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Abstract
Every episodic memory entails a sense of identity, which allows us to mentally travel
through time. There is a special way by which the subject who is remembering comes
into contact with the self that is embedded in the episodic simulation of memory: we
can directly and robustly experience the protagonist in memory as ourselves. This paper
explores what constitutes such experience in memory. On the face of it, the issue may
seem trivial: of course, we are able to entertain a sense of identity—the experience of
our recollection structurally resembles our perception of the original event. However,
given the phenomenon of observer memory, in which our visual perspective is
decoupled from our embodied dimension, it is unclear whether it is the observing or
the embodied one that is identified. This phenomenon is important not only in
illustrating the complexity of identification but also in assessing how best to address
it. In this paper, the issue is analyzed through concepts introduced from the literature on
bodily self-consciousness. The potential approaches to addressing the issue of identi-
fication are examined, including the inheritance view, according to which the identifi-
cation relies on the inheritance of mnemonic content from the original experience. I
propose and argue for the self-simulation view, which suggests that what results in the
experience of “I am this” in memory is the observing and the embodied dimensions as
well as the relation between them, which enable different ways of projecting oneself
into an episodic simulation.

1 Introduction

Memory and the self have long been seen as intricately connected. While most
philosophical and psychological studies have focused on how memory constitutes
our narrative self or personal identity, this paper aims to explore the topic of our sense
of identity (or self-continuity) in memory. “Sense of identity” refers to our experience
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of being the same person as the protagonist in the memory, or the remembered subject
during recollection. For example, when recalling being at a family reunion, there is a
protagonist interacting with other family members in the memory that you experience
as yourself. Such experience involved in the recollection is our target phenomenon in
this paper. The issue of identification concerns how the protagonist in memory is
identified as ourselves to lead to such an experience. What gives rise to sense of
identity?

The kind of memory that is of interest here is episodic memory. Tulving (1985)
characterized episodic memory with mental time travel. To enable oneself to mentally
travel through time (Suddendorf and Corballis 1997), one is required to be able to
construct an episodic simulation of a counterfactual world that includes a subject in the
past, as well as to experience that simulated subject as the same person as oneself.
Studying sense of identity within this process is key to understanding one of the core
elements of mental time travel.1

As mental time travel can be found in both remembering and prospection, the issue
of identification exists not only in studies on memory but also in those on future
thinking, counterfactual thinking, imagining, and dreaming. This paper will focus on
such an experience in remembering. While some studies on other forms of episodic
simulation (e.g., mental imagery in sports psychology) will be used in my arguments,
the scope of the discussion will be confined to mental simulation during wakefulness.

The phenomena of observer memory will be explored throughout the paper to
illustrate the issue of identification and consider the potential accounts of identification.
When remembering a past event or imagining a future one, episodic simulation can be
formed from either a field or an observer perspective (Nigro and Neisser 1983). From a
field perspective, the event is experienced as if the world is being seen through one’s
own eyes; alternatively, from an observer perspective, one views the world and oneself
from an external visuospatial perspective. Observer memory helps elucidate the issue
by providing a case in which the perspectival dimension is dissociated from the
embodied dimension. The issue of identification can then be addressed by examining
which of these dimensions constitutes the experience of “I am this” in memory.

In the next section, the issue of identification will first be clarified and illustrated
using observer memory (Section 2). Then, some concepts introduced from the literature
on bodily self-consciousness are used to investigate the perspectival and embodied
dimensions in memory, and to shape the issue (Section 3). I argue against the
inheritance view, which relies on the structural similarity of mnemonic and perceptual
contents (Sections 4–5), and propose the self-simulation view: the identification results
from the observing and the embodied dimensions as well as the relation between them,
which enable different ways of projecting oneself into an episodic simulation (Sections
6–7).

2 The Issue of Identification in Memory

Every episodic memory entails a special sense of self, which allows one to mentally
travel in time (Klein 2012, 2015b; Tulving 1985). Not only are there a remembering

1 Another core element is the temporal dimension.
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subject and a remembered one (or the protagonist of the given episode of memory), but
the sense of identity is also present. The remembering and the remembered are
experienced as the same person. What gives rise to such experience? What phenomenal
properties constitute the sense of identity in episodic memory? The issue of identifica-
tion concerns the question of how a subject experiences the protagonist in episodic
memory as the same person.

The issue of identification that is of interest here is to be distinguished from an
understanding of identification in terms of a mental action. While both understandings
relate to how the identification between the remembering subject and the protagonist
arises, the latter presupposes the involvement of some kind of mental action that the
subject undertakes in order to give rise to such relationship between the rememberer
and the remembered; that is, to identify with the protagonist in episodic memory
requires the subject to actively do something. On the other hand, for the former, there
is no such presupposition. The identification can stem either from something that
happens to the subject or something that the subject does. As I will point out later
(Section 7), understanding the question of identification in terms of some kind of
mental action can be misleading and—according to the self-simulation view proposed
in this paper—is the wrong way to frame the issue.

