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Summary

TROUBLES WITH SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS

Building on Sigmund Freud, Ernesto de Martino and cognitive sciences, 
Giovanni Jervis has outlined a view of introspective consciousness as 
primarily an activity of narrative re-appropriation of the outputs of the 
unconscious cognitive processing, emphasizing that such an activity is 
ruled by the primary need to construct an identity that is valid as much as 
possible. Thus Jervis has originally pursued an integration between the 
anti-introspectionist tradition in cognitive sciences and the psychodynamic 
investigation on defense mechanisms. This paper outlines Jervis’ attempt to 
integrate these two traditions, and  shows that it fits very well with recent 
developments of the theory-theory approach to self-knowledge.

  

Consciousness and self-consciousness
In his 1993 book Fondamenti di psicologia dinamica (Foundations 
of Dynamic Psychology), Jervis emphasizes the main shortcoming 
of the Freudian view of the unconscious1. Freud’s concept of the 
unconscious is derived by subtraction from the definition of con-
sciousness. The latter is taken as a self-evident, primary quality of 
the mind, although it is then criticized and debunked relative to the 
idealistic conception of consciousness. Like all the psychoanalytic 
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ideas, the Freudian unconscious is a sort of enlargement or extension 
of our folk psychology:

Still today psychoanalytic theory is an intuitive theory of subjectivity (turned 
into objectivity) where subjectivity is intuitively extended “downwards”, 
i.e., to an unconscious world. The latter is “captured” and described with a 
sort of widespread literary good sense, which is rich in old and new reified 
fancies, such as “Ego”, “drives”, “censorship”, “internal nuclei”, “the 
phallus”, “Beta elements”, and so on almost endlessly2.

Let us consider, by contrast, what cognitive scientists call the “cog-
nitive” or “computational” unconscious. We find here a genuinely 
subpersonal level of analysis - the information-processing level, 
wedged between the personal sphere of phenomenology and the 
subpersonal domain of neurobiological facts - which no longer 
takes consciousness as an unquestionable assumption, as a non-
negotiable given fact. The cognitivist mind consists in a process of 
construction and transformation of representations; and a mental 
representation is an explanatory hypothesis in a computational the-
ory of cognition; it is a structure of information (somehow encoded 
in the brain), which is individuated exclusively in terms of intra-
theoretical functional criteria.
In other words, cognitive sciences cut off the traditional nexus be-
tween consciousness and intentionality, thus opening a conceptual 
space to build a consciousness-independent conception of the un-
conscious. As Daniel Dennett famously puts it, first cognitive sci-
entists develop a theory of intentionality that is independent of and 
more fundamental than consciousness - a theory that treats equally 
any form of unconscious representational mentality; and then, they 
proceed to build a theory of consciousness on that ground3.
In this perspective, one can easily realize that the ordinary term 
“consciousness” conflates two quite different kinds of psychological 
functions. First, consciousness is a state of vigilance, i.e., the agent’s 



