot be accompanied by 
any further representation (B131).11

Original apperception, or original self-consciousness,12 produces the ‘I-think’. 
Therefore, in order to understand what self-consciousness is, one must understand 
how it relates to the ‘I-think’. Now, the ‘I-think’ is called by Kant a representation 
that must be able to accompany all other representations; and with the ‘I-think’ Kant 
establishes the necessity of a possibility (Allison, 2015). Hence, self-consciousness 
accounts for the necessity of a possibility. But the necessity of a possibility of what, 
exactly? The ‘I-think’ is the identity of apperception. It is one and the same across 
different representations. And Kant states that:

this thoroughgoing identity of the apperception of a manifold given in intuition 
contains a synthesis of the representations, and is possible only through the 
consciousness of this synthesis (B133, our italics).

So, it is consciousness of synthesis that makes possible the identity of apperception, 
or the ‘I-think’. And since the ‘I-think’ is possible only through this consciousness, 
self-consciousness is identical to the consciousness of synthesis. The ‘I-think’ is also 
said to contain a synthesis. What is the relation between consciousness of synthesis, 
synthesis and the ‘I-think’? Kant argues that:

11  Translations of Kant’s text are from Kant, 1998. Citations from the Critique of Pure Reason are located 
by reference to the pagination of Kant’s first (“A”) and/or second (“B”) editions.
12  Pure apperception is transcendental self-consciousness.
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the original and necessary consciousness of the identity of oneself is at the 
same time a consciousness of an equally necessary unity of the synthesis of all 
appearances in accordance with concepts (A108).

The consciousness of one’s identity concerns the ‘I think’, since original self-conscious-
ness generates this representation. The ‘I think’ arises when we become conscious of 
the synthesis inherent in conceptualization—namely, in combining appearances (x) 
under a concept (a). To conceptualize is to take x as a (Allison, 2015). Thus, the ‘I think’ 
occurs within the first-order synthetic act, not within an additional consciousness.

But what is synthesis, for Kant? Kant defines it in the following way:

By synthesis in the most general sense, however, I understand the action of put-
ting different representations together with each other and comprehending their 
manifoldness in one cognition (B103).

Synthesis is an act whereby different representations are combined. A conceptual 
synthesis would be an act of combining different representations under a concept. It 
also involves comprehension, or consciousness.13 Therefore, there is a certain kind of 
consciousness involved in this act of putting together the representations.

We follow Henry Allison here who takes self-consciousness to be an ineliminable 
component of the first-order synthetic activity. Call this the first-order interpretation 
of self-consciousness. According to Allison, the synthesis of a manifold and its corre-
sponding self-consciousness are not to be distinguished from each other as two acts that 
the subject carries out (Allison, 2015). Self-consciousness or consciousness of synthe-
sis is not a second-order activity which is directed to the first-order activity of synthesis.

Consequently, the consciousness involved in the consciousness of synthesis does 
not take as its object that synthesis, not regarding synthesis from the outside as it 
were. Rather, it is within the first-order activity that I am conscious of synthesis, or 
conscious of oneself. Therefore, self-consciousness does not require an additional 
act that is added on top of the synthetic act. The ‘I-think’ obtains merely by thinking 
through the appearances.14

If we abandon the first-order interpretation and take self-consciousness as a sec-
ond-order thinking, where self-consciousness is added to the first-order synthetic act, 
then we end up in an infinite regress. Given that every case of thinking requires self-
consciousness and self-consciousness is a case of thinking, then it is necessarily pos-
sible to become conscious of the thought that it is me that thinks. But this leads to an 
infinite series of thoughts which are needed for self-consciousness: she would need to 
become conscious of the thought that it is she that is thinking that it is she that thinks 
and so on. This complicates issues since the finite mind is incapable of going through 
infinite mental states just to be conscious of one thought (Kraus, 2020).

