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Chapter 1

Higher-order theories of consciousness

An overview

Rocco J. Gennaro

. General introduction and terminology

Explaining the nature of consciousness is one of the more important and per-
plexing areas in philosophy. What is consciousness? How is the conscious mind
related to the body? Can consciousness be explained in terms of brain activity?
How can we explain the sensation of the smelling of a rose or a conscious visual
experience? Given that philosophy is interdisciplinary by its very nature, the
problem of consciousness is also explored in such related fields as psychology
and neuroscience. One question that should be answered by any viable theory
of consciousness is: What makes a mental state a conscious mental state? That
is, what transforms a nonconscious mental state into a conscious one? There
is a long tradition that has attempted to understand consciousness in terms of
some kind of higher-order awareness. For example, John Locke (1689/1975)
once said that “consciousness is the perception of what passes in a man’s own
mind.” This intuition and attempt to explain consciousness has been recently
revived by a number of philosophers (Rosenthal 1986, 1990, 1993a, 2000, 2004;
Armstrong 1968, 1981; Lycan 1996, 2001). In general, the idea is that what
makes a mental state conscious is that it is the object of some kind of higher-
order representation (HOR). A mental state M becomes conscious when there
is a HOR of M. A HOR is a “meta-psychological” state, i.e. a mental state di-
rected at another mental state. So, for example, my desire to write a good intro-
duction becomes conscious when I become “aware” of the desire. Intuitively, it
seems that conscious states, as opposed to nonconscious ones, are the mental
states that I am “aware of” in some sense. Any theory which attempts to explain
consciousness in terms of higher-order states is known as a higher-order (HO)
theory of consciousness. It is best initially to use the more neutral term ‘repre-
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sentation’ because there are a number of different kinds of higher-order theory,
depending upon how one characterizes the HOR-state in question. Moreover,
to be clear, the sense of ‘conscious state’ that I have in mind is the same as
Nagel’s (1974) sense, i.e. there is “something it is like to be in that state” from
the subjective or first-person point of view. When I am, for example, having a
conscious visual experience, there is something it “seems” or “feels” like from
my first-person subjective perspective.

The key to HO theories is their hierarchical or iterative structure, and so
they have been called “double-tiered” theories (Güzeldere 1995). HO theories
are also attractive to some philosophically inclined psychologists and neuro-
scientists partly because they suggest a very natural realization in the brain
structure of humans and other animals (see e.g. Rolls 1999; Weiskrantz 2000).
At the risk of oversimplification, if we think of the brain as developing layers
upon layers corresponding to increasing sophistication in mental ability, then
the idea is that mental states corresponding to various “higher” areas of the
brain (e.g. cortex) are directed at various “lower” states rendering them con-
scious. It is important to note, however, that HO theories do not attempt to
reduce consciousness directly to neurophysiological states. Unlike some other
theories of consciousness (Crick & Koch 1990; Crick 1994), they are not reduc-
tionist in the sense that they do not attempt to explain consciousness directly
in physicalistic (e.g. neurophysiological) terms. Instead, HO theories attempt
to explain consciousness in mentalistic terms, that is, by reference to such no-
tions as ‘thoughts’ and ‘awareness.’ Thus, conscious mental states arise when
two nonconscious mental states are related in a certain specific way; namely,
that one of them (the HOR) is directed at the other (M). HO theorists are nor-
mally of the belief that such mental states are identical with brain states, but
they tend to treat this matter as a further second step reduction for empirical
science. Moreover, it is important to keep in mind that all HO theorists are
united in the belief that their approach can better explain consciousness than
any purely first-order representational (FOR) theory, such as those presented
by Dretske (1995) and Tye (1995).

Two terminological distinctions should also be made at this point (see e.g.
Rosenthal 1990, 1993a). First, a distinction is often made between creature con-
sciousness and state consciousness. The former recognizes that we often speak
of whole organisms as conscious or even as simply “awake.” The latter recog-
nizes that we also speak of individual mental states as conscious. Explaining
state consciousness is the primary focus for most researchers, though there are
also, no doubt, some interesting connections between state and creature con-
sciousness. Second, some authors also utilize a distinction between intransitive
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and transitive consciousness. We sometimes use the word ‘conscious’ as in our
being “conscious of” something. This is the transitive use. On the other hand,
we also have the “x is conscious” locution and, due to the lack of a direct object,
this is called the intransitive use. Thus, analyzing state consciousness in terms
of this distinction leads to the idea that a mental state is intransitively conscious
just in case one is transitively conscious of it. We must be careful to guard
against any suggestion of circularity here (see Section 3.1 below); it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that the HO (transitively conscious) state is not normally
itself intransitively conscious. There is the potential for confusion, however, so
some HO theorists prefer to speak of the HO (nonconscious) “awareness of”
the lower-order state instead of invoking the transitive use of ‘consciousness.’

. Different kinds of HO theory

There are various kinds of HO theory depending on how one understands
the HOR. The most common division is between higher-order thought (HOT)
theories and higher-order perception (HOP) or higher-order experience (HOE)
theories. HOT theorists, such as David M. Rosenthal, think it is better to un-
derstand the HOR as a thought of some kind. HOTs are here treated more like
cognitive states involving some kind of conceptual component. The latter argue
that the HOR is closer to a perceptual or experiential state of some kind (e.g.
Lycan 1996) which does not require the kind of conceptual content invoked
by HOT theorists. Due to Kant (1781/1965), HOP theory is also sometimes
referred to as “inner sense theory” as a way of emphasizing its sensory or per-
ceptual aspect. Although HOT and HOP theorists agree on the need for a HOR
theory of consciousness, they are sometimes concerned to argue for the supe-
riority of their respective positions (such as in Rosenthal, this volume; Lycan,
this volume). Some philosophers, however, have argued that the HOP theory
ultimately reduces to the HOT theory (Güzeldere 1995). Others have argued
that the difference between these theories is perhaps not as important or as
clear as some think it is (Gennaro 1996; Van Gulick 2000).

Finally, Peter Carruthers (2000) has recently proposed that it is better to
think of HOTs as dispositional states instead of the standard view that the HOTs
are actual, though he also understands his dispositional HOT theory to be a
form of HOP theory (Carruthers, this volume). His overall basic idea, however,
is that the conscious status of an experience is due to its availability to higher-
order thought. A key idea is that “conscious experience occurs when percep-
tual contents are fed into a special short-term buffer memory store, whose
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function is to make those contents available to cause HOTs about themselves.”
(Carruthers 2000:228). So some first-order perceptual contents are available
to a higher-order “theory of mind mechanism,” which transforms those rep-
resentational contents into conscious contents. Thus, no actual HOT occurs.
Instead, some perceptual outputs acquire a dual intentional content; for exam-
ple, a conscious experience of red not only has a first-order (analog) content
of ‘red,’ but also has the higher-order content ‘seems red’ or ‘experience of red.’
Carruthers also makes interesting use of so-called “consumer semantics,” such
as teleosemantics (Millikan 1984) and inferential role semantics (e.g. Peacocke
1992) in order to fill out his theory of phenomenal consciousness. The basic
idea is that the content of a mental state depends, in part, on the powers of the
organisms which “consume” that state, e.g. the kinds of inferences which the
organism can make when it is in that state. Daniel Dennett (1991) is sometimes
credited with an earlier, though somewhat different, version of a dispositional
account (see Carruthers 2000:Chapter 10). Carruthers’ dispositional theory is
criticized, in this volume, by Gennaro and Rosenthal.

One other source of disagreement within HO theories concerns the issue of
whether or not the HO state should be understood as extrinsic to (i.e. entirely
distinct from) its target mental state. This is the view defended by David Rosen-
thal. On the other hand, several authors have recently challenged this assump-
tion. For example, following in the tradition of Brentano (1874/1973), Gen-
naro (1996:21–30) has argued that, when one has a first-order conscious state,
the HOT is better viewed as intrinsic to the target state, so that we have a com-
plex conscious state with parts. Gennaro calls this the “wide intrinsicality view”
(WIV) and he has also recently argued that Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of con-
sciousness can be understood in this way (Gennaro 2002). Robert Van Gulick
(2000, this volume) has also explored the alternative that the HO state is part
of the “global” conscious state. He calls such states “HOGS” (= higher-order
global states) within which the lower-order state is “recruited” and becomes
conscious. Both Gennaro and Van Gulick have suggested that conscious states
can be understood materialistically as global states of the brain, and it would be
better to treat the first-order state as part of the larger complex brain state. This
idea was also briefly explored by Thomas Metzinger who focused on the fact
that consciousness “is something that unifies or synthesizes experience.” (Met-
zinger 1995:454; cf. Gennaro 1996:Chapter 3). Metzinger calls this the process
of “higher-order binding” and thus uses the acronym ‘HOB.’ A point of empha-
sis in all of these alternatives is on the concept of global meta-representation
within a complex brain state.1
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. Some important issues

There are a number of reoccurring themes in the literature on HO theories,
some more important and controversial than others. I cannot hope to do all of
them justice in a short introduction, but it is worth at least briefly mentioning
the following six:2

. Circularity and regress

A common initial objection to HOR theories is that they are circular and lead
to an infinite regress. For example, it might seem that the HOT theory results
in circularity, i.e. by defining consciousness in terms of HOTs. It also might
seem that an infinite regress results because a conscious mental state must be
accompanied by a HOT, which, in turn, must be accompanied by another HOT
ad infinitum. However, the standard reply from the HOT theorist is that when
a conscious mental state is a first-order world-directed state the higher-order
thought (HOT) is not itself conscious; otherwise, circularity and an infinite
regress would follow. Moreover, when the HOT is itself conscious, there is a
yet higher-order (or third-order) thought directed at the second-order state. In
this case, we have introspection which involves a conscious HOT directed at an
inner mental state. When one introspects, one’s attention is directed back into
one’s mind. For example, what makes my desire to write a good introduction
a conscious first-order desire is that there is a (nonconscious) HOT directed at
the desire. In such a case, my conscious focus is directed at the introduction
and so I am not consciously aware of having the HOT from the first-person
point of view. When I introspect that desire, however, I then have a conscious
HOT (accompanied by a yet higher, third-order, HOT) directed at the desire
itself (on this point see Rosenthal 1986:337–338). So instead of threatening
the HOT theory, this issue actually brings out an important subtlety of any
viable HOR theory. Although most opponents of HO theories are inclined to
accept the standard reply to this objection, some are still not so easily satisfied
(Rowlands 2001).

. Animal and infant consciousness

Perhaps the most common objection to HO (especially HOT) theories is that
various animals are not likely to have to the conceptual sophistication required
for HOTs, and so that would render animal (and infant) consciousness very
unlikely (Dretske 1995; see also Seager, this volume). Are cats and dogs capable
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of having such complex higher-order thoughts to the effect that “I am in men-
tal state M.”? This is normally treated as a problem for HOT theory because
the vast majority of us believe that animals and infants are clearly capable of
having conscious states. Although most who bring forth this objection are not
HO theorists, one notable HO theorist actually embraces the conclusion that
animals and infants do not have phenomenal consciousness (Carruthers 1989).
Gennaro (1993, 1996) has replied to Carruthers on this point; for example, it is
argued that the HOTs need not be as sophisticated as it might initially appear
and that there is evolutionary and comparative neurophysiological evidence
supporting the conclusion that animals have conscious mental states. It seems
fair to say that most HO theorists do not wish to accept the absence of animal
or infant consciousness as a consequence of holding the theory. And even the
mere perception that HOT theories of consciousness can lead to this conse-
quence clearly causes many to shy away from any form of HO theory. The de-
bate continues, however, in Carruthers (2000) and Gennaro (this volume). This
issue also brings out a host of related important questions: Must all conscious
mental states have conceptual content? How should concepts be understood
and defined in the context of HOT theory? What exactly is the difference be-
tween perception and thought? How “rich” in content are our conscious states?
Are there degrees of self-consciousness?

. The problem of the rock

Another objection to HO theories has been referred to as the “problem of the
rock” (Stubenberg 1998) and the “generality problem” (Van Gulick 2000, this
volume), but it is perhaps originally due to Alvin Goldman (Goldman 1993).
When I have a thought about a rock, it is certainly not true that the rock thereby
becomes conscious. So why should I suppose that when I think about a lower-
order mental state (M), it becomes conscious? Indeed, why should being the
intentional object of a meta-state confer consciousness on M? This seems puz-
zling to many and the objection forces HO theorists to explain how adding
the HO state changes a nonconscious state to a conscious one since having a
similar state directed at outer objects does not render them conscious. There
have been, however, a number of responses to this kind of objection (Rosenthal
1990/1997; Lycan 1996; Van Gulick 2000; Gennaro, unpublished). A common
theme is to remind the objector that there is a principled difference between the
objects of the HO states in question. Rocks and the like are not mental states in
the first place, and so HO theorists are first and foremost trying to explain how
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a mental state becomes conscious. Nonetheless, the prospect of a damaging
reductio of HO theories looms if this objection cannot be met properly.

. The hard problem of phenomenal consciousness

The above objection leads somewhat naturally to the following problem: In the
spirit of David Chalmers’ (1995; cf. Shear 1997) discussion of what he calls the
“hard problem of consciousness,” it might be asked just how exactly any HO
theory really explains the subjective aspect of conscious experience (Stuben-
berg 1998; Siewert 1998). How or why does a mental state come to have a
first-person qualitative “what it is like” aspect by virtue of the presence of a
HOR directed at it? I think it is fair to say that some HO theorists have been
slow to address this problem, though a number of overlapping responses have
emerged. Some have argued that this objection simply misconstrues the main
and more modest purpose of (at least, their) HO theories. The claim here is
that HO theories are theories of consciousness only in the sense that they are
attempting to explain what differentiates conscious from nonconscious states,
i.e. in terms of a higher-order awareness of some kind. A full account of ‘quali-
tative properties’ or ‘sensory qualities’ (which can themselves be nonconscious)
can be found elsewhere in their work, but is independent of their theory of
consciousness (Rosenthal 1991; Lycan 1996, 2001). Thus, a full explanation of
phenomenal consciousness does require more than a HO theory, but that is no
objection to HO theories as such. Another response is that proponents of the
hard problem unjustly raise the bar as to what would count as a viable expla-
nation of consciousness so that any such reductivist attempt would inevitably
fall short (Carruthers 2000). Part of the problem also, then, is a lack of clarity
about and disagreement on what would even count as an explanation of con-
sciousness (Van Gulick 1995). Anyone familiar with the literature knows that
there are also significant terminological difficulties in the use of various crucial
terms (see Byrne, this volume), which also sometimes inhibits progress and
mutual understanding on this matter.3

. Misrepresentation

A further important objection to HO approaches is the question of how such
theories can explain cases where the HO state might misrepresent the lower-
order (LO) mental state (Byrne 1997; Neander 1998; Levine 2001). After all,
if we are dealing with a representational relation between two states, it seems
possible for misrepresentation or malfunction to occur. If it does, then what
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explanation can be offered by the HO theorist? If my LO state registers a red
percept and my HO state registers a thought about something green due, say,
to some neural misfiring, then what happens? It seems that problems loom for
any answer from a HO theorist and the cause of the problem has to do with the
very nature of the HO theorist’s belief that there is a representational relation
between the LO and HO states. For example, if the HO theorist takes the option
that the resulting conscious experience is reddish, then it seems that the HO
state plays no role in determining the qualitative character of the experience.
This is an objection that must be taken seriously and it forces HO theorists
to be clearer about just how to view the relationship between the LO and HO
states. A reply to this objection is offered by Gennaro (in this volume).

. The causal and/or inferential relation between the lower
and higher-order states

A final pair of related issues concerns other aspects of the relationship between
the LO and HO states. First, it is agreed upon by all HO theorists that the HO
state must become aware of the LO state non-inferentially. We might say, then,
that the HOR must be caused non-inferentially by the LO state in order to
make the LO state conscious. The point of this condition is mainly to rule out
alleged counterexamples to HO theory, such as cases where I become aware of
my nonconscious desire to kill my boss because I have consciously inferred it
from a session with a psychiatrist or where my envy becomes conscious after
making inferences about my own behavior. The characteristic feel of such a
conscious desire or envy may be absent in these cases, but, since awareness of
them arose via conscious inference, the HO theorist attempts to account for
them by adding this non-inferential condition. Of course, some still ask: why
should it matter so much how I become aware of the LO state?

Second, and perhaps more controversial, is whether or not to understand
the LO state as the only or primary “cause” of the HO state, in some impor-
tant sense of that term (see e.g. Rosenthal 1993b; Gennaro 1996:73–75). HO
(especially HOP) theorists sometimes speak that way and there are advantages
to such a view; for example, it would be a natural way to explain how the HO
state gets directed at or refers to the appropriate LO state. However, there are
also reasons to shy away from such a straightforward causal connection and
to adopt the weaker notion of “accompaniment” or “co-occurrence” between
states. In addition to avoiding the more general vexed problems of causality and
reference within the context of HO theory, mere accompaniment would seem
sufficient to explain state consciousness (especially according to HOT theo-
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rists). In any case, HOT theorists, such as Rosenthal, tend to hold that the LO
state is somehow implicated in causing the HOT, but there must be other fac-
tors that figure in causing it as well. Additionally, it is possible that there is in-
stead a reliable tracking condition (in the brain) which obtains between the LO
state and the HOT directed at it. For example, the LO state and its HOT might
have a common cause such that whenever the former is produced the latter is
also (typically and reliably) caused as well. Needless to say, however, not every-
one is satisfied with the HO theorist’s treatment of these issues (Francescotti
1995).4

. The essays

This book is divided into two general parts. Part I contains essays by authors
who have defended some form of HO theory. Although they are often con-
cerned to discredit one or more of the other HO theories, it must be kept in
mind that they are strongly united in their agreement in the superiority of HO
theories over, for example, various first-order (FO) accounts of consciousness
(Dretske 1995; Tye 1995). Part I begins with a chapter entitled “Varieties of
Higher-Order Theory” (Chapter 2) by David M. Rosenthal who argues for his
preferred version of “extrinsic HOT theory” by systematically reviewing and
critiquing alternative HO theories, including HOP and dispositional HOT the-
ory. In the following chapter entitled “Higher-Order Thoughts, Animal Con-
sciousness, and Misrepresentation: A Reply to Carruthers and Levine” (Chap-
ter 3), Rocco J. Gennaro defends HOT theory at length against two of the key
problems explained in the previous section: animal consciousness and misrep-
resentation. In “Higher-Order Global States (HOGS): An Alternative Higher-
Order Model of Consciousness” (Chapter 4), Robert Van Gulick further de-
velops his HOGS version of HO theory. For example, Van Gulick attempts to
explain how HOGS theory can avoid some of the difficulties with standard
HOP and HOT theory, and why his theory should indeed be understood as a
kind of higher-order theory instead of a FO theory. In Chapter 5, William G.
Lycan argues for “The Superiority of HOP to HOT.” In addition to responding
to critics, he argues that HOP theory is preferable on a number of grounds,
such as its ability to account for so-called “recognitional concepts” and the vol-
untary control we find in consciousness. Peter Carruthers’ cleverly titled “HOP
over FOR, HOT Theory” (Chapter 6) argues for what he calls “the disposition-
alist HOT version of HOP theory.” Carruthers argues that FOR and actualist
HOT theories cannot give an adequate account of purely recognitional con-
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cepts of experience; nor can they properly explain the distinction between con-
scious and nonconscious perceptual states, especially when we examine such
phenomena as blindsight and visual agnosia. In Chapter 7, Edmund T. Rolls
presents a somewhat different form of HOT theory which he calls “A Higher-
Order Syntactic Thought (HOST) Theory of Consciousness” primarily against
the background of a theory of emotion. Citing a wealth of empirical litera-
ture, he argues, for example, that it is best to take an information process-
ing and brain design approach to consciousness such that the HOTs in ques-
tion are directed at semantically based thoughts and that HOTs have impor-
tant evolutionary adaptive value. Finally, in “Assumptions of a Subjective Mea-
sure of Consciousness: Three Mappings” (Chapter 8), Zoltán Dienes and Josef
Perner use the HOT theory as a tool by which they analyze the appropriate use
of various subjective measures of conscious awareness, such as the so-called
“zero-correlation criterion.” They focus on the confidence-accuracy relation-
ship and then use the zero-correlation criterion in both subliminal perception
and implicit learning.

Part II includes papers by authors who do not subscribe to any form of
HO theory. Thus, their papers not only criticize one or more HO theory, but
often also urge us to look for an altogether different solution to the prob-
lem of consciousness. Part II begins with an essay entitled “What Phenomenal
Consciousness is Like” by Alex Byrne (Chapter 9). He first does us the enor-
mous favor of helping us to navigate through the terminological jungle that
we find in the literature, especially regarding various attempts by HOR theo-
rists to distinguish between “experiences” and “conscious experience.” Byrne
then argues that HOR theories are mistaken primarily on the basis of rebut-
ting those attempts. Robert Lurz argues that the assumed dichotomy between
FOR and HOR theories of consciousness is a false one. In “Either FOR or
HOR: A False Dichotomy” (Chapter 10), Lurz rejects both of these alterna-
tives, and then argues for a third option he calls “same-order representation-
alism” (SOR) whereby what makes a mental state (M) conscious is that one
is aware of the intentional content of M. William Seager takes “A Cold Look
at HOT Theory” (Chapter 11) by focusing on whether or not animals can at-
tribute mental states to other animals. Citing much important empirical liter-
ature, he argues that since most animals cannot do so, they therefore cannot
also self-attribute mental states and, hence, on HOT theories, they cannot be
conscious beings. As we saw earlier (Section 3.2), this is a conclusion which
most HO theorists wish to avoid. In Chapter 12, Valerie Gray Hardcastle pulls
no punches against HO theory, and particularly against David Rosenthal’s ar-
guments for HOT theory. As the title suggests, her “HOT Theories of Con-
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sciousness: More Sad Tales of Philosophical Intuitions Gone Astray,” primarily
aims at exposing weaknesses underlying the entire HO approach, such as the
“intuition” that we are “aware” that we are in conscious states, that HOT the-
ory is empirically adequate, and the preference for reducing consciousness in
mentalistic terms. In “A Few Thoughts Too Many?” (Chapter 13), William S.
Robinson uses the fact that we often engage in subvocal speech to argue that,
amongst various explanations, a simpler view not including any HORs should
be preferred on grounds of parsimony. Significant doubts are thus raised about
the claim that HORs are required for consciousness. Donelson E. Dulany, in
“Higher Order Representation in a Mentalistic Metatheory” (Chapter 14), cri-
tiques various HO theories and offers an alternative “mentalistic” metatheory
of consciousness. Dulany also challenges the current orthodoxy that there are
unconscious mental states, such as unconscious perceptions, which form a key
basis for any HO theory. Finally, in “Ouch! An Essay on Pain” (Chapter 15),
Christopher S. Hill presents a theory of pain such that awareness of pain is
akin to such paradigmatic forms of perceptual awareness as vision and hear-
ing. Hill ultimately considers his theory in relation to HOP theory, but, despite
some apparent similarities, argues that they are importantly different and for
the superiority of the former over the latter.

Notes

. Thomas Natsoulas also has a continuing series of papers defending intrinsic theory, be-
ginning with Natsoulas (1996). See also Kriegel (2003) and many of the essays in Kriegel and
Williford (forthcoming).

. Virtually all of them are addressed to some extent in Byrne (1997).

. For another HO theorist’s attempt to address the hard problem, see Gennaro (unpub-
lished).

. For more on this issue, see the exchange between Natsoulas (1993) and Rosenthal
(1993b).
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Defenders of higher-order theories



 



 

Chapter 2

Varieties of higher-order theory

David M. Rosenthal

. Introductory

A touchstone of much modern theorizing about the mind is the idea, still tac-
itly accepted by many, that a state’s being mental implies that it’s conscious.
This view is epitomized in the dictum, put forth by theorists as otherwise di-
vergent as Thomas Nagel (1979:174) and Daniel Dennett (1991:132), that the
appearance and reality of mental states coincide.

Traditionally this claim was cast not in terms of a state’s being conscious,
but in terms of one’s being conscious of the state. Thus Descartes writes that
“no thought can exist in us of which we are not conscious at the very mo-
ment it exists in us.”1 These remarks echo Aristotle’s claim that, since thoughts
take on the forms of their objects, thoughts actually have themselves as objects,
from which he concludes that, whenever we perceive or think, we perceive that
we do.2

Today we typically cast things not in terms of what states we’re conscious
of, but what states are conscious, tout court. But doubtless this is meant to cap-
ture the same phenomenon.3 If an individual is in a mental state but is in no
way whatever conscious of that state, we would not intuitively count it as a
conscious state. So a state’s being conscious consists of one’s being conscious
of it in some suitable way; perhaps, for example, we must be immediately con-
scious of it. It is this equivalence of a state’s being conscious with one’s being
conscious of it in some suitable way that points toward a higher-order theory
of what it is for a mental state to be conscious. We can explain a state’s being
conscious in terms of a higher-order state’s being directed on that state because
a state’s being conscious consists in one’s being conscious of it.

It is occasionally held that explaining a state’s being conscious in terms of
one’s being conscious of that state is circular, since it explains consciousness
in terms of consciousness (e.g., Goldman 1993:366). But this is a mistake. We
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understand what it is to be conscious of something independently of what it
is for a state to be conscious. We are conscious of things when we sense them,
perceive them, or have thoughts about them as being present to us. Circularity
would threaten only if these kinds of state could not themselves occur without
being conscious states. Not only does it beg the question against such a theory
to assume that; we have ample independent reason, both from everyday ex-
perience and experimental findings, to hold that such states do occur without
being conscious. To keep things clear, we can refer to being conscious of some-
thing as transitive consciousness and to a mental state’s being conscious as state
consciousness (Rosenthal 1990/1997).

There are, however, a variety of ways in which one might seek to char-
acterize the higher-order awareness of our conscious states. We are aware of
things by sensing them, perceiving them, and having thoughts about them;
which of these is operative when we are aware of our conscious states? And
is the higher-order awareness distinct from the target state one is aware of, or
might that higher-order awareness be part of that state itself? Might a state’s
being conscious consist, moreover, simply in a disposition for a higher-order
state to occur, rather than in the actual occurrence of that higher-order state?
Finally, if being in a conscious state is a matter of one’s being aware of oneself as
being in the relevant state, might conscious states consist simply in that higher-
order awareness, without any first-order target at all? It is these questions that
I address in what follows.

. Higher-order sensing

Sensing things is one way to be conscious, or aware, of those things.4 So one
possibility, is that we sense our conscious states. This appeal to inner sense5 has
considerable intuitive force. One reason such a model is inviting has to do with
the intuitive immediacy that Descartes urged characterizes the way we’re con-
scious of our conscious states. We seem to be immediately aware of the things
we sense. Nothing seems subjectively to intervene between the things we sense
and our sensing of them; so the things we sense seem always to be immediately
present to us. Higher-order sensing readily explains these appearances.

In addition, state consciousness appears to be among the most basic mental
phenomena; so sensing, which is doubtless the earliest mental function, both
phylogenetically and ontogenetically, seems well-suited to explain it. Presum-
ably any creature with conscious states also has the capacity to sense, and it
might seem intuitively that creatures with conscious states need have no higher
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mental capacity. And, even in creatures like ourselves, with higher mental func-
tions, state consciousness seems intuitively closely tied to sensory functioning.
It may even seem as though sensing is the only way we are transitively conscious
of things. If so, inner sense is the only option for a higher-order theory.

Sensing always involves mental qualities, in virtue of which a creature
senses various perceptible properties, and the qualities that occur when sensing
is conscious present a formidable challenge for any theory of consciousness.
When qualitative states are conscious, there is something qualitative that it’s
like for the creature to be in those states. The states seem subjectively to “light
up.” A theory of consciousness must give some account of what such lighting
up amounts to as well as some credible story about how it arises.

Higher-order sensing may seem especially appealing in this connection. If
the higher-order states in virtue of which qualitative states are conscious are
themselves qualitative, perhaps that will help explain what it is for conscious
qualitative states to light up and how they do. A qualitative state’s lighting up
would consist in one’s being conscious of that state by way of a higher-order
qualitative state.

But despite these apparent advantages, such a theory faces insuperable dif-
ficulties. It seemed that being aware of qualitative states by way of higher-
order states that themselves exhibit mental qualities would explain the first-
order states’ lighting up. But it’s unclear how such higher-order mental qual-
ities might help, and even that there could be any such higher-order quali-
ties. Higher-order qualities can’t help explain the lighting up unless they are
themselves conscious. But, if a state’s being conscious consists in its being
sensed, the higher-order qualities would be conscious only if there were, in
turn, third-order sensations that sensed those second-order sensations. The
threat of regress looms. Moreover, the only mental qualities we’re ever con-
scious of are those of first-order conscious states. We’re never conscious of dis-
tinct, higher-order qualities, even when we become aware of being conscious
of the first-order states, as we do when we focus introspectively on those states.

An even greater difficulty arises about what those higher-order qualities
might be. Perhaps they’re the same in each case as the first-order qualities, so
that conscious seeing, for example, occurs when we visually sense our first-
order visual states. But that cannot be. Mental qualities are keyed to the prop-
erties they enable a creature to perceive. The range of qualities that characterize
visual sensations, for example, resemble and differ in ways that make it possi-
ble to discriminate physical objects in respect of their perceptible color and
spatial properties. These mental qualities plainly aren’t the same as the percep-
tible properties to which they enable visual access. Whatever the property an
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object has in virtue of which we call it red, that property cannot be the same
as any property of the visual sensations by means of which we sense objects as
being red.

So, if we do actually sense our visual sensations, it must be that the higher-
order mental qualities in virtue of which we do so are distinct from the first-
order mental qualities that enable visual access to colored physical objects. But
it’s wholly unclear what qualities these might be. Nor is it clear how unknown
qualities could help explain what it is for conscious qualitative states to light
up. Higher-order sensing cannot make good on its promise to do justice to the
intuitive immediacy and basic mental character of consciousness.

. Higher-order perceiving

Sensing has no conceptual content. But perceiving not only has qualitative
character, as does sensing, but has conceptual content as well; so it’s conve-
nient to think of perceiving as conceptualized sensing. Just as its conceptual
content distinguishes perceiving from mere sensing, so its qualitative character
distinguishes it from mere thinking. No mental quality need occur if I merely
think that there is a red object in front of me, whereas perceiving a red object
involves some distinctive mental quality.

So the difficulty about higher-order qualities also undermines the hypoth-
esis that we are aware of our conscious states by perceiving them, rather than
just sensing them. Perception always exhibits mental qualities, and there are no
suitable higher-order qualities for higher-order perception to exhibit. So there
are no higher-order perceptions, properly so called.

Still, the absence of higher-order qualities may seem to be more decisive
against higher-order sensing than against higher-order perceiving. Qualitative
character is the only distinctively mental way we have to characterize sensing;
so without higher-order qualities there is no higher-order sensing. Perceiving,
because it exhibits both conceptual content and qualitative character, has men-
tal properties apart from its mental quality. So it’s open to argue that, despite
the absence of higher-order qualities, perceiving still provides the best model of
the higher-order awareness we have of our conscious states. Thus William Ly-
can writes that a theory can appeal to higher-order perceiving without claim-
ing that such higher-order awareness “is like external perception in every single
respect” (1996:28; cf. Lycan, this volume:§5).

Since higher-order awareness of conscious states cannot resemble perceiv-
ing in respect of mental quality, it must be in respect of its other mental prop-
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erties, which are intentional. So to sustain higher-order perceiving, we must
show that the higher-order awareness is, in ways that matter, more like per-
ceiving than like thinking. Lycan advances a number of respects in which he
believes this is so.6 For one thing, he urges, we cannot have a thought about
something without already being aware of it; so we would have to be percep-
tually aware of our mental states before having thoughts about them. But we
have thoughts about many things we have never perceived. Since mental states
are arguably just the kinds of things we cannot perceive, they are doubtless
examples of this.

Lycan also argues that first-person appearances support a perceptual
model. The phenomenology of being in conscious states, he urges, represents
those states as present to us, and we seem able to attend to those states in the
way we can attend to things we perceive. But we attend to objects of thought no
less than those of perception. And thoughts can also represent things as present
to us. Perceiving does always represent things as being to some degree present,
whereas thoughts often do not; so higher-order awareness resembles only some
cases of thinking, whereas it resembles all cases of perceiving. But that doesn’t
show that it’s more like perceiving than like the relevant cases of thinking.

Lycan urges that we have considerable voluntary control over which per-
ceptual states in our sensory fields are conscious, and that such voluntary con-
trol is more characteristic of perceptual awareness than of the awareness that
comes from thinking about things. One might doubt that we have all that
much voluntary control over our higher-order awareness. But, whatever the
case about that, we can also direct and focus our thought processes, perhaps
even more readily than we can our perceiving.

Lycan argues that our higher-order awareness monitors what states we are
in, as perceiving does with various physical properties of things; it’s less obvi-
ous, by contrast, that we could monitor things by having thoughts about them.
Perceptual monitoring relies on sense organs, or other suitable mechanisms in
the case of enteroceptive and proprioceptive perceiving, to discern how things
are. If higher-order awareness were like perceiving, it too would require some
such mechanism, which presumably would be a matter of cortical connections.
And such connections could subserve such monitoring equally well if, indepen-
dently of this issue, such higher-order awareness were more like thought than
like perception.

A perceptual model, Lycan maintains, can capture the way our awareness
of our mental states comes in degrees, which a model based on thoughts can’t.
Lycan’s examples suggest that he actually has in mind degrees of attention; we
attend more to some states than to others. But thoughts vary in how focused
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and attentive they are no less than perceptions. Lycan claims that higher-order
awareness is like perceiving in that we regard it as a reliable source of infor-
mation. But that holds at least as well for the thoughts we have about small
numbers, simple shapes, logical connections, and the everyday behavior of
commonsense objects.

Any higher-order theory must explain how it is that we can become aware
of exquisitely fine-grained differences among our qualitative states. This looks
problematic for a higher-order theory based on thoughts, since we arguably
don’t have concepts corresponding to all the different mental qualities we can
be conscious of. Lycan urges that higher-order awareness resembles perceiving
in this respect, since perceiving is dedicated to discerning fine differences in
perceptible properties.

But thinking distinguishes among properties in at least as fine grained a
way as does perceiving. And, though we plainly don’t have distinct concepts
for all our conscious mental qualities, that doesn’t show that we lack the con-
ceptual resources needed to capture all those qualitative variations, since we
can readily capture them using comparative concepts. We describe shades of
red, for example, as more or less yellowish, lighter or darker, more or less sat-
urated, and the like. And we do this with mental qualities no less than with
the perceptible properties those qualities enable us to perceive. Our concep-
tual resources are, after all, sufficient to make us aware of all the fine-grained
variations among our conscious mental qualities.

There is compelling experimental evidence that we actually are aware of
our mental qualities in respect of such comparative aspects. We’re aware of
far more fine-grained differences among mental qualities when they occur to-
gether than when they occur one at a time (see Raffman 1995). It might be ar-
gued that this tells against any higher-order theory. Why wouldn’t the higher-
order states in virtue of which we’re conscious of mental qualities be inde-
pendent of whether qualitative states occur together or not? And if they are,
we would be conscious of qualitative states with the same fineness of grain
whichever way they occur.

But there is no basis for assuming that we are conscious of our mental
qualities in the same way whatever qualities accompany them. And this result
provides evidence that we aren’t, but rather are conscious of mental qualities at
least partly in comparison with one another, as exemplifying particular men-
tal qualities to a greater or less degree than some accompanying quality. And
this in turn suggests that our higher-order awareness of mental qualities are
thoughts, since thoughts are more versatile than perceptions in characterizing
things comparatively.
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Lycan urges that we have purely recognitional concepts (see Loar 1997),
which apply to our sensations not by way of ties with other concepts, but solely
in virtue of one’s ability to recognize what type of sensation one has. And he
urges that a perceptual model will better accommodate such concepts than a
model based on thoughts.

But it’s unlikely that any concepts for qualitative states are purely recogni-
tional in this way. Rather, our concepts for mental qualities connect in crucial
ways with our concepts for the physical properties that those mental quali-
ties enable us to perceive; indeed, our concepts for mental qualities very likely
derive from our concepts for perceptible properties. We don’t have individual
concepts for each type of mental quality, nor for each corresponding percep-
tible property. Still, we can conceptually single out every mental quality by its
location within a suitable quality space, just as we can for the corresponding
perceptible property. We distinguish properties of both types as being more
or less similar to and different from other properties in their quality space. So
our concepts for mental qualities are intimately tied both to concepts for other
mental qualities and to concepts for perceptible properties (Rosenthal 1999a,
1999b, forthcoming:Ch. 7).

Lycan’s arguments rely on our folk-psychological conceptions of the rele-
vant mental functioning. But there is also a folk-psychological consideration
that suggests that thoughts are a better model for higher-order awareness than
perception. The things perceiving gives us access to are physical objects or states
of affairs; we perceive red objects, the growling of our stomachs, damage to our
bodies, and the positions of our limbs, and we do so by way of characteristic
sensations. But it is folk-psychologically odd also to speak of perceiving those
sensations. No such oddness attends the idea that we have thoughts about those
sensations and feelings; we can have thoughts about anything.

Folk psychology aside, the perceptual model has caused considerable the-
oretical mischief. Hume’s famous problem about the self is due to his never
“perceiv[ing] any thing but the perceptions” (1978/1939:634); he assumes that
any awareness of the self would be perceptual (Rosenthal 2004). And some,
like John Searle (1992:97), deny we are ever conscious of our mental states at
all because they assume such awareness would have to be perceptual.

On balance, then, neither folk psychology nor empirical findings sustain
higher-order perceiving, and the initial problem about higher-order qualities
remains. The perceptual model, it seems, does not withstand scrutiny.
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. Dispositional higher-order thoughts

Sensing and perceiving are not, however, the only ways we are conscious of
things. We are also conscious of things by having thoughts about them as being
present. If I think, independently of any sensory input, of an object as being
present, that’s a way of being conscious of it. The requirement that the thought
represent the object as being present echoes the ordinary case of perceiving,
but no perceptual input is needed.

We can conclude, then, that our higher-order awareness of conscious
states is in some way a matter of having thoughts about those states. Still,
there are different versions of theories that appeal to such higher-order
thoughts (HOTs).

Theorists who otherwise have little use for higher-order theories some-
times acknowledge that HOTs may be suitable to explain introspective con-
sciousness (e.g., Block 1995:235). We are introspectively conscious of a state
when we are not simply aware of that state, but aware of it in a deliberate, at-
tentively focused way. Ordinary, nonintrospective consciousness, by contrast,
occurs when one is aware of being in the state but not in this deliberate, at-
tentively focused way. Because we consciously focus on introspected mental
states, introspection involves actually being aware that we are conscious of
those states.

So it’s reasonable to explain being introspectively conscious of a state not
as simply having a HOT about that state, but as having a HOT about it that
is itself conscious. And if a state isn’t conscious, introspectively or otherwise,
there is no HOT. That suggests that a state’s being conscious in the everyday,
nonintrospective way results from something in between these two.

The natural conclusion is that a mental state’s being nonintrospectively
conscious consists in its being accompanied by a HOT when that HOT is not,
itself, a conscious thought. When no HOT occurs, the target state isn’t con-
scious; when there’s a conscious HOT, the target is introspectively conscious.
So when a HOT occurs that isn’t conscious the target is conscious but not
introspectively so.

A HOT model seems especially appealing for introspective consciousness
because HOTs are then conscious; so we are aware of their occurrence. Since we
aren’t conscious of HOTs except when we introspect, the model is subjectively
less inviting for nonintrospective consciousness; if HOTs aren’t conscious, it
seems subjectively that none occur. So it might seem that we must explain
nonintrospective consciousness by appeal to something other than HOTs, or
indeed higher-order awareness of any sort.
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But there is another alternative. States that are conscious but not introspec-
tively so fall in some way between introspectively conscious states and states
that aren’t conscious at all. So we need something that falls between having
a conscious HOT and having no relevant HOT. Still, we needn’t countenance
nonconscious HOTs for the intermediate case. Perhaps a state is nonintrospec-
tively conscious if, rather than being accompanied by some HOT, it is simply
disposed to be accompanied by a conscious HOT. This dispositional alterna-
tive makes room for the temptation to avoid positing HOTs that aren’t con-
scious. And it fits with the pretheoretic idea that a state’s being conscious is at
least partly the dispositional properties of its being available for introspective
access.7

Peter Carruthers (2000) has defended such a dispositional HOT theory,
though not by appeal to the foregoing line of argument. He explicitly recog-
nizes the possibility of nonconscious HOTs, but argues that the number of ac-
tual HOTs needed to capture all the phenomenological detail and subtle varia-
tion in our conscious experience at any moment would be prohibitively large.
It is implausible, he claims, “that so much of our cognition should be occupied
with formulating and processing the vast array of higher-order thoughts nec-
essary to render our experience conscious at each moment of our waking lives”
(2000:221).

Carruthers recognizes that one could respond to this “objection from cog-
nitive overload” by urging, with Dennett (1991:Ch. 11) that our conscious ex-
perience is not as rich in detail as it seems. But it’s not clear that this reply
helps. Dennett credibly argues that our sense of a rich, detailed phenomeno-
logical scene is illusory, since phenomenology suggests far more detail than we
can actually discriminate. But the consciousness of our experience is a matter
not of what we can discriminate, but of how our qualitative experience seems
to us. And, as Dennett concedes, it does seems to be richly detailed.

Still, it’s not easy to know how to assess the objection from cognitive over-
load. Cortical resources are far greater than needed for most, perhaps all, of our
cognitive processing. So sufficient cortical resources are doubtless available to
accommodate HOTs for all our conscious states. The consciousness of expe-
rience seems effortless, whereas cognitive processing requires some conscious
effort and attention; so we would not have guessed that experience’s being con-
scious calls for substantial cognitive resources. But we should be wary of letting
such commonsense considerations affect our appraisal of a theory.

Carruthers urges that occurrent HOTs would make us conscious of all the
fine-grained distinctions among our visual perceptions only if we had “a con-
cept for each just-discriminable shade of colour” (2000:222). But, as we saw
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earlier, we are conscious of such discriminations largely in comparative terms;
so we needn’t have distinct concepts for each shade.

Like Lycan, Carruthers holds that our higher-order concepts for qualitative
states are purely recognitional, and he sees this as a difficulty for a theory based
on occurrent HOTs. Just as our perceptual awareness of physical green guides
the application of our recognitional concept of that color, so our higher-order
recognitional concepts, he claims, must also apply by way of some indepen-
dent, nonconceptual awareness of the thing recognized. But a theory on which
we are conscious of our qualitative states solely by way of occurrent HOTs al-
lows no room for an independent, nonconceptual awareness that could guide
the application of the recognitional concepts that figure in those HOTs. So the
application of these concepts would be groundless on such a theory, and would
not parallel that of our first-order recognitional concepts (this volume: § 3).

But such a parallel would be surprising if the relevant concepts were indeed
purely recognitional. Some mental occurrence must guide the recognizing of
things, and the only mental occurrence that might do that for the recognizing
of physical colors is our sensations or perceptions of those colors. But sensa-
tions of green could guide not only our recognition of physical green, but also
our recognition of the corresponding mental quality of green, which character-
izes such sensations; one needn’t in addition have some independent awareness
of that sensation. Carruthers claims that reflection reveals that our recognition
of sensations relies on some independent awareness of those sensations. But re-
flection is the unusual situation in which we have some third-order, introspec-
tive awareness, and in that special case our second-order awareness is indeed
independent of our introspecting.

It’s in any case unlikely, as noted earlier, that the concepts that figure in oc-
current HOTs are purely recognitional. Rather, our concepts single out mental
qualities by locating them within the quality space distinctive of the relevant
sensory modality. And, since this mimics the way our concepts for percepti-
ble physical properties locate those properties within a corresponding quality
space, it captures the parallel that actually does obtain between the higher- and
first-order concepts.

Carruthers favors a recognitional model of our higher-order awareness be-
cause he thinks it helps avoid difficulties about conscious qualitative states. But
the appeal of a recognitional model doubtless also reflects the continuing hold
of the traditional thesis that mind is transparent to consciousness. Since recog-
nizing is factive, being aware of something by recognizing it can’t go wrong. So,
if our consciousness of our mental states is recognitional, that consciousness
will automatically get things right. But consciousness does not always represent
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our mental states accurately. Consciousness seems infallible because it never
shows itself to be mistaken and it’s tempting to think that there’s no other way
to know what mental states one is in. But consciousness is not the only way
to determine what mental state one is in, and there is sometimes compelling
independent evidence that goes against what consciousness tells us.

Carruthers argues that there could have been little evolutionary pressure
for the routine generation of HOTs for all the thoughts and experiences in
daily practical activity. True; but our daily experience is seldom if ever con-
scious in respect of all the detail relevant to such practical activity. Armstrong’s
(1980:60) familiar example of a person driving long distance on psychological
automatic pilot helps here. It is unlikely that the person’s relevant visual states
literally fail to be conscious; rather, they simply aren’t conscious in respect of
the rich detail needed for the task of driving. Occurrent HOTs would fail, in
this case, to represent that rich detail. This often happens with activities that re-
quire concentrated effort; perceptual states that figure in an activity are seldom
conscious in respect of all the detail relevant to carrying out the activity.

Indeed, it is in any case puzzling what evolutionary pressure there could
have been for mental states to be conscious, whatever the explanation of their
being conscious. Evolutionary pressure on mental functioning operates only
by way of interactions that such functioning has with behavior. And mental
functioning interacts with behavior solely in virtue of its intentional and qual-
itative properties. If a mental state’s being conscious does consist in its being
accompanied by a higher-order state, that higher-order state would contribute
to the overall causal role, but this contribution would very likely be minimal in
comparison with that of the first-order state. So there could be little adaptive
advantage in states’ becoming conscious.8

In any case, evolution often occurs without clear adaptive advantage; there
are side effects whenever a feature is selected. Doubtless adaptive pressures fa-
vored high cortical mass, and that may have resulted in creatures with far more
cortical resources than needed for everyday functioning. And such excess cor-
tical area might then have come to subserve states that represent other cortical
states. So creatures could well have come to have the actual HOTs needed for
their mental states to be conscious, even though their being conscious is not
itself especially adaptive.

Edmund T. Rolls (this volume: §2) has made a compelling case that HOTs
might, in some kinds of case, make a pivotal contribution to overall adaptive
value. Plans for action sometimes involve a sequence of first-order hypothet-
ical thoughts, and it may well sometimes be useful to review these hypotheti-
cals to evaluate and, if necessary, correct them. Such evaluating and correcting,
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Rolls argues, would likely involve thinking about those first-order hypotheti-
cal thoughts, which would require HOTs that can reveal the syntactic connec-
tions among those thoughts. And these HOTs would make one conscious of
the first-order thoughts.

This proposal reflects the pretheoretic idea that consciousness is somehow
important for the critical evaluation of rational thinking. But the need to evalu-
ate one’s thinking critically is likely to produce evolutionary pressure for HOTs
only if there is no easier way to get satisfactory results. And revising plans of
action can result instead simply from having additional first-order thoughts
about the relevant situations and the connections that hold among them. That
mechanism for revision is especially plausible for our distant, less cerebral an-
cestors, on whom such evolutionary pressures could have had an effect. Nor
does the revising of plans require identifying difficulties in one’s first-order
thinking by having HOTs about that thinking; even nonconscious conflicts of-
ten cause mental tension that in turn elicits compensatory adjustments in our
thoughts and plans.

Carruthers’s arguments against actual HOTs to one side, it’s not obvious
that dispositions for HOTs can help. The principle advantage of higher-order
theories is that they explain how it is that we’re transitively conscious of our
conscious states. But being disposed to have a thought about something doesn’t
make one conscious of that thing, but only potentially conscious of it. A state’s
being conscious in the everyday, nonintrospective way does dispose one to be
introspectively conscious of that state. But a higher-order theory must also ex-
plain ordinary, nonintrospective consciousness. Nor does a dispositional the-
ory have any advantage in explaining why a nonintrospectively conscious state
disposes one to introspect that state; we can expect that an occurrent HOT that
isn’t conscious disposes one to become conscious of that HOT.

It’s also not initially obvious how dispositions could help with the difficulty
about cognitive overload. Dispositions are themselves states, no less than actual
HOTs; so dispositions to have HOTs should be no less cognitively demanding
than actual HOTs. Again, it may be only the absence of conscious cognitive
effort that makes dispositions seem intuitively preferable.

Carruthers’s answer to both worries, about becoming conscious of con-
scious states and avoiding cognitive overload, appeals to the particular the-
ory of intentional content he endorses. A state’s intentional content, he urges,
is in part a matter of what other mental states and what behavior that state
is disposed to cause. This causal potential takes a special form when a state
is suitably connected to a psychological subsystem capable of discriminating
among types of states, which Carruthers thinks of as the mind-reading system.
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A state then has the potential to cause in that mind-reading system a HOT
about the state itself. And, by itself, that causal potential gives the state a cer-
tain higher-order content, in addition to its ordinary content in virtue of which
it represents features of nonmental reality. Conscious experiential and inten-
tional states thus have dual content; an experience of red, for example, will
also have the content seems red or is an experience of red. And it will “have
these [higher-order] contents categorically, by virtue of the powers of the HOT
consumer system, in advance of any HOT being tokened” (2000:242). This
higher-order content comes automatically with the availability of the states to
the mind-reading system.

Cognitive overload is thus avoided, Carruthers urges, since generating this
higher-order content makes no cognitive demands beyond those incurred in
the states’ simply having first-order contents and their being connected to the
mind-reading system. And these higher-order contents explain how it is that
we’re aware of our conscious states, as Carruthers puts it, how states “can
come to acquire the properties of subjectivity and what-it’s-likeness distinctive
of phenomenal consciousness” (2000:242; Carruthers’s emphasis).

One might prefer a theory of consciousness not to be hostage to such a
heavy load of other controversial views. But that aside, there are difficulties
for this account. Each first-order state has some higher-order content in virtue
of the state’s availability to the mind-reading system, and that higher-order
content results in one’s being conscious of the state, so that there’s something
it’s like for one to be in the state. But, if it’s sufficient for a state to be conscious
simply that it have some particular first-order content and that it be available
to the mind-reading system, it’s unclear how that state, or any state of its type,
could ever occur without being conscious. It cannot be its first-order content
is sometimes different, since we type states by way of their content. And, in
any case, every suitably connected first-order state will have such higher-order
content. Nor can it be that the mind-reading system sometimes shuts down,
since other states remain conscious.

So it must be that individual states are sometimes available to the mind-
reading system and sometimes not. But it’s implausible that such shifts in avail-
ability would occur, since the first-order states themselves presumably occur in
systems with fairly stable connections to the mind-reading system. And mak-
ing such shifts would doubtless be at least as cognitively demanding as simply
having occurrent HOTs. A theory cast in terms of occurrent HOTs, by con-
trast, has no difficulty with a state’s shifting between being conscious and not;
occurrent HOTs presumably come and go, just as other occurrent thoughts do.
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Intentional content, on Carruthers’s view, is a matter of a state’s causal po-
tential in respect of other mental states and behavior. The specifically higher-
order content in virtue of which a state is conscious consists in that state’s
having the causal potential to affect something external to itself, namely, the
mind-reading system.

But Carruthers acknowledges that conscious first-order states “have these
[higher-order] contents categorically, . . . in advance of any HOT being to-
kened.” It is a state’s having this higher-order content which explains there be-
ing something it’s like for one to be in that state, and thus that state’s being
conscious. So it is the actual occurrence of a state with higher-order content,
not merely a disposition to have a higher-order state, that explains a state’s
being conscious. As with most theories of content, it’s a dispositional matter
according to Carruthers that these states have their higher-order content, but
it’s an occurrent state with higher-order content that explains consciousness.
It’s the theory of content that’s dispositional, not the theory of consciousness.9

Conscious first-order states have, Carruthers holds, higher-order content
“in advance of any HOT being tokened.” What, then, would an occurrent HOT
add? Since first-order states are already nonintrospectively conscious without
any occurrent HOT, the only possibility is that the an occurrent HOT would
result in the first-order state’s becoming introspectively conscious. But when
we introspect, we are aware of our being conscious of the introspected state;
so the occurrent HOT is itself also conscious. Despite Carruthers’s recognition
that HOTs need not be conscious, the only role he leaves open for occurrent
HOTs is the role conscious HOTs have in introspection.

. Intrinsic higher-order thoughts

If a state is conscious in virtue of some higher-order awareness of that state,
it’s natural to assume that this higher-order awareness consists in the occur-
rence of a distinct state with suitable higher-order content. Absent some reason
to the contrary, distinct mental functions call for distinct states. And distinct
higher-order states also explain how states shift between being conscious and
not, which would be puzzling if the higher-order were built into the first-order
target itself.

Nonetheless, a number of theorists have urged, following Franz Brentano,
that the higher-order content in virtue of which we are conscious of our con-
scious states is intrinsic to those states (Gennaro, this volume, 1996; Kriegel
2003; Natsoulas 1999). As Brentano put it, all mental acts “apprehend [them-
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selves] incidentally” (1973/1874:128). Every conscious state, on this view, is
about itself as well as some nonmental reality.

Carruthers’s view actually seems to be a version of such an intrinsic theory.
The higher-order content in virtue of which a state is conscious, on his view,
belongs categorically to the very state that is conscious. Though the higher-
order content is a matter of the state’s having connections with the mind-
reading system, that content is a property of the target state one is conscious
of, not a distinct higher-order state.

When a state is conscious, we are conscious of that state. But, except for
the special case of introspective consciousness, we are not also conscious of
being conscious of the state; it seems subjectively that we are conscious of
only one state. So, if one relied on consciousness to reveal mental function-
ing, one would conclude that, when a state is conscious, there aren’t two states
but only one. This consideration has led some, such as Brentano, Karen Nean-
der (1998), and Joseph Levine (2001:105, 168), to reject a higher-order theory
altogether. But it has led others, such as Gennaro (this volume) and Natsoulas
(1999), to argue instead that the higher-order content in virtue of which a state
is conscious is intrinsic to that very state.

This argument assumes that consciousness reveals everything about our
mental functioning, or at least everything relevant to the issue at hand. But we
know that this isn’t so, since there are many mental states that aren’t conscious.
Consciousness does reveal the phenomenological data that a theory of con-
sciousness must do justice to. But to save these phenomena, we need only ex-
plain why things appear to consciousness as they do; we need not also suppose
that these appearances are always accurate. A theory of consciousness explains
how things appear to consciousness.

When a state is conscious, one is conscious of that state, though not typi-
cally aware of being conscious of it. But that doesn’t support a theory on which
only a single state occurs, nor does it undermine a higher-order theory. Rather,
it shows only that the higher-order awareness of the state one is conscious of
is rarely conscious. We needn’t suppose that there’s only one state, but merely
that there’s only one conscious state.

There is a related objection to the view that the higher-order awareness is
due to a distinct state, an objection that does not rely on how things appear to
consciousness. If the higher-order awareness is distinct from its target, the two
might occur independently. It’s theoretically unproblematic if the target occurs
without the higher-order awareness; then the target simply isn’t conscious. But,
if the states are distinct, the higher-order awareness might also occur without
any target. And, even if there’s a target, the higher-order awareness might fail
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to represent it accurately. Since it might seem that there is no good answer
to how things would be phenomenologically in these kinds of case, perhaps
this possibility tells against a higher-order theory (Levine 2001:108; Neander
1998:420).

One might advance an intrinsic theory as a way to meet this difficulty
(Gennaro, this volume; Kriegel 2003). If the higher-order awareness is actu-
ally part of its target, it plainly can’t occur without the target. And perhaps it
also cannot then misrepresent that target.

It’s not obvious that absent or misrepresented targets actually lead to any
difficulty, phenomenologically or otherwise (see §6). But an intrinsic theory
would in any case have no advantage in meeting whatever difficulties do occur.
The distinction between an absent target and a misrepresented target is in an
important way arbitrary. Suppose my higher-order awareness is of a state with
property P, but the target isn’t P, but rather Q. We could say that the higher-
order awareness misrepresents the target, but we could equally well say that it’s
an awareness of a state that doesn’t occur. The more dramatic the misrepre-
sentation, the greater the temptation to say the target is absent; but it’s plainly
open in any such case to say either. The two kinds of case, moreover, should
occasion the same kinds of phenomenological perplexities, if any. A higher-
order awareness of a P state without any P state would be subjectively the same
whether or not a Q state occurs. The first-order state can contribute nothing to
phenomenology apart from the way we’re conscious of it.

On an intrinsic theory, we do have a nonarbitrary reason to say that the tar-
get is never absent; whatever state the higher-order awareness is part of counts
as the target. But it’s not on that account obvious why misrepresentation could
not occur. Simply being intrinsic to the target does not guarantee that the
higher-order awareness will be accurate. And, since misrepresentation would
occasion the same difficulties, if any, that would occur for an absent target, an
intrinsic theory has no advantage in this connection over a theory on which
the higher-order awareness is distinct from its target.

On Carruthers’s dispositional theory, our higher-order awareness is in-
trinsic to its target, since that target has higher-order content in virtue of
its tie to the mind-reading system. That tie enables the mind-reading system
to “generat[e] recognitional concepts of experience, riding piggy-back on the
first-order contents of experience” (2000:241). But that tie between target and
mind-reading system cannot protect that higher-order content against error.
However accurate the mind-reading system may be, the connection any par-
ticular state has to that system can go wrong, and with it the mind-reading
system’s capacity to recognize that state and hence the state’s higher-order con-
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tent. A dispositional theory has no advantage in ensuring accuracy of higher-
order content.

We’re conscious of our conscious states in a way that seems, subjectively,
to be direct and unmediated. And one might urge that this supports an intrin-
sic theory, since nothing would mediate between the higher-order awareness
and its target if that awareness is actually part of the target. But the datum we
need to explain is not actual immediacy, but rather subjective immediacy. And
these needn’t go together, at least not unless we assume that mental function-
ing is transparent to consciousness. It could be that nothing actually mediates
between our higher-order awareness and its target even though it subjectively
seems as though something does.

More likely, something might mediate even though we are subjectively
unaware of anything doing so. Typically we aren’t conscious of any HOTs; it
doesn’t subjectively seem as though there are any. So, if we’re conscious of our
conscious states by way of of distinct HOTs that aren’t conscious, it will seem
as though nothing mediates between our consciousness of those states and the
states themselves. And, when those distinct HOTs are conscious, it will still
seem as though nothing mediates between them and their targets if we’re con-
scious of no inference from which the HOTs seem to arise. The HOTs will then
seem subjectively to be spontaneous and uncaused. A theory that appeals to
distinct HOTs can thus do justice to phenomenological immediacy, whereas an
intrinsic theory must somehow explain why the actual lack of mediation issues
in the corresponding appearance. It is likely that an intrinsic theory will appeal
here to the very same considerations as a theory cast in terms of distinct HOTs.

Not only do the advantages claimed for an intrinsic theory fail to hold up;
such a theory faces several important challenges. For one thing, it must explain
why, if the higher-order awareness is intrinsic to the target, that higher-order
awareness is about the target only in respect of its other, first-order content.10

An intrinsic theory must explain what happens when a state goes from be-
ing nonintrospectively conscious to being introspectively conscious. Does the
target state come to have third-order content in virtue of which one comes now
to be aware of its second-order content? Or does one instead become aware of
that second-order content by way of a distinct third-order state? Neither an-
swer is theoretically satisfying. It would be surprising if one’s becoming intro-
spectively conscious of a state were a matter of that state’s actually changing, by
taking on new, third-order content. But, if a distinct third-order state is respon-
sible for introspective consciousness, why not a distinct second-order state for
ordinary, nonintrospective consciousness?
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The need to explain introspection recalls the initial point that an intrinsic
theory may have difficulty giving an informative explanation of how states shift
between being conscious and not. On an intrinsic theory, a state’s coming to
be conscious consists in its actually changing its content, and its ceasing to be
conscious consists in a loss of intrinsic content. It would be theoretically more
satisfactory to assume that such shifts leave the state unchanged.

Underlying all these issues is a pressing need for an independent way of
individuating states, which doesn’t beg the question between intrinsic and ex-
trinsic higher-order awareness. It might seem that individuating mental states
is inevitably arbitrary, and so wouldn’t preclude either position. But there is a
compelling consideration that undermines individuating in a way that makes
the states of higher-order awareness intrinsic to their targets.

Intentional states differ not only in content, but in mental attitude as well.
One can hold toward any particular content a variety of distinct attitudes,
such as believing, desiring, anticipating doubting, wondering, and many oth-
ers. And we individuate intentional states so that no state exhibits more than
one mental attitude.11

But intentional states don’t make one conscious of the things they are about
unless those states exhibit a suitable attitude toward that content. Wondering,
doubting, and desiring about something do not make one conscious of that
thing. For an intentional state to make one conscious of the thing it’s about, it
must involve an assertoric attitude towards its content.

Consider a conscious case of an intentional state, such as wondering or
doubting, which exhibit some nonassertoric attitude. That state is conscious in
virtue of some higher-order awareness of it. Since we have ruled out higher-
order sensing and perceiving, only some higher-order intentional content will
do, and one must hold an assertoric attitude toward that higher-order content.
So, when the conscious state is an intentional state with a nonassertoric atti-
tude, the higher-order awareness must be distinct from its target itself, since
we individuate intentional states so that no single state has two distinct at-
titudes. Considerations of mental attitude decisively undermine an intrinsic
higher-order theory cast in terms of HOTs.

Brentano’s version of an intrinsic theory is evidently perceptual; his prime
example of a conscious state is hearing, and he argues that a conscious act of
hearing apprehends itself (1973/1874:128). And hearing something does make
one conscious of it. But, as we saw earlier, all perceiving requires some men-
tal quality, and the mental qualities special to audition enable us to hear only
sounds, not auditory states themselves. Perceptual modality tells against an in-
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trinsic higher-order perception theory just as mental attitude tells against an
intrinsic HOT theory.

. Higher-order thoughts and the intentional stance

The advantage of a higher-order theory is that it explains how it is that we’re
conscious of our conscious states. We are conscious of those states in virtue of
some higher-order awareness. That higher-order awareness, moreover, explains
not simply that we are conscious of those states, but also the particular way
we are conscious of them. As with any case of being aware of something, the
representational character of a higher-order awareness determines just how one
is conscious of the state that the awareness represents.