Having clarified the issue of identification, a fuller motivation for our question needs
to be given, since the issue of identification can look trivial prima facie. Most of the
time when we recall the past, a field perspective is adopted: we view from the visual
perspective of the protagonist. If the memory is correct, the simulated visuospatial
image originates from the same viewpoint experienced at encoding. If the protagonist is
presented with a body, the viewpoint is located in the simulated body. It seems quite
natural that we identify with the person from whom the perspective originates in
memory—given that it is structurally similar to the perspective we have adopted before.
However, this seemingly natural intuition is challenged when we take observer memory
into consideration. Remembering via the observer perspective visualizes an event from
an external vantage point. Observer perspectives are located outside one’s simulated
body and can vary across spatial locations, and one may be able to see one’s own
simulated body in a way that is impossible in perception.

Considering the phenomenon of observer memory will help us illustrate the issue of
identification (Lin 2018). First, let us recall a social event in the past, such as the last
time you had a drink with your friends. Make sure that you recall the event from a field
perspective. How do you experience the protagonist as yourself? How is this simulated
subject among the other people simulated in your memory identified? These questions
seem rather easy since you “re-experience” from the vantage point of your simulated
eyes, similar to the original experience during encoding; you may also experience
yourself owning and being located within a simulated body that is similar to your body
in the past. The egocentric center of the episodic simulation coincides with your
simulated body’s location.

Now, switch your perspective to recall the same event from an observer perspective.
Again, several people are simulated in your episodic recollection, but this time they are
visualized from a perspective originating outside one’s simulated body, and one of the
people seen is you. In the cases that involve an observer perspective, the answer to the
issues of identification becomes less straightforward as the perspective and visualiza-
tion of the scene are different from the original experience. Then, compare the
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experience of observer-perspective remembering with spotting yourself in a group
photo. Are the experiences of identification different in these two cases? And if so,
how are they different? This comparison will help highlight some crucial characteristics
of identification in memory.

The experience of identification with oneself in observer memory and a group photo
differ in several ways: first, concerning how the identification arises, you probably
recognize yourself in the photo through your external features (e.g., face, hairstyle, an
old item of clothing, or other external properties or combinations thereof). However, in
observer-perspective remembering, even when the recognizable features that could
allow identification are distorted or absent,2 that person is identified as yourself in a
direct and immediate manner. Additionally, subjectively, you do not experience any
difference in the mode of identification when remembering from an observer perspec-
tive compared with remembering from a field perspective. Second, regarding the
certainty about the identification, when recognizing yourself in a photo, you may doubt
that the person in the image is really you; yet, there is no such doubt involved in
experiencing the simulated subject as yourself in autobiographical remembering. Thus,
it is easy to imagine an instance of misidentification when trying to find yourself in a
group photo, especially when the information needed for recognition is missing or
scarce. However, whether such misidentification is possible in episodic remembering is
less clear and has been a recent matter of debate (Fernández 2018, see also Fernández
2014; Perrin 2016). Third, on some particular occasions when recognizable features are
scarce, you may have to do something in order to recognize yourself in a photo, e.g.,
search for the external features and deliberate about the available information. How-
ever, you are not doing anything in addition to recalling the past event in order to
experience the protagonist as yourself in observer memory. The identification and the
sense of identity just happen to you. Fourth, such identification is robust in all
experiences of episodic memory. It was considered necessary for episodic memory
by Tulving (1983, 1985), who regarded remembering as an expression of autonoetic
consciousness.

Even though these characteristics are better highlighted in observer memory, they
are also present in field memory.3 These core characteristics are summarized as follows
and will be addressed further in Section 7. When remembering a past event either from
a field or an observer perspective, the subject experiences the protagonist in the
episodic simulation as him- or herself:

(i) even when the protagonist has no recognizable features;
(ii) in such a way that his/her experience of identification admits no doubt;
(iii) in such a way that no mental action is required for identification;

2 The absence of recognizable features may be due to decreased vividness or accuracy of memory retrieval
(Marcotti and St. Jacques 2018) or the vantage point adopted, which prevents some or any external properties
represented in the visual scene.
3 In this paper, it is assumed that the experiences of identification in field memory, observer memory, and other
forms of distorted memory have the same basis or constituents. While this assumption can be explored in
detail, here it is accepted because these forms of memories are likely to be associated with the same underlying
mechanism, and thus it is likely that the experiences of identification in these cases have the same basis.
Second, the sense of identity manifests similarly in these cases. Consider the core characteristics of the
experience of identification in observer memory, they are also shared by the sense of identity in field memory.
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(iv) and in such a way that the experience is robust in all cases of episodic memory.

These characteristics will form the basis of an account of identification in episodic
memory.