Troubles with self - consciousness

215

being actively present to the world: this is a matter of forming first-
order representations of states of affairs, which may function to guide 
the agent’s behavior. Second, consciousness is self-consciousness, 
i.e., the agent’s being present to herself: this is a matter of being in 
a higher-order mental state, namely a representational state that has 
a first-order representation as its object. Studies in cognitive ethol-
ogy and developmental psychology show that animals and infants 
under one year of age are conscious in the first-order sense of being 
conscious: they are able to automatically and pre-reflexively form a 
series of representations of states of affairs and operational plans of 
action, and hence to interact with persons and things in flexible but 
not self-conscious manners.
Only some species take a step beyond the basic interactive monitor-
ing of the environment that characterizes the simple, primary con-
sciousness of all animals. They attain self-consciousness, and this in 
at least two different senses.
Great apes like chimpanzees, and in our species infants from 15-18 
months of age, can be said to reach a state in which they are able to 
make a clear distinction between their own physical bodies and the 
surrounding environment. More precisely, they first become capable 
of physical self-monitoring, i.e., focusing attention on the material 
agent as the physical executor of actions; and then their bodily self-
monitoring comes to completion as the objectivation of one’s own 
body (Merleau-Ponty’s corps propre), and thus as a rudimentary 
self-consciousness.
However, it is only in human species, and only after the age of 3 
or 4, that some psychological functions come to self-present them-
selves in compliance with the forms of self-conscious subjectivity. 
This is human consciousness in the full and traditional sense: self-
consciousness as introspective recognition of the presence of the 
virtual inner space of the mind, separated from the other two prima-
ry existential spaces, i.e., the corporeal and extracorporeal spaces. 
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Experimental data show that the consciousness of the body as one’s 
own physical body is necessary premise of the further formation of 
self-consciousness as consciousness of the existence of the mind as 
virtual inner dimension.
However, when this introspective consciousness is put under the 
magnifying lens of cognitive sciences, it is found to be something 
precarious, approximate, anything but guaranteed. 
In the first place, Jervis notes, introspection is “a random, partial and 
unstable phenomenon” because “distractions, forgetfulness, partial 
awareness or temporary forgetting of learned knowledge constitute 
the vital fabric of our minds”4.
Furthermore, data from cultural psychology show that introspective 
consciousness is a sophisticated cognitive achievement, incomplete 
in many human beings. Both in children under 4-5 years, and in 
almost all normal adults in primitive pre-agricultural or pre-liter-
ate agricultural cultures, it can be observed the incompleteness of 
the capacity to conceptualize the existence of an inner space of the 
mind. This deficiency contributes to form a subjective psychologi-
cal world that is conducive to somatic and pragmatic (rather than 
psychological) views of the agents: e.g., emotions are experienced 
as purely bodily feelings, and as such they are variously situated in 
guts or limbs; dreams are conceived as nocturnal visions located in 
the extracorporeal space; thinking is confused with speaking; and 
also one’s own reveries and projects are only partially objectivated, 
and hence taken into consideration with difficulty. These forms of 
incompleteness of self-consciousness facilitate a proclivity to hys-
terical splitting and magic-religious rationalizations about themes of 
influencing, like jinx or possession5.
We can assume then that our self-consciousness - the self-conscious-
ness of “us” as “educated” subjects who belong to an urban and in-
dustrial culture - is more analytic than that of the subjects who be-
long to pre-literate communities. However, this distinction between 
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the “primitive man” and the “civilized one” is much less clear-cut 
than it seems. For it is easy to note that even

our assumption of responsibility for passions or moods that we ourselves 
[as “educated” subjects] produce is often incomplete. (With ease, some-
times also we say “I have been taken by…”, and believe to immediately 
obtain a sort of absolution from this.)6

But the most important question that must be asked about our self-
consciousness is the following:  

This re-appropriation of our inner life, which is the fulcrum of self-con-
sciousness […] as ground of an advanced ethics, and of which we are 
legitimately proud [...], well, is this more properly reflexive, introspective 
self-consciousness mainly “awareness”, or rather storytelling, or even 
conventional discourse?7

According to Jervis, the answer that comes from some research tra-
ditions within cognitive sciences is that introspective consciousness 
is mainly a narrative construction that, as Freud saw it, “is saturated 
with self-deceptions and bad faith”8. This claim, and the empirical 
findings that lend support to it, are the topic of the next sections.

