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them the ability to process and order 
sets of propositions, rather than merely 
responding mechanically to the prompt
ings of immediate stimuli. Using language, 
humans may assert or deny those proposi
tions, and conditionally, based on criteria. 

A third attribute of the human mind
also isomorphically present in symbolic 
systems--is reflexivity or recursion (Corballis, 
2011). Humans can ponder, not only propo
sitions, but also the act of pondering itself; 
and then they can convey this explicitly (for 
example, in this very sentence). 

Together, explicitness, articulateness, , 
and refiexivity come together to enable 
the emergence of a coherent self at a sin
gle point in time: a synchronic self. At any 
moment, the mind of a conscious subject 
can turn back upon its origin, apprehend 
that it is the case, and explicitly represent 
itself as an abstract object bearing particu
lar attribures. This is the foundation of the 
seifconcept, rooted in semantic memory 
(Kihlstrom et al., 200.3). From an evolu
tionary perspective, such symbolic capaci
ties have been argued to confer adaptive 
advantages in the form · of greater self
understanding (Sedikides & Skowronski, 
2000), especially if they co-evolved with 
perspective-taking capacities to understand 
the social dynamics of alliances and confiicts 
(Sed.ikides, Skowronski, & Dunbar, 2006). 

However, the space of selfhood is not 
confined to the here and now. A fourth fea
ture of the human mind is the capacity to 
cognize, not merely the present, but the past 
and future too. 'That is, humans are capa
ble of mental time travel, of moving them
selves mentally through the past and future 
(Suddendorf & Corballis, 2007). · This 
temporal extension enables the emergence 
of a self. over multiple points in time-a 
diachronic self continuously chronicled 
in a life-long narrative and supported by 
autobiographical knowledge (McAdams, 
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2001). This is also the beginning of a fully
fledged identity; extending beyond raw 
self-awareness, rooted in episodic memory. 
An extended identity is likely co have con
ferred additional evolutionary advantages 

(Skowronski & Scd.ikides, 2007), such as 
enabling recall of exactly when, in one's 
personal past, various events critical co 
one's survival and reproduction occurred, 
including the storage of food (facilitating 
adequate nutrition) or the taking of mates 

(facilitating paternity detection). 
The restless self wanders still further. 

For all its metaphysical discreteness, it 
intersects content-wise with the social 
world (Baumeister, 1998). Humans nat
urally regard who they are as overlapping 
with individual peers and larger groups, 
meaning that their self-concept takes on 
an important interpersonal and collective 
dimension (Sedikides & Brewer, 2001). 
Indeed, the self exhibits an amazing fiexi
bility in terms of the implied fifth cognitive 
capacity: identification with entities beyond 
the physical organism that houses it. For 
example, human beings can even identify 
with things such as physical possessions 
(Sedikides, Gregg, Cisck, & Hart, 2007). 
· A sixth cognitive capacity, complement
ing the two preceding, affords the self a
near-unlimited range of operation: imag
ination. The human mind can represent,
not only what is, but what could be (i.e.,
hypotheticals; Evans, 2007) or what could
have been (i.e., counterfactuals; Roese,
1997). Accordingly, human beings envis
age, not only their actual selves, but also
possible selves (Oyserman &James, 2009).
Moreover, they can engage in comparison
between actual and possible selves, particu
larly when prompted by information about
relevant others in their social milieu, which
sets up moral and aspirational standards
against which the self is routinely measured
(Corcoran, Crusius, & Mussweiler, 2011).

Thus, the self is real, an essential part 
of human nacure; and it can be character
ized in terms of the six interactive cognitive 
capacities we have outlined. The next ques
tion is: What motivational implications 
follow? For they, too, by extension, would 
be part of the human essence. 

The Self-Assessment Motive 
Unsurprisingly, motives related to the

acquisition of seifknowkdge emerge. As
people attempt to navigate their physical
and social environment, with its complex
mix of opportunities and risks, it pays for
them to appreciate their actual strengths
and weakness. For example, people who are
higher -in social stacus--in virtue of receiv
ing greater respect or having more resources
at their disposal-are likely to enjoy a com
petitive edge in conflicts with people lower
in social status; accordingly, self-knowledge
of status facilitates the adoption of that
behavioral strategy liable to optimize the
outcome · of such conflicts, with greater
assertiveness better suiting people higher
in status, and greater acquiescence better
suiting people lower in status (Mahadevan,
Gregg, Sedikides, & De-Waal Andrews,
2016). In such cases, it would clearly be
advantageous if people also derired to dis
cover what their actual strengths and
weakness were. 

Accordingly, people exhibit a self
assessment motive--they seek to arrive at an 
accurate conception of who they are (Trope, 
1986). Much empirical evidence for the
motive exists. For example, presented .
with a choice of feedback about impor
tant abilities, people preferentially opt
for the more informative type, including
when it concerns failure as well as success
(Trope, 1980), · and especially when they 
were earlier made uncertain of themselves
(Trope, 1982). Notice, moreover, how the
self-assessment motive depends on the

existence of the six cognitive "killer apps" 
considered earlier. The self-knowledge that 
people seek, to properly involve knowl
edge, must be articulated explicitly, and 
to involve the self, it must also be reflex
ive in nature. Moreover, people will seek 
such self-knowledge over the course of 
their personal histories, and with reference 
to the social groups with which they arc 
identified; and they will consider, not only 
their accual standing in each case, but also 
how they might stand or might have stood 
under alternative circumstances. 

Yet the self-assessment motive is pecu
liar. To begin with, it involves the pursuit of 
objective knowledge about the self Hence, 
it is satisfied when one's thoughts map on to 
reality. Formally speaking, it has a mind-to
world direction of.fit (Humberstonc, 1992). 
However, most motives have the reverse: a 
world-to-mind direction of fit. They arc 
satisfied when reality maps on to them-
as when, for example, the delicious meal 
that one hungrily imagines finally arrives 

on one's plate. Second, the self-assessment 
motive is often experienced, not as a felt 
deprivation and longing (as in our ear
lier example), but as a felt obligation and - · 
imposition. For, to be rational in assessing 
oneself (and indeed in assessing anything at 
all) is precisely not to believe whatever one 
wants, but rather to base one's beliefs on 
defensible external criteria, to which one's 
judgment must defer (Gregg &Mahadevan, 
2014). It is responsibility defined cpisccmi
cally. For example, although many people 
would love to be labelled a "saint," most 
would still dutifully refuse the label: they 
know that theJr peccadillos forbid it. The 
very ubiquity of rationality may often lead 
us to take it for granted. However, such 
rationality is phylogenetically unprece
dented: its manifestation in human beings, 
including the self-assessment motive, is a 
distinctive part of human essence, and yet 
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