3 The Phenomenal Unit of Identification (UI)

The literature on the minimal phenomenal self and bodily self-consciousness provides
some conceptual tools with which to examine the issue of identification. Metzinger
(2013a, b, 2017) introduced the concept of the phenomenal unit of identification (UI) to
characterize the phenomenal properties that give rise to the conscious experience of “I
am this.” The concept of UI, along with the central dimensions of phenomenal
selfhood—self-location (SL), self-identification (SI), and first-person perspective
(1PP)—are concepts developed to examine our phenomenal self in phenomena such
as out-of-body experiences, full-body illusions (Blanke and Metzinger 2009), dreams
(Metzinger 2013b), and mind-wandering (Metzinger 2013a, 2017). SL, SI, and 1PP
refer to, respectively, being located at, or in, a spatiotemporal point or space,4 the sense
of identification with the body as a whole, and the geometrical origin of a visuospatial
model of reality (Blanke and Metzinger 2009).5 It is worth nothing that “self-identifi-
cation” (SI) is different from the identification in question discussed in the previous
section. Here, the former refers to the simulated protagonist’s global identification of
the simulated body, whereas the latter refers to the current subject’s experiencing the
simulated protagonist in memory as the same person.6 In addition, in the context of this
paper, 1PP, SI, and SL are the phenomenal properties of the experience we have during
episodic recollection.

With these concepts, the issue of identification can be understood as a question of
what constitutes the UI in episodic memory. According to Metzinger (2013b), the UI
can change dynamically as we “constantly search for a source of maximal invariance”
(p. 5) and identify with it. In our everyday situation, UI is constituted by a combination
of these. However, in some special cases, the constitution of UI may be considerably
altered. For instance, as Windt (2010) and Metzinger (2013b) note, in bodiless dreams,
one is reduced to merely a spatiotemporal SL. Observer remembering entails another
type of alteration.

Let us examine SL, SI, and 1PP in field and observer memory. During recollection
from a field perspective, SL, SI, and 1PP coincide and are localized within the
boundaries of one’s simulated body. By contrast, while recalling an event from an
observer perspective, the origin of our visuospatial perspective is, by definition, located
outside the virtual body. It is less clear how SL and SI manifest in observer memory.

4 In a standard situation, SI is localized within one’s represented body.
5 Blanke and Metzinger (2009) made the distinction between strong and weak 1PP. 1PP in this paper only
refers to weak 1PP.
6 To address the worry that appealing to self-identification in UI is circular: self-identification does not
presuppose the current subject’s ownership of the simulated body. That is, it is conceptually possible that
one can create an episodic simulation within which a simulated character is embodied and has a sense of
ownership of the simulated body, while one does not experience that simulated character as the same person.
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SL and SI in observer memory can be examined from the literature in sports
psychology. Dana and Gozalzadeh (2017) found that while performance accuracy in
tennis improved after using imagery in mental practice, imagery from a field perspec-
tive is more effective for close forms of skill performance (e.g., serve accuracy).
Observer-perspective imagery, on the other hand, is more effective for open forms of
skill performance (e.g., forehand accuracy). The latter kind of skill requires “changing
environmental conditions, intertrial variability, body transport, and object manipula-
tion” (p. 4) in tennis. As open forms of skill involve monitoring environmental factors
as well as the spatial relationships between one’s body and external objects, it is
suggested that the experience from an observer perspective can lead to a more accurate
visuospatial SL.

The above-mentioned study indicates that the protagonist is embodied and some-
times becomes an embodied agent even when adopting an observer perspective (see
Lin 2018 for more details).7 That is, in observer-perspective mental simulation, while
1PP originates somewhere external to the simulated body, SL remains within the
boundary of one’s remembered body and that SI is associated with the simulated body
in which one is embodied. Observer remembering can then be understood as a case in
which 1PP is dissociated from SL and SI, while one is still able to experience the
protagonist as oneself in memory.

To summarize, the issue of identification can be reformulated in terms of which
phenomenal properties constitute UI and give rise to the experience of “I am this.”
Potential candidates for these properties include 1PP, SL, and SI in episodic simulation.
Considering whether the observing perspective or the embodied self/agent is identified,
when remembering from an observer perspective, allows us to determine what consti-
tutes UI and gives rise to our sense of identity. With these concepts and analysis, I am
now ready to examine two potential ways to address the question of identification: the
inheritance view (Sections 4–5) and the self-simulation view (Sections 6–7).

4 The Inheritance View of Identification

According to what I will call the inheritance view, identification can be determined by
the content of a memory and its relation to the perceptual content. Fernández (2014,
2018, 2019) explored this issue while investigating whether judgments based on
memory are “immune to error through misidentification” (IEM). The issue of whether
memory-based judgments are IEM concerns whether there is room for judgments that
are justified by our memory to be wrong in a particular way: can we be wrong about the
subject of such a judgment (i.e., the first-person pronoun)? Fernández (2014, 2018)
argues that memory judgments are IEM and suggests that this characteristic reveals
something interesting about how the process of identification in question works.
Although the issue of identification is not the main focus of his work here, his proposal
concerning the latter can be seen as the basis of the inheritance view. I will focus on his
proposal of identification in memory, instead of the issue of whether or not memory-
based judgments are IEM.

7 See also Callow and Hardy (2004) for the examination of the strength of the relationship between visual
perspectives and kinesthetic imagery.
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According to Fernández (2014, 2018, 2019), the source of an IEM lies in the nature
of the content of memory, and such content is “inherited from” the content of
perception. That is, memory-based judgments are IEM because “in memory, we are
presented to ourselves in a certain way, namely, as the bearers of extrinsic properties
that were perceived in the past; properties such as occupying a certain spatial position
or having a particular size relative to that of another object” (2014, p. 389, my italics).