There is no introspective knowledge of the causes of our behavior 
and attitudes
Empirical evidence on the inaccuracy of introspective reports has 
been accumulating since the first observations about post-hypnotic 
suggestions in the late 19th century. Other landmarks in anti-intro-
spectionism are Wilder Penfield’s experiments in stimulating the 
cortex, Roger Sperry’s and Michael Gazzaniga’s research on split 
brains, experiments on subliminal perception and dichotic listening, 
and above all the extensive cognitive dissonance and causal attribu-
tion literatures that have been built up in experimental social psy-
chology over the last fifty years.
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In R.E. Nisbett and T.D. Wilson’s classical review of these litera-
tures9, the experimental subjects’ attitudes and behavior were caused 
by motivational factors inaccessible to consciousness. However, 
when explicitly asked about the motivations (causes) of their actions, 
the subjects did not hesitate to state their reasonable motives. The 
two psychologists explained this pattern of results by arguing that 
the participants did not have any direct access to the real causes of 
their attitudes and behavior; rather, they engaged in an activity of 
confabulation, i.e., they made use of a priori causal theories to build 
reasonable but imaginary explanations of the motivational factors of 
their attitudes and behavior10.
Nisbett and Wilson’s account of causal self-attribution in terms of 
theory-laden confabulatory activity is an exemplar of “theory-theory 
account of self-knowledge”11. For most theory-theorists, the attribu-
tion of psychological states to oneself (or first-person mindreading) 
is an interpretative activity that depends on mechanisms that exploit 
theories that apply to the same extent to ourselves and others. Such 
theory-driven mechanisms take as input information about mind-
external states of affairs, essentially the target’s behavior and/or the 
situation in which it occurs12.
Evidence in support of the theory-theory account of self-knowledge 
comes from the so-called “actor-observer paradigm”. In one applica-
tion of this paradigm, Nisbett and Bellows compared the introspec-
tive reports of participants (“actors”) to the reports of a control group 
of “observers” who were given a general description of the situation 
and asked to predict how the actors would react13. Observers’ predic-
tions were found to be statistically identical to -- and as inaccurate as 
-- the reports by the actors. This finding suggests that “both groups 
produced these reports via the same route, namely by applying or 
generating similar causal theories”14.
In developmental psychology Alison Gopnik has defended the the-
ory-theory account of self-knowledge by arguing that there is good 
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developmental evidence of developmental synchronies: children’s 
understanding of themselves proceeds in lockstep with their un-
derstanding of others15. E.g., since the theory-theory assumes that 
first-person and third-person mentalistic attributions are both sub-
served by the same theory of mind, it predicts that if the theory is 
not yet equipped to solve certain third-person false-belief problems, 
then the child should also be unable to perform the parallel first-
person task. A much discussed instance of parallel performance on 
tasks for self and other is in a study by Gopnik and Astington16. 
Using the well-known “Smarties Box” paradigm, they found that 
the children’s ability to answer the question concerning oneself was 
significantly correlated with their ability to answer the question 
concerning another. More recent meta-analytic findings show that 
performance on false-belief tasks for self and for others is virtually 
identical at all ages17.
Data from autism have also been used to motivate the claim that 
first-person and third-person mentalistic attribution have a common 
theoretical basis. An intensely debated piece of evidence comes from 
a study by Hurlburt, Happé and Frith, in which three people suffering 
from Asperger syndrome were tested with the descriptive experience 
sampling method18. The study showed marked qualitative differenc-
es in introspection in the autistic subjects: unlike normal subjects 
who report several different phenomenal state types (including inner 
verbalisation, visual images, unsymbolised thinking, and emotional 
feelings), the first two autistic subjects reported visual images only; 
the third subject could report no inner experience at all. Even though 
admitting that this is a very small sample of subjects, Carruthers sug-
gested that “autistic subjects might have severe difficulties of access 
to their own occurrent thought processes and emotions”19.
Thus, data from social psychology, development psychology and 
cognitive neuropsychiatry converge on the idea that we have no in-
trospection of the causes of our judgments, decisions and behavior. 
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In everyday life, explaining one’s own motives (“being able to say 
why”) plays mainly a justificatory role rather than a descriptive one20:

Take, for example, the most basic of questions: “Why are you here?” If any 
individuals find themselves in a specific place at a certain time, it is unlikely 
they can pinpoint the interplay of factors or complex series of motives that 
have led them to be in that exact place at that precise time. But they will 
certainly have no hesitation in providing convincing explanations to justify 
their actions. In short, people can seldom say why they are there, but can 
always assert that it is right for them to be there21.