This has implications for cases in which targets are absent or inaccurately
represented. If I consciously take something I see to be a cow when it’s actually a
horse, phenomenologically it’s as though I consciously see a cow. Similarly, if I
am conscious of myself as being in a P state, it’s phenomenologically as though
I’m in such a state whether or not I am. If I’m not in a P state, that will make a
difference to my overall mental functioning, just as it may make a difference to
my interactions with my environment if the thing I take to be a cow is actually
a horse. But the phenomenology is determined solely by the way I’m aware of
things, whether perceived physical objects or my own mental states.

Typically we see things accurately, and it’s also likely that consciousness
ordinarily represents correctly what mental states we are in. But misrepresen-
tation of such states can happen, (see, e.g., Nisbett & Wilson 1977), and it is an
advantage of a higher-order theory that it accommodates such occurrences.

That consciousness sometimes represents us as being in states we have in-
dependent reason to think we aren’t in is an important theme of Dennett’s
(1991). When we see wallpaper decorated with repeating, identical objects or
Warhol’s repeating, photographic portraits of Marilyn Monroe, it seems sub-
jectively that we see all the repeating tokens at once with equal resolution. But
that cannot be; we see most of those tokens parafoveally, and parafoveal reso-
lution is far below that of foveal vision. Here as elsewhere, we’re aware of our
representations in ways that diverge from what we know those representations
must be (1991:354; see Ch. 11 passim).

In stressing this kind of occurrence, Dennett’s discussion is congenial to
higher-order theories. But there is another respect in which it isn’t. Suppose I
see somebody I don’t know, but my memory of a friend causes me consciously
to misperceive the person I see as my friend. Dennett famously urges that there
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is no fact of the matter about whether the memory contaminates my current
perception before or after that perception becomes conscious. On a higher-
order theory, by contrast, there is precise moment when the perception be-
comes conscious, even if we can’t easily determine when that is; it becomes
conscious just when the higher-order awareness occurs.

Dennett’s denial of a precise moment for the contamination seems to con-
flict with his recognition that consciousness sometimes mischaracterizes the
way we represent things. If the way we are aware of a representation mischarac-
terizes that representation, there must be two distinct states, the representation
and our awareness of it. But then the occurrence of this distinct awareness of
a representation should provide the exact moment at which the representation
becomes conscious.

But there is no conflict between Dennett’s denial of an exact moment of
consciousness and his recognition that consciousness sometimes mischarac-
terizes our representations. Dennett sees the representations that conscious-
ness mischaracterizes not as the commonsense states of folk psychology, but as
subpersonal events of content fixation. Though we are conscious of ourselves
as being in various folk-psychological states, the representational states that ac-
tually occur are not those folk-psychologically taxonomized states, but merely
those subpersonal events of content fixation. It is such subpersonal events, not
folk-psychological states, which consciousness mischaracterizes when we seem
to see many Marilyns at once with equal resolution, and similarly for other
such cases.

These subpersonal events “are precisely locatable in both space and time”
(1991:113). But that doesn’t, according to Dennett, enable us to resolve the
puzzles about timing, since he holds that those subpersonal events do not
correspond to the folk-psychologically taxonomized mental states we’re con-
scious of ourselves as being in. There are, strictly speaking, no first-order folk-
psychological states, only subpersonal events of content fixation and our taking
of ourselves to be in folk-psychologically taxonomized states (1991:Ch. 10).
When I take myself to perceive somebody, I am in effect conscious of myself
as perceiving that person (Rosenthal 2000). But there is no folk-psychological
perceiving whose contamination by memory occurs at some particular mo-
ment, only the the interplay of subpersonal events, which do not correspond in
any straightforward way to the folk-psychological states we interpret ourselves
as being in.

We can thus see Dennett’s view as a kind of higher-order theory on which
there are acts of higher-order interpretation, but not their apparent first-order,
folk-psychological targets. Thus Dennett holds that there is no way that things
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seem apart from the way that they seem to seem, no “category of the objectively
subjective – the way things actually, objectively seem to you even if they don’t
seem to seem that way to you” (1991:132). The only seeming we can sensibly
speak of is higher-order seeming.

This eliminativism in respect of first-order folk-psychological targets fits
comfortably with Dennett’s well-known view that intentional states are simply
real patterns of behavior discernible from the intentional stance (1981). But
that view aside, there seems little reason to deny that suitably grouped events
of content fixation often constitute folk-psychological states. And if so, not
only do HOTs occur, but also the first-order states those HOTs represent us
as being in.

. Distinct higher-order thoughts

The foregoing considerations all point to a higher-order theory cast in terms
of distinct, occurrent HOTs (Rosenthal 1986, 1990/1997, 2002, forthcoming).
Such a theory has all the advantages of other higher-order theories, and avoids
their shortcomings.

Many of the difficulties that affect higher-order theories come from try-
ing to determine the nature of the higher-order awareness by appeal to folk-
psychological considerations or to how things seem subjectively. But we are
rarely conscious of that higher-order awareness; so subjective impressions and
folk psychology can have little useful to tell us. We can best think of that aware-
ness as being a theoretical posit, designed to explain the phenomenological
appearances of our conscious mental lives. It is success in that explanatory task
that will establish the existence of that higher-order awareness and tell us about
its nature. By that criterion, distinct, occurrent HOTs do the best job.

That HOTs are theoretical posits doesn’t mean that we are never aware of
them in an intuitively direct way; indeed, that’s just what happens when we
introspect. But we learn in the first instance that HOTs occur by developing a
suitable theory to explain the subjective appearances of consciousness.

When qualitative states are conscious, there is something qualitative that
it’s like for one to be in those states; when they aren’t conscious, there is nothing
it’s like. A higher-order theory must explain how being aware of a state results
in there being something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in such states.
Higher-order sensing or perceiving initially seemed best suited to do so, since
the qualitative character of such higher-order states might explain why being
conscious of a state results in its lighting up qualitatively.
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Since there are no higher-order qualities, that strategy cannot work. But
higher-order qualities couldn’t help in any case. A higher-order quality would
explain why there is something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in a partic-
ular state only if the higher-order quality is conscious. But, since higher-order
qualities would be conscious only when we introspect, they couldn’t help with
nonintrospective consciousness, which is our principle concern. And when we
do introspect, we aren’t conscious of any such higher-order qualities, but only
of the qualities of the first-order states. Higher-order qualitative states can-
not explain why there is something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in
conscious, first-order qualitative states.

But it may seem even less likely that HOTs could help. HOTs, like other
thoughts, have no qualitative properties; their only mental properties are in-
tentional. How, then, could being conscious of a state by having a HOT about
it result in there being something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in
that state?

It is important to be clear about just what would count as an answer to this
question. One might hold that a answer would be satisfactory only it resulted in
its tracing a purely rational connection between the occurrence of a HOT and
there being something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in the target state.
Thus Levine argues that we can explain why water boils at 212˚F at sea level in
ways that make it inconceivable that it wouldn’t, and we should demand no less
for a satisfactory answer to the question about conscious qualitative character.

The explanation of water’s boiling at 212˚F involves, as Levine notes, a
“rich elaboration of” chemical theory (2001:79). But, as the history of chem-
istry testifies, such theory is hardly a purely rational matter, having to do only
with what’s conceivable. It’s inconceivable, relative to chemical theory, that wa-
ter would fail to boil at 212˚F, but chemical theory is a matter of how things
are, not just what we can conceive. Chemical theory is not only surprising and
unexpected, but something we can conceive to be false.

If we had a parallel theory for qualitative states, we could doubtless explain
why such states phenomenologically light up under certain conditions. And
relative to that theory, it would seem inconceivable that it could have been
otherwise. But can cannot demand that such a theory should antecedently
seem rational, or a matter simply of what we can and cannot conceive. Like
chemistry, that theory will come from examining how things actually are.

Once we see that such a theory could not be a matter simply of what’s
conceivable, we can develop, in advance of such a theory, a good theoretical
hunch about how conscious qualitative character can be explained. And there
is reason to think that HOTs actually do make a difference to what it’s like
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qualitatively for one to be in particular states, and hence that they may well be
responsible for there being something qualitative that it’s like.

Somebody who hasn’t learned to distinguish the gustatory sensations of
wines or the sounds produced by oboes and clarinets may well be conscious
of these distinct mental qualities as though they were the same. And it some-
times happens that these mental qualities come then to seem distinct to such
a person by that person’s learning words for the distinct mental qualities. This
is typically in a context in which one consciously concentrates on those mental
qualities, so the new words are used for the mental qualities, not the physical
stimuli, as Carruthers (2000:240) and others have claimed. As one learns the
new words, a subjective difference emerges between mental qualities that had
previously been subjectively indistinguishable.

What might explain this change? Learning new words makes a difference
only if one learns their meanings, which means learning to deploy the corre-
sponding concepts in thoughts. And, since the concepts apply to mental qual-
ities, the thoughts in which those concepts figure will be about mental states
that exhibit those qualities; they will be HOTs. So learning how to have HOTs
about states as exhibiting distinct mental qualities results somehow in the sub-
jective emergence of a conscious qualitative difference between them; HOTs do
make a difference to what it’s like qualitatively for us to be in various mental
states. And, if having new HOTs can make a difference in what it’s like qualita-
tively for one to be in a particular state, having a HOT can presumably make
the difference between there being nothing qualitative that it’s like for one and
there being something that it’s like for one.

Carruthers claims that this account might be right about the causal an-
tecedents of there being something it’s like for one, but not about what consti-
tutes there being something it’s like (2000:240). But it’s unclear what kind of
constituting Carruthers has in mind. The theory doesn’t attempt a conceptual
analysis of what it’s like, any more than Carruthers’s does. But the theory does
argue that there is something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in a state
whenever one has a suitable HOT that one is in that state and the HOT charac-
terizes the state in qualitative terms. If so, having such a HOT does constitute
there being something qualitative that it’s like for one to be in the state. The
theory claims not that HOTs cause qualitative consciousness to occur, but that
the having of suitable HOTs is what it is for qualitative states to be conscious.

Carruthers maintains that identifying the having of a suitable HOT with
there being something it’s like for one to be in the target state means giving up
on a reductive explanation of qualitative consciousness (this volume: §4). But
whatever one’s views on reductive explanation, this is a theoretical identifica-
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tion, supported both by data and theoretical considerations, and it thus carries
substantial explanatory force.

It might be thought that new conscious qualities emerge not because we
come to be conscious of existing qualities in new ways, but by what psycholo-
gists call perceptual learning. Learning new words might actually result in new
mental qualities coming to occur, rather than our simply becoming conscious
of mental qualities that were already there. But this is unlikely, since, unlike
perceptual learning, the effect is dramatic and rapid.

If mental qualities were automatically conscious, new conscious qualities
would imply new qualities, and perceptual learning would be the only pos-
sibility. But mental qualities need not be conscious. What it is to be a par-
ticular mental quality is a matter of its position in the quality space of the
relevant modality. And we can construct such quality spaces by reference to
the perceptual discriminations a creature can make (Rosenthal 1999a, 1999b),
independent of whether the relevant qualitative states are conscious.

Levine objects that we “have a more determinate and substantive con-
ception of [mental qualities] . . . , a conception that is not exhausted, or ad-
equately captured by the formal description of a location in a similarity space”
(2001:107). Perhaps so; but, as with other commonsense phenomena, our con-
ception of the properties of our qualitative states may well not be true to the
actual nature of these properties.

HOTs explain how we’re conscious of our conscious states. When those
states are qualitative, HOTs characterize their qualitative properties in terms of
how much they resemble and differ from other qualities in the relevant modal-
ity. So a particular quality often seems different to consciousness when it occurs
with other qualities, since we can then be conscious of it in comparison with
others. And, because HOTs result in our being conscious of ourselves as being
in various qualitative states, the occurrence of a HOT about a qualitative state
will be subjectively the same whether or not that state occurs.

By the same token, the subjective appearances will be the same whether the
target causes the HOT or the HOT arises independently. Doubtless targets are
often causally implicated in the occurrence of HOTs, though other factors must
also figure, since otherwise the target would always cause a HOT and hence
always be conscious. But what matters to the phenomenological appearances is
simply what state the HOT makes one conscious of oneself as being in.

Since HOTs are distinct from the states they are about, it’s possible for a
HOT to occur without its target. And, since having a HOT results in one’s being
conscious of oneself as being in a particular state, a HOT’s accompanying its
target is subjectively indistinguishable from a HOT’s occurring in the absence
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of that target. When a target doesn’t occur, one isn’t in the state one is conscious
of oneself as being in, but that’s not a problem. All that matters to one’s being in
a conscious state is what it’s like for one, and what it’s like for one in that case
is that one is in the state in question. Being in a conscious state is not being
in that state and being conscious of being in it, but simply being conscious of
oneself as being in the state.

Language is likely not necessary for thinking, and the conceptual resources
for HOTs are not too demanding for infants and nonhuman animals to have
them. A HOT has the content that one is in a particular state, a state we would
characterize as mental, though the HOT need not do so. And the reference
HOTs make to a self need involve nothing more than a distinction between
oneself and everything else (Rosenthal 2004).

A higher-order theory is the only type of theory that can explain how it is
that we’re conscious of our conscious states. It seems that a higher-order theory
based on distinct, occurrent HOTs can best accomplish that task.

Notes

. 1964–1975: VII, 246 (Fourth Replies). Also: “the word ‘thought’ applies to all that exists in
us in such a way that we are immediately conscious of it” (1964–1975: VII, 160 [Geometrical
Exposition of Second Replies]). (Translations and emphasis mine.)

. For the first claim, see 1984: II, Metaphysics XII, 7, 1072b20–23; for the second, see 1984:
II, Nicomachean Ethics IX, 9, 1170a31–2; 1984: I, de Anima III, 2, 425b12–20.

. The late 19th century shift to describing mental states as being conscious or not is very
likely due to the growing recognition at that time that many mental states fail to be con-
scious. We try to describe things in a way that draws some contrast. Saying that we’re con-
scious of all mental states draws a clear contrast, since we’re not conscious of everything,
whereas saying that all mental states are conscious leaves the intended contrast obscure,
since we don’t describe other comparable things as conscious.

. I’ll use ‘conscious’ and ‘aware’ and their cognates as equivalent.

. The term derives from Kant (1998/1787:174 [A22/B37]); Locke had earlier written of
“internal Sense” (1975:105 [II, i, 4]).

. I appeal here to Lycan (this volume: §6), which he generously made available in advance
of publication.

. The relevant accessibility here is specifically introspective, as against the more general in-
formational availability that underlies Dennett’s contention that “[c]onsciousness is cerebral
celebrity” (1993:929). In that way it also differs from Block’s notion of access consciousness,
on which a state’s content is “poised to be used as a premise in reasoning, . . . [and] for [the]
rational control of action and . . . speech” (1995:231).
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. So it’s not a problem for higher-order theories, as Dretske (1995:117) urges, if they can’t
explain such adaptive advantage.

. As noted earlier, Carruthers claims that, because the concepts of mental qualities that fig-
ure in HOTs are purely recognitional, there must be an independent, nonconceptual aware-
ness of the qualities such HOTs are about. His view provides for such an independent aware-
ness, since it holds that the higher-order content that conscious qualitative states have in
virtue of their connections with the mind-reading system is experiential content. Such con-
tent is “analog relative to a certain conceptual repertoire,” since it “admit[s] of significantly
more variations than there are concepts to classify them” (2000:134; Carruthers’s empha-
sis); so Carruthers holds that it isn’t conceptual. Such experiential contents also allow for
there to be distinct higher-order contents for each mental quality, which Carruthers believes
is needed.

Carruthers denies that this is an inner-sense view, since he regards such analog content as
a species of intentional content (2000:232). But since analog content is experiential content,
the view does appeal to higher-order perception (cf. Carruthers, this volume, esp. §3). And
it in any case doubtful that experiential content is wholly nonconceptual.

I am grateful to Robert Lutzker for pressing me on a number of the issues discussed in
this section.

. Brentano actually assumed that the higher-order awareness was about the entire state, so
that the higher-order content was also conscious (1973/1874:129), though rarely attended
to. But that content is actually seldom conscious.

. As Brentano himself in effect observed, in noting that we individuate intentional states
by reference to the mental act being performed (1973/1874:127). Plainly two distinct atti-
tudes would issue in two distinct mental acts.
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Chapter 3

Higher-order thoughts, animal
consciousness, and misrepresentation

A reply to Carruthers and Levine

Rocco J. Gennaro

The higher-order thought (HOT) theory of consciousness has been defended
most notably by David Rosenthal (1986, 1990, 1993, 2004, this volume) and
also by myself (Gennaro 1993, 1996). It has also come under attack from several
prominent authors over the past few years. In this chapter, I take the opportu-
nity to defend the HOT theory against two of the most important objections
raised in the recent literature. The first has to do with animal consciousness,
and the second with the charge that HO theories cannot handle cases where
the HO state misrepresents the lower-order state.

The standard HOT theory says that what makes a mental state conscious is
the presence of an actual (i.e. occurrent) higher-order thought directed at the
mental state. For a variety of reasons, I prefer the HOT theory to the higher-
order perception (HOP) model, though I have argued that the difference is
not as great or as important as has been portrayed in the literature (Gennaro
1996:95–101; see also Van Gulick 2000). As will become clear in Section 2, I
also hold a somewhat modified version of the Rosenthal’s HOT theory.

. Animal consciousness and the dispositionalist HOT
theory (Carruthers)

. Preliminaries

In his terrific book entitled Phenomenal Consciousness: A Naturalistic Theory,
Peter Carruthers (2000) argues for an alternative “dispositionalist” version of
the HOT theory of consciousness. I will critique Carruthers’ dispositionalist
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HOT (DHOT) theory as opposed to the more familiar “actualist” HOT model
(AHOT), but my primary focus will be to reply to his treatment of animal con-
sciousness. This section, then, can be thought of as a continuation of a previ-
ous exchange on this very topic (Carruthers 1989, 1992; Gennaro 1993, 1996;
Carruthers 1999, 2000). I should first point out, however, that there is much
that I agree with in Carruthers’ book, such as his thoroughgoing “naturalist”
approach to consciousness, his criticisms of so-called “mysterians” about con-
sciousness, and his rationale for preferring a HO theory of consciousness to a
first-order (FO) theory (e.g. Drestske 1995; Tye 1995). Nonetheless, I continue
to disagree strongly with him on animal consciousness.

One of the most common sources of objection to the HOT theory comes
from the concern that it rules out or, at least, renders unlikely the possibility
of animal (and even infant) consciousness. Indeed, this objection is raised as
a matter to routine in the literature (e.g. Dretske 1995; Seager, this volume),
including various introductions to philosophy of mind (Kim 1996:164–168).
It must be taken very seriously, and so I have attempted to respond to it at
length in previously published work (Gennaro 1993, 1996). For example, I have
argued that the HOT need not be as sophisticated as it might seem to those
who raise this objection. Since most of us believe that many animals have con-
scious mental states, a HOT theorist must explain how an animal can have the
seemingly sophisticated HOTs necessary for conscious states. A simple general
argument against the HOT theory might be put in the modus tollens form:

(1) If the HOT theory is true, then most animals do not have conscious expe-
riences (because they are incapable of having the relevant HOTs).

(2) Most animals do have conscious experiences.
Therefore, (3) The HOT theory is false.

Most HOT theorists, such as myself, are concerned to show that premise 1 is
false; that is, we try to show how the HOT theory does not rule out animal
consciousness. Peter Carruthers, however, while himself a HOT theorist, re-
jects premise 2. So what is frequently viewed as an external criticism against
the HOT theory is, in this case, an attack from within as far as I am concerned.
Carruthers, in short, accepts the HOT theory and, without apology, the ap-
parent consequence that animals do not have phenomenal consciousness. Put
another way, Carruthers argues as follows:

(1) If the HOT theory is true, then most animals do not have conscious expe-
riences.
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(2) The HOT theory is true.
Therefore, (3) Most animals do not have conscious experiences.

While most HOT theorists would again reject premise 1, Carruthers believes
that this argument is sound. I think it is important, however, to continue to de-
fend the HOT theory against this objection regardless of its origin. We should
reject the notion that a lack of animal consciousness follows from the HOT
theory. In my view, doing otherwise can only weaken the theory and makes it
very difficult to convince others of its truth.

. Animal concepts: A reply

It is important first to be clear about Carruthers’ somewhat idiosyncratic ter-
minology. When he speaks of conscious mental states, he uses the term ‘phe-
nomenal’ states and the Nagelian (1974) expression ‘something it is like’ to
undergo such mental states. However, Carruthers also speaks of nonconscious
‘feels’ due to an ambiguity in the term ‘feel’:

If animal experiences are not phenomenally conscious. . .then their states
will lack feel. But if the pains of animals, too, lack feel, then doesn’t that
mean that animals don’t feel them?. . .There is no real objection to HOR
theory here. . .merely an ambiguity in the term ‘feel’. . .The relational prop-
erty of feeling pain can thus be understood in purely first-order and non-
phenomenological terms, just as can the property of seeing red, [but]. . .we
can (and should) deny that the pains which animals feel are phenomenally
conscious ones. So we should deny that animal pains have subjective feels to
them, or are like anything to undergo. . .In fact the idea of a feeling of pain
which lacks feel is no more problematic than the idea of a percept of red which
lacks feel. . . (2000:200–201)

We therefore have the key term in the title of Carruthers’ book; namely, ‘phe-
nomenal.’ When he uses that term, he means the kind of conscious subjec-
tive feel that is familiar to each of us. He calls it “experiential subjectivity” as
opposed to mere “worldly-subjectivity.” Carruthers’ then offers an account of
phenomenal consciousness in terms of dispositional HOTs, as we shall see be-
low. He also responds to my (1993, 1996) criticisms of his views on animal
consciousness. He first presents the following summary statement of my po-
sition as follows: “[i]n order for [mental state] M to count as phenomenally
conscious, one does not have to be capable of entertaining a thought about M
qua M. It might be enough, [Gennaro] thinks, if one were capable of thinking
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of M as distinct from some other state N.” (2000:195) Carruthers then offers
the following reply:

What would be required in order for a creature to think, of an experience
of green, that it is distinct from a concurrent experience of red?. . .something
must make it the case that the relevant this and that are colour experiences
as opposed to just colours. What could this be? There would seem to be just
two possibilities. [1] Either the this and that are picked out as experiences by
virtue of the subject deploying. . .a concept of experience, or some narrower
equivalent. . .On the other hand, [2] the subject’s indexical thought about
their experience might be grounded in a non-conceptual discrimination of that
experience as such. . . (2000:195)

Carruthers rejects both possibilities but neither reply is persuasive. He re-
jects possibility 1 mainly because “this first option just returns us to the view
that HOTs (and so phenomenal consciousness) require possession of concepts
which it would be implausible to ascribe to most species of animal.” (2000:195)
But Carruthers has once again overestimated the sophistication of such con-
cepts. He mentions concepts such as ‘experience,’ ‘sensation,’ and ‘seeming red.’
But why couldn’t those animal HOTs simply contain concepts more like ‘look-
ing red’ or ‘seeing red’? Is it so implausible to ascribe these concepts to most
animals? I think not. Animals need not have, for example, the concept of ‘the
experience of red’ as opposed to just ‘seeing or looking red.’ “I am now seeing
red” seems to be a perfectly good HOT.

Similarly, animals need not have HOTs containing the concept ‘experience’
in any sophisticated sense of the term, but why couldn’t they have, say, the
concept of ‘feeling’? To use another example, perhaps animals do not have any
sophisticated concept of ‘desire,’ but why not some grasp on the related no-
tion of a ‘yearning’ for food. I fail to see why attributing such concepts to the
lion chasing the deer would be so “implausible.” Once again, perhaps most an-
imals cannot have HOTs directed at pains qua pains, but why can’t those HOTs
contain the related indexical concepts ‘this hurt,’ or ‘this unpleasant feeling’?
Having such concepts will then also serve, in the animal’s mind, to distinguish
those conscious states from others and to re-identify those same types of men-
tal states on different occasions. In addition, just as there are degrees of sophis-
tication of mental concepts, so there are also degrees of “I-concepts” contained
in the HOTs and much the same goes for an animal’s ability to possess them.
(Gennaro 1996:78–84)

Carruthers then rejects possibility 2 mainly because “this second option
would move us, in effect, to a higher-order experience (HOE) account of phe-
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nomenal consciousness,” (2000:196) but he then defers any critical discussion
of this alternative until the following chapter eight. I cannot fully address this
topic here, but there is room for several brief replies: First, I have already argued
(in Gennaro 1996:95–101) that the difference between the HOT and HOE [=
HOP] models is greatly exaggerated. Others have also questioned this tradi-
tional division of HO theories (Van Gulick 2000), and some have even argued
that the HOP model ultimately reduces to a HOT model (Güzeldere 1995).
Thus, Carruthers’ criticism that my view might eventually “move us” to the
HOP model is not as damaging as he seems to think. In other words, he has
not really replied to my critique; instead, he has at best shifted the debate to the
value of the HOT/HOP distinction itself.

Second, after deferring possibility 2 to chapter eight, Carruthers himself
also questions the value of the HOP [= HOE] model over and above the HOT
model: “The take-home message is: we would never have evolved higher-order
experiences (HOEs) unless we already had higher-order thoughts (HOTs); and
if we already had HOTs then we did not need HOEs. Upshot: if we are to defend
any form of higher-order representation (HOR) theory, then it should be some
sort of HOT theory. . .” (2000:219) Whether or not Carruthers is right about
this, it clearly does not address possibility 2 left over from his previous chapter.
Moreover, he seems now to be dismissing the value of the HOP view in favor of
the HOT model, without returning to his objection to my view. On the other
hand, as Carruthers (this volume) makes even clearer, he understands his HOT
theory to be a form of HOP theory, and so it is again difficult to see why any
“move” in that direction would be so problematic for me.

Third, when Carruthers speaks of “non-conceptual discrimination” in, say,
one’s perceptual field, it seems to me that this is very misleading or, at least,
rather ambiguous. It is thus open to a similar counter-reply to possibility 1.
Such experiences may not include the ability to apply some concepts, but surely
at least some other less sophisticated concepts are still required in order to have
the experience itself. An infant or dog may not experience the VCR as a VCR,
but they surely at least apply some concepts to that visual experience, e.g. black
and rectangular. Similarly, an animal or infant may not be aware of its desire
to eat qua concept of desire, but they can still be aware of that mental state in
virtue of some other related concepts, e.g. ‘yearning to eat something.’ I believe
that conscious experience always involves the application of some concepts,
though I do recognize that this has become a hotly contested claim. I believe
that the idea of non-conceptual experience is, at the least, a somewhat mis-
leading and ambiguous notion. (For more on the literature on nonconceptual
content, see Gunther 2003.)
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Fourth, in my 1993 and 1996 replies to Carruthers, I was careful not to rely
solely on the conceptual considerations he cites. I also put forth behavioral,
evolutionary, and comparative brain structure evidence for the conclusion that
most animals are conscious. For example, I explained how many lower animals
even have some kind of cortex, not to mention the fact that they share with
us many other “lower” brain structures known to be associated with conscious
states in us. While Carruthers is very knowledgeable about brain science and
discusses evolution elsewhere in his book, his failure to do so in the context of
this disagreement is significant because the cumulative effect of such strong in-
ductive evidence in favor of animal consciousness is lost. It is very puzzling why
a thoroughgoing naturalist would not take such collective evidence to outweigh
any considerations which may or may not follow from the HOT theory.

Finally, as Lurz (2002:12–13) explains, it seems unlikely that the belief that
many animals have conscious states can be so easily explained away, as Car-
ruthers tries to do, merely as some anthropomorphic process of “imaginatively
projecting” what it is for us to have certain mental states onto various ani-
mals. For one thing, it certainly does not describe what goes on in me when I
attribute mental states to animals. I agree with Lurz that my main initial rea-
son for believing that animals have conscious mental states has more to do
with the fact that their behavior is best explained and predicted by attributing
such folk psychological notions to them. In addition, as I mentioned above,
such a conclusion is only further supported upon examination of the scientific
brain evidence.

. Brain structure and evolution

With regard to brain structure, Carruthers is mainly concerned to discredit
the AHOT theory with what he calls the “objection from cognitive overload.”
(2000:221). Indeed, this is Carruthers’ main objection to the AHOT theory:

. . .a major problem with the actualist version of HOT theory. . .[is] the im-
plausibility of supposing that so much of our cognition should be occupied
with formulating and processing the vast array of higher-order thoughts nec-
essary to render our experience conscious at each moment of our waking
lives. . . (2000:221)

But, first, it is never made clear why AHOTs would take up so much “cognitive
space” (i.e. neural mechanisms). No neurophysiological evidence is offered to
show that our brains aren’t “big enough” to handle the job. After all, it is not
just the number of neurons in our brains, but also the numerous connections
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between them. Second, it is unclear just how Carruthers’ own DHOT theory
would avoid this problem (assuming there is one), since even he acknowledges
the presence of various actual brain structures (e.g. theory of mind mecha-
nism) which are required to fill out the DHOT theory. For example, Carruthers
is forced to acknowledge that his theory requires the presence of “something
categorical [= actual] taking place in me whenever I have a conscious expe-
rience, on the [DHOT model] – the perceptual contents are actually there
in the short-term memory store C, which is defined by its relation to HOT.”
(2000:233) Rowlands (2001:305–309) makes a similar point and then goes on
to argue, convincingly in my view, that if these actual structures play such an
important role in making mental states conscious, then the result is, in effect,
to abandon the DHOT view. Dispositional states, on at least some interpreta-
tions, also require similar actual brain structure or “cognitive space.” This is
not of course to say, however, that I agree with Rowlands’ unrelated criticisms
of the AHOT theory.

Of course, part of the reason that Carruthers is so convinced by this argu-
ment against the AHOT theory has to do with his acceptance of what he calls
the “richness of phenomenally conscious experience” (2000:299ff.; cf. 224)
which is often related to a belief in the nonconceptual content of experience
mentioned earlier. This is a major topic that I cannot pursue here, except to
note that I think a very strong case can be made for the conclusion that the
phenomenally conscious aspects of our experiences are frequently much less
“rich” than is commonly supposed (see e.g. Dennett 1991; Weisberg 1999). As
Carruthers himself discusses, objects in the periphery of our visual field seem
to lack the kind of rich determinacy that Carruthers seems to have in mind.
But even within areas of one’s visual focus (e.g. looking at a large painting),
a case can be made that one’s conscious attention is more fragmented than is
often believed. Therefore, the HOTs in question again need not be as complex
as Carruthers seems to think.

With regard to evolution, Carruthers tells us that he finds no evolutionary
reason to suppose that actual HOTs be present in the case of conscious mental
states: “What would have been the evolutionary pressure leading us to gen-
erate, routinely, a vast array of [actual] HOTs concerning the contents of our
conscious experience?” (2000:225). But, I suggest, that there are at least three
good reasons overlooked by Carruthers: (1) On the AHOT theory, actual non-
conscious HOTs, we may suppose, can more quickly become conscious HOTs
resulting in introspective conscious mental states. On the AHOT theory, in-
trospection occurs when a nonconscious HOT becomes conscious and is thus
directed internally at another mental state. The ability for an organism to shift
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quickly between outer-directed and inner-directed conscious states is, I believe,
a crucial practical and adaptive factor in the evolution of species. For example,
an animal that is able to shift back and forth between perceiving other animals
(say, for potential food or danger) and introspecting its own mental states (say,
a desire to eat or a fear of one’s life) would be capable of a kind of practical in-
telligence that would be lacking otherwise. It seems reasonable to suppose that
such quick transitions are more easily accomplished by having actual HOTs
changing from being unconscious to conscious. (2) Even if we suppose that
some lower animals are only capable of first-order conscious states (and thus
only nonconscious HOTs), the evolutionary foundation has been laid for the
yet more sophisticated introspective capacities enjoyed by those of us at the
higher end of the evolutionary chain. Thus, the presence of actual (noncon-
scious) HOTs can be understood, from an evolutionary perspective, as a key
stepping stone to the capacity for introspective consciousness. Such an evo-
lutionary history is presumably mirrored in the layered development of the
cortex. (3) Finally, as Rolls points out, having actual HOTs allows for the cor-
rection of plans that result from first-order processing. Rolls puts forth his own
modified version of an AHOT theory, and suggests that “part of the evolution-
ary significance of this type of higher-order thought is that it enables correction
of errors made in first-order linguistic or in non-linguistic processing.” (Rolls
1999: 249)

. The moral issue

Linking his discussion of animal consciousness back to moral issues, Car-
ruthers explains that he had previously argued “that non-conscious pains –
pains which would lack any subjective qualities, or feel – could not be ap-
propriate objects of sympathy and moral concern.” (2000:203; cf. Carruthers
1989, 1992). But Carruthers has had a change of heart. He first imagines a
conscious, language-using, agent called Phenumb “who is unusual only in that
satisfactions and frustrations of his conscious desires take place without the
normal sorts of distinctive phenomenology.” (2000:206; see also Carruthers
1999). Without becoming bogged down in the details of Carruthers’ question-
able thought experiment, he ultimately argues that Phenumb is an appropri-
ate object of moral concern and that the example shows “that the psycholog-
ical harmfulness of desire-frustration has nothing (or not much) to do with
phenomenology, and everything (or almost everything) to do with thwarted
agency.” (2000:207) In essence, Carruthers is attempting to separate desire
frustration from consciousness in order to make room for the idea that ani-
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mals can indeed be the objects of sympathy and moral concern, contrary to
his previously held position. He explains that his “present view is that it is first-
order (not necessarily-phenomenal) disappointments and frustrations of desire
which are the most basic objects of sympathy and (possible) moral concern.
And these can certainly be undergone by many species of non-human animal.”
(2000:205)

I am frankly very puzzled by Carruthers’ view here for several reasons.
First, it seems to me that any actual organism (that we know of) capa-
ble of “desire frustrations” will also be capable of phenomenally conscious
pains and would thereby also have the ability to suffer. Even the hypothet-
ical Phenumb begins as a conscious agent. It seems to me that desire frus-
tration is an even more sophisticated and intellectual psychological capacity
than the mere ability to subjectively feel pains. Even if the two capacities are
somehow theoretically distinct, I fail to see what positive reason we could ever
have to attribute only the former to any known animal. Second, when Car-
ruthers speaks of “desire frustrations,” it is unclear to me how could they be
non-conscious at all. I am not sure that I even understand the idea of a non-
phenomenal “disappointment” or “desire frustration.” As Cavalieri and Miller
(1999:3) put it, “[s]o nonhumans can be disappointed, can have their desires
frustrated. . .but these disappointments and frustrations are non-phenomenal.
This is just incoherent. . . Disappointments and frustrations are possible only
for the sentient.” Of course, there can be non-conscious desires (and even,
pains), but it does not follow that there are non-conscious desire frustrations,
especially in organisms who are supposed to be utterly (phenomenally) non-
conscious.1 Third, even if we can imagine the possibility of some Spock-like
character only able to have such purely intellectual frustrations (as Carruthers
suggests in his 1999:478, Note 26), it does not follow that such frustrations
would be entirely non-phenomenal. They may be devoid of the typical ac-
companying emotions, but there must, at minimum, be conscious thoughts and
beliefs about the objects of those desires. Carruthers is now curiously and sud-
denly comparing (what he takes to be) non-conscious animals to a very sophis-
ticated intellectual hypothetical character. Thus, in the end, I do not believe
that Carruthers’ current moral stance is any more tenable than his previously
held view.2

. Against the dispositional HOT theory

Although my main concern has been to reply to Carruthers on the topic of an-
imal consciousness, I will conclude this section with a few critical observations
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of his DHOT theory as such. (1) It seems to me that Carruthers is not always
careful in the way that he phrases his theory. Perhaps best is when he says that
“[i]n contrast with the actualist form of HOT theory, the HOTs which render
M conscious are not necessarily actual, but potential. . .There need not actually
be any HOT occurring. . .” (2000:227) There is, of course, much more to Car-
ruthers’ theory and I cannot hope to do justice to all of the subtleties here (see
especially his chapters eight and nine), but we should at least note the following
elaboration of his view:

We can propose that conscious experience occurs when perceptual contents
are fed into a special short-term buffer memory store, whose function is (inter
alia) to make those contents available to cause HOTs about themselves, where
the causation in question will be direct, not mediated by any form of inference.

(2000:228)3

According to Carruthers, then, it would seem that the HOTs in question are
not actual HOTs directed at a mental state M, but dispositional HOTs. How-
ever, there is significant ambiguity in the way that Carruthers phrases his view.
Consider, for example, his slogan at the end of the book: “A disposition to get
higher makes consciousness phenomenal.” (2000:329) Of course, like most slo-
gans, it may necessarily be somewhat oversimplified and even misleading, but
it seems to me that the problem runs deeper. The slogan might suggest that
the disposition in question belongs to the mental state M instead of the HOT.
What exactly has the “disposition to get higher”? If the DHOT is some form
of HOT, then the HOT is, after all, already “higher” in some sense. This would
seem to leave the lower-order state as having the disposition in question, which
does not seem to be Carruthers’ considered view nor does it seem to make very
much sense. One might be inclined to dismiss this problem in the context of a
mere slogan; however, in one of Carruthers’ more formal statements of DHOT
theory, he says the following:

Any occurrent mental state M, of mine, is conscious = M is disposed to cause
an activated belief (possibly a non-conscious one) that I have M, and to cause
it non-inferentially.” (2000:227)

I find this definition unclear and, again, perhaps even at odds with what is sup-
posed to be the DHOT theory. Carruthers is here clearly attributing the dispo-
sition in question to M, not to any higher-order state. M becomes conscious
when it has a disposition to cause some kind of higher-order state directed at
M. This not only contradicts other statements of the DHOT theory, but it is also
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very difficult to understand on its own terms. At minimum, some clarification
is needed.

(2) There is also a crucial distinction in the AHOT theory which seems
lost, or at least unaccounted for, on Carruthers’ DHOT theory. Indeed, in Gen-
naro 1993, I criticized Carruthers for conflating this distinction which, in turn,
led him to some of his conclusions regarding animal consciousness. This well-
known distinction, mentioned briefly earlier, is the difference between first-
order (i.e. world-directed) conscious mental states and introspective (i.e. inner-
directed) conscious states. On the AHOT theory, the former will be accompa-
nied by nonconscious HOTs; in the latter case, there will be conscious HOTs
accompanied by yet higher (third-order) nonconscious HOTs. Now this dis-
tinction is noticeably absent from Carruthers’ alternative DHOT account, ex-
cept perhaps for one very brief mention of third-order states (2000:251–252).
Very little is said about this critical difference in conscious mental states. It
is therefore left unaccounted for and unclear on his DHOT theory. My sense
is that Carruthers is once again conflating, or just ignoring, this important
distinction. For example, Carruthers speaks of focusing “on my experience of
a colour. . .and this is to focus on the subjectivity of my experiential state.”
(2000:184) This suggests introspective consciousness, not just a first-order
conscious color experience accompanied by an nonconscious HOT. One rea-
son that this is so important is that this conflation also leads erroneously to the
conclusion that animals cannot have conscious mental states. If, for example,
one mistakenly supposes that the HOT theory requires introspective states to
accompany first-order conscious states, then one may very well doubt the pos-
sibility of animal consciousness. In any case, Carruthers needs to answer the
following questions: How does he explain the difference between first-order
conscious and introspective conscious states on the DHOT model? Are the
HOTs potential (or dispositional) HOTs only in the former case? If so, do they
become actual conscious HOTs in the introspective case? If not, then how can
the DHOT model account for the difference? Would there be an additional level
of dispositional HOT in the introspective case? Whether Carruthers can answer
these questions in a satisfying way without making major modifications to, or
even abandoning, his DHOT theory is, in my opinion, very doubtful. Perhaps
he can.4

(3) Part of the reason for Carruthers’ attack on animal (and infant) con-
sciousness has to do with his allegiance to the so-called “theory of mind” the-
ory, whereby understanding mentalistic notions presupposes having a “folk-
psychological” theory of mind (see Carruthers & Smith 1996). Once again,
however, Carruthers builds a great deal into having such a theory and then
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explicitly ties it to the capacity for having any HOTs at all. For example, he ex-
plains that “. . . the evidence is that children under, say, the age of three lack the
concepts of appearance or seeming – or equivalently, they lack the idea of per-
ception as involving subjective states of the perceiver – which are necessary for
the child to entertain higher-order thoughts about its experiences.” (2000:202)
But, once again, Carruthers seems to have in mind conscious HOTs, which are
(once again!) not necessary for having first-order conscious states according to
the AHOT theory. He also soon thereafter makes a similar point about autistic
people who have been thought to be “mind-blind” in certain ways (Baron-
Cohen 1995). But then Carruthers goes on to make the same error by telling
us that “if autistic subjects are blind to their own mental states, then that will
mean they are incapable of self-directed HORs; which in turn will mean that
they lack phenomenally conscious mental states, if any form of HOR theory
is correct.” (2000:202, emphasis added) If by “self-directed HORs” Carruthers
means “introspective states,” then he is plainly mistaken about what follows.

In line with many ‘theory-theorists,’ Carruthers also holds that animals
with HOTs should be able to have HOTs about the mental states of other crea-
tures as, for example, we might expect to find when animals engage in deceptive
behavior. But even if some or most animals cannot engage in deceptive behav-
ior and so do not have HOTs about the mental states of others, it still does
not seem to follow that they cannot have HOTs about their own mental states
(Ridge 2001). I therefore agree that Carruthers’ view rests on the false assump-
tion “that there could not be an agent capable of having HOTs about its own
mental states but incapable of having HOTs about the mental states of oth-
ers.” (Ridge 2001:333)5 One might still believe, with Kant, that having HOTs
presupposes some sort of implicit “I-thought” which distinguishes the thinker
from outer objects (Gennaro 1996:78–84, Ch. 9), but those outer objects need
not always include the mental states of other conscious beings.

Overall, then, I believe that the AHOT theory remains the leading HOT
theory, and it is consistent with the view that most animals have conscious
mental states.

. Misrepresentation and the division of phenomenal labor
(Levine/Neander)

Joseph Levine (2001) raises an important objection to all higher-order theo-
ries of consciousness. He credits Karen Neander (1998) for an earlier version
of this type of objection under the heading of the “division of phenomenal la-
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bor.” The main idea behind the objection is that when “we are dealing with
a representational relation between two states, the possibility of misrepresen-
tation looms.” (Levine 2001:108; cf. Neander 1998:418ff.) Levine then argues
that the HOT theory cannot explain what would occur when the higher-order
state misrepresents the lower-order state. The main example used is based on
color perception, though the objection could presumably be extended to other
kinds of conscious states. Levine says:

Suppose I am looking at my red diskette case, and therefore my visual system
is in state R. According to HO, this is not sufficient for my having a conscious
experience of red. It’s also necessary that I occupy a higher-order state, say HR,
which represents my being in state R, and thus constitutes my being aware of
having the reddish visual experience. . .Suppose because of some neural misfir-
ing (or whatever), I go into higher-order state HG, rather than HR. HG is the
state whose representation content is that I’m having a greenish experience,
what I normally have when in state G. The question is, what is the nature of
my conscious experience in this case? My visual system is in state R, the nor-
mal response to red, but my higher-order state is HG, the normal response to
being in state G, itself the normal response to green. Is my consciousness of
the reddish or greenish variety? (Levine 2001:108)

Levine (2001:108) initially rightly points out that we should reject two possible
answers, each of which is very problematic (cf. Neander 1998:420ff):

Option one: The resulting conscious experience is of a greenish sort.
Option two: The resulting conscious experience is of a reddish sort.

Options one and two are both arbitrary and poorly motivated. Even worse, op-
tion one would make it seem as if “the first-order state plays no genuine role
in determining the qualitative character of experience. . .” (Levine 2001:108)
The problem here is that one wonders what the point of having both a lower
and higher-order state would be if only one of them determines the conscious
experience. On the other hand, if we choose option two, then we have the same
problem, except now it becomes unclear what role the higher-order state plays.
It would then seem that higher-order states are generally not needed for con-
scious experience, which would also be disastrous for any HO theorist. Thus,
Levine says later on: “When the higher-order state misrepresents the lower-
order state, which content – higher-order or lower-order – determines the ac-
tual quality of experience? What this seems to show is that one can’t divorce
the quality from the awareness of the quality.” (Levine 2001:168, italics added)

However, both Levine (2001:108–109) and Neander (1998:429–430) rec-
ognize that other options are open to the HO theorist, but then dismiss
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them as well. I will focus on Levine’s treatment of these alternatives, and ar-
gue that these options are more viable than he thinks and that they are also
closely related.

Option three: “. . .when this sort of case occurs, there is no consciousness
at all.” (Levine 2001:108)
Option four: “A better option is to ensure correct representation by pin-
ning the content of the higher-order state directly to the first-order state.”
(Levine 2001:108)

First of all, it is a bit unclear what Levine means, in option three, by “no con-
sciousness at all.” Presumably, he does not mean that the hypothetical person
in question would be completely unconscious. This would be a very unneces-
sary and puzzling consequence of any HO theory. It would also be to confuse
“creature” consciousness with “state” consciousness, to use Rosenthal’s terms.
So it would seem that Levine’s option three is really saying that, in such cases
of misrepresentation, the person has neither the greenish nor the reddish con-
scious experience. But then it becomes unclear why Levine rejects option three
as ad hoc (2001:108). What exactly is so ad hoc about that reply? The HOT the-
ory says that when one has a conscious mental state M, it is accompanied by
a HOT that “I am in M.” If there isn’t a “match” between the contents of the
lower-order and higher-order states, then it seems perfectly appropriate for the
HOT theorist to hold that something like option three is a legitimate possibil-
ity. After all, this is an abnormal case where applying the HOT theory could
not be expected to result in a normal conscious state. We are not told just how
unlikely or abnormal such a scenario would be. There is an important lack of
detail in Levine’s thought experiment; recall that we are simply told to “sup-
pose because of some neural misfiring (or whatever). . .”. Perhaps there would
be no resulting conscious experience of the diskette case at all. Alternatively,
if there are certain brain lesions involved, perhaps there would be some kind
of loss of color vision (achromatopsia) with respect to the diskette case. The
diskette case might then be experienced as neither green nor red.

This brings us to the “better option” in option four. In a sense, then, a de-
fense of option three leads us naturally into option four. Indeed, they seem to
be two sides of the same coin because defending option three is, in essence,
arguing that a match between the higher-order and lower-order states must be
“ensured” in order to result in a conscious experience with respect to the rel-
evant concepts involved, e.g. “by endowing [the content of the higher-order
state] with demonstrative content.” (Levine 2001:108) Levine does mention
two problems with this fourth approach, but I am very puzzled by his re-
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marks. He first asks “what if the higher-order state is triggered randomly, so
that there’s no first-order sensory state it’s pointing at? Would that entail a
sort of free-floating conscious state without a determinate character?” (Levine
2001:109) The answer to the second question is clearly no because, in that case,
you would have merely an unconscious HOT without a target state. An uncon-
scious HOT, by itself, cannot result in a conscious state of any kind. Second,
Levine simply expresses puzzlement about just how option four “overcomes
the basic problem. . .[which] is that it just doesn’t work to divide phenomenal
labor.” (Levine 2001:109) This is not really another objection to option four or
to the HOT theory; it merely repeats Levine’s conclusion.

In addition, to revisit the initial thought experiment, when Levine says that
my “visual system is in state R. . .but my higher-order state is HG,” this is highly
misleading and perhaps even begs the question against the HOT theory. What
encompasses the “visual system”? Levine assumes that it is only the lower-order
state R. However, if the HOT theory is true, it seems much more plausible to
treat the entire system (including both the lower-order and higher-order state)
as parts of the “visual system” in this case. Thus, the visual system (or at least
the conscious visual system) would have to contain R and HR, so that there
would be a conscious reddish experience (even if an idle HG state also exists).
Perhaps option two is thus not so arbitrary after all. If so, then the hypothetical
scenario would seem to be misdescribed or just assumes the falsity of the HOT
theory. HOTs should be understood as part of the “visual system” when one
is having a conscious perception of any kind. We should also say, then, in this
case, that R and HR are each necessary for having a reddish experience, but nei-
ther one is sufficient by itself. R and HR are jointly sufficient. As I will urge later,
empirical evidence also exists for such a characterization of the HOT theory.

It might be useful here to contrast Levine’s example with two other ab-
normal cases. (1) In cases of visual agnosia subjects suffer from the inability to
recognize perceived objects, but the disorder is neither due to any intellectual
deficiency nor to any basic sensory dysfunction. The visual agnosic consciously
perceives things, but cannot recognize what they are. They often mistake one
object for another; for example, even mistaking one’s wife for a hat (Sacks
1987). This differs from Levine’s case in that the mere perception of objects re-
mains intact, including the color perception. Visual agnosics are not blind and
do not have damage to area 17 of the visual cortex. However, a HOT theorist
might view this case as one where a HOT does not “match up” with the first-
order visual input. Thus, it seems reasonable to view this as a case where the
“normal” concept in the HOT does not accompany the input received through
the visual modality (Gennaro 1996:136–138). (2) On the other hand, there
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is also the well-known phenomenon of blindsight (Weiskrantz 1986, 2000)
whereby patients can sometimes accurately answer questions about objects
without having any conscious perceptions of those objects, such as detecting
the movements and shapes of objects in the blind visual field. Unlike Levine’s
case and the visual agnosic, the blindsight patient does not have a conscious
perception at all of objects in her visual field (due to lesions of the visual cor-
tex), though the common wisdom is that some visual information is processed
in other “secondary” parts of the brain in ways that explain the behavioral data.
In this case, there would be no HOT at all directed at the lower-order visual
input because there is no conscious perception at all. At best, we have a case
of a nonconscious mental state or an informational state influencing behavior
(Gennaro 1996:129–134).

Nonetheless, I do think that Levine and Neander have, in a somewhat indi-
rect way, hit upon one very important and potentially troubling issue regarding
the nature of HOT theory. There may indeed be an element of truth in Levine’s
argument; namely, that it is difficult to make sense of entirely splitting off the
lower-order state from the HOT. Thus, I do believe that he is grappling with
a deeper issue that must be addressed by any HOT theorist. It is perhaps best
expressed by Levine when he says that the HOT theory has a difficulty with

the paradoxical duality of qualitative experiences: there is an awareness rela-
tion, which ought to entail that there are two states serving as the relevant
relata, yet experience doesn’t seem to admit of this sort of bifurcation. Let’s
call this the problem of “duality.” (Levine 2001:168)

The problem of duality is an important problem, but I think it can be han-
dled best by adopting a variation of Rosenthal’s HOT theory. According to the
variation that I have defended elsewhere (Gennaro 1996), first-order conscious
mental states are complex (or global) states comprised of both the lower and
higher-order states. Consequently, I think that consciousness is an intrinsic and
essential feature of conscious mental states, unlike Rosenthal who holds that
the HOT is an inessential and extrinsic property of conscious states. I have
called this position the “wide intrinsicality view” (WIV) and have argued for
its superiority over Rosenthal’s model (Gennaro 1996:24–30). In this context,
though, I believe that the WIV can help to alleviate some of the puzzlement
expressed by both Neander and Levine. For example, in the quote above, a
proponent of the WIV can respond that conscious experience (from the first-
person point of view) does not seem to allow for a split (“bifurcation”) between
the lower-order and higher-order states. However, the “awareness relation” still
does not entail the existence of two entirely separate states. Instead, on the
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WIV, we have two parts of a single conscious state with one part directed at
(“aware of”) the other. In short, there is a complex conscious mental state with
an inner intrinsic relation between parts. There is, therefore, a kind of “self-
referential” element in consciousness. This general idea is most closely linked
to Brentano (1874/1973), but I have also argued at length that it is the best way
to understand Sartre’s theory of consciousness (Gennaro 2002).

Moreover, this variation allows us to avoid one controversial aspect of
Rosenthal’s theory which is also a target of Levine’s critique: Rosenthal’s theory
“splits off subjectivity from qualitative character, and . . . it is precisely this fea-
ture that seems so implausible.” (Levine 2001:105). Unlike Rosenthal (1991), I
do not hold that there can, for example, be unconscious sensory or qualitative
states. Some of the disagreement here is purely terminological, e.g. how to use
the terms ‘sensory,’ ‘experience,’ and the like. However, there is also substantial
disagreement. Since Rosenthal believes that HOTs are extrinsic and inessential
to their target states, he (unlike me) holds that the lower-order states can ex-
ist without HOTs and continue to have their qualitative properties. On my view,
however, it is the HOTs which bring the intrinsic qualitative properties into the
conscious state. So, for example, on my view there can be unconscious pains
and perceptions, but they are not ‘sensory’ or ‘qualitative’ states while uncon-
scious. When a pain or perception becomes conscious by virtue of becoming
the target of an appropriate HOT, it then becomes a qualitative state.

In a striking passage, Neander credits Barry Loewer for an “ingenious
suggestion that might be worth pursuing” (1998:430):

the suggestion is that the two levels of representation might be collapsed into
one level that is self-referential. . ..This suggestions also rids us of the division
of phenomenal labor, while still allowing us to maintain that the difference
between conscious and unconscious sensory representations is that some of
them are meta-represented and some are not. Since the first and second-order
representings no longer involve two separate representations. . .the two cannot
come apart, so mis-(meta-)representation is in principle impossible.

(Neander 1998:429–430)

This sounds very familiar, but Neander unfortunately also dismisses this option
too quickly (1998:430). I hope I have shown that this is a truly viable option
which can help to counter what Levine calls “the problem of duality” along the
lines of his option four.

Furthermore, it is also now possible to address some of Levine’s other con-
cerns about whether or not qualia can be explained as either intrinsic or rela-
tional features of conscious states (2001:93–107; cf. Levine 1995). With the
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WIV alternative, we can now see that this is a false dichotomy. Qualitative
states can be complex states with both intrinsic and (inner) relational features.
This solution is perhaps similar to what Levine calls “the complexity gambit,”
(2001:95) but I have already argued that such a move can address his chal-
lenge about the nature of qualitative states while, at the same time, not admit-
ting “that no progress can be made [in explaining consciousness] if we con-
sider qualitative character to be an intrinsic property of experience. . .” (Levine
2001:94) This is yet another advantage of the WIV over Rosenthal’s HOT the-
ory: Consciousness can be both an intrinsic and relational property of experi-
ence without giving up on any further explanation of its nature. A case could
be made that Rosenthal mistakenly infers that treating consciousness as an in-
trinsic quality of experience forces one into an allegiance with the unsatisfy-
ing Cartesian position whereby consciousness is an unanalyzable property of
conscious states (see Gennaro 1996:21–24).6

Finally, I wish briefly to mention some very suggestive and relevant empir-
ical evidence which I think supports the HOT theory in general and the WIV
in particular. Gerald Edelman and others have argued that loops (or re-entrant
pathways or back projections) in the neural circuitry of the brain are essential
for conscious awareness (e.g. Edelman & Tononi 2000). As Churchland puts it,
“the idea is that some neurons carry signals from more peripheral to more cen-
tral regions, such as from V1 to V2, while others convey more highly processed
signals in the reverse direction. . .it is a general rule of cortical organization
that forward-projecting neurons are matched by an equal or greater number of
back-projecting neurons.” (Churchland 2002:148–149) I cannot go into fur-
ther neurological detail here, but it is worth making the following observations
in this context: (1) The brain structures involved in loops seem to resemble the
structure of at least some form of HOT theory; namely, that lower-order and
higher-order states are combining to produce conscious states. (2) The impor-
tance of higher-order concepts in conscious experiences is also readily apparent.
Part of the reason why Edelman and others believe that back projections play a
prominent role in consciousness is that “perception always involves classifica-
tion; conscious seeing is seeing as.” (Churchland 2002:149) This is a key aspect
of any HOT theory. (3) More specifically, such evidence seems to support the
WIV version of the HOT theory because of the intimate and essential rela-
tionship between the “higher” and “lower” areas of the brain involved. There is
essential and mutual interaction between the relevant neuronal levels. Edelman
and Tononi, for example, emphasize the global nature of conscious states and
it is reasonable to interpret this as the view that conscious states are composed
of both the higher and lower order states. They refer to what they call the “dy-
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namic core”as generally “spatially distributed and thus cannot be localized to
a single place in the brain.” (Edelman & Tononi 2000:146) It seems to me that
their description of the neural correlates of consciousness fits more naturally
with the WIV version of the HOT theory. (4) With respect to Levine’s objec-
tion, then, it is at best misleading to treat the lower and higher level “parts”
of a conscious state as potentially “bifurcated.” While the standard AHOT the-
ory might have a problem with respect to possible misrepresentation, it seems
to me that the WIV is better able to handle this objection. This is because the
“two” levels cannot really come apart in the way that Levine describes in his
thought experiment. Levine’s options three and four, therefore, seem open to
the HOT theorist and particularly open to a defender of the WIV.

. Conclusion

In closing, then, the AHOT theory of consciousness is consistent with animal
consciousness. Those who think otherwise, such as Peter Carruthers, typically
build too much into the HOTs which render mental states conscious. More-
over, the AHOT theory remains preferable to the DHOT alternative. Secondly,
the charge that the HOT theory cannot handle cases of misrepresentation can
be answered. Authors such as Levine and Neander do not properly explore the
options and resources available to the HOT theorist, and they hastily conclude
that the HOT theorist must choose between arbitrary or clearly untenable
alternatives.

Notes

. No doubt that part of the problem here is terminological, as is often the case in the lit-
erature on consciousness. One can, I suppose, speak of non-conscious ‘sufferings,’ ‘feelings,’
and ‘desire frustrations,’ and we are perhaps all entitled to use our own terminology to some
extent. However, it seems to me that there is a point where using terms in this way becomes
more of a provocative attempt to redefine them and can even simply add to the termino-
logical confusion. It is most important, however, to keep our sights set on the substantial
disagreement about whether or not animals have phenomenally conscious mental states.

. For another more detailed criticism of Carruthers’ recent moral argument (see McKin-
non 2002).

. Another important feature of Carruthers’ account is that some perceptual contents ac-
quire a dual analog content, one purely first-order (e.g. ‘green’) and the other higher-order
(e.g. ‘experience of green’). For Carruthers, it is the higher-order contents which confer sub-
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jectivity on the perceptual state; conscious experiences (percepts) are made conscious by
virtue of their being available to the subject’s HOT forming module. See Carruthers (this
volume) for more details.

. Peter Carruthers has informed me (via email correspondence) that he is an “actualist”
about introspection. Perhaps this is his best option for various reasons, though it may sound
a bit surprising at first. However, I now wonder (a) why so little was said in his book about
the structure of introspection, and, more importantly, (b) whether or not this detracts from
his initial motivation for the dispositional account of first-order consciousness, especially
when combined with the questions raised earlier about his “cognitive overload” argument
against AHOT theory.

. It actually seems to me that such tests for ‘other-attributing’ thoughts in the cognitive
ethology and theory of mind literature are really aimed at determining whether or not an-
imals or infants can have conscious HOTs directed at another’s mental state. Children are
often even asked to verbalize their attitudes toward another’s beliefs or perceptions, and
animals seem to be tested for behavioral signs that they are consciously thinking about
another’s beliefs, e.g. in cases of deception. In my view, even if the evidence suggests that
these subjects fail such tests, it causes no problem for the HOT theory since the theory cer-
tainly allows for the presence of conscious states in the absence of (either self-attributing
or other-attributing) conscious HOTs. This is also one very brief line of reply to Seager
(this volume).

. It is worth noting that Rosenthal defends Levine’s “option 1” in several places. See, for
example, Levine (2001:190, Note 24) for one place where Rosenthal says that if the HOT
occurs without the target state the resulting conscious state might just be subjectively in-
distinguishable from one in which both occur. Once again, I find this option implausible
partly because, as Levine says, “. . .doesn’t this give the game away?. . .then conscious expe-
rience is not in the end a matter of a relation between two (non-conscious) states.” (Levine
2001:190). Second, it seems to me that since the HOT is nonconscious, there would not be
a conscious state anyway unless there is also the accompanying lower-order state. Thanks to
Alex Byrne for calling my attention to this point.
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Chapter 4

Higher-order global states (HOGS)

An alternative higher-order model
of consciousness

Robert Van Gulick

. Historical and contemporary background

Whatever may have been the case before the 17th century, in modern thought
about the mind, consciousness and self-awareness have been typically aligned.
Indeed by 1644 Descartes had defined thought itself in terms of self-awareness,
as in The Principles of Philosophy IX where he wrote, “By the word ‘thought’
(‘pense,’) I understand all that of which we are conscious as operating in us.”
Half a century later John Locke took a more cautious line about equating the
mind per se with conscious, but he still linked self-awareness with thought,
which he clearly conceived of as conscious or experiential thought. In An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding Locke put it thus,

I do not say there is no soul in a man, because he is not sensible of it in his
sleep, but I do say he cannot think at any time waking or sleeping, without
being sensible of it. Our being sensible of it is not necessary to anything but
our thoughts; and to them it is, and to them it always will be necessary.

(Book II, 1:10)

The link between the two runs through much of modern thought down to
the present. Few today would limit mind, or even thought, to that which is
conscious; the existence of meaningful mental processes that occur beneath
our awareness is taken as a given. But the notion of a conscious mental state
remains tightly bound to that of self-awareness, a link that finds current ex-
pression in the so called “higher-order theory” of consciousness. Higher-order
theories come in many versions, but all agree in treating the distinction be-
tween conscious and nonconscious mental states as a relational difference in-
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volving the presence or absence of a further meta-intentional state. “Higher-
order” here means meta-intentional, i.e. involving states that are about other
states, such as thoughts about one’s thoughts or about one’s desires. A con-
scious mental state M is defined as one that is accompanied by a simultaneous
meta-intentional state whose content is that one is in M. What makes a desire
into a conscious desire is our awareness of it. Having a conscious desire for a
cup of coffee requires being simultaneously in two mental states: a first-order
desire for a cup of coffee, plus a second order thought or perception of oneself
as having that desire. Thus on the higher-order view, the difference between
conscious and nonconscious mental states turns not on any contrast in their
intrinsic properties, but rather on the extrinsic relational fact of whether or
not the relevant state is (or is not) accompanied by a simultaneous meta-state
directed at it.