Such a view relies on an extrinsic view of perception from which the intentional
object of a perceptual experience is the subject of the experience having a certain
extrinsic property; that is, the intentional object involves the experiencing subject
instead of merely the external environment. The extrinsic view explains some features
of perception, including the perspectival feature, how the experience manifests to the
self, and how perception makes one poised to act in a certain way. Memory is
constrained by the content of the perception from which it originates. If a memory of
a given scene is correct, “then the content of memory must represent the scene in a
certain way” (Fernández 2018, p. 17). That is, for a memory to be correct, its content
needs to be faithful to the content of the perceptual experience from which it originates.
Then, from the two premises, if a subject is present in the content of perception, and the
memory is faithful to that content, the subject is also present in the content of the
memory in a certain way—the subject who the memory represents as having the
extrinsic property is the subject of the perceptual experience and is the self.

Accordingly, Fernández (2014, 2018, 2019) proposed that the issue of IEM should
be explored from the perceptual and mnemonic contents and how the self presents in
these contents. If one’s self is present in the content of one’s memories, it is rather
difficult to see how one could correctly remember a past property of one’s own, and at
the same time make a mistake about the person who possessed the remembered
property when judging based on the relevant memory.

Therefore, according to the inheritance view, if one remembers correctly, one is
present in the content of one’s own memories. Then, when one recalls a past event one
experienced, one remembers one’s own past properties and remembers having those
properties. Bringing back the extrinsic properties allows one to “re-experience” being
the subject of the past event. One is thus able to experience the protagonist as oneself in
the recollection.

5 Against the Inheritance View

The inheritance view relies on the contents of perception and memory—specifically,
how certain properties are represented8 in perceptual and mnemonic contents—to
explain the identification between the rememberer and the remembered. However,
there are some ambiguities: the first concerns the “extrinsic view” of perception, insofar
as it is unclear what kind of extrinsic property in episodic simulation is relevant to the
process of identification. Is it the relationship between the bodily self and the environ-
ment, or the perspectival property? Within the dimensions of phenomenal selfhood
introduced earlier, the former can be understood as where SL and SI are, whereas the
latter is where 1PP originates.

8 To be more precise, these properties are simulated (Metzinger 2004).
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To illustrate the distinction between these two properties, consider the recollection of
a social event at a bar as an example. Suppose that you once drank at a bar with a
friend. Both of you were sitting at the counter, and your friend was sitting to your left.
Now, when recalling this event, it may happen that (a) you correctly recall the event
from a field perspective (Fig. 1a); (b) you recall the event from an observer
perspective—from behind you and your friend (Fig. 1b); or (c) you recall the event
from the perspective located within your body, but mistakenly remember your friend
sitting to your right, instead of to your left (Fig. 1c).

Using this example and the three scenarios outlined, consider the first potential
extrinsic property: the relationship between the bodily self and the environment. This
extrinsic property refers to how my bodily self is positioned within the environment in
the episodic simulation, that is, sitting to the right of my friend, at the front of the
counter, on the chair, in scenario (a). In this scenario, the extrinsic property is the same
in mnemonic and perceptual contents. Then, this property also remains the same in the
observer memory—scenario (b)—despite the fact that the visual perspective is differ-
ent. However, in scenario (c), in which the position of our seats is mistakenly recalled,
the relationship between the bodily self and the environment has changed, as my friend
is no longer to my left in the episodic simulation.

On the other hand, the perspectival property refers to how the environment is
presented to oneself with respect to one’s perspectival origin.9 In scenario (a), it refers
to, for instance, how the friend is visible in the left periphery of your field of vision if
you are looking right at the counter. The perspectival property can be differentiated
from the other extrinsic property by considering observer memory—scenario (b). In the
second scenario, the scene is visualized from behind you and your friend, and therefore
the perspectival property is different from how it was in the perceptual content. From
the observer perspective, you and your friend are both presented to you as in front of
you and the counter is presented as farther from the perspectival origin than it was in
your original perceptual experience. Here, I have distinguished between two properties
in episodic simulation which may potentially be the extrinsic property of the inheri-
tance view.

In addition to the conceptual issue of the extrinsic property, a deeper worry is that the
extrinsic property in question in the inheritance view can neither be the relational
property between the bodily self and the environment, nor the perspectival feature. Both

Fig. 1 Three scenarios of recalling a past experience of you—the remembered self, S—dining with your
friend, F, at a bar: (a) the experience is correctly recalled from a field perspective; (b) the experience is recalled
from an observer perspective—from behind you and your friend; and (c) the experience is recalled from the
perspective located within your body, but the position of your friend is incorrectly recalled

9 For example, it includes how things far away are presented as smaller than things that are closer to oneself.
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of these properties are preserved in the field memory (e.g., scenario (a)). However, if
we take observer memory into consideration (e.g., scenario (b)), the extrinsic property
is unlikely to be the perspectival feature. The latter is distorted in observer memory,
since, by definition, in an observer memory, a new perspective is adopted in place of
the perspective of perception. Yet, even in observer memory, identification remains.
Therefore, the extrinsic property in the content of memory that is inherited from
perception and allows identification with oneself cannot be the perspectival features.