13  Synthesis involves consciousness insofar as I need to discriminate the representations that are synthe-
sized. See also B131fn.
14  This raises the question- which we hope to develop in future work- of how to understand the founda-
tional nature of synthetic apperception as the objective condition of all cognition and the structural basis 
of synthetic activity. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for raising this issue.
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A first-order reading of self-consciousness sees it as intrinsic to the activity of 
thinking, whereas a second-order view treats it as object-directed. The latter risks an 
external perspective on the ‘I-think,’ detaching it from subjectivity. The first-order 
reading aligns with Zahavi’s ‘for-me-ness’: self-reference without identification. 
Here, self-consciousness remains a direct, non-objectifying, consciousness of myself, 
preserving the first-person perspective essential to both Kant’s and Zahavi’s account.

5  Kant on self-consciousness and pre-reflective self-consciousness

But what exactly does this self-reference amount to, if not a reference to oneself as 
object? Kant states that:

But it is obvious that the subject of inherence is designated only transcenden-
tally through the I that is appended to thoughts, without noting the least prop-
erty of it, or cognizing or knowing anything at all about it (A355).

For Kant, the ‘I’ designates the subject as such, not an object of inherence. The ‘I’ 
attaches to thoughts and representations but is not further determined by a concept. 
This is the essence of transcendental designation: self-consciousness of the ‘I’ does 
not involve synthesizing a manifold under a concept, as in seeing oneself in a mir-
ror.15 Rather, the ‘I’ of self-consciousness functions differently. Brook develops this 
Kantian point by drawing from Shoemaker: self-reference is not a separate mental 
act added to representation but intrinsic to it (Brook, 1994). I refer to myself as the 
subject of a representation by doing the representing and thereby being aware it is 
mine. This means I am conscious of myself as subject simply in virtue of performing 
the act. This, for Kant, grounds transcendental self-consciousness: awareness of the 
act and awareness of the self as subject are inseparable.

Luca Forgione, following Brook, argues that such transcendental designation is 
corroborated by Kant’s remark in the B-Deduction regarding the ‘I’ as a simple and 
empty representation. In Kant’s words:

through the I, as a simple representation, nothing manifold is given (B135).

Since there is no manifold to be found in self-consciousness, I cannot locate myself 
via the help of a spatiotemporal object. I simply am without further substantiating 
this, echoing Shoemaker’s notion of IEM. Forgione argues that this emptiness of 
identifying content parallels Zahavi’s view: self-consciousness is awareness of one-
self as subject rather than object, linking Kant’s notion of self-consciousness to Zaha-
vi’s phenomenological account (Forgione, 2020).

Nevertheless, it is not clear how the logical feature or the emptiness of self-con-
sciousness could be treated as evidence for the phenomenological character of self-con-
sciousness. Katja Crone rightly notes that most interpreters take the formal character of 

15  Longuenesse argues that the ‘I-think’ does not locate one’s consciousness in time, nor linking it to a 
sensible representation. Longuenesse, 2017.
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self-consciousness as denying any sort of additional representational feature that can be 
added to such formality (Crone, 2012). Since self-consciousness is not a consciousness 
of something, why not just leave it at that instead of further defining it as giving some-
thing to itself? What is there to be given if self-consciousness is completely empty?

To find a way out of this conundrum, Crone focuses on two key passages in the 
B-Paralogisms, the one regarding the ‘I-think’ and the ‘I-exist’ and the other regard-
ing the ‘I-think’ as an indeterminate perception.

In the B edition of the Paralogisms, Kant states that

the “I-think” […] contains within itself the proposition “I exist” (B422fn).

The ‘I-think’ contains an immediate self-consciousness of existence, not derived from 
intuition or inference. According to Crone, this consciousness is what I am—it refers 
back to itself as the subject of thought. The ‘I-exist’ within the ‘I-think’ expresses 
self-certainty, where I am present only to myself. This self-presence is unmediated, 
revealing a direct, non-objectifying consciousness.