This allows us to unveil the illusory character of our coercive folk-
psychological inclination to “read” any behavior as deliberately, 
consciously goal-directed, in accordance with a prior intention, 
which is supposed to be simple and identifiable22. Actually, Jervis 
argues, the agent is not a primarily quiescent organism, who “then” 
invariably moves towards some goal; rather it is a primarily self-
propelled structure. Therefore, one can really say neither when one 
starts an action, nor when an identifiable goal-directed behavioral 
plan begins. It is more correct to say that 

since ever we are embedded in a system of role scripts and behavioral sche-
mes (i.e., of cognitive-motor schemes) which we have begun to articulate 
since when we exist as individuals, and which we restlessly modify and 
repropose according to the circumstances23.

And embedded in this flow of actions, we sometimes tell ourselves: 
“This is just the thing I want to do”, or “What I did is the thing that I 
really wanted to do”, and again “This thought is just what I feel like 
thinking”. In a word, we consider some piece of behavior as deliber-
ate all the times that we are able to explain it with common sense, 
i.e., when we are able to justify it in accordance with the canons that 
are accepted in our social environment24.
Thus introspection, insomuch as it is construed as a source of knowl-
edge of the causes of our behavior and attitudes, is an illusion. In its 
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stead we find “the capacity to explain one’s actions ex post”, i.e., our 
continuously “praising” what we are doing25. 