Can the extrinsic feature be the relational property of the remembered self and the
environment? This feature is preserved in both field- and observer-perspective memory
as long as each is true (Bernecker 2010). Nevertheless, some kind of false memory can
be a counterexample. It can happen that, on the one hand, we either mistakenly
remember an event that has never happened or distort the mnemonic content dramat-
ically, and, on the other, have no problem experiencing the protagonist as oneself (e.g.,
scenario (c)). If the memory is recalled with a field perspective, this is a case of
identification without the given relational property—the proper simulation of the
relationship between the bodily self and the environment that makes memory true.
For instance, in a fabricated memory of a traumatic event resulting from the suggestions
of psychotherapists (Loftus 1997), the relational feature of the bodily self and others/the
environment is distorted, but identification remains, and one can even feel a strong
sense of identity when recalling. In this case, one fails to preserve the relational feature
but still experiences identification.

From the analysis above (summarized in Table 1), whether the key extrinsic property
in the inheritance view is the perspectival feature or the relational feature of the bodily
self and environment, we can find a case in which one directly identifies with oneself
with no such extrinsic property. I suggest that the key to such identification cannot be
explored in the relation between perceptual and mnemonic contents, but in the cogni-
tive process of memory itself. In the final section, I will propose an alternative view: the
self-simulation view.

6 The Constitution of UI

Before introducing the self-simulation view, let us return to the topic of UI. In
Section 3, I introduced the concept of UI but did not address how it is constituted
(Metzinger 2013a, b, 2017). I suggested that the issue of identification can be
reformulated as the question of UI in episodic memory: which phenomenal properties
constitute UI in recollection, 1PP, or SL and SI in episodic simulation?

This question is more easily illustrated when the observer perspective is considered
because, in contrast to field memory in which SL, SI, and 1PP coincide, in observer
memory, SL and SI are decoupled from 1PP (Section 3; see also Lin 2018). According
to McCarroll (2018), one’s remembering from an observer perspective can be illustrat-
ed as a three-term relation between (1) the actual rememberer, (2) the observing self,
and (3) the remembered objective self.10 Based on such analysis, the sense of identity in

10 In his book, McCarroll (2018) argues that the observing perspective is unoccupied and there is only a two-
term relation in observer memory. I will address this issue later in this section.
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observer memory can be further interrogated: what does the actual rememberer’s
experience of “I am this” point to, the remembered objective self/the embodied self
or the observing self? The answer to the UI question has implications for this question.
If SL and/or SI are considered to be the phenomenal properties that constitute UI, when
remembering from an observer perspective, one experiences oneself as the embodied
self. On the other hand, if what constitutes UI is 1PP, then the experience of “I am this”
is pointing toward the observing self. These two options and other possibilities are
considered here.

Considering the first option, can SL and SI be the phenomenal properties that lead
one to experience oneself as the remembered self or the protagonist of the episodic
simulation? If so, this could explain the comparatively high effectiveness of using
observer-perspective imagery to train open forms of skill in sports psychology (Callow
and Hardy 2004; Dana and Gozalzadeh 2017), since SL and SI as UI-constituting
properties allow the identification with the embodied agent. Being situated and em-
bodied in the simulated body enables the subject to monitor environmental factors and
master the spatial relationships between one’s body and external objects. In this
proposal, there is no requirement for any kind of self-occupation of the observing
location. This, however, cannot explain the self-references in the report of an episode of
observer memory, such as “I see myself dancing at a party at the university” (Berntsen
and Rubin 2006). The first-person pronoun refers to the “observer” as the subject, and
the perspectival origin of the experience, since the embodied self cannot see oneself in
the way that has been reported. In the second option, 1PP constitutes the UI, and it is
the observer that is experienced as the object of the identification. Self-references in
memory reports can be accounted for. However, the identification with the observing
perspective cannot account for how the observer perspective can facilitate embodiment.

I offer another option, which suggests that what constitutes the UI is both 1PP,
SI and SL, and the relation between 1PP, on the one hand, and SI and SL, on the
other. According to this view, the relation can be manifested in various visuospa-
tial manners, e.g., near/far, above/below, left/right, front/behind, etc., provides the
past experience and allows oneself to be flexibly presented in episodic simulation.
The third option is endorsed by the “self-simulation view”—an account of iden-
tification in episodic memory I will propose later in Section 7. This proposal
reconceptualizes the difference between the field and observer memory. Based on
this view, field memory is regarded as a case in which the relation is particularly
special—SL and SI coincide with 1PP. This proposal has a number of advantages
over the previous two options. It can explain the self-references in the report of an
observer memory as well as the findings in the sports psychology literature cited
above, since 1PP, SL, and SI are all constituents of UI.