Two main variants of the higher-order view appear in the recent litera-
ture. Both agree that what makes a conscious state conscious is the simultane-
ous occurrence of meta-intentional state directed at it, but they disagree about
the psychological modality of the relevant meta-states. Some take them to be
thought-like, and others regard them as more perception-like. Thus the pro-
ponents of the two versions are said to advocate either a higher-order thought
(HOT) model of consciousness or a higher-order perception (HOP) model.
David Rosenthal (1986, 1992) has been the most prominent champion of the
first, and William Lycan (1987, 1996) and David Armstrong (1980) have been
major supporters of the latter. My current aim is not to assess the comparative
merits of the two alternatives. I have done that at some length elsewhere (2001)
and reached a mixed conclusion: the HOT and HOP views each have their rel-
ative strengths and difficulties, and neither is the clear overall winner (though
see Lycan, this volume, for a comparative evaluation that not surprisingly fa-
vors the HOP approach.) My focus here is on problems or weaknesses that are
shared by both versions, and how dealing with those difficulties may lead us to
an alternative model that appeals to higher-order global states (HOGS).

I will begin by reviewing some of the most important reasons in favor of
the higher-order theory in its standard HOT or HOP form, and then turn to
several major objections that have been raised against it by its critics. In re-
sponse to those problems, I will consider how we might weaken or discard
some shared aspects of the standard model, which will lead us to the alter-
native HOGS model which reformulates the higher-order view in a way that
appears better able to answer its critics.
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. Standard HOT and HOP models

The higher-order theory’s has several basic strengths, including the following
three.

1. It accords well with our common use of the adjective “conscious” as ap-
plied to mental states. Both in everyday use and in the generalized neo-
Freudianism that pervades contemporary culture, the divide between con-
scious mental states and unconscious ones is a matter of epistemic ac-
cess. Our unconscious wants, desires and memories are hidden from us;
they lie “buried” beneath our awareness, and bringing them to conscious-
ness is a matter of becoming aware of them, whether in a thought-like or
perception-like way. In so far it is this distinction that it aims to capture,
the higher-order view seems pretty much on target.

2. The higher-order theory also accords well with the empirical methods that
are used to determine when subjects are having conscious mental states
and when not. Researchers typically rely upon a first person report crite-
rion. If the subject can report that she saw or perceived a stimulus or had a
specific thought, then she is counted as having had a conscious mental state
of the relevant sort. As proponents of the higher-order theory have noted
(especially Rosenthal) such reports are the linguistic expressions of the sort
of higher-order thought or beliefs that the theory posits. We generally as-
sume that if a subject has the linguistic capacity to report on her men-
tal states at all, then she can do so whenever she is in a conscious mental
state. This is neatly explained as an immediate consequence of the higher-
order view. For example, if I have a conscious desire then I must have a
higher-order meta-state whose content is that I have that desire. My abil-
ity to make the relevant report is a simple matter of my being able to give
linguistic expression to the higher-order state that constitutes my relevant
self-knowledge.

3. The higher-order theory offers a potentially demystifying account of con-
sciousness. If conscious states differ only in being accompanied by simulta-
neous meta-intentional states, then the problem of consciousness may re-
duce to the seemingly more tractable problem of intentionality. Many the-
orists of mind believe it possible to give a naturalistic account of intention-
ality and the aboutness relation, i.e. to explain the natural basis for a state’s
having content or being about a given state of affairs. If so, then it should
be possible to apply that general account to the specific case of meta-states
whose contents are about other mental states. In so far as we can expli-
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cate that relation in naturalistic or physicalistically acceptable terms, then
according to the higher-order theory we would also have succeeded in giv-
ing a naturalistic account of conscious mental states, a goal which many
have argued is far more difficult if not impossible. By thus reducing the
problem of conscious mentality to that of explicating intentional relations
among nonconscious mental states, the higher-order theory promises to
offer a solution to what many regard as the greatest obstacle to the project
of naturalizing the mind.

Despite these substantial virtues the higher-order theory has met with many
objections from its critics, of which four interrelated concerns are worth
noting here.

1. Although the higher-order theory may do a good job of capturing one
common use of the adjective “conscious”, there seems to be another sense
in which we speak of conscious states for which it seems less adequate.
Moreover, according to some critics it is this other notion of a “conscious”
mental state which is problematic for the naturalist’s program. Being a con-
scious state in this latter phenomenal sense involves the intuitive idea that
there is “something that it’s like to be in that state” (Nagel 1974), some
subjective experiential aspect present from the first person point of view.
According to this line of objection, the crucial version of the conscious/
unconscious distinction is not that between states we know we are in ver-
sus those we do not, but rather the distinction between those states which
there is something that it’s like to be in vs those for which there is not. Of
course, higher-order proponents may try to show that the two distinctions
collapse into one – indeed some have tried to do just that (Rosenthal 1991,
1992) – but the viability of the higher-order view as a general account of
conscious states would then depend upon the plausibility of that alleged
reduction.

2. Higher-order theories need to include certain further conditions to rule
out obvious counter examples to the sufficiency of the higher-order anal-
ysis, but those conditions call into question the theory’s basic idea of ex-
plaining consciousness in terms of meta-intentional content. For example,
all the standard higher-order models require that the meta-state be roughly
simultaneous with the state that it makes conscious and that the meta-state
be arrived at noninferentially. The latter conditions is needed to rule out
cases in which I come to know that I am in a given mental state by inferring
it from observations of my behavior or other forms of third person evi-
dence. If Tom infers that he wants to ingratiate himself with his supervisor
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by observing the silly compliments that he pays her, that would not auto-
matically make his desire into a conscious mental state in the sense that
the higher-order theory aims to capture. The conscious-making higher-
order states need to arise through some internal noninferential channel,
one through which we just know directly what we want, remember or
think. Including a noninferential condition in the analysis may help to ex-
clude counter examples and perhaps preserve its extensional adequacy, but
it does so at a significant price. The guiding idea of the higher-order theory
is that what is crucial to consciousness is meta-intentional content; con-
scious states are states about which we have thoughts or awareness. But in-
cluding the non-inferential condition calls that into doubt. States arrived at
inferentially need be no different in content from those arrived at directly,
yet according to the higher-order theory their path of origin deprives them
of the power to make their lower-order mental objects conscious. Were it
the meta-intentional content that really matters in making an unconscious
state into a conscious one, then it would seem that the route by which the
meta-state was produced would not make any difference. The fact that it
does matter seems to imply that something other than the meta-intentional
relation plays a major role in transforming nonconscious states into con-
scious ones. The real work may well be done not by the noninferential con-
dition per se but by some other condition that correlates or covaries with
it. Perhaps meta-states produced by the noninferential channel involve dif-
ferent vehicles of content; even if they can share their contents with infer-
entially produced meta-states they may use a different medium or system
of representation, one that is crucial for making a state conscious.
To a lesser degree, similar problems affect the simultaneity condition. Both
HOT and HOP models require that the meta-state be simultaneous with
its lower order object in order to make it conscious. As with the nonin-
ferential requirement, the simultaneity condition may be needed for ex-
tensional adequacy, but it raises similar doubts about the degree to which
the meta-intentional relation is doing the real work in the explaining the
conscious/unconscious distinction. If what matters for making a state con-
scious is having a higher level meta-representation of it, then it seems that
such states should work as well for nonsimultaneous mental objects. Since
they clearly do not, it seems that something other than meta-intentionality
also plays a major role.

3. A related objection which we may label the “Generality Problem,” has been
raised by Fred Dretske (1993) among others (Byrne 1997). In general, hav-
ing a thought or perception of some object of type F, does not make it into a
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conscious F. So why should having such a thought or perception of a men-
tal object transform it into a conscious one. If my perceiving or thinking of
a stone, a pencil or my nose does not turn any of them into conscious ob-
jects, then why should my thinking of one of my own mental states suffice
to make it conscious? And even if it suffices as a matter of extensional ade-
quacy, what is it about the relevant intentional relation or its correlates that
explains why it does so in the meta-mental case even though perceiving or
thinking of some object x does not in general make x conscious. It will not
do to simply appeal to usage and say, “We apply ‘conscious’ to mental states
we know of but not to others things we know.” What is required is some
explanation of why we do so, some account of the intuitive difference we
feel between the two cases which grounds the difference in usage.
Another way to frame the worry is in terms of intrinsic vs merely relational
properties and differences. According to the higher-order theory, the con-
scious/ unconscious distinction turns on a purely extrinsic relational dif-
ference: their being or not being a further state that is about the occur-
rence of the lower-order state. Thus the transformation from unconscious
to conscious state involves no change in the state itself but only the addition
of a purely external and independent state which has it as its intentional ob-
ject. Yet in so far as one interprets the conscious/unconscious distinction as
dividing states in terms of whether they are conscious in the sense of there
being “something that it is like to be in them” it seems difficult to accept
the idea that the division involves no differences in the intrinsic proper-
ties of the states themselves but only differences in purely relational facts
about which other states if any are intentionally directed at them. Higher-
order theorists have of course attempted to reply to this objection (Rosen-
thal 1991; Lycan 1996) but it not clear that their efforts have succeeded in
solving the problem or dispelling the worry.

4. The question of how qualia fit into the higher-order theory presents an-
other closely related way to raise the concerns voiced in the earlier objec-
tions. Those critics who claim that the higher-order theory fails to capture
the distinctive first person nature of conscious states may also complain
that it fails to account for the difference between those mental states that
have phenomenal qualia and those that lack them. Qualia are often invoked
as a way of unpacking the “something that it’s like to be” notion of a con-
scious state. Qualia or phenomenal feels are taken to be features or aspects
of the “what it’s like”-ness of a conscious state, modes of its experiential
character. My experience’s being of phenomenal red is part of what it’s like
for me to be visually conscious of a ripe tomato. Thus the transition from
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states that are not conscious in the “what it’s like” sense to states that are
may seem to require the addition of qualia. But that in turn may seem to
conflict with the basic higher-order claim that a state’s becoming conscious
does not involve changes in its intrinsic properties but only the addition of
an extrinsic relational factor, namely a meta-state that is directed at it. How
can the addition of such a merely relational element make a state into one
such that there is something that it’s like to be in it?

Some higher-order theorists have a surprising answer. They distinguish having
qualia from having “what it’s likeness”. They restrict the latter to states that are
conscious in the relevant higher-order sense, but they allow qualia to occur
as properties of unconscious states that there is nothing that it’s like to be in.
On this view, one can have qualitative but unconscious mental states such as
unconscious color perceptions or pains, but there is nothing that it is like to be
in such a state. (Rosenthal 1991; Lycan 1996) Since one is not aware of being
in a state with qualitative properties there is nothing that it is like be in it;
it’s not like anything to have an unconscious pain. Only when one becomes
aware of the state by having the requisite HOT or HOP does one become aware
of its qualitative properties. Thus according to the higher-order theorist the
transition from states that are unconscious in the “what it’s like” sense to those
that are conscious, does not involve adding qualia to the state but of becoming
aware via a meta-state of the qualia that the lower-order state already had.

The proposed solution is ingenious and has a certain appeal, but it also
has its problems. It requires us to accept the idea of unconscious qualia, which
many find incoherent or contradictory. Moreover, it seems to strand the notion
of phenomenal or experiential feel in a “no man’s land” unable to quite take
hold at either the lower or the meta level. According to the proposal, qualia can
be fully present in unconscious states which there is nothing that it is like to be
in. Whatever one might say to explain the notion of having qualia in that sense,
they seem unable to account for the central “what it’s likeness” of experience,
since the proposal acknowledges that there is nothing that’s like to be in such
a state. Conversely and almost paradoxically the meta states whose addition
supposedly accounts for first person experiential feel are themselves devoid of
any qualia. Thus the proposal requires a commitment both to qualia of a sort
that do not by themselves produce any “what it’s likeness” and to states that
produce what it’s likeness but themselves lack any qualia. It is in that sense that
the qualia seem stranded.

The higher-order theorist denies that qualia are properties of the higher-
order state, but accepting his claim that they are properties of the lower-order
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state requires us to regard qualia as properties whose presence is compatible
with the total absence of experiential feel. Thus qualia, commonly thought of
as modes of experience, seem present at neither level in the proposed scheme.
That in itself does not prove the proposal is mistaken, but it does show that
its acceptance would require a major revision in our normal ways of thinking
about qualia and experiential feel. Some may be willing to pay the price given
the other benefits the higher-order theory promises, but it would be nice to
find some way to modify the theory to avoid having to do so.

. The HOGS model: Higher-order global states

The standard versions of both the HOT and HOP views agree in treating the
conscious-making meta-states as distinct and separate from their lower-order
objects. This is perhaps more explicit on the HOP model since its higher-
order perceptions are realized by distinct token representations that occur only
within one or another intra-mental monitoring system that is distinct from
the states and processes that it monitors. However, the HOT model, at least
in its typical form, is also implicitly committed to the HOTs being separate
and distinct from their lower-order objects, if for no other reason than the dif-
ference in their intentional content. However, though distinctness is standardly
assumed by higher-order theories it is not strictly entailed by it, and at least one
higher-order theorist (and editor of this volume) has denied it (Gennaro 1996).

Rejecting or weakening the distinctness assumption creates the possibility
for a different sort of the higher-order theory, which I have elsewhere (2001)
called the HOGS model as an acronym for Higher-Order Global States. The
first part of this section, which closely tracks that earlier presentation, explains
the main features of the HOGS model as well as three sources of inspiration
on which it draws (with apologies to those who already know that part of the
story.) The latter part of this section then explains in greater detail how those
three strands are woven into the HOGS model. The following two sections
specifically address the respect in which the HOGS model implicitly incor-
porates higher-order reflexive mentality as a basic feature of the structure of
phenomenal experience rather than locating it in a distinct explicit meta-state.

The basic idea of the HOGS model is that lower–order object states become
conscious by being incorporated as components into the higher-order global
states (HOGS) that are the neural and functional substrates of conscious self-
awareness. The transformation from unconscious to conscious state is not a
matter of merely directing a separate and distinct meta-state onto the lower-
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order state but of “recruiting” it into the globally integrated state that is the
momentary realization of the agent’s shifting transient conscious awareness.

The model draws on several sources for its inspiration: Dan Dennett’s no-
tion of consciousness as cerebral celebrity and of the self as virtual focus of
one’s ongoing inner serial narrative, Chris Hill’s view of introspection or con-
scious attention as a matter of volume control, and the empirical evidence for
taking globally integrated neural states as the substrates of conscious experi-
ence. Let me say something brief about each.

1. Consciousness as cerebral celebrity. According to Dennett’s multiple drafts
theory (1991), the distinction between conscious and nonconscious men-
tal states is blurry, admits of degrees and turns on two principal dimen-
sions. The first concerns the degree to which a mental state (or content
fixation) influences the subsequent development of the system’s states and
its outputs. This is what is meant by “cerebral celebrity”; to put it crudely,
the more effect a given content fixation has on what other content fixations
occur, the more “famous” it is. Conscious states take a more powerful and
broader range of content-relative effects throughout the agent’s mind; a
conscious perception (thought or desire) and its content will be accessible
to other processing areas, more able to affect other states (thoughts, de-
sires, memories) and have more impact on those states driving the system’s
output, especially on the system’s reports about its state of mind since con-
scious state are normally ones that we can report ourselves as being in. All
these aspects of influence admit of degree, and in general the greater the
impact of any given state the greater its level of cerebral celebrity. Thus in
so far as being a conscious state is a matter of such “intra-mental fame”,
whether or not a state is conscious need not have a strict yes or no answer.
The other dimension of consciousness on the multiple drafts model is the
degree to which a given content gets integrated into what Dennett describes
as the ongoing serial narrative the system constructs from the “stream of
consciousness”. This is not a separate meta-narrative that is produced in-
dependently or over and above the system’s lower-order content fixations.
Rather it is an assemblage of activated lower-order contentful states that
cohere together in such a way that they form a more or less integrated set
from the perspective of a unified self. Dennett denies that there is any sep-
arate self that constructs or views the sequence; rather it is the other way
round. It is the coherent serial narrative that is fundamental and the self is
merely a virtual entity that exists as the perspectival point which is implicit
in the narrative and from which the narrative hangs together as unified.
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Dennett’s multiple drafts theory is thus a higher-order theory of a sort,
though it differs greatly from more mainstream HOP and HOT models.
A state with a high degree of cerebral celebrity will typically be one that
the agent can report being in, and such a report would express the rele-
vant higher-order thought. Indeed Dennett, like Rosenthal, relies heavily
on a tight link between a state’s being reportable and its being conscious.
The second aspect of his theory also has a decidedly higher-order slant,
since incorporation into the serial narrative carries with it the status of be-
ing represented as a state in the stream of the (virtual) self, which at least
implicitly involves higher-order representation.

2. Introspection as volume control and activation. Chris Hill (1991) has
faulted the “inner eye” model of introspection as overly passive. He has
argued that introspection is active in the sense that it often alters its lower-
order mental object. In a case of paradigmatic external perception, as when
I see the lamp on my desk, my awareness of the object does not change it.
The lamp is unaffected by being seen. However, inner awareness does often
seem to alter its objects. When I turn my inner attention to the lingering
taste of the olive that I ate a few minutes ago or to the ache of a running pull
in my left Achilles tendon, the act of directing my awareness upon them
can change many of their features. The sensation often gains in intensity
and vividness; various sensory properties may become more specific, shift
from one specific character to another or even emerge where no detailed
character was previously present.
The shift is importantly different from what happens in external percep-
tion. There too a redirection of attention typically leads to changes, but
it is usually only the perceptual state that changes not its object. When
I visually scrutinize my desk lamp, I become aware of many details that
were previously unnoticed but the properties of the lamp itself remain un-
changed. Admittedly in some external cases, the act of observation does
change its object. That is apparently so at the quantum mechanical level,
and obviously so in many social situations; indeed designing non-obtrusive
measures is a perennial problem in the social sciences. However, in the in-
terpersonal case, it is not the act of observation per se that produces the
change but rather the subject’s awareness at some of level of being ob-
served that does so. By contrast, in the intra-mental case the mere act of
observation does seem to alter its introspective objects.
Hill thus contrasts the “inner eye” model of introspection with alternatives
that he refers to as “volume control” and “activation” to emphasize the re-
spects in which the intensity, character, or even the existence of a sensation
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(or other lower-order state) can be affected by the occurrence of a higher-
order awareness directed at it. He seems to regard this as a problem for the
perceptual view of introspection and thus for the HOP model of conscious-
ness. Lycan (1996), however, denies any such negative consequence follows
for the HOP view. He accepts the active nature of inner awareness and the
many ways in which it may alter its lower-order object, but denies that the
HOP view is committed to a passive model of inner perception as the “in-
ner eye” analogy might suggest. Thus Lycan accepts the data Hill presents
but claims they are fully consistent with the HOP theory. For present pur-
poses, we need not settle that latter dispute over consistency; it is the active
nature of introspection that matters, and about that they agree.

3. Globally distributed neural correlate of consciousness. Current scientific
evidence on the neural correlates of consciousness indicates that there is no
special local brain area(s) that is (or are) the unique or special basis of con-
scious experience. Rather any given conscious state appears to be realized
by a globally distributed pattern involving many different cortical and sub-
cortical regions that are simultaneously active and bound together in some
way, perhaps by regular oscillations that entrain neural firing patterns in
disparate areas of the brain. An important consequence of this result is
that the very same regions that are involved in the processing and realiza-
tion of nonconscious mental states are also among the correlates or real-
ization bases of conscious mental states. For example the areas of visual or
auditory cortex that are active when one nonconsciously perceives a stim-
ulus are also components of one’s conscious perception of such a stimulus.
The difference between the neural correlates of the conscious and noncon-
scious states is not that the information gets passed on and re-registered or
re-presented elsewhere but rather that those same areas get integrated into
a larger unified pattern of global brain activity in the conscious case.

Let us consider then how these three strands can be woven into the HOGS
model. Its basic idea is that transforming a nonconscious state into a conscious
one is a process of recruiting it into a globally integrated complex whose or-
ganization and intentional content embodies a heightened degree of reflexive
self-awareness. The meta-intentional content is carried not by a distinct and
separate vehicle but rather by a complex global state that includes the object
state as a component.

Some of the connections to our three themes are obvious. The neurolog-
ical evidence for global substrates coincides nicely with the model’s view of
consciousness as recruitment into a suitably integrated and broadly coherent
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state. The evidence reveals no privileged location for conscious experience in
the brain; it seems instead to be realized by interaction effects between the same
cortical regions that are used in processing and encoding nonconscious infor-
mation and content. The part of visual cortex that is active when I noncon-
sciously register a red apple to the left is also active when I consciously perceive
it, and not merely as the causal precursor of the conscious experience but as an
ongoing part of the experience’s realization or substrate. This is just what one
would expect on the HOGS model.

The implications for cerebral celebrity are also immediate. The recruited
state is dynamically linked in content sensitive ways with a much larger field of
active mental processes. Its sphere of influence is correspondingly increased.
The dynamics of “fame” within the brain are much like those in the social
worlds of politics and entertainment. The more active connections you have
and the stronger the links, the more influence you have on the evolving state
of the system. The connections are often also mutually reinforcing. The activ-
ity of individual states within the global ensemble tend to reinforce each other
in a mode of resonant amplification. The activity of the recruited state typi-
cally increases in intensity. For example fMRI studies using a binocular rivalry
paradigm show spikes in neural activation correlated with attentional shifts.
The method is to present different images to the subject’s two eyes respectively
(e.g. a face to the right and a place or scene to the left). Alternating task de-
mands prompt attentional shifts from one image to the other. Both images
continue to be processed to a significant degree throughout since the stim-
uli remain invariant, but the attentional shifts alter the subject’s experience
and correlate with patterns of increased activity in the neural substrates for
the consciously attended perception. Thus the global integration that produces
the shift from nonconscious to conscious perception also tends to amplify the
activity in the recruited state, further enhancing its capacity to influence other
active regions. Recruited states are thus both better connected and more po-
tent. As in the social world, becoming part of the “in crowd” enhances one’s
fame and influence.

Such amplification also brings the volume control strand into the HOGS
model. As that metaphor reminds us, a shift in conscious attention typically
alters its intra-mental object through amplification, heightened resolution and
a diversity of possible changes in content. When I focus on my sensation or
my desire, I likely affect it in some way so that its content, while related to that
which it had before the attentional shift, is not the same in all respects as what it
was. The ache in my tendon may become more intense, more locally placed and
more articulated in its painfully stretched “soreness”. Thus when the HOGS
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model talks of “the object state” being preserved or recruited into the global
higher-order state, it would be more accurate to talk of some “near successor
of the original object state” being preserved as a component of the HOG. The
integration proposed by the HOGS model is a dynamic reciprocal process in
which the various components of a global state both amplify and modify each
other in content sensitive ways. Thus as the idea of volume control suggests,
recruitment will often to some degree alter the object state’s specific first order
content, as happens in the example above of directing one’s attention at the
pain in one’s sore Achilles tendon.

However, important as these first order content shifts may be, even more
important are those that are induced by the change in the state’s meta-
intentional context. The HOGS model appeals to “higher-order” global states,
but the features we have been discussing so far focus mostly on the global or in-
tegrative aspect of the wider state into which the lower order state is recruited.
Distributed neural correlates, cerebral celebrity and reciprocal amplification
are important features, but all can be pretty much explained in terms of global
integration without any mention of “higher-orderness”. The HOGS model is
intended as an alternative development of the higher-order theory, but so far
global integration may seem to be doing all the work with little regard for meta-
intentionality. If we do not want the HOGS model to collapse into a mere GS
model we need to say something about how meta-intentional content plays an
essential role; we need to show what role the HO plays in the HOGS model. I
have sometimes been urged to forgo the higher-order model and to opt instead
for either a straight forward global state model that appeals only to first order
representation (FOR). However, I am not inclined to abandon the higher-order
approach. I believe that despite the problems of its standard HOT and HOP
versions, it has something important to teach us about consciousness. Thus I
hope to show that the higher-order model and the global state model need not
compete but can in fact be combined in a way that adds to each, which is just
what the HOGS model aims to do.

. The higher-order aspect of HOGS

The most difficult aspect of the HOGS model is explaining how its two main
features fit together. In what respect do the global states it posits involve higher-
order reflexive meta-intentionality? Or to put the question in acronymic terms:
How does one get the HO in the HOGS? On both the HOT and HOP mod-
els the conscious-making meta-intentional component is carried by an added
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higher-order state distinct and separate from its object. By contrast, on the
HOGS model, the transition from nonconscious to conscious state is more
a matter of transforming the content of the object state itself in a meta-
intentional way by embedding it within a different systemic context.

To see how such a transition might occur, we first need to back up a bit
and consider some more general issues about the nature of content and the
factors that determine it. If one is a functionalist of some sort or another about
mental states – as I am – then one regards a state’s content as a function of
its functional role within the system of which it is a part (Van Gulick 1980).
What makes a state a belief that sugar is sweet or a desire for a cup of coffee
is the role that it plays within one’s internal mental economy, the network of
states that guides our successful purposive interaction with our world. In a
crude slogan, “content is a function of functional role.” Though not everyone
accepts a functionalist view of content, I will take it as a working hypothesis
for the balance of this paper. Indeed, if I can use it successfully to help explain
the meta-intentional aspect of consciousness that may provide an important
further reason in support of the general view.

Given a functionalist view of content, we should not be surprised if the
content of a state shifts when it is embedded within a significantly different
context of interactions. A shift in systemic context does not always produce
a shift in content, but it can and often does. If content is a function of func-
tional role, then new contexts that induce states to play new roles may shift
their content as well.

How does that general and abstract point apply to the specific case of re-
cruiting lower-order states into a higher-order global ensemble? How does such
recruitment alter their function, and might it change their content in ways that
enable us to explicate the higher-orderness of the HOGS model?

The meta-intentional aspect that is added on the HOGS model is not a
separate explicit meta-representation as on standard HOT and HOP models.
Instead it is an implicit aspect of the structure of the globally integrated state
into which the lower-order state is recruited. The general idea is that embed-
ding the state in a larger more integrated context transforms its content in ways
that involve an enhanced aspect of reflexive meta-intentionality. In what spe-
cific ways might the structure and organization of that global context embody
meta-intentional aspects, and how in turn might they transform the contents
of states embedded in it? At the neural level, those global ensembles are the
substrates of the subject’s transient flow of conscious experience, and thus it
is to phenomenal experience (and especially to its coherence) that we should
look for the nature of the relevant implicit meta-intentionality.
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The global states underlying conscious experience supposedly display a
high degree of integration and coherence, but what sorts of coherence are in-
volved and how might they be relevant to the structure of experience and im-
plicit meta-intentionality? Such global states may well cohere in a variety of
straightforwardly physical ways, as does the coherent light in a laser. The global
state may entrain the firing patterns of groups of neurons in diverse regions of
the brain, perhaps in tandem with 40Hz oscillations as has been proposed on
some models of intra-cortical binding. They may fire synchronously or exercise
reciprocal causal influences on each other’s activities in ways that bring them
into some shared or harmonic pattern of physical action. But even if this is so,
it would not by itself provide us with any sort of coherence that helps us with
the meta-intentional aspects that we are trying to understand. At most, it may
serve as the realization base for some more high-level features that provide the
real explanation. Thus we should consider what types of coherence exist at the
phenomenal level and whether they might better meet our explanatory needs.

Although this is not the place to do in-depth phenomenological analysis,
we can perhaps get what we need by considering some of the most basic forms
of phenomenological coherence. Two interdependent unities pervade the realm
of phenomenal experience: the unity of the experienced world and the unity of
the experiencing self. We do not normally experience isolated patches of color,
sensations floating in a void or phantom shapes. Our phenomenal experience
is of a world of independently existing and relatively stable objects located in a
unified arena of space and time within which we ourselves are located as con-
scious perceivers. The objects we experience and the world within which they
exist have a phenomenal and intentional “thickness”, not merely in the literal
three dimensional sense but in the richness of their properties and relations
and in the diversity and density of the connections that hold among them in
constituting “a world” of objects. On the correlative side of the experiential
relation, is the more or less unified self that coheres as a single subject of expe-
rience both at a time and diachronically, bound by links of content, inference,
access and memory.

As has been evident since the time of Kant, self and world are two inex-
tricably bound aspects of phenomenal reality. The phenomenal or empirical
world is one of objects perceived and experienced from a perspective or point
of view, that of the self within that world. Correspondingly the self is always a
self set over against a world of objects with which it is engaged. Each side of the
phenomenal structure is incoherent without the other. Experience is always the
experience of a self and of a world of objects. It is both the experience of a self
located within a world of objects, and also of a world of objects as they appear and
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present themselves from the point of view of the self. The phenomenal world and
phenomenal objects are always apprehended from some self-like point of view,
and conversely the phenomenal reality of such points of view consists largely
in the access they afford for objects to appear or to present themselves within
the experienced world.

The relevant notion of “perspective” here is broader and rich than that
of the physical perspective from which the subject’s sense organs monitor the
environment, though that is of course one important aspect of the phenom-
enal perspective. The experiential viewpoint is more than the spatial locus
from which we look and see. It includes as well those many aspects of the self
through which it actively engages the objects of its experienced world. It that
nexus of engagement and the density and diversity of modes of reciprocal ac-
cess it provides that gives objective thickness to experienced reality. The thick
phenomenology of experience as being of a world of enduring independent ob-
jects depends upon the richness of the viewpoint of the self to which they are
present. And in turn the clarity and richness of that viewpoint depends on
the complex structure of the experienced world that defines the self ’s location
within it. Self and world are thus interdependent structures within experience,
at least within anything that we can make empathetically coherent to ourselves
as experience.

For illustration, consider some mundane stretch of ordinary experience, an
everyday time slice of phenomenal reality. I sit at my desk, tapping at the keys
and drinking strong hot coffee, but with my focus mostly on the words with
which I make this sentence. A bright pink highlighter, though in my visual
field for minutes, has only just now attracted my attention, which soon returns
to the screen and then wanders off again to see the bubbled bud suspended
almost frozen within a blue glass paperweight of supercooled transparent glass.
The small flat bottomed globe has a phenomenal heft and thickness to match
its physical weight and density. My experience of it is both “my experience”
and “of it”. It is appears to me from my point of view, from my location in
physical, conceptual, and qualitative space. But it appears as well as an object
within a world of objects: It is to the right of the keyboard beneath the lamp,
darker – both more cobalt and more blackened – than the blue of the summer
sky, made in China and purchased a while back on a clearance sale in a Pier One
store, composed I know of silicates that flow too slowly for my eyes to see. And
though I have not touched it on this day, I know by memory the heavy solid
way that it would feel and the satisfying thunk that it would sound if dropped
from just one half an inch above the desk. All that and more is part of the
sense and content with which I meet it in my experience. Its weight is present
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phenomenally as an implicit component of my experiential state, even though
there is no explicit tactile aspect to my merely looking at it. The phenomenal
content of experience extends far beyond what is explicitly present in sensation.

The example is banal as autobiography and uninspired perhaps as intro-
spection, but nonetheless a clear display of the way in which experience is both
of self and object, of objects that precipitate out of a world of dense connections
apprehended from a single point of view. The example could be multiplied by
millions with little effort, though with no great benefit. The one quick snap-
shot hopefully conveys the picture and the nature of the structure that repeats
over and again in every phenomenal frame: self and world, self within world,
world from point of view of self.

We can now see, at least in part, how and why the shift from the mere per-
ception to conscious experience involves an increase in the quality and quantity
of implicit meta-intentionality. To transform the processing and registration
of visual information that had been unconscious (though perhaps available in
various ways to guide action) into conscious visual experience, we must em-
bed the information carried by the recruited state into the integrated structure
of the phenomenal self-world. The global states that constitute the transient
realizations of the flow of consciousness hang together and cohere at the level
of phenomenal intentionality as experiential states jointly of world and self: of
self located in a world of objects present to it, and of a world of objects present
from that self ’s perspective.

One might object that this duality trades on a punning use of “of” that
hides a privileged status for the self. Experience is of a self in the constitutional
sense that each experiential state is ontologically dependent on the self of which
is a state or mode, just as the states of the economy ontologically depend upon
the economic systems of which they states. By contrast, experience may seem
to be of a world in only an intentional sense that concerns its content and what
if anything it aims at or represents.

But I would counsel against succumbing to the lure of this objection, at-
tractive and plausible though it may seem. We must not fall into subjective
idealism nor fail to remember what Kant taught us long ago about the roles of
world and self in the phenomenal scheme. The phenomenal self is no less de-
pendent on the intricately constructed organization of experience than are the
phenomenal objects it confronts within it. The self as point of view has no reality
apart from all that can appear from that perspective. The order of phenomenal
reality is just as much a structure of the viewer as the viewed.

It is apt here to bring in the other strand of Dennett discussed above, that
of the self as center of narrative gravity, the self as seeming point within the
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story from which things cohere. Though stories are often told from a first
person stance within the tale, one makes a bad mistake if one confuses the
narrator with the author who constructs both narrative and narrator in one
coherent interlinking structure. So too within the conscious realm and phe-
nomenal reality; the two sides of the structure – world and self – cohere and
intertwine in ways by which each resolves itself exhibiting an ordered orga-
nization that emerges only in their mutually inter-constituting linkage. The
intentionality found at the phenomenal level – the intentionality of experi-
ence, appearance and presentness – exists within that overarching structure
of world and self. And it is that structure, that context of meaning, within
which individual experiences get embedded that is the main source of the re-
flexive meta-intentionality associated with conscious states. It derives not from
the addition of distinct explicit self-ascriptive meta-states, but from the im-
plicit self-perspectuality that is built into the intentional structure of conscious
experience itself.

An important qualification is needed to avoid confusion. Although the no-
tion of self that I am proposing is in part inspired by Dennett’s idea of the self as
the center of narrative gravity, it differs from his in significant ways. Most im-
portantly, it is not solely, nor even primarily, connected with the serial personal
level narrative that gets constructed on his theory. On Dennett’s view, the self
is the focus of this personal autobiographical tale that is spun out of the many
strands of the multiple drafts model. That sort of self may indeed be a crucial
aspect of human conscious experience, and may share key features with other
influential ideas such as Michael Gazzaniga’s notion of the interpretative self
(Gazzaniga 1988). But the idea of self, I am proposing is intended to be more
general, one that would apply not only to adult human beings, but to many
non-human animals and to young pre-linguistic children.

I suppose it might be taken as a generalization of Dennett’s idea. On his
account, the self is the narrative center from which the serial narrative is told,
whereas on the view I am offering the self is the perspective from which all
of phenomenal experience is apprehended. It is not something outside expe-
rience, some homunculus or Cartesian ego that observes, but rather the per-
spectival point that is built into the structure of experience itself. The proposed
model thus agrees with Dennett’s view of self as perspective of the story rather
than author of the tale, but the relevant “tale” is not just the serial narrative but
all of phenomenal experience.

It is in that sense that the self, and even more importantly an implicit un-
derstanding of the self, is embedded in the very structure of phenomenal ex-
perience. The very act of having a conscious visual experience of the dark blue
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paperweight requires at least an implicit understanding of one’s status as the
subject to whom it appears or to whom it is present. The intentional content
of any phenomenal experience always implies the existence of the subject –
not merely [blue globe] or even [blue globe here now], but [blue globe seen
here/now by me], [blue globe appearing or being present now to me as part of
my experienced world].

This is not to say that one is in a state like that one would be in if one
explicitly thought or said those words to oneself. The self is not the explicit
object of experience in the ordinary case – the dark blue paperweight is that –
but both the self and its relation to the object are implicit in the structure of the
state’s phenomenal content. The meta-intentional aspect is built right into the
first order content of the experiential state: a dark blue paperweight is present
to me as part of my world, i.e. as part of the world that is present from my point
of view, which is in turn as self defined by its location in that world of objects
and appearance. That sort of implicit reference to self is an essential component
of phenomenal content, if not of intentional content in general. It is part of what
distinguishes my experiencing the paperweight from merely representing it.

One way to think of this is in terms of satisfaction conditions for phe-
nomenal experience. That is, consider some extended stretch of a conscious
creature’s experiential life, and ask what conditions would have to hold in the
world to satisfy the model of reality inherent in that sequence of experience. It
will not be enough that the outer world contains any given set of objects and
properties, for part of what that stretch of experience presents as real is also
the existence of a conscious self to which those objects are present or to which
they appear.

Thus we come full circle. The content of the perceptual experience is di-
rected outward at objects in the world, but the experienced reality of that
world, its objectivity, its thing-liness, its res-ality and de re-ness are phenom-
enally represented in the presentness of those objects as they appear as here
and now from the perspective of the self. This experienced presentness phe-
nomenologically captures or embodies their reality, and since such presentness
is always a matter of presence to self (and from the self perspective), it fol-
lows that understanding the reality of experienced objects requires at least im-
plicitly understanding the nature of the self to which they are present. It is in
this respect that conscious experience embodies a significant degree of reflexive
meta-intentionality in its very organization and structure.
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. Implicit meta-intentionality and phenomenal structure –
a second time

The HOGS way of thinking about the meta-intentional aspect of consciousness
is admittedly non-standard. Despite my efforts in the last section to motivate
and explain it, I suspect it may still strike some readers as strange or obscure.
So at the risk of repetition, it may be worthwhile to restate the line of argument
again in slightly different terms. (Those who already feel convinced of the im-
plicit higher-order aspect of experience, or who at least feel they understand
clearly how such a result is supposed to follow from the HOGS model, may
wish to jump ahead to the next section.)

The key idea is that the meta-intentionality of conscious states is not pri-
marily a matter of their being accompanied by distinct explicit meta-states,
but rather of their being embedded within a larger integrative context whose
organization and structure implicitly embodies a significant degree of meta-
intentional content. A central element of that structure is the interdependence
within phenomenal reality of self and world. Thus I will reprise the general
argument twice: once with the focus on the experienced world of objects and
once with it on the experiencing self. Doing so will hopefully clarify some of the
specific respects in which conscious experience embodies meta-intentionality
in its structure and organization.

Let us look first from the world of objects angle. As a matter of phe-
nomenology, we experience the reality of perceived objects as their being
present to us here and now. We do not merely represent them as such we expe-
rience them as such; they appear to us transparently and directly. The dark blue
paperweight is experienced as present to me at this very moment here and now.
Experiential presence in that sense is an essential feature of the phenomenal
content and of the intentional structure of the experience.

Thus to be capable of having (or undergoing) such experiences I must have
at least an implicit understanding of that relation of presence. Experience is not
a process of blind representation. It requires some understanding of what is be-
ing experienced; one cannot have (or undergo) an experience without a grasp
of its content. Thus in so far as presence is essential to the content of percep-
tual experience, I could not have (or undergo) any such experiences without
a sufficient grasp of that relation. But understanding the relation requires un-
derstanding that to which it is a relation, i.e. understanding it as a relation of
presence to self. Thus we see that a key element of reflexive meta-intentionality is
built into the very structure of conscious experience itself, not as an additional
explicit meta-state but as implicit feature of its intentional and phenomenal
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structure. Perhaps this is part of what Kant was referring to when he wrote
that the “I think” must at least potentially accompany all our experiences (cf.
Gennaro 1992).

Starting from the other pole of phenomenal reality, that of the experienc-
ing self, one reaches a similar conclusion about the implicitly meta-intentional
nature of experience. As a matter of phenomenology, experiences are always
the experiences of some conscious subject who has or undergoes them. There
could not be a visual experience of a blue circle nor an experience of pain with-
out some self or conscious subject who has or undergoes them. The idea of an
experience of pain without a self or subject to experience it seems incoherent.
However, that dependence need not commit one to the existence of a substan-
tial self or to a conscious subject that exists distinct from experience and prior
to it. The relevant link may be internal to the phenomenal realm and a matter
of intentional interdependence rather than one way ontological dependence.

As noted above, the phenomenal self is perhaps best regarded as an in-
ternal feature of intentional structure of experience, as the coherent unified
viewpoint from which the world is experienced. The phenomenal self is thus a
crucial element of the internal structure of experience rather than an entity that
stands outside it and brings it into existence. For example, the fact of a given
visual experience or a specific experience of pain as being my experience is built
right into the phenomenal structure of the experience itself. Indeed it is diffi-
cult and perhaps even impossible to understand how something could count
as an experience unless such a reference to an experiencing self were built into
its intentional structure and content. As a matter of phenomenology, it does
not seem something could count as an experience at all if its nature as some-
thing undergone by an experiencing self were not built right into its intentional
structure and content. Part of what I understand when I undergo an experience
is that I am undergoing it.

Thus even if one regards the self as a virtual entity internal to the struc-
ture of experience rather than as an external substantial entity, the essential
link between experience and self remains: the existence of an experience re-
quires the existence of an experiencing self that undergoes it. However, the
dependence turns out not to be an ontological fact about a relation between
experience and its external basis, but rather a phenomenological fact about the
intentional structure of experience itself. Thus it provides another key respect
in which reflexive meta-intentionality is built into the very structure of phe-
nomenal experience. Nothing could count as a form of experience unless its
intentional structure embodied at least implicitly the idea of those experiences
as the experiences of an experiencing self that has or undergoes them.
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Thus our two lines of phenomenological inquiry – one starting from the
objective pole of phenomenal reality and the relation of presence, and the other
beginning from the subjective pole and the dependence of experience on the
experiencing self – both reveal important respects in which reflexive meta-
intentionality is built into the very structure of phenomenal experience. Thus
at least in these implicit ways, experiential states embody a heightened form
of meta-intentionality. In that respect the move from nonconscious forms of
mind to conscious experiential states depends in part upon an increase in de-
gree and quality of meta-intentional content. When a nonconscious mental
state is recruited and integrated into a global state of the sort posited by the
HOGS model, its content is transformed by its embedding within that larger
context. And since such global states are the neural realizations of phenome-
nal experiences, the content of the recruited state is specifically transformed in
ways that reflect or embody the meta-intentionality implicit in the structure of
the phenomenal experience into which it gets incorporated.

To avoid confusion, let me add that I am not claiming that being con-
scious in the experiential sense requires having explicit conceptualized self-
understanding of the sort that could be expressed by linguistic self-reports
such as “I am having an experience of a dark blue paperweight” or “A dark
blue paperweight is now phenomenally present to me.” The required self-
understanding may be entirely implicit and not conceptualized in ways that
make explicit inferential thought or linguistic report possible. Non-human
animals and even young pre-linguistic children likely lack any such explicit
conceptualized understanding, but they nonetheless clearly seem to undergo
phenomenal experiences and have rich conscious inner lives. The sort of self-
understanding that I claim they must have is that which is built into the very
structure of experience and phenomenal intentionality.

Consider a simple example. When a dog that saw a rabbit go behind a bush
sees it come out the other side, it does not need to think any explicit thought
of the form, “The rabbit now again appears to me.” But the dog experiences
the rabbit as present here and now, and in its phenomenal world I believe it
also makes the link between the rabbit present a moment ago and that which
is now present. Part of the content of its phenomenal state (and thus part of
the meaning of that state that it grasps in undergoing it) is that the object that
has appeared twice to the same self is one and the same rabbit. Making the link
between the remembered object and the currently perceived object is a matter
as well of making at least an implicit link between the remembered experi-
ence and present experience, and thus as linking the two experiences as from
a single “point of view” that of the same self. Thus even the dog, despite its
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limited capacity for explicit conceptualized meta-thoughts, embodies implicit
meta-understanding in the dynamic organization and intentional structure of
its experience.

Though a lot more phenomenological inquiry would be needed to spell
out all the important details, I hope that what I have offered here has sufficed
to indicate the sorts of ways in which the GS global states of the HOGS model
involve implicit Higher-Order content and thus to have shown how to put the
HO into the HOGS.

. HOGS and general objections to the HO view

Before closing let me turn briefly to consider how the HOGS model might han-
dle the four interrelated objections raised above against both HOT and HOP
versions of the theory. The four were as follows:

1. Though the higher order theory may suffice to explicate one sense of “con-
scious state” as “state we are aware of”, it seems to many not to capture the
crucial sense that corresponds to “state it’s something like to be in.”

2. The HOT and HOP models must rely on seemingly ad hoc restrictions,
such as the noninferential and simultaneity requirements, to rule out ob-
vious counter examples.

3. The Generality objection: x’s being the object of an intentional state does
not in general make x conscious. Why then should mental states as inten-
tional objects be any different?

4. The problem of qualia which seem to get stranded on the standard ver-
sions. Although HOT and HOP theorists claim qualia are properties of the
lower-order object state, they could be so only in an oddly strained sense
of “qualia”, since such lower-order states can have all the properties they do
without there being anything it’s like to be in them. Nor according to the
HOT or HOP models do qualia occur as properties of higher-order states.
Thus they seem to find no satisfactory home on either model.

The HOGS model offers a unified response to all four objections. On the
HOGS model, a nonconscious perception gets transformed into a conscious
visual experience by being recruited into an integrated global state that real-
izes a momentary episode of experience. On the HOGS model the transition is
not a matter of merely adding a separate meta-state directed at the lower-order
state, so cases that involve meta-states based on third person evidence simply
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do not count as even prima facie counter examples. Thus there is no need to
adopt seemingly ad hoc restrictions, such as the noninferential requirement.

Answers to the qualia and generality objections similarly turn on the role
played by recruitment. A nonconscious visual perception of a blue globe be-
comes a visual experience of it when the active region of visual cortex is re-
cruited into the global substrate of a conscious episode. The recruitment pre-
serves much of the prior content but in an altered context that transforms it
into an aspect of phenomenal reality, e.g. into a visually experienced property
of an object present to me in my world. The color of the globe as it appears to
me thus become a quale, a property of phenomenal objects, i.e. of objects of my
experienced world that are present to me from my point of view within it. No
entailments follow about qualia being merely subjective features, nor purely
mental as sense data have been supposed to be. One might, as some have re-
cently proposed (Alston 1999), explain appearing as a form of direct awareness
and perceptual experience as a broad relation that includes the outer object as
well as what goes on within the subject’s head. I offer no opinion of such is-
sues here, but only wish to note that taking qualia to be properties of objects
that appear to us in experience by itself carries no commitment to they’re being
purely private or only “in the head.”

The reply to the Generality Problem falls out immediately. What makes
my perception into a conscious one is not my merely having a state about it,
but its being recruited into my integrated experiential state. Thus one need not
worry about “conscious pencils” unless pencils too can be recruited into global
phenomenal states, a possibility that does not even seem to make sense as far
as I can see. The fact that my having intentional states about pencils does not
make them conscious poses no difficulty for the HOGS model since the model
does not claim that one transforms a state into a conscious one by having a
separate meta-state about it.

Given what it has to say about qualia and in reply to the Generality Prob-
lem, the HOGS model seems more promising as way of explaining the the no-
tion of a conscious state in the “what it’s like” sense. I certainly do not claim
that it does the job by itself or that it thereby solves the so called “hard prob-
lem”. But I think it moves us significantly in the right direction. It focuses us
on the thick and densely integrated structure of phenomenal intentionality and
the fundamentally dual aspect of experience as of both self and world. It thus
gives us opportunities to try and understand how such a structure of phenom-
enal intentional content might be realized by the globally integrated states that
seem to provide its physical substrate.
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. Conclusion

The alternative HOGS model I have offered here is not as yet a fully worked out
theory. There remains a lot of work to do, and perhaps in the end it may not
shed the light I hope it will. Most paths to understanding consciousness come
to dead ends or go only a little way before disappearing into the trackless grass.
Yet the HOGS model seems more promising than many recent contenders, and
I believe it merits serious attention and development which I hope others will
join in pursuing. The HOGS theory is not likely to give us the full story of con-
sciousness, but it has the potential to make an important contribution. Under-
standing consciousness requires understanding so many different things in so
many diverse ways, that no single model could meet all our explanatory needs.
Nonetheless, the HOGS model offers an insightful perspective that enables us
to see important links that might otherwise be missed. Though success in un-
derstanding consciousness is not likely in the end to be a wholly HOGS affair,
it seems likely to be partly so.
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Chapter 5

The superiority of HOP to HOT

William G. Lycan

[T]he perceptual model does not withstand scrutiny.
David Rosenthal (1997:740)

What is consciousness? – to coin a question. According to “higher-order rep-
resentation” (HOR) theories of consciousness, a mental state or event is a con-
scious state or event just in case it (itself) is the intentional object of one of the
subject’s mental representations.

That may sound odd, perhaps crazy. In fact, because of the richly diverse
uses of the word “conscious” in contemporary philosophy of mind, it is bound
to sound odd to many people. So I must begin by specifying what I here mean
by “conscious state or event” (hereafter just “state,” for convenience).

. The explanandum

A state is a conscious state iff it is a mental state whose subject is (directly or
at least nonevidentially) aware of being in it. For the duration of this paper,
the latter biconditional is to be taken as a stipulative definition of the term
“conscious state.” I think that definition is not brutely stipulative or merely
technical, because it records one perfectly good thing that is sometimes meant
by the phrase, as in “a conscious memory,” “a conscious decision.” But it is
necessary to be careful and painfully explicit about usage, because the phrase
“conscious state” has also been used in at least two entirely different senses,
as respectively by Dretske (1993) and Block (1995). Failure to keep these and
other senses straight not only can lead but has led to severe confusion.)

To come at my target subject-matter from a slightly different angle, mental
or psychological states fall roughly into three categories: (a) States whose sub-
jects are aware of being in them, such as felt sharp pains, or reciting a poem
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carefully to oneself in an effort to recall its exact words. (b) States whose sub-
jects are not aware of being in them, but could have been had they paid at-
tention; you realize that you have been angry for some time but were unaware
of it, or you do not notice hearing a tiny whine from your computer monitor
until you concentrate on the quality of the ambient noise. (c) States that are
entirely subterranean and inaccessible to introspection, such as language- or
visual-processing states and just possibly Freudian unconscious ones. A theory
is needed to explain the differences between states of these three kinds. Such
a theory is what I here shall call a theory “of consciousness” – though there is
no known limit to the variety of intellectual structures that have somewhere or
another been called “theories of consciousness” (see Lycan 2002).

. HOR theories

A “higher-order representation” theory of consciousness in the foregoing sense
is one according to which: what makes a conscious state conscious is that the
state is the intentional object of, or is represented by, another of the subject’s
mental states, suitably placed or employed.1 Given our definition of “conscious
state,” that idea is not so strange after all. On the contrary; it may now seem
too obvious: If I am aware of being in mental state M, then tautologically, my
awareness itself is an awareness of, and that “of” is the “of” of intentionality; my
state of awareness has M as its intentional object or representatum. Therefore,
for M to be a conscious state is (at least) for M to be represented by another of
my mental states, QED.

It is easy to see how HOR theories explain the differences between the fore-
going three types of mental state. States of type (a) are states which are the ob-
jects of actual higher-order representations. States of type (b) are ones which
are not the objects of actual higher-order representations, but which could have
been and perhaps come to be so. States of type (c) are those which, for reasons
of our psychological architecture, cannot be internally targeted by person-level
metarepresentations (“internally” because, of course, cognitive psychologists
come to represent the processing states of subjects in the course of third-person
theorizing).

In addition to the argument given two paragraphs back, and the fact that
HOR theories do explain the differences between our three types of mental
state, there are other features that recommend HOR theories. I have expounded
them in previous works (chiefly Lycan 1996:15ff.), so I shall only mention a
couple of them here. For example: Such theories explain a nagging ambiguity
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and/or dialect difference regarding sensations and feeling; and they afford what
I believe is the best going account of “knowing what it’s like” to experience a
particular sort of sensation (Lycan 1996:Ch. 3).

But of course further issues arise, chiefly about the nature of the putative
higher-order representations. Notoriously, HOR theories subdivide accord-
ing to whether the representations are taken to be perception-like or merely
thought-like. According to “inner sense” or “higher-order perception” (HOP)
versions, a mental state is conscious just in case it is the object of a kind of in-
ternal scanning or monitoring by a quasi-perceptual faculty (Armstrong 1968,
1981; Lycan 1987, 1996). But “higher-order thought” (HOT) theorists contend
that the state need be represented only by an “assertoric” thought to the ef-
fect that one is in that sort of state (Rosenthal 1986, 1990, 1991b, 1993, 1997;
Gennaro 1996; Carruthers 1996, 2000).

As is hinted by my title, my main purpose in this paper is to argue that
HOP versions of HOR are better motivated and more promising than HOT
versions.2 Which I believe to be true; but I have written the paper reluctantly.
For at least ten years I have meaning to write a piece exhibiting the superiority
of HOP to HOT, but until now I have always put it off, because at bottom I
regard the two views as more allies than competitors, both of them sensibly
resistant to some of the craziness that is out there about consciousness. I doubt
that their differences matter very much. But the quote from Rosenthal that
heads this paper is inspiring.

Before proceeding to the task, though, we should note the main objections
to HOR theories tout court.

. Objections to HOR theories

In particular, it is worth heading off two bad and ignorant criticisms. These
two have been scouted more than once before, but I have found that they still
come up every time a HOR theory is propounded. First is the Qualia-Creation
objection: “You say that what makes a state conscious is that the state is the
intentional object of a higher-order perception or thought. But surely the mere
addition of a higher-order representation cannot bring a sensory or phenom-
enal quality into being. If the original state had no qualitative or phenome-
nal character, the HOR theories do not in any way explain the qualitative or
phenomenal character of experience; a mere higher-order representation could
hardly bring a phenomenal property into being. So how can they claim to be
theories of consciousness?”
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But it is no claim of either HOP or HOT per se to have explained anything
about qualitative character; they are theories only of the distinction between
mental states one is aware of being in and mental states one is not aware of
being in. Some other theory must be given of the original qualitative character
of a sensory state, such as the yellowy-orangeness of an after-image, the pitch
of a heard tone, or the smell of an odor. (Neither Armstrong, Rosenthal nor I
have ever suggested that a mere higher-order thought or even a higher-order
quasi-perception could explain the sensory core of experience. Each of us has
given an account of sensory qualities, but elsewhere.3)

Second, the Regress objection: “If the second-order representation is to
confer consciousness on the first-order state, it must itself be a conscious state;
so there must be a third-order representation of it, and so on forever.”

But HOP and HOT theorists reject the opening conditional premise. The
second-order representation need not itself be a conscious state. (Of course, it
may be a conscious state, if there does happen to be a higher-order representa-
tion of it in turn.)

Of course, HOR theories face other objections that are more serious, four
in particular; I have tried to answer them in previous works.

(1) Some critics, such as Sydney Shoemaker (1994), have complained that
HOR awards introspection too great a degree of fallibility. Also, HOR theo-
ries predict the theoretical possibility of false positives: Could I not deploy
a nonveridical second-order representation of a nonexistent sensation? –
and so, I might seem to myself to be in intense pain when in fact there was
no pain at all, which seems absurd. Karen Neander (1998) has prosecuted
an especially incisive version of this objection. I have rebutted Shoemaker’s
argument in Lycan (1996:17–22), and I have replied to Neander, not al-
together satisfactorily, in Lycan (1998). I argued against Shoemaker that
introspection is certainly fallible to some degree; having been elaborately
primed, the fraternity pledge mistakes the cold sensation produce on his
bare skin by the ice cube for burning heat. And there are reasons why the
egregious sorts of false positive cited by Neander would not happen.

(2) Georges Rey (1983) argued that higher-order representation comes too
cheap, and that laptop computers can deploy higher-order representations
of their first-order states; yet we would hardly award consciousness in any
sense to a laptop. In response, Lycan (1996:36–43) argued that conscious-
ness in the present sense comes in degrees, and that if we suppose (as Rey’s
argument must) that laptop computers have mental states in the first place,
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there is no reason to deny that some of those states are conscious to a very
low degree.

(3) Carruthers (2000) has complained that HOR theories require a grade of
computational complexity that lower animals and probably even human
subjects do not attain. His argument assumes that at any given time, many
of our mental states are conscious states; Lycan (1999) rejoins by rejecting
that assumption.

(4) HOR theorists’ standard reply to the Qualia-Creation objection separates
matters of consciousness in the present sense (mental states one is aware
of being in) from matters of qualia and qualitatative character, and accord-
ingly HOR theorists hold that a qualitative perceptual or sensory state may
go entirely unnoticed; thus there are, or could be, unfelt pains, and many
other sensations that are entirely nonconscious. But to some people the
idea of a sensation whose subject is unaware of having it is problematic to
say the least.

Unfelt pains and nonconscious sensations generally have been defended at
length by Armstrong (1968), Palmer (1975), Nelkin (1989), Rosenthal (1991a),
Lycan (1996) and others.4 (The matter is complicated by a dialect difference,
and the dispute over nonconscious sensations is at least partly verbal; see Lycan
(1996:16–21).) But Joseph Levine (2001) has pushed a version of the present
objection that I have not seen addressed in print, so I shall confront it here.

Levine considers three mental states involving visual redness:

my state as I deliberately stare at the [red] diskette case, my perception of a red
light while driving on ‘automatic pilot,’ and the clearly unconscious state of my
early visual processing system that detects a light intensity gradient. According
to HO[R], the first two states both instantiate the same qualitative character,
and for the second and third states there is nothing it is like to occupy them;
they are both unconscious, non-experiences. One oddity, then, is the fact that,
on HO[R], the very same qualitative feature possessed by my perception of the
diskette case can be possessed by a state that is as unconscious as the intensity
gradient detector.

Furthermore, does the intensity gradient detector itself possess qualitative
character? HO[R] faces a dilemma. To say such states have qualitative char-
acter seems to rob the notion of any significance. To deny them qualitative
character requires justification. What one would normally say is that to have
qualitative character there must be something it is like to occupy a state, and
the qualitative character is what it’s like. But the advocate of HO[R] can’t say
this, since states there is nothing it is like to occupy have qualitative character
on this view. (106)
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I am not sure why Levine finds it odd that the same qualitative feature pos-
sessed by his perception of the diskette case can be possessed by a state that is
“as unconscious as” the intensity gradient detector. Indeed, I am not sure how
he intends the detector example in the first place, as an example of a noncon-
scious mental state that has a red qualitative character in virtue of its intensity-
gradient detection, or rather as an example of a nonconscious psychological
state that has no qualitative character. In light of the alleged dilemma, Levine
does not seem to decide between these two interpretations, though I believe he
intends the second, because he is trying to bring out the absurdity he sees in
the idea of a qualitative state of which one is entirely unaware.

Moving on to the dilemma: What are its horns? That (a) one either says
that the gradient detector state has qualitative character, and thereby “seems to
rob the notion of any significance,” or (b) one denies that the gradient detector
state has qualitative character, which “requires justification.” The first of those
conditionals suggests that the detector is interpreted in the second way, as not
being in any qualitative state, the idea being that if we say that the gradient
detector state has qualitative character, we might as well say that a pancreatic
state or a state of a brick has qualitative character. I am not inclined to choose
horn (a), so I turn to the second conditional.

Since Levine himself seems to want to deny that the gradient detector state
has qualitative character, I suspect what he really thinks requires justification is
that the automatic-pilot visual state does have qualitative character when the
detector state admittedly does not: “What one would normally say is that to
have qualitative character there must be something it is like to occupy a state,
and the qualitative character is what it’s like.” The argument is then, “but the
advocate of HO[R] can’t say this, since states there is nothing it is like to occupy
have qualitative character on this view.”

That argument is guilty of equivocation. For both expressions, “qualitative
character” and “what it’s like” (as well as “phenomenal character/property”),
are now ambiguous and in just the same way. Each has been used to mean
the sort of qualitative property that characteristically figures in a sensory expe-
rience, such as yellowy-orangeness, pitch, or smell as mentioned above – call
these “Q-properties.” Each has also been used to mean the higher-order prop-
erty of “what it’s like” for the subject to experience the relevant Q-property.

To see that these are quite distinct, notice: (i) The higher-order “what it’s
like” property is higher-order; it is a property of the relevant Q-property. (ii) A
Q-property is normally described in one’s public natural language, while what
it is like to experience that Q-property seems to be ineffable. Suppose you are
having a yellowy-orange after-image and Jack asks you, “How, exactly, does the
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after-image look to you as regards color?” You reply, “It looks yellowy-orange.”
“But,” persists Jack, “can you tell me, descriptively rather than comparatively
or demonstratively, what it’s like to experience that ‘yellowy-orange’ look?” At
that point, if you are like me, words fail you; all you can say is, “It’s like. . .this; I
can’t put it into words.” Thus, the Q-property, the subjective color itself, can be
specified in ordinary English, but what it is like to experience that Q-property
cannot be.

(The distinction, which is also nicely elaborated by Carruthers (2000), is
obscured by some writers’ too quickly defining “sensory quality” in terms of
“what it’s like,” and by others’ using the phrase “what it’s like” to mean merely
a Q-property; Dretske (1995) and Tye (1995) do the latter.)

I hold that Levine’s own argument further illustrates the distinction. We
champions of nonconscious sensory qualities have argued that a Q-property
can occur without its subject being aware of it. In such a case, as Levine says,
there is a good sense in which it would not be like anything for the subject to
experience that Q-property. (Of course, in the Dretske-Tye sense there would
be something it was like, since the Q-property itself is that. For what it is worth,
I think Levine’s usage is better.) So even in the case in which one is aware of
one’s Q-property, the higher-order type of “what it’s like” requires awareness
and so is something distinct from the Q-property itself.

Thus, Levine is right that the advocate of HOR cannot say that “to have
qualitative character there must be something it is like to occupy a state, and
the qualitative character is what it’s like.” And no one else should say that either,
if by “qualitative character” they mean a Q-property. For we HORists hold that
one can be in a state featuring a Q-property without being aware of it, hence
without there being anything it is like to be in that state. And unless I have
missed it, Levine has provided no good argument against that claim.

. My HOP theory

Armstrong states the Inner Sense doctrine as follows.

Introspective consciousness...is a perception-like awareness of current states
and activities in our own mind. The current activities will include sense-
perception: which latter is the awareness of current states and activities of our
environment and our body. (1981:61)

As I would put it, consciousness is the functioning of internal attention mech-
anisms directed upon lower-order psychological states and events. I would
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also add an explicit element of teleology: Attention mechanisms are devices
which have the job of relaying and/or coördinating information about ongoing
psychological events and processes.

But that is not all. To count in the analysis of my consciousness in partic-
ular, the monitor must do its monitoring for me. A monitor might have been
implanted in me somewhere that sends its outputs straight to to the news me-
dia, so that the whole world may learn of my first-order mental states. Such a
device would be functioning as a monitor, but as the media’s monitor rather
than mine. More importantly, a monitor functioning within one of my subor-
dinate homunculi might be doing its distinctive job for that homunculus rather
than for me; e.g., it might be serving the homunculus’ proprietary event mem-
ory rather than my own event memory. This distinction blocks what would
otherwise be obvious counterexamples to HOP as stated so far.5

. Rosenthal’s objection to HOP

To justify his curt dismissal, Rosenthal (1997:740) makes a direct argument
against HOP, roughly: While perceiving always involves some sensory quality,
an inner sensing would itself involve some sensory quality. But attention to
one’s own sensory state does not involve any such quality over and above that
of the sensory state itself.