There is no introspective knowledge of our attitudes
It is to be noticed, however, that the theory-theory account is never 
suggested as an exhaustive theory of self-knowledge; for some mar-
gin is always left for some sort of direct self-knowledge26. Nisbett and 
Wilson, e.g., draw a sharp distinction between “cognitive processes” 
(the causal processes underlying judgments, decisions, emotions, 
sensations) and mental “content” (those judgments, decisions, emo-
tions, sensations themselves)27. Subjects have “direct access” to this 
mental content, and this allows them to know it “with near certainty”. 
In contrast, they have no access to the processes that cause behavior. 
However, insofar as Nisbett and Wilson do not offer any hypothesis 
about this alleged direct self-knowledge, their theory is incomplete.
In order to offer an account of this supposedly direct self-knowl-
edge, some philosophers made a more or less radical return to vari-
ous forms of Cartesianism, construing first-person mindreading as a 
process that permits the access to at least some mental phenomena 
in a relatively direct and non-interpretative way. On this perspective, 
introspective access does not appeal to theories that serve to inter-
pret “external” information, but rather exploits mechanisms that can 
receive information about inner life through a relatively direct chan-
nel: this is the “inside access” view of introspection28.
The inside access view comes in various forms. Mentalistic self-at-
tribution may be realized by a mechanism that processes information 
about the functional profile of mental states, or their representational 
content, or both kinds of information29. A representationalist-func-
tionalist version of the inside access view is Shaun Nichols and 
Stephen Stich’s account of first-person mindreading in terms of 
“monitoring mechanisms”30. Their hypothesis is that whereas detect-
ing others’ mental states and reasoning about one’s own and oth-
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ers’ mental states are all subserved by the same theory of mind, the 
mechanism for detecting one’s own mental states is quite independ-
ent of the mechanism that deals with the mental states of other peo-
ple. More precisely, the monitoring-mechanism theory assumes the 
existence of a suite of distinct self-monitoring computational mecha-
nisms, including one for monitoring and providing self-knowledge 
of one’s own experiential states, and one for monitoring and provid-
ing self-knowledge of one’s own propositional attitudes. Thus, e.g., 
if X believes that p, and the proper monitoring mechanism is acti-
vated, it copies the representation p in X’s Belief Box, embeds the 
copy in a representation schema of the form “I believe that___”, and 
then places this second-order representation back in X’s Belief Box.
Since the monitoring-mechanism theory assumes that first-person 
mindreading does not involve mechanisms of the sort that figure in 
third-person mindreading, it implies that the first capacity should be 
dissociable, both diachronically and synchronically, from the sec-
ond. In support of this prediction Nichols and Stich cite develop-
mental data to the effect that, on a wide range of tasks, instead of the 
parallel performance predicted by the theory-theory, children exhibit 
developmental asynchronies31. Moreover, they suggest32 that there 
is some evidence of a double dissociation between schizophrenic 
and autistic subjects: the monitoring mechanisms might be intact in 
autistics despite their impairment in third-person mindreading; in 
schizophrenics the pattern might be reversed.
The monitoring-mechanism theory provides a kind of Cartesian re-
ply to the theory-theory. But it faces at least two difficulties. To start 
with, the theory must tell us how monitoring mechanisms establish 
which attitude type or percept type a given mental state belongs 
to33. A possibility is that there is a separate monitoring mechanism 
for each propositional attitude type and for each perceptual modal-
ity. But then, since any monitoring mechanism can be selectively 
impaired, the monitoring-mechanism theory predicts a multitude 
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of dissociations – e.g., subjects who can self-attribute beliefs but 
not desires, or visual experiences but not auditory ones, and so on. 
However, the hypothesis of such a massive dissociability has little 
empirical plausibility34.
A different version of the inside access view of introspection is Alvin 
Goldman’s simulationist one.  He argues that first-person mindread-
ing both ontogenetically precedes and grounds third-person min-
dreading. Mindreaders need to introspectively access their offline 
products of mental simulation before they can project them onto the 
target. And this, Goldman claims, is a form of “direct access”.
In 1993 Goldman put forward a phenomenological version of the in-
side access view, by arguing that introspection is a process of detection 
and classification of one’s (current) psychological states that does not 
depend at all on theoretical knowledge, but rather occurs in virtue of 
information about the phenomenological properties of such states35. 
But in light of heavy criticism36, in his 2006 book Goldman has re-
markably reappraised the relevance of the qualitative component for 
the detection of psychological states, pointing out the centrality of the 
neural properties37. Building on Craig’s account of interoception38, 
as well as Marr’s and Biederman’s computational models of visual 
object recognition, Goldman now maintains that introspection is a 
perception-like process that involves a transduction mechanism that 
takes neural properties of mental states as input and outputs represen-
tations in a proprietary code - the introspective code, or the “I-code”. 
The I-code represents types of mental categories and classifies men-
tal-state tokens in terms of those categories. Thus Goldman’s neural 
approach tries to solve the problem of the recognition of the percept 
and attitude types, which proved problematic for Nichols and Stich’s 
representationalist-functionalist approach. However, since different 
percept and attitude types are presumably realized in different cerebral 
areas, each percept or attitude type will depend on a specific infor-
mational channel to feed the introspective mechanism. Consequently, 
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Goldman’s theory also seems to be open to the objection of massive 
dissociability raised to the monitoring-mechanism theory39.
Moreover, Peter Carruthers has offered a cogent argument against 
the idea of a direct access to propositional attitudes40. His neuro-
cognitive framework is the Global Neuronal Workspace model41, in 
which a range of perceptual systems “broadcast” their outputs (e.g., 
sensory data from the environment, imagery, somatosensory and 
proprioceptive data) to a complex of conceptual systems (judgment-
forming, memory-forming, desire-forming, decision-making sys-
tems, and so forth). Among the conceptual systems there is also a 
multi-componential “mindreading system”, which generates higher-
order judgments about the mental states of others and of oneself. By 
virtue of receiving globally broadcast perceptual states as input, the 
mindreading system can easily recognize those percepts, generating 
self-attributions of the form “I see something red”, “It hurts”, and so 
on. But the mindreading system receives no input from the systems 
that generate propositional attitude events (like judging and decid-
ing). Consequently, the mindreading system cannot directly self-at-
tribute propositional attitude events; it must infer them by exploiting 
the perceptual input (together with the outputs of various memory 
systems). Thus, Carruthers concludes, “self-attributions of proposi-
tional attitude events like judging and deciding are always the result 
of a swift (and unconscious) process of self-interpretation”42.
On this perspective, therefore, we do not introspect our own proposi-
tional attitude events. Our only form of access to those events is via 
self-interpretation, turning our mindreading faculty upon ourselves 
and engaging in unconscious interpretation of our own behavior, 
physical circumstances, and sensory events like visual imagery and 
inner speech. Carruthers bases his proposal on considerations con-
cerning the evolution of mindreading and metacognition, the rejec-
tion of the data that according to Nichols and Stich suggest devel-
opmental asynchronies and dissociation between self-attribution and 
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other-attribution, and above all on evidence about the confabulation 
of attitudes. (E.g., Carruthers discusses a study by Joaquim Brasil-
Neto and colleagues43, in which participants were caused to extend 
either their right or their left index finger via focal magnetic stim-
ulation of areas of motor cortex in the relevant brain hemisphere. 
Participants had been instructed to make a free decision about which 
finger to extend after hearing a click, which was actually produced 
by the discharge of the magnetic coil. The participants confabulated: 
they claimed to have been aware of deciding to extend that finger.)
Thus Carruthers develops a very sophisticated version of the theory-
theory account of self-knowledge in which the theory-driven mecha-
nisms underlying first- and third-person mindreading can count not 
only on observations of one’s own behavior and the circumstances 
in which it occurs, but also on the recognition of a multitude of per-
ceptual and quasi-perceptual events. 
All this delivers us a drastically debunked conception of introspective 
consciousness. Although Carruthers admits that we can introspect 
conscious experiences like those that arise in perception and imagery, 
this perceptive and quasi-perceptive information is nothing but the 
raw material for an interpretative activity. In this perspective, then, 
the Cartesian soul-like, self-transparent consciousness-substance is 
superseded by the product of an apparatus -- our incomplete, partial, 
and in many cases seriously defective folk theory of psychology -- 
which allows us to very partially describe and above all narratively 
justify mental events and processes all fundamentally unconscious. 
Thus, like Hamlet’s old mole, the unconscious has dug so deeply that, 
by this time, “it reigns over our whole mental existence”44.