The pre-reflective nature of self-consciousness is also evident when Kant goes on 
to define the ‘I-exist’:

An indeterminate perception here signifies only something real, which was 
given, and indeed only to thinking in general, thus not as appearance, and also 
not as a thing in itself (a noumenon), but rather as something that in fact exists 
and is indicated as an existing thing in the proposition ‘I-think’ (B423fn).

What we learn here is that the existence in question is in fact an indeterminate percep-
tion that is real and given, albeit not given in sensibility and in the noumenal realm. 
But if there is nothing to be determined in the indeterminate perception, does this 
mean that there is nothing in the indeterminate perception? No, since Kant speaks 
of a given in this indeterminate perception. Kant lowers the status of the existence 
by not taking it as a noumenon but also by not regarding it as a mere appearance. So 
what is given to this peculiar perception? Crone interprets this move as highlighting 
a minimal sense of self. The subject is conscious of itself or present to itself. So the 
self just is the consciousness it has of itself. This marks the pre-conceptual aspect of 
Kant’s notion of self-consciousness (Crone, 2012).

Crone does not explicitly connect this interpretation to Zahavi’s account. However, 
we argue that the notion of the indeterminate perception aligns with Zahavi’s notion 
of pre-reflective self-consciousness. The indeterminate perception is pre-reflective in 
the sense that it precedes the conceptual structure of thought:

[My existence] precedes the experience that is to determine the object of per-
ception through the category in regard to time (B423fn, our brackets).

The experience of determining the object of perception is clearly conceptual since the 
categories are at work. And that which precedes such experience is pre-conceptual 
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or pre-reflective. It is at this point that Kant simultaneously speaks of a ground and 
of a givenness, or a formal givenness, thus arguing for the form of thought as pre-
reflective in nature.

6  The potentiality vs. the essentiality thesis: a response to O'shea

Nevertheless, a worry might persist with the above interpretations. One might still 
object that all these characterizations cannot undo Kant’s explicit goal to argue for 
self-consciousness as a purely formal principle in the Deduction. James O’Shea has 
contrasted Kant’s formal considerations to Zahavi’s phenomenological ones regard-
ing self-consciousness. O’Shea cites B131-2 as evidence for his argument. Kant 
stresses that the ‘I-think’ should be merely capable of accompanying any of one’s 
experiences and not that it does in fact accompany every experience. According 
to O’Shea, such capability is sharply contrasted with Zahavi’s notion of self-con-
sciousness which should be intrinsically revealed in every particular experience.

O’Shea interprets Zahavi as arguing that any thesis that focuses on the poten-
tial characteristics of the self (henceforth the potentiality thesis) does not align with 
Zahavi’s thesis that focuses exclusively on the essence of a self in its conscious states 
and the experiences it undergoes (henceforth the essentiality thesis). Zahavi, accord-
ing to O’Shea, takes the potentiality thesis to posit a self even when no particular 
conscious experiences are occurring. The essentiality thesis, by contrast, takes issue 
with that claim and argues that there is no self when we are non-conscious. O’Shea 
claims that the self goes missing, on Kant’s view, if we seek it as given to or targeted 
by particular experiences. For this reason, among others, O’Shea rejects a connection 
of Kant’s notion of self-consciousness to Zahavi’s remarks.16

We disagree with O’Shea that this is a legitimate reason for denying the link 
between the two. Zahavi himself admits that the argument for pre-reflective self-
consciousness is a transcendental one (Zahavi, 2018). In order to avoid an infinite 
regress in reflection, we must assume pre-reflective self-consciousness as the neces-
sary condition for the possibility of reflection.17 This echoes Kant’s transcendental 
argument for the ‘I-think’. Kant seeks to find the necessary condition for the pos-
sibility of thinking representations as belonging to me (B134). And (transcendental) 
self-consciousness is introduced as the condition in question.

