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Abstract
The present study adopts a comparative approach to examine the

relationship between “presential self-awareness” in Avicenna’s
philosophy and Peter Carruthers’s theory of “Interpretive Sensory Access”
(ISA) in contemporary philosophy of mind. It aims to explain the
possibility of integrating two distinct levels of consciousness: the
foundational presential level in the Islamic philosophical framework and
the interpretive attitudinal level in ISA. A rereading of the “Flying Man”
argument shows that the affirmation “I exist” in Avicenna’s thought is a
kind of immediate, non-descriptive, and minimal awareness that
constitutes the condition of possibility for any reflective attention and
subsequent acquired knowledge. By contrast, in ISA Carruthers regards
self-knowledge as an interpretation-based, evidence-based, and social
process in which inner speech plays a mediating role. The research method
is based on conceptual-textual analysis of Kitab al-Nafs and al-Isharat
wa’l-Tanbihat and their comparison with the theoretical and empirical
foundations of ISA. A comparative analysis of the two views along five
fundamental axes shows that the apparent conflict between Avicenna’s
presential transparency and Carruthers’s interpretive opacity can be
explained within a layered and complementary model. The results indicate
that by distinguishing between the “presential minimal self” and
“interpretive self-knowledge,” Islamic philosophy, while preserving the
existential and anti-skeptical foundation of consciousness, can play an
active and methodical role in the global dialogue of philosophy of mind
and create a link between existential reflections and empirical
explanations.
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1. Introduction

This comparative study examines the relationship between
Avicenna’s notion of presential self-knowledge and Peter
Carruthers’ Interpretive Sensory Access (ISA) theory in
contemporary philosophy of mind. The central question asks
whether the immediate transparency of Avicennian presential
consciousness contradicts the interpretive opacity of ISA, or
whether these two can be understood as complementary layers of a
unified model of mind.

Avicenna’s thought experiment of the “Floating Man” provides one
of the earliest philosophical articulations of immediate self-
knowledge. In this argument, a person suspended in air, deprived of
all sensory perception, still affirms the statement “I am.” This self-
knowledge is not a product of sensation or reasoning but a presence
of existence to itself. Conversely, Carruthers’ ISA theory holds that
self-knowledge is not direct introspection but a process of
interpretation based on sensory, linguistic, and social evidence. The
aim of the present research is to show that these two conceptions are
not mutually exclusive but represent two complementary levels of
consciousness: the existential-presential and the interpretive—
cognitive layers.

2. Literature Review
In the Islamic philosophical tradition, Avicenna was the first to
elevate the discussion of knowledge from the domain of natural
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philosophy to the level of ontology. In the “Floating Man” argument
in Kitab al-Nafs (Book of the Soul), he demonstrates that self-
knowledge does not depend on bodily or sensory faculties; rather, it
is a kind of presential knowledge—a non-conceptual knowledge in
which the knower and the known are one and the same. This form
of self-knowledge establishes an anti-skeptical foundation for all
later epistemological reflection.

In contrast, within analytic philosophy of mind, Carruthers argues
in The Opacity of Mind that human beings lack direct access to their
own mental states. Instead, they infer or interpret them through
behavioral and linguistic evidence—just as they interpret the minds
of others. The mind, according to Carruthers, is therefore “opaque”
rather than transparent, and inner speech functions as a primary
interpretive mechanism.

Previous studies on Avicenna’s theory of self-knowledge have
largely focused on its metaphysical structure within the Islamic
context, while comparative engagement with modern theories of
consciousness has remained limited. This research fills that gap by
demonstrating how Avicenna’s ontological model of presential
knowledge can be meaningfully brought into dialogue with
Carruthers’ cognitive model of interpretive access.