Table 1 Identification and extrinsic features in memory

Field-perspective
memory

Observer-perspective
memory

False field-perspective
memory

Body-object relational features Preserved Preserved Distorted

Perspectival features Preserved Distorted –

Identification with oneself Present Present Present
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Before providing further details of the self-simulation view in Section 7, let me
discuss McCarroll’s (2018) view. Providing a similar analysis, he argued against
treating the observing self as an occupied point of view,11 and claimed that observer
memory is therefore characterized by a two-term relation between the actual remem-
berer and the remembered self. According to his view, an occupied point of view is not
necessary for observer memories, and is quite rare. For McCarroll (2018), visualizing
from an occupied point of view involves the experience of seeing; that is, “one
visualizes the scene as if one were a character interacting with other characters and
objects within the imagined scene” (2018, p. 113). The scene is not only seen from a
point of view; it is also seen by someone—myself in the case of episodic memory. In
contrast, to visualize from an unoccupied point of view involves a scene presented from
a certain point of view without the rememberer having had the experience of seeing. It
can be understood via the perspective of a camera in films in which the information is
presented from a certain angle, but that angle is not necessarily any character’s
viewpoint.

One of the reasons why McCarroll (2018) supports the idea that a point of view is
not occupied in observer memory is to avoid dualism. By excluding the experience of
seeing from the content of memory, two selves in memory, and the pressure of a
problematic dualism in the original experience, can be avoided. In addition, he claims
that the view can explain the phenomenology, that is, why the observing perspective is
“not often explicit in conscious awareness” (Sutton 2014, p. 141). Because the observer
perspective is an unoccupied point of view, the observer memory is only a two-term
relation between the actual rememberer and the remembered self; the observing
perspective is not to be treated as an observing self. McCarroll’s analysis rejects the
second and third accounts of UI constitution. His view—namely that, in observer
memory, the point of view is usually not occupied—implies that 1PP is usually not
the phenomenal property that constitutes UI. However, his view requires further
examination.

Reckoning that it is possible for a point of view to be unoccupied, it requires further
argument to suggest that observer memory rarely involves an occupied point of view.
First, concerning the worry about dualism, the third option discussed above may be in
danger of dualism. However, this need not be the case. The remembered objective self
constituted by SI and SL, and the observing self constituted by 1PP, do not have to be
two distinct selves, since remembering from an observer perspective does not make one
experience two selves in episodic simulation. Instead, the embodied and the observing
selves can be considered two aspects of one phenomenal self with these two aspects
integrated in a particular way, due to a specific relation between 1PP, SI, and SL.

Furthermore, is one’s observing perspective in observer memory rarely explicit in
conscious experience? Is the experience of seeing really absent in observer memory? It
is unclear if everyone shares the same introspective intuition. The observing perspec-
tive may be more explicit and the embodied dimension may manifest in a weaker way
in some cases of observer memory. For instance, adopting an observer perspective is
considered a kind of “self-distancing,”which refers to a mechanism that allows subjects
to analyze their past experience from a self-distanced perspective instead of an

11 McCarroll (2018) raised this issue in the context of replying to Vendler’s argument against the possibility of
observer memory due to the problem of authenticity.
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immersive perspective (Kross and Ayduk 2016). When using such strategy to recall a
traumatic experience, not only is the observing perspective emphasized, the relation
between the observing self and the simulated protagonist is also explicitly attended to.

7 The Self-Simulation View

In the previous section, I have introduced the position, according to which the UI is
constituted by 1PP, SI, and SL, as well as the relation between them. Developed on the
basis of this claim, the self-simulation view proposes that identification is determined
by the mental process that not only constructs a mental simulation—in the case of
memory, of past experience—but also, by way of such a construction, via setting up
1PP, SI, and SL, establishes the connection between the current rememberer and the
simulated protagonist. As a constructivist view, it proposes that in the process of mental
simulation construction, a world and a body are simulated in such a way that 1PP, SI,
and SL emerge,12 which leads to the appearance of the identified protagonist. It is
crucial to note that there is no simulated subject to identify with prior to the establish-
ment of the identification.13 That is, the identification is created simultaneously when
the protagonist of the episodic simulation is formed. This view suggests that the
generation of the identification results from a special mental process of episodic
simulation—which will be discussed below—instead of any mental action in addition
to the simulation process.

The self-simulation view contrasts with the inheritance view. The latter relies on the
mnemonic content’s inheritance of the extrinsic properties from the perceptual content.
As discussed in Section 5, once memory is modified to the extent that the potential
extrinsic properties are changed (e.g., perspective-switching or distorted memory), the
mnemonic content fails to remain faithful to the perceptual content. Given that iden-
tification can persist in these cases, a challenge is posed to the inheritance view. The
self-simulation view, on the other hand, does not rely on maintaining the extrinsic
properties to account for our experience of being the protagonist of the memory.
Phenomenal properties—1PP, SI, and SL—allow us to be immersed in the episodic
simulation and become the protagonist. These phenomenal properties do not always
manifest in the same way in episodic simulation as in the original experience: in the
case of observer memory, 1PP dissociates from SI and SL. However, no matter how
1PP is related to SI and SL, these phenomenal properties guarantee the identification
with the protagonist. Different relations between them only affect how the remembered
self is presented in the episodic simulation.