Also, Zahavi notes that pre-reflective self-consciousness is purely formal. It does not 
refer to a self-standing experiential content (Zahavi & Kriegel, 2016). In Zahavi’s words:

As long as we focus on the first-personal mode of givenness of the stream of 
consciousness, we are dealing with a pure, formal, and empty individuality. 

16  O’Shea, 2015. The case of dreamless sleep is an example of a potential divergence between Kant and 
Zahavi. O’Shea also refers to the cases of animals as a point of divergence where Kant does not attribute 
to them the first-person perspective he finds in humans whereas Zahavi takes all kinds of experiential lives 
to share the same pre-reflective self-consciousness. Due to the limited space of the paper we would have 
to make room for this point in another occasion.
17  Zahavi stresses that pre-reflective self-consciousness is necessary for reflection but not sufficient. 
Zahavi, 2019.
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Everybody is, so to speak, unique in precisely the same way (Zahavi, 2020, pp. 
169 − 70).

So the givenness of consciousness does not refer to particular experiences of the sub-
ject, say to his or her individual history. The first-personal givenness of pre-reflective 
self-consciousness points to a formal feature that any experience should have. As 
Zahavi says, it has to do with a mode of givenness. Therefore, despite the seeming 
particularity of this first-personal individuality, the first-personal givenness is a for-
mal givenness. The essentiality thesis stays true to the individuality of the subject, 
albeit in a universal way.

7  The inwardness of the intuitive self-consciousness and the 
outwardness of transcendental self-consciousness: a response to 
Henrich

Still, there is a tendency to interpret the ‘I-think’ as assuming a pre-reflective imme-
diacy rather than explicitly addressing it. Dieter Henrich’s analysis is a characteris-
tic- and immensely influential- example of this interpretation (see also Frank, 2022). 
Henrich suggests that Kant did not thematize pre-reflective self-consciousness 
but merely restricted his analysis to the explication of reflection. He interprets the 
‘I-think’ as a reflection on the pre-reflective immediacy (Henrich, 1982).

We disagree with Henrich’s claim that Kant merely assumes pre-reflective self-
consciousness. Kant thematizes pre-reflective self-consciousness in the B-Deduction. 
There, he contrasts the self-consciousness of the human understanding to the self-
consciousness of the intuitive understanding. However, both the human understand-
ing and the intuitive understanding share the requirement of self-consciousness: both 
understandings must be able to recognize the representations as their own (Allison, 
1993). But Kant clearly contrasts these two kinds of self-consciousness. So, where, 
then, does the contrast lie? If Kant has no argument for self-consciousness, then he 
cannot make the contrast in question (Kitcher, 2015). Given the pre-reflective nature 
of transcendental self-consciousness, this argument is an argument for pre-reflective 
self-consciousness. The outwardness of transcendental self-consciousness is the prem-
ise on which this argument rests and which enables Kant to distinguish transcendental 
self-consciousness from the intuitive self-consciousness. Let us see why this is the case.

Kant contrasts these two kinds of self-consciousness by saying that:

An understanding, in which through self-consciousness all of the manifold 
would at the same time be given, would intuit; ours can only think and must 
seek the intuition in the senses (B135).

The understanding that is said to intuit is the intuitive understanding and it is also said to 
do that through a self-consciousness. This kind of self-consciousness is not the self-con-
sciousness of our understanding. For, through the intuitive self-consciousness the mani-
fold is immediately given to the intuitive understanding, whereas no manifold is produced 
by our self-consciousness. Kant explains the contrast a bit more in the following quote:
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That understanding through whose self-consciousness the manifold of intuition 
would at the same time be given, an understanding through whose representa-
tion the objects of this representation would at the same time exist, would not 
require a special act of the synthesis of the manifold for the unity of conscious-
ness, which the human understanding, which merely thinks, but does not intuit, 
does require (B138-9).

