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Introduction

I begin with some disclaimers. A famous painting by René Magritte

shows a pipe yet is mischievously titled (in French) “This is not

a pipe.” (Magritte was a communist and a consistently humorous

contrarian; I am just a contrarian and rarely humorous here.) The

present book has the word “me” in the title and a good part of the

text, and it has the word “self” and its various hyphenated combin-

ations on almost every page, yet (no mischief intended) it is not

actually, not centrally and not elaborately a book about the self, at

least not in the analytic sense explored by philosophers or the empir-

ical sense explored by neuroscientists, psychologists and social sci-

entists. Nor, despitemany and often detailed discussions ofmemory,

particularly autobiographical memory, should the book be taken as

a fresh contribution to memory research; the memory part is just

a prop – albeit an important one – for the overall argument of the

book. Nor, finally, despite its subtitle and frequent references and at

times extended discussions, is the book really and centrally an ana-

lytically detailed and lavishly illustrated account of self-reflection as

a mental practice – that is, an account of when and how people self-

reflect, through what conceptual and linguistic means, in what con-

crete contexts, for what specific reasons and in pursuit of what

particular goals.

What this book is actually, centrally and fairly elaborately about

is the evolution of the mental competence for self-reflection – the

reasons why it evolved, under what selection pressures, in what sorts

of environments, out of what precursors and with what mental

resources. Since I will argue that the competence for self-reflection

initially evolved to be autobiographical, the book can be said to be

about the evolution of an initially autobiographical reflective mind.
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This is a mind that is consciously cognizant of, deliberately attentive

to and often inquisitive of its own thoughts, memories, experiences

and representations of actions (the reflectiveness part), all explicitly

centered on an inner awareness or sense of an autobiographically

projected self, whether remembered, imagined or anticipated (the

autobiographical part).

Apparently, and paradoxically, a self-reflective mind does not

seem to make much evolutionary sense, at least not in the classical

Darwinist reading of evolution. To my knowledge, given all that

science has figured out so far, other animal minds seem exclusively

extrovert or invested mentally in the outside world and lack self-

reflectiveness, even when they remember or anticipate their actions

and the outcomes of these actions, or when they predict future events

concerning them. These latter accomplishments can conceivably be

handled by unreflective mental capacities. For most animal minds, it

is the outside world – physical, biological, social and, less often,

cultural – that generates all the selection pressures worth responding

to bodily, mentally and behaviorally. This is why, judged compara-

tively, across species, the adaptive value of a self-reflective mind is

neither obvious nor easily explained.

To add to the mystery, the evolution of a self-reflective mind –

possibly rather recent, possibly rather speedy and (for all that is known

so far) in only one species, ours – appears to violate the normally

incremental, frugal and tinkering work of natural selection. It looks

like the seeds of self-reflection are either not present at all in the

extrovertminds of other animal species, including those of our closest

primate ancestors, or else, if barely present for some reason, were not

planted in the right mental soil. After all, these other animal minds

had many millions of years to evolve some form of self-reflection,

most likely inways different fromours, if those seeds had been present

or properly cultivated, but this has not happened. This inquiry

attempts modestly to explain why.

So, the question before us is why a self-reflective mind evolved,

for what reasons and how, in what environments, out of which
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precursors and with what mental capacities. Phrased quite generally,

the answer I propose centers on the unique sociocultural and political

(collaborative and competitive) environments in which humans grow

up and live, and which generate the strongest and most persistent

selection pressures on their minds, beginning with mid-childhood,

calling for new mental adaptations.

The central mental adaptation, of which self-reflection is

a critical outcome, originates in a basic propensity of the human

brain to rehearse anticipatively mental states, speech acts, actions

and states of the world in order to service one’s elaborate goal policies.

These goal policies integrate offline representations of one’s own

mental states and actions and those of others in order to handle the

challenges of a complex and dynamic sociopolitics and sociocultural

life, calling for an adaptive self-regulation. I subsume the goal policies

and the various mental activities that implement them under the

generic concept of self-strategizing. The main theme of the book is

that socially, culturally and politically stimulated and motivated as

well as socioculturally regulated versions of self-strategizing drive the

developmental evolution of a self-reflective mind.