I reply (as in Lycan 1996:28–29) by granting the disanalogy. No HOP the-
orist has contended that inner sense is like external-world perception in ev-
ery single respect. Nor, in particular, should we expect inner sense to involve
some distinctive sensory quality at its own level of operation. The reason is
that “outer” sense organs have the function of feature detection. The sensory
properties involved in first-order sensory states are, according to me (Lycan
1987:Ch. 8; 1996:Ch. 4), the represented features of physical objects; e.g., the
color featured in a visual perception is the represented color of a (real or unreal)
physical object. Being internal to the mind, first-order states themselves do not
have ecologically significant features of that sort, and so we would not expect
internal representations of first-order states to have sensory qualities represent-
ing or otherwise corresponding to such features. As Rosenthal himself puts it,
“Whereas a range of stimuli is characteristic of each sensory modality, [first-
order] mental states do not exemplify a single range of properties” (p. 740).

Rosenthal will reply that if inner sense is disanalogous in that way from ex-
ternal perception, what is the positive analogy? (“[O]therwise the analogy with
perception will be idle” (p. 740).) And that brings me, finally, to my announced
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agenda: I mean to show that the higher-order representation of mental states is
more like perception than it is like mere thought.6

. HOP vs. HOT

. Intuitive priority

(I number this point “0” because it is not really an argument, but only a prelu-
dial sniff.) One would suppose that awareness psychologically preceded think-
ing, in that if X is real and “aware” is taken to be factive, S can think about
X only if S is independently (if not previously) aware of X. (Of course I here
mean “aware” in its ordinary, fairly general sense, not anything like direct or
perceptual awareness.) It is hard to imagine the reverse, S thinking about X
and thereby becoming aware of X. By contrast, to perceive X is precisely a way
of becoming aware of X.

No doubt Rosenthal would reply that I am inappropriately importing a
model based on thinking about external objects; awareness of those does re-
quire epistemic contact prior to thought. But it does not follow that the same
holds for our awareness of our own mental states. Perhaps when S is in an at-
tentive frame of mind, S’s mental state M itself simply causes in S the thought
that S is in M; no intermediating sort of awareness is required. Fair enough.
(And yet, what is the role of the “attentive” frame of mind? “Attentive” means,
disposed to attend – which again suggests that S first attends, and then has
thoughts about what attending has turned up.)

. Phenomenology

Wittgenstein and Ryle pooh-poohed the etymology of “introspection,” con-
tending that the metaphor of “looking inward” to “see” one’s own mental states
is a poor metaphor and an even worse philosophical picture of consciousness.
But I say it is at least a fine metaphor. When we attend to our own mental
states, it feels like that is just what we are doing: focusing our internal atten-
tion on something that is there for us to discern. Now, from this fact about
introspecting, it does not follow that the phenomenology of normal state con-
sciousness is also one of quasi-perceptual discernment, because in normal state
consciousness we are not doing any active introspecting, but are only passively
and usually nonconsciously aware of our first-order states. But even in the pas-
sive case, as Van Gulick (2001:288–289) points out, our first-order states are
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phenomenologically present to our minds and not (or not just) represented by
them, much as in external vision, physical objects are present to us without
seeming to be represented by us.7 (It takes philosophical sophistication to see
that vision really is representation; indeed, some philosophers still dispute the
latter thesis. So too, it takes philosophical sophistication to reject Descartes’
conviction that our own conscious states are simply and directly present to our
minds, rather than represented by them.)

Moreover, consider what happens when you have only been passively aware
of being in a mental state M but are then moved, by curiosity or by someone
else’s suggestion, to introspect. You both attend more closely to M and become
aware of your previously passive awareness. But the sense of presence rather
than representation remains. As Byrne (1997:117) observes, in such a case you
do not suddenly notice one or more thoughts about M, but only the discern-
ment of M through M’s presence to you. (I emphasize that all this is intended
as phenomenology, not as insisting that how things seem is how they are. The
phenomenology of presence may be illusory. My claim is only that it is the
phenomenology of awareness of one’s own mental state.)

. Voluntary control

Consciousness of our mental states is like perception, and unlike ordinary
thought, in that we have a considerable degree of control over what areas of
our phenomenal fields to make conscious. This is particularly true of active in-
trospecting, as I have emphasized elsewhere (Lycan 1996, 1999). If I ask you to
attend first to the feeling in your tongue, then to the sounds you can hear, then
to the right center of your visual field, and then to what you can smell right
now, you can do those things at will, and in each case you will probably make
a sensory state conscious that may not have been conscious before.

Here again, that introspecting is a highly voluntary activity does not en-
tail that ordinary passive representation of first-order states is as well. But it
seems to show that the introspectors, the monitors or scanners, are there to be
mobilized and that they may function in a less deliberate way under more gen-
eral circumstances. I contend, then, that the higher-order representations that
make a first-order state conscious are (etiologically) more like perceptions than
they are like thoughts. They are characteristically the outputs of an attention
mechanism that is under voluntary control; thoughts are not that.

Carruthers (2000:212–213) has trenchantly objected to one of my pre-
vious appeals to the voluntary control of introspecting. (That appeal (Lycan
1996:16–17) was made in defense of a different thesis, that our brains actually



 

The superiority of HOP to HOT 

do contain mechanisms of internal attention.) He suggests that “when we shift
attention across our visual field, this is mediated by shifting the first-order at-
tentional processes which are at work in normal perception, and which deliver
for us richer contents in the attended-to region of visual space. . .” Carruthers
proposes that what one does in response to the command, “Shift your atten-
tion to the right center of your visual field” is exactly what one would do in
response to “Without changing the direction in which you are looking, shift
your visual attention to the state of the world just right of center.” “The process
can be a purely first-order one.”

As a staunch representationalist about first-order sensory states (Lycan
1987, 1996), I am in no position to insist on a contrast between attending to
one’s Q-properties and attending to the real or putative perceptible features of
external objects; I believe Q-properties just are the real or putative perceptible
features of external objects. However, notice that it is not just the intentional
qualitative contents of my first-order states that I can voluntarily attend to. I
can also focus my attention, at will, on further properties of those contents, and
properties of the containing state as well. (Thus, I deny the full-blown “trans-
parency” thesis defended by Tye (2002).) I introspect a green patch in my visual
field. Let us grant that that is in part to detect external, physical greenness; but
that property itself determines nothing about any sensory modality, much less
any finer-grained mode of presentation. I also introspect that the greenness is
visual rather than something I learned of in some other way. I can also tell (fal-
libly) by introspection how compelling a visual experience it is, how strongly it
convinces me that there is a real green object in front of me.

Or consider pains. I am firmly convinced by Armstrong (1968) and Pitcher
(1970) that pains are representational and have intentional objects, real or in-
existent, which objects are unsalutary conditions of body parts. But those ob-
jects are not all I can introspect about a pain. I can also introspect its awful-
ness and the urgency of my desire that it cease. (I distinguish between the Q-
property of a pain, the pain’s specifically sensory core – say the throbbing char-
acter of a headache – and the pain’s affective aspect that constitutes its awful-
ness/hurtfulness (Lycan 1998). Those are not normally felt as distinct, but two
different neurological subsystems are responsible for the overall experience,
and they can come apart.8 The Q-property is what remains under morphine;
what morphine blocks is the affective aspect – the desire that the pain stop, the
distraction, the urge to pain-behave. I contend that the affective components
are functional rather than representational.)

Finally, for any Q-property, I can introspect the higher-order property of
what it is like to experience that Q-property.
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The moral is that I can focus my inner attention more finely (even) than
on particular Q-properties, and in particular on purely mental properties that,
unlike the Q-properties themselves, are not just features of the external world.

In any case, notice that although Rosenthal makes free (and perfectly rea-
sonable) use of the notions of introspection and introspective awareness, he has
no obvious account to give of introspecting, the voluntary and substantive sort
of activity I have described. The having of thoughts on a given subject-matter
is only partly, and not directly, under voluntary control.

Rocco Gennaro has offered a HOTist reply to the current argument. It takes
the form of a dilemma: Either (a) the relevant higher-order representation is it-
self conscious or (b) it is not. Suppose (a). HOP has no obvious advantage over
HOT for this case, Gennaro says, because the HOT theorist can equally talk of
a subject S’s “actively searching for” an object of the higher-order thought, or
“deliberately thinking about” such an object. (Indeed, we often do such things
in what HOT theorists might call “reflection.”) As in the anticipated reply to
point 0 above, perhaps when S is in an attentive frame of mind, S’s first-order
mental state itself simply causes the thought that S is in that state, with no
intermediating sort of awareness required.

Now suppose (b), that the relevant higher-order representation is not a
conscious one. Then, when S controls where to focus S’s attention, that does
not seem to be the result of S’s controlling S’s unconscious higher-order repre-
sentations. Even though S does have significant voluntary control over S’s first-
order perceptual states, the higher-order representations produced by the at-
tention mechanism are in no way contributing to the voluntariness in question.
Thus, even if we agree that the relevant higher-order representations are pro-
duced by a mechanism that is perception-like, there is no reason to think that
what is produced by such a mechanism is more perception-like than thought-
like. And so HOP has no advantage over HOT for case (b) either. Net result:
No relevant advantage for HOP over HOT.

I am not persuaded on either count. For case (a), I do not concede that
the HOT theorist can equally talk of “active searching” etc. Compare the vol-
untary control of first-order attending to external objects: At will, we can se-
lectively attend to environmental region R and see whatever there is in R. We
do not in the same facile way control what things in the environment we have
thoughts about; thought is more spontaneous and random. The only obvious
way in which we control what to have thoughts about is first to attend (per-
ceptually) to a region R and thereby cause ourselves to have thoughts about
whatever there is in R.



 

The superiority of HOP to HOT 

The same goes for the voluntary control of attending to first-order men-
tal states. At will, we can selectively attend to phenomenal region R and detect
whatever sensory qualia there are in R. We do not in the same facile way control
what regions of or things in the phenomenal field we have thoughts about; the
only obvious way in which we control what to have thoughts about is first to
attend to a region R and thereby cause ourselves to have thoughts about what-
ever sensory qualia there are in R. I can try to have thoughts about contents of
R only by attending to R and detecting qualia there.

Anent case (b): Agreed, S’s control of where to focus S’s attention is not
the result of S’s controlling S’s unconscious higher-order representations, and
my argument does not show that the representation produced is in its own na-
ture and structure more perception-like. (So far as has been shown, representa-
tions spit out by the attention mechanisms and representations that just well up
thought-like from the marshmallow may be otherwise just alike – say, neural
states having the structures of predicate-calculus formulas.) But I want to say
that even if the putative higher-order perceptions and higher-order thoughts
are thus “intrinsically” alike, they still differ importantly and distinctively in
their etiological properties: The relevant higher-order representations are char-
acteristically produced by the exercise of attention. That makes them more
like perceptions than like thoughts, since it is not characteristic of thoughts
to be directly produced by the exercise of attention (though of course thoughts
can happen to be produced by the exercise of attention, normally by way of a
mediating perception).

. Nonvoluntary results

There is a sort of obverse point to be made in terms of voluntariness. It is
characteristic of external-world perception that, once the subject has exerted
her/his voluntary control in directing sensory attention, e.g., chosen to look in
a particular direction or to sniff the air inside a cupboard, the result is up to
the world. Perhaps what one then sees or smells is conditioned in some ways
by expectation or by interest, but for the most part we must see what is there in
that direction to be seen and smell whatever miasma the world has furnished.
The same is true of awareness of our own mental states. Though there too,
awareness is to some degree conditioned by expectation (recall the frat-boy
type of example), the first-order states that present themselves to our attention
are primarily as they are independently of our will. If you concentrate on your
right lower canine, you may find a slight ache there, or you may feel nothing
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there, but in either case (normally) that is up to your sensory system and what
it has or has not delivered.

Van Gulick (2001:286–287) argues that the case of higher-order thought is
not actually so different. He reminds us that the thoughts appealed to by HOT
theorists are assertoric thoughts. “Once the assertoric requirement comes to
the fore, our degree of voluntary control seems to shrink if not altogether dis-
appear,” because it is controversial at best to suppose that we can control our
beliefs. We should agree that if I choose to direct my attention to certain non-
perceptual but factual questions, I will nonvoluntarily be caused to make asser-
toric judgments one way or the other. (What is my daughter’s name? – Jane. Is
foreign-language study required for a Ph.D. in philosophy at my university? –
No. How fast does light travel in a vacuum? – Around 186,000 mps.)

But in those cases, I already know, or am confident of, the answers. On
questions I have not previously investigated, if I raise them and do not there-
upon investigate (perceptually or otherwise), I will normally not be confronted
by a fait accompli. How many people are sitting right now in the Carolina
Coffee Shop? What piece of music is being played on our local classical radio
station? Who was Vice-President of the United States in 1880? Occasionally, I
may consider a novel question and the answer may force itself upon me, in the
manner of a thought experiment. (If we lower admissions requirements and in-
crease the student body by 4,000, will our average student be better or worse?)
But that sort of case is not the norm, and this still distinguishes thought from
perception, though perhaps the distinction is now less in nonvoluntariness per
se than in the comparative range of nonvoluntariness: For perceptual investi-
gation, the answer comes right up nonvoluntarily almost every time, but for
thought-eliciting questions the percentage is a lot smaller.

. Degrees of awareness

As Lycan (1996:39–43) emphasized, awareness of our own mental states comes
in degrees. Given a mild pain that I have, I may be only very dimly and pe-
ripherally aware of it (assuming I am aware of it at all); or I may be more than
dimly aware of it though still only mutedly; or I may be well aware of it; or I
may be quite pointedly aware of it, thank you; or in a fit of hypochondria I may
be agonizingly aware of it and aware of little else. This range of possibilities is of
course characteristic of external-world perception as well. It is not characteris-
tic of mere thought. That is not to deny that the HOT theorist might construct
a notion of degree-of-awareness; for example, the number of distinct higher-
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order thoughts I have about my pain might be invoked. The point is only that
the HOP theorist has such a notion already and does not need to construct one.

. Epistemology

Our awareness of our own mental states justifies our beliefs about them. Indeed,
my only justification for believing that I now have a slight ache in my tailbone
and that I am hearing sounds as of a car pulling into the driveway is that I am
aware of both states. Active introspection justifies our beliefs about our mental
states even more strongly, though by no means infallibly. This is just what we
should expect if awareness is a perception-like affair. By contrast, merely having
an assertoric thought to the effect that one is in state M by itself does nothing to
justify the belief that one is in M, and having a metathought about that thought
adds no justification either.

Van Gulick (2001:280–281) puts a reliabilist spin on this contrast. We think
of our perceptual capacities as reliable channels of information, and, barring
evil-demon and other skeptical scenarios, for the most part they are. We do
not think of the having of thoughts, per se, as reliable information channels,
but count a thought as justified or justifying only when it is itself the output of
some other reliable channel – paradigmatically a perceptual one. Introspective
awareness is like perception in that respect: We think of our internal awareness
as a reliable source of information, and (again barring skeptical scenarios) for
the most part it is.

. Grain

Thoughts, as ordinarily conceived, differ from perceptual states in being more
thoroughly and more discretely conceptual. Their contents are reported in in-
direct discourse using complement clauses made of natural-language words,
and it is fair to say that we usually think in concepts that correspond to, and
are naturally expressed by, words. But words are fairly coarse-grained repre-
sentations. Now, consider a phenomenal region that may be an object of con-
sciousness for you at a time, say, a subarea of your visual field. Even if it is not a
particularly large region, it is rich, in irregular outlines, textures, gradations of
shading and the like. The phenomenal contents of this region would be either
impossible to describe in words at all, or possible to describe only in that one
could devise a description if one had gabillions of words and days or weeks of
time in which to deploy them all. (Byrne (1997:117) refers to roughly these dis-
juncts, respectively, as “the inexpressibility problem” and “the problem of the
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unthinkable thought.”) Unless thoughts are significantly less “conceptual” and
subtler than sentences of natural languages, your consciousness of the contents
of the phenomenal region cannot be constituted by a higher-order thought or
set of same. Perhaps thoughts are more subtle than sentences in some helpful
respect, but I think it is up to the HOT theorist to make that case.

Rosenthal emphasizes (1997:742, 745) that in areas of subtle sensory dis-
crimination, such as wine-tasting and music appreciation, an increase in con-
ceptual sophistication often makes for new experiences, or at least for finer-
grained experiences than were previously possible. He contends, and I agree,
that this is a mark in favor of HOT theories. But it does not help him against
the present argument in particular. The nuances of wine tastes and of musical
experience still outrun the verbalizable.

One might suggest on HOT’s behalf that a conscious state need not
be fully verbalizable. Indeed Rosenthal fleetingly acknowledges the problem
(1993:210): “No higher-order thoughts could capture all the subtle variations
of sensory quality we consciously experience.” He responds, “So higher-order
thoughts must refer to sensory states demonstratively, perhaps as occupying
this or that position in the relevant sensory field.” But, taken literally, that will
not do; as Byrne points out (117–118), one can demonstrate only what one is
already aware of, or some thing determinately related to another relevant thing
one is aware of. (Byrne adds that relaxing the requirement still further by allow-
ing the higher-order thought to designate the first-order state by any directly
referring term will not help either, because to be aware of being in a state is
to be aware of it in some characterizing way from one’s first-person point of
view, not just to token a directly referring name, such as “Alice,” that in fact
designates the state.)

. The ineffability of “what it’s like”

What is it like to experience the phenomenal yellowy-orangeness of a yellowy-
orange after-image? As I said in Section III above, we cannot generally express
such things in words. HOP explains that ineffability. When you introspect your
after-image and its phenomenal color, your quasi-perceptual faculty mobilizes
an introspective concept, one that is proprietary to that introspector and (for
a reason I have given elsewhere (Lycan 1996:60–61))) does not translate into
English or any other natural language. That is why you cannot say what it is
like for you to experience the visual yellowy-orangeness, though you still, and
rightly, feel that there is something it is like and that its being like that is a fact
if only you could express it verbally.
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HOT affords no comparable explanation. The HOT theorist would agree
that the way in which you are aware of what it is like to experience the greenness
is by deploying a higher-order representation of the after-image and its color,
but s/he has no systematic explanation of the ineffability. (Though of course it
is entirely compatible with HOT that some or all of the relevant higher-order
thoughts might be inexpressible in natural language.) Rosenthal’s passing con-
tention that higher-order thoughts must refer to sensory states demonstratively
would help if it were tenable, but Byrne’s point remains, that one can demon-
strate only what one is already aware of or what is determinately related to
something else one is aware of.

. Purely recognitional concepts

Brian Loar (1990) and others have argued for the existence of “purely recog-
nitional” concepts, possessed by subjects and applying to those subjects’ ex-
periences. Such concepts classify sensations without bearing any analytic or
otherwise a priori connections to other concepts easily expressible in natural
language, and without dependence on the subject’s existing beliefs about the
sensation in question. (It is in part because we have concepts of this sort that
we are able to conceive of having a sensation of this kind without the sensation’s
playing its usual causal role, without its representing what it usually represents,
without its being physical at all, etc., and we are able to conceive of there being
a body just like ours in exactly similar circumstances but is not giving rise to
a sensation of this kind – all facts fallaciously made much of by opponents of
materialism.)

Carruthers (2001:Section 3) notes that HOP can explain how it is possible
for us to acquire such phenomenal concepts. “For if we possess higher-order
perceptual contents, then it should be possible for us to learn to recognize
the occurrence of our own perceptual states immediately – or ‘straight off ’ –
grounded in those higher-order analog contents. And this should be possible
without those recognitional concepts thereby having any conceptual connec-
tions with our beliefs about the nature or content of the states recognized,
nor with any of our surrounding mental concepts.” HOT can make no parallel
claim about the acquisition of recognitional concepts, at least not straight away.
For one thing, how could we have a higher-order thought about a sensory state
without already having the pertinent concept? But in any case, merely having
a thought about something is not generally recognized as a means of acquiring
the concept of that thing.
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. HOT’s problem of sufficiency

Rosenthal has always acknowledged a prima facie problem about higher-order
thoughts that are mediated in the wrong ways. For example, I might learn of a
nonconscious mental state that I am in by noting my own behavior, or through
testimony from someone else who has been observing my behavior, or through
Freudian analysis; and so I could then have thoughts about that state even
though it is not a conscious one. To preëmpt that objection, Rosenthal requires
of a conscious state that its subject’s higher-order thought not be the result of
“ordinary inference.”

For some reason, several commentators have reported that Rosenthal has
imposed a stronger, causal requirement as well, e.g., that the higher-order
thought be directly caused by the first-order state. To my knowledge Rosen-
thal has never done that. However, on the basis of a series of hypothetical cases,
Francescotti (1995) contends that he should have. Further, Francescotti argues
that this gets Rosenthal in trouble, in that the causal requirement must be either
too weak or too strong.

No doubt chisholming will ensue, and perhaps Rosenthal can solve the
problem. But HOP has no such problem in the first place.

I do not regard any or all of the foregoing as a proof that HOP is supe-
rior to HOT. I do think I have shown that HOP can withstand considerably
more scrutiny than at least the leading proponent of HOT has been prepared
to allow.9

Notes

. As in Lycan (2001), I ignore the dubious possibility that the state is its own intentional
object, represented by itself alone. I know of no HOR theory that does not understand a
higher-order representation as being numerically distinct from its representatum. (Though
on Gennaro’s (1996) “Wide Intrinsicality View” and on Van Gulick’s (2001) “Higher-Order
Global State” picture, the relevant higher-order states are not entirely distinct from the first-
order states they target.)

. My opponent here will be what Carruthers (2000) calls “actualist” HOT, principally
Rosenthal’s own version. I shall not address Carruthers own “dispositionalist” HOT, be-
cause I believe it is quite a different sort of theory and incurs different sorts of objections.
And see his paper in this volume.

. E.g., Armstrong and Malcolm (1984); Rosenthal (1991a); Lycan (1996:Ch. 4). It is true
that Rosenthal and I have pressed our respective HOR views into service in helping to ex-
plain other things about consciousness more generally, including the phenomenon of its
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being “like” something to experience a sensory quality, but we did that only by conjoining
the views in an ancillary way with other, independent theoretical apparatus.

. Armstrong’s famous example is that of the long-distance truck driver who is daydreaming
and driving on autopilot; the driver must have perceived stop lights as red, for example,
or he would not have stopped at them. This example has become a poster child for HOP
theories, but I now believe incorrectly so; I do not think it is an example of a subject who
characteristically lacks higher-order perceptions. See Lycan and Ryder (2003).

. One such is offered by Levine (2001:106): States of the early visual system that detect
intensity gradients are (obviously) not conscious states. “[B]ut it’s not obvious that there
aren’t higher-order states of the requisite sort within the computational system that carries
out visual processing.”

. Güzeldere (1997) offers another argument specifically against my version of HOP (the
view he calls “Option 2” on its first interpretation (p. 794)). The argument is hard for me to
parse, because – understandably – it is stated in terms of Armstrong’s truck-driver example,
which I now reject (note 4 above). He points out, in my view correctly, that higher-order
representation of perceptual states would not help explain how those brain states constitute
the representings of external objects that they do. More generally, he warns against the fallacy
of confusing features of the representer with the represented. But these points are immanent
to his diagnosis of what he and I both consider an error of Armstrong’s about the truck
driver. They do not extrapolate to HOP per se. If Güzeldere has given any further argument
against HOP itself, I have missed it.

. In his article (279), Van Gulick does us the excellent service of listing some paradigm
features of perceiving, and asking the question of which of those features are shared by the
meta-mental states that HOP and HOT theorists agree make for consciousness.

. Besides a sensory, nociceptive system, it seems there is also an inhibitory system that for
occasional reasons damps the nociceptive signals. See Hardcastle (1999) and the references
given therein.

. Thanks to Zena Ryder for very detailed comments on a previous draft.
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Chapter 6

HOP over FOR, HOT theory

Peter Carruthers

Following a short introduction, this chapter begins by contrasting two differ-
ent forms of higher-order perception (HOP) theory of phenomenal conscious-
ness – inner sense theory versus a dispositionalist kind of higher-order thought
(HOT) theory – and by giving a brief statement of the superiority of the lat-
ter. Thereafter the chapter considers arguments in support of HOP theories in
general. It develops two parallel objections against both first-order representa-
tionalist (FOR) theories and actualist forms of HOT theory. First, neither can
give an adequate account of the distinctive features of our recognitional con-
cepts of experience. And second, neither can explain why there are some states
of the relevant kinds that are phenomenal and some that aren’t. The chapter
shows briefly how HOP theories succeed with the former task. And it then re-
sponds (successfully) to the challenge that HOP theories face the latter charge
too. In the end, then, the dispositionalist HOT version of HOP theory emerges
as the overall winner: only it can provide us with a reductive explanation of
phenomenal consciousness which is both successful in itself and plausible on
other grounds.

. Introduction

I should begin by explaining the bad joke that forms my title. (It is bad because
it does need some explanation, unfortunately.) On the one hand, I shall be
arguing in this chapter for the superiority of higher-order perception (HOP)
theories over both first-order representationalist (FOR) and actualist higher-
order thought (HOT) theories. (That is, I shall be arguing that HOP theories
win out over both FOR theory and actualist HOT theory.) But on the other
hand, I shall be arguing that the theory on which we should all converge (the
theory that we should all hop over for) is actually a dispositionalist form of HOT
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theory (a form of HOT theory that, when combined with consumer semantics,
can also count as a kind of HOP theory, as we shall see).

The topic of this chapter is phenomenal consciousness: the sort of con-
scious state that it is like something to have, or that has feel, or subjective phe-
nomenology. More specifically, this chapter is about whether (and how) phe-
nomenal consciousness can be reductively explained, hence integrating it with
our understanding of the rest of the natural world. I shan’t here pause to dis-
tinguish phenomenal consciousness from other forms of state-consciousness
(specifically, from various forms of access-consciousness), nor from a variety
of kinds of creature-consciousness; for these distinctions have been adequately
drawn elsewhere, and should by now be familiar (Rosenthal 1986; Block 1995;
Lycan 1996; Carruthers 2000:Ch. 1). Nor shall I pause to consider ‘mysterian’
arguments that phenomenal consciousness lies beyond the scope of reductive
explanation (McGinn 1991; Chalmers 1996; Levine 2000). And accounts that
attempt to explain phenomenal consciousness directly in terms of neurology
or brain-function (e.g. Crick & Koch 1990) are similarly excluded from dis-
cussion. (For direct critiques of both mysterian and neurological approaches
to consciousness, see Carruthers 2000:Chs. 2–4.) Somewhat more narrowly,
then, this chapter is concerned with attempts to provide a reductive explana-
tion of phenomenal consciousness in terms of some combination of intentional
(or representational) content and causal (or functional) role.

Representationalist theories of phenomenal consciousness can be divided
into two broad categories, each of which then admits of several further sub-
divisions. On the one hand there are first-order theories of the sort defended,
in different ways, by Kirk (1994), Dretske (1995) and Tye (1995, 2000). (For
discussion of a number of other variants on this first-order theme, see Car-
ruthers 2000:Ch. 5.) Such theories reduce phenomenal consciousness to a cer-
tain sort of intentional content (analog or fine-grained, perhaps; or maybe non-
conceptual – these differences won’t concern us here) figuring in a distinctive
place in the causal architecture of cognition (perhaps as the output of our per-
ceptual faculties, poised to have an impact on conceptual thought and behav-
ior control). And then on the other hand there are a variety of higher-order
theories that reduce phenomenal consciousness to some sort of higher-order
awareness of such first-order analog / non-conceptual intentional states.

Here is one way of carving up the different forms of higher-order repre-
sentational accounts of phenomenal consciousness. The basic contrast is be-
tween theories that claim that the higher-order states in question are them-
selves perceptual or quasi-perceptual, on the one hand, and those that claim
that they are conceptualized thoughts, on the other. Higher-order perception
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Representationalist theories
of phenomenal consciousness

First-order theories
(FOR)

(Dretske, Tye)

Higher-order theories
(HOR)

Higher-order perception
theories (HOP)

Higher-order thought
theories (HOT)

actualist HOT
theory

(Rosenthal)

Inner sense theory
(Armstrong, Lycan)

dispositionalist HOT /
dual-content theory

(Carruthers)

Figure 1. Representationalist theories of phenomenal consciousness

(HOP) theories propose a reduction of phenomenal consciousness to analog /
non-conceptual intentional content which is itself the target of (higher-order)
analog / non-conceptual intentional contents (Armstrong 1968; Lycan 1996;
Carruthers 2000). Actualist higher-order thought (HOT) theory, on the other
hand, reduces phenomenal consciousness to analog / non-conceptual contents
which are the actual target, at the time, of a higher-order belief or thought.
Or otherwise put, actualist HOT theory reduces phenomenal consciousness to
analog / non-conceptual contents of which the subject is conceptually aware
(Rosenthal 1986, 1993, 1997).

One somewhat surprising thesis to be advanced in the present chapter is
that both FOR theories and actualist HOT theories (which superficially look
very different from one another) turn out to be subject to quite similar kinds
of difficulty. In point of fact, essentially the same arguments that can be used to
defeat the one can also be used to defeat the other. Which then leaves HOP the-
ory as the only representationalist account left standing. But HOP theory, too,
admits of a pair of sub-varieties, one of which turns out to be, at the same time,
a (dispositionalist) form of HOT theory. This is where we begin, in Section 2.
But the range of different representationalist alternatives can be seen laid out
in Figure 1.
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. Two kinds of HOP theory

The form of higher-order perception (HOP) theory that will be familiar to
most people is so-called ‘inner sense’ theory, generally credited to John Locke
(1690). It was reintroduced in our era by Armstrong (1968), and has been de-
fended more recently by Lycan (1987, 1996). On this account, we not only have
a set of first-order senses charged with generating analog / non-conceptual rep-
resentations of our environments and the states of our own bodies, but we
also have a faculty of inner sense, which scans the outputs of those first-order
senses and generates higher-order analog / non-conceptual representations of
(some of) them in turn. And while terminology differs, it would seem that
it is these higher-order representations that are responsible for the feel of our
phenomenally conscious states.1 That is to say, our first-order perceptual states
get to be phenomenally conscious by virtue of being targeted by higher-order
perceptions, produced by the operations of our faculty of inner sense.

The contrasting, less familiar, form of HOP theory is a dispositionalist ver-
sion of HOT theory (Carruthers 2000), although it might equally be called a
‘dual-content theory’. On this account, some of our first-order perceptual states
acquire, at the same time, a higher-order analog / non-conceptual content by
virtue of their availability to a faculty of higher-order thought (HOT), com-
bined with the truth of some or other version of consumer semantics – either
teleosemantics, or functional / conceptual role semantics.2 (It is because it pro-
poses a set of higher-order analog – or ‘experiential’ – states, which represent
the existence and content of our first-order perceptual states, that the theory
deserves the title of ‘higher-order perception’ theory, despite the absence of any
postulated organs of higher-order perception.)

There is no faculty of ‘inner sense’ on this account; and it is one and the
same set of states that have both first-order and higher-order analog / non-
conceptual contents. Rather, a set of first-order perceptual states is made avail-
able to a variety of down-stream ‘consumer systems’ (Millikan 1984), some
concerned with first-order conceptualization and planning in relation to the
perceived environment, but another of which is concerned to generate higher-
order thoughts, including thoughts about those first-order perceptual states
themselves. And it is by virtue of their availability to the latter consumer system
that the perceptual states in question acquire a dual content. Besides being first-
order analog / non-conceptual representations of redness, smoothness, and so
on, they are now also second-order analog / non-conceptual representations
of seeming-redness, experienced-smoothness, and so forth; hence acquiring a
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dimension of subjectivity. And it is this dimension that constitutes those states
as phenomenally conscious, on this account.

How can we adjudicate between these two very different versions of HOP
theory? There are a pair of significant problems with inner sense theory. One
is that it is very hard to see any evolutionary reason for the development of an
organ of inner sense. Yet such a faculty would be by no means computationally
trivial. Since it would be costly to build and maintain, we need a good story
about the adaptive benefits that it would confer on us in return. But in fact
there are no such stories on offer. All of the various proposed functions of inner
sense turn out, either not to require inner sense at all, or to presuppose a faculty
for higher-order thought (HOT), or both (Carruthers 2000). In contrast, it
isn’t difficult for dispositionalist HOT theory to explain why a HOT faculty
should have evolved, nor why it should have access to perceptual contents. Here
the standard stories about the adaptive benefits of sophisticated social – and
perhaps ‘Machiavellian’ – thinking will surely suffice (Byrne & Whiten 1988,
1998; Carruthers 2000).

The other main problem with inner sense theory is that it ought to be pos-
sible for such a sense-organ to malfunction, just as our other senses sometimes
do (Sturgeon 2000). I can be confronted with a surface that is actually red, but
which (due to unusual lighting conditions, or whatever) I perceive as orange.
So, too, then, it ought to be possible for me to be undergoing an experience
with the first-order analog / non-conceptual content red while my inner-sense
faculty is producing the higher-order analog / non-conceptual content seems
orange or experienced orange. In such circumstances I would be disposed to
make the first-order recognitional judgment, ‘It is red’ (spontaneously, without
inferring that the surface is red from background knowledge or beliefs about
my circumstances), while at the same time being inclined to say that my ex-
perience of the object seems orange to me. Yet nothing like this ever seems to
occur.3

In contrast once again, no parallel difficulty arises for dispositionalist HOT
theory. For it is one and the same state that has both first-order and higher-
order analog / non-conceptual content, on this account. (So there can be no
question of the higher-order content existing in the absence of the first-order
one.) And the higher-order content is entirely parasitic upon the first-order
one, being produced from it by virtue of the latter’s availability to a faculty
of higher-order thought. There therefore seems to be no possibility that these
contents could ever ‘get out of line’ with one another. On the contrary, the
higher-order analog / non-conceptual state will always be a seeming of whatever
first-order analog / non-conceptual content is in question.
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There are difficulties for inner sense theory that don’t arise for disposition-
alist HOT theory, then. Are there any comparable costs that attend the disposi-
tionalist HOT version of HOP theory? Two are sometimes alleged; but neither
seems to me very real or significant. It is sometimes said in support of inner
sense theory that this approach makes it more likely that phenomenal con-
sciousness will be widespread in the animal kingdom (Lycan 1996). Whereas it
is rightly said that dispositionalist HOT theory will restrict such consciousness
to creatures capable of higher-order thought (humans, and perhaps also the
other great apes). But this alleged advantage is spurious in the absence of some
account of the evolutionary function of inner sense, which might then warrant
its widespread distribution. And our temptation to ascribe phenomenal con-
sciousness quite widely amongst non-human animals is easily explained as a
mere by-product of our imaginative abilities (Carruthers 1999, 2000), and/or
by our failure to be sufficiently clear about what really carries the explanatory
burden when we explain other people’s behavior by attributing phenomenally
conscious states to them (Carruthers forthcoming).

The other ‘cost’ of preferring dispositionalist HOT theory to inner sense
theory is that we are then required to embrace some form of consumer seman-
tics, and must give up on any pure causal-covariance, or informational, mere
input-side semantics. But this strikes me as no cost at all, since I maintain that
all right-thinking persons should embrace consumer-semantics as at least one
determinant of intentional content, quite apart from any considerations to do
with phenomenal consciousness (Botterill & Carruthers 1999).

I conclude, then, that once the contrast is clearly seen between inner sense
theory and dispositionalist HOT / dual-content versions of higher-order per-
ception (HOP) accounts of phenomenal consciousness, then the latter should
emerge as the winner overall. For there are powerful arguments against inner
sense theory, while there exist no significant arguments against dispositionalist
HOT theory (which aren’t just arguments against the higher-order character of
the account, which both approaches share, of course).

This result is important, since many people are inclined to reject HOP ac-
counts of phenomenal consciousness too easily. In fact, they see the weaknesses
in inner sense theory without realizing that there is an alternative form of HOP
theory (dispositionalist HOT theory plus consumer semantics) which isn’t re-
ally subject to those problems. The remainder of this chapter will now argue in
support of HOP approaches in general, as against both first-order representa-
tionalist (FOR) and actualist HOT accounts. Combining those arguments with
the points made briefly in the present section will then amount to an overall
argument in support of a dispositionalist HOT form of HOP theory.
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. Explaining higher-order recognitional judgments

There is something of a consensus building amongst philosophers opposed
to ‘mysterian’ approaches to phenomenal consciousness. It is that the right
way to undermine the various thought experiments (zombies, inverted expe-
riences, and such-like) that are supposed to show that phenomenal properties
don’t supervene logically on physical, functional, or intentional facts, is to ap-
peal to our possession of a set of purely recognitional concepts of experience
(Loar 1990, 1997; Papineau 1993, 2002; Sturgeon 1994, 2000; Tye 1995, 2000;
Carruthers 2000).

The idea is that we either have, or can form, recognitional concepts for
our phenomenally conscious experiences that lack any conceptual connections
with other concepts of ours, whether physical, functional, or intentional. I can,
as it were, just recognize a given type of experience as this each time it occurs,
where my concept this lacks any conceptual connections with any other con-
cepts of mine – even the concept experience. My possession of the concept this
can consist in nothing more nor less than a capacity to recognize a given type
of phenomenal state as and when it occurs.4

Given that I possess such purely recognitional concepts of experience, then
it is easy to explain how the philosophical thought experiments become possi-
ble. I can think, without conceptual incoherence or contradiction, ‘This type of
state [an experience as of red] might have occurred in me, or might normally
occur in others, in the absence of any of its actual causes and effects; so on any
view of intentional content that sees content as tied to normal causes (i.e. to
information carried) and/or to normal effects (i.e. to teleological or inferential
role), this type of state might occur without representing redness.’ Equally, I can
think, ‘This type of state [an experience] might not have been, or might not be
in others, an experience at all. Rather it might have been / might be in others
a state of some quite different sort, occupying a different position within the
causal architecture of cognition.’ Even more radically, I can think, ‘There might
have been a being (a zombie) who had all of my physical, functional, and in-
tentional properties, but who lacked this and this and that – indeed, who lacked
any of these states.’

Now, from the fact that we have concepts of phenomenally conscious states
that lack any conceptual connections with physical, functional, or intentional
concepts, it of course doesn’t follow that the properties that our purely recogni-
tional concepts pick out aren’t physical, functional, or intentional ones. So we
can explain the philosophical thought experiments while claiming that phe-
nomenal consciousness is reductively explicable in physical, functional, or in-
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tentional terms. Indeed, it increasingly looks to me, and to others, that any
would-be naturalizer of phenomenal consciousness needs to buy into the exis-
tence of purely recognitional concepts of experience.

Higher-order perception (HOP) theorists of phenomenal consciousness
are well placed to explain the existence of purely recognitional concepts of ex-
perience. We can say the following. Just as our first-order analog perceptual
contents can ground purely recognitional concepts for secondary qualities in
our environments (and bodies), so our higher-order analog perceptual con-
tents can ground purely recognitional concepts for our first-order experiences
themselves. The first-order perceptual contents analog-green, analog-smooth
and so on can serve to ground the recognitional concepts, green, smooth and so
forth. Similarly, then, the higher-order perceptual contents analog-experienced-
green and analog-experienced-smooth can serve to ground the purely recog-
nitional concepts of experience, this state and that state. And such concepts
are grounded in (higher-order) awareness of their objects, just as our recog-
nitional concepts green and smooth are grounded in (first-order) awareness of
the relevant secondary properties.

Neither first-order (FOR) theories of the sort defended by Dretske (1995)
and Tye (1995, 2000), nor actualist higher-order thought (HOT) theories of
the kind proposed by Rosenthal (1993, 1997) can give an adequate account
of our possession of purely recognitional concepts of experience, however. Or
so I shall briefly argue. (For further elaboration of some of these arguments,
especially in relation to FOR theories, see Carruthers 2004a.)

According to FOR theories, phenomenal consciousness consists in a dis-
tinctive kind of content (analog or non-conceptual) figuring in a distinctive
position in cognition (poised to have an impact upon thought and decision
making, say). Such contents are appropriate to ground first-order recognitional
applications of concepts of secondary qualities, such as green, smooth, and so
on. But what basis can they provide for higher-order recognition of those first-
order experiences themselves? The perceptual content analog-green can ground
a recognitional application of the concept green. But how could such a content
ground a recognitional application of the concept this [experience of green]? It
isn’t the right kind of content to ground an application of a higher-order recog-
nitional concept. For if such concepts are to be applied recognitionally, then
that means that they must be associated with some analog or non-conceptual
presentation of the properties to which they apply. And that means, surely, a
higher-order analog content or HOP.

One option for a FOR theorist here would be to say, as does Dretske (1995),
that the higher-order concept applies to experience indirectly, via recognition
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of the property that the experience is an experience of. On such an account the
putative recognitional concept this [experience as of green] is really a concept
of the form, my experience of this [green]. But this then means that the concept
is not, after all, a purely recognitional one. On the contrary, it is definitionally
tied to the concept experience, and also to the presence of greenness. And then
we can no longer explain the seeming coherence of the thoughts, ‘This [experi-
ence as of green] might not have been an experience, and might not have been
of this [green].’

Another option for a FOR theorist would be to defend a form of brute-
causal account, as Loar (1990) seems tempted to do. On this view the higher-
order recognitional concept this [experience as of green] wouldn’t have the
quasi-descriptive content assumed by Dretske. Rather, applications of it would
be caused by the presence of the appropriate kind of experience [as of green]
without the mediation of any mental state, and more specifically, without the
mediation of any higher-order perceptual state. But this view gets the phe-
nomenology of higher-order recognitional judgment quite wrong. When I
judge recognitionally, ‘Here is this type of experience again’, I do so on the basis
of awareness of that which my judgment concerns – a given type of experience.
I do not, as it were, judge blindly, as the brute-causal account would have it.

Finally, a FOR theorist might allow that we do have higher-order percep-
tions (HOPs) to ground our recognitional concepts of experience, while deny-
ing that this is what constitutes those experiences as phenomenally conscious
ones. (Tye 1995, sometimes seems tempted to adopt a position of this sort.)
On the contrary, it might be said, all first-order analog perceptual contents are
phenomenally conscious, but only some of these are targeted by higher-order
perceptual contents in such a way as to ground purely-recognitional concepts
of experience.

One problem with this proposal, however, is that it requires us to accept
the existence of phenomenally conscious states that are inaccessible to their
subjects. That is, it requires us to believe that there can be phenomenally con-
scious states of which subjects cannot be aware. For as I shall note briefly in
Section 4 below, there is now robust evidence for the existence of perceptual
systems whose outputs are inaccessible to consciousness, in the sense of being
unavailable to higher-order awareness or verbal report. And it is one thing to
claim that there can be phenomenally conscious states that we happen not to
be aware of through other demands on our attention (some have wanted to
describe the ‘absent minded driver’ type of example in these terms), but it is
quite another thing to claim that there are phenomenally conscious states in
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us that we cannot be aware of, or that we are blind to. This would be very hard
to accept.

Another difficulty with the proposal is that it appears to confuse together
two distinct forms of subjectivity. Any first-order perceptual state will be, in
a sense, subjective. That is, it will present a subjective take on the organism’s
environment, presenting that environment in one way rather than another, de-
pending on the organism’s perspective and its discriminatory abilities. Thus
any form of perception will involve a kind of subjectivity in the way that the
world is presented to the organism. But phenomenal consciousness surely in-
volves a much richer form of subjectivity than this. It involves, not just a dis-
tinctive way in which the world is presented to us in perception, but also a
distinctive way that our perceptual states themselves are presented to us. It isn’t
just the world that seems a certain way to us, but our experiences of the world,
too, appear to us in a certain way, and have a distinctive feel or phenomenol-
ogy. And this requires the presence of some form of higher-order awareness,
which would be lacking in the first-order representational (FOR) proposal
made above.

FOR theories face severe difficulties in accounting for our possession of
purely-recognitional concepts of experience, then. Similar difficulties arise for
actualist higher-order thought (HOT) theory, of the sort defended by Rosen-
thal (1993, 1997). On this account, an experience gets to be phenomenally con-
scious by virtue of the subject’s conceptual awareness of the occurrence of that
experience – that is to say, provided that the experience causes (and causes im-
mediately, or non-inferentially) a higher-order thought to the effect that such
an experience is taking place. But in the absence of any higher-order percep-
tual contents to ground such higher-order thoughts, this approach provides
just another version of the ‘brute-causal’ account discussed above, and suffers
from the same difficulties.

Specifically, actualist HOT theory cannot account for the way in which our
higher-order thoughts about our experiences appear to be grounded in some
sort on non-conceptual awareness of those experiences. Nor, in consequence,
can it explain how purely recognitional (higher-order) concepts of experience
are possible which preserves their similarity to (first-order) recognitional con-
cepts of color. Just as my judgments of ‘green’ are grounded in perceptual
awareness of greenness (guided in their application by the content analog-
green), so too my judgments of ‘this state’ are grounded in awareness of the
state in question, which requires that they should be guided by a higher-order
perceptual content such as analog-experienced-green.
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According to actualist HOT theory, there is a sense in which my recogni-
tional judgments of experience are made blindly.5 I find myself making higher-
order judgments about the occurrence of experience, but without those judg-
ments being grounded in any other awareness of those experiences themselves.
It is rather as if I found myself making judgments of color (e.g. ‘Red here again’)
in the absence of any perceptual awareness of color. But higher-order judgment
doesn’t appear to be like that at all. When I think, ‘Here is that experience
again’, I think as I do because I am aware of the experience in question. I can
reflect on the appropriateness of my judgment, given the properties of the ex-
perience, for example. This requires the presence of higher-order perceptions
of that experience – namely, HOPs.

. Why some states are phenomenal and some aren’t

One difficulty for both first-order (FOR) theories and actualist higher-order
thought (HOT) theories of phenomenal consciousness, then, is that neither
can account adequately for the existence of purely recognitional judgments of
experience. Another, equally powerful, objection is that neither can explain
why some perceptual states are phenomenal and some aren’t. That is to say,
neither can give an adequate account of that in virtue of which some ana-
log / non-conceptual states have the properties distinctive of phenomenal con-
sciousness and some don’t. But in order to make this point, I first need to
say just a little about the conscious / non-conscious distinction as it applies
to perceptual states.

The evidence for non-conscious perceptual states in all sensory modalities
is now quite robust (Baars 1997; Weiskrantz 1997). Here let me concentrate
on the case of vision. Armstrong (1968) uses the example of absent-minded
driving to make the point. Most of us at some time have had the rather un-
nerving experience of ‘coming to’ after having been driving on ‘automatic pilot’
while our attention was directed elsewhere – perhaps day-dreaming or engaged
in intense conversation with a passenger. We were apparently not consciously
aware of any of the route we have recently taken, nor of any of the obstacles
we avoided on the way. Yet we must surely have been seeing, or we would have
crashed the car. Others have used the example of blindsight (Weiskrantz 1986;
Carruthers 1996). This is a condition in which subjects have had a portion of
their primary visual cortex destroyed, and apparently become blind in a region
of their visual field as a result. But it has now been known for some time that if
subjects are asked to guess at the properties of their ‘blind’ field (e.g. at whether
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it contains a horizontal or vertical grating, or whether it contains an ‘X’ or an
‘O’), they prove remarkably accurate. Subjects can also reach out and grasp
objects in their ‘blind’ field with something like 80% or more of normal accu-
racy, and can catch a ball thrown from their ‘blind’ side, all without conscious
awareness. (See Weiskrantz 1997, for details and discussion.)

More recently, a even more powerful case for the existence of non-
conscious visual experience has been generated by the two visual systems theory
proposed and defended by Milner and Goodale (1995). (See Figure 2.) They re-
view a wide variety of kinds of neurological and neuro-psychological evidence
for the substantial independence of two distinct visual systems, instantiated in
the temporal and parietal lobes respectively. They conclude that the parietal
lobes provide a set of specialized semi-independent modules for the on-line
visual control of action; whereas the temporal lobes are primarily concerned
with more off-line functions such as visual learning, object recognition, and
action-planning in relation to the perceived environment. And only the expe-
riences generated by the temporal-lobe system are phenomenally conscious, on
their account.6

To get the flavor of Milner and Goodale’s hypothesis, consider just one
strand from the wealth of evidence they provide. (For more extensive philo-
sophical discussion, see Carruthers 2000; Clark 2002.) This is a neurological
syndrome called visual form agnosia, which results from damage localized to
both temporal lobes, leaving primary visual cortex and the parietal lobes in-
tact. (Visual form agnosia is normally caused by carbon monoxide poisoning,
for reasons that are little understood.) Such patients cannot recognize objects
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or shapes, and may be capable of little conscious visual experience; but their
sensorimotor abilities remain largely intact.

One particular patient (D.F.) has now been examined in considerable de-
tail. While D.F. is severely agnosic, she is not completely lacking in conscious vi-
sual experience. Her capacities to perceive colors and textures are almost com-
pletely preserved. (Why just these sub-modules in her temporal cortex should
have been spared isn’t known.) As a result, she can sometimes guess the iden-
tity of a presented object – recognizing a banana, say, from its yellow color and
the distinctive texture of its surface. But she is unable to perceive the shape of
the banana (whether straight or curved); nor its orientation (upright or hori-
zontal; pointing towards her or across). Yet many of her sensorimotor abilities
are close to normal – she would be able to reach out and grasp the banana, ori-
enting her hand and wrist appropriately for its position and orientation, and
using a normal and appropriate finger grip.

Under experimental conditions it turns out that although D.F. is at chance
in identifying the orientation of a broad line or letter-box, she is almost nor-
mal when posting a letter through a similarly-shaped slot oriented at random
angles. In the same way, although she is at chance when trying to discrimi-
nate between rectangular blocks of very different sizes, her reaching and grasp-
ing behaviors when asked to pick up such a block are virtually indistinguish-
able from those of normal controls. It is very hard to make sense of this data
without supposing that the sensorimotor perceptual system is functionally and
anatomically distinct from the object-recognition / conscious system.

There is a powerful case, then, for thinking that there are non-conscious
as well as conscious visual percepts. While the perceptions that ground your
thoughts when you plan in relation to the perceived environment (‘I’ll pick up
that one’) may be conscious, and while you will continue to enjoy conscious
perceptions of what you are doing while you act, the perceptual states that ac-
tually guide the details of your movements when you reach out and grab the
object will not be conscious ones, if Milner and Goodale are correct.

But what implications does this have for phenomenal consciousness, as op-
posed to access consciousness (Block 1995)? Must these non-conscious per-
cepts also be lacking in phenomenal properties? Most people think so. While
it may be possible to get oneself to believe that the perceptions of the absent-
minded car driver can remain phenomenally conscious (perhaps lying outside
of the focus of attention, or being instantly forgotten), it is very hard to believe
that either blindsight percepts or D.F.’s sensorimotor perceptual states might be
phenomenally conscious ones. For these perceptions are ones to which the sub-
jects of those states are blind, and of which they cannot be aware. And the ques-
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tion, then, is: what makes the relevant difference? What is it about a conscious
perception that renders it phenomenal, that a blindsight perceptual state would
correspondingly lack? Higher-order perception (HOP) theorists are united in
thinking that the relevant difference consists in the presence of a higher-order
perceptual content in the first case that is absent in the second, in virtue of the
presence of which a phenomenally conscious state is a state of which the subject
is perceptually aware.

First-order (FOR) theories, by contrast, face considerable difficulties on
this point. Unless the proponents of such theories choose to respond by deny-
ing the data, or by insisting that even blindsight and sensorimotor percepts
are actually phenomenally conscious ones, then there is really only one viable
option remaining. This is to appeal to the functional differences between per-
cepts of the different kinds in explaining why one set is phenomenally con-
scious while the others aren’t. For notice that the percepts constructed by the
temporal-lobe system are available to conceptual thought and planning, but
not to guide detailed movement on-line; whereas the reverse is true of the
percepts produced by the parietal system. It is therefore open to a FOR the-
orist to say that it is availability to conceptual thought that constitutes an oth-
erwise non-conscious perceptual state as phenomenally conscious (Kirk 1994;
Tye 1995).

If what were being proposed were a brute identity claim, then such a posi-
tion might be acceptable (or as acceptable as such claims ever are, if what we
really seek is an explanation).7 But proponents of FOR theories are supposed to
be in the business of reductively explaining phenomenal consciousness. And it
is left entirely obscure why the presence of conceptual thought and/or planning
should make such a difference. Why should a perceptual state with the content
analog-green, for example, remain unconscious if it is available just to guide
movement, but become phenomenally conscious if used to inform conceptu-
alized thoughts (such as, ‘That one is green’ or ‘I will pick up the green one’)?
Granted, there is a big difference between thinking and acting. But what rea-
son is there for believing that this difference can explain the difference between
phenomenality and its lack?

Actualist higher-order thought (HOT) theory faces essentially the same
difficulty. In explaining why sensorimotor percepts aren’t phenomenally con-
scious, a HOT theorist can point out that while such percepts guide movement,
they aren’t available to higher-order thought and judgment. In contrast, the
percepts produced by the temporal-lobe visual system are available to concep-
tual thought and reasoning in general, and to higher-order thought in partic-
ular. And the claim can then be made that those perceptual states produced
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by the temporal-lobe system are phenomenally conscious that are actually the
target of a higher-order thought about themselves.

But why should the presence of a higher-order belief about the existence
of a first-order perceptual state render that state phenomenally conscious?
Why should higher-order access consciousness generate phenomenal conscious-
ness? The first-order state remains the same, just as it was in the absence of
the higher-order thought. (Or if it changes, this will be merely via a shifting
of perceptual similarity-spaces, of the sort that is often caused by concept-
application – as when I can make the aspect of a duck–rabbit figure alter by
applying different concepts to it – not a change from the absence of subjective
feel to its presence.) And the higher-order thought in question will character-
istically not be a conscious one. It seems like actualist HOT theorists have no
option but to advance a brute identity claim, saying that to be a phenomenally
conscious state just is to be a perceptual state targeted by a HOT. But this is to
give up on attempting a reductive explanation of the phenomena.8

. Does HOP theory face the same objection?

I have argued then (in Section 3) that both first-order (FOR) theories and actu-
alist HOT theories face essentially the same problem in explaining how we can
have purely recognitional concepts of experience; whereas higher-order per-
ception (HOP) theories are well placed to provide such an explanation. And I
have now argued (in Section 4) that neither FOR theories nor actualist HOT
theory can give an adequate account of the conscious / non-conscious distinc-
tion, explaining why some perceptual states are phenomenally conscious while
some aren’t. But how well do HOP theories perform in this latter respect? For
ease of presentation, I shall now switch to framing the discussion in terms of
the form of HOP theory that I actually endorse, namely dispositionalist HOT
theory. On this account, phenomenal consciousness consists in the dual per-
ceptual content (both first-order and higher-order) possessed by those percep-
tual states that are made available to HOT (given the truth of some or other
form of consumer semantics).

Initially, the explanation of the difference between the states produced by
the parietal and temporal-lobe visual systems is straightforward. The outputs
of the sensorimotor system are first-order analog contents that are used merely
to guide movement; and as such they aren’t phenomenally conscious. The out-
puts of the temporal-lobe system, in contrast, are available to a variety of down-
stream consumer systems (such as action-planning), included in which is a
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faculty for higher-order thought (HOT). And it is by virtue of their availability
to this HOT faculty that the first-order analog states that are produced by the
temporal-lobe system come to acquire, at the same time, higher-order analog
contents (given the truth of consumer semantics). And it is by virtue of hav-
ing such dual content that the perceptual states in question are phenomenally
conscious.9

Here is how an objection might go, however (Byrne 2001). Even if we don’t
have any real examples, it surely could happen that dual-content perceptual
states might occur without being accessible to their subjects (e.g. without be-
ing available to conscious thought and/or without being reportable in speech).
For example, perhaps there could be a separate HOT faculty that monitors the
outputs of the sensorimotor visual system for some reason, rendering those
states, too, as dual-content ones. Then if I want to say that such states wouldn’t
really be phenomenally conscious ones, don’t I have to appeal to functional-
role considerations, just as FOR theory did above? Don’t I have to say that
phenomenally conscious states are dual-content perceptual states that are re-
portable in speech, or something of the sort? And then can’t I, too, be charged
with postulating a brute identity here, and giving up on reductive explanation?

An initial reply is that it is extremely unlikely that there should actually
be such dual contents that aren’t available to us. This is because higher-order
thought doesn’t come cheap. So far as we know, a capacity for it has evolved
just once in the history of life on earth, somewhere in the great ape / hominid
lineage (perhaps only with the appearance of Homo – see Povinelli 2000, for a
skeptical look at the mentalizing abilities of chimps). The idea that there might
be a capacity for HOT attached to the outputs of the sensorimotor system, or
embedded someplace within our color-discrimination module or whatever, is
unlikely in the extreme. So I don’t think that there are any real examples of
non-access-conscious dual-content analog states (in the way that there are lots
of real examples of non-conscious first-order perceptual states).

I concede, however, that it is logically possible that there could be dual-
content events that aren’t (in a sense) conscious. But here it is important to em-
phasize the distinction between phenomenal consciousness and various forms
of access consciousness. I bite the bullet, and commit myself to the view that
it is logically possible for there to be phenomenally conscious events (analog
perceptual states with dual content, hence perceptual states with a subjective
dimension) that aren’t access-conscious (that aren’t available for reporting in
speech or to figure in decision-making). And I think that intuitions to the
contrary are easily explained away. I certainly don’t see why one should define
phenomenal consciousness in such a way as to entail access consciousness.
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This is where the fact that there are no real examples of dual-content per-
ceptual states that aren’t also access-conscious becomes important. For within
our experience and to the best of our belief these two properties are always
co-instantiated. It might be natural for us, then, to assume that the two are
somehow essentially connected with one another – especially since imagina-
tion, when conscious and reflectively guided, always deploys states that are
access-conscious. It is hard for us to imagine a phenomenally conscious state
that isn’t access-conscious. But that may just be because any image that we re-
flectively form is de facto access-conscious, given the way in which our cognitive
system is actually structured.

What matters is not what we can or can’t imagine, but what we can or can’t
explain. And my contention is that dispositionalist HOT theory can reductively
explain the distinctive features of phenomenal consciousness. In particular, by
virtue of their dual analog content, perceptual states that are available to HOT
will take on a subjective dimension. They will be both world-representing (or
body-representing, in the case of pain and touch) and experience-representing
at the same time. In such cases it isn’t just the world that is presented in a
certain way to us, but our own experience of that world will also be presented
in a certain way to us. And by virtue of such higher-order presentings, we can
form purely recognitional concepts targeted on those very experiential states.

This isn’t the place to set out and explain in detail the way in which disposi-
tionalist HOT theory / dual-content theory can provide a successful reductive
explanation of the various distinctive features of phenomenal consciousness.
(See Carruthers 2000.) But in addition to explaining how phenomenally con-
scious states possess a subjective dimension, this approach can also of course
explain how such states possess properties that are available to introspective
recognition, and how they can ground purely recognitional concepts, as we
saw in Section 3 above. We can therefore explain why, to anyone employing
such concepts, the so-called ‘explanatory gap’ will seem to be unbridgeable.
For such a person will always be able to combine, without incoherence, any
proposed theory (including dual-content theory itself) with the thought, ‘But
someone might satisfy the conditions of the theory without possessing this
kind of state’ (thereby deploying their purely-recognitional concept this). Our
account can also explain, too (and in common with other representationalist
approaches, it should be said), how phenomenally conscious properties have a
‘fineness of grain’ that gives them a richness well beyond our powers of descrip-
tion and categorization. And it can be shown how people will then be strongly
inclined to think of phenomenally conscious states as possessing intrinsic – that
is, non-relational and non-intentional – properties; that people will be inclined
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to think of these properties as ineffable and private; and that we will be inclined
to think that we have incorrigible, or at least privileged, knowledge of them.

Although there hasn’t here been the space to develop these points in any
detail, it should nevertheless be plain that it is the dual-content aspect of the
theory, rather than wider features of functional role (availability to planning
and to speech, for example), that does the work in these explanations. This
seems to me adequate motivation for the claim that phenomenal conscious-
ness is constituted by dual-content perceptual states, wherever they might oc-
cur. To the best of our knowledge such states are also always actually accessible
to the reasoning processes and reporting systems of their subjects. But there
is nothing in my account of phenomenal consciousness as such that logically
requires it.

. Conclusion

I have argued that amongst higher-order perception (HOP) theories of phe-
nomenal consciousness, dispositionalist HOT theory / dual-content theory is
preferable to inner sense theory. I have also argued that HOP theories are
preferable to both first-order (FOR) theories and to actualist HOT theory. Nei-
ther of the latter can give an adequate account of purely recognitional concepts
of experience, nor of the distinction between conscious and non-conscious
perceptual states; whereas HOP theories are well placed in both these respects.
In the end, then, a dual-content theorist is what everyone ought to be.10

Notes

. Lycan (1996) describes first-order perceptual states as possessing qualia, irrespective of
their targeting by higher-order perception; and the terminology of ‘qualia’ is normally re-
served for states that are phenomenally conscious. But I think that what he has in mind is
just that first-order perceptual states represent fine-grained colors, textures and so forth; and
that those states only acquire a dimension of subjective feel (hence becoming phenomenally
conscious) when they are higher-order perceived. At any rate this is what I shall assume in
what follows. (Inner sense theory seems to me devoid of interest otherwise.)

. For teleosemantics (see Millikan 1984, 1989; Papineau 1987, 1993). For functional or
inferential role semantics (see Loar 1981; Block 1986; McGinn 1989; Peacocke 1992).

. Another variant on this theme, is that according to inner sense theory it ought to be pos-
sible for me to undergo a higher-order perception with the analog / non-conceptual content
seems orange while I am undergoing no relevant first-order perceptual state at all. (Just as,
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in the case of hallucination, my first-order senses can sometimes produce a state with the
analog / non-conceptual content red, while there is nothing colored in my environment at
all.) In such circumstances I would be inclined to make the first-order spontaneous judg-
ment that I see nothing colored, while at the same time saying that I have an experience that
seems orange to me. This combination of judgments seems barely coherent. Note, too, that
similar problems can arise for actualist HOT theory; see Levine 2000.

. Proponents of the existence of such concepts are then committed, of course, to reject-
ing the (quite different) arguments put forward by Wittgenstein (1953) and Fodor (1998)
against the very possibility of purely recognitional concepts. Fortunately, neither set of
arguments is at all compelling, though I shan’t attempt to demonstrate this here.

. By this I don’t mean that my higher-order judgments are non-conscious. For this isn’t
problematic. It is granted on all hands that the higher-order representations that render our
first-order percepts conscious aren’t themselves conscious ones, in general. Rather, I mean
that for actualist HOT theory, higher-order judgments of experience aren’t grounded in
awareness of their objects; which debars them from counting as genuinely recognitional.