An object is given to the intuitive understanding through its self-consciousness. The 
‘givenness’ of this object is not the same as the ‘givenness’ of a sensible object. 
The former is also said by Kant to be actively produced by the representation of the 
intuitive understanding (Leech, 2014) while the latter is passively received in our 
sensibility. Therefore, intuitive self-consciousness gives to itself its object, while our 
self-consciousness does not: for our self-consciousness to relate to a ‘given’ object, 
an act of synthesis is required which latches onto sensibility. In other words, the intui-
tive understanding consists of being conscious of its representation as its own by pro-
ducing a manifold from itself. On the other hand, our understanding consists of being 
conscious of its representation as its own by merely thinking through a manifold that 
is given to itself from elsewhere.

Therefore, in both quotes we see that intuitive self-consciousness is self-sufficient 
when it comes to the ‘givenness’ of the object while our self-consciousness is not. 
We might further interpret this contrast through the ‘inward vs outward’ contrast 
(Engstrom, 2006). Intuitive self-consciousness stays within itself while our self-con-
sciousness enlarges itself. Let us unpack this.

We may draw from the phenomenon of the synthetic a priori judgment to further 
substantiate the outwardness of our self-consciousness:

If I am to go beyond the conceptA in order to cognize another B as combined 
with it, what is it on which I depend and by means of which the synthesis 
becomes possible [...] ? (A9/B13).

and

 B lies entirely outside the conceptA, though to be sure it stands in connection 
with it (A6/B10). 

In these quotes we see that the act of combination, which is the synthesis in the syn-
thetic a priori judgment, is an act of going beyond concept A. This act enlarges con-
cept A by connecting it with another concept B through the help of intuitions (B15).18 
In other words, Kant introduces here the notion of an outward act. This outward act 
consists in the enlargement of a concept.

18  The underlying thesis is that synthesis and judgment share the same logical function, both grounded 
in the transcendental capacity to relate representations to objects. This is an important topic we hope to 
discuss in future occasion. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.
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What should be noted here is that one of the necessary conditions which make 
possible this outward act is the unity of self-consciousness (A155/B194).19 The unity 
of self-consciousness is that in which synthetic judgments originate. Now, the unity 
of self-consciousness refers to the transcendental unity of self-consciousness.20 The 
transcendental unity of self-consciousness refers to the universal self-consciousness 
(B132); and universal self-consciousness refers to self-consciousness as such. There-
fore, the origin of the enlargement of concepts is found in self-consciousness as such.

How can we trace the origin of the enlargement of concepts to self-consciousness 
as such? We can by regarding self-consciousness as a self-enlargement.21 In other 
words, the enlargement of concepts presupposes the enlargement of self-conscious-
ness as such, on pain of being viciously circular. For, if we introduce a concept, say 
concept A, in the origin of the enlargement of concepts then we end up presupposing 
that which must be accounted for. Consequently, the only way for self-consciousness 
to be the origin of the enlargement of concepts is for itself to be enlarged without 
presupposing a concept that it enlarges. Therefore, self-consciousness is outward in 
the sense that it enlarges itself.22

How is this self-enlargement related to pre-reflective self-consciousness in Kant? 
Pre-reflective self-consciousness is a consciousness of a minimal sense of self, that is 
an indeterminate perception. Recall that an ‘I’ is given to such indeterminate percep-
tion. The givenness of such ‘I’ accounts for the self-enlargement of self-conscious-
ness. Just like a manifold is given to our sensibility and a concept is enlarged, so is 
the ‘I’ given to our self-consciousness, enlarging self-consciousness. But there is a 
crucial difference between the two kinds of givenness. The givenness of the ‘I’ does 
not mean that the ‘I’ is put under a concept. For, the enlargement of self-conscious-
ness is a self-enlargement- that is an enlargement that does not depend on something 
external to itself.