12 The nature and constitution of 1PP, SI, and SL have been studied (e.g., Bertossa et al. 2008; de Vignemont
2018; Limanowski and Hecht 2011), and it is unclear whether these phenomenal properties emerge in the
same way in episodic simulation. However, this topic is beyond the scope of the current paper.
13 If the issue of identification is conceived in a way that requires a process of an unidentified target to be
identified with, to frame the issue in question as how one identifies with oneself can be misleading, since
according to the self-simulation view, there is no unidentified protagonist prior to the identification being
established (as in the scenario of recognizing oneself in a photo). However, such requirement does not seem
necessary. The issue merely concerns how the identification between the rememberer and the remembered is
established.
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Our ability to construct and simultaneously form the identification with the protag-
onist of an episodic simulation can be found in the process of “self-projection”
(Buckner and Carroll 2007; Klein 2013, 2015a). Self-projection refers to shifting
“perspective from the immediate present to alternative perspectives” (Buckner and
Carroll 2007, p. 49). To clarify the concept within our context, it is important to note
that self-projection does not necessarily involve an observer perspective in the con-
structed scene. The shifting perspective refers to shifting from the perspective of
perception to that of an episodic simulation, including remembering, prospection, and
navigation. Here, the mental process of self-projection allows one to extend oneself and
to be projected into an episodic simulation and become the simulated subject.

It is the ability not just to generate a counterfactual simulation but also to create a
counterfactual simulation with oneself involved that allows us to “re-experience” the
past (and “pre-experience” the future). It is one of the core capacities required for one to
travel from the present to the past, to the future, or to a counterfactual situation without
any specific time. That is, the ability to experience identification with ourselves and to
shift perspective can be found not only in memory, but also in future and counterfactual
thinking, imagination, and mind-wandering. Through introspection, the experience of
identification is similar in these mental phenomena. As there have been studies and
evidence suggesting that these phenomena might share a common neural mechanism
(e.g., Buckner and Carroll 2007; De Brigard et al. 2013; Schacter et al. 2008), the
underlying process that gives rise to UI in these phenomena is likely to be the same.
Therefore, there may be a kind of mental process for self-simulation that constructs a
simulated world and simultaneously “projects oneself” into that world.

Instead of focusing on the remembered self and the inheritance from the perceptual
content, as the inheritance view does, the self-simulation view emphasizes the flexibil-
ity of episodic simulation construction and the functions that the episodic simulation
serves for the present rememberer. First, the flexibility refers to the variety of ways in
which past experiences can be presented in episodic simulation, such as distorted
memory and observer memory.14 Concerning the latter, different potential relations
between 1PP, SI, and SL in observer-perspective episodic simulation allow one to “re-
experience” the past in different ways. Second, such flexibility—here, I focus on the
switching of field and observer perspectives—allows the past experience to be curated
in a way that serves the current remembering subject. Most of the time, remembering
happens while other perceptual and cognitive processes and physical activities are
going on simultaneously. Before and after remembering, there are also triggering
mental events (e.g., the perceptual experience of seeing an old photo) as well as the
following mental events (e.g., considering calling an old friend). Particularly, in a
situation in which we recall for certain task (e.g., searching for a key), our memory,
perception, and action work together to accomplish the current or future task. It is more
aligned to recent views that the function of memory is for now and the future (e.g., De
Brigard 2013; Schacter et al. 2012; Suddendorf and Corballis 2007).

14 Such flexibility also exists in future-thinking and mind-wandering. A cross-cultural study of the prevalence
of the two visual vantage points in imaginary events during mind-wandering shows that almost half (46%) of
participants reported most commonly adopting an observer perspective (Christian et al. 2013). Additionally,
McDermott et al. (2016) revealed that future events are more likely to be imagined from an observer
perspective.
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The purposes of such flexibility can be diverse. I suggest that adopting an observer
perspective can serve the function of acquiring knowledge about oneself that is only available
from other perspectives. The knowledge can be spatial information (e.g., one’s location in a
group), social information (e.g., “what do I look like in the eyes of others?”), or autobiograph-
ical information (e.g., thinking about one’s past or future self). The effectiveness of observer
imagery training in sports psychology is an example of acquiring spatial information. The
dissociation of 1PP from SL and SI allows the subject to have access to a different, additional
or better way of monitoring the spatial relationships between one’s body and external objects,
which is unavailable without such dissociation. More examples can be found in the study by
Rice and Rubin (2011), who have found that in observer memory a face-to-face conversation
is often remembered from a location near the individual; in contrast, a group performance is
remembered from a distance. Running away from a threat tended to be recalled from behind,
whereas performing in front of a group or a person is often reconstructed from the front.
Although there is insufficient empirical evidence for us to conclude what results in the
locations of 1PP in these respective observer-perspective episodic simulations, the results
can support the proposed function of dissociation of 1PP. The 1PP locations help the subjects
obtain spatial or social information from the content of the simulation.

The dissociation of 1PP from SI and SL can also facilitate emotion regulation. Observer
memory provides a strategy to “re-experience” the past event in away that the subject can be
less emotionally aroused (Berntsen and Rubin 2006). When the autobiographical and
emotional contents of the current state and past states (e.g., a traumatic event) are in conflict,
this “self-distanced”way of recollection allows the rememberer not to focus on the negative
emotion, but rather to analyze the episode inways that are beneficial to them—to achieve his
or her current (epistemic) goal (Kross and Ayduk 2016). That is, depending on the actual
rememberer’s current situation and need, the relation between 1PP on the one hand, and SI
and SL on the other can be different: they can decouple and dissociate in a variety of ways.