. Note that this isn’t the old and familiar distinction between what and where visual sys-
tems, but is rather a successor to it. For the temporal-lobe system is supposed to have access
both to property information and to spatial information. Instead, it is a distinction between
a combined what-where system located in the temporal lobes and a how-to or action-guiding
system located in the parietal lobes. And note, too, that the two-visual-systems hypothesis
has the resources to explain the blindsight data.

. Block and Stalnaker (1999) argue that identities aren’t the kinds of facts that admit of
further explanation. Consider the identity of water and H2O, for example. If someone asks,
‘Why is water H2O?’, it looks like we can only reply (vacuously), ‘Because it is’. You can’t
explain the identity of water and H2O. Rather, identity facts are brute ones (not further
explicable). Now, it is true that identities can’t be explained as such. But it is also true that,
if the identity is to count as a successful reduction of the higher-level property involved,
then it must be possible to deploy features of the property that figures on the reducing-
side of the identity-claim in such a way as to explain the features distinctive of the property
on the other side (the reduced property). Consider the identity of water and H2O again.
Don’t we think that it must be possible to deploy facts about H2O, as such, in order to
explain the distinctive properties of water – why it is colorless and odorless; why it is liquid
at room temperatures; why it boils at 100o Centigrade; and so forth? Likewise, then, with
phenomenal consciousness. A postulated identity, here, can only be acceptable if we can
deploy the properties involved in such as way as to explain some of the distinctive features
of phenomenality.

. For discussion of the demands placed on successful reductive explanation in general,
and as applied to reductive explanations of phenomenal consciousness in particular, see
Carruthers (2004b).

. Am I here holding dispositionalist HOT theory to a standard less demanding than that
just imposed upon actualist HOT and FOR theories? No, because the dual-content idea
can reductively explain the various features of phenomenal consciousness, particularly the
latter’s subjective aspect and the way in which it can ground purely recognitional concepts of
experience.
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. Thanks to Zoltan Dienes, Rocco Gennaro and Bill Lycan for comments on an earlier
draft of this chapter.
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Chapter 7

A higher order syntactic thought (HOST)
theory of consciousness

Edmund T. Rolls

. Background

The background to the HOST theory of consciousness described here is a the-
ory of emotion based on the neuroscience of emotion (Rolls 1999a, 2002e,
1990), as described in this section.

. A theory of emotion

Rolls’ theory of emotion holds that emotions can usefully be defined as
states elicited by rewards and punishers which have particular functions (Rolls
1999a). A reward is anything for which an animal (which includes humans)
will work. A punisher is anything that an animal will escape from or avoid. An
example of an emotion might thus be happiness produced by being given a
reward, such as a pleasant touch, praise, or winning a large sum of money. An-
other example of an emotion might be fear produced by the sound of a rapidly
approaching bus, or the sight of an angry expression on someone’s face. We will
work to avoid such stimuli, which are punishing. Another example would be
frustration, anger, or sadness produced by the omission of an expected reward
such as a prize, or the termination of a reward such as the death of a loved one.
Another example would be relief, produced by the omission or termination
of a punishing stimulus such as the removal of a painful stimulus, or sailing
out of danger. These examples indicate how emotions can be produced by the
delivery, omission, or termination of rewarding or punishing stimuli, and go
some way to indicate how different emotions could be produced and classi-
fied in terms of the rewards and punishments received, omitted, or terminated.
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This approach has been greatly extended to account for many types of emotion
(Rolls 1999a, 2000e, 1990).

It is worth raising the issue that philosophers usually categorize fear in the
example as an emotion, but not pain. The distinction they make may be that
primary (unlearned) reinforcers do not produce emotions, whereas secondary
reinforcers (stimuli associated by stimulus-reinforcement learning with pri-
mary reinforcers) do. They describe the pain as a sensation. But neutral stimuli
(such as a table) can produce sensations when touched. It accordingly seems to
be much more useful to categorise stimuli according to whether they are rein-
forcing (in which case they produce emotions), or are not reinforcing (in which
case they do not produce emotions). Clearly there is a difference between pri-
mary reinforcers and learned reinforcers; but this is most precisely caught by
noting that this is the difference, and that it is whether a stimulus is reinforcing
that determines whether it is related to emotion.

. The functions of emotion

The functions of emotion also provide insight into the nature of emotion.
These functions, described more fully elsewhere (Rolls 1999a, 2000e, 1990),
can be summarized as follows:

1. The elicitation of autonomic responses (e.g., a change in heart rate) and en-
docrine responses (e.g., the release of adrenaline). These prepare the body
for action.

2. Flexibility of behavioral responses to reinforcing stimuli. Emotional (and mo-
tivational) states allow a simple interface between sensory inputs and ac-
tion systems. The essence of this idea is that goals for behavior are specified
by reward and punishment evaluation. When an environmental stimulus
has been decoded as a primary reward or punishment, or (after previous
stimulus-reinforcer association learning) a secondary rewarding or pun-
ishing stimulus, then it becomes a goal for action. The animal can then
perform any action (instrumental response) to obtain the reward, or to
avoid the punisher. Thus there is flexibility of action, and this is in contrast
with stimulus-response, or habit, learning in which a particular response
to a particular stimulus is learned. The emotional route to action is flex-
ible not only because any action can be performed to obtain the reward
or avoid the punishment, but also because the animal can learn in as lit-
tle as one trial that a reward or punishment is associated with a particular
stimulus, in what is termed “stimulus-reinforcer association learning”.
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To summarize and formalize, two processes are involved in the actions be-
ing described. The first is stimulus-reinforcer association learning, and the
second is instrumental learning of an operant response made to approach
and obtain the reward or to avoid or escape from the punisher. Emotion is
an integral part of this, for it is the state elicited in the first stage, by stimuli
which are decoded as rewards or punishers, and this state has the property
that it is motivating. The motivation is to obtain the reward or avoid the
punisher, and animals must be built to obtain certain rewards and avoid
certain punishers. Indeed, primary or unlearned rewards and punishers
are specified by genes which effectively specify the goals for action. This,
Rolls proposes (Rolls 1999a) is the solution which natural selection has
found for how genes can influence behavior to promote their fitness (as
measured by reproductive success), and for how the brain could interface
sensory systems to action systems.
Selecting between available rewards with their associated costs, and avoid-
ing punishers with their associated costs, is a process which can take place
both implicitly (unconsciously), and explicitly using a language system to
enable long-term plans to be made (Rolls 1999a). These many different
brain systems, some involving implicit evaluation of rewards, and others
explicit, verbal, conscious, evaluation of rewards and planned long-term
goals, must all enter into the selector of behavior (see Figure 1). This se-
lector is poorly understood, but it might include a process of competition
between all the competing calls on output, and might involve the basal
ganglia in the brain (see Figure 1 and Rolls 1999a).

3. Emotion is motivating, as just described. For example, fear learned by
stimulus-reinforcement association provides the motivation for actions
performed to avoid noxious stimuli.

4. Communication. Monkeys for example may communicate their emotional
state to others, by making an open-mouth threat to indicate the extent to
which they are willing to compete for resources, and this may influence
the behavior of other animals. This aspect of emotion was emphasized
by Darwin (Darwin 1872) and has been studied more recently by Ekman
(1982, 1993). As shown elsewhere (Rolls 2000a, 2000c), there are neural
systems in the amygdala and overlying temporal cortical visual areas which
are specialized for the face-related aspects of this processing.

5. Social bonding. Examples of this are the emotions associated with the at-
tachment of the parents to their young, and the attachment of the young
to their parents.
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Figure 1. Dual routes to the initiation of action in response to rewarding and punish-
ing stimuli. The inputs from different sensory systems to brain structures such as the
orbitofrontal cortex and amygdala allow these brain structures to evaluate the reward-
or punishment-related value of incoming stimuli, or of remembered stimuli. The dif-
ferent sensory inputs enable evaluations within the orbitofrontal cortex and amygdala
based mainly on the primary (unlearned) reinforcement value for taste, touch and
olfactory stimuli, and on the secondary (learned) reinforcement value for visual and
auditory stimuli. In the case of vision, the ‘association cortex’ which outputs repre-
sentations of objects to the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex is the inferior temporal
visual cortex. One route for the outputs from these evaluative brain structures is via
projections directly to structures such as the basal ganglia (including the striatum and
ventral striatum) to enable implicit, direct behavioural responses based on the reward
or punishment-related evaluation of the stimuli to be made. The second route is via the
language systems of the brain, which allow explicit (verbalizable) decisions involving
multi-step syntactic planning to be implemented. (After Rolls 1999a:Figure 9.4).

6. The current mood state can affect the cognitive evaluation of events or mem-
ories (see Oatley & Jenkins 1996). This may facilitate continuity in the in-
terpretation of the reinforcing value of events in the environment. A hy-
pothesis that backprojections from parts of the brain involved in emotion
such as the orbitofrontal cortex and amygdala implement this is described
in The Brain and Emotion (Rolls 1999a).

7. Emotion may facilitate the storage of memories. One way this occurs is that
episodic memory (i.e., one’s memory of particular episodes) is facilitated
by emotional states. This may be advantageous in that storing many details
of the prevailing situation when a strong reinforcer is delivered may be use-
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ful in generating appropriate behavior in situations with some similarities
in the future. This function may be implemented by the relatively nonspe-
cific projecting systems to the cerebral cortex and hippocampus, including
the cholinergic pathways in the basal forebrain and medial septum, and
the ascending noradrenergic pathways (Rolls 1999a; Rolls & Treves 1998).
A second way in which emotion may affect the storage of memories is that
the current emotional state may be stored with episodic memories, provid-
ing a mechanism for the current emotional state to affect which memories
are recalled. A third way that emotion may affect the storage of memories
is by guiding the cerebral cortex in the representations of the world which
are set up. For example, in the visual system it may be useful for percep-
tual representations or analyzers to be built which are different from each
other if they are associated with different reinforcers, and for these to be
less likely to be built if they have no association with reinforcement. Ways
in which backprojections from parts of the brain important in emotion
(such as the amygdala) to parts of the cerebral cortex could perform this
function are discussed by Rolls and Treves (1998).

8. Another function of emotion is that by enduring for minutes or longer
after a reinforcing stimulus has occurred, it may help to produce persis-
tent and continuing motivation and direction of behavior, to help achieve a
goal or goals.

9. Emotion may trigger the recall of memories stored in neocortical repre-
sentations. Amygdala backprojections to the cortex could perform this for
emotion in a way analogous to that in which the hippocampus could im-
plement the retrieval in the neocortex of recent (episodic) memories (Rolls
& Stinger 2001; Rolls & Treves 1998).

. To what extent is consciousness involved in the different types
of processing initiated by emotional states?

It might be possible to build a computer which would perform the functions
of emotions described above and in more detail by Rolls (Rolls 1999a, 2000e),
and yet we might not want to ascribe emotional feelings to the computer. We
might even build the computer with some of the main processing stages present
in the brain, and implemented using neural networks which simulate the op-
eration of the real neural networks in the brain (Rolls & Deco 2002; Rolls &
Treves 1998), yet we might not still wish to ascribe emotional feelings to this
computer. In a sense, the functions of reward and punishment in emotional
behaviour are described by the above types of process and their underlying
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brain mechanisms in structures such as the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex
as described by Rolls (Rolls 1999a, 2000c, 2000d), but what about the subjec-
tive aspects of emotion, what about the pleasure? A similar point arises when
we consider the parts of the taste, olfactory, and visual systems in which the re-
ward value of the taste, smell and sight of food are represented. One such brain
region is the orbitofrontal cortex (Rolls 1999a, 2002, 2000d, 1997b). Although
the neuronal representation in the orbitofrontal cortex is clearly related to the
reward value of food, is this where the pleasantness (the subjective hedonic as-
pect) of the taste, smell and sight of food is represented? Again, we could (in
principle at least) build a computer with neural networks to simulate each of
the processing stages for the taste, smell and sight of food which are described
by Rolls (Rolls 1999a; Rolls & Deco 2002; and more formally in terms of neu-
ral networks Rolls & Treves 1998), and yet would probably not wish to ascribe
feelings of pleasantness to the system we have simulated on the computer. The
point I am making here is that much of the processing related to the control
of emotional and motivational behavior could take place without any need to
invoke the possibility to be doing the type of processing that leads to reward
decoding, and the initiation of behavioral responses. Part of the evidence for
this hypothesis is that patients with orbitofrontal cortex damage may not be
able to implement reward-related associative learning and reversal, yet may be
able to comment verbally and consciously on the behavioral choices that they
should be making (Hornak 2003a, 2003b; Rolls et al. 1994). This dissociation
between different systems involved in the implementation of behavior is de-
scribed further in Sections 1.4 and 3 on dual routes to action. (I do believe
that provided that the right type of processing is implemented in a computer,
it would be conscious. In this sense I am a functionalist. In this Chapter I de-
velop a hypothesis on what would have to be implemented in a computer for it
to be conscious.)

What is it about neural processing that makes it feel like something when
some types of information processing are taking place. It is clearly not a gen-
eral property of processing in neural networks, for there is much processing,
for example that concerned with the control of our blood pressure and heart
rate, of which we are not aware. Is it then that awareness arises when a certain
type of information processing is being performed? If so, what type of infor-
mation processing? And how do emotional feelings, and sensory events, come
to feel like anything? These feels are called qualia. These are great mysteries that
have puzzled philosophers for centuries. They are at the heart of the problem of
consciousness, for why it should feel like something at all is the great mystery.
Other aspects of consciousness, such as the fact that often when we “pay atten-
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tion” to events in the world, we can process those events in some better way,
that is process or access as opposed to phenomenal aspects of consciousness,
may be easier to analyse (Allport 1988; Block 1995; Chalmers 1996). The puzzle
of qualia, that is of the phenomenal aspect of consciousness, seems to be rather
different from normal investigations in science, in that there is no agreement
on criteria by which to assess whether we have made progress. So, although
the aim of this Chapter is to address the issue of consciousness, especially of
qualia, in relation to emotional feelings and actions, what is written cannot be
regarded as being establishable by the normal methods of scientific enquiry.
Accordingly, I emphasize that the view on consciousness that I describe is only
preliminary, and theories of consciousness are likely to develop considerably.
Partly for these reasons, this theory of consciousness, at least, should not be
taken to have practical implications.

. Dual routes to action, and consciousness

According to the present formulation, there are two types of route to action
performed in relation to reward or punishment in humans (Rolls 1999a, 2003).
Examples of such actions include emotional and motivational behaviour.

The first route is via the brain systems that have been present in non-
human primates such as monkeys, and to some extent in other mammals,
for millions of years. These systems include the amygdala and, particularly
well-developed in primates, the orbitofrontal cortex. These systems control
behaviour in relation to previous associations of stimuli with reinforcement.
The computation which controls the action thus involves assessment of the
reinforcement-related value of a stimulus. This assessment may be based on a
number of different factors. One is the previous reinforcement history, which
involves stimulus-reinforcement association learning using the amygdala, and
its rapid updating especially in primates using the orbitofrontal cortex. This
stimulus-reinforcement association learning may involve quite specific infor-
mation about a stimulus, for example of the energy associated with each type
of food, by the process of conditioned appetite and satiety (Booth 1985). A sec-
ond is the current motivational state, for example whether hunger is present,
whether other needs are satisfied, etc. A third factor which affects the com-
puted reward value of the stimulus is whether that reward has been received
recently, by the processes of incentive motivation and sensory-specific satiety
(Rolls 1999a). A fourth factor is the computed absolute value of the reward or
punishment expected or being obtained from a stimulus, e.g., the sweetness of
the stimulus (set by evolution so that sweet stimuli will tend to be rewarding,
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because they are generally associated with energy sources), or the pleasantness
of touch (set by evolution to be pleasant according to the extent to which it
brings animals of the opposite sex together, and depending on the investment
in time that the partner is willing to put into making the touch pleasurable, a
sign which indicates the commitment and value for the partner of the relation-
ship). After the reward value of the stimulus has been assessed in these ways,
behaviour is then initiated based on approach towards or withdrawal from the
stimulus. A critical aspect of the behaviour produced by this type of system
is that it is aimed directly towards obtaining a sensed or expected reward, by
virtue of connections to brain systems such as the basal ganglia which are con-
cerned with the initiation of actions (see Figure 1). The expectation may of
course involve behaviour to obtain stimuli associated with reward, which might
even be present in a chain.

Now part of the way in which the behaviour is controlled with this first
route is according to the reward value of the outcome. At the same time, the
animal may only work for the reward if the cost is not too high. Indeed, in the
field of behavioural ecology, animals are often thought of as performing opti-
mally on some cost-benefit curve (see, e.g., Krebs & Kacelnik 1991). This does
not at all mean that the animal thinks about the rewards, and performs a cost-
benefit analysis using a lot of thoughts about the costs, other rewards available
and their costs, etc. Instead, it should be taken to mean that in evolution, the
system has evolved in such a way that the way in which the reward varies with
the different energy densities or amounts of food and the delay before it is re-
ceived, can be used as part of the input to a mechanism which has also been
built to track the costs of obtaining the food (e.g., energy loss in obtaining it,
risk of predation, etc.), and to then select given many such types of reward and
the associated cost, the current behaviour that provides the most “net reward”.
Part of the value of having the computation expressed in this reward-minus-
cost form is that there is then a suitable “currency”, or net reward value, to
enable the animal to select the behaviour with currently the most net reward
gain (or minimal aversive outcome).

The second route in humans involves a computation with many “if. . .then”
conditional statements, to implement a plan to obtain a reward. In this case,
the reward may actually be deferred as part of the plan, which might involve
working first to obtain one reward, and only then to work for a second more
highly valued reward, if this was thought to be overall an optimal strategy in
terms of resource usage (e.g., time). In this case, syntax is required, because
the many symbols (e.g., names of people) that are part of the plan must be
correctly linked or bound in order to implement for example the conditional
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statements involved in each step of the plan. Such linking might be of the form:
“if A does this, then B is likely to do this, and this will cause C to do this . . .”. The
requirement of syntax for this type of planning implies that an output to lan-
guage systems in the brain is required for this type of planning (see Figure 1).
Thus the explicit language system in humans may allow working for deferred
rewards by enabling use of a one-off, individual, plan appropriate for each sit-
uation. I emphasise that this type of processing would involve syntax, in that
each step of the plan might have its own symbols that would need to be kept
apart from those utilized in other steps of the plan, and further that each step of
the plan might itself require syntax, of the type required to implement for ex-
ample “if . . . then” conditionals. The need for syntax can be illustrated also by
considering a neural network in which different populations of neurons are ac-
tive, each representing different symbols. If each symbol is represented by a set
of neuronal firings, how does the system implement the relations between the
symbols, e.g. that symbol A acts on symbol B and not vice versa. This need for
syntax in neural networks has been recognised, and solutions to this binding
problem such as stimulus-dependent synchronisation of the firing of different
neuronal populations that need to be related to each other have been proposed
(Singer 1999), but do not seem to be adequate for the job required (Rolls &
Deco 2002:Section 13.7). Another building block for such planning operations
in the brain may be the type of short term memory in which the prefrontal
cortex is involved. This short term memory may be for example in non-human
primates of where in space a response has just been made. A development of
this type of short term response memory system in humans to enable multiple
short term memories to be held in place correctly, preferably with the tempo-
ral order of the different items in the short term memory coded correctly, may
be another building block for the multiple step “if . . . then” type of compu-
tation in order to form a multiple step plan. Such short term memories are
implemented in the (dorsolateral and inferior convexity) prefrontal cortex of
non-human primates and humans (see Goldman-Rakic 1996; Petrides 1996),
and may be part of the reason why prefrontal cortex damage impairs planning
(Rolls & Deco 2002; Shallice & Burgess 1996).

Of these two routes (see Figure 1), it is the second which I suggest is re-
lated to consciousness (see Rolls 1999a). The hypothesis is that consciousness
is the state which arises by virtue of having the ability to think about one’s own
thoughts, which has the adaptive value I argue of enabling one to correct long
multi-step syntactic plans and thus solving a credit assignment problem, as de-
scribed below. This second system is thus the one in which explicit, declarative,
processing occurs. Processing in this system is frequently associated with rea-
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son and rationality, in that many of the consequences of possible actions can
be taken into account. The actual computation of how rewarding a particular
stimulus or situation is or will be probably still depends on activity in the or-
bitofrontal cortex and amygdala, as the reward value of stimuli is computed
and represented in these regions, and in that it is found that verbalised expres-
sions of the reward (or punishment) value of stimuli are dampened by dam-
age to these systems. (For example, damage to the orbitofrontal cortex renders
painful input still identifiable as pain, but without the strong affective, “un-
pleasant”, reaction to it.) This language system which enables long-term plan-
ning may be contrasted with the first system in which behaviour is directed
at obtaining the stimulus (including the remembered stimulus) which is cur-
rently most rewarding, as computed by brain structures that include the or-
bitofrontal cortex and amygdala. There are outputs from this system, perhaps
those directed at the basal ganglia, which do not pass through the language
system, and behaviour produced in this way is described as implicit, and verbal
declarations cannot be made directly about the reasons for the choice made.
When verbal declarations are made about decisions made in this first system,
those verbal declarations may be confabulations, reasonable explanations or
fabrications, of reasons why the choice was made. These reasonable explana-
tions would be generated to be consistent with the sense of continuity and self
that is a characteristic of reasoning in the language system. These points are
developed next.

. A theory of consciousness

A starting point is that many actions can be performed relatively automati-
cally, without apparent conscious intervention. An example sometimes given is
driving a car. Such actions could involve control of behaviour by brain systems
which are old in evolutionary terms such as the basal ganglia. It is of interest
that the basal ganglia (and cerebellum) do not have backprojection systems to
most of the parts of the cerebral cortex from which they receive inputs (Rolls
1994; Rolls & Johnstone 1992; Rolls et al. 1998). In contrast, parts of the brain
such as the hippocampus and amygdala, involved in functions such as episodic
memory and emotion respectively, about which we can make (verbal) declara-
tions (hence declarative memory, Squire 1992) do have major backprojection
systems to the high parts of the cerebral cortex from which they receive forward
projections (Rolls & Deco 2002; Rolls & Treves 1998; Treves & Rolls 1994; Rolls
2000b, 1996). It may be that evolutionarily newer parts of the brain, such as the
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language areas and parts of the prefrontal cortex, are involved in an alternative
type of control of behaviour, in which actions can be planned with the use of
a (language) system which allows relatively arbitrary (syntactic) manipulation
of semantic entities (symbols).

The general view that there are many routes to behavioural output is sup-
ported by the evidence that there are many input systems to the basal gan-
glia (from almost all areas of the cerebral cortex), and that neuronal activity
in each part of the striatum reflects the activity in the overlying cortical area
(Rolls 1994; Rolls & Johnstone 1992; Rolls & Treves 1998). The evidence is
consistent with the possibility that different cortical areas, each specialised for
a different type of computation, have their outputs directed to the basal gan-
glia, which then select the strongest input, and map this into action (via out-
puts directed for example to the premotor cortex) (Rolls & Johnstone 1992;
Rolls & Treves 1998). Within this scheme, the language areas would offer one
of many routes to action, but a route particularly suited to planning actions, be-
cause of the syntactic manipulation of semantic entities which may make long-
term planning possible. A schematic diagram of this suggestion is provided
in Figure 1.

Some of the evidence that supports the hypothesis of multiple routes to
action, only some of which utilize language, is the evidence that split-brain pa-
tients may not be aware of actions being performed by the “non-dominant”
hemisphere (Gazzaniga 1988, 1995; Gazzaniga & LeDoux 1978). Another im-
portant line of evidence for multiple, including non-verbal, routes to action, is
that patients with focal brain damage, for example to the orbitofrontal cortex,
may perform actions, yet comment verbally that they should not be perform-
ing those actions (Hornak 2003b, 1999b; Rolls et al. 1994). The actions which
appear to be performed implicitly, with surprise expressed later by the explicit
system, include making behavioral responses to a no-longer rewarded visual
stimulus in a visual discrimination reversal (Hornak 2003b; Rolls 1994). In
both these types of patient, confabulation may occur, in that a verbal account
of why the action was performed may be given, and this may not be related at
all to the environmental event which actually triggered the action (Gazzaniga
1988, 1995; Gazzaniga & LeDoux 1978; Rolls 1994). It is possible that some-
times in normal humans when actions are initiated as a result of processing
in a specialized brain region such as those involved in some types of rewarded
behaviour, the language system may subsequently elaborate a coherent account
of why that action was performed (i.e., confabulate). This would be consistent
with a general view of brain evolution in which as areas of the cortex evolve,
they are laid on top of existing circuitry connecting inputs to outputs, and



 

 Edmund T. Rolls

in which each level in this hierarchy of separate input-output pathways may
control behaviour according to the specialised function it can perform (see
schematic in Figure 1). (It is of interest that mathematicians may get a hunch
that something is correct, yet not be able to verbalise why. They may then resort
to formal, more serial and language-like, theorems to prove the case, and these
seem to require conscious processing. This is a further indication of a close
association between linguistic processing, and consciousness. The linguistic
processing need not, as in reading, involve an inner articulatory loop.)

We may next examine some of the advantages and behavioural functions
that language, present as the most recently added layer to the above sys-
tem, would confer. One major advantage would be the ability to plan actions
through many potential stages and to evaluate the consequences of those ac-
tions without having to perform the actions. For this, the ability to form propo-
sitional statements, and to perform syntactic operations on the semantic rep-
resentations of states in the world, would be important. Also important in this
system would be the ability to have second-order thoughts about the type of
thought that I have just described (e.g., I think that he thinks that . . .), as this
would allow much better modelling and prediction of others’ behaviour, and
therefore of planning, particularly planning when it involves others. (Second
order thoughts are thoughts about thoughts. Higher order thoughts refer to
second order, third order etc. thoughts about thoughts. . .) This capability for
higher order thoughts would also enable reflection on past events, which would
also be useful in planning, and in particular in correcting these multistep plans.
In this sense, higher order thoughts I propose help to solve a credit assignment
problem (see below). In contrast, non-linguistic behaviour would be driven
by learned reinforcement associations, learned rules etc., but not by flexible
planning for many steps ahead involving a model of the world including oth-
ers’ behaviour. (For an earlier view which is close to this part of the argument
see Humphrey 1980.) (The examples of behaviour from non-humans that may
reflect planning may reflect much more limited and inflexible planning. For ex-
ample, the dance of the honey-bee to signal to other bees the location of food
may be said to reflect planning, but the symbol manipulation is not arbitrary.
There are likely to be interesting examples of non-human primate behaviour,
perhaps in the great apes, that reflect the evolution of an arbitrary symbol-
manipulation system that could be useful for flexible planning (cf. Cheney &
Seyfarth 1990). It is important to state that the language ability referred to here
is not necessarily human verbal language (though this would be an example).
What it is suggested is important to planning is the syntactic manipulation of
symbols, and it is this syntactic manipulation of symbols which is the sense
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in which language is defined and used here. This functionality is termed by
some philosophers mentalese. The functionality required is not as strong as
that required for natural language, which implies a universal grammar.

It is next suggested that this arbitrary symbol-manipulation using impor-
tant aspects of language processing and used for planning but not in initiating
all types of behaviour is close to what consciousness is about. In particular, con-
sciousness may be the state which arises in a system that can think about (or re-
flect on) its own (or other peoples’) thoughts, that is in a system capable of sec-
ond or higher order thoughts (cf. Dennett 1991, 1990, 1993; Rosenthal 1986).
On this account, a mental state is non-introspectively (i.e., non-reflectively)
conscious if one has a roughly simultaneous thought that one is in that mental
state. Following from this, introspective consciousness (or reflexive conscious-
ness, or self consciousness) is the attentive, deliberately focussed consciousness
of one’s mental states. It is noted that not all of the higher order thoughts need
themselves be conscious (many mental states are not). However, according to
the analysis, having a higher-order thought about a lower order thought is nec-
essary for the lower order thought to be conscious. A slightly weaker position
than Rosenthal’s on this is that a conscious state corresponds to a first order
thought that has the capacity to cause a second order thought or judgement
about it (Carruthers 1996). [Another position that is close in some respects to
that of Carruthers and the present position is that of Chalmers (1996), that
awareness is something that has direct availability for behavioral control, which
amounts effectively for him in humans to saying that consciousness is what
we can report (verbally) about.] This analysis is consistent with the points
made above that the brain systems that are required for consciousness and
language are similar. In particular, a system which can have second or higher
order thoughts about its own operation, including its planning and linguistic
operation, must itself be a language processor, in that it must be able to bind
correctly to the symbols and syntax in the first order system. According to this
explanation, the feeling of anything is the state which is present when linguistic
processing that involves second or higher order thoughts is being performed.

It might be objected that this captures some of the process aspects of con-
sciousness, what it is good for in an information processing system, but does
not capture the phenomenal aspect of consciousness. I agree that there is an el-
ement of “mystery” that is invoked at this step of the argument, when I say that
it feels like something for a machine with higher order thoughts to be thinking
about its own first or lower order thoughts. But the return point is the follow-
ing: if a human with second order thoughts is thinking about its own first order
thoughts, surely it is very difficult for us to conceive that this would not feel like
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something? (Perhaps the higher order thoughts in thinking about the first or-
der thoughts would need to have in doing this some sense of continuity or self,
so that the first order thoughts would be related to the same system that had
thought of something else a few minutes ago. But even this continuity aspect
may not be a requirement for consciousness. Humans with anterograde amne-
sia cannot remember what they felt a few minutes ago; yet their current state
does feel like something.)

It is suggested that part of the evolutionary adaptive significance of this
type of higher order thought is that is enables correction of errors made in first
order linguistic or in non-linguistic processing. Indeed, the ability to reflect on
previous events is extremely important for learning from them, including set-
ting up new long-term semantic structures. It was shown elsewhere (Rolls &
Treves 1998) that the hippocampus may be a system for such “declarative” re-
call of recent memories. Its close relation to “conscious” processing in humans
(Squire 1992, has classified it as a declarative memory system) may be sim-
ply that it enables the recall of recent memories, which can then be reflected
upon in conscious, higher order, processing (Rolls 1996). Another part of the
adaptive value of a higher order thought system may be that by thinking about
its own thoughts in a given situation, it may be able to better understand the
thoughts of another individual in a similar situation, and therefore predict that
individual’s behaviour better (cf. Barlow 1997, 1986; Humphrey 1980).

As a point of clarification, I note that according to this theory, a language
processing system is not sufficient for consciousness. What defines a conscious
system according to this analysis is the ability to have higher order thoughts,
and a first order language processor (that might be perfectly competent at lan-
guage) would not be conscious, in that it could not think about its own or
others’ thoughts. One can perfectly well conceive of a system which obeyed the
rules of language (which is the aim of much connectionist modelling), and im-
plemented a first-order linguistic system, that would not be conscious. [Possi-
ble examples of language processing that might be performed non-consciously
include computer programs implementing aspects of language, or ritualized
human conversations, e.g., about the weather. These might require syntax and
correctly grounded semantics, and yet be performed non-consciously. A more
complex example, illustrating that syntax could be used, might be “If A does
X, then B will probably do Y, and then C would be able to do Z.” A first or-
der language system could process this statement. Moreover, the first order
language system could apply the rule usefully in the world, provided that the
symbols in the language system (A, B, X, Y etc.) are grounded (have mean-
ing) in the world.] In line with the argument on the adaptive value of higher
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order thoughts and thus consciousness given above, that they are useful for cor-
recting lower order thoughts, I now suggest that correction using higher order
thoughts of lower order thoughts would have adaptive value primarily if the
lower order thoughts are sufficiently complex to benefit from correction in this
way. The nature of the complexity is specific: that it should involve syntactic
manipulation of symbols, probably with several steps in the chain, and that the
chain of steps should be a one-off (or in American, “one-time”, meaning used
once) set of steps, as in a sentence or in a particular plan used just once, rather
than a set of well learned rules. The first or lower order thoughts might involve
a linked chain of “if” . . . “then” statements that would be involved in plan-
ning, an example of which has been given above. It is partly because complex
lower order thoughts such as these which involve syntax and language would
benefit from correction by higher order thoughts, that I suggest that there is a
close link between this reflective consciousness and language. The hypothesis
is that by thinking about lower order thoughts, the higher order thoughts can
discover what may be weak links in the chain of reasoning at the lower order
level, and having detected the weak link, might alter the plan, to see if this gives
better success. In our example above, if it transpired that C could not do Z,
how might the plan have failed? Instead of having to go through endless ran-
dom changes to the plan to see if by trial and error some combination does
happen to produce results, what I am suggesting is that by thinking about the
previous plan, one might for example using knowledge of the situation and the
probabilities that operate in it, guess that the step where the plan failed was that
B did not in fact do Y. So by thinking about the plan (the first or lower order
thought), one might correct the original plan, in such a way that the weak link
in that chain, that “B will probably do Y”, is circumvented. To draw a parallel
with neural networks: there is a “credit assignment” problem in such multi-step
syntactic plans, in that if the whole plan fails, how does the system assign credit
or blame to particular steps of the plan? The suggestion is that this is the func-
tion of higher order thoughts and is why systems with higher order thoughts
evolved. The suggestion I then make is that if a system were doing this type of
processing (thinking about its own thoughts), it would then be very plausible
that it should feel like something to be doing this. I even suggest to the reader
that it is not plausible to suggest that it would not feel like anything to a system
if it were doing this.

Two other points in the argument should be emphasised for clarity. One
is that the system that is having syntactic thoughts about its own syntactic
thoughts would have to have its symbols grounded in the real world for it to
feel like something to be having higher order thoughts. The intention of this
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clarification is to exclude systems such as a computer running a program when
there is in addition some sort of control or even overseeing program checking
the operation of the first program. We would want to say that in such a situ-
ation it would feel like something to be running the higher level control pro-
gram only if the first order program was symbolically performing operations
on the world and receiving input about the results of those operations, and if
the higher order system understood what the first order system was trying to
do in the world. The issue of symbol grounding is considered further by Rolls
(Rolls 1999a:Section 10.4, 2000e). The symbols (or symbolic representations)
are symbols in the sense that they can take part in syntactic processing. The
symbolic representations are grounded in the world in that they refer to events
in the world. The symbolic representations must have a great deal of informa-
tion about what is referred to in the world, including the quality and intensity
of sensory events, emotional states, etc. The need for this is that the reasoning
in the symbolic system must be about stimuli, events, and states, and remem-
bered stimuli, events and states, and for the reasoning to be correct, all the
information that can affect the reasoning must be represented in the symbolic
system, including for example just how light or strong the touch was, etc. (This
suggestion may be close to the view that thoughts may be grounded by the way
they function in “belief-desire psychology” which considers the functions of
intentional states and attitudinal states such as beliefs, desires etc. as discussed
by Fodor (1994, 1987, 1990). The notion of what constitutes a thought is it-
self a major issue. Animals can be said to have “expectations”; but if they are
based on functionality that implements Stimulus-Response habits or stimulus-
reinforcement associations, they would not I believe constitute thoughts. For
the purposes of this chapter, “thought” can be read as “human thought”, and
would normally involve symbols and syntactic operations. The issue of the ex-
tent to which animals have thoughts which operate in this way remains to be
fully examined and assessed, and is in principle a matter that can be resolved
empirically. I am thus open-minded about the operation in animals of the type
of processing described in this chapter as higher order syntactic thought.) In-
deed, it is pointed out in The Brain and Emotion (Rolls 1999a:252–253) that
it is no accident that the shape of the multidimensional phenomenal (sensory
etc.) space does map so clearly onto the space defined by neuronal activity in
sensory systems, for if this were not the case, reasoning about the state of affairs
in the world would not map onto the world, and would not be useful. Good
examples of this close correspondence are found in the taste system, in which
subjective space (Schiffman & Erikson 1971) maps simply onto the multidi-
mensional space represented by neuronal firing in primate cortical taste areas.
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In particular, if a three-dimensional space reflecting the distances between the
representations of different tastes provided by macaque neurons in the corti-
cal taste areas is constructed, then the distances between the subjective ratings
by humans of different tastes is very similar (Plata-Salaman et al. 1996; Smith-
Swintosky et al. 1991; Yaxley et al. 1990). Similarly, the changes in human sub-
jective ratings of the pleasantness of the taste, smell and sight of food parallel
very closely the responses of neurons in the macaque orbitofrontal cortex (see
The Brain and Emotion, Chapter 2). The representations in the first order lin-
guistic processor that the HOSTs process include beliefs (for example “Food is
available”, or at least representations of this), and the HOST system would then
have available to it the concept of a thought (so that it could represent “I be-
lieve [or there is a belief] that food is available”). However, as summarized by
Rolls (Rolls 2000e), representations of sensory processes and emotional states
must be processed by the first order linguistic system, and HOSTs may be about
these representations of sensory processes and emotional states capable of tak-
ing part in the syntactic operations of the first order linguistic processor. Such
sensory and emotional information may reach the first order linguistic system
from many parts of the brain, including those such as the orbitofrontal cor-
tex and amygdala implicated in emotional states (see The Brain and Emotion,
Figure 9.3 and p. 253). When the sensory information is about the identity of
the taste, the inputs to the first order linguistic system must come from the
primary taste cortex, in that the identity of taste, independent of its pleasant-
ness (in that the representation is independent of hunger) must come from the
primary taste cortex. In contrast, when the information that reaches the first
order linguistic system is about the pleasantness of taste, it must come from
the secondary taste cortex, in that there the representation of taste depends
on hunger.

The second clarification is that the plan would have to be a unique string
of steps, in much the same way as a sentence can be a unique and one-off (or
one-time) string of words. The point here is that it is helpful to be able to think
about particular one-off plans, and to correct them; and that this type of op-
eration is very different from the slow learning of fixed rules by trial and error,
or the application of fixed rules by a supervisory part of a computer program.

Sensory qualia

This analysis does not yet give an account for sensory qualia (“raw sensory
feels”, for example why “red” feels red), for emotional qualia (e.g., why a re-
warding touch produces an emotional feeling of pleasure), or for motivational
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qualia (e.g., why food deprivation makes us feel hungry). The view I suggest
on such qualia is as follows. Information processing in and from our sensory
systems (e.g., the sight of the colour red) may be relevant to planning actions
using language and the conscious processing thereby implied. Given that these
inputs must be represented in the system that plans, we may ask whether it
is more likely that we would be conscious of them or that we would not. I
suggest that it would be a very special-purpose system that would allow such
sensory inputs, and emotional and motivational states, to be part of (linguisti-
cally based) planning, and yet remain unconscious. It seems to be much more
parsimonious to hold that we would be conscious of such sensory, emotional
and motivational qualia because they would be being used (or are available to
be used) in this type of (linguistically based) higher order thought processing,
and this is what I propose.

The explanation for emotional and motivational subjective feelings or
qualia that this discussion has led towards is thus that they should be felt as
conscious because they enter into a specialised linguistic symbol-manipulation
system that is part of a higher order thought system that is capable of reflecting
on and correcting its lower order thoughts involved for example in the flexi-
ble planning of actions. It would require a very special machine to enable this
higher-order linguistically-based thought processing, which is conscious by its
nature, to occur without the sensory, emotional and motivational states (which
must be taken into account by the higher order thought system) becoming felt
qualia. The qualia are thus accounted for by the evolution of the linguistic sys-
tem that can reflect on and correct its own lower order processes, and thus
has adaptive value. To expand on this, qualia of low-level sensory details may
not themselves involve higher order thoughts (thoughts about thoughts), and
may involve thoughts about sensory processes, but nevertheless become con-
scious because they enter the processing system that implements HOSTs. The
HOST processing system may sometimes have to reason (perform multistep
planning and evaluation) about low-level sensory features of objects, e.g. to es-
tablish whether an antique has the correct coloring and surface features for it
to be genuine.

This account implies that it may be especially animals with a higher or-
der belief and thought system and with linguistic symbol manipulation that
have qualia. It may be that much non-human animal behaviour, provided that
it does not require flexible linguistic planning and correction by reflection,
could take place according to reinforcement-guidance (using e.g., stimulus-
reinforcement association learning in the amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex,
Rolls 1990), and rule-following (implemented e.g., using habit or stimulus-
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response learning in the basal ganglia, Rolls 1994; Rolls & Johnstone 1992).
Such behaviours might appear very similar to human behaviour performed in
similar circumstances, but would not imply qualia. It would be primarily by
virtue of a system for reflecting on flexible, linguistic, planning behaviour that
humans (and animals close to humans, with demonstrable syntactic manip-
ulation of symbols (termed mentalese), and the ability to think about these
linguistic processes) would be different from other animals, and would have
evolved qualia. (The hypothesis described here implies that consciousness in
animals could be related to the extent to which mentalese is possible in each
given type of animal, and does not require natural language.)

In order for processing in a part of our brain to be able to reach conscious-
ness, appropriate pathways must be present. Certain constraints arise here. For
example, in the sensory pathways, the nature of the representation may change
as it passes through a hierarchy of processing levels, and in order to be con-
scious of the information in the form in which it is represented in early pro-
cessing stages, the early processing stages must have access to the part of the
brain necessary for consciousness. An example is provided by processing in
the taste system. In the primate primary taste cortex, neurons respond to taste
independently of hunger, yet in the secondary taste cortex, food-related taste
neurons (e.g., responding to sweet taste) only respond to food if hunger is
present, and gradually stop responding to that taste during feeding to satiety
(see Rolls 1997b). Now the quality of the tastant (sweet, salt etc.) and its in-
tensity are not affected by hunger, but the pleasantness of its taste is decreased
to zero (neutral) (or even becomes unpleasant) after we have eaten it to sati-
ety. The implication of this is that for quality and intensity information about
taste, we must be conscious of what is represented in the primary taste cor-
tex (or perhaps in another area connected to it which bypasses the secondary
taste cortex), and not of what is represented in the secondary taste cortex. In
contrast, for the pleasantness of a taste, consciousness of this could not reflect
what is represented in the primary taste cortex, but instead what is represented
in the secondary taste cortex (or in an area beyond it). The same argument
arises for reward in general, and therefore for emotion, which in primates is
not represented early on in processing in the sensory pathways (nor in or be-
fore the inferior temporal cortex for vision), but in the areas to which these
object analysis systems project, such as the orbitofrontal cortex, where the re-
ward value of visual stimuli is reflected in the responses of neurons to visual
stimuli (see Rolls 1999a, 1995a, 1995b, 1990). It is also of interest that reward
signals (e.g., the taste of food when we are hungry) are associated with sub-
jective feelings of pleasure (see Rolls 1999a, 1997a, 1995a, 1997b, 1990). I sug-
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gest that this correspondence arises because pleasure is the subjective state that
represents in the conscious system a signal that is positively reinforcing (re-
warding), and that inconsistent behaviour would result if the representations
did not correspond to a signal for positive reinforcement in both the conscious
and the non-conscious processing systems.

Do these arguments mean that the conscious sensation of e.g., taste quality
(i.e., identity and intensity) is represented or occurs in the primary taste cortex,
and of the pleasantness of taste in the secondary taste cortex, and that activity
in these areas is sufficient for conscious sensations (qualia) to occur? I do not
suggest this at all. Instead the arguments I have put forward above suggest that
we are only conscious of representations when we have higher order thoughts
about them. The implication then is that pathways must connect from each
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Figure 2. Schematic illustration indicating that early cortical stages in information pro-
cessing may need access to language areas that bypass subsequent levels in the hierarchy,
so that consciousness of what is represented in early cortical stages, and which may not
be represented in later cortical stages, can occur. Higher-order syntactic thoughts could
be implemented in the language cortex itself, which for the theory described here needs
to implement syntactic processing on symbols, but not natural language. (Natural lan-
guage implies a universal grammar.) Backprojections, a notable feature of cortical con-
nectivity, with many probable functions including recall, attention, and influencing the
categories formed in earlier cortical areas during learning , probably reciprocate all the
connections shown. (After Rolls 1999a:Figure 9.3).
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of the brain areas in which information is represented about which we can be
conscious, to the system which has the higher order thoughts, which as I have
argued above, requires language. Thus, in the example given, there must be
connections to the language areas from the primary taste cortex, which need
not be direct, but which must bypass the secondary taste cortex, in which the
information is represented differently (see Figure 2 and Rolls 1995a). There
must also be pathways from the secondary taste cortex, not necessarily direct,
to the language areas so that we can have higher order thoughts about the pleas-
antness of the representation in the secondary taste cortex (see Figure 2). There
would also need to be pathways from the hippocampus, implicated in the re-
call of declarative memories, back to the language areas of the cerebral cortex
(at least via the cortical areas which receive backprojections from the amygdala,
orbitofrontal cortex, and hippocampus, see Figure 1, which would in turn need
connections to the language areas). I note that given the distributed nature of
neuronal representations (see Rolls & Deco 2002), there need be no loss of
information given the large numbers of neurons in any representation for in-
formation from early vs late cortical areas, provided that reasonable numbers
of connections are present.

One of the arguments that Rosenthal (1993) uses to support a role for
higher order thoughts in consciousness is that learning a repertoire of HOTs
makes the two rather similar sensory inputs available to consciousness, and
consciously discriminable. An example is with wine. The blackcurrant or pep-
permint notes in a wine may not be conscious at first; but after you have been
trained with language, using different words to describe the different notes,
then you become conscious of the different notes. So having a (higher order)
thought may make some quality enter consciousness. However, words are in-
herently orthogonal representations, and these representations could by the
top-down backprojections to earlier cortical areas make the representations of
two rather similar qualities become more different in the early cortical areas by
influencing the categories being formed in competitive networks during learn-
ing, in ways described by Rolls and Treves (Rolls & Treves 1998:Section 4.5) and
by Rolls and Deco (Rolls & Deco 2002:Section 7.4.5). If this is the mechanism,
then, at least after the learning, the different notes may be brought into con-
sciousness because of a better sensory representation, rather than by a special
operation of higher order thoughts on an unchanged sensory input.
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A causal role for consciousness

One question that has been discussed is whether there is a causal role for
consciousness (e.g., Armstrong & Malcolm 1984). The position to which the
above arguments lead is that indeed conscious processing does have a causal
role in the elicitation of behaviour, but only under the set of circumstances
when higher order thoughts play a role in correcting or influencing lower order
thoughts. The sense in which the consciousness is causal is then, it is suggested,
that the higher order thought is causally involved in correcting the lower order
thought; and that it is a property of the higher order thought system that it
feels like something when it is operating. As we have seen, some behavioural
responses can be elicited when there is not this type of reflective control of
lower order processing, nor indeed any contribution of language (see further
Rolls 2003 for relations between implicit and explicit processing). There are
many brain processing routes to output regions, and only one of these in-
volves conscious, verbally represented processing which can later be recalled
(see Figure 1).

It is of interest to comment on how the evolution of a system for flexi-
ble planning might affect emotions. Consider grief which may occur when a
reward is terminated and no immediate action is possible (see Rolls 1990). It
may be adaptive by leading to a cessation of the formerly rewarded behaviour
and thus facilitating the possible identification of other positive reinforcers in
the environment. In humans, grief may be particularly potent because it be-
comes represented in a system which can plan ahead, and understand the en-
during implications of the loss. (Thinking about or verbally discussing emo-
tional states may also in these circumstances help, because this can lead towards
the identification of new or alternative reinforcers, and of the realization that
for example negative consequences may not be as bad as feared.)

Free will

This account of consciousness also leads to a suggestion about the processing
that underlies the feeling of free will. Free will would in this scheme involve the
use of language to check many moves ahead on a number of possible series of
actions and their outcomes, and then with this information to make a choice
from the likely outcomes of different possible series of actions. (If in contrast
choices were made only on the basis of the reinforcement value of immedi-
ately available stimuli, without the arbitrary syntactic symbol manipulation
made possible by language, then the choice strategy would be much more lim-
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ited, and we might not want to use the term free will, as all the consequences
of those actions would not have been computed.) It is suggested that when
this type of reflective, conscious, information processing is occurring and lead-
ing to action, the system performing this processing and producing the action
would have to believe that it (the system) could cause the action, for other-
wise inconsistencies would arise, and the system might no longer try to initiate
action. This belief held by the system may partly underlie the feeling of free
will. At other times, when other brain modules are initiating actions (in the
implicit systems), the conscious processor (the explicit system) may confabu-
late and believe that it caused the action, or at least give an account (possibly
wrong) of why the action was initiated. The fact that the conscious processor
may have the belief even in these circumstances that it initiated the action may
arise as a property of it being inconsistent for a system which can take overall
control using conscious verbal processing to believe that it was overridden by
another system. This may be the reason why confabulation occurs, and one of
the reasons for the feeling of the unity of consciousness. The feeling of the unity
of consciousness may also be related to the suggested involvement of syntac-
tic processing in consciousness, which appears to be inherently serial and with
a limited binding capacity. Indeed, these properties of the implementation of
syntax in the brain may provide some of the underlying computational reasons
why consciousness feels unitary.

In the operation of such a free will system, the uncertainties introduced
by the limited information possible about the likely outcomes of series of ac-
tions, and the inability to use optimal algorithms when combining conditional
probabilities, would be much more important factors than whether the brain
operates deterministically or not. (The operation of brain machinery must be
relatively deterministic, for it has evolved to provide reliable outputs for given
inputs. What I am suggesting here though is that an interesting question about
free will is not whether it reflects the operation of deterministic machinery
or not, but instead is what information processing and computations are tak-
ing place when we feel that we have free will, and the confabulations that may
arise when we operate using implicit computations, i.e. computations which
are not available to consciousness, such as for example the reward reversal
implemented by the orbitofrontal cortex, see Rolls et al. 1994)

Self-identity and the unity of consciousness

Before leaving these thoughts, it may be worth commenting on the feeling of
continuing self-identity that is characteristic of humans, and the unity of con-
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sciousness. Why might these arise? One suggestion is that if one is an organism
that can think about its own long-term multi-step plans, then for those plans
to be consistently and thus adaptively executed, the goals of the plans would
need to remain stable, as would memories of how far one had proceeded along
the execution path of each plan. If one felt each time one came to execute, per-
haps on another day, the next step of a plan, that the goals were different; or
if one did not remember which steps had already been taken in a multi-step
plan, the plan would never be usefully executed. So, given that it does feel like
something to be doing this type of planning using higher order thoughts, it
would have to feel as if one were the same agent, acting towards the same goals,
from day to day. Thus it is suggested that the feeling of continuing self-identity
falls out of a situation in which there is an actor with consistent long-term
goals, and long-term recall. If it feels like anything to be the actor, according
to the suggestions of the higher order thought theory, then it should feel like
the same thing from occasion to occasion to be the actor, and no special fur-
ther construct is needed to account for self-identity. Humans without such a
feeling of being the same person from day to day might be expected to have for
example inconsistent goals from day to day, or a poor recall memory. It may
be noted that the ability to recall previous steps in a plan, and bring them into
the conscious, higher-order thought system, is an important prerequisite for
long-term planning which involves checking each step in a multi-step process.

These are my initial thoughts on why we have consciousness, and are con-
scious of sensory, emotional and motivational qualia, as well as qualia associ-
ated with first-order linguistic thoughts. However, as stated above, one does not
feel that there are straightforward criteria in this philosophical field of enquiry
for knowing whether the suggested theory is correct; so it is likely that theo-
ries of consciousness will continue to undergo rapid development; and current
theories should not be taken to have practical implications.

. Dual routes to action, and decisions

The question arises of how decisions are made in animals such as humans that
have both the implicit, direct reward-based, and the explicit, rational, planning
systems (see Figure 1). One particular situation in which the first, implicit,
system may be especially important is when rapid reactions to stimuli with
reward or punishment value must be made, for then the direct connections
from structures such as the orbitofrontal cortex to the basal ganglia may allow
rapid actions (e.g. Rolls 1994). Another is when there may be too many fac-



 

Higher-order syntactic thoughts 

tors to be taken into account easily by the explicit, rational, planning, system,
when the implicit system may be used to guide action. In contrast, when the
implicit system continually makes errors, it would then be beneficial for the or-
ganism to switch from automatic, direct, action, based on obtaining what the
orbitofrontal cortex system decodes as being the most positively reinforcing
choice currently available, to the explicit conscious control system which can
evaluate with its long-term planning algorithms what action should be per-
formed next. Indeed, it would be adaptive for the explicit system to regularly
be assessing performance by the more automatic system, and to switch itself in
to control behaviour quite frequently, as otherwise the adaptive value of having
the explicit system would be less than optimal. Another factor which may in-
fluence the balance between control by the implicit and explicit systems is the
presence of pharmacological agents such as alcohol, which may alter the bal-
ance towards control by the implicit system, may allow the implicit system to
influence more the explanations made by the explicit system, and may within
the explicit system alter the relative value it places on caution and restraint
versus commitment to a risky action or plan.

There may also be a flow of influence from the explicit, verbal system to the
implicit system, in that the explicit system may decide on a plan of action or
strategy, and exert an influence on the implicit system which will alter the re-
inforcement evaluations made by and the signals produced by the implicit sys-
tem. An example of this might be that if a pregnant woman feels that she would
like to escape a cruel mate, but is aware that she may not survive in the jungle,
then it would be adaptive if the explicit system could suppress some aspects
of her implicit behaviour towards her mate, so that she does not give signals
that she is displeased with her situation. [In the literature on self-deception, it
has been suggested that unconscious desires may not be made explicit in con-
sciousness (or actually repressed), so as not to compromise the explicit system
in what it produces (see e.g., Alexander 1975, 1979; and the review by Nesse &
Lloyd 1992; Trivers 1976, 1985)]. Another example might be that the explicit
system might because of its long-term plans influence the implicit system to
increase its response to for example a positive reinforcer. One way in which the
explicit system might influence the implicit system is by setting up the con-
ditions in which for example when a given stimulus (e.g., person) is present,
positive reinforcers are given, to facilitate stimulus-reinforcement association
learning by the implicit system of the person receiving the positive reinforcers.
Conversely, the implicit system may influence the explicit system, for example
by highlighting certain stimuli in the environment that are currently associated
with reward, to guide the attention of the explicit system to such stimuli.
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However, it may be expected that there is often a conflict between these sys-
tems, in that the first, implicit, system is able to guide behaviour particularly to
obtain the greatest immediate reinforcement, whereas the explicit system can
potentially enable immediate rewards to be deferred, and longer-term, multi-
step, plans to be formed. This type of conflict will occur in animals with a
syntactic planning ability, that is in humans and any other animals that have
the ability to process a series of “if. . .then” stages of planning. This is a prop-
erty of the human language system, and the extent to which it is a property of
non-human primates is not yet fully clear. In any case, such conflict may be an
important aspect of the operation of at least the human mind, because it is so
essential for humans to correctly decide, at every moment, whether to invest
in a relationship or a group that may offer long-term benefits, or whether to
directly pursue immediate benefits (Nesse & Lloyd 1992). As Nesse and Lloyd
(Nesse & Lloyd 1992) describe, analysts have come to a somewhat similar po-
sition, for they hold that intrapsychic conflicts usually seem to have two sides,
with impulses on one side and inhibitions on the other. Analysts describe the
source of the impulses as the id, and the modules that inhibit the expression
of impulses, because of external and internal constraints, the ego and superego
respectively (Leak & Christopher 1982; see Nesse & Lloyd 1992:613). The su-
perego can be thought of as the conscience, while the ego is the locus of exec-
utive functions that balance satisfaction of impulses with anticipated internal
and external costs. A difference of the present position is that it is based on
identification of dual routes to action implemented by different systems in the
brain, each with its own selective advantage.

Some investigations in non-human primates on deception have been in-
terpreted as showing that animals can plan to deceive others (see, e.g., Trivers
1985), that is to utilize “Machiavellian intelligence”. For example, a baboon
may “deliberately” mislead another animal in order to obtain a resource such
as food (e.g., by screaming to summon assistance in order to have a compet-
ing animal chased from a food patch) or sex (e.g., a female baboon who very
gradually moved into a position from which the dominant male could not see
her grooming a subadult baboon) (see Dawkins 1993). The attraction of the
Machiavellian argument is that the behaviour for which it accounts seems to
imply that there is a concept of another animal’s mind, and that one animal
is trying occasionally to mislead another, which implies some planning. How-
ever, such observations tend by their nature to be field-based, and may have
an anecdotal character, in that the previous experience of the animals in this
type of behaviour, and the reinforcements obtained, are not known (Dawkins
1993). It is possible for example that some behavioural responses that appear to
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be Machiavellian may have been the result of previous instrumental learning in
which reinforcement was obtained for particular types of response, or of obser-
vational learning, with again learning from the outcome observed. However, in
any case, most examples of Machiavellian intelligence in non-human primates
do not involve multiple stages of “if. . .then” planning requiring syntax to keep
the symbols apart (but may involve learning of the type “if the dominant male-
sees me grooming a subadult male, I will be punished”) (see Dawkins 1993).
Nevertheless, the possible advantage of such Machiavellian planning could be
one of the adaptive guiding factors in evolution which provided advantage to
a multi-step, syntactic system which enables long-term planning, the best ex-
ample of such a system being human language. However, another, not neces-
sarily exclusive, advantage for the evolution of a linguistic multi-step planning
system could well be not Machiavellian planning, but planning for social co-
operation and advantage. Perhaps in general an “if. . .then” multi-step syntactic
planning ability is useful primarily in evolution in social situations of the type:
“if X does this, then Y does that; then I would / should do that, and the outcome
would be . . .”. It is not yet at all clear whether such planning is required in order
to explain the social behaviour of social animals such as hunting dogs; or so-
cialising monkeys (Dawkins 1993). However, in humans there is evidence that
members of “primitive” hunting tribes spend hours recounting tales of recent
events (perhaps who did what, when; who then did what, etc.), perhaps to help
learn from experience about good strategies, necessary for example when phys-
ically weak men take on large animals (see Pinker & Bloom 1992). Thus, social
co-operation may be as powerful a driving force in the evolution of syntactical
planning systems as Machiavellian intelligence. What is common to both is that
they involve social situations. However, such a syntactic planning system would
have advantages not only in social systems, for such planning may be useful in
obtaining resources purely in a physical (non-social) world. An example might
be planning how to cross terrain given current environmental constraints in
order to reach a particular place.

The thrust of this argument thus is that much complex animal including
human behaviour can take place using the implicit, non-conscious, route to
action. We should be very careful not to postulate intentional states (i.e., states
with intentions, beliefs and desires) unless the evidence for them is strong, and
it seems to me that a flexible, one-off, linguistic processing system that can han-
dle propositions is needed for intentional states. What the explicit, linguistic,
system does allow is exactly this flexible, one-off, multi-step planning ahead
type of computation, which allows us to defer immediate rewards based on
such a plan.
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This consideration of dual routes to action has been with respect to the be-
haviour produced. There is of course in addition a third output of brain regions
such as the orbitofrontal cortex and amygdala involved in emotion, that is di-
rected to producing autonomic and endocrine responses. Although it has been
argued by Rolls (Rolls 1999a:Ch. 3) that the autonomic system is not normally
in a circuit through which behavioural responses are produced (i.e., against
the James-Lange and related somatic theories), there may be some influence
from effects produced through the endocrine system (and possibly the auto-
nomic system, through which some endocrine responses are controlled) on
behaviour, or on the dual systems just discussed which control behaviour. For
example, during female orgasm the hormone oxytocin may be released, and
this may influence the implicit system to help develop positive reinforcement
associations and thus attachment.

. Discussion

Some ways in which the current theory may be different from other related the-
ories follow. The current theory holds that it is higher order syntactic thoughts
(HOSTs) that are closely associated with consciousness, and this may differ
from Rosenthal’s higher order thoughts (HOTs) theory (1990, 1993; Rosen-
thal 1986), in the emphasis in the current theory on language. Language in the
current theory is defined by syntactic manipulation of symbols, and does not
necessarily imply verbal or natural language. The type of language required in
the theory described here is sometimes termed “mentalese” by philosophers.
The reason that strong emphasis is placed on language is that it is as a result of
having a multi-step flexible “on the fly” reasoning procedure that errors which
cannot be easily corrected by reward or punishment received at the end of the
reasoning, need ‘thoughts about thoughts’, that is some type of supervisory and
monitoring process, to detect where errors in the reasoning have occurred. This
suggestion on the adaptive value in evolution of such a higher order linguistic
thought process for multi-step planning ahead, and correcting such plans, may
also be different from earlier work. Put another way, this point is that credit
assignment when reward or punishment are received is straightforward in a
one layer network (in which the reinforcement can be used directly to cor-
rect nodes in error, or responses); but is very difficult in a multi-step linguistic
process executed once “on the fly”. Very complex mappings in a multilayer net-
work can be learned if hundreds of learning trials are provided. But once these
complex mappings are learned, their success or failure in a new situation on
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a given trial cannot be evaluated and corrected by the network. Indeed, the
complex mappings achieved by such networks (e.g., backpropagation nets, see
Rolls & Deco 2002) mean that after training they operate according to fixed
rules, and are often quite impenetrable and inflexible. In contrast, to correct
a multi-step, single occasion, linguistically based plan or procedure, recall of
the steps just made in the reasoning or planning, and perhaps related episodic
material, needs to occur, so that the link in the chain which is most likely to
be in error can be identified. This may be part of the reason why there is a
close relation between declarative memory systems, which can explicitly recall
memories, and consciousness.

Some computer programs may have supervisory processes. Should these
count as higher order linguistic thought processes? My current response to this
is that they should not, to the extent that they operate with fixed rules to correct
the operation of a system which does not itself involve linguistic thoughts about
symbols grounded semantically in the external world. If on the other hand it
were possible to implement on a computer such a high order linguistic thought
supervisory correction process to correct first order one-off linguistic thoughts
with symbols grounded in the real world, then this process would prima facie be
conscious. If it were possible in a thought experiment to reproduce the neural
connectivity and operation of a human brain on a computer, then prima facie
it would also have the attributes of consciousness. It might continue to have
those attributes for as long as power was applied to the system.

Another possible difference from earlier theories is that raw sensory feels
are suggested to arise as a consequence of having a system that can think
about its own thoughts. Raw sensory feels, and subjective states associated with
emotional and motivational states, may not necessarily arise first in evolution.

