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Dissertation Abstract

“Finding Oneself in the World” (2023)

Thinking about oneself as a subject with a perspective oz the world leaves unanswered the
following questions about one’s identity as an object zz the wortld: Which thing am I? What &ind
of thing am I? Do I exist as an object in the world a# a/? My dissertation is devoted to elucidating
the source and significance of these questions. I construct a new framework for understanding
why these fundamental questions arise and why they persist in the face of ever-increasing
information about the objects we think we might be.

I begin by articulating what I call #he subject-as-object problem, a problem for any attempt to develop
an objective account of oneself gua subject. I argue that its source lies in the relationship between
a basic precondition for inquiry — that something be present — and a framework that enables us
to conceive of ourselves as inquirers in an objective world — the framework of objectivity. I then
show how the subject-as-object problem opens a gap between one’s first-person perspective on
the world and accounts of what one is as an object in the world. This gap makes possible a range
of questions and doubts about one’s nature, one’s circumstances, and even one’s existence. This
gap 1s experienced as a limitation on one’s ability to see how an object, with a certain set of
properties, situated in a certain way, could have #bis very perspective on the world (i.e., the
perspective one takes to be one’s own).

My diagnosis of the difficulty associated with inquiry into one’s identity as an object stands apart
from prominent accounts of this difficulty that rest on metaphysical assumptions about the
subject and the subject’s relation to objects. I articulate the difficulty without assuming a
metaphysical picture. The motivation for this approach is straightforward: if one tries to explain
the difficulty of identifying oneself, gua subject, as an object, by appealing to a picture on which
subjects are certain kinds of things that relate to themselves and other objects in certain ways,
then one’s diagnosis will be vulnerable to the kinds of questions it seeks to explain (e.g., is #hat
really mze? Is that really 7y situation in the world?). This does not mean that the relevant diagnosis
is false, but it does mean that, to accept it as true, one must be willing to bracket these questions
at a certain point. My diagnosis accounts for these questions without blunting their force, and it
foregrounds their significance for the very attempt to establish a philosophical system that
includes assumptions about the subject and the subject’s place in the world.

After articulating the subject-as-object problem, I show how it can help us better understand the
nature of de se ignorance, the special status of first-person identity statements, the source of
sceptical doubt about the external world, and the possibility of a challenge to Descartes’ cogizo
argument. In each chapter, I clarify the relevant debate using the framework I developed to
formulate the subject-as-object problem, and I trace key difficulties back to the gap between
one’s first-person perspective and objective accounts of oneself and one’s circumstances. Having
the subject-as-object problem in view allows for deeper engagement with these foundational
issues and provides a unified diagnosis of some of the most difficult problems in philosophy of
mind and epistemology.