The self-defensive nature of self-consciousness
Another important hypothesis advanced by Carruthers is that 
Descartes’ doctrine of the self-transparency of the mind reflects an 
innate feature of the human mind45. That is, the mindreading system 
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would operate with a model of its own access to the rest of the mind 
that is essentially Cartesian, assuming that subjects know, immedi-
ately and without self-interpretation, what they are experiencing, 
judging and intending. This assumption, Carruthers speculates, (i) 
may have great heuristic value, greatly simplifying the mindreading 
system’s computations; and (ii) may also “make it easier for subjects 
to engage in various kinds of adaptive self-deception, helping them 
build and maintain a solid self-image”46.
This latter suggestion leads us to the topic of defense mechanisms. 
That is, we have now to focus on the self-defensive nature of our 
activity of re-appropriation of the outputs of the computational un-
conscious. Following Freud’s lesson, Jervis holds that the construc-
tion of inner life is ruled by “a self-apologetic defensiveness”47. But 
he adds the caveat that what we have learnt from cognitive sciences 
forces a radical revision of the way in which the psychoanalytic tra-
dition has dealt with the study of defense mechanisms.
In his 1983 book Presenza e identità (Presence and Identity), Jervis 
distinguishes between two theories of error48. The first theory is part 
and parcel with the Cartesian model of the mind. Descartes traced 
the errors of judgment and conduct back to the emotional, visceral, 
impulsive-instinctual, “animal” sphere of the body - this allowed him 
to safeguard the assumption of a primary (and for him transcendent) 
principle of human rational awareness. The Cartesian faith in reason 
as producer of truth, the idea that what is clear and distinct cannot be 
false, and that errors are essentially a sort of derailment due to drive-
visceral interferences, is implicit also in Freud’s system of thought.
But the Cartesian conception of error had already found an implicit 
refutation in Francis Bacon’s work, in which the errors of judgment 
and conduct are traced back to the forms of doing and knowing “that 
are peculiar to the psychological essence of human beings”49. In 
Bacon, contrary to Descartes, the conscious and rational mind natu-
rally produces errors: the human intellectus, he writes, “is like a false 
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mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and discolours the 
nature of things by mingling its own nature with it”50. We could say, 
in current terms, that Bacon sees the mind’s errors, illusions, and self-
deceptions as intrinsic to the ordinary cognitive-affective processes. 
It is this Baconian perspective that has been taken by research tradi-
tions such as psychology of thought and social psychology. (Thus, 
e.g., social psychology tells us that stereotypes and prejudices are 
“structures of bad faith” that originate from cognitive mechanisms 
underlying the etiology of social attitudes51.) And in dynamic psy-
chology the Baconian conception of error gives rise to “a reinforcing 
overturning” of the questioning about defenses. Now,

the aspects of ambiguity, self-deception, and […] sufferance of human life 
can no longer be conceived as interferences that are restrictively connected 
to affective and emotional factors (and hence negatively affecting a self-
conscious rationality safeguarded as primary), but rather as globally con-
stitutive aspects of the mind and behavior52. 