A property often attributed to consciousness is that it is unitary. The cur-
rent theory would account for this by the limited syntactic capability of neu-
ronal networks in the brain, which render it difficult to implement more than a
few syntactic bindings of symbols simultaneously (McLeod et al. 1998; see Rolls
& Treves 1998). This limitation makes it difficult to run several “streams of con-
sciousness” simultaneously. In addition, given that a linguistic system can con-
trol behavioural output, several parallel streams might produce maladaptive
behaviour (apparent as e.g., indecision), and might be selected against. The
close relation between, and the limited capacity of, both the stream of con-
sciousness, and auditory-verbal short term memory, may be that both imple-
ment the capacity for syntax in neural networks. Whether syntax in real neu-
ronal networks is implemented by temporal binding is still very much an unre-
solved issue (Rolls & Deco 2002; Rolls & Treves 1998). However, the hypothesis
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that syntactic binding is necessary for consciousness is one of the postulates of
the theory I am describing (for the system I describe must be capable of cor-
recting its own syntactic thoughts); and the fact that the binding must be im-
plemented in neuronal networks may well place limitations on consciousness,
which lead to some of its properties, such as its unitary nature. The postulate of
Crick and Koch (Crick & Koch 1990) that oscillations and synchronization are
necessary bases of consciousness could thus be related to the present theory if
it turns out that oscillations or neuronal synchronization are the way the brain
implements syntactic binding. However, the fact that oscillations and neuronal
synchronization are especially evident in anaesthetized cats does not impress
as strong evidence that oscillations and synchronization are critical features of
consciousness, for most people would hold that anaesthetized cats are not con-
scious. The fact that oscillations and synchronization are much more difficult
to demonstrate in the temporal cortical visual areas of awake behaving mon-
keys might just mean that during evolution to primates the cortex has become
better able to avoid parasitic oscillations, as a result of developing better feed-
forward and feedback inhibitory circuits (see Rolls & Deco 2002; Rolls & Treves
1998).

The current theory holds that consciousness arises by virtue of a system
that can think linguistically about its own linguistic thoughts. The advantages
for a system of being able to do this have been described, and this has been
suggested as the reason why consciousness evolved. The evidence that con-
sciousness arises by virtue of having a system that can perform higher order
linguistic processing is however, and I think may remain, circumstantial. (Why
must it feel like something when we are performing a certain type of infor-
mation processing? The evidence described here suggests that it does feel like
something when we are performing a certain type of information processing,
but does not produce a strong reason for why it has to feel like something. It
just does, when we are using this linguistic processing system capable of higher
order thoughts.) The evidence, summarized above, includes the points that
we think of ourselves as conscious when for example we recall earlier events,
compare them with current events, and plan many steps ahead. Evidence also
comes from neurological cases, from for example split brain patients (who may
confabulate conscious stories about what is happening in their other, non-
language, hemisphere; and from cases such as frontal lobe patients who can
tell one consciously what they should be doing, but nevertheless may be doing
the opposite. (The force of this type of case is that much of our behaviour may
normally be produced by routes about which we cannot verbalize, and are not
conscious about.) This raises the issue of the causal role of consciousness. Does
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consciousness cause our behaviour?1 The view that I currently hold is that the
information processing which is related to consciousness (activity in a linguis-
tic system capable of higher order thoughts, and used for planning and cor-
recting the operation of lower order linguistic systems) can play a causal role in
producing our behaviour (see Figure 1). It is, I postulate, a property of process-
ing in this system (capable of higher order thoughts) that it feels like something
to be performing that type of processing. It is in this sense that I suggest that
consciousness can act causally to influence our behaviour: consciousness is the
property that occurs when a linguistic system is thinking about its lower order
thoughts. The hypothesis that it does feel like something when this processing
is taking place is at least to some extent testable: humans performing this type
of higher order linguistic processing, for example recalling episodic memories
and comparing them with current circumstances, who denied being conscious,
would prima facie constitute evidence against the theory. Most humans would
find it very implausible though to posit that they could be thinking about their
own thoughts, and reflecting on their own thoughts, without being conscious.
This type of processing does appear to be for most humans to be necessarily
conscious.

Finally, I provide a short specification of what might have to be imple-
mented in a neural network to implement conscious processing. First, a lin-
guistic system, not necessarily verbal, but implementing syntax between sym-
bols implemented in the environment would be needed (i.e., a “mentalese”
language capability). Then a higher order thought system also implementing
syntax and able to think about the representations in the first order language
system, and able to correct the reasoning in the first order linguistic system
in a flexible manner, would be needed. So my view is that consciousness can
be implemented in neural networks, (and that this is a topic worth discussing),
but that the neural networks would have to implement the type of higher order
linguistic processing described in this Chapter.

. Conclusion

It is suggested that it feels like something to be an organism or machine that
can think about its own (linguistic, and semantically based) thoughts. It is sug-
gested that qualia, raw sensory and emotional feels, arise secondary to having
evolved such a higher order thought system, and that sensory and emotional
processing feels like something because it would be unparsimonious for it to
enter the planning, higher order thought, system and not feel like something.
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The adaptive value of having sensory and emotional feelings, or qualia, is thus
suggested to be that such inputs are important to the long-term planning, ex-
plicit, processing system. Raw sensory feels, and subjective states associated
with emotional and motivational states, may not necessarily arise first in evo-
lution. Some issues that arise in relation to this theory are discussed by Rolls
(Rolls 2000e); reasons why the ventral visual system is more closely related to
explicit than implicit processing are considered by Rolls and Deco (2002) and
by Rolls (2003): and reasons why explicit, conscious, processing may have a
higher threshold in sensory processing than implicit processing are considered
by Rolls (2003).

It may be useful to comment that this theory, while sharing much with
Rosenthal’s HOT theory of consciousness (1990, 1993, 1986), may be differ-
ent in a number of respects. I take an information processing / computational
approach, and try to define the computations that appear to be taking place
when we are conscious. I take a brain design approach, and try to link im-
plicit vs conscious computations with processes in different brain regions, as
a way of constraining the theory, and providing useful links to medical con-
cerns and issues. I propose that it is syntactic thoughts implementing multi-
step planning operations that raise a credit assignment problem, and that the
adaptive value of higher order thoughts is to help solve this credit assignment
problem. My HOST theory is based therefore on the adaptive utility of higher
order thoughts for correcting lower order syntactic operations such as those
involved in planning, and it is because the higher order system must be able to
correct a lower order syntactic processing system that the higher order system
needs to be a Higher Order Syntactic Thought (HOST) system. When I use the
term “thoughts”, I can thus be read as meaning “human thoughts”, which im-
ply the ability to perform syntactic processing, that is to implement the correct
and flexible binding of symbols in relational operations. (This does not imply
a need for human language, and I am open-minded about the extent to which
this type of information processing may be possible in animals.) When Rosen-
thal uses the term “thought” he may be using it in a wider sense, and I hope
that this is an issue dealt with by Rosenthal (2004).
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Note

. This raises the issue of the causal relation between mental events and neurophysiological
events, part of the mind-body problem. My view is that the relation between mental events
and neurophysiological events is similar (apart from the problem of consciousness) to the
relation between the program running in a computer and the hardware on the computer.
In a sense, the program causes the logic gates to move to the next state. This move causes
the program to move to its next state. Effectively, we are looking at different levels of what
is overall the operation of a system, and causal explanations can usefully be understood as
operating both within levels (causing one step of the program to move to the next), as well
as between levels (e.g., software to hardware and vice versa). This is the solution I propose
to this aspect of the mind-body (or mind-brain) problem.
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Chapter 8

Assumptions of a subjective measure
of consciousness
Three mappings

Zoltán Dienes and Josef Perner

Consider some event in the world, for example there being an object moving
up. There are two distinct ways of knowing this event: being merely aware of it,
or being consciously aware of it. We are aware of the event when the event in-
fluences cognitive processing or behaviour, we are sensitive to the event in some
way. But just because we are sensitive to the event, that does not mean we are
consciously aware of it. Similarly, we might know some regularity in the world,
e.g. we may be behaviourally sensitive to the perceptual cues that indicate
whether a chick is male or female. But that does not mean we consciously know
the regularity. Experimental psychologists have debated for over a century how
to determine whether we can be aware of stimuli or regularities (sensitive to
them in some way) without being consciously aware of them (e.g. Peirce & Jas-
trow 1884). The debate has been heated (e.g. Holender 1986; Shanks & St. John
1994; Dienes & Perner 1999; Merikle & Daneman 1998), and we believe higher
order theories can help provide clarity in evaluating useful criteria for deciding
when people consciously know rather than simply know. Rosenthal (e.g. 1986,
2000, forthcoming, this volume) suggests we adopt a common intuition that we
consciously know (that something is so) when we are conscious of the mental
state by which we know. It is difficult to regard a person as consciously seeing if,
despite 100% correct discrimination performance on a task, the person vigor-
ously and adamantly insists that they see nothing, they are just guessing, they
are not conscious of seeing at all (Weiskrantz 1988, 1997). Thus, Weiskrantz
argued that conscious seeing required a separate commentary by the person on
the visual processing of the stimulus, i.e. on the mental state of seeing itself.
Similarly, Rosenthal suggested that a mental state is conscious when we have a
roughly contemporaneous thought (a higher order thought) to the effect that
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we are in that state. Carruthers (1992, 2000, this volume) likewise argued that
to understand phenomena such as blindsight we need to be able to distinguish
worldly subjectivity (representing the world, a first order representation) and
experiential subjectivity (representing one’s mental states), the latter providing
conscious awareness.

For adult humans, seeing is understood as a means of knowing; merely
guessing that something is so cannot be a case of seeing that it is so. Thus, on
higher order theory, when a mental state of e.g. seeing (that something is so) is
a case of consciously seeing (that something is so), we (adults) would be able to
distinguish between whether we merely guessed that something was the case,
or that we knew it to some extent. Similarly, for any other occurrent knowl-
edge state: To know consciously entails we can distinguish between knowing
(to some degree) and guessing.

Higher order theories lead naturally to criteria for assessing conscious
knowledge, namely criteria based on people’s ability to determine the men-
tal state that they are in, and that provides the knowledge (so called “subjective
measures” of consciousness). Criteria based on merely the person’s ability to
determine the stimulus that was shown (“objective measures” of conscious-
ness) could easily lead to false positives: First-order mental states allow the dis-
crimination of stimuli (indeed, that is generally their function) and second
order states are not needed at all for discrimination. Objective discrimination
of stimuli entails that you are aware of the stimuli, but not that you are con-
sciously aware of them. Subjective measures, which directly test for the exis-
tence of second order states, thus (according to the theory) directly test for the
existence of conscious awareness.

One such subjective criterion is the “zero confidence-accuracy relationship
criterion”, normally called the “zero correlation criterion” for short (Dienes &
Berry 1997). When the subject makes a judgement, ask the subject to distin-
guish between guessing and different degrees of knowing. If the judgment ex-
presses conscious knowledge – on those cases when it is knowledge and not
guessing – then the subject should give a higher confidence rating when she
actually knows the answer and a lower confidence rating when she is just guess-
ing. In other words, conscious knowledge would prima facie be revealed by a
correlation between confidence and accuracy, and unconscious knowledge by
no correlation (the person does not know when she is guessing and when she
is applying knowledge).

Another criterion based on a person’s ability to determine the mental state
that they are in is the “guessing criterion” (Dienes et al. 1995). Take all the cases
where a person says they are guessing, and see if they are actually demonstrat-
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ing the use of knowledge. This is the criterion that is satisfied in cases of blind-
sight (Weiskrantz 1988, 1997). The person insists they are just guessing, but
they can be discriminating 90% correctly. So, based on the guessing criterion,
the knowledge in blindsight is unconscious.

While the zero correlation and guessing criteria have face validity as mea-
sures of conscious awareness, are there conditions in which the criteria would
give the wrong answer? What do we need to assume to ensure their validity? Di-
enes (in press) used Rosenthal’s higher order thought theory to flesh out some
assumptions behind both the zero correlation and guessing criteria, regard-
ing the extent to which the criteria could be biased.1 In this paper, we will use
higher order thought theory to consider some further assumptions required
for using the zero correlation criterion.2

We will first summarize the contexts in which the zero-correlation criterion
has been previously applied, and then consider in detail its application to, first,
implicit learning, and then subliminal perception.

Previous use of the zero correlation criterion

The zero-correlation criterion has now been applied extensively in the implicit
learning literature. Implicit learning occurs when people learn by acquiring
unconscious knowledge (for reviews see Shanks & St. John 1994; Dienes &
Berry 1997; Cleeremans, Destrebecqz, & Boyer 1998). The term “implicit learn-
ing”was introduced by Reber (1967). Reber asked subjects to memorize strings
of letters, where, unbeknownst to subjects, the order of letters within the string
was constrained by a complex set of rules (i.e. an artificial grammar). After a
few minutes of memorizing strings, the subjects were told about the existence
of the rules (but not what they were) and asked to classify new strings as obey-
ing the rules or not. Reber (see Reber 1993, for a review of his work) found that
subjects could classify new strings 60–70% correctly on average, while finding
it difficult to say what the rules were that guided their performance. He ar-
gued the knowledge was unconscious. But, starting with Dulany, Carlson, and
Dewey (1984), critics have been unhappy with free report as an indicator of
unconscious knowledge. Free report gives the subject the option of not stating
some knowledge if they choose not to (by virtue of not being certain enough of
it); and if the free report is requested some time after the decision, the subject
might momentarily forget some of the bits of knowledge they brought to bear
on the task.
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Chan (1992) elicited a confidence rating in each classification decision, and
showed subjects were no more confident in correct than incorrect decisions.
Dienes et al. (1995), Dienes and Altmann (1997), Allwood, Granhag, and Jo-
hansson (2000), Channon et al. (2002), Tunney and Altmann (2001) and Di-
enes and Perner (2003) replicated these results, finding some conditions under
which there was no within-subject relationship between confidence and accu-
racy. We argued this indicated subjects could not discriminate between men-
tal states providing knowledge and e.g. those just corresponding to guessing;
hence, the mental states were unconscious (see also Kelley, Burton, Kato, &
Akamatsu 2001; Newell & Bright 2002, who used the same lack of relationship
between confidence and accuracy to argue for the use of unconscious knowl-
edge in other learning paradigms). The method has an advantage over free
report in that low confidence is no longer a means by which relevant conscious
knowledge is excluded from measurement; rather the confidence itself becomes
the object of study and can be directly assessed on every trial.

Kolb and Braun (1995) and Kunimoto, Miller, and Pashler (2001) applied
a similar methodology to perception. Kolb and Braun investigated texture dis-
crimination and Kunimoto et al. word perception. They both found conditions
under which confidence was not related to accuracy, and argued this demon-
strated the existence of unconscious perception (for a failure to replicate Kolb
and Braun, see Morgan, Mason, & Solomon 1997).

We will now consider some conditions that should be satisfied for the zero-
correlation criterion to provide valid answers about the conscious status of
mental states. After some preliminary considerations, we will consider implicit
learning in detail, and then subliminal perception.

Preliminary considerations: Attitudes and higher order thoughts

Human beings meet the world with a highly evolved learning system. Over
evolutionary history this learning system has faced environments with specific
statistical and other kinds of structures. When it meets a new environment or
structured domain it can implicitly presume the structure will belong to a cer-
tain class of structure types and the need is to determine the parameters that
specify that class of structure. In a first encounter with a domain recognized as
novel in important respects, there will be uncertainty as to the right parameter
values. If we are asked to decide whether a chick is male or female by look-
ing at it, we may initially be just guessing. After much practice, we may make
judgements with certainty. The system in making a judgement (“the chick is
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male”), has an attitude toward that judgement (guessing, knowing) that ex-
presses itself in how the content is used, for example, the consistency with
which it is used, the amount of contrary evidence that would overthrow it,
etc. In between the attitudes of guessing and knowing there can be degrees of
confidence, or thinking with some conviction. The English language does not
express these attitudes very well; if one says there is an attitude of knowing or
guessing, in everyday usage it may imply there must be second or even third
order thoughts about guessing or knowing. But for the purposes of this pa-
per consider guessing, thinking with some conviction etc. as being first order
mental states, regardless of any higher order thoughts that may or may not be
present. There can be an attitude (knowing, guessing, etc.) independently of
being aware of that attitude.

Consider, for example, one possible way in which an attitude may show
itself as a particular attitude (independently of any awareness of the attitude),
namely in the consistency with which it is used. If I am merely guessing that
a given chick is male, on repeated presentations of the same chick (without
knowing that it is the same chick) I may respond “male” as often as “female”.
The fact that I say “male” 50% of the time is an expression of my complete un-
certainty as to whether the chick is a male. However, if I was certain it was male,
I should say “male” 100% of the time. Similarly, an attitude in between guess-
ing and certainty may express itself by my saying “male” e.g. 60% of the time.
In this case, I would be engaging in a type of probability matching (like animals
and people do in many but not all situations, Reber 1989; Shanks, Tunney, &
McCarthy 2002) – matching relative frequency of response to a subjective prob-
ability. My tendency to say “male” 60% of the time would reflect the extent of
my uncertainty for the judgement: I am somewhat sure that the chick is male,
but I am not certain. In sum, there may be situations in which the consistency
with which a judgment is made indicates how well the system has normally
learnt that the judgment accurately represents the world.

Note that if we are using consistency to measure attitude, we cannot tell
from any one trial what the attitude is. We need an ensemble of trials. On any
one trial, there will be a certain attitude, but we won’t know the attitude from
just one trial. Over a set of trials we can estimate the attitude. In order to use
consistency as a measure of attitude, we need to assume representational sta-
bility over the time span we are investigating. For example, one could be highly
certain that Fluffy is male one day (e.g. because we are told); and be highly
certain that Fluffy is female the next day (because that is what we are told that
day). In this case, certainty co-exists with inconsistency, but that’s because the
state of knowledge has changed from trial to trial. Only by presenting the ob-
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Mental process: Observables:

HOT( ( ))att x Confidence rating

ATT ( )x Accuracy, consistency, etc.

X1

2

3

Legend:
ATT – attitude that one has
X – state of the world
att – attitude that one represents oneself as having
x – represented state of world.

Figure 1. Relationship between the world, first order mental states, and higher order
thoughts.

ject of the judgement repeatedly, while the person remains in the same state of
knowledge, can consistency be used to measure attitude. We need to assume
representational stability over the test phase.

To facilitate the arguments that follow, consider a state of affairs in the
world, X. For example, X could be that “this chick is male”. One forms a judge-
ment (a mental state) about X with content x. For example, x could be “this
chick is male”. Call the attitude of the mental state ATT. So the full judgement
can be written as ATT(x). For example, ATT(x) could be: I am fairly sure that
“this chick is male”, where ATT is fairly sure and x is “this chick is male”. If the
judgement is correct than x will correspond to X; if the judgement is incorrect,
x will not correspond to X. This state of affairs is shown in Figure 1.

Consider a series of judgements, involving a number of different attitudes
because I have different attitudes regarding the sex of different chicks; I may
be certain about Donald, almost certain about Daffy, etc. Mapping (1) in the
figure refers to the extent to which x corresponded to X over the series of test
trials: What percentage of times over all judgments did I get it right? How often
when I formed the judgement that a chick was a particular gender, was the
chick that gender?

There is another relationship to consider (labelled 2 in the figure): Between
the different attitudes and the percentage correct for each attitude. If the learn-
ing system is well adapted to the domain, then an attitude of certainty should
be associated with a higher percentage of correct judgments than an attitude of
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lesser certainty would be. For example, if I am certain about Donald and only
fairly sure about Daisy, am I correct more often for Donald than for Daisy?

Finally consider when the person has a higher order thought (HOT) which
represents the person as having a certain attitude (att). For example, the HOT
could represent that “I am guessing that this chick is male”. One might rep-
resent oneself as guessing (att) even though one’s actual attitude on that trial
was one of being fairly sure (ATT). Mapping 3 refers to the extent to which the
attitude, att, one represents oneself as having corresponds to the attitude ATT
that one actually has.

When using the zero-correlation criterion, we wish to assess mapping 3:
Are people aware of the attitude of knowing when they know something and
guessing when they are just guessing? However, neither one’s actual attitude
(ATT) nor the higher order thought about one’s attitude (att) can be strictly
directly observed by the experimenter. Instead, as shown on the right hand side
of Figure 1, the experimenter determines the subject’s higher order thought by
the subject’s confidence ratings, and the subject’s attitude by how correct the
subject is. In the latter case, the assumption is when the attitude involves more
certainty, the subject will make more decisions correctly: the attitude of guess-
ing should lead to chance performance and the attitude of knowing should
lead to high performance. When is it valid to use these observables (confidence
ratings and percent correct) to infer whether the quality of mapping 3 is bet-
ter than zero? In other words, when can the zero-correlation criterion be used
to infer the presence of conscious or unconscious mental states? That is the
question we will consider in the rest of this paper.

Now we will use the mappings 1 to 3 illustrated in Figure 1 to consider the
application of the zero-correlation criterion to implicit learning, and then to
subliminal perception. In what follows we will need to consider a series of judg-
ments. The zero-correlation criterion (and the guessing criterion) cannot be
applied to a single judgment to determine if it was conscious or unconscious.
It can only be applied to an ensemble of judgments to determine whether all of
them were unconscious or whether at least some were conscious.

Applying the zero correlation criterion to implicit learning

Consider a subject learning an artificial grammar. After a training phase con-
sisting of looking at grammatical strings, the subject is informed of the exis-
tence of a set of rules and asked to classify test strings. The subjects first order
mental state for each judgment about a test string consists of two components:
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The content of the judgment (x in Figure 1, e.g. “this string is grammatical”)
and the subject’s attitude to that content (ATT). Now we ask the subject for
their second order thought (their confidence rating) which is their report (att)
of their attitude used in the first order mental state. In assessing the conscious
or unconscious status of the first order state, we wish to establish whether the
content of the higher order thought (att) represents the actual attitude (ATT)
used in the first order state (when subjects know, do they know that they are
knowing?). But there are in fact three mappings to consider:

First, there is the mapping (1) of the content of the first order mental state
onto the world (specifically, in this case, the world is the grammaticality of each
test string as determined by the experimenter’s grammar): x ↔ X (mapping 1
in Figure 1). Researchers into the content of learning (e.g., in implicit learning
paradigms, Tunney & Altmann 1999; Cleeremans 1993; Dienes & Fahey 1995,
1998) are interested in investigating this mapping.

Consider a plot of the relationship between confidence and accuracy for a
particular subject. Let us say it shows no relationship. Does this mean we have
established the unconscious status of the subjects’ knowledge? Not necessarily.
Maybe the subject was mapping the attitude used in the first order state onto
the content of their second order thoughts perfectly; but the content of the first
order state was completely uncorrelated with the world. For example, the sub-
ject may have induced a grammar that would generate all training strings, but
also half of the grammatical test strings and half of the non-grammatical test
strings. On the basis of this grammar the subject would judge half the gram-
matical and half the non-grammatical test strings correctly the other half of
each type of string incorrectly. As a result the subject would appear to be objec-
tively guessing when in fact subjectively the subject was making 100% knowl-
edgeable judgments. The experimenter had not come up with a psychologically
plausible grammar; so the subject’s highly evolved learning system presumed a
different type of structure than the one the experimenter arbitrarily dreamt up.
The learning system presupposed the “wrong” kind of model of the world; but
under normal conditions it would have learnt to some degree successfully at
this juncture. So the subject has a first order attitude of “knowing” or “think-
ing with 100% conviction” on some trials, and this is reflected completely in the
confidence rating. Nonetheless, there would be no relation between confidence
and accuracy because the first order content-world mapping is not reliable. The
first order state is a conscious mental state, but the zero-correlation criterion
would indicate it is unconscious.
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ATT ( )x

X

1
2

Figure 2. Mapping (2).

Second, there is the mapping (2) between the first order attitude (ATT), on the
one hand, and the reliability of the first-order-content to world mapping (1),
on the other, as shown simply in Figure 2.

Presumably, the first order attitude will normally map onto the reliabil-
ity of the first-order-content to world mapping. Attitudes of greater certainty
will generally be associated with contents that map the world reliably, when
the learning system is adapted to the environment it is learning about. But
of course this in no way guarantees that attitudes of certainty will always be
towards contents that reliably map the world (even though they would under
conditions to which the learning system is adapted). It does not even guarantee
that in some restricted domain, variations in attitude correlate with variations
in the reliability of content-world mapping. Researchers into metacognition
are effectively interested in this mapping (e.g Herrmann, Grubs, Sigmundi, &
Grueneich 1986; Reder & Ritter 1992; Gruneberg & Sykes 1993; Koriat 1993,
1997; Gigerenzer 2000): How does a person determine whether he or she has
an appropriate attitude of knowing?

In an artificial grammar learning task a subject may have different attitudes
towards the grammaticality of different test strings, and the subject may have
accurate second order thoughts about those attitudes. But if the subject has as
many percent correct choices for first order attitudes of high certainty as for
attitudes of low certainty, there will be no correlation between confidence and
accuracy despite appropriate higher order thoughts making all mental states
conscious.3

Third, there is the first order attitude – second order content mapping,
which is the one we are actually interested in to assess the conscious or uncon-
scious status of the first order states, as shown simply in Figure 3.

Mapping (3) is also of interest to people working in metacognition (e.g.
Reder & Ritter 1992; Koriat 1993, 1997; Gigerenzer 2000, as referenced for
mapping (2)), who often are effectively interested in the joint effect of map-
pings (2) and (3), without distinguishing them.
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ATT ( )x

X
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HOT( ( ))att x

Figure 3. Mapping (3).

Our central question now is: How can we make sure that we are assessing map-
ping (3) with the zero correlation criterion, when mappings (1) and (2) also
strongly affect the confidence-accuracy relationship?

First, we have to make sure the subject has a minimal (non-zero) first or-
der content-world mapping over the set of test items as a whole before apply-
ing the criterion. We can determine this simply by looking at subjects’ percent
correct classification. There would be no point looking at the strength of the
confidence-accuracy relationship unless subjects have demonstrably induced
knowledge that correlates with the experimenter’s grammar; i.e. their percent
correct classification is above baseline. This shows mapping (1) over all items
as a whole to be above chance.

Next, in order to establish mapping (2), we need some way of measuring
attitude. Let us presume that consistency of response directly reflects attitude.
Since Reber (1967), people in the artificial grammar learning literature have
often tested subjects twice on the same test strings to measure consistency: The
proportion of strings classified twice correctly (CC), once correctly and once
in error (CE), and twice in error (EE). Note that having a reliable mapping (2)
requires variability in attitude (as observably indexed by e.g. response consis-
tency). Typically, CC, EE, and CE are all non-negligible (e.g. CC is about 0.60,
EE about .15, and CE about .25: Reber 1989). This is important in showing
variability in consistency. If subjects responded deterministically with a single
rule that classified some items correctly and some incorrectly, being correct or
incorrect to different items would not be related to different attitudes, because
there may only be one attitude, i.e. of knowing (as pointed out by Dienes &
Perner 1996). In this case, CE would be zero and mapping (2) would be zero or
undefined.

Given the minimal requirement of CE being non-negligible, how are we to
establish whether there is a positive relationship between attitude and percent
correct (i.e. mapping (2))? To recap, it appears subjects have different attitudes
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towards the judgments they make about the grammaticality of strings. For
some strings, a subject may respond “grammatical” and “non-grammatical”
about equally often, reflecting the attitude of guessing. For other strings, sub-
jects respond “grammatical” with some probability above 0.5, indicating a
stronger attitude, one of greater certainty that the string is grammatical, or
with a probability below 0.5, indicating greater certainty that the string is non-
grammatical. How can we determine whether stronger attitudes are associated
with greater accuracy?

Answering this question depends on how the zero-correlation criterion is
to be measured. For example, let us say the zero-correlation criterion is to be
measured by comparing the average percent correct for high confidence re-
sponses with average per cent correct for low confidence responses (as used
by Tunney and Shanks, in press). Consider four test items, and the subject is
tested on each 100 times (with an ideal subject who never gets bored and has no
memory of previous test trials). The subject gets item 1 correct 100 times, the
subject gets item 2 correct 0 times, and he gets items 3 and 4 correct 80 times
each. The overall percent correct is 65% (mapping 1 is fine). The subject has
given 400 responses. If we take the 200 responses with the highest consistency
(hence the stronger attitudes), this would be items 1 and 2, where the proba-
bility of emitting a given response is 1.0. The average percent correct for these
two items is 50%. For the remaining 200 responses (i.e. to items 3 and 4), 80%
of the responses are correct. Thus, average accuracy is higher for the weaker
attitudes (80%) compared to the stronger attitudes (50%), as shown in Figure
4. Mapping (2) is negative. So even if subjects had completely accurate higher
order thoughts (mapping 3), and hence completely conscious knowledge, the
zero-correlation criterion would not show a positive relation between confi-
dence and accuracy (as measured by: %correct given high confidence minus
%correct given low confidence).

We will now consider another measure of the quality of mapping (2). Chan
(1992) measured the zero-correlation criterion by subtracting the average con-
fidence for all incorrect responses from the average confidence for all correct
responses (The “Chan difference score”). We could use the Chan difference
score, but apply it to actual attitudes (ATT) rather than confidence ratings (as
estimates of our HOTs (att) about our attitudes) in order to investigate map-
ping (2). That is, we subtract the average strength of attitude for correct re-
sponses from the average strength of attitude for incorrect responses. In the
above example, the average attitude strength is 0.88 for correct responses and
0.77 for incorrect responses.4 The difference is positive, mapping (2) is satis-
fied. So if HOTs could directly represent attitude strength, the zero-correlation
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Figure 4. Example of mapping (2) being negative.

criterion would be positive (appropriately) by Chan’s difference score applied
to confidence ratings in this example.5

The Appendix considers in detail the measured strength of mapping (2) as-
suming different response models and measures of mapping (2) (including the
Chan difference score). It concludes that the strength of mapping (2) is nor-
mally positive as measured by the Chan difference score, and inversely related
to EE (Reber’s notation for being consistently in error). Mapping (2) needs to
be carefully considered depending on the way the zero-correlation criterion is
to be measured. In general, the lower the value of EE, the better mapping (2),
at least for the Chan difference score (and – so we speculate – more generally).

Having established positive mappings (1) and (2), the zero-correlation cri-
terion can be investigated. A zero correlation provides evidence for uncon-
scious mental states; a positive correlation indicates the presence of at least
some conscious mental states (without ruling out the possibility of the exis-
tence of at least some unconscious mental states) (see also Dienes & Perner
2001, for one further proviso, namely that the confidence ratings should not
arise from any inferences of which the subject is conscious).

Under most experimental conditions, subjects are likely to have at least
some conscious knowledge. In this case, the zero-correlation criterion can still
be used to compare the relative amount of conscious and unconscious knowl-
edge across two conditions (compare Jacoby’s process dissociation framework).
First, one would establish the two conditions had the same percent correct clas-
sification (mapping (1) is the same) and the same EE value (mapping (2) is
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the same). Under these conditions, differences in the confidence-accuracy re-
lationship then indicate different mixes of conscious and unconscious knowl-
edge across the two conditions. For example, Chan (1992) compared a group
of subjects in training who just memorized strings with a group who searched
for rules. At test they had the same (non-significantly different) percent correct
classification - mapping (1) was the same. They also had the same average level
of confidence. Reber (e.g. 1989) had previously shown that rule search com-
pared to memorization instructions changes consistency by increasing EE; i.e.
mapping (2) is worse for rule search than memorization subjects (see Appendix
for justification of this logic).6 Nonetheless, Chan found that the rule search
group had a stronger confidence-accuracy correlation than the memorization
group (according to the Chan difference score amongst other measures); this
must have been due to a better mapping (3) for rule search than memoriza-
tion. Hence there is evidence for a greater use of unconscious knowledge in the
memorization group than the rule search group.

Applying the zero correlation criterion to subliminal perception

Now consider the application of these issues to subliminal perception. Kuni-
moto et al. (2001) found conditions under which subjects were just as accurate
in identifying stimuli for high confidence as low confidence decisions. They
concluded that this indicated the presence of unconscious perceptual states
(after carefully considering, and then rejecting, possible psychometric artifac-
tual explanations of the dissociation between confidence and accuracy). What
mapping assumptions does their conclusion rely on?

The task of the subject in Kunimoto et al. (2001) experiments one and
two was first to say what word was there and then to give a confidence rating.
Perception presents a somewhat different situation from implicit learning. Ar-
guably, in the first instance perception always involves the attitude of knowing
towards whatever its content is. Even when we know what we see is an illu-
sion, our vision still seems to present it to us as 100% fact. Nonetheless, the
content of one’s perception may not clearly be one of the contents the experi-
menter is forcing us to respond with (e.g. “the word is green” etc. is allowed by
the experimenter, but “A funny bunch of lines” is not a response option). So
one considers the content of the perception as evidence for the different words,
and converts that into an attitude towards an allowable content e.g. being 60%
sure that the word is green. The logic of the zero-correlation criterion runs like
this: (i) The more (conscious or unconscious) perceptual evidence one has, the
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greater one’s accuracy; and (ii) the more conscious perceptual evidence one
has, the greater one’s confidence. So a positive relationship between confidence
and accuracy indicates conscious perceptual evidence. Now let’s consider the
mapping assumptions, as shown in Figure 1, required for this logic to actually
go through.

Mapping (1) is the same as in Figure 1: To what extent does the per-
ceptual system produce contents that accurately represent the stimuli? If the
perceptual system sometimes misrepresents one word as another, this content
could produce confident inaccurate answers, reducing the confidence accuracy
correlation, even when perception is quite conscious. Kunimoto et al. (2001)
established that their subjects classified above chance, so mapping (1) is not
problematic for their experiments.

There is also a version of mapping (2) to consider. The perceptual repre-
sentation used to judge what word was presented will have various conceptual
and perceptual contents (for example, that “the word is red”, or how bright
the word is, etc.), and other properties like fine-grainedness, time taken to
form, or clarity, and so on. Mapping (2) is the extent to which those repre-
sentational properties taken to indicate the extent to which the representation
is accurate (vs misrepresenting) actually map onto to the extent to which the
representation is accurate or misrepresenting.

We have probably evolved so that in normal conditions mapping (2) is very
good; at least, we tend to think so: We usually feel we are pretty accurate in
judging whether we have seen or failed to have seen something. But the system
is not infallible; sometimes even in everyday life we have what seem to us to be
clear percepts but in fact we have seen incorrectly. After all, the system cannot
have a God’s eye view of when it gets things right and when it gets things wrong.
Mapping (2) might be compromised in two ways.

First, the first order discrimination and the assessment of representational
accuracy may be based on at least some different representational properties.
For example, a person may be conscious, somewhat dimly, of seeing the word
green, and this perception may have certain qualities the person is also aware
of. The first order discrimination is made on the basis of the relevant content
provided by the perceptual system, namely that the word is green. Now how is
the person to provide a confidence rating? They may rely on vividness to guide
attitude even when it is irrelevant to discriminating what word was presented.
Then different confidence ratings can be produced for the same level of first
order accuracy. Subjects presumably use properties for assessing accuracy that
are correlated with accuracy under normal conditions. But so long as the cor-
relation is not perfect, restricting the range of variability of the properties (as
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would be done in e.g. a subliminal perception experiment where accuracy is
forced to vary over a limited range) could reduce the correlation to zero.7

Second, consider the case where the first order discrimination and the as-
sessment of representational accuracy are based on exactly the same represen-
tational properties (e.g. the mechanism considered by Kunimoto et al. 2001,
Appendix B, “the ideal observer”; Björkman, Juslin, & Winman 1993). Where
there is a finite number of options (e.g. red vs green vs blue vs yellow), a simple
decision procedure is to consider the activation of representations having each
of the specified contents; whichever representation has the greatest activation
is chosen, or is more likely to be chosen (first order discrimination) and the
amount of differential activation can be used to determine the accuracy of the
representation. Let’s assume that mapping (1) is satisfied so that the first or-
der discrimination is above chance. For mapping (2) to fail, the activation of
e.g. the “red” representation must on average not be stronger when the word
is “red” than when the red is not “red”. Mapping (2) could fail in this way if
there were inhibitory links between the representational choices (or, more gen-
erally, cleaning up processes) that force the system into four attractors: red,
yellow, green, or blue. It will go into the right attractor more often than the
wrong one (mapping (1) satisfied), but when it is in the wrong attractor, the
final activation level of the chosen representation will on average be the same,
regardless of whether it is right or wrong (mapping (2) fails). In this case, the
inevitable variation of activation above and below the mean level for an at-
tractor state would provide the basis for assigning high and low confidence
ratings. The same idea could apply to any of the representations that could
serve as evidence for which word was presented when there is no clear percept
of a particular word being presented. When the level of perceptual signal is
low, the cleaned up percept based purely on noise (or a different stimulus from
that perceived as being there) may be just as good a percept as that produced
by signal and noise. Treisman and Schmidt (1982) and Treisman and Souther
(1986) found that with rapid presentation of visual stimuli, subjects often re-
ported seeing stimuli that were illusory conjunctions of the features presented.
Such illusory conjunctions were reported with high confidence and (based on
subjects’ verbal reports) had the character of perceptual experiences. In such
an experiment, confidence and accuracy could fail to correlate even when the
subject sincerely reports consciously seeing.

The postulated top-down cleaning up of percepts is consistent with the fact
that people easily confuse imagination and real stimuli of weak intensity (e.g.
Perky 1910, cited in Kelley & Rhodes 2002; Wickless & Kirsch 1989). Top down
influences are likely to be particularly important the less time the subject has
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to appraise the stimulus. Lewicki & Czyzewska (2001) found that about 30%
of undergraduates had split-second hallucinations “very often”, e.g. they might
have the illusion of seeing an animal moving off the road, only to find out a
moment later it was a piece of newspaper. A further 45% of students had this
sort of experience “sometimes”. In a subliminal perception experiment, think-
ing about or expecting a particular word, based on partial evidence provided
by a different stimulus, might induce an active visual representation of that
word just as good as that produced by the actual word itself. The activation of
such errors could range to just as high a level as that of accurate representa-
tions of very impoverished stimuli. Mapping (2) could then be at chance, and
the zero-correlation criterion would suggest perception had been subliminal
when, in fact, whatever the subject saw (correctly or incorrectly) was seen quite
consciously. The possible influence of expectation interfering with mapping
(2) could be tested by relating individual differences in top down influences
(e.g. as measured by Lewicki & Czyzewska 2001) to the confidence-accuracy
correlation.

This is an issue that deserves further investigation. Maybe when subjects
give the wrong answer it was because the first order visual information system-
atically pointed in the wrong direction, but the system had no way of knowing
this, no way of calibrating mapping (2). In this case, a zero-confidence accuracy
correlation would not indicate the presence of unconscious mental states. Or
maybe people were simply not aware of the perceptual evidence used in mak-
ing the discriminations, i.e. perception was unconscious. This will be a matter
for future research to determine. One approach is to derive predicted dissoci-
ations that more plausibly derive from the difference between conscious and
unconscious mental states rather than between mental states that are system-
atically wrong rather than systematically right. In general, any measure of the
conscious status of mental states shows its usefulness in participating in such
theory driven research (Merikle 1992). In fact, it is hard to see how there could
be any theory independent measure of the conscious or unconscious status of
mental states.

Conclusion

Higher order theory, like Rosenthal’s (1986) higher order thought theory, pro-
vides a tool by which we can see clearly the relevance of subjective rather than
objective measures of being consciously aware of the world, and also analyse the
appropriate use of various subjective measures such as the zero correlation cri-
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terion. Certain preconditions must be met before the zero correlation criterion
can be applied in either subliminal perception or implicit learning paradigms
as the confidence accuracy relationship depends not just on the strength of the
mapping between the properties of first order mental states and the content of
second order thoughts. Fortunately, one can often get a handle on the other
relevant mappings, and hence plausibly use the zero-correlation criterion in
implicit learning and perception research.

In this chapter we have considered the use of the zero correlation criterion
where first order attitude is assessed by accuracy. Figure 1 indicates another
possible measure of first order attitude, namely consistency. That is, another
version of the zero correlation criterion – not considered in this chapter – is
to measure the relationship between consistency and confidence ratings to de-
termine if higher order thoughts (assessed by confidence ratings) are related to
attitudes (assessed by consistency), and hence determine the conscious status
of knowledge states. Lau (2002) showed that sometimes training on a dynamic
control task led to dissociations between confidence and consistency. He ar-
gued that this reflected the use of implicit knowledge. But ultimately the worth
of the zero correlation criterion, in whatever guise it is used, is shown by par-
ticipating in theory driven research: The criterion should separate knowledge
types that have the different properties predicted by a psychological theory of
the functioning of conscious and unconscious knowledge.

We have assumed in this chapter that the process of verbally reporting a
second order thought is not problematic. In fact, as well as the three mappings
considered in this chapter, there is a fourth mapping to consider, that is more
or less fallible, and that is the mapping between the second order thought and
verbal report. Dienes (in press) considers this mapping in detail. These four
mappings indicate four ways in which verbal report can fail: It could fail be-
cause the content of the first order state is incorrect about the world (mapping
1, so a verbal report would fail to describe the world correctly); or because the
first order attitude is inappropriate for the degree of correctness of the first or-
der state (mapping 2, so reports of confidence would fail to relate to accuracy);
or because a second order thought misrepresents the first order state (mapping
3, so verbal reports would fail to reflect actual first-order attitudes held); or
because the verbal reports misrepresent the second order thought (so verbal
reports would fail to reflect conscious experience). This chapter, together with
Dienes (in press), indicates how nonetheless verbal reports can be essential, if
fallible, guides to determining whether a subject is consciously aware or merely
aware of a stimulus or regularity.
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Notes

. Essentially, bias in the way higher order thoughts are formed from first order states does
not lead to subjective measures being biased measures of the conscious status of the first
order states; but bias in measuring a second order thought does lead to biased measurement
of the conscious status of first order states.

. We will assume an actualist higher order theory, like Rosenthal’s, in which the first order
state and the higher order state are different representations. Thus, the Carruthers (1992,
2000, this volume) potentialist theory will be inconsistent with some of the arguments that
follow, because it postulates the first order state does not require a separate second order
representation for the first order state to be conscious. While we will refer to higher order
thoughts, consistent with Rosenthal’s theory, regarding the higher order states as thoughts
rather than perceptions (e.g., Armstrong 1980) is irrelevant for the arguments that follow.

. In terms of Gigerenzer’s (e.g. 2000) theory, if the subject had induced cues and repre-
sented cue validities from the training set, but these cue validities were uncorrelated with
the “ecological validities” of those same cues in the test set, then confidence would be unre-
lated to accuracy regardless of whether the subject was conscious of their first order attitude
(as determined by the cue validities, on Gigerenzer’s theory).

. The relevant calculations may be best understood after reading the Appendix. We assume
that the proportion of times a stimulus elicits the correct response is the attitude towards the
correct response; i.e. the attitude for the correct response is the proportion correct for that
item. Conversely, the attitude towards the incorrect response is (1 – proportion correct). The
calculations are: For correct responses, there are 100 responses of strength 1.0 from item 1,
80 of strength 0.8 from item 3 and another 80 of strength 0.8 from item 4. This weighted
average is 0.88. For incorrect responses, there are 100 responses with strength 1.0 from item
2, 20 responses of strength 0.2 from item 3, and 20 responses of strength 0.2 from item 4,
giving a weighted average of 0.77.

. The following may be best understood after reading the Appendix: In the example in the
text of mapping (2) being negative, different attitudes were collapsed together into one cate-
gory. Specifically, items 3 and 4 are correct 80% of the time, and so those correct judgments
have an attitude strength of .80; they are incorrect 20% of the time, and so those incorrect
judgments have an attitude strength of .20. In Figure 2, an attitude strength of .80 for the
correct responses was lumped together with an attitude strength of .20 for the incorrect re-
sponses, both attitudes being put in the “weak attitude” category. Maybe collapsing over
attitude strengths in this way was the problem with this measure of mapping (2). Maybe the
Chan difference score showed mapping (2) to be positive because it respects all the distinc-
tions between attitudes strengths, making full use of the data. However, for reasons that are
unclear, Tunney and Shanks (2003) found binary confidence ratings resulted in a more sen-
sitive measure of the zero-correlation criterion than more fine-grained confidence ratings.
As this is opposite to expected, we are running a study to explore the finding.

. Another possibility is that subjects told to search for rules simply believed they should
be extra consistent in responding to the same item, as compared to memorization subjects.
However, in his 1989 review (p. 228), Reber found that the total amount of consistency
(CC + EE) in rule search and memorization conditions is identical.
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. Whittlesea, Brooks, and Westcott (1994), present a situation where a categorization deci-
sion was based on different information than the confidence in the same decision. Subjects
could be biased to base one decision (e.g. categorization) on typicality of individual features
and the other (e.g. confidence) on exemplar similarity, or vice versa.

References

Allwood, C. M., P. A. Granhag, & H. Johansson (2000). Realism in confidence judgements of
performance based on implicit learning. European Journal of Cognitive Psychology, 12,
165–188.

Armstrong, D. (1980). The nature of mind and other essays. Cornell University Press.
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Appendix 1

Factors influencing mapping (2)

The aim of this appendix is to consider factors affecting the strength of map-
ping (2), the relation between accuracy and attitude strength. We will con-
sider two measures of mapping (2), namely, Chan’s difference score and the
Goodman-Kruskal Gamma statistic. This is for purely illustrative reasons; the
Chan difference score has often been used as a measure of the confidence-
accuracy relationship in previous studies using the logic of the zero-correlation
criterion, reviewed in the chapter; and Gamma, though rarely used in the im-
plicit learning literature (for an exception, see Twyman 2001), is the statistic of
choice in the metacognition literature (Nelson 1984).

As a measure of the attitude-accuracy relationship, the Chan difference
score is the average attitude strength when a correct decision has been made
minus the average attitude strength when an incorrect decision has been made.
The higher score, the more positive the relation between attitude strength and
accuracy. Gamma is a measure of association between two ordinally-scaled
variables, each with two or more values (see Siegal & Castellan 1988:291–298).

Consider a set of strings, and towards each string the subject has a certain
attitude that the string is grammatical or non-grammatical. We will assume
the attitude is reflected perfectly in the consistency with which a subject gives a
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response. For example, if a subject responds “grammatical” to the string 80%
of the time and “non-grammatical” 20% of the time, then the subject has an
attitude strength of 0.8 that the string is grammatical. We can equivalently say
the subject has an attitude strength of 0.2 that the string is non-grammatical.
We will first consider the Chan difference score, and then Gamma.

Let us say the accuracy over all the strings is 60%. Such an overall score
could come about in various ways. For example, one way is by the subject hav-
ing an attitude strength of 0.60 towards the correct response for each string
individually. Thus, if there were 10 strings in total, we would expect there to
be six correct decisions and four incorrect ones. For the correct decisions, the
attitude strength would be 0.60 (the response is emitted with a probability of
0.60 for that item). For the incorrect decisions the attitude strength would be
0.40 (the response is emitted with a probability of 0.40 for that item). So the
Chan difference score would be 0.60 – 0.40 = 0.20. On this model, if the overall
percent correct is labelled PC, then the probability of giving the right response
for each item comes from a set with only one member, {PC}, e.g. {0.6}.

On another model, the subject gives each response with complete certainty,
i.e. there is deterministic responding. Thus, the probability of giving the right
response to each item comes from the set {0, 1}. For 10 items and an overall
percent correct of 0.6, the subject would respond correctly to six items with an
attitude strength of 1.0, and incorrectly to four items with an attitude strength
of 1.0. The Chan difference score would be zero.

According to Reber (1989), subjects either guess the response to an item
randomly, or they know the response to that item and respond perfectly con-
sistently. Thus, on the Reber model, the probability of giving the right response
to each item comes from the set {0.5, 1}. For example, for 10 items, if the sub-
ject guessed randomly for 8 of them, one would expect four to be correct (with
an attitude strength of 0.5) and four incorrect (with an attitude strength of
0.5). By knowing the response to the other two items (attitude strength of 1.0),
there would be six items correct in total out of 10. The average attitude strength
for the correct items would be (4*0.5 + 1+ 1)/6 = 0.67. The average attitude
strength for the incorrect items is 0.5. The Chan difference score is 0.17.

Finally, one can consider models with the probability correct for each item
drawn from some other set. We consider all the models described above, plus
a model in which the probabilities are drawn from the set {0.1, 0.9}.

Figure 5 below shows the Chan difference score for mapping 2 for different
probabilities correct. There are four curves, each created by assuming the prob-
ability, p, of a correct response to any item could only be selected from a given
specified set. For example, on one extreme, the probability of correct response
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Figure 5. The Chan difference score measure of mapping (2) for different distributions
of attitudes over items.

to each item was just the overall percent correct over all items. This is the top
line. Here is no variance in p’s between items for a given percent correct. At the
other extreme, the probability of correct response to each item was either 1 or
0, there is maximum variance between the p’s across items. This is the bottom
thick line.

Note that the Chan difference score is not defined for an overall proportion
correct of 1.0 because there are no incorrect answers. For a proportion correct
of 0.9, the {0.1, 0.9} model becomes a degenerate case, because all strings must
have a proportion of being correct of 0.9. Thus, the {0.9, 0.1} model is the same
as the {PC} model in this case.

For the bottom curve, the Chan difference score is always zero. Mapping
2 is zero and so the assumptions of the zero-correlation criterion are not sat-
isfied. (This is the case mentioned in the text, page 15, where EC=0.) In no
case is the Chan difference score negative. Mapping (2) is always positive or
else zero. Is there any indicator of the strength of the mapping (2)? Consider
a test where subjects are tested on each item twice. Figure 6 below shows how
the proportion of times an item would be classified twice in error (EE) for each
model and percentage correct.

For a given percent correct, the ranking of the Chan difference score, from
highest to lowest, is always the same as the ranking of EE scores from lowest
to highest. In other words, for a given percent correct, the lower the EE pro-
portion, the better is mapping (2), as assessed by the Chan difference score.
This is useful in comparing two conditions with the same percent correct; if
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Figure 6. A measure of proportion of items classified in error twice in a row (EE) for
different distributions of attitudes over items.

Table 1. Data for calculating gamma in the 2X2 case; the entries in the table are counts

attitude 1 attitude 2

correct a b
incorrect c d

one has a higher EE than the other, it is reasonable to conclude mapping (2)
is worse. This fact is used in the text to draw conclusions about the relative
amount of unconscious knowledge in two conditions, as explained in the text
(pp. 184–185).

Now we will consider another measure of mapping 2, Gamma. All the
models we are considering here generate just two attitudes (e.g. the {0.5, 1.0}
model involves just attitude strengths of either 0.5 or 1.0), so the relevant data
for calculating Gamma can be represented by a 2 X 2 table, where a, b, c, and d
are counts, as shown in Table 1.

The formula for Gamma reduces to (ad–bc)/(ad+bc) for the 2 X 2 case.
Gamma varies between +1 and –1, where 0 indicates no association.

Nelson (1984) argued that Gamma had various properties desirable in a
measure of metacognition; for example, if a subject has perfect metaknowledge
this can be reflected in a Gamma of 1, regardless of the overall level of perfor-
mance (whereas the Chan difference score depends on this level); it does not
assume an interval scale for either variable (in contrast, the Chan difference
score assumes an interval scale); and it is not sensitive to ties (in the general
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Figure 7. The Gamma measure of mapping 2 for different distributions of attitudes
over items.

n X n case, in contrast to other nonparametric measures of associations, like
Kendall’s Tau).

Figure 7 shows the Gamma for each model considered above. Note that
for the {0,1} model, Gamma is undefined or zero, as there is only one attitude.
The other models are displayed on the figure. For the {PC} and {1, 0.5} mod-
els, Gamma is uniformly one (except for a percent correct of 0.5 and 1, where
there is only one attitude). This is unlike the Chan difference score, which in-
creased with percent correct for these models. For the {0.1, 0.9} model, Gamma
does increase with percent correct, like the Chan difference score. Dienes, Kurz,
Bernhaupt, and Perner (1997) argued that the pattern of subjects’ responding
over repeated testing of the same items was most consistent with a model in
which each subject responded with a range of probabilities correct for different
items (and which are different for different subjects), not just {1, 0.5, PC}; that
is, one might expect in general the underlying Gamma measure of attitude-
accuracy association to increase with percent correct in the artificial grammar
learning paradigm.

Where the Gamma measure of mapping (2) does vary for the same percent
correct between different models, the model with the higher EE has the lower
measured strength of mapping (2) (as was the case for the Chan difference
score).

In summary, we have considered two measures of the strength of mapping
(2), the Chan difference score and Gamma. Where the subject’s first-order atti-
tude is not certainty for every item, and overall classification performance is be-
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tween 0.5 and 1.0, both produce positive measures of mapping (2) for the mod-
els considered. For both measures, EE can be used as an index of the strength
of mapping (2) for the same overall classification performances. Gamma has
some nicer properties than the Chan difference score, but the Chan difference
score still produces interpretable results (i.e. for the same percent correct, the
measured strength of mapping (2) varies inversely with EE, a property used in
the text, pp. 184–185).

If mapping (3) was perfect, the Chan difference score and Gamma calcu-
lated on confidence ratings, rather than first-order attitudes, would vary ac-
cording to overall percent correct in the way that mapping (2) expresses itself
in these measures, as explored in this appendix.

Finally, we note that subjects’ apparent use of probability matching in
expressing first-order attitudes is essentially irrational. If I believe a string is
grammatical with 80% certainty, rationally I should say “grammatical” on ev-
ery occasion. But subjects do not; sometimes they say “non-grammatical”, an
answer about which they are fairly certain is wrong (“fairly certain” in the sense
of a first-order attitude). Presumably, on those trials it does not seem to the
subject that they believe they are wrong, otherwise they would not give that
answer; that is, presumably their HOTs do not match their attitudes. If subjects
were perfectly aware of their attitudes, either they would sometimes give a re-
sponse about which they have a confidence of less than 50%, or more likely,
they would not probability match at all. If subjects have partial awareness of
their attitudes, their HOTs may always lie in the range 50–100 even while the
subject probability matches, but nonetheless, stronger attitudes may be associ-
ated with higher confidence ratings on average. If subjects have no awareness
of their attitudes (the knowledge is unconscious), confidence ratings will bear
no relation to attitudes.
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Chapter 9

What phenomenal consciousness is like*

Alex Byrne

. . .the phrase ‘what it’s like’ is now worse than useless
W. G. Lycan1

Baby You don’t know What It’s like to be me
Britney Spears

The terminology surrounding the dispute between higher-order and first-order
theories of consciousness is piled so high that it sometimes obscures the view.
When the debris is cleared away, there is a real prospect – to borrow a mem-
orable phrase from Mark Johnston – that this is one of those genial areas of
enquiry in which the main competing positions are each in their own way
perfectly true.2

This paper has the following three goals, in ascending order of ambition.
First, to show that there is a genuine dispute in the vicinity. Second, to rebut
arguments against first-order theories based on a distinction (to be explained
shortly) between “experiences” and “conscious experiences”. Third, to show
that higher-order theories are mistaken. Even if none of these goals is met, at
least the paper can serve as a terminological guide for the perplexed.

The dispute (as understood here) concerns theories of phenomenal con-
sciousness – Section 1 is a quick refresher on that topic. Section 2 describes
the competing positions, and the crucial distinction between experiences and
conscious experiences. Section 3 recounts the crucial distinction as explained
by, respectively, Carruthers, Lycan, and Rosenthal. These three higher-order
theorists use the distinction in somewhat different ways to argue against first-
order theories; Section 4 examines these arguments. Section 5 presents a brief
argument against higher-order theories.
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. Phenomenal consciousness

Here is how Block introduces the notion of phenomenal consciousness:

P-consciousness [phenomenal consciousness] is experience. P-conscious prop-
erties are experiential properties. P-conscious states are experiential, that is, a
state is P-conscious if it has experiential properties. The totality of the expe-
riential properties of a state are “what it is like” to have it. Moving from syn-
onyms to examples, we have P-conscious states when we see, hear, smell, taste
and have pains. (Block 1995:230)

As a simplification, this paper restricts attention to perceptual experiences
(hereafter simply called ‘experiences’), which will be taken to be events. The is-
sue of which states are phenomenally conscious will accordingly be sidestepped,
as will the issue of whether other events – e.g. episodes of thinking – are
phenomenally conscious.

For what follows, an example of a Blockean “experiential property” will be
useful. Consider visual experiences (in good light) of cucumbers, limes, green
peppers, grass, and so on. These experiences saliently resemble each other in
respect of “what it’s like” to undergo them; they accordingly share an experien-
tial property, call it ‘G’. So-called spectrum inversion is – at least – a case where
experiential properties are systematically permuted. When an inverted subject
looks at a tomato, his experience has G. Sometimes a property like G is called
a ‘phenomenal character’, a ‘qualitative character’, or a ‘quale’. The last two ex-
pressions are used in this way in Levine 2001; in the additional terminology of
that book, G is “greenishness”.

. Three distinctions: Intentionalism vs. phenomenism; FO vs. HO;
experiences vs. conscious experiences

There is a pair of distinctions that mark important differences between ac-
counts of phenomenal consciousness. The first distinction is between inten-
tionalism (or representationalism), and phenomenism. According to intention-
alism, phenomenal consciousness is entirely intentional or representational.
Less imprecisely, and restricting attention to perceptual experiences, intention-
alism implies that facts about the representational content of an experience (to-
gether with facts about the representational content of the subject’s other men-
tal events or states3) fix or determine the facts about its phenomenal character.
In other words, intentionalism implies that phenomenal character supervenes



 

What phenomenal consciousness is like 

on representational content. Phenomenism rejects this supervenience thesis.
One classic argument against intentionalism is based on an inverted spectrum
thought experiment which is claimed to be a case of same representational
content, yet different phenomenal character (Shoemaker 1981; Block 1990).

The second distinction is our topic: first-order (FO) vs. higher-order (HO)
theories of consciousness. According to FO theories, an event may be phenom-
enally conscious even though it is not represented by one of the subject’s mental
states/events. In other words, higher-order representations are not necessary for
phenomenal consciousness. In particular, we may take the first-order theorist
to hold that a certain first-order condition – to be explained in a moment – is
sufficient for having phenomenal character G. Take a phenomenally conscious
perceptual experience e of a cucumber in daylight. If e is in fact represented
by one of the subject’s mental states/events, then consider e*, an event as sim-
ilar to e as possible, except that e* is not represented by one of the subject’s
mental states/events. (Hence, if e is not in fact the target of a higher-order rep-
resentation, then e*=e.) Repeat this process for other phenomenally conscious
experiences of cucumbers, limes, green peppers,. . ., resulting in other (possi-
ble) experiences e**, e***,. . . Then the first-order theorist’s sufficient condition
for G is this: being mentally exactly like e* (or like e**, or like e***,. . .).

According to HO theories, on the other hand, higher-order representations
are necessary for phenomenal consciousness. On this view, e* is not phenome-
nally conscious (and hence does not have G). That is, the higher-order theorist
claims that there can be events that are mentally exactly like phenomenally con-
scious experiences, except that they are not targeted by higher-order represen-
tations, and thus are not phenomenally conscious. (The higher-order theorist
also gives a sufficient condition; this will be explained in a moment.)

We now face a terminological decision. Suppose – for the rest of this para-
graph – that the higher-order theorist is correct, and that e* is not phenome-
nally conscious. e* is not e, but presumably it’s pretty much like it. Like e, e*
represents the subject’s environment as containing an elongated green thing;
like e, e* causes the subject to believe that an elongated green thing is before
her, and so forth. e*’s similarity to e counts in favor of labeling it a perceptual
experience. On the other hand, given that phenomenal consciousness is often
equated with experience (cf. Block’s slogan “P-consciousness is experience”),
calling e* ‘an experience’ has something to be said against it. Since one of our
chief protagonists – Carruthers – comes down on the side of using ‘experience’
broadly, to include events like e*, it will be convenient to follow his usage here.
(See Carruthers 2000:13–14, 18–20.) So e and e* are both experiences; the for-
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mer is conscious and the latter isn’t. Block’s slogan, recast in this terminology,
is ‘P-consciousness is conscious experience’.

These two distinctions – intentionalism vs. phenomenism, FO theories vs.
HO theories – are independent. FO theory may be combined with intentional-
ism or phenomenism; likewise for HO theory. For example, Block and Levine
are FO phenomenists; Dretske (1995) and Tye (1995) are FO intentionalists;
and Carruthers and Lycan are HO intentionalists – albeit with a qualification
in Lycan’s case.4 Rosenthal’s position has some hidden complications. This will
be explained more fully later (Section 3.3); for now the following enigmatic
remark must suffice: Rosenthal is an HO intentionalist, but if he were to be
converted to FO theory, he would be a phenomenist.5

To avoid getting bogged down with too many qualifications, it will be help-
ful to assume (in agreement with Carruthers, Lycan, and Rosenthal) that inten-
tionalism is correct. Nothing of substance will turn on this assumption. Thus
(in the usual terminology) the dispute concerns first-order representational
(FOR) and higher-order representational (HOR) theories of phenomenal con-
sciousness.

We may think of the FOR theorist as maintaining that the following con-
dition is sufficient for phenomenal consciousness (in particular, sufficient for
G): being exactly like e* (or e**, or e***,. . .) in all representational or inten-
tional respects. This unwieldy formulation will abbreviated as follows: the FOR
theorist thinks that being an experience of green is sufficient for G.6 The HOR
theorist disagrees, holding that some higher-order representation is necessary.

What about the HOR theorist’s sufficient condition for G? This will depend
on the type of HOR theory. HOR theories come in two main flavors, depending
on whether the relevant higher-order representations are (a) thoughts or (b)
perceptions (or, at any rate, importantly similar to perceptions and importantly
unlike thoughts). Rosenthal holds the HOT (higher-order thought) version;7

Carruthers and Lycan hold the HOP (higher-order perception) version.8

Take the HOT version first. Since the HOR theorist is an intentionalist, she
holds that there is an intentional sufficient condition for having G. Since she is
a HOT theorist, she holds that this intentional sufficient condition involves the
presence of a thought about the first-order experience: in particular the higher-
order thought whose content is that one is having an experience of green.9

Now take the HOP version. The HOP theorist holds that the intentional
sufficient condition for G involves the presence of a (quasi-) perceptual experi-
ence directed on the first-order experience: in particular the higher-order per-
ceptual experience whose content is that one is having an experience of green.

So, we have three candidate sufficient conditions for G, as follows:
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FOR: being an experience of green
HOT: being an experience of green, accompanied by the thought that one is

having an experience of green.
HOP: being an experience of green, accompanied by an experience that one is

having an experience of green.10,11

FOR theories and HOR theories have been explained here in their weakest ver-
sions. The FOR theorist gives a sufficient condition for having G, and accord-
ingly denies that a higher-order representation is necessary. Against this, the
HOR theorist claims that a higher-order representation is necessary, and that
the FOR theorist’s sufficient condition must be strengthened by the presence
of a certain higher-order representation. Neither theorist need offer necessary
and sufficient conditions for phenomenal consciousness, or the having of par-
ticular phenomenal characters. Further, neither theorist need offer naturalistic,
physicalistic, or reductive conditions; or conditions that explain phenomenal
consciousness.