3. Methodology

his study adopts a comparative conceptual-textual analysis. First,
the key Avicennian texts—Kitab al-Nafs and Al-Isharat wa al-
Tanbrhat—were analyzed to reconstruct the logical and ontological
structure of presential knowledge and the argument of the “Floating
Man.” Second, the theoretical foundations of ISA were examined
through its main components: limited transparency, inner speech,
and socially embedded interpretation. Third, both views were
compared across five analytical dimensions: (1) immediacy vs.
mediation, (2) source of access, (3) social and normative context,
(4) first-person authority, and (5) boundaries of skepticism. The
comparison aims to build a two-layered model of consciousness that
integrates ontological and cognitive dimensions.



4. Findings

The comparative analysis shows that in Avicenna’s philosophy,
self-knowledge is an ontological presence of the soul to itself—a
direct, non-mediated knowledge that involves no representational or
linguistic process. This presential consciousness constitutes the
most certain and indubitable level of knowledge, immune to
skepticism.

In contrast, the ISA theory defines self-knowledge as an interpretive
process whereby the mind constructs an understanding of its own
mental states using sensory and linguistic cues. For Carruthers,
people know their own thoughts in the same inferential way that they
know the thoughts of others.

Yet, the apparent opposition between these two accounts dissolves
once the distinction between ontological and cognitive levels of
consciousness is recognized. Presential knowledge provides the
existential ground for selfhood—it is what makes interpretive access
possible. Meanwhile, interpretive knowledge constitutes the
reflective and communicative dimension through which self-
knowledge manifests in linguistic and social contexts.

Table 1

The following table summarizes the comparative framework
between Avicenna and Carruthers:

Analytical Avicenna Carruthers Integrative
Dimension  (Presential Self- (ISA Interpretation
Awareness) Theory)
Immediacy / Direct Interpretive Two
Mediation ontological and evidence- | complementary
presence; self- based levels: existential
knowing without |  awareness and interpretive

representation

Source of The self’s Inner speech Presential being
Access presence to and sensory | as the foundation
itself; knowledge cues of interpretive

as being access




Analytical Avicenna Carruthers Integrative

Dimension  (Presential Self- (ISA Interpretation
Awareness) Theory)
Social and Pre-linguistic Socially Society conditions
Normative and non-social constructed the expression,
Context and language- | not the origin, of
dependent awareness
First-Person | Absolute and Relative and Hierarchical
Authority infallible norm- authority:
governed presential

(certain) vs.
interpretive

(social)
Boundaries Skepticism Skepticism Skepticism
of impossible at the limited to applies only to the
Skepticism presential level self- interpretive layer

ascription

This table clarifies that the difference between Avicenna and
Carruthers is not one of contradiction but of explanatory scope. The
Avicennian layer concerns the being of knowledge, while the
Carruthers layer concerns the knowing of knowledge. When
combined, they provide a unified, multi-layered understanding of
consciousness that is both ontologically grounded and cognitively
articulated.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that this integrative model allows
Islamic philosophy to engage productively with contemporary
cognitive science. While ISA offers a functional account of mental
interpretation, Avicenna provides the ontological condition that
makes such functionality possible—namely, the immediacy of self-
presence that precedes all interpretation.

5. Conclusion

The study concludes that Avicenna’s and Carruthers’ accounts of
self-knowledge represent two non-conflicting but interdependent
levels of consciousness. The presential level describes the
existential immediacy through which the self is directly present to



itself, while the interpretive level explains the linguistic and social
processes by which this presence becomes reflexive and
communicable.

This dual-layer model preserves the metaphysical authenticity of
Islamic philosophy while situating it within the framework of
modern cognitive theories. Thus, presential transparency and
interpretive opacity are not antagonistic but mutually reinforcing
aspects of a single phenomenon—the unity of being and
understanding in consciousness.
By bridging the Avicennian metaphysics of the self with Carruthers’
empirical-cognitive approach, the research demonstrates how
classical Islamic philosophy can contribute actively to global
discussions in philosophy of mind, offering a dialogical platform
that unites existential and interpretive dimensions of knowledge.

Keywords: Avicenna, Presential Self- Knowledge, Peter Carruthers,
Interpretive Sensory Access (ISA), Opacity of Mind, Inner Speech,
Layered Consciousness Model.
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