The concept of developmental evolution is central to the over-

all argument of this book. This concept advocates a recentering of the

evolutionary analysis from history of species and phylogeny tomen-

tal ontogeny and, more precisely, to long historical sequences of

mental ontogenies across countless generations and their accumu-

lated adaptations. In the present context, such a move to develop-

mental evolution holds the promise of explaining the evolution of

a self-reflective mind in the incremental, frugal and tinkering terms

of natural and other forms of selection. What looks in general like

a very wide, deep, unbridgeable and often almost unintelligible gap

between animal and human minds, and possibly between the minds

of archaic humans (or hominins) and modern humans, becomes

a narrower, more intelligible and more explainable difference,

when examined from a historically long-term and multigenerational

ontogenetic perspective.
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It is in this spirit that the present inquiry explores the develop-

mental evolution of a self-reflective mind. For expositive reasons,

I will distinguish threemajor pillars of such amind – its reflectiveness,

its autobiographical platform in memory and its internal sense of

a projected (remembered, imagined, predicted) self – and organize

most of the text around them. Onmy reading of the multidisciplinary

literature and the developmental evidence, I find the four-to-five age

range – abbreviated in the text to “age of four” – as the developmental/

evolutionary turning point when these pillars of the self-reflective

mind are gradually built and begin to interact, scaffolding the con-

struction of the competence for self-reflection. This developmental

estimate is not uncontested but, as I will endeavor to show, it is

plausibly supported by converging lines of theorizing and evidence

in several areas of psychology and neuroscience.

After placing the self-reflectivemind on a broadermap of several

types ofminds and drawing onwhat I take to be amost useful explana-

tory methodology in cognitive science, Chapter 1 draws a general

working profile of self-reflection in terms of its major mental tasks,

which in turn will serve as analytic guides to the conjectured neuro-

psychological capacities that run our self-reflections and are examined

in the next two chapters.

Chapter 2 surveys the key mental capacities as resources that

make reflectiveness, one of the central components of self-reflection,

possible. On the executive side, offlinemetamental rehearsals that are

typical of reflective thinking find their distant but indispensable plat-

form in the intrinsic projectivity of animal brains. The development in

human children of a capacious working memory, after the age of four,

enables anticipative rehearsals to move entirely offline, and the con-

current development of inhibition and top-down internal attention

enable such rehearsals to be decoupled and isolated from ongoing

perception-to-action circuits, thus securing the intramental integrity

of self-reflection.

On the cognitive side, offline metamental rehearsals become

metarepresentational, thanks to the development of another critical
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resource after the age of four – a self-directed or introvert intuitive

psychology (or theory of mind) that enables older children (and adults)

to think about their own thoughts and other kinds of mental states in

the same public concepts and terms that apply to other minds. On the

cognitive side too, and also after the age of four, the minds of older

children gradually develop a new system ofmemory – autobiographical

memory – which plays a constitutive and critical role in the evolution

of self-reflection.

Chapter 3 turns to the analysis of another major pillar of the

competence for self-reflection – its sense-of-self component. The

chapter distinguishes between being a self, under some objective

bodily or mental criteria, versus internally and egocentrically having

a sense of self – that is, some awareness, registration or realization of

a self – due to some dedicated recognition or inferential mechanisms.

The entire analysis of self-reflection undertaken in this book is con-

cerned with the latter, sense-of-self aspect. The focus of Chapter 3 is

on the mental resources that generate distinct senses of selves and in

particular, after the age of four, a projective sense of a virtual and

displaced self, which is operative, for example, in autobiographical

reminiscing or autobiographical imagining. This is the sense of self at

the mental center of self-reflection.

Together, the mental resources examined in the second and

third chapter constitute the basic neuropsychological architecture

that runs a self-reflective mind. The evolutionary question at the

heart of this inquiry is why this architecture evolved, for what

reasons, in what environments, when and how. To handle the many

puzzles surrounding the evolution of a self-reflective mind, and

explain why and how young human minds respond in unprecedented

ways to the selection pressures they face in mid-childhood and later,

Chapter 4 proposes a recentering of the evolutionary analysis on

ontogeny and outlines an explanatory paradigm that integrates new

data and hypotheses in three distinct but mutually relevant and

(I think) mutually supportive research areas – genetics, brain organ-

ization and developmental evolution. This paradigm identifies paths
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in the developmental evolution of a self-reflective mind that could

plausibly explain some of its most puzzling features, such as lack of

a dedicated DNA base in the genome, lack of functionally specific and

localized brain sites, and possibly its relatively recent and rapid

evolution.

Guided by this explanatory paradigm, Chapter 5 takes up the

question of the reasons for evolving self-reflection. It begins by explor-

ing the possibility that those reasons might be among those that also

explain the evolution of the mental capabilities running the practices

widely credited to have made the human difference – most notably,

extensive toolmaking and use, an intense sociopolitics, language

acquisition and massive cultural creation and transmission. I do not

find these avenues of explanation very promisingwhen it comes to the

evolution of self-reflection. With the changed evolutionary focus on

mental ontogeny, our analysis locates the most effective and conse-

quential reasons for self-reflection in the strongest and most persist-

ent selection pressures originating in a uniquely human socioculture

and politics and in its forms of sociocultural regulation and conform-

ity that increasingly impinge on, and are felt, registered and responded

to by, children’s minds after the age of four.