As it happens, FOR theorists like Dretske and Tye, and HOR theorists like
Carruthers, Lycan and Rosenthal, are more ambitious. They offer necessary
and sufficient conditions (or implicitly give recipes for specifying such condi-
tions). Second, these conditions are broadly physicalistic (at least, suggestions
are made for how the conditions as officially stated could be given a physicalist
reduction). Third, and connectedly, these conditions are intended to give some
sort of explanation of phenomenal consciousness.

According to the FOR theorist, necessarily any experience of green is (phe-
nomenally) conscious; according to the HOR theorist, there could be experi-
ences of green that are not conscious. Of course, the FOR theorist will add
other sufficient conditions for phenomenal consciousness (in our abbreviated
formulation: being an experience of blue, being an experience of triangularity,
and so on); again, the HOR theorist will claim that there could be such expe-
riences that are not conscious. It is important to note that the FOR theorist is
not committed to denying a certain consequence of the HOR theorist’s view,
namely that there could be non-conscious experiences. For example, the FOR
theorist could grant that we frequently have perceptual experiences of the dis-
position of our limbs (proprioceptive experiences) that are not phenomenally
conscious.12

The distinction that figures prominently in certain arguments against FOR
theories offered by Carruthers, Lycan, and Rosenthal is that between experi-
ences and conscious experiences. They draw the distinction in somewhat dif-
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ferent ways, and their arguments based on it are quite different – as will be
explained later, Lycan’s “argument” is, by his own lights, just a relatively uncon-
troversial observation. To complicate the picture further, they each coin their
own terminology: “worldly subjectivity” and “experiential subjectivity” (Car-
ruthers); “lower-order” and “higher-order” readings of ‘what it’s like’ (Lycan);
“thin phenomenality” and “thick phenomenality” (Rosenthal).

The first order of business is to show that these three distinctions are basi-
cally the same. Along the way, important differences between Carruthers, Ly-
can, and Rosenthal will emerge. The next item (Section 4) is to examine why
the distinction is supposed to be real, as opposed to merely notional, and the
subsequent arguments against FOR theories.

. Experiences vs. conscious experiences: Three accounts
of this distinction

. Carruthers: Worldly vs. experiential subjectivity

Carruthers’ distinction between worldly subjectivity (what the world is like for
the subject) and experiential subjectivity (what the subject’s experience is like
for the subject) is one between properties:

. . .what the world (or state of the organism’s own body) is like for an
organism. . .is a property of the world (or of a world-perceiver pair, perhaps).

And:

. . .what the organism’s experience of the world (or of its own body) is like for
the organism. . .is a property of the organism’s experience of the world (or of
an experience-experience pair) (2000:127–128)

Explaining this distinction in an earlier paper, Carruthers asks which of these
two sorts of subjectivity “deserves the title ‘phenomenal consciousness’ ”, and
replies that he is “happy whichever reply is given” (1998:209). In his later book,
the question gets a more opinionated answer: “The subjectivity of experience,
surely” (2000:129, Note 7). Since ‘Phenomenal Consciousness’ is the title of
Carruthers’ book, we may safely presume that Carruthers takes himself to be
using the term in the same way as Block – its inventor. It is also clear that
Carruthers takes the FOR theorists Dretske and Tye to be offering accounts of
phenomenal consciousness, as Carruthers understands the term. (These points
might seem too trivial to mention. But as will transpire shortly, not every HO
theorist agrees with Carruthers on these exegetical issues.)
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The distinction between worldly and experiential subjectivity may be fur-
ther clarified as follows. Suppose an organism has color vision. Then what the
world is like for the organism is, inter alia, colored. In other words, the or-
ganism’s perceptual experience represents the world as colored. So we may say
that a worldly subjective property (relative to this organism) is simply a property
represented by the organism’s perceptual experience: green, for example. This
is a property of objects in the organism’s environment (at least if its color ex-
periences are veridical). Experientially subjective properties, on the other hand,
are just Blockean experiential properties, like our old friend G. (See Carruthers
2000:13.) G is a property of experiences, and hence is not the property green –
worldly subjective properties are plainly different from experientially subjective
properties.

An experience of green that there is nothing it’s like for the subject to un-
dergo is said by Carruthers to “possess worldly subjectivity but [to] lack experi-
ential subjectivity” (2000:147); an experience of green that there is something
it’s like for the subject to undergo possesses both forms of subjectivity. So the
distinction between experiences and conscious experiences (as explained in the
previous section) is the same as the distinction between experiences that only
have worldly subjectivity, and those that have both worldly and experiential
subjectivity.

. Lycan: What it’s like – lower-order vs. higher-order

According to Lycan (this volume), a distinction that he has made in a num-
ber of places is the same as, or at any rate very similar to, Carruthers’ dis-
tinction. Lycan’s distinction, he explains, corresponds to an “ambiguity” in
philosophers’ talk of “what it’s like” (1996:77).

Lycan claims that on one (“lower-order”) reading of ‘what it’s like’, the
phrase picks out what Lycan – following C. I. Lewis – calls a quale.13 A quale is
an “introspectible monadic qualitative property of what seems to be a phenom-
enal individual, such as the color of what Russell called a visual sense datum”
(1996:69). Lycan holds a “representational theory of qualia”, which basically
amounts to the view that qualia are properties that visual experiences represent
objects as having, and which in some cases may not in fact be properties of such
objects. One may seem to see a green thing, according to Lycan, even though
there is nothing green to be seen – not even a sense datum. (We may take this
view to be common ground among all our protagonists.) Notice that Lycan’s
qualia are the same as the worldly subjective properties of the previous section.
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According to Lycan, on the lower-order reading of ‘what it’s like’, there is
something it’s like to experience green and, in general, something it’s like to un-
dergo a perceptual experience (Lycan 1999a). So talk of what it’s like in Lycan’s
lower-order sense is straightforwardly translatable by Carruthers’ terminology
of ‘worldly subjectivity’.

On the other (“higher-order”) reading of ‘what it’s like’, Lycan claims that
this expression picks out “a higher-order aspect of the quale, namely, what it’s
like to experience that quale” (1999b:128; see also Lycan, this volume); so talk of
what it’s like in Lycan’s higher-order sense is straightforwardly translatable by
Carruthers’ terminology of ‘experiential subjectivity’. Lycan takes these higher-
order aspects or properties to be properties of qualia (i.e. properties of colors,
shapes, odors, etc.). The higher-order “what it’s like” properties are accordingly
not the same as the experientially subjective properties of the previous section
(which are properties of experiences), but there is a simple correspondence be-
tween them. Let g be the Lycanian higher-order “what it’s like” aspect of “green
qualia”. Then experience e has G iff it is an experience of a quale that has g.

Since the expressions ‘qualitative character’, ‘phenomenal character’, and
‘phenomenal consciousness’ are often explained using ‘what it’s like’, it is no
surprise that Lycan finds an ambiguity here too (Lycan 1999a). This allows
us to avoid clumsy locutions such as ‘higher-order “what it’s like” properties’,
and to rephrase Lycan’s distinction in Lycanian terminology thus: lower-order
qualitative character vs. higher-order qualitative character.

Lycan himself prefers to use ‘what it’s like’ with its higher-order reading
(this volume). He avoids ‘phenomenal consciousness’, but if forced would pre-
sumably have a similar preference. So in this respect we may take him to be in
terminological agreement with Carruthers. However, unlike Carruthers, Lycan
thinks Block’s use of ‘phenomenal consciousness’ picks out qualitative charac-
ter of the lower-order kind (Lycan 1999a:Note 1). Further, Lycan takes FOR
theorists like Dretske and Tye to be merely offering representationalist theories
of lower-order qualitative character (1999a; this volume). That is, according to
Lycan, Dretske and Tye are simply giving representationalist accounts of per-
ceptual experience – for example, “perceiving a [green] object as such”, or (in
the ‘qualia’ terminology), “registering” a “green quale” (Lycan 1996:76).

Carruthers thinks that the dispute between Block, Dretske and Tye, on
the one hand, and Carruthers, Lycan and Rosenthal, on the other, is genuine;
Lycan, however, thinks it is largely terminological. According to Lycan, when
Dretske, for example, inveighs against HOR theories, he is correctly claiming
that higher-order representations are not needed in accounts of lower-order
qualitative character. And when Carruthers touts the virtues of HOR theories,
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he is correctly claiming that such representations are needed in accounts of
higher-order qualitative character. For Lycan, the philosophical action is to be
found further down the road, in the dispute between HOP and HOT.

. Rosenthal: Thin and thick phenomenality

Rosenthal makes a distinction between two kinds of phenomenal conscious-
ness, or, in Block’s (2001) currently preferred terminology, “phenomenality”:

One kind consists in the subjective occurrence of mental qualities, while the
other kind consists just in the occurrence of qualitative character without
there also being anything it’s like for one to have that qualitative character.
Let’s call the first kind thick phenomenality and the second thin phenomenal-
ity. Thick phenomenality is just thin phenomenality together with there being
something it’s like for one to have that thin phenomenality. (2002a:657)

In order to explain what “the occurrence of qualitative character” is supposed
to be, more details of Rosenthal’s view are needed. Rosenthal thinks that expe-
riences have introspectible properties that he elsewhere calls sensory qualities,
or mental qualities (Rosenthal 1999). One such mental quality is characteristic
of perceptions as of green objects, and Rosenthal calls this quality mental green.
An “occurrence of qualitative character” is an experience that has some sensory
or mental quality.

Mental green is the same as the Lycanian property of being a registering
of a green quale and, as noted, Lycan identifies this with the intentional prop-
erty of being an experience of green.14 But Rosenthal would refuse to make this
identification, because he thinks that mental green is a non-intentional prop-
erty; in this, he is in agreement with Block and Levine. (‘Mental green’ is used
here is a neutral way, so that it is an open question whether mental green is
non-intentional.) If Rosenthal converted to FO theories, he would think that
mental green, and not any intentional property, was sufficient for G. Section 2
claimed that if Rosenthal were an FO theorist, he would be a phenomenist, and
this is the reason why.

Solely for convenience, let us assume that Rosenthal is wrong about mental
green, in which case it may be identified with the property of being an experi-
ence of green. Hence, an experience of green is an example of the “occurrence
of qualitative character”.

Since thin phenomenality is “the occurrence of qualitative character with-
out there also being anything it is like for one to have that qualitative char-
acter”, it appears that thin phenomenality is the same as what Section 2 called
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‘non-conscious experience’. However, the last sentence of the quotation implies
that thin phenomenality does not preclude there being something it’s like (see
also the quotation below). It is clear that Rosenthal’s intent is best served by
ignoring the stipulation that there is nothing it is like to undergo thin phe-
nomenality. Thin phenomenality, then, will be taken simply to be “the occur-
rence of qualitative character”, in which case it may be identified with worldly
subjectivity and lower-order qualitative character.15

Rosenthal’s explanation of thick phenomenality is in essence the same as
Lycan’s explanation of the higher-order reading of ‘what it’s like’; so thick
phenomenality may be identified with higher-order qualitative character, and
experiential subjectivity.

According to Rosenthal, “Block describes phenomenality in different ways
that arguably pick out distinct types of mental occurrence” (655), these “dis-
tinct types” being thin and thick phenomenality. But Rosenthal thinks that,
charitably interpreted, Block has thin phenomenality in mind:

If we bracket the issue about how to understand the admittedly vexed phrase
‘what it’s like’, Block’s view seems to be that phenomenality is simply thin phe-
nomenality, and what I’m calling thick phenomenality is phenomenality plus
reflexivity [i.e. plus an appropriate higher-order representation]. . .

Terminology aside, this fits neatly with my own view of things.
(2002a:657; see also Rosenthal 1997a)

Rosenthal, then, shows some sympathy with Lycan’s ecumenicism. Like Ly-
can, and unlike Carruthers, Rosenthal takes Block’s use of ‘phenomenality’ and
‘phenomenal consciousness’ – at any rate when charitably interpreted – to re-
fer to thin phenomenality (i.e. worldly subjectivity or lower-order qualitative
character). Thus, according to Rosenthal, when Block claims that Rosenthal’s
higher-order thought theory is inadequate as an account of “phenomenal con-
sciousness” (i.e. thin phenomenality), Block is right: thin phenomenality does
not require higher-order thoughts. But, Rosenthal protests, the higher-thought
theory was never intended as an account of thin phenomenality. Rather, it
is an account of thick phenomenality – the higher-order kind of qualitative
character, or experiential subjectivity.

. Against FOR theories

So far, we have seen three accounts of what is – at least after some shoehorn-
ing – the same distinction: worldly vs. experiential subjectivity, lower-order vs.
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higher-order qualitative character, and thin vs. thick phenomenality. This ex-
plosion of terminology will be all sound and fury if the distinction turns out to
be merely notional; if, that is, there can’t be non-conscious experiences. Now
the task is to examine why our three HOR theorists think that the distinc-
tion is real, and their related reasons for thinking that FOR theories are false.
To anticipate: it will be argued that the reality of the distinction has not been
demonstrated, and that the associated case against FOR theories fails.

Recall an earlier complication: the reality of the distinction between ex-
periences and conscious experiences does not entail the falsity of FOR theo-
ries (at least as explained here). According to the FOR theorist, subtracting
higher-order representations from a phenomenally conscious experience does
not subtract phenomenal consciousness. That is consistent with the claim that
there could be experiences that are not phenomenally conscious.

In Carruthers’ presentation, the argument for the reality of the distinction
is only the first stage in a much longer argument against FOR theories and for
HOR theories. In contrast, it is an immediate consequence of Rosenthal’s and
Lycan’s explanations of why the distinction is real that FOR theories are false.

Given the Lycan/Rosenthal interpretation of Block (Sections 3.2 and 3.3),
ambiguity threatens to break out in this paper. Temporarily setting aside the
question of what Block actually means, ‘phenomenal consciousness’ is used
in this paper in Carruthers’ sense: phenomenal consciousness, experiential
subjectivity, higher-order qualitative character, and thick phenomenality are
all the same.

. Thick phenomenality and higher-order representations: Rosenthal

One place where Rosenthal argues at length for the reality of the distinction
between thick and thin phenomenality is in a paper responding to Block. Ac-
cording to Block (2001), in cases of visual extinction (where the subject reports
he cannot see the stimulus, yet by other measures perceives it), it may be that
the subject is undergoing a phenomenally conscious experience of the stimu-
lus. That is – as Block would be happy to rephrase it – it may be that there is
something it’s like to perceive the stimulus. Rosenthal objects:

As Nagel stressed in the article that launched that phrase, what it’s like to have
an experience is what it’s like for the individual that has the experience. When
a person enjoys the taste of wine, thereby enjoying gustatory phenomenality,
there is something it’s like for that person to experience the taste of the wine.

Not so in cases of visual extinction; there is nothing it’s like for an extinction
subject to have a qualitative experience of the extinguished stimuli. That’s why
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seeing visual extinction as the having of phenomenality without knowing it
does not fit comfortably with the explanation of phenomenality in terms of
what it’s like to have an experience. (Rosenthal 2002a:656)

This passage claims that an extinction subject is undergoing a visual experi-
ence that is not phenomenally conscious (because there is nothing it’s like for
the subject to undergo the experience). If correct, this would immediately es-
tablish the reality of the distinction between experiences and conscious expe-
riences. (As just noted, more work is required to establish that FO theories are
false.) Since this is basically Carruthers’ style of argument for the reality of the
distinction, discussion of this will be postponed to the section after next.

However, the second paragraph makes another point, one that is poten-
tially more powerful. It suggests that if there is something it’s like for the sub-
ject to undergo an experience, the subject is aware of having the experience,
a suggestion that is repeated in the surrounding paragraphs. (‘Knowing it’ in
the last quoted sentence is evidently interchangeable with ‘being conscious of
it’; see p. 658.) If that is correct, then FOR theories are false: being aware that
one is having an experience is a necessary condition for the experience to be
phenomenally conscious.

Rosenthal’s argument for this necessary condition turns on the observa-
tion that there is something it’s like to be a rock, or – his example – a table.
(“What it’s like to be a table, for example, is roughly something’s having the
characteristic features of tables” (656).) This “more general, nonmental” use of
‘what it’s like’ is distinguished from the “special use to describe subjectivity” by
the addition of the prepositional phrase ‘for so-and-so’. There isn’t something
it’s like for the table to be kicked in the leg; there is something it’s like for Mr.
N.N. to be kicked in the leg.16 The crucial step is this:

. . .conscious[ness] of oneself. . .must in any case occur if there is something it’s
like to have the experience. We’re not interested in there being something it’s
like for somebody else to have the experience; there must be something it’s like
for one to have it, oneself. Without specifying that, what it’s like would be on a
par with what it’s like to be a table. (656, my italics)

This passage only purports to explain why awareness of oneself is a neces-
sary condition for having a phenomenally conscious experience (as opposed
to awareness that one is having the experience), so some additional steps are
needed to show that FOR theories are false. But let us waive this point.

There is certainly a distinction between there being (a) something it’s like
for Mr. N.N. to have an experience; (b) something it’s like for Ms. M.M. to
have an experience; (c) something it’s like for a person (no particular person)
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to have an experience. Rosenthal is claiming that the correct account of these
distinctions will imply that if there is something it’s like for so-and-so to have
an experience then so-and-so is aware of himself (and/or his experience). How-
ever, there is also a distinction between there being (a) something it’s like to be
Tim-the-table; (b) something it’s like to be Tom-the-table; (c) something it’s like
to be a table. What’s more, Rosenthal evidently agrees: “there is something it’s
like. . .even to be this very table” (656). Clearly the correct account of the latter
distinctions will not imply that if there’s something it’s like to be Tim-the-table,
then Tim is aware of itself. So why think that the correct account of the former
distinctions will have a similar implication?

In fact, the quoted passage doesn’t really offer a reason: it seems to be sim-
ply repeating the claim that if there is something it’s like for so-and-so to have
an experience then so-and-so is aware of himself. And this is far from obvious.

Consider a specific example:

(*) There is something it’s like for Mr. N.N. to see a cucumber.

(*) is equivalent to ‘For Mr. N.N. to see a cucumber is like something’ which
in turn is equivalent to ‘For a cucumber to be seen by Mr. N.N. is like some-
thing’. This illustrates the fact that in (*) the preposition ‘for’ has no particular
attachment to ‘Mr. N.N.’; it is instead the complementizer of the infinitival
clause ‘Mr. N.N. to see a cucumber’. (Unlike, for example, ‘for’ in ‘The police
are looking for Mr. N.N.’.) Hence there is no syntactic reason to think that (*)
will have some exciting entailment solely about Mr. N.N. – say, that he is aware
of himself. Perhaps more strongly, it is doubtful that ‘There is something it’s
like for so-and-so to φ’ has some “special use to describe subjectivity” (dialects
of analytic philosophy aside). ‘What was it like for the car to be driven in the
desert?’ appears to be an intelligible and literal question, that one might ask a
driver returning from the Paris-Dakar Rally.

In any case, even if we grant for the sake of the argument that if there is
something it’s like for Mr. N.N. to see a cucumber, then Mr. N.N. is aware of
something, it is unclear why this needs to be Mr. N.N. himself, or his experience.
An analogy: there is something it’s like for Mr. N.N. to read Wittgenstein’s Poker.
That might be true, even though Mr. N.N. is so captivated by the book that
he is not aware of his reading; instead, he is aware of the dramatic encounter
between Wittgenstein and Popper at the Moral Sciences Club, and other events
the book describes. Similarly, there might be something it’s like for Mr. N.N. to
see a cucumber, simply because Mr. N.N. is aware of the cucumber – not of his
seeing of the cucumber.
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In short: there seems little prospect of deriving the falsity of FOR theories
(and the consequent reality of the distinction between experiences and con-
scious experiences), from the semantics of ‘what it’s like for so-and-so to φ’,
considered as a phrase of ordinary English.

. Higher-order qualitative character and higher-order
representations: Lycan

As Section 3.2 explained, Lycan thinks that ‘what it’s like’, in its philosophi-
cal usage, is ambiguous, and consequently that the participants in the debate
are mostly talking past each other. Carruthers, remember, thinks that Tye is
offering a first-order account of phenomenal consciousness, and accordingly
expends much energy on the attempt to demonstrate its falsity. Lycan thinks
that Carruthers is wrong about the exegetical claim, and that there is no dis-
agreement once the ambiguity in ‘what it’s like’ is pointed out:

Now, “what it’s like”: that phrase certainly is usually used in Carruthers’ rich
way, but it has also been used to mean just a bare phenomenal quale, such
as the phenomenal property of redness that Dretske, Tye and I explicate rep-
resentationally and that figures in what Carruthers calls a percept. What Tye
means, presumably, is that there are “phenomenally-conscious” states in the
weak [i.e. lower-order] sense, states having qualitative character (so there is
“something it is like” to be in them, in the weak [i.e. lower-order] sense of that
expression), but of which the subject is unaware (and so there is nothing “it
is like” for the subject to have them, in the strong [i.e. higher-order] sense of
that expression). (Lycan 1999a)

Notice that the last sentence moves from ‘unaware of the experience’ to ‘noth-
ing it is like [in one sense]’ as if the transition is entirely unproblematic. But
the transition is not at all obvious.

Earlier, Lycan’s distinction between lower-order and higher-order quali-
tative character was identified with the distinction between experiences and
conscious experiences – that is, with the distinction between experiences, and
experiences that there is something it’s like for the subject to undergo. Now we
may take Carruthers to hold that ‘something it’s like’, as it appears in the pre-
ceding sentence, is not ambiguous (2000:13); likewise for Rosenthal. So both
Carruthers and Rosenthal should be comfortable with the explanation of the
distinction between experiences and conscious experiences in terms of ‘what
it’s like’.

On the other hand, by Lycan’s lights, this explanation of the distinction is
seriously ambiguous (as is much else in this paper). Resolving the ambiguity
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one way, the distinction is merely notional: in the lower-order sense, for any ex-
perience, there is something it’s like for the subject to undergo the experience.
Resolving it another way, and assuming that there are experiences of which the
subject is unaware, the reality of the distinction is shown by actual cases: in the
higher-order sense, there is nothing it is like to undergo some experiences.17

FOR theories (as explained in Section 2) claim that there could be phe-
nomenally conscious experiences (i.e. experiences with higher-order qualita-
tive character) of which the subject is unaware. According to Lycan, from the
fact that an experience has higher-order qualitative character it immediately
follows that the subject is aware of the experience; hence, on Lycan’s view, FOR
theories are trivially false. (This is of course why Lycan thinks that Tye and
Dretske are not FOR theorists in the sense of this paper.)

Let us examine Lycan’s claim of ambiguity first. The quoted passage high-
lights a point noted in Section 3.2, namely that Lycan thinks that ‘what it’s like’
in its lower-order sense picks out a quale – greenness or squareness, for ex-
ample. Taking this at face value, Lycan is saying that when some philosophers
(notably Tye and Dretske) ask ‘What is it like to see cucumbers?’, or ‘What are
experiences of cucumbers like?’, they are using these expressions in such a way
so that the correct answer is ‘Green’. Now – as Lycan would agree – there is
clearly no natural way of understanding these questions on which this is the
right answer. ‘Green’ is a right answer to the question ‘What is the cucumber
like?’; extraordinary contexts aside, it is never a right answer to the question
‘What is seeing the cucumber like?’. But, further, ‘what it’s like’ is not taken
by Tye or Dretske to be a technical expression, whose meaning is a matter of
explicit or implicit stipulation. Unlike, say, ‘intentionality’, ‘what it’s like’ is
typically used in the literature without any special explanation or definition.
Therefore there is no reason to postulate an ambiguity.18

And if there is no ambiguity, then Lycan’s position reduces to Rosenthal’s.
Namely, that if there is something it’s like for the subject to undergo an expe-
rience (in the univocal sense of ‘something it’s like’), then the subject is aware
of the experience.19 But the previous section found no persuasive argument for
that conclusion.

. Experiential subjectivity and higher-order representations: Carruthers

Progress so far can be summarized in four points. First – from the previous
section – there is no ambiguity of the relevant sort in ‘what it’s like’. Second –
from Section 4.1 – there is no easy route from the semantics of ‘what it’s like
for so-and-so to φ’ to the falsity of FO theory. The first two points support the
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third and fourth. A version of the FOR/HOR dispute was explained successfully
in Section 2, and has no obvious resolution. Lastly, because of the lack of am-
biguity, and the fact that FO theories are live options, Block, Tye and Dretske
are FO theorists, and hence are genuinely opposed to HOR theories.

Section 2 confidently proclaimed that Lycan and Rosenthal endorsed HOR
theories; some qualifications and reservations are now needed. Because of Ly-
can’s view that he and his opponents are mostly separated by terminology,
one might question whether Lycan is an HOR theorist of phenomenal con-
sciousness, given that this position really is controversial. And in fact, Lycan’s
usual way of explaining HOR theories is not remotely equivalent to the char-
acterization given in Section 2: “HOR theories are. . .theories of ‘conscious
states’, in the sense of states whose subjects are aware of being in them. . .HOR
theories. . . [suppose] that what makes a state a conscious state in this sense is
that it itself is represented by another of the subject’s mental states” (2001a:3;
my italics).20 In Rosenthal’s case, although there is little doubt that he endorses
an HOR theory of phenomenal consciousness, a significant amount of what he
says under the rubric of ‘a theory of consciousness’ does not depend on this
commitment.21

Carruthers, on the other hand, can be labeled an HOR theorist with little
reservation or qualification. He rests his case for non-conscious experiences on
a series of examples, of which the following are representative:

A. Armstrong’s absent-minded driver
Armstrong’s driver, his mind on other matters, “comes to” and can’t recall see-
ing anything on the road he has been driving on for the last half an hour. Yet the
driver navigated the road safely, so he must have seen the traffic. (Armstrong
1981; Carruthers 2000:148–149.)

B. Two visual systems
Milner and Goodale’s patient D.F. (suffering from visual form agnosia) can’t
recognize the orientation of a slot in a disk – whether the slot is vertical, hori-
zontal, etc. – but can use visual information to post a letter through it (Milner &
Goodale 1995:128–129; Carruthers 2001:161). Similar dissociations (between
the so-called “what” and “how” pathways) can be found in normal subjects.
In the Tichener illusion (illustrated in Milner and Goodale: 168; Carruthers:
163), two equally sized discs look different in size; yet when normal subjects
are asked to pick up the discs, their grip aperture is approximately the same for
both. (See also Rosenthal’s discussion of visual extinction quoted in Section
4.1 above.)
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Carruthers takes many extra steps from the reality of the distinction be-
tween experiences and conscious experiences to the falsity of FOR theories,
and many more from that to his own brand of the HOP theory. Here only the
first step will be disputed: the conclusion that these examples show that the
distinction is real.

Take Armstrong’s driver first. It is not implausible that the driver is under-
going experiences of the road. (Absent-minded academics spend most of their
waking lives in such a condition.) Was there something it was like for him to
see a green traffic light? Well, why not? After all, variants of the example are fa-
miliar, for example when some time after “coming to” one recalls that the light
was green, remembers that the experience was like something, and in particu-
lar what it was like. If one remembers this, then there was something it was like
for one to undergo the experience, and so the experience was phenomenally
conscious. Suppose one is not able to remember what it was like: that does not
show that the experience was not phenomenally conscious. Armstrong’s driver
is not a convincing exhibit. (In fact, Carruthers himself places little weight on
examples like A.22)̃

What about cases involving a dissociation between the “two visual sys-
tems”? Here there seems little pressure to say that the subjects are having the
relevant kinds of experiences in the first place, and a fortiori little pressure to
admit that the subjects are undergoing non-conscious experiences. If D.F. can
see (or at any rate perceive) the orientation of the slot, then she is aware of the
orientation of the slot. In the Tichener illusion experiment, if the subject sees
(or at any rate perceives) that the discs are the same size, she is aware that the
discs are of the same size. Yet it does not seem very plausible that D.F. is aware
of the orientation of the slot – she is unable to say what it is, or make plans that
depend on this piece of information. Similarly with the normal subjects in the
Tichener illusion experiment, and Rosenthal’s example of visual extinction.

The above points do not presuppose that the ability to report that p is a
necessary condition of perceiving that p, merely that the inability to report
is sometimes good evidence that the subject is not perceiving that p. And, of
course, it should be admitted that the crucial information (that the slot is hor-
izontal, that the discs are the same size) is playing an important role in the
subjects’ cognitive economy, in particular in guiding the subjects’ behavior.
However, the information that p may play such a role without the subject be-
ing aware that p. If there are such things as subjects or selves (i.e. persons, in
the case of adult humans), then this can hardly be denied. Finally, the above
points do not presuppose that the subject or self is a primitive irreducible en-
tity. Perhaps some neo-Humean reductionist account of the self is correct: as
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Block puts it, we are “loose federations of centers of control and integration”
(1997:162). That is entirely consistent with the claim that (for example) D.F.
does not perceive the orientation of the slot.

The topic of the self hardly deserves such cursory treatment, but will re-
ceive it due to space limitations. Still, we may conclude that – at least prima
facie – Carruthers’ examples do not add up to a convincing case for the reality
of the distinction between experiences and conscious experiences.

In fact, this conclusion leaves most of Carruthers’ case against broadly re-
ductive FOR theories unaffected. In the chapter where the distinction is put
to the most work, Carruthers is arguing against FOR accounts that may be
approximately schematized as follows:

(†) Event e is phenomenally conscious iff e has (first-order) functional role R.

And, whether or not examples like those in B are cases of non-conscious ex-
periences, one can easily see how they could pose problems for the theories
that are instances of (†). Maybe one theory predicts (implausibly, or so we may
grant) that the Tichener illusion subjects do have phenomenally conscious ex-
periences of the discs being the same size – which of course they are unable to
report. Maybe another only avoids this prediction by making an ad hoc and
otherwise ill-motivated assumption. And so on.23

Still, although Carruthers may have shown that particular reductive theo-
ries have serious problems, this is not to impugn FOR theories across the board.

. Against HOR theories

The previous sections have not argued that HOR theories are mistaken; this
final section gives a short argument for that conclusion.

What is sufficient for one to know what one’s experience is like, in the sense
relevant to phenomenal consciousness?24 Suppose that one knows – via “intro-
spection”, whatever that is exactly – that one’s present experience has prop-
erty P, and one knows that certain past experiences had property P. Suppose
that one knows that yet other past experiences had other properties, Q, R,. . .
Further suppose that experiences possessing these properties thereby saliently
resemble each other, and that one knows these facts about similarity. So, for
example, one may know that one’s (present) experience is more similar (in this
salient respect) to a Q-experience than to an R-experience, and so on. This ap-
pears to be sufficient for one to know what one’s (present) experience is like.
If it is not sufficient, it is unclear what else needs adding. (Insisting that P, Q,
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R,. . . must be intrinsic, for example, would make it very hard for a typical inten-
tionalist to maintain that one can know what one’s experience is like.) Assume,
then, that it is sufficient. If all these facts about one’s experience obtain, let
us say that one’s experience is in condition C. Knowing that one’s experience
is in C, then, is sufficient for knowing what one’s experience is like. Hence, if
one’s experience is in C, then one’s experience is like something (in the relevant
sense), and therefore one’s experience is phenomenally conscious.

Now observe that such a condition may be constructed from purely first-
order materials. The roles of P, Q, R,. . . can be played by the properties of being
an experience of green, being an experience of turquoise, being an experience
of blue, and so forth. Everyone can agree that one can know (at least some-
times) by introspection that one’s experience is an experience of green. Recall
that we are assuming that Rosenthal’s “mental green”, an especially striking
and “qualitative” property of experiences of limes, grass, etc., is identical to
the property of being an experience of green (Section 3.1 above). Under this
assumption, at least some of the salient similarities and differences between ex-
periences are due to what they represent about one’s environment: because of
their content, experiences of green are saliently more similar to experiences of
turquoise than to experiences of blue, and so on. If, on the other hand, Rosen-
thal is correct, and mental green is non-intentional, then the desired condition
may be constructed with the non-intentional but first-order properties mental
green, mental turquoise, and so forth, playing the roles of P, Q, R,. . .

Now distinguish knowing what one’s experience is like from one’s expe-
rience being like something. Setting misguided Cartesian doctrines about the
self-intimation of phenomenology aside, one’s experience may be like some-
thing (in the sense relevant to phenomenal consciousness), even though one
does not know that one’s experience is like something. (This is just an instance
of the general principle that any contingent proposition p may be true and
not known.)

Take condition C as constructed in the paragraph before last. From the
point just made, we can conclude that one’s experience may be in C, even
though one does not know that one’s experience is in C. Indeed, we can go
further, and conclude that one’s experience can be in C even though it is not
the target of any higher-order representation at all. Setting aside Rosenthal’s
view for simplicity, this last step basically amounts to saying that an experience
of green that is not the target of a higher-order representation is more similar
in salient respects to experiences of turquoise than it is to experiences of blue,
which HOR theories can hardly dispute. But it was argued that any experience
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in C is a phenomenally conscious experience. HOR theories deny that, and so
they are in error.

This argument does not show that FOR theories, as explained in Section
2, are true. For all that has been said, maybe higher-order representations do
have something to contribute to phenomenal consciousness. Perhaps knowing
what one’s experience is completely like (in the sense relevant to phenomenal
consciousness) requires knowing that one’s experience is in some higher-order
condition (cf. Carruthers 2000:183–184). In particular, perhaps knowledge
that one’s experience has our old friend G is not first-order knowledge. Fur-
ther argument is needed to foreclose this possibility. But if we take the expla-
nation of phenomenal consciousness in terms of ‘what it’s like’ seriously, then
higher-order representations are not necessary for phenomenal consciousness.

Notes

* Many thanks to Peter Carruthers, Rocco Gennaro, Alec Marantz, Sarah McGrath, and an
audience at ASU. I am especially indebted to Bill Lycan and David Rosenthal who kindly
supplied extensive comments on earlier drafts.

. 1996:77.

. See Johnston (1992:221).

. This broadening of the supervenience base is needed to accommodate higher-order the-
ories.

. Lycan adds facts about “functional organization” (1996:11) to the intentional superve-
nience base for phenomenal character. On a more careful statement of intentionalism than
the one given here, this is an intentionalist view. See Byrne (2001:204–206).

. Intentionalism or representationalism comes in a variety of inequivalent formulations.
On some of these, as Rosenthal (forthcoming, Section 4) points out, he is not an HO
intentionalist.

. Why not necessary and sufficient? Here is one reason: some episodes of mental imagery
have G (at least on a natural way of understanding the introduction of ‘G’), and these are
not perceptual experiences. The complicated question of how the FOR theorist should state
a necessary and sufficient condition for G need not be examined here.

. As does Gennaro (1996).

. Carruthers also holds a dispositional version of the HOT theory but, for reasons that
need not concern us here, thinks this is equivalent to a HOP theory (see Carruthers 2000;
this volume).

. Two qualifications concerning Rosenthal’s view should be noted. First, according to
Rosenthal the higher-order thought specifies one’s experience in partly non-intentional
respects, as having a property Rosenthal calls mental green (see Section 3.3 below). Sec-
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ond, to avoid certain counterexamples, Rosenthal adds that the higher-order thought must
“[rely] on neither inference nor observation” (Rosenthal 1997b:738). For our purposes these
qualifications can be ignored.

. Carruthers (2000:248) takes the experience with the lower-order content to be the same
as the experience with the higher-order content.

. One might wonder what the HOR theorist should say if the higher-order representa-
tion misrepresents the lower-order one. See Byrne (1997:119–124), Neander (1998), Lycan
(1998), Levine (2001:104–111), Rosenthal (2002a), Rosenthal forthcoming; Carruthers this
volume; Gennaro this volume.

. A first-order theorist might say that such proprioceptive experiences are phenomenally
non-conscious because they lack a certain special sort of content, or lack a certain functional
role. Smith (2002:165) claims that experiences of resistance to one’s bodily movements have
a “unique non-sensory nature”, which is arguably equivalent to the claim that they need not
be phenomenally conscious.

. Cf. the alternative use of ‘quale’ noted in Section 1 (for yet another use, see Carruthers
2000:15).

. More cautiously: a (perceptual) experience has mental green iff it is a registering of
a green quale. It may be that, in Rosenthal’s intended usage, there are some events that
have mental green but which aren’t perceptual experiences (and hence not “registerings”);
in particular, some “sub-personal” events in the subject’s cognitive system. See the following
note.

. In fact, Rosenthal seems to intend thin phenomenality to be somewhat broader than the
category of worldly subjectivity/lower-order qualitative character, including occurrences of
qualitative character at early stages of perceptual processing (see 2002a:660). This is another
complication that can be set aside.

. Nagel, incidentally, seems to take ‘what it’s like to be X’ to be equivalent to ‘what it’s like
for X’ (1974:436). This is quite doubtful. Note that ‘What is it like to be X?’ is complete in
a way that ‘What is it like for X?’ is not. In order for the latter to express a question, some
activity or state needs to be specified: ‘What it is like for X to eat olives/drink gin/be drunk?’
A more plausible equivalence is between ‘what it’s like to be X’ and ‘what it’s like for X to
exist/to be’.

. One of Lycan’s reasons for thinking that there are experiences of which the subject is
unaware is that we speak of “unfelt pains” (1996:16). See also Rosenthal (1997b:731–733,
2002b:411–412).

. Dretske does say (in effect) that anyone who knows what green is knows what it’s like to
see green (1995:81–93), which might suggest a Lycanian “lower-order” interpretation. But
Dretske’s point is that knowing what green is suffices (given a certain conceptual sophistica-
tion) to know that seeings of green represent green – that is what such experiences are like.
See also Dretske (1999).

. It appears that, for Lycan, only the lower-order sense of ‘what it’s like’ is a special tech-
nical one; the higher-order sense is just the ordinary sense. In support of this interpretation,
notice that Lycan himself uses ‘what it’s like’ in explaining the higher-order sense (see the
fourth paragraph in Section 3.2 above).
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. See also Lycan this volume, and the following comment on Siewert (1998):

My theory of. . .consciousness is, in brief: (1) Phenomenal/qualitative char-
acter is a combination of one or more (Lewis-) qualia and some other
components. . . (2) . . . (3) . . . (4) . . .If sensory experience (and Siewert’s Phi-
consciousness) presuppose awareness, something further needs to be added.
(5) I add. . .awareness!. . . (Lycan 2001b:Section 5)

. See, e.g., Rosenthal (1986, 1997b, 2002b). I should emphasize that this paper simply
ignores the usual arguments that Rosenthal gives for his “theory of consciousness”, none of
which turn on the phrase ‘what it’s like’.

. For an excellent discussion of this example, see Lycan and Ryder (2003). See also Rosen-
thal (2002b:407).

. See Carruthers (2000:168–179).

. It is assumed here that to “know what one’s experience is like” is to have propositional
knowledge (see Lycan 1996:92–94). For the contrary view, see Lewis (1990). The addition of
‘in the sense relevant to phenomenal consciousness’ is meant to accommodate the context-
sensitivity of ‘know what one’s experience is like’, not to suggest any ambiguity. One may use
a cerebroscope to know what one’s experience is like (in various neural respects) – that does
not imply that one’s experience is phenomenally conscious.
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Chapter 10

Either FOR or HOR
A false dichotomy

Robert W. Lurz

. Introduction

We have intentional states that are conscious: we have conscious perceptual
states, beliefs, and desires, for instance. We also have intentional states that
make us conscious of things: we have perceptual states and beliefs that make
us conscious of objects, properties of objects, and facts, for instance. What,
though, is the relation between intentional states that are conscious and inten-
tional states that make us conscious of things? Representationalism is the view
that intentional states of the former sort are dependent upon intentional states
of the latter sort, that no subject that did not have intentional states that made
him conscious of things could have intentional states that were themselves con-
scious. And this is so, according to representationalism, because what makes a
subject’s intentional state conscious is the fact that the subject is (or is disposed
to be) in an intentional state that makes him conscious of something.1

The aim of representationalism, it should be noted, is often expressed in
broader terms, as being that of explaining what makes any type of mental state
conscious, not just intentional states. This is certainly a correct expression of
the theory’s aim, and I do not mean to deny it. However, it is also true that
the theory has the narrower aim of explaining what makes intentional states
conscious; and it is this narrower aim of the theory that I shall be examining in
this paper.

Now, representationalists – whether they are pursuing the wider or nar-
rower aims of their theory – typically recognize but two kinds of intentional
states that make subjects conscious of things – first-order and higher-order –
and end up endorsing one of two kinds of representational theories – first-
order representationalism (FOR) or higher-order representationalism (HOR). I
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shall argue that this dichotomy is false, and that there is an alternative variety
of intentional state that makes subjects conscious of things – the same-order
variety – and an alternative representational theory – same-order representa-
tionalism (SOR). Moreover, I shall argue that SOR avoids some of the notable
shortcomings of the two dominant representational theories and is, therefore,
preferable to each. (I have argued for SOR – or a version of it – in Lurz (2002)
and (2003).)

. The explanandum and the explanans of representational theories

To avoid confusion, a few words need to be said about the intended explanan-
dum and explanans of representational theories. Intentional states are states of
a subject that are said to be of, about, or (more generally) directed at things
outside themselves. Beliefs, desires, and perceptual experiences are paradigm
examples. To have a belief is always to have a belief about something; to have a
desire is always to have a desire for something; and to have a perceptual expe-
rience is always to have a perceptual experience of something. The item that an
intentional state is said to be of, about, or directed at is its intentional object. If
a subject has a belief about tomorrow’s weather, or a desire for a cup of coffee,
for instance, then the intentional object of his belief is tomorrow’s weather, and
the intentional object of his desire is a cup of coffee.

Representational theories aim to explain the nature of a particular property
of intentional states – namely, the property that we ascribe to them when we say
that they are conscious. Since this property is a property of intentional states
– as opposed to being a property of the subjects of those states – representa-
tionalists typically call this property state-consciousness. (Sometimes this prop-
erty is called ‘intransitive-consciousness’ or ‘intransitive-state-consciousness,’
so as to contrast it with transitive-creature-consciousness (discussed below)).
So, for instance, were we to say that John’s auditory experience of the tick-
ing clock is conscious (as opposed to saying that it is unconscious or sub-
liminal), or that Mary has a conscious belief about her illness (as opposed to
saying that she has an unconscious belief about her illness), we would be as-
cribing to John’s auditory experience and Mary’s belief the property of state-
consciousness. It is the nature of this property that is the intended explanan-
dum of representational theories.

State-consciousness needs to be distinguished from another important
property of intentional states: phenomenal-consciousness. An intentional state
is said to be phenomenally conscious just in case there is something that it is
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like for the subject to be in the state. The distinction between phenomenal-
consciousness and state-consciousness is sometimes drawn by pointing to pu-
tative cases of state-consciousness without phenomenal-consciousness (e.g.,
cases of conscious belief) or cases of phenomenal-consciousness without state-
consciousness (e.g., cases of unconscious or subliminal perception) (see Block
1995; Carruthers 2000). But, this way of drawing the distinction is some-
what contentious and, I think, unnecessary for the purpose of distinguish-
ing the two properties. It is enough to note that phenomenal-consciousness
is a determinable property (like the property of being colored), whereas state-
consciousness is not. An auditory experience and a visual experience, for in-
stance, are phenomenally conscious: each has the determinable property of
there being something that it is like to undergo it. And yet, each experience
also has its own distinct form or variety of phenomenal consciousness: what
it is like to hear something is distinctly different from what it is like to see
something.

The same cannot be said for state-consciousness, though. It makes no sense
to ask what distinct form or variety of consciousness a conscious intentional
state possesses. Now, it makes sense, no doubt, to ask what distinct form or
variety of intentional state it is that is conscious, but not what distinct form or
variety of consciousness the state possesses. In this way, state-consciousness is
more like the property of being visible than the property of being colored. Both
a lime and a tomato, for instance, may be visible, but they do not possess dis-
tinct varieties of visible as they do distinct varieties of color. In a similar way, a
conscious visual experience does not possess a distinct variety of consciousness
that is different from that possessed of a conscious auditory experience. Each
experience is conscious, period – even though each has its own distinct form
of phenomenal consciousness. Therefore, even if all and only conscious inten-
tional states are phenomenally conscious, state-consciousness is not the same
property as phenomenal-consciousness – any more so than the property of be-
ing visible is the same as the property of being colored: the latter properties are
determinables, whereas the former are not.2

Now, a few words need to be said about the explanantia of representational
theories: those intentional states that make subjects conscious of things. Rep-
resentationalists typically call such intentional states transitive-conscious states,
since the verb (‘conscious’) that is used to describe them is transitive, tak-
ing a grammatical object as its complement. (Sometimes these state are given
the fuller title of transitive-creature-conscious states, since they are states that
make the subject (the creature) conscious of things.) Since transitive-conscious
states are intentional states that make a subject conscious of things, one can
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always ask two sorts of questions about them. First, one can ask what item
in the world the subject’s transitive-conscious state is said to be of. This sort
of question, of course, is about the state’s intentional object. Second, one can
ask whether the intentional object of a subject’s transitive-conscious state is an
immediate or a mediate intentional object, whether the subject is conscious
of it simpliciter or conscious of it by means of being conscious of something
else. This sort of question is about the directness or immediacy of a subject’s
transitive-conscious state.

To illustrate, suppose that I am conscious of a mouse on my bedroom floor
by seeing it. My transitive-conscious (visual) state, in this case, has as its im-
mediate intentional object a particular mouse; and so, I can be said to be im-
mediately (or directly) conscious of the mouse on my bedroom floor. If, on the
other hand, I was conscious of the mouse by seeing its reflection in the bed-
room mirror, or its shadow on the floor, then the immediate intentional object
of my transitive-conscious state would have been the mirror reflection or the
shadow of the mouse, and its mediate intentional object would have been the
mouse. In such a case, I can be said to be mediately (or indirectly) conscious of
the mouse in my bedroom.

Representationalists have found it convenient to divide transitive-conscious
states into two general classes in virtue of their immediate intentional objects.
In one class, there are those transitive-conscious states that take as their imme-
diate intentional objects the current intentional states of their subject. At the
moment, for instance, I am conscious of having a desire for a cup of coffee; and
yet I am not conscious of my desire by being conscious of something else, such
as my behavior or reflection in the mirror; rather, I am conscious of having
this desire in a direct and immediate way. Following the (somewhat) standard
nomenclature in the field, I shall call those transitive-conscious states that have
as their immediate intentional objects the subject’s current intentional states,
higher-order (HO) transitive-conscious states.

In addition to being immediately conscious of our own current intentional
states, we are often immediately conscious of concrete items in our external
environment, as the mouse example above illustrates.3 Again, following the
(somewhat) standard nomenclature in the field, I shall call those transitive-
conscious states that take as their immediate intentional objects concrete items
in a subject’s external environment, first-order (FO) transitive-conscious states.
Paradigm cases of FO transitive-conscious states are cases of external veridi-
cal perception (e.g., cases of seeing, hearing, smelling, etc.) and the perceptual
beliefs that result from such states of perception.
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The classification of transitive-conscious states into HO and FO types is
not meant to be exhaustive, only exclusive. In fact, in Section 4, I will ar-
gue that there is a type of transitive-conscious state that is neither HO nor
FO. But before I do this, I would like to use the above classification to ex-
plicate the two dominant representational theories that are currently on the
philosophical market.

. FOR and HOR

As stated above, representational theories aim to explain the nature of state-
consciousness in intentional states in terms of transitive-conscious states.
Given what was said above about the nature of such states, the general aim of
representational theories can be expressed more perspicuously by the following
general explanatory schema:

General Explanatory Schema (GES): Where M is a conscious intentional
state that is of or about x and is possessed by a subject S, what makes M
conscious is the fact that S is (or is disposed to be) in a transitive-conscious
state M* that makes S immediately conscious of y.

Although all representationalists endorse GES, they do not all agree on how
it is to be filled out. In particular, they are divided over whether the subject’s
conscious intentional state M and his transitive-conscious state M* should be
identical or distinct states. And they are divided over whether the immediate
intentional object of the subject’s transitive-conscious state M* – the thing de-
noted by ‘y’ – should be the intentional object of his conscious state M – the
thing denoted by ‘x’ – or whether it should be the subject’s conscious state
M itself.4 We can express this division more clearly by seeing how the two
dominant representational theories go about answering the following three
questions pertaining to GES:

Q1: Is M = M*?
Q2: Is x = y?
Q3: Is y = M?

Those representationalists that answer Q1 and Q2 in the affirmative and Q3 in
the negative typically endorse first-order representationalism (FOR). Perhaps,
the best-known defender of FOR is Fred Dretske, who offers the following
formulation of the theory:
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What makes an internal state or process conscious is the role it plays in mak-
ing one (transitively) conscious – normally, the role it plays in making one
(transitively) conscious of some thing or fact. An experience of x is conscious
not because one is aware of the experience, or aware that one is having it,
but because, being a certain sort of representation, it makes one aware of the
properties (of x) and objects (x itself) of which it is a (sensory) representation.
My visual experience of a barn is conscious not because I am introspectively
aware of it (or introspectively aware that I am having it), but because it (when
brought about in the right way) makes me aware of the barn. It enables me
to perceive that barn. For the same reason, a certain belief is conscious not
because the believer is conscious of it (or conscious of having it), but because
it is a representation that makes one conscious of the fact (that P) that it is a
belief about. (1993:281)

There are three important points expressed in Dretske’s formulation of FOR
that are relevant to GES. First, the transitive-conscious state M* that is in-
volved in making a subject’s intentional state M conscious is the same state
as the subject’s intentional state M: what makes M conscious is that M itself,
and not some other intentional state, makes the subject (or disposes or en-
ables the subject to be) conscious of something.5 Second, since the transitive-
conscious state M* that is involved in making a subject’s intentional state M
conscious is the same as the subject’s intentional state M, the immediate inten-
tional object of M* must be the intentional object of M: what M* makes the
subject (or enables the subject to be) immediately conscious of (x) is whatever
M is of or about (x). And third, if the intentional object of the subject’s con-
scious intentional state M is a concrete item in the external environment (e.g.,
a barn), then the transitive-conscious state M* that makes M conscious will
have this concrete item as its immediate intentional object. On FOR, then, the
transitive-conscious state M* that is involved in making a subject’s intentional
state M conscious need not be a HO transitive-conscious state, but may be a
FO transitive-conscious states – which, after all, is why FOR is typically called
‘FOR.’

Putting these points together, we can give the following slightly more for-
mal definition of FOR:

FOR: Where M is a conscious intentional state that is of or about x and is
possessed by a subject S, what makes M conscious is the fact that M makes
S (or enables S to be) immediately conscious of x.

Its elegance notwithstanding, FOR faces two serious problems. The first results
from its affirmative answer to Q1 above. The problem is that not all conscious
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intentional states are of the right sort to make their subjects (or enable their
subjects to be) conscious of things. For to be conscious of something is to be in
a cognitive intentional state whose function is to inform its subject of the way
the world (supposedly) is. But not all intentional states are cognitive. Some in-
tentional states, such as desires, are conative. And their function is to motivate,
not to inform. My desire for another beer, for instance, motivates me to get
another beer, but it does not make me (or enable me to be) conscious of an-
other beer or of my having another beer. Nevertheless, my desire may very well
be a conscious state. It is difficult to see, however, how FOR could explain the
conscious status of my desire (or any conative state, for that matter) given that
my desire is not a cognitive state that makes me (or enable me to be) conscious
of anything.6

FOR also faces a serious problem as a result of its affirmative answer to Q2
above. The problem is that not all conscious intentional states make us con-
scious of their intentional objects; for some of their intentional objects do not
actually exist, and one cannot be said to be conscious of something that does
not actually exists – the expression, ‘S is conscious of x,’ is factive, taking only
words and phrases that purport to denote actual existing items as its comple-
ment. How, then, would a FOR theorist explain the conscious status of, say,
a conscious visual hallucination of a pink elephant or a conscious belief that
Santa Claus exists? He cannot say that such states make their subjects (or en-
able their subjects to be) conscious of the things that the states are said to be
of or about; for no such individual (a pink elephant or Santa Claus) or fact
(Santa Claus existing) actually exists. And I assume that the FOR theorist does
not want to say that such states make their subjects (or enable their subjects to
be) conscious of mental particulars, such as sense data or mental images; for
such a view is extremely problematic and leads directly to a type of mind-body
dualism, a position that no FOR theorist that I know endorses. But what else
can the FOR theorist say?

At one point, Dretske (1999:5–8) suggests that, in cases of visual hallucina-
tions, subjects are conscious of things that actually exist: they are conscious of
uninstantiated universals. When one visually hallucinates a pink elephant, on
this view, one is visually conscious of certain universals – the universals pink
and elephantine, for instance – that are not instantiated by anything (at least,
not at the time or in the vicinity of one’s hallucination). Does Dretske’s view
here solve the problem for FOR? I do not believe so. Uninstantiated universals
are abstracta on par with numbers; and though we certainly can be conscious
of them through acts of thought and reason, we certainly cannot be conscious
of them through acts of sensory perception. Just as one cannot be said to see
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(be visually conscious of) numbers, one cannot be said to see (be visually con-
scious of) uninstantiated universals; and, therefore, one cannot be said to see
(be visually conscious of) uninstantiated universals when undergoing visual
hallucinations.

No doubt, one can form beliefs about uninstantiated universals (e.g., the
uninstantiated universal pink) while undergoing visual hallucinations, and in
virtue of being in such belief states, one may be said to be conscious of such uni-
versals, but the visual states that are involved in visual hallucinations no more
make one conscious of uninstantiated universals than the visual states that are
involved in veridical perception make one conscious of uninstantiated univer-
sals, numbers, or the like. I do not see, then, that Dretske’s view here solves the
problem that FOR incurs as a result of its affirmative answer to Q2 above.

But if one cannot be said to be conscious of uninstantiated universals, or
pink elephants, or Santa Claus, or sense data, while undergoing a conscious
visual hallucination of a pink elephant or a conscious belief that Santa Claus
exists, then what can one be said to be conscious of in such cases, according to
FOR? I do not believe that the problem that this question constitutes, or the
problem of conscious conative states outlined earlier, can be answered easily
by the FOR theorist. And since problems should be either solved or avoided,
the general advice to representationalists at this point would appear to be that
these two problems are best avoided, if possible. Representationalists, it seems,
are best advised to answer Q1 and Q2 in the negative, if they can.

One group of representationalists that takes this advice to heart is the group
that endorses higher-order representationalism (HOR). David Rosenthal offers
perhaps the clearest and most succinct expression of HOR when he writes, “a
mental state is intransitively conscious just in case we are transitively conscious
of it” (1997:737). To be transitively conscious of one’s intentional state M, ac-
cording HOR theorists, is to be in a transitive-conscious state M* that is distinct
from but contemporaneous with one’s intentional state M and has one’s inten-
tional state M as its immediate intentional object.7 The transitive-conscious
state M* that is involved in making a subject’s mental state M conscious, there-
fore, is a HO transitive-conscious states, according to HOR. HOR theorists,
therefore, not only answer Q1 and Q2 above in the negative, they also answer
Q3 in the affirmative. According to HOR, then, a subject’s conscious desire for
or belief about a cup of coffee, for instance, is conscious in virtue of the fact
that the subject is (or is disposed to be) immediately conscious of having the
desire or belief, which, in turn, involves the subject being in (or being disposed
to be in) a HO transitive-conscious state (M*) that is distinct from but con-
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temporaneous with his state of desire or belief (M) and takes the subject’s state
of desire or belief (M) as its immediate intentional object.

Bringing these points together, we can give the following more formal
definition of HOR:

HOR: Where M is a conscious intentional state that is of or about x and is
possessed by a subject S, what makes M conscious is the fact that S is (or is
disposed to be) in a contemporaneous transitive-conscious state M* that
makes S immediately conscious of M.8

As a result of giving negative answers to Q1 and Q2, HOR avoids those prob-
lems that appear endemic to FOR. However, HOR faces its own unique prob-
lem as a result of its affirmative answer to Q3. The fact that HOR requires a
subject to be (or be disposed to be) conscious of having intentional states in
order for the subject’s intentional states to be conscious makes HOR’s explana-
tion of conscious beliefs and desires in young children problematic. For chil-
dren begin to say what they want and believe at around 1 or 2 years of age. It
is quite plausible to suppose, for instance, that a normal child of this age who,
pointing at his father coming through the front door, says, “Daddy home,” is
saying what it is that he believes – namely, that his father is home. Or a normal
child of this age who, pointing at the doll in your hands, says, “Give me doll,”
or “Me, doll,” is saying what it is that she wants – namely, that you give her the
doll in your hands. And yet, it would be extremely difficult to understand how
these children could say what they want and believe if their desires and beliefs
were not conscious. We do not usually say what we want or believe if our desire
or belief is unconscious. It may be true, of course, that unconscious desires and
beliefs are sometime linguistically expressed through Freudian slips; but it is
highly implausible to suppose that every time a normal 1- or 2-year-old child
says what she wants or believes she is making such a slip.

The HOR theorist, it seems, is faced with a dilemma. He can either deny
that the linguistically expressed beliefs and desires of 1- and 2-year-old children
are conscious or attempt to explain their conscious status by claiming that these
children are (or are disposed to be) conscious of having beliefs and desires on
a regular basis. Neither option is very attractive, however. To hold that these
children do not and cannot say what they consciously want or believe, but only
say what they unconsciously want or believe, is rather counterintuitive.

The other option is equally unattractive. For there does not appear to be
any independent reason (i.e., a reason that does not presuppose the truth of
HOR) to suppose that normal children between 1 and 2 years of age are (or
are disposed to be) conscious of having beliefs and desires. The linguistic be-
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haviors of normal children at this age, for instance, do not appear to call out
for an explanation in terms of the children being (or being disposed to be)
so conscious. For intuitively, the only type of linguistic behavior of these chil-
dren that would clearly require such an explanation would be their reporting
that they have beliefs and desires. But typically, children do not begin to show
signs of reporting that they have such states of mind as beliefs and desires until
about their third year. This is not to say, of course, that children younger than
3 years do not use terms such as ‘belief ’ or ‘want’ (or variations of) in their
speech. In fact, they appear to start using such terms around 2 ½ years. But,
what has been discovered by Shatz, Wellman, and Silber (1983) is that children
at this age appear to use such words – if at all – not for the purpose of reporting
that they have beliefs or desires but for the purpose of expressing their desires
(“I want cookie”) or their tentative beliefs (“It’s a ball, I think”), or for certain
conversational purposes, such as to gain attention (“It’s a hat, you know”), or
to introduce an activity (“I thoughted we’d eat some cake”). By recording and
analyzing the spontaneous speech of children with their parents during meal-
time and playtime, Shatz and colleagues discovered that it is not until about 3
years of age and older that children begin to show some signs of using terms
like ‘want’ and ‘believe’ for the purpose of reporting that they (and others) have
or are in the states of mind denoted by such terms (e.g., “I thought there wasn’t
any socks, but when I looked I saw them”). So, if their reporting that they have
beliefs and desires is the only type of linguistic behavior in normal 1- and 2-
year-olds that would clearly require an explanation in terms of their being (or
being disposed to be) conscious of having beliefs and desires – an assumption
that, on its face, is intuitively plausible – then, with respect to their linguistic
behaviors, there does not appear to be any independent reason to suppose that
normal children of this age are (or being disposed to be) conscious of having
beliefs and desires.9

Now, in addition to the linguistic behaviors of normal 1- and 2- year-olds
not appearing to require an explanation in terms of these children being (or
being disposed to be) conscious of having beliefs and desires, the non-linguistic
behaviors of these children do not appear to require such an explanation. The
non-linguistic behaviors of children at this age are typically directed at ma-
nipulating objects in their environment so as to satisfy first-order desires for
non-mental items, such as for a toy, to pet the dog, to get a sweet, and so on.
There would appear to be little need to account for such behaviors in terms of
the children being (or being disposed to be) conscious of having beliefs and
desires. Their being conscious of concrete items in their external environment,
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and their having first-order beliefs and first-order desires directed at such items
would appear to be sufficient.

It should be made clear what is and what is not being argued for here. What
is not being argued for is the claim that normal children of 1 or 2 years are inca-
pable of being conscious of having beliefs and desires. For all we know, children
of this age are capable of being conscious of having beliefs and desires. Rather,
what is being argued for is the claim that we have no independent reason at
the present time to suppose that normal children of this age are (or are dis-
posed to be) so conscious, and that a representational theory that can account
for conscious beliefs and desires in children of this age without attributing to
them mental capacities that we have no independent reason to suppose that
they have is preferable to a representational theory that cannot.

So, bringing this point together with those made earlier against FOR,
the general moral seems to be that representationalists are advised to answer
Q1 – Q3 in the negative, if they can. The question, of course, is whether rep-
resentationalists can answer Q1 – Q3 in the negative? The answer, I believe, is
that they can.

. An alternative kind of transitive-conscious state

To see how a representationalist can answer Q1 – Q3 in the negative, an al-
ternative type of transitive-conscious state must be introduced. Recall that
FO transitive-conscious states take concrete items in a subject’s external envi-
ronment as their immediate intentional objects, and HO transitive-conscious
states take the subject’s own current intentional states as their immediate in-
tentional objects. But, these are not the only kinds of entities that a subject
can be said to be immediately conscious of. A subject can also be said to
be immediately conscious of the intentional contents of his intentional states.
Roughly speaking, the intentional content of an intentional state is the thing
that determines the state’s truth, satisfaction, or veridicality conditions (Searle
1983:12). If a subject’s belief, desire, or perceptual experience is true, satis-
fied, or veridical (respectively) if and only if p, then the intentional content of
the subject’s belief, desire, or perceptual experience is whatever it is that is ex-
pressed by the sentence ‘p’ – which we can call, following conventional usage,
the proposition that p.

