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The problem of the immediacy of self-knowledge is central to the
philosophy of mind and connects to the explainability of conscious
experience. This article establishes a dialogue between the Islamic
tradition and analytic philosophy by comparing Avicenna and
Daniel Stoljar on self-knowledge. In Islamic philosophy, self-
knowledge is immediate and presentational (hudiiri); the soul, in
knowing itself, is united with its object of knowledge. The
perception of "I" (and) rests on the soul's existential presence, not
on acquired forms, and the "Flying Man" allegory shows that self-
knowledge precedes sensory perceptions. Stoljar, within epistemic
physicalism and the ignorance hypothesis, holds that the
explanatory gap between physical descriptions and conscious
experience arises from our epistemic limitations regarding the
physical features that produce experience, not from substance
dualism. The method is analytical-comparative, organized around
five axes: foundation, method, type of consciousness, relation to the
body, and theoretical consequences. The findings show that the
main difference between the two views lies not in their acceptance
of self-consciousness and its first-person character, but in the
philosophical interpretation of immediacy and its epistemological
and ontological implications. Thus, the fivefold framework enables
intertraditional dialogue without reducing one tradition to the other.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The problem of the immediacy of Self-Knowledge is among the most
fundamental issues in the philosophy of mind and epistemology. The central
question concerns how the knowing subject becomes aware of its own
existence and inner mental states. This issue connects, on one hand, to the
first-person character of experience and the self-evidence of "being for
oneself," and on the other hand, to the classical mind-body problem and the
possibility of a naturalistic explanation of consciousness.

This article establishes a philosophical dialogue between the Islamic
tradition and contemporary analytic philosophy by comparing Avicenna and
Daniel Stoljar on Self-Knowledge. Avicenna emphasizes the self-evidence
and immediacy of the soul's self-awareness, arguing that it is infallible, non-
conceptual, and independent of sensory perception. His "Flying Man"
thought experiment demonstrates that even if deprived of all bodily contact
and sensory input, a person remains aware of his own existence. Stoljar,
within the framework of epistemic physicalism and the "ignorance
hypothesis," argues that the explanatory gap between physical descriptions
and conscious experience arises not from ontological dualism but from our
epistemic limitations concerning the physical features that give rise to
experience.

Despite their historical differences, both thinkers affirm that conscious
experience possesses immediacy and first-person character. However, their
interpretations differ significantly. Four research questions guide this study:
(1) Upon what foundations is Self-Knowledge based in each view? (2) What
methods justify their claims about Self-Knowledge? (3) What relationship
does each theory establish between Self-Knowledge and the body? (4) To
what extent can a shared conceptual language be developed for dialogue
between these two traditions?

Methods

This study employs an analytical-comparative method. To avoid both hasty
assimilation (projecting contemporary concepts onto classical texts) and
claims of complete incommensurability, the comparison is systematically
organized around five axes: foundation, method, type of consciousness,
relation to the body, and consequences. This fivefold framework serves as a
minimal shared conceptual language that preserves fundamental differences
while enabling systematic comparison.

For Avicenna, primary texts include A/-Shifa': al-Nafs, AI-Mubahathat,
and Al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat, alongside contemporary interpretations by
Marmura (1986), Black (2008), and Kaukua (2015). For Stoljar, main
sources  are Ignorance  and  Imagination (2006), Physicalism (2010),
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and Introspection and Consciousness (2012).

Results
The comparative analysis yields the following findings across the five axes:

1.

w

Foundation: For Avicenna, Self-Knowledge is immediate, non-
conceptual, and infallible, grounded in the existential presence of the soul
to itself (hudiir al-nafs li-dhatiha). The awareness of "I am" (ana) is prior
to any conceptual formulation. For Stoljar, the difficulty of explaining
consciousness stems from epistemic limitations; the explanatory gap is
not evidence of substance dualism but a reflection of incomplete
knowledge of physical features underlying conscious experience.

. Method: Avicenna employs a "reminding" or "pointing" method (fanbihi)

using the Flying Man thought experiment. By hypothetically eliminating
sensory inputs, he reveals that self-awareness remains, demonstrating its
independence from empirical data. Stoljar uses conceptual and
epistemological analysis of explanatory gap arguments, showing that the
inference from "current inability to explain" to "principled dualism" is
unjustified.

. Type of Consciousness: Avicenna distinguishes between "consciousness

of self" (shi r al-dhdt) — an immediate, pre-reflective awareness — and
"consciousness of consciousness" (shi'r bi al-shi'r) — a reflective,
conceptual awareness. Stoljar highlights reflective Self-Knowledge in
connection with rationality, responsiveness to reasons, and belief
revision. Both theories share a two-level structure (immediate vs.
reflective), though they interpret its basis differently.

. Relation to the Body: Avicenna maintains the ontological independence

of the soul from the body while affirming a pragmatic connection in
action and governance. The Flying Man shows that fundamental Self-
Knowledge does not depend on bodily instruments. Stoljar preserves the
physicalist framework: the body/brain 1s the primary horizon of
explanation; the explanatory gap is a limitation of current physical
descriptions, not an ontological rupture.

Consequences: For Avicenna, immediate Self-Knowledge provides a
foundation for certainty (yagin) in the architecture of knowledge and
supports metaphysical conclusions about the soul's distinction and
survival. For Stoljar, the explanatory gap alone does not justify dualism;
the appropriate response is to enrich physical descriptions rather than
posit a separate mental substance.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that a meaningful conceptual dialogue between
Avicenna's Islamic philosophy of soul and Stoljar's epistemic physicalism is



possible through the proposed fivefold framework, without reducing one
tradition to the other.

The primary difference between the two perspectives lies not in their
acceptance of Self-Knowledge and its first-person immediacy, but rather in:
(a) the interpretation of immediacy (ontological-existential presence vs.
epistemological limitation); (b) the relation to the body (ontological
independence vs. physicalist explanatory horizon); and (c) the type of
consequences drawn (foundational certainty vs. anti-dualist methodological
caution). Both theories share a two-level structure of consciousness,
providing common ground for further research.

In a critical assessment: Stoljar's epistemic physicalism is strong in
avoiding hasty dualistic conclusions but faces limitations in accounting
directly for the phenomenal structure of immediate Self-Knowledge.
Avicenna's analysis is closer to the phenomenological reality of immediacy,
but its naturalization within physical explanation proves more difficult. The
fivefold framework offers a reusable conceptual tool for future comparative
studies between Islamic philosophy and contemporary analytic philosophy
of mind.
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