Furthermore, in voluntary remembering, the subject can actively construct episodic
simulation and curate the presentation of oneself in it by manipulating the relation
between SL, SI, and 1PP. For instance, it happened previously when you were asked to
switch your perspective while remembering the last time you had a drink with your
friend. For another example, in cognitive therapy, subjects are often instructed to adopt
another perspective to remember a traumatic experience. In these situations, the subject
becomes an active agent, displaying their ability to actively dissociate 1PP from SI and
SL in episodic simulation construction.

In summary, the self-simulation view proposes that the identification with the protagonist
in episodic memory arises from the process of self-simulation—a special construction of
episodic simulation: it creates a simulated world with oneself embedded in it. 1PP, SI, and
SL are the phenomenal properties that enable oneself to be immersed in the simulatedworld,
whereas the dissociation between these phenomenal properties allows the current remem-
berer to take advantage of the episodic simulation flexibly for their current purposes.15

15 A larger idea behind the self-simulation view for the identification in episodic memory is how one’s
phenomenal self can manifest in many different ways. Out-of-body experiences (Blanke and Metzinger 2009),
bodiless dreams (Windt 2010), and ego dissolutions in psychedelic experiences (Letheby and Gerrans 2017)
are among typical cases for research on this topic. However, cases can also be found in ordinary experiences.
Observer memory is one of them, and there are more to be explored. Besides, if one can accept that there are
numerous forms of the (altered) phenomenal self, then one need not worry about the dualism that troubles
McCarroll (2018).
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This view has an important implication for memory research: as most of the studies
on the location of the origin of visual perspectives focus on its relationship to the
content of memory (Rice and Rubin 2011), this view suggests that the relationship
between current tasks or goals and the content of mental simulation is as important, if
not more so. Therefore, from the self-simulation view, the process of identification and
thus of remembering are cognitive activities that are not to be studied in isolation,
excluding the situation of the current rememberer.

The self-simulation view, I argue, can account for the core characteristics of
identification in episodic memory that were listed in Section 2:

(i) The protagonist in memory does not require any recognizable features since the
external features are not the properties that determine UI;

(ii) Experiencing the protagonist as oneself admits no doubt because there is no
simulated subject prior to the identification. The remembered protagonist is
created simultaneously as the identification is established. The implication is that
judgments based on episodic memory are IEM. The immunity, however, stems
from the self-simulating nature of identification, rather than the inheritance of the
extrinsic property from perception as the inheritance view suggests;

(iii) No mental action is required to identify with oneself, as it does not require the
subject to do something to establish the identification with any pre-existing
simulated subject. The identification arises from the process of self-simula-
tion—a special construction of episodic simulation, which can be active some-
times. In voluntary remembering, there involves memory as a mental action to
construct mental simulation16; however, no additional mental action of identifi-
cation is required. Therefore, understanding the issue of identification in terms of
a mental action is incorrect;

(iv) Such experience is robust in episodic memory because self-simulation—the
mental process of creating a simulated world with oneself immersed in it—is a
more general capacity that allows one to mentally time travel—to travel to the
past in the case of episodic memory.

If such a view is correct, the concept of mental time travel is, in a sense, misleading.
Before the mental process of self-simulation, there is no simulation of the world in the
past or future existing there waiting for us to travel to. They are constructed just when
you set forth on the trip. Nor is there a simulated self and body waiting to be identified
with. The same process of self-simulation, which constructs the simulated world,
generates the protagonist onto which the rememberer is projected. Furthermore, how
the destination and the presentation of self are constructed is customized based on the
state and goal of the current traveler or rememberer. 1PP, SI, and SL are the “tools”
available for constructing a simulated reality which allows oneself to be immersed, and
the relation between these phenomenal properties provides different modes of
immersion.

16 Whether memory can be regarded as a mental action is a matter of debate which is beyond the scope of this
paper. Here, I agree with Arango-Muñoz and Bermúdez (2018) that some mental processes of memory can be
seen as mental action. That is, there is an active component in memory, even though it can be absent.
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In contrast to the inheritance view, in which the focus is on the relation between the
mnemonic and perceptual contents, the self-simulation view shifts the attention to how
the remembered self is connected to the current one who is remembering now and at the
same time embedded in the tasks of the actual environment. This allows us to address
the sense of identity, which do not necessarily require truthful simulation of the past
event.

8 Conclusion

This paper has focused on the issue of how we experience the protagonist in memory as
ourselves. I have shown how, in several ways, observer memory can help understand
and answer the target question. The currently available and potential proposals—the
inheritance view and the self-simulation view—were examined. The inheritance view,
according to which the identification relies on the relation between the mnemonic and
perceptual contents, was examined and argued against by examining the cases of
observer memory and false memory. I proposed instead the self-simulation view in
which the identification is established once the simulated world and subject immersed
in it are constructed. This view not only accounts for the sense of identity in memory,
but also expands the constructivist view to address self-consciousness in memory.
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