And thus, 

in examining the construction of the everyday life we need to explain not how 
and why some “defensive” mechanisms exist, but rather how all the structures 
of knowledge and action are by themselves, integrally, a matter of defenses53. 

We are now able to capture something that is already in Freud but 
which the Cartesian model prevented him from thoroughly articu-
lating: the defensive processes are something more than bulwarks 
against anxieties and insecurities that perturb the order of our inner 
life; actually, defense mechanisms are the very structure of the mind 
- the Freudian Ego itself is a defense. Here are the roots of the clini-
cal theme of the fragility of the ego, namely that intimate personal 
insecurity that seems to originate from insufficiencies in the primary 
relationship between mother and child (what Michael Balint termed 
“basic fault”). But in Jervis the theme is much wider, and it concerns 



Massimo Marraffa

228

the subject of a dynamic psychology based on the cognitive-science 
ontology of psychobiological functions. Let us see.
After undergoing the above-mentioned “reinforcing overturning”, 
the ideas of the unconscious and defense mechanisms have no longer 
the function of debunking the traditional image of a subject with 
a primary identity and force; on the contrary, they certify the non-
existence of a human subject of that kind. What, more than anything 
else, defines the real human subject is its intrinsic fragility; and con-
sequently what we must try to understand is how the human subject, 
notwithstanding its fragility, is able to construct itself: 

Today’s scientific psychology wants to understand how the human subject 
comes to exist and survive, and to be conscious, and to create culture, 
despite the fragility of the biological premises from which it starts. It may 
be said that the problem is no longer to know how human beings can “come 
down” from the level of nobility at which they were placed, but on the con-
trary, how they can “rise” up to self-consciousness and culture in spite of 
the lack of an identity and a strength that guarantee them; notwithstanding, 
therefore, their ontological insubstantiality, and indeed, still more radi-
cally, a sort of their original “non-being”54.

Jervis’ emphasis on the precarious nature of the subject’s self-con-
struction reveals the influence of his mentor Ernesto de Martino55.  
Central in de Martino’s work is the concept of presence, viz. the find-
ing oneself again at the center of a one’s own orderly and meaningful 
subjective world, and hence at the center of an historical and cultural 
environment to which one feels to belong. Presence includes, how-
ever, the opposition in the form of the risk of its dissolution, i.e. of 
the pure negativity, of the fragmentation of the elements outside of 
the synthesis of manifold. As de Martino writes in his 1948 book Il 
mondo magico (The Magic World):

[even] the supreme principle of the transcendental unity of self-con-
sciousness involves a supreme risk to the person, i.e., the risk of losing the 
supreme principle through which it is constituted and established56.
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According to the great philosopher-ethnologist, therefore, the human 
presence in the world is a precarious acquisition, continuously con-
structed by the subject and constantly exposed to the risk of the crisis 
(the “crisis of presence”). Jervis elegantly describes this idea:

the feeling of existing, that is, the primary feeling of the presence of self to 
itself, or if you like the feeling of the unity of the ego, or also the self-con-
sciousness as full certainty on which the experience and the order of every-
day living rest, is not a psychological faculty guaranteed once for all, but 
it is a precarious acquisition, arduously constructed by culture every day57. 

The exclusive focus on culture is what separates de Martino from 
Jervis. 
De Martino thought that overcoming the crisis of presence is pre-
rogative of culture; indeed, presence is cultural dynamism: 

Presence is movement that transcends the situation in value. Owing to this 
movement, it is detached from the situation, emerges from it, moulds it as a 
situation in an “operable” world. Presence is man’s primordial ethos, the 
will of history that unceasingly unfolds58.