With respect to one’s own beliefs, one can make their intentional contents
explicit by simply reporting what it is that one believes. If one reports that
what one believes is that the kettle is boiling, then one has made explicit what



 

 Robert W. Lurz

the intentional content of one’s belief is – namely, the proposition expressed
by the “that-clause,” ‘that the kettle is boiling.’ The practice of making explicit
the intentional contents of one’s desires or perceptual experiences is not always
as straightforward as the practice of making explicit the intentional contents
of one’s beliefs, though. For sometimes we use “what-phrases” of the form,
‘what S is perceptually experiencing’ and ‘what S desires,’ merely as a way to
make explicit the intentional object of one’s perceptual experience or desire,
while leaving implicit the state’s intentional content. At other times, though,
we use these “what-phrases” to make explicit (or, at least, more explicit) the
intentional content of one’s perceptual experience or desire. If, for example,
a subject says that what he is visually experiencing, or what he desires, is a
ripe tomato, then the subject is using the “what-phrase” to make explicit the
intentional object of his visual experience or desire, while leaving implicit the
state’s intentional content. However, if a subject says that what he is visually
experiencing is that there is a ripe tomato on the table in front of him, or that
what he desires is that he eat the ripe tomato on the table in front of him, then
the subject is using the “what-phrase” to make explicit the intentional content
of his visual experience or desire. For in these latter cases, the subject is making
explicit the conditions under which his visual experience or desire would be
veridical or satisfied, respectively. To mark the distinction between these two
uses of “what-phrases,” I shall use ‘whato’ to identify the intentional object of a
subject’s intentional state and ‘whatc’ to identify the intentional content of the
subject’s intentional state.

The intentional content of an intentional state, therefore, should not be
confused with the intentional object of the state. I may have a belief about the
kettle on the stove, for instance; and though the kettle on the stove is the inten-
tional object of my belief, it is not whatc I believe – it is not the thing that deter-
mines the truth conditions of my belief. For I may have many different beliefs
about the kettle, all of which have different truth conditions. The intentional
content of an intentional state should also not be identified with any concrete
item in a subject’s external environment. For the concrete items in a subject’s
external environment may change without necessarily affecting a change in the
intentional content of a subject’s intentional state. I might continue to believe
that the kettle on the stove is boiling, for instance, even if the kettle, unknown
to me, suddenly ceased to boil or to exist. Finally, it should also be mentioned
that the intentional content of an intentional state is not the intentional state
itself. The intentional content of my token belief is something to which my be-
lief is related, it is not my token belief itself. My belief may be related to the
same intentional content as your belief, since whatc it is that I believe may be
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Table 1. Types of transitive conscious states

Type Immediate Intentional Object

HO transitive-conscious states Current intentional states of the subject
FO transitive-conscious states Concrete items in the subject’s external environment
SO transitive conscious states Intentional contents of intentional states of the subject

whatc it is that you believe. Bringing these points together, then, we can say that
the intentional content of an intentional state is that which (1) determines the
truth, satisfaction, or veridicality conditions of the state, (2) is distinct from the
intentional object of the state, (3) is not a concrete item in a subject’s external
environment, and (4) is distinct from the intentional state itself.10

Having made these points of clarification, let us return to the alternative
form of transitive-consciousness mentioned at the start of this section. It seems
quite obvious that we are often immediately conscious of the intentional con-
tents of (at least some of) our intentional states. This is evidenced by the fact
that we can immediately (i.e., without the aid of inference or observation)
report the intentional contents of (some) of our intentional states, if we so
choose. If, for instance, someone were to ask me whatc it is I believe about or
desire for the big game tomorrow – that is, what would make my beliefs about
or my desires for the big game true or satisfied – I could give an immediate
answer, one that required no observation, reflection, investigation, or consul-
tation on my part. And if this person were to go on to ask me how I determined
that this is whatc I believe about or desire for the big game, I would, if I thought
the person was serious, say that I know that this is whatc I believe or desire be-
cause I am me, and I am directly aware of whatc I believe or desire. I assume
that most people would answer questions of this (queer) sort in the same way.
So, I assume that most people acknowledge that we are, at times, directly aware
of the intentional contents of (at least some) of our intentional states.

What we seem to have, then, is a type of transitive-conscious state that is
neither HO nor FO. To be immediately conscious of whatc one believes, desires,
or perceptually experiences is to be in a transitive-conscious state that has nei-
ther a concrete item in the external environment nor a current intentional state
in one’s mind as its intentional object. Given that the immediate intentional
objects of such transitive-conscious states in a subject are the same as the inten-
tional contents of other intentional states in the subject, we can, perhaps, call
such transitive-conscious states, same-order (SO) transitive-conscious states.
Table 1 illustrates the three different types of transitive-conscious states under
consideration.
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Table 2. Responses of representational theories to questions pertaining to GES

FOR HOR SOR

Q1: Is M = M*? Yes No No
Q2: Is x = y? Yes No No
Q3: Is y = M? No Yes No

Once SO transitive-conscious states are recognized, an alternative representa-
tional theory of state-consciousness presents itself, which we can call same-
order representationalism (SOR). According to SOR, what makes a subject’s
belief, desire, or perceptual experience conscious is not that the subject’s be-
lief, desire, or perceptual experience itself makes the subject (or enables him
to be) conscious of something (as FOR requires), or that the subject is (or is
disposed to be) conscious of having the belief, desire, or perceptual experience
in question (as HOR requires), but the fact that the subject is (or is disposed
to be) conscious of the intentional content of his belief, desire, or perceptual
experience in question – conscious of whatc it is that he believes, desires, or per-
ceptually experiences, not of his believing, desiring, or perceptually experiencing
something. We can express SOR more formally as follows:

SOR: Where M is a conscious intentional state that is of or about x and is
possessed by a subject S, what makes M conscious is the fact that S is (or is
disposed to be) in a contemporaneous transitive-conscious state M* that
makes S conscious of the intentional content of M.11,12

As one can see from its description and from Table 2 SOR answers Q1 – Q3
above in the negative and is, therefore, formally distinct from FOR and HOR.

Of course, presenting a representational theory that is formally distinct
from the two dominant representational theories is one thing, but showing
that it is a plausible alternative is quite another. And so, I turn my attention to
this latter project.

. The case for SOR

If SOR is at all a plausible theory of state-consciousness, then it ought to be able
to explain the distinction between those intentional states in ourselves – that is,
in normal, adult human beings – that we intuitively take to be conscious from
those that we intuitively take to be non-conscious. Does SOR carve our intu-
itions here at their joints? I believe so. For we appear to count as conscious those
(current or recently past) intentional states in ourselves whose intentional con-
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tents we can immediately (i.e., without the aid of inference or observation)
report. To illustrate, consider the following three cases.

The weather case: Suppose that you currently believe that it’s going to rain
tomorrow. And suppose that someone asks you, “What do you believe the
weather will be like tomorrow?” Whereupon, you immediately and sincerely
reply, “It’s going to rain tomorrow.” In such a case, I believe, we would find it
quite natural to take your current belief that it’s going to rain tomorrow to be
a conscious belief of yours.

The refrigerator case: Suppose that you believed that there is a six-pack of
beer in the refrigerator, but when you open the refrigerator, you do not find a
six-pack of beer in there. Suppose further that someone, upon seeing your dis-
appointed expression, asks you, “What did you think was in the refrigerator?”
Whereupon, you immediately and sincerely reply, “That there was a six-pack
of beer in there.” In such a case, I believe, we would find it quite natural to take
your immediately past belief about the contents of the refrigerator to have been
a conscious belief of yours.

The restaurant case: Finally, suppose that you are at a restaurant, and that
you currently desire to have the grilled tuna for your entrée. Suppose further
that your waiter asks you, “What do you want for you’re entrée?” Whereupon,
you immediately and sincerely reply, “I’ll have the grilled tuna.” Again, I be-
lieve we would find it quite natural to take your current desire in this case as a
conscious desire of yours.

What these three cases, and others like them, appear to illustrate is our
tendency to count as conscious those (current or recently past) intentional
states in ourselves whose intentional contents we can immediately report. (It
should be mentioned that the above cases are not intended to differentiate SO
transitive-consciousness from HO transitive-consciousness. For admittedly,
the subjects in the cases are not only conscious of whatc they believe or desire,
they are also conscious of having certain beliefs or desires. The cases are merely
intended to show that there is an apparent correlation between intentional
states whose intentional content we can immediately report and intentional
states that are conscious.)

On the other hand, what we appear to find with respect to our judgments
about non-conscious intentional state in ourselves is just the reverse: we appear
to judge as non-conscious those (current or recently past) intentional states in
ourselves whose intentional contents we cannot immediately report. Numer-
ous cases can be given to illustrate this. I shall describe four that I take to be
rather typical.
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The Nisbett & Wilson shock case: Nisbett and Wilson (1977) describe a
number of studies that researchers have taken as paradigm cases of uncon-
scious thought and thought processes. In one such study, subjects were given
a series of electric shocks of increasing intensity. Prior to the test trial, half of
the subjects were given a placebo pill which, they were told, would produce
symptoms such as heart palpitations, breathing irregularities, hand tremors,
etc. – that is, symptoms typical of electric shocks. It was predicted that the pill
subjects would form the belief that their shock-related symptoms were due to
the pill (and not to the electric shock) and, as a result, would tolerate more
amperage than the subjects who did not receive the pill. And this is precisely
what happened. Pill subjects took four-times as much amperage as non-pill
subjects. In the interview process that immediately followed the test trial, pill
subjects were asked to explain why they took four-times as much amperage as
other subjects; and they were asked whether the pill that they had taken earlier
had anything to do with their ability to tolerate more amperage. The vast ma-
jority of pill subjects sincerely denied that the pill had any influence on their
ability to tolerate more than the average amperage; and many gave confabu-
latory explanations for why they were able to tolerate more than the average
amperage. Researchers have taken the results of these interviews as evidence
that the beliefs the pill subjects had about the pill that explained their behav-
iors during the test trial were unconscious. What is important for us to note,
however, is the fact that pill subjects were apparently unable to report the in-
tentional contents of their beliefs about the pill that explained their behaviors
during the test trial; they were, in other words, incapable of saying whatc it was
they (in fact) believed about the pill that explained their behaviors. Pill subjects
were, of course, also apparently unable to report that they had beliefs about the
pill that explained their behaviors; and this inability of pill subjects is certainly
important. But, it is the pill subjects’ inability to report whatc it was they (in
fact) believed about the pill, not their inability to report that they had beliefs
about the pill, of which I wish the reader to take note.

Feeling-of-knowing cases: In feeling-of-knowing (FOK) cases, subjects
know that they know something even though they are unable at the time to
say what exactly it is that they know (Miner & Reder 1994). To illustrate, sup-
pose that you know (and hence correctly believe) that Muhammad Ali’s other
name is Cassius Clay, but when someone asks you what Ali’s other name is, you
go blank and cannot say. Although at the time you are unable to say what Ali’s
other name is, you do know that you know (and hence correctly believe) what
his other name is: you are quite sure, that is, that you have a true belief about
what Ali’s other name is. Should we say, though, that at this moment this belief
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of yours is conscious? Intuitively, this seems wrong. It doesn’t seem correct to
call your belief conscious until you are able to say whatc it is that you believe –
that is, until you can access the intentional content of your belief. It seems in-
tuitively inappropriate to say of you, for example, that, during the time when
you cannot say whatc it is you believe Ali’s other name to be, your belief that
Ali’s other name is Cassius Clay is a conscious belief of yours.

Blindsight cases: Blindsight subjects have blind regions (scotomas) in their
visual field as a result of damage to certain parts of their visual cortex. Items
that fall within a blindsight subject’s scotoma are treated by the subject as if they
are not seen. If a flash of light is presented in a subject’s scotoma, for instance,
and the subject is asked whether there was anything flashed in the region of
space before him, the subject will sincerely declare that there was not. However,
on forced-choice test trials, subjects are able to guess correctly (from a list of
options) what it was that was presented in their scotomas. These results have
led researchers (Marcel 1998; Weiskrantz 1986) to hypothesize that blindsight
subjects have non-conscious visual perceptions of items in their scotomas.

Subliminal perception cases: Similar sorts of results were discovered with
normal subjects on visual masking studies. In one such study (Marcel 1983), a
word (e.g., ‘alarm’) was flashed on a screen for a few milliseconds and imme-
diately followed by a mask pattern composed of random parts of letters. When
queried, subjects sincerely declared that no word was flashed on the screen. The
subjects were then presented with a card with two choices of words (e.g., ‘warn-
ing’ and ‘flesh’) and were asked to guess which of the two words was similar in
meaning (or graphically) to the word flashed on the screen below threshold.
It was discovered that subjects typically perform well above chance on such
forced-choice test trials, leading researchers to hypothesize that the subjects
in the study had non-conscious perceptions of the target word’s semantic (or
graphic) properties.

What is relevant for our purpose here is that in both the blindsight cases
and the subliminal perception cases, subjects are unable to report the inten-
tional contents of the perceptual states that account for their behaviors in the
forced-choice test trials. Although blindsight subjects appear to have percep-
tions of certain items in their scotomas, and subliminal-perception subjects ap-
pear to have perceptions of words flashed below threshold, and the perceptual
states of both types of subjects have intentional contents, neither type of sub-
ject could immediately report the intentional content of his or her respective
perceptual state. Neither the blindsight subjects nor the subliminal-perception
subjects were able to say whatc they were perceiving while undergoing the per-
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Table 3. Conscious/non-conscious distinction in intentional states for normal, adult
human subjects

Conscious Non-conscious

Intentional states whose intentional con-
tents subjects can immediately report

Intentional states whose intentional con-
tents subjects cannot immediately report

Examples Examples

The weather case, the refrigerator case, and
the restaurant case

The Nisbett & Wilson shock case, the FOK
cases, the blindsight case, and the sublimi-
nal perception case

ceptual states that explained their discriminatory abilities on forced-choice test
trials.13

What the seven cases above suggest is that we intuitively count as con-
scious all and only those (current or recently past) intentional states in our-
selves whose intentional contents we can immediately report. This intuitive dis-
tinction between conscious and non-conscious intentional states is displayed
in Table 3.

Assuming that our intuitive judgments here are correct, SOR has a ready
explanation for why it is that all and only those intentional states in ourselves
whose intentional contents we can immediately report are conscious. The rea-
son is simply that all and only such intentional states are the ones whose in-
tentional contents of which we are (or are disposed to be) immediately conscious.
Those cases in which a subject is able to immediately report the intentional
content of his belief, desire, or perceptual experiences, according to SOR, are
simply those cases in which the subject is (or is disposed to be) conscious
of the intentional content of his belief, desire, or perceptual experience; and
those cases in which a subject is not able to immediately report the intentional
content of his belief, desire, or perceptual experience are simply those cases in
which the subject is not (or is not disposed to be) conscious of the intentional
content of his belief, desire, or perceptual experience. And where a subject is
(or is disposed to be) conscious of the intentional content of his intentional
state, according to SOR, his intentional state is conscious; otherwise, it is not.

The question is whether FOR and HOR can offer a more plausible explana-
tion of our intuitive distinction between conscious and non-conscious inten-
tional states in ourselves? I do not believe that they can. With respect to FOR,
its reasonable to suppose that proponents of this theory would offer some-
thing like the following sort of explanation: the reason that all and only those
intentional states whose intentional contents we can immediately report are
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conscious is that all and only such intentional states are the ones that make us
(or enable us to be) immediately conscious of their intentional objects. The prob-
lem with this explanation, however, is that not all of our conscious intentional
states whose intentional contents we can immediately report make us (or en-
able us to be) conscious of their intentional objects. In many cases, we can
immediately report the intentional contents of our conscious conative states
and hallucinatory perceptions, even though, as noted in Section 3, such inten-
tional states do not make subjects (or enable them to be) conscious of any-
thing. The FOR explanation here may be plausible for true beliefs and veridical
perceptions – intentional states that make subjects (or enable them to be) con-
scious of things – but it looks to be rather inadequate for conative states and
hallucinatory perceptions.

The HOR theorist, on the other hand, would presumably offer something
like the following sort of explanation: the reason that all and only those inten-
tional states whose intentional contents we can immediately report are con-
scious is that all and only such intentional states are the ones that we are (or
are disposed to be) immediately conscious of having. But, such an explanation,
on the face of it, is deficient. For it does not appear to be the case that all in-
tentional states of which we are (or are disposed to be) immediately conscious
of having are intentional states whose intentional contents we can immediately
report. As the FOK cases appear to show, we are sometimes immediately con-
scious of having a belief or desire even though we are quite incapable at the
time of reporting the intentional content of the belief or desire. In the FOK
case described above, for example, you are conscious of having a true belief
about what Ali’s other name is, even though you are not able to say whatc it
is that you truly believe. FOK subjects, one could say, are like individuals who
are conscious of another person’s preparedness to say something on some topic
but are unable at the time to say whatc it is the other person is prepared to say –
except that in FOK cases, the ‘individual’ and the ‘person’ here are the same.14

In response, the HOR theorist could argue that, in order for an intentional
state to be conscious, the subject not only must be (or be disposed to be) con-
scious of having the state, he must also be (or be disposed to be) conscious
of the intentional content of the state. (Rosenthal 2000:278, appears to argue
for such a position). And that, therefore, the reason that all and only those
intentional states whose intentional contents we can immediately report are
conscious is that all and only such intentional states are the ones (1) that we are
(or are disposed to be) immediately conscious of having and (2) whose intentional
contents of which we are (or are disposed to be) immediately conscious.
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Now, such a response would certainly save the HOR explanation from be-
ing deficient, but only, it seems to me, at the cost of making it more complex
than is necessary. For while this HOR explanation purports to account for why
all and only those intentional states whose intentional contents we can im-
mediately report are conscious in terms of conditions (1) and (2), the SOR
explanation outlined above purports to account for this correlation in terms
of condition (2) alone. And so, the question naturally arises: Why endorse the
more complex HOR explanation over the simpler SOR explanation? On the
face of it, I can see no good reason.15 It will not do for the HOR theorist to
respond that without condition (2), a subject’s intentional states will not be
conscious. For such a response merely begs the question against SOR as a the-
ory of state-consciousness. And it will not do for the HOR theorist to respond
that without condition (2), a subject will be unable to be conscious of his in-
tentional states and, thereby, be unable to think and reason about them. For
such a response, although true, is irrelevant to the question at hand. (It should
be noted again (see note 12) that SOR does not deny that adult human be-
ings have HO transitive-conscious states, or that such states enable us to think
and reason about our own intentional states.) The question is not why are all
and only those intentional states whose intentional contents we can immedi-
ately report the ones about which we are able to think and reason. The question,
rather, is why are all and only those intentional states whose intentional con-
tents we can immediately report conscious. And with respect to this question,
the SOR explanation is simpler than the HOR explanation. So, unless the SOR
explanation can be shown to be deficient in some way with respect to answer-
ing this question, it has the advantage over the HOR explanation of being more
parsimonious. This, then, is surely a place where Occam’s razor should be used
to adjudicate between competing explanations.

If what I have argued thus far is sound, then it would appear that of the
three representational theories under consideration, SOR offers the more plau-
sible account of our intuitive distinction between conscious and non-conscious
intentional states in normal adult human beings. SOR also has the additional
virtue of avoiding those problems that, as we saw in Section 3, FOR and HOR
face as a result of their respective answers to Q1 – Q3. SOR avoids the problem
that FOR faces with respect to explaining state-consciousness in conative states.
On SOR, a subject’s desire is conscious not because the desire itself makes the
subject (or enables him to be) conscious of something, but because the sub-
ject is (or is disposed to be) conscious of the intentional content of his desire.
And SOR avoids the problem that FOR faces with respect to explaining state-
consciousness in intentional states whose intentional objects do not actually
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exist. On SOR, a subject’s visual hallucination of a pink elephant is conscious
not because the visual state involved in the hallucination makes the subject (or
enables him to be) conscious of its intentional object, but because the subject
is (or is disposed to be) conscious of the intentional content of the visual state.
And though there may be no pink elephant of which the subject can be con-
scious, there is the intentional content of his visual experience of which he can
be conscious.

Finally, SOR avoids the problem that HOR faces with respect to explaining
conscious beliefs and desires in normal 1- and 2-year-old children. On SOR,
normal 1- and 2-year-olds need not be (or be disposed to be) conscious of
having beliefs or desires in order for them to have conscious beliefs and desires;
rather, these children need only be (or be disposed to be) conscious of whatc

they believe and desire. And the fact that normal children of this age can and
often do say whatc it is they believe and desire strongly indicates that these
children are (and are disposed to be) conscious of the intentional contents of
their beliefs and desires.

To illustrate, suppose that a normal 2-year-old pulls his mother in front
of a high countertop on which a jar of cookies sits and, while looking intently
into his mother’s face, gestures vigorously toward the jar. Suppose further that,
upon noticing the way that her child is behaving, the mother suddenly becomes
conscious of whatc it is that her child believes and wants with respect to the
contents of the jar: he believes that the jar contains cookies and he wants her
to give him a cookie from the jar. Now, although the mother in this case is
conscious of whatc her child believes and wants with respect to the contents
of the jar, we might wonder whether the child too is conscious of whatc he
believes and wants with respect to the contents of the jar, or whether he is like
a pill subject in a Nisbett and Wilson experiment who has a particular belief
(or desire) about some item (the pill’s effects) but is not conscious of whatc it
is that he believes (or desires) with respect to this item. To determine whether
the child is conscious of whatc he believes with respect to the contents of the
jar, we might ask him, “Where are the cookies?” or “What’s in the jar?” If he
immediately and sincerely says, “Cookies are in jar,” then this would appear
to be rather good evidence that the child in this case is conscious of whatc he
believes with respect to the contents of the jar and is not, therefore, like the pill
subjects in Nisbett and Wilson’s experiments. And if the mother put her hand
in the jar, pulled out a ping-pong ball, handed it to the child, and the child
said, “No! Give me cookie,” (or if she pulled out a cookie and began eating it in
front of the child, and the child said, “No! Give me cookie”), then this would
appear to be rather good evidence that the child in this case is also conscious
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of whatc he wants with respect to the contents of the jar and, again, is unlike
pill subjects. So, the fact that normal 1- and 2-year-olds are able to tell us in
an immediate way whatc it is that they believe and want about certain things,
I would argue, gives us rather good grounds for supposing that they are (or
are disposed to be) conscious of whatc it is that they believe and want about
certain things. After all, this is precisely the sort of evidence we sometimes use
to determine whether normal, adult human beings are conscious of whatc it is
they believe or want with respect to some item.

One might object here that a subject could not be (or be disposed to be)
conscious of whatc he believes or desires unless he is (or is disposed to be) con-
scious of having beliefs and desires; and that, therefore, a child could not be
SO transitive-conscious without being HO transitive-conscious. Now, it may
be the case, as this objection claims, that a subject cannot be SO transitive-
conscious without being HO transitive-conscious, but such a claim is anything
but obvious and is, therefore, in need of an argument. I, for one, do not find
it at all inconceivable that there should be subjects who are conscious of whatc

they believe and desire but incapable of being conscious of having beliefs and
desires. And again, given what we know about very young children – that they
appear to show some signs of being conscious of whatc they believe and desire
but no signs of being conscious of having beliefs and desires – it would ap-
pear that this can and does occur quite frequently. To assert otherwise requires
an argument.

In reply, one might argue, as I once did (Lurz 2002), that in order for a
subject to be conscious of the intentional content of his token intentional state
M, the subject’s token intentional state M must be singled out from the many
other token intentional states that he currently has, and that the only way for
this to happen is for the subject to be conscious of his token intentional state M.
Hence, a subject can be SO transitive-conscious only if he can be HO transitive-
conscious. But, I no longer find this line of argument persuasive. I do not see
why a subject’s being conscious of a particular intentional state is the only way
for that token intentional state to be singled out as the one whose intentional
content is the intentional object of the subject’s SO transitive-conscious state.
For I see no reason why the question,

Why does a subject’s SO transitive-conscious state M* have as its inten-
tional object the intentional content of the subject’s token intentional state
M, and not the intentional content of some other token intentional state
that the subject is currently in?

cannot be reasonably answered as follows:
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Because the subject’s token intentional state M, and not some other to-
ken intentional state the subject is currently in, caused (or is causally re-
sponsible for the (continued) existences of) the subject’s SO transitive-
conscious state M*.

It might also be argued that in order for a subject to be conscious of the in-
tentional content of his belief or desire, he must be conscious of it as the in-
tentional content of his belief or desire, which, in turn, would require that he
be HO conscious of having a particular belief or desire. And if so, then SO
transitive-consciousness would require HO transitive-consciousness.

Not so, though. I certainly agree that in order for a subject to be conscious
of the intentional content of his belief or desire, he must be conscious of it as
being something or other. But, I see no reason to hold that he must be con-
scious of it as being the intentional content of some belief or desire that he has.
If the subject believes that p, for instance, and is conscious of the intentional
content of his belief, I see no reason why the subject cannot be conscious of the
intentional content of his belief simply as being that p. After all, the intentional
content of his belief simply is that p.

If these are the only reasons for thinking that a subject could not be SO
transitive-conscious of whatc he believes and desires without thereby being HO
transitive-conscious of having beliefs and desires, then I see no good reason
to doubt that a subject could have SO transitive-conscious states without HO
transitive-conscious states. And again, given what we know about normal 1-
and 2-year-old children, this would appear to be what actually takes place in
some cases.

. Conclusion

I have argued that there is a type of transitive-conscious states – the SO va-
riety – that is neither FO nor HO, and a representational theory of state-
consciousness – SOR – that is neither FOR nor HOR. I have also argued that
SOR avoids certain problems that FOR and HOR face as a result of their re-
spective answers to Q1 – Q3 above; and that SOR offers a more plausible ex-
planation of our intuitive distinction between conscious and non-conscious
intentional states in normal adult human beings. If my arguments here are
sound, then, contrary to what some have claimed (e.g., Carruthers this vol-
ume), SOR is the theory of state-consciousness that representationalists are
advised to endorse.16
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Notes

. The philosophers that are typically classified as representationalist are Armstrong (1997),
Carruthers (2000), Dretske (1995), Gennaro (1996), Lycan (1996), Rosenthal (1997), and
Tye (1995). The term ‘representationalism’ is perhaps slightly misleading, since it is some-
times used to denote a particular view about the nature of propositional attitudes (conscious
or otherwise) (see Fodor 1979; Field 1978). Perhaps, a less misleading name for the approach
is ‘the transitivity approach’ or ‘transitivism,’ since the general idea behind it is that state-
consciousness can be explained or reduced to transitive-consciousness. However, for ease of
exposition, and for continuity with the (somewhat) standard nomenclature in the literature,
I shall use the term ‘representationalism.’

. Phenomenal-consciousness is, of course, an important property of intentional states, and
it is a property that some representational theories aim to explain (Carruthers 2000 and this
volume). But, it is not this aim of representational theories with which I am concerned in
this paper.

. By ‘concrete external item’ I mean (roughly) any spatial or temporal object, property or
condition of an object, event, or state of affairs in the subject’s mind-independent environ-
ment – that is, the sorts mind-independent items that a subject can literally be said to see,
feel, touch, smell, taste, or hear.

. Since I shall be using these symbols throughout the paper, the following key may be
convenient to refer to when in doubt:

M = a conscious intentional state of a subject S (e.g., a conscious belief, desire, or
perceptual experience of S)
M* = a transitive-conscious state of S (i.e., a state of S that makes him conscious of
something)
x = the intentional object of M
y = the immediate intentional object of M*.

. Since it is not entirely clear from what Dretske writes here whether he requires that, in
order for M to be conscious, it must actually make S conscious of x or simply disposes or
enable S to be conscious of x, I have placed the dispositional alternative inside parentheses.

. In reply, the FOR theorist could maintain that conscious conative states are conscious in
a way that is different from the way that conscious cognitive states are conscious, and that,
therefore, state-consciousness in conative states deserves a different explanation from the
one given of state-consciousness in cognitive states. The problem with this move, however,
is that there appears to be nothing to recommend it. We apply the term ‘conscious’ to both
conative and cognitive states, and there is nothing in our use of the term that indicates that
we are using it to pick out a different type of property when applying it to conative states
from the type of property we pick out when applying it to cognitive states. It may be true, of
course, that what it’s like to undergo conative states is different from what it’s like to undergo
cognitive states, and that, therefore, conative states have a different phenomenal character
from cognitive states. This, however, is not a reason to think that conative states have a
different form of state-consciousness from cognitive states (see Section 2 above).
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. Armstrong (1963) was perhaps the first HOR theorist to argue for the distinct existence
of a subject’s HO transitive-conscious state M* from the subject’s (lower-order) intentional
state M, the intentional object of M*. And Rosenthal (1986) was perhaps the first HOR
theorist to argue that a subject’s conscious state M must be the immediate intentional object
of the subject’s HO transitive-conscious state M* and be contemporaneous with M*, if it is
to be made conscious by M*.

. There are two (fairly) well-known family squabbles among HOR theorists. One squabble
is over the attitudinal status of M*. Higher-order thought (HOT) theorists (Rosenthal 1997;
Carruthers 2000; Gennaro 1996) maintain that M* takes the form of a higher-order thought;
whereas, higher-order perception (HOP) theorists (Armstrong 1997; Lycan 1996) maintain
that M* takes the form of a higher-order perception. The other squabble is over whether
the subject S must actually be in the transitive-conscious state M* or simply be disposed
to be in M* in order to make S’s lower-order intentional state M conscious. Actualist HOR
theorists (most notably Rosenthal 1996) maintain the former; whereas, dispositional HOR
theorists (most notably Carruthers 2000) maintain the latter. I mention these two types of
divisions in HOR theories only to put them aside. For my interest is not with what divides
HOR theorists, but with what unites them – in particular, their negative answers to Q1 and
Q2 and, most important, their affirmative answer to Q3. My case against HOR is intended
as a case against any of the four versions of HOR mentioned above.

. The HOR theorist might object that what the study by Shatz and colleagues shows is
not that 1- and 2-year-olds fail to manifest linguistic signs of being reflexively conscious of
having beliefs and desires (i.e., what I have been calling HO transitive-consciousness), but
that these children fail to manifest linguistic signs of being introspectively conscious of having
beliefs and desires – where introspective consciousness, unlike mere reflexive consciousness,
is a deliberate mental act that results in a subject becoming conscious of his being conscious of
an intentional state that he is in (Rosenthal 1997:745). For after all, it may be argued, these
children are being asked to report on the kinds of conscious intentional states they are in, and
their compliance with such a task would require, on the HOR model of state-consciousness,
that they deliberately attend to the intentional states of which they are reflexively conscious.
In reply, it should be noted first that there was no such task in the Shatz and colleagues’
study. The children in the study were not asked by their parents or the psychologists to
try to figure out what type of intentional states they were in and then to report what they
introspectively discovered. If the children in the study were found to use the terms ‘belief ’ or
‘want’ (or variations of) in their spontaneous speech with their parents to report that they
believed or desired something, it was not in response to their being asked to identify the
kind of intentional state they were currently in. Second, even if the act of reporting that one
believes or desire something always involves introspective consciousness (which is highly
doubtful), it doesn’t follow that (1) the act does not also involve reflexive consciousness, or
(2) that there are other types of linguistic behaviors in normal 1- and 2-year-olds besides their
reporting that they have beliefs and desires that would clearly require an explanation in terms
of these children being reflexively conscious of having beliefs and desires. Consequently, if
(1) and (2) are false, then the results of Shatz and colleagues’ study can be taken to show
two things at once: that, based on their linguistic behaviors alone, there is no independent
reason to suppose that these children are either reflexively or introspectively conscious of
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having beliefs and desires. In order to maintain that the study shows only the latter disjunct,
the HOT theorist must prove either (1) or (2) true. No such proof, though, is offered.

. It may be, as some have argued, that the kinds of things that determine the conditions
of truth and satisfaction for beliefs and desires (i.e., propositions) are not the kinds of things
that determine the conditions of veridicality for perceptual experiences (e.g., scenarios (see
Peacocke 1992)), that the contents of propositional attitudes are different from the contents
of perceptual experiences. For the purposes of this paper, I need not take a stand on this
issue. What is important is that the intentional content of an intentional state – whether it
be a proposition, a scenario, or whatever – is neither the intentional object of the intentional
state, nor a concrete item in a subject’s environment, nor the intentional state itself. On such
a view of intentional contents, there would appear to be little disagreement. For ease of
exposition, though, I shall call the intentional contents of intentional states propositions,
using ‘proposition’ as a placeholder for whatever it is that determines the truth, veridicality,
or satisfaction conditions of intentional states.

. There are three points that I would like to mention about my presentation of SOR here.
First, SOR quantifies over intentional contents and, therefore, it is committed to their exis-
tence. There are philosophers who have argued against the existence of intentional contents
(e.g., Stich 1983), but none of them to my knowledge is a representationalists. Moreover,
I find the standard eliminativist’s arguments against the existence of intentional contents
unconvincing (see Horgan & Woodward 1990), and I find some of the standard realist’s ar-
guments in favor of the existence of intentional contents rather convincing (see Fodor 1985).
Second, since intentional contents are abstracta – like numbers and uninstantiated univer-
sals – a subject cannot be said to be conscious of them by perceiving them. Therefore, SOR
must hold that the attitudinal status of the transitive-conscious state M* that makes a sub-
ject conscious of the intentional content of his intentional state M is not perception-like but
is thought-like. And third, I have presented SOR here in its fullest generality, eliding the dif-
ference between actualist versions of SOR and dispositionalist versions of SOR. Although I
favor an actualist version – one that requires that the subject be conscious of the intentional
content of his intentional state M in order for M to be conscious – my case for SOR over
FOR and HOR does not depend on this.

. It should be noted that SOR (and FOR) does not deny the existence of HO transitive-
conscious states. In fact, it seems quite obvious that normal, adult human beings have
them, and that our having them enables us to do many valuable things. What SOR (and
FOR) denies is that our having HO transitive-conscious states is what makes our conscious
intentional states conscious.

. A blindsight or subliminal-perception subject could certainly guess or infer the in-
tentional contents of the perceptual states that explained his discriminatory behaviors on
forced-test trials. But, being able to guess or infer whatc it is that one perceives is not the
same as being able to immediately report whatc it is that one perceives. And it is the absence
of the latter ability in blindsight and subliminal-perception subjects that is relevant here.

. One might object that FOK subjects are not, in fact, conscious of having a particular
belief or desire, that if they were, they would be conscious of the intentional content of that
particular belief or desire. But, I see no reason to believe this. In fact, FOK cases appear
to provide rather clear counterexamples to this claim. Furthermore, if FOK subjects are not
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conscious of having particular beliefs and desire (the intentional contents of which they can-
not at the time access), then what are FOK subjects conscious of having when they correctly
say that they know that they know something in particular? On the face of it, it certainly
appears as if these subjects are reporting their knowledge of being in a particular state of
knowledge (and, hence, true belief). Now, it is true that FOK subjects are not conscious of
their particular (FOK) beliefs and desires as beliefs and desires with particular intentional
contents. You are not conscious of your belief about what Ali’s other name is, for example,
as the belief that Ali’s other name is Cassius Clay. But, this does not mean that you are not
conscious of having that particular belief. It just means that you are not conscious of it under
that description.

. At one point, Rosenthal appears to suggest that there is some further work to be done
by requiring that a subject be conscious of his intentional states as well as their intentional
contents. He writes that “[i]f the way one is conscious of a state characterizes it only in
terms of some content, that will not differ subjectively from one’s being conscious only of a
particular state type, rather than any individual token” (2000:279) (emphasis added). Now,
Rosenthal may be correct that what it’s like subjectively to be conscious of one’s intentional
state and its intentional content is different from what it’s like subjectively to be conscious
only of the state’s intentional content. But unless phenomenal-consciousness is being con-
fused with state-consciousness, which I doubt, I fail to see how Rosenthal’s point is relevant
to our present concern over the nature of state-consciousness.

. I would like to thank Rocco Gennaro, Fred Dretske, Abe Witonsky, Gene Witmer,
Jonathan Adler, and Mary Jane Clarke for their extremely helpful comments on earlier ver-
sions of this paper. This chapter was supported by a grant from The City University of New
York PSC-CUNY Research Award Program.

References

Armstrong, D. (1963). Is introspective knowledge incorrigible? Philosophical Review, 4, 417–
432.

Armstrong, D. (1997). What is consciousness? In N. Block, O. Flanagan, & G. Güzeldere
(Eds.), The Nature of Consciousness (pp. 721–728). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Block, N. (1995). On a confusion about the function of consciousness. Behavioral and Brain
Sciences, 18, 227–247.

Carruthers, P. (2000). Phenomenal Consciousness. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Carruthers, P. (this volume). HOP over FOR, HOT theory. In R. Gennaro’s (Ed.), Higher-

order theories of consciousness. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins.
Dretske, F. (1999). The mind’s awareness of itself. Philosophical Studies, 95, 1–22.
Dretske, F. (1995). Naturalizing the Mind. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Dretske, F. (1993). Conscious experience. Mind, 102, 263–283.
Field, H. (1978). Mental representation. In N. Block’s (Ed.), Readings in Philosophy of

Psychology 2 (pp. 78–114). Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press.
Fodor, J. (1985). Banish discontent. In J. Butterfield’s (Ed.), Language, Mind, and Logic.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



 

 Robert W. Lurz

Fodor, J. (1978). Propositional attitudes. The Monist, 61, 501–531.
Gennaro, R. (1996). Consciousness and Self-Consciousness. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John

Benjamins Publishing.
Horgan, T. & Woodward, J. (1990). Folk psychology is here to stay. In William Lycan (Ed.),

Mind and Cognition (pp. 399–420). Cambridge: Basil Blackwell.
Lurz, R. (2002). Neither HOT nor COLD: An alternative account of consciousness. Psyche,

9, <http://psyche.cs.monash.edu.au/v9/psyche-9-01-lurz.html.>
Lurz, R. (2003). Advancing the debate between HOT and FO theories of consciousness.

Journal of Philosophical Research, 27, 25–46.
Lycan, W. (1996). Consciousness and Experience. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Marcel, A. (1983). Conscious and unconscious perception: experiments on visual masking

and world recognition. Cognitive Psychology, 15, 197–237.
Marcel, A. (1998). Blindsight and shape perception: Deficits of visual consciousness or of

visual function? Brain, 121, 1565–1588.
Miner, A. & Reder, L. (1994). A new look at feeling of knowing. In J. Metcalfe & A.

Shimamura’s (Eds.), Metacognition (pp. 46–70). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Nisbett, R. & Wilson, T. (1977). Telling more than we can know. Psychological Review, 84,

231–259.
Peacocke, C. (1992). Scenarios, concepts, and perception. In T. Crane (Ed.), The Contents of

Experience (pp. 105–135). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Rosenthal, D. (1986). Two concepts of consciousness. Philosophical Studies, 49, 329–359.
Rosenthal, D. (1997). A theory of consciousness. In N. Block, O. Flanagan, & G. Güzeldere

(Eds.), The Nature of Consciousness (pp. 729–753). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Rosenthal, D. (2000). Consciousness and metacognition. In D. Sperber (Ed.), Metarepre-

sentations (pp. 265–298). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Searle, J. (1983). Intentionality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Stich, S. (1983). From Folk Psychology to Cognitive Science. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Shatz, M. Wellman, H. M., & Silber, S. (1983). The acquisition of mental verbs: A systematic

investigation of first reference to mental states. Cognition, 14, 301–321.
Tye, Michael (1995). Ten Problems of Consciousness. Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press.
Weiskrantz, L. (1986). Blindsight. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



 

Chapter 11

A cold look at HOT theory

William Seager

. HOT theory, introspection and concepts

To count as a higher order thought (HOT) theory of consciousness (of which
there are now several versions: e.g. Carruthers (2000), Gennaro (1996), Rosen-
thal (1986)), a theory must of course assert that it is thoughts that engender
consciousness. A basic problem then is the question of why possession of the
ability to think about mental states should be a necessary condition for being
conscious. Even if one conceded that only thinking beings are conscious (a con-
troversial claim in itself) it would remain mysterious why the ability to think
about mental states was critical. Why should being able to feel pain require
being able to think about pain?

Now, being able to consciously introspect one’s states of consciousness ob-
viously does require the ability to think about mental states: that is simply what
introspection is. It is a fundamental feature of HOT theory that basic, non-
introspective consciousness is equivalent to unconscious introspection. Con-
scious introspection is then explained rather elegantly via the unconscious in-
trospection which is basic consciousness becoming conscious via the normal
HOT mechanism. But then, since introspection is normally accurate it follows
that the consciousness engendering thought must itself characterize the target
conscious state in some detail and categorize it as belonging to the domain of
mental states. We might diagram the situation as follows:

MS ← T[MS] ← T[T[MS],

where MS is the original or first-order mental state, and T[. . .] is the higher-
order thought forming operator responsible for generating consciousness of its
target (i.e. whatever is enclosed within the square brackets).

This schema portrays someone who is consciously introspecting a mental
state, say a pain. It is evident that the content of the third order state must mir-



 

 William Seager

ror the content of the second order state if the introspection is to be accurate.
Since the conscious introspection in our example is of a pain, the notion of
pain must be present in the second order state (along with much else of course,
such as details of the phenomenology of the pain which are also generally acces-
sible to introspection). Thus for the HOT theory, consciousness presupposes
those ‘thought-contents’ necessary to think about mental states. Traditionally,
such contents are, or are composed of, concepts. In this case, the concepts re-
quired are concepts of those mental states which can be conscious, including
paradigmatically phenomenal states such as pain but also intentional mental
states, such as belief, which can be consciously entertained as well as mixed
phenomenal/intentional states such as emotions.

This consequence of HOT theory immediately raises a serious problem
which has frequently been noted. HOT theory appears to impose far too great
a burden of conceptual ability on consciousness, a burden which animals and
even human infants seem unable to bear. There are two possible responses:
deny that animals and infants are conscious (Peter Carruthers (e.g. Carruthers
2000) takes this route) or maintain that animals and infants have greater con-
ceptual resources than they are usually given credit for (David Rosenthal (e.g.
1993) and Rocco Gennaro (1996) favor – in their own ways – this line).

Since neither of these options is intuitively attractive, HOT theory finds
itself in a dilemma. My aim is to show that the fault lies with HOT theory
itself via an examination of the probable reasons for possessing, or biological
function of, both the ability to conceptualize mental states and consciousness
itself. I do not aim to provide a demonstrative argument against HOT theory,
but I think the weight of evidence strongly suggests that it is in serious trouble
on this issue. Let’s begin with thinking about minds.

. Do animals attribute mental states?

Most animals seem completely oblivious to the mental states of others. But our
own species is so far from oblivious that it can and incessantly does deploy
explicit and complex mentalistic models serving overtly explanatory and pre-
dictive ends. And yet we evolved from creatures of the former category. With
two extreme poles here, a natural question arises about the transition from one
to the other. Was there a gradual change from creatures capable of ‘basic’ cogni-
tion to creatures whose cognitive abilities encompass the attribution of mental
states to others? Or was there a sudden transition into a new cognitive regime
that included thoughts about minds? It is important to note that I am not con-
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cerned here with the conscious attribution of mental states. According to HOT
theory, it is a precondition of consciousness that creatures possess mentalistic
concepts, or, equivalently, can attribute mental states to at least themselves (we
shall discuss below the link between self and other attribution). Our discussion
is about this first-order ability. I am not making any claims about the ability
to deploy such attributions in the formation of higher-order thoughts about
mental states.

There has been a large amount of work on the question of the extent to
which animals are aware of the mental states of other animals with no defini-
tive answers yet provided. There is a fundamental philosophical difficulty here,
which is that, at the level of typical animal behavior, it is in principle hard to
distinguish between those responses based only upon expectation of behavior
from responses based on the attribution of mental states. Such attributions rep-
resent a kind of intervening variable which in most cases seems to be a dispens-
able complication. Our uncertainty peaks at some unknown point as we move
down the spectrum of complexity of animal behavior. Presumably there is ab-
solutely no difficulty about denying paramecia the ability to attribute mental
states and of course no difficulty in affirming it when we reach homo sapiens.

Let us begin nearer the unproblematic end of the spectrum. The famous
dance of the honey bee is clearly a ‘content carrying’ activity which certainly
appears to convey to other bees information about the location and quality
of various items of interest (e.g. water and nectar sources, potential new hive
sites, good places to find sticky tree sap, etc.). While there remains some small
residual controversy about the effectiveness or even the function of the dance,
there now seems to be little doubt that it does serve the function of recruiting
other bees to specific ends with considerable success (see Sherman & Visscher
2002). In fact, it is hard to understand how the bee dance could have evolved
unless it succeeded in transferring behavior modifying information to other
bees; it would be a miracle if individual bees shared a behavioral disposition
whose exercise could be strongly correlated with distant objects of intrinsic
interest to bees but to which other bees were entirely indifferent, for what then
could provide the selection pressure on the dance behavior?

Consider how the information transfer is effected. At the initial stage this
involves tactile perception of the various dance parameters by spectator bees,
but there is no ‘fixed action’ response to the dance. Honey bees are not stupid.
For example, the food source version of the dance usually occurs within the
pitch dark hive interior. Nonetheless, the location of the target is presented in a
sun-relative way – the direction is given as an angle from the sun as viewed from
the hive entrance. So the bees adopt a ‘convention’ and perform their dance so
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that the short axis of the figure-eight dance (called the straight run) is oriented
at an angle from vertical within the hive which corresponds to the angle to the
target location relative to the sun at the hive entrance. But the dance is also
used to indicate the direction of potential new hive sites after the bees have
swarmed. This version of the dance is performed in the open, under the sun,
and then the bees just ‘aim’ their dance directly at their target. The audience
bees ‘know’ this and adjust their behavior appropriately. In short, it is fair to
say that some cognition intervenes between the perception of the dance and
the ensuing behavior.

Are the bees interacting in a Gricean fashion? Perhaps an audience bee rec-
ognizes a communicative intention in the dancing bee, knows how such inten-
tions are conventionally encoded and recognizes that the dance is also intended
to get it to recognize this intention and thus is a deliberately communicative
act. Maybe, but somehow I don’t think so. But this would be an interpreta-
tion which grants to the bee an ability to attribute mental states to other bees
and of course it would explain how the information transfer is effected in a
familiar way. It is, however, surely more plausible and more economical (in
keeping with the venerable Morgan’s canon) to ascribe to bees only the ability
to form beliefs (or belief-like cognitive states1 ) about the location and quality
of the dance’s target. Bees are smart enough to figure out what the dance indi-
cates under varying circumstances but this does not require any attribution of
mental states.

Taking a big step up the continuum of complexity of behavior (though
arguably bees are the more ‘highly’ evolved creatures), consider the behavioral
clues that dogs use to signal, as we might naturally say, various states of mind.
One example (see Allen & Bekoff 1997) is the so-called play-bow, in which a
dog crouches on its front legs with its rear end high in the air and tail wagging
vigorously. Anyone who has been around dogs at all knows that this means
‘I want to play’. Although it is reasonable to regard such ritualized displays as
indeed signaling a state of mind and perhaps also as an intentional offering of
an invitation to social interaction, there doesn’t seem to be any need to suppose
that other dogs need to attribute states of mind to interpret such signals. They
only need to be able to form expectations about what kind of behavior is likely
to ensue after the giving of such a signal. Of course it does take a powerful mind
to be able to form such expectations about future behavior which are sensitive
to very subtle distinctions, such as that between ‘true’ and ‘play’ aggression,
but it does not require a mind so powerful as to be able to attribute mental
states which underlie and explain the expected behavior. Dogs need to be able
to think that another will play, but not that another wants to play.
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Nature is full of lying and deceit, and one might reasonably think that the
realm of chicanery is most likely to require or at least favor the development of
the cognitive abilities involved in the attribution of mental states to others. Yet
deflationary accounts can be applied to almost all cases of natural deception.
After all, few involve any agent cognition, as in cases of deceptive coloring such
as the eye-spots on some moth’s wings, or in complex structural deceptions
such as the incredibly elaborate forms of certain orchids which mimic whole
insects. And although many animals engage in ‘intentional deception’ there is
little reason to think this demands any attribution of mental states to the vic-
tim. The well known injury feigning of many species of ground nesting birds is
explicable in terms of behavioral expectations but does not require the bird to
think about what a predator is thinking or feeling. As another example, many
species of animals make alarm calls that alert others (conspecifics typically but
not exclusively) to a variety of dangers (see Hauser 2000; Seyfarth & Cheney
1990). Many of these animals also use these calls deceptively, that is, produce
them in the absence of the danger the call is supposed to indicate in order to
gain some advantage. For example, a Peruvian jungle bird called the antshrike
uses an eagle warning call to distract other birds so that it can steal insect food.
As in the case of the dog’s play-bow or the feigning bird, there seems to be
no reason at all to suppose that the antshrike has any beliefs about the men-
tal states of its dupes; it need only have a reliable expectation of what behav-
ior its faked warning call will (tend to) elicit. As Hauser relates (2000:141ff.),
this is truly a pathetic case, since the dupes never learn to ignore these false
calls, presumably, as Hauser conjectures, because the consequences of doing
so when there actually is an eagle nearby are catastrophic. Here we see a kind
of avian Pascal’s wager at work but surely operating in the complete absence
of any conscious awareness of the costs and benefits involved. These failures
reinforce our skepticism that such creatures possess sophisticated abilities to
attribute mental states.

It is not until we reach the higher primates that there is anything like a
serious case supporting the ability to attribute mental states to others but even
there the case is not all that strong. Dennett (1987) has pointed out that we may
need to ascend to a kind of higher-order deception if we are to use deceit to
make a case for the ability to attribute mental states. But it is very hard to find
evidence of such super-sophisticated forms of deception in animals. Dennett
discusses the MIO (Moving Into the Open) call of the vervet monkey which
is made when a monkey intends to leave the forest cover and move into open
ground. If the monkey’s companions fail to echo the MIO call, it will not move
but rather will wait a while and then utter another MIO call. Once the call is
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returned the monkey will finally move. Perhaps the best interpretation of this
call is that it expresses, when first uttered, something like ‘I’m going to move
now’ with the reply call meaning ‘that looks ok to me’.

Now, Dennett, Seyfarth and Cheney were intrigued by the possibility of
observing a case where one monkey’s MIO call is deceptively echoed by a rival
monkey who knows there is danger lurking nearby and has reason to believe,
or would have reason to believe if capable of such sophisticated beliefs, that
the original caller does not know of the danger. This would be a case of quite
sophisticated deception. No such event has ever been observed, and Dennett et
al. despaired of engineering an appropriate situation. But even if the scenario
envisaged was observed, would we then have a case that proved that these mon-
keys attribute beliefs, desires and other mental states to their fellows? It again
seems possible instead to explain such deception in terms of expectations and
desires about how others will behave. Perhaps the rival believes that he can get
the other monkey into satisfying trouble by making the call, but only when the
danger is not ‘in plain view’ of the other monkey.

And the notion of ‘in plain view’ here need not really depend upon the
mentalistic concept of ‘seeing’, but simply upon associations between actions
and objects which meet certain constraints of position relative to the other
monkey. Nonetheless, the interpretation of the ‘invisibility’ or ‘in plain view’
condition remains a key point here, for why would this matter unless monkeys
had some idea of what other monkeys would believe given the visual scene from
their perspective? Maybe that would be the most reasonable interpretation, but
it is not impossible to conceive of complex behavioral expectations based upon
an appreciation of relative perspectives without an intervening attribution of
belief. Some further support for such mental deflationism comes from the dis-
tressing performance of chimps in experiments explicitly designed to reveal
whether or not they have a concept of ‘seeing’ (see Heyes 1998 for discussion).
Chimps apparently fail to realize that someone with a paper bag over their head
cannot acquire information about the local environment (more accurately, al-
though chimps can quickly, and unsurprisingly, learn to discriminate a trainer’s
having a bag over his head from a trainer who does not with respect to reward
directed behavior, there is little sign that this reflects any concept of ‘sight’ or
‘visually induced belief ’).

I do not wish to denigrate the chimpanzees who are among the most in-
telligent animals on the planet; maybe they do deploy attributions of mental
states to predict the behavior of others. Laboratory studies of captive chimps
may not be the best place to discover whether these animals are able to attribute
mental states to others. Christopher Boesch and Hedwige Boesch-Achermann
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(2000) make this point in a striking way: “no captive study has so far attempted
to study the chimpanzee’s theory of mind, but all have confronted the chim-
panzees with totally new situations to pass tests to show the human’s theory
of mind” (243, my emphasis). Perhaps, that is, chimpanzees have a distinctive
conception of the mind which is, of course, normally deployed in real-world
chimpanzee behavior and which would best be discovered through observa-
tion of such behavior in the field. The meticulous and long term field work of
Boesch and Boesch-Achermann goes some way towards making this claim and
deserves some examination here since it will in fact lead to another difficulty
with the idea that chimpanzees can attribute mental states to others.

The behavior which Boesch and Boesch-Achermann find most compelling
is that of cooperative hunting (see 238 ff.), described thus:

. . . imagine the situation is which Darwin (a young and not very experienced
hunter) and Brutus (the most experienced hunter) are in some trees with
monkeys, driving them towards Kendo, who climbs a tree to block some of
them. If Kendo now chases the monkeys away from Brutus and Darwin, he is
hunting on his own. This situation happens at Taï with inexperienced hunters.
If, however, Kendo remembers that Darwin and Brutus are in the trees from
which the colobus came, he might push them back towards Darwin. This
would be an error, for Darwin does not have the competence to anticipate
that far ahead and would have already gone to the ground to follow the hunt.
Kendo should remember where Brutus is and push the monkeys in his direc-
tion, for Brutus can anticipate such a move and wait for Kendo to chase the
prey back in his direction. (Boesch & Boesch-Achermann 2000:239)

The Taï chimpanzees hunt frequently and there is no doubt that it involves
sophisticated discriminations, attributions, anticipations and advanced spatial
reasoning. But it is not clear to me that it requires that a chimpanzee attribute
any mental states to fellow hunters. I don’t dispute that someone observing the
chimpanzees hunt might have a compelling sense that they are coordinating
actions via mutual awareness of each others’ mental states. It might be very
natural to interpret some of Kendo’s actions as informed by the thought: ‘Bru-
tus wants me to go over to that tree now because he intends to drive the mon-
keys in that direction’. It is natural for us to make interpretations of this kind
because this is of course how we ourselves often interact. But to carry over a
human-style psychological interpretation of the chimpanzees’ actions would
be to commit the inverse of the mistake that Boesch and Boesch-Achermann
warn us against.

It is not particularly difficult to re-interpret the hunting story given above
so that it does not require mental state attribution. The chimpanzees are well
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aware of individual differences in behavioral capability and this does not re-
quire the ability to attribute mental states. Chimpanzees are evidently very
good at extrapolating the evolution of a dynamically changing situation which
depends upon the actions of several creatures who are naturally acting from
their own mental states (and this is true not only in hunting but even more in
all the various fluid social situations crucial to chimpanzee life). If we are to
put thoughts into their heads, thoughts such as ‘Brutus is driving the monkeys
in that direction so I should cut them off by going up that tree’, or ‘I should
drive the monkeys towards Brutus rather than Darwin because Darwin is not a
good hunter’ suggest themselves as pretty effective hunting thoughts. These are
doubtless remarkable thoughts to attribute to a chimpanzee, thoughts power-
ful enough to underlie cooperative hunting I would think, but which do not
require any ability to attribute mental states to others.

One might well ask, how could chimpanzees have such thoughts as these if
they could not attribute mental states to others? That is a good question to ask
of (adult) humans but not of chimpanzees, for it is certain that even if chim-
panzees do attribute mental states they do so only to predict behavior, and not
to explain it, for chimpanzees simply do not engage in any kind of explaining.
So nobody, including himself, is going to ask Brutus ‘why do you think Darwin
is a bad hunter’. In the absence of any explanatory role for mental state attri-
bution, it will be very difficult to establish that they are necessary to explain
chimpanzee behavior. In fact, despite their ready acceptance of the idea that
chimpanzees do have a ‘theory of mind’ Boesch and Boesch-Achermann seem
to recognize this when they say “studies of a theory of mind in chimpanzees
should orientate their investigations towards attribution of competence and
abilities in the physical domain of social partners. Whether some aspects of the
human theory of mind such as the attribution of beliefs and emotions to oth-
ers, or the intentional manipulation of such knowledge in a malicious way, are
part of the chimpanzee’s domain, is still open” (252). It is clear from this pas-
sage that the chimpanzee ‘theory of mind’ as conceived by Boesch and Boesch-
Achermann does not demand any ability to attribute mental states to others,
but rather only the ability to maintain a rich, diverse and dynamic database
about what behavior to expect of others in an impressive variety of social and
environmental situations, where much behavior reflects the mental states of
other animals.

The possibility of forming such complex expectations is supported by an-
other cognitive possibility. It seems entirely possible that animals could track
the mental states of others without any ability to attribute mental states to
others (this idea is explored in some depth in Sterelny 2000). Roughly speak-
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ing, tracking involves the ability to detect something which remains present
through a variety of quite distinct manifestations of and even in the temporary
absence of the tracked object. For example, some tropical honey bees forage
after sunset and will dance to indicate locations in the absence of the sun. They
orientate the dance to the position of the sun below the horizon (and they do
not use a visible full moon for this purpose). The audience bees correctly inter-
pret these bizarrely oriented dances. Bees can thus track the position of the sun
even when it is unobservable (see Gould & Gould 1995:38). While this shows
that bees have, in some sense, a ‘cognitive representation’ of the sun, the con-
clusion that bees have a concept of the sun or can think about the sun would
hardly be justified.

In a world where appearances are constantly changing and frequently mask
important features of the environment tracking is crucial. Perceptual systems
can track a variety of features in the face of rapidly changing stimuli (leading
to, for example, color constancy). It is obvious why this is a good idea since it
is much more important to keep track of the ecologically significant proper-
ties and potentialities of things than their surface appearance. General catego-
rization itself is a form of tracking which presumably depends upon the more
basic tracking abilities of the perceptual systems. It seems plainly impossible –
since viciously circular – that categorization and lower level tracking should de-
pend upon conceptual abilities to attribute properties to objects; rather, basic
categorization abilities are what underlie the more sophisticated capacities.

Now our overall question can be phrased as: is the ability to attribute men-
tal states necessary to predict intentional behavior? The answer is clearly ‘no’ if
it is possible to track the inner states which direct such behavior in the absence
of the ability to attribute mental states to others. I have tried to present a case
for just this claim. For a massively large range of animal behavioral repertoires
including behaviors sensitive to the mental states of other creatures there is lit-
tle or no reason to think that anything like attribution of mental states has any
involvement whatsoever.

. Consequences for HOT theory

This fact is important and substantiates our objection to HOT theory if we
accept a highly plausible principle of evolution: animals don’t possess unused
abilities. In particular, animals do not possess cognitive abilities never deployed
in behavior. This bald principle has to qualified in various ways. Bears, for
example, can ride bicycles, a behavioral capacity never observed in the wild
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(I trust). In a more purely cognitive domain, pigeons are able reliably to dis-
criminate Monets from Picassos (Watanabe et al. 1995), a facility presumably
of little use to the average wild pigeon. At least two things need to be said about
this point. First, these bizarre – from mother nature’s point of view – abili-
ties are clear extensions or even instances of more general abilities which are
clearly useful in these animals’ normal environment. Bears frequently adopt an
upright posture and thus need sophisticated balancing mechanisms which can
then be pressed into service at the circus; pigeons face any number of situations
calling for subtle visual discriminations and, after all, the works of Picasso and
Monet are rather dissimilar. Second, and more important here, the fact that an
animal can be trained into a certain behavioral or cognitive capability does not
show that the animal has that ability prior to training. The worry here exploits
a modal ambiguity in the term ‘ability’ which is, so to speak, doubly potential
or suppresses a difference between first and second order versions of abilities.
A first order ability is the ability to do something on demand; a second order
ability is to have the ability to acquire the target ability. To say that a bear can
ride a bicycle can mean (first order) that if put on a bicycle, it rides, or it may
merely mean (second order) that the bear can learn to ride a bicycle.

The principle enunciated above gains still more plausibility if restricted
to first order abilities (although it is clear that very few if any animals other
than human beings can learn to attribute mental states to others). Bears in
the wild do not know how to ride bicycles, wild pigeons are not able to tell a
Monet from a Picasso and they would have these abilities, as first order abilities,
only if these animals were in the habit of exercising them as they pursued their
ordinary lives.

Since we see little or no indication that animals are using an ability to at-
tribute mental states, it follows that the vast majority of animal species do not
possess the ability to attribute mental states to others in the prediction (nor of
course the explanation) of behavior.

We can also infer from this that almost all animals also lack the ability
to attribute mental states to themselves because those who can self-attribute
will be a subset of those who can other-attribute. It is, in the first place, of
doubtful logical possibility that a being which lacked the ability to attribute
mental states to others could attribute them to itself. For example, such an
asymmetry would seem to run counter to Evans’s (1982) ‘generality condition’
on concept possession (the claim that one cannot have a concept C unless for
any object O, one can have the thought that ‘O is C’). Note that this is not to
say that any being that can attribute mental states to itself must or even will
attribute them to others, but only that it must be able to. After all, the being
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in question might be a solipsist or believe that it lives among zombies. What
is incoherent is the notion that one could conceptualize one’s own possession
of mentalistic attributes while being completely unable to form a thought of
another being having mental states.

But even if it might be logically possible for a creature to attribute mental
states to itself while lacking the ability to attribute such states to others, it is ex-
tremely unlikely that such a being could actually exist or have evolved naturally.
This is because other-attribution is much more useful than self-attribution.
The primary, and considerable, benefit of the former ability is to predict what
others will do in various circumstances. In contrast, creatures have little or no
use for the ability to predict what they will do, since their actions are governed
by their own plans and intentions.

To be a little more precise about this, we should distinguish two domains of
prediction: short-term and long-term. There is great benefit in the short-term
prediction of the behavior of others, and the ability to attribute mental states is
constantly used by us for such predictive purposes. By contrast, there is little or
no benefit from and correspondingly no use for an ability to make short-term
predictions about our own behavior. In the short-term we know what we are
going to do because we are in the process of intentionally generating that be-
havior. Consider haggling over the price of something. One’s ability to attribute
mental states to one’s ‘opponent’ is vital; there is no place to use this ability on
oneself. For short-term prediction at least it seems clear that the primary ben-
efit of being able to attribute mental states stems from attribution to others
and not to oneself (in fact, any serious attempt to self-attribute mental states is
more likely to paralyze action than facilitate it). Thus it is reasonable, at least in
the domain of short-term prediction, to assert that any self-attributing creature
will also be an other-attributer. That is enough for the present argument.

All of the foregoing very strongly suggests, although it does not of course
absolutely prove, that no animals other than (adult?) human beings have the
ability to attribute mental states to others and based upon that little or no rea-
son to think that any animals (other than – again – humans) have the ability to
attribute mental states to themselves. So any version of HOT theory which took
hold of the second horn of our original dilemma – that animals have the ability
to think about mental states – becomes extremely implausible