It is due to this self-enlargement that the representation of the ‘I’ remains empty 
(B135), despite the givenness of the ‘I’. The self-enlargement of self-consciousness 
points to an outward movement as such, that is the ‘I’, without entailing that this ‘I’ 
stands over and above such outwardness. This is why we can regard self-enlarge-
ment as pre-reflective self-consciousness because the ‘I’ that is revealed in such self-

19  The other two being imagination’s synthesis and time.
Also, the issue of the mediating role of judgment between synthesis and the unity of self-consciousness 
arises here, which clarifies the transition from implicit identity (in synthesis) to explicit difference (in 
reflection). A fuller treatment of this point must be reserved for a later occasion. Thanks to an anonymous 
reviewer for raising this issue.
20  It cannot refer to the synthetic unity of self-consciousness, that is imagination’s synthesis (B137), 
because the unity of self-consciousness is added to imagination as the condition that makes possible the 
synthetic a priori judgment.
21  We draw from Engstrom (2006) who traces the origin of the enlargement of a concept to the self-
enlargement of the understanding’s spontaneity. We specifically link self-enlargement to the reading of 
self-consciousness as pre-reflective in Kant.
22  It is worth pursuing, in future work, how the synthetic unity of self-consciousness clarifies the outward-
ness of self-consciousness. The precedence of synthetic unity of self-consciousness over the analytic unity 
of self-consciousness (B133) points to synthesis and outwardness as constitutive of transcendental self-
consciousness rather than merely supplemental features of transcendental self-consciousness. Thanks to 
an anonymous reviewer for directing our attention to this.
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enlargement is not an object different from the enlargement itself. Consequently, the 
outwardness or self-enlargement of self-consciousness paves the way for discerning 
an inner split within the identity of Kant’s notion of self-consciousness.23

8  The outwardness of self-consciousness as a solution to the 
problem of reflection

How do the above relate to the problem of reflection? Recall that we need to approach 
pre-reflective self-consciousness in such a way that it renders reflection possible; and to 
do so, we need to combine the identity inherent to pre-reflective self-consciousness with 
a difference. We take the outwardness of Kant’s notion of self-consciousness to account 
for that combination.24 Pre-reflective self-consciousness differentiates itself from itself 
without losing its identity due to the outwardness of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

For, the outwardness of self-consciousness means that I enlarge myself in order to 
be conscious of myself. There is a difference to be found within this self-consciousness. 
Nevertheless, given that this self-consciousness is indeterminate, it does not objectify 
the self like reflection does. Indeed, the indeterminate perception signifies an immedi-
ate consciousness of myself, that is a consciousness that is not mediated by something 
other than consciousness itself. Therefore, the difference is internal to the identity of 
self-consciousness. So, in enlarging myself the identity in self-consciousness is pre-
served, highlighting the internal differentiation of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

The first-personal givenness of self-consciousness is obtained at this point, since 
the self-enlargement of self-consciousness entails a certain givenness. What is given 
to self-consciousness is consciousness itself. In other words, the self-enlargement of 
self-consciousness is the self-enlargement of consciousness: consciousness enlarges 
itself, accounting for its presence to itself. The “given” of consciousness is conscious-
ness itself, precisely because it enlarges itself toward what it is conscious of.

Interestingly enough, the outward movement of transcendental self-consciousness 
aligns with Zahavi’s remarks that pre-reflective self-consciousness is an openness 
towards alterity, a movement of exteriorization and self-transcendence. Consciousness 
enlarges itself, accounting for the self-transcendence of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

To be sure, introducing outwardness or self-enlargement into a phenomenologi-
cal framework is not without potential difficulties. A first worry is that outwardness 
might seem to reintroduce an external, objectifying perspective into pre-reflective 
self-consciousness. If outwardness is taken too literally as a movement toward some-
thing foreign, it could appear to contradict the phenomenological insight that the 