Chapter 6 begins to examine older children’s relevant mental

developments construed as adaptive responses to the selection pres-

sures just noted. Initially autobiographical, older children’s (and later

adults’) self-reflections emerge always embedded in a variety of new

and complex mental pursuits, such as self-regarding planning and

deliberation, elaborate lying, personal diplomacy, gossiping about

self and others, vigilant communication, self-promotion, self-

advertising and much more – all forms of strategizing with one’s

own self in mind or explicitly about one’s own mental states in

interaction with those of other people. This is what I will call self-

strategizing.

As amulticomponentmental competence, self-strategizing is the

overall adaptive response to the pressures of sociopolitics and sociocul-

tural life and its regulation. In evolutionary terms, people self-reflect,
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initially autobiographically, because they self-strategize in an increas-

ingly large variety of kinds of mental activities. And people self-

strategize because they live and operate in constantly interactive,

dynamic and fast-changing sociocultural and political environments,

where they exercise their minds most intensely and frequently, and

where they spend most of their mental energies.

Three dimensions of self-strategizing are distinguished. One is its

teleology at work in the goal policies that the mind is always pursuing.

Another dimension is mental (mostly executive and cognitive) and is

responsible for scaffolding the key resources for reflectiveness (i.e., pro-

jective offline rehearsals, metamentation, metarepresentation, working

memory and autobiographical memory). The third dimension is socio-

cultural regulation, which takes primarily the mental forms of con-

science as well as of awareness of the reactions and attitudes of others

toward self, and which is responsible for generating a sense of an auto-

biographically projected and displaced self – the me of the title of this

book. Phrased in a somewhat technical mouthful, conscience itself will

be construed here as the regulatory mental management of one’s public

image and relations to others and to the shared norms, rules, customs,

practices and values of the surrounding culture. It is the conscience-built

self-regulation, through self-oriented and self-servicing strategizing, that

turns young human minds into self-reflective minds.

Chapter 7 turns to the hypotheses and empirical evidence that

open awindow on the operational design of conscience-driven, reflect-

ive and socioculturally regulated self-strategizing. Empirical data

frommemory research suggest thatmost autobiographical projections

that reach far into the past, future or the imaginable, as well as most

self-reflections, operate from a third-person or observer perspective.

The proposed analysis of self-strategizing and these memory data also

squarewith the use of public concepts and terms in howolder children

and later adults understand other minds and their own. These two

parameters – the observer perspective on and the public conceptual-

ization of mental states – are critical components of the publicly

determined construction of a me-self. Driven by the exercise of
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conscience and operating reflectively through its observer perspective

on a projected and virtual self and through the public conceptualiza-

tion of one’s own mental states, self-reflection first evolved as an

internal regulator and evaluator of one’s self-strategic pursuits, con-

strained by the surrounding sociocultural norms, values, customs and

other such parameters as well as the attitudes and reactions of others

toward self.

The concluding chapter, Chapter 8 – of a Q&A sort – answers

some queries and objections, indirectly reviews some basic themes of

earlier chapters and ties up a few loose ends. The Glossary summar-

izes some of the key notions often employed in this text.
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1 Framing the Issue

This introductory chapter outlines themain themes of the book. The

first section places the self-reflective mind within a larger classifica-

tion of kinds of minds, animal as well as human. The second section

provides a working analytic profile of self-reflection, focused on the

main executive, cognitive and sense-of-selfhood tasks involved in

self-reflection, which guide the present inquiry into the mental

architecture and its component abilities that run self-reflections.

The third section previews the general direction and spirit of this

inquiry.

1.1 of minds and intellects

Given the centrality of self-reflection in human mental life, it would

be useful to locate it on a larger theoretical map that classifies and

ranks mental competencies in terms of complexity, sophistication,

mode of operation and access to consciousness as well as their evolu-

tionary histories. This map anticipates which kinds of minds can be

self-reflective.

Philosophers have long separated the consciously reflective

mind from the rest of human mentation, and in particular from

modes of perception, perceptual-motor schemes of action, even

emotions and feelings, as well as unreflective and mostly uncon-

scious routines and habits of association and learning. The latter,

shared by many other species, can be understood as a sort of

universal and unreflective animal mind, whereas the former is

likely to be a rare, if not uniquely human, sort of mind. The

unreflective minds of most animal species are thought to operate

fast, automatically and mostly unconsciously. In contrast, human

minds can also operate in a slow, deliberate, improvised, serial
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