If presence is movement, the crisis is inactivity, a state of stand-
still. The “critical moments of becoming” are just those situations 
in which the inertia of presence, which is equivalent to its loss, be-
comes an imminent threat. This may occur in the confrontation with 
death, in cases of psychological dissociation, alienation, and loss of 
subjectivity59. In the resolution of these moments the religious dehis-
torification -- in which becoming is replaced by the “iteration of the 
identical” -- plays a fundamental role60.
All these themes undergo a naturalistic reversal in Jervis’ writings. 
He tries to distill de Martino’s psychological insights from his histor-
icist and culturalist thought. Thus, de Martino becomes a forerunner 
of the current sociological and psychological research on identity 
and the self61.
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The problem of identity is the main aspect of de Martino’s thought 
that is of interest to psychology. At the pages 46-50 of the aforemen-
tioned Presenza e identità, Jervis opposes de Martino’s theory of 
presence to Kant’s conception of self-consciousness. Kant thought 
that the consciousness of existing could be captured in a pure state, 
independently from the consciousness of existing in a certain way: 
“I am conscious of myself, not as I appear to myself, nor as I am in 
myself, but only that I am”, he famously writes in the first Critique62. 
But de Martino’s presence cannot be conceived as a primum, a self-
awareness that is primary, elemental and simple, preceding any other 
form of “knowing”.  As Jervis puts it,  

the being-here as the subject’s primary feeling, open to the world, gets its 
meaning only as a being here in a certain way, i.e., as bodily and affec-
tive self-image, in representing to itself one’s own person as a person of a 
certain type. There is no feeling of self without some form of representation 
of self: contrary to what Kant thought, there is no consciousness of self 
without knowledge of self 63.

In other words, we know that we exist insofar as we know that we 
exist “in a certain way”, as describable identity, constant through 
changes. If for some reason this self-description becomes uncertain, 
the subject soon feels that the feeling of existing vanishes64. 
Self-consciousness is, therefore, the construction of a description 
of self. And grafting de Martino’s “phenomenological psychology 
of identity” onto dynamic psychology, Jervis identifies the ultimate 
root of the primary defensiveness of the self-constructed subject in 
the precariousness of this description of identity - “the primary, and 
universal, existential risk of the loss of presence”65. Without the on-
tological guarantee on which the Cartesian soul-like consciousness-
substance can count, the human subject constitutes itself as a reper-
toire of “composite psychological manoeuvres”66, which take pains 
to cope with its “ontological insubstantiality”, its “original non-be-
ing”. We have here a hypothesis about human nature:
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Our life does not respond only to those elementary biological needs, surviv-
ing and reproducing, which are manifest to everyone; and neither our inner 
drives can be traced back only to the universal forms of social competi-
tion, which we see in the rivalry among animals. By contrast, our everyday 
life is also conditioned by a need that, in the human species at least, is as 
much fundamental, namely the need to construct and protect a self-image 
endowed with at least a minimal solidity, and that is, in practice, solid 
enough to confirm to ourselves that we exist without dissolving ourselves67.

In Jervis’ hands, then, de Martino’s inquiry into the universal struc-
tures that allow individuals defend themselves from anxiety in view 
of the critical moments of becoming, is naturalized and incorporated 
in a dynamic psychology that investigates the uncertainties that con-
cern self-consciousness by means of cognitive-science tools68. And 
thus Jervis’ dynamic psychology deals with the thematic of the pres-
ence and its crisis as a matter certainly historical but also, and per-
haps still more, biological and psychological. Accordingly, unlike de 
Martino, Jervis places the defense mechanisms along a continuum 
that spans all levels, from the individual to the collective. At the 
individual level, the defensive activities consist in “the intrapsychic 
defenses and the interpersonal manoeuvres to which each of us ap-
peals, in the relationship with other people and one’s own environ-
ment, to defend one’s own self-describability and, indissolubly, the 
cohesiveness of one’s own self-conscious being”69. At the collective 
level, such activities consist in the construction of “a system of refer-
ences, in part symbolic and ritual, which give perspective to living, 
domesticity and meaning to one’s own being in the world”70.
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