23  However, Marco Cavallaro, following Dieter Sturma, contends that Kant lacks an account of an inner 
split within transcendental self-consciousness. Sturma likens self-consciousness to intellectual intuition, 
where the ‘I’ becomes a quasi-object. Cavallaro maintains that this objectification introduces a problem 
Kant cannot solve, since it threatens the unity of self-consciousness. Cavallaro, 2020. We disagree with 
Cavallaro due to the inward-outward contrast.
24  No attempt has been made in the literature to account for the internal differentiation through an outward-
ness drawn from Kant. Jan Slaby comes close to this outwardness by noting that the outward-directed and 
the self-directed aspects of emotions are two sides of the same coin. Slaby, 2008. However, he does not 
link this double-aspect of emotions to the problem of reflection.
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self is given to itself non-objectively. A second worry is that outwardness could be 
misread as positing an additional mental act layered on top of first-order conscious-
ness—thereby reviving the regress problem Zahavi sought to avoid.25

These difficulties can be resolved by clarifying the sense of “outwardness”. First, 
in calling pre-reflective self-consciousness outward we do not mean to suggest that 
pre-reflective self-consciousness objectifies itself but that it manifests itself as a sub-
jective presence: it is a consciousness of oneself as subject, not as object. This lack 
of objectification can also be seen from the fact that outwardness clarifies the ‘how’, 
not the ‘what’, of the experience. An experience is given to me by enlarging myself. 
This self-enlargement does not have to do with what is it that is enlarged, thus not 
introducing an object into this self-enlargement, but with the way this enlargement 
takes place, that is as a self-enlargement. Second, self-enlargement does not imply 
a second-order addition; rather, as Kant’s first-order reading of self-consciousness 
suggests, self-enlargement qua consciousness of synthesis is intrinsic to the very 
synthesis by which consciousness operates. Understood in this way, the notion of 
outwardness enriches phenomenology without violating its core commitment to the 
immediacy and non-objectifying character of pre-reflective self-consciousness.

What is more, the notion of outwardness is introduced in the phenomenological con-
text because it underscores the structural affinity Zahavi notes between pre-reflective 
self-consciousness and reflection. Reflection is a transitive act, a transition from igno-
rance to knowledge, uncovering dimensions of experience hidden before reflection. 
This transition parallels the enlargement of a concept in a synthetic a priori judgment, 
which also takes us from ignorance to knowledge (Engstrom, 2006). Thus, reflection 
itself can be described as an enlargement.26 The self-enlargement of pre-reflective 
self-consciousness illuminates its structural kinship with reflective enlargement.

Self-enlargement accounts for the fact that reflection can be initiated by a ques-
tion. In order to reflect, I ask myself what is it that I experience. In this question, the 
one who asks and the one who is asked upon are the same. But if they are the same, 
then why is there a question posed? A question is posed because the identity between 
the two is a relation between the self and itself or a doubling of the self, due to its 
self-enlargement.27 This doubling is devoid of any conceptual determinations, taking 
the form of an open dialogue with myself.

9  Conclusion

Let us take stock. Our paper aimed at providing a solution to the problem of reflec-
tion. In drawing from Kant’s remarks, we showed how the outwardness of pre-reflec-
tive self-consciousness can ground reflection. The difference of reflection can be 

25  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing our attention to these difficulties.
26  Reflection is an enlargement in the sense that it enlarges the explicit consciousness I have of the pre-
reflective experience. This enlargement aligns with Zahavi’s remarks who notes that reflection does not 
have to do with adding new content to the pre-reflective experience but with adding a new mode of being 
conscious of the pre-reflective experience by being explicitly conscious of it (Zahavi, 2020, p.192).
27  Zahavi speaks of a doubling in reflection (Zahavi, 2020, p.193). This doubling should be traced back to 
the doubling of pre-reflective self-consciousness.
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grounded on the identity of pre-reflective self-consciousness as soon as we appreciate 
Kant’s distinction between an outward and an inward self-consciousness. Pre-reflec-
tive self-consciousness is bifurcated without surrendering its unity, since it enlarges 
itself. It is for this reason that I can reflect on myself via something else without 
creating an infinite regress of consciousness. In future work, we hope to explain how 
the outwardness of pre-reflective self-consciousness safeguards it from solipsism and 
paves the way for connecting oneself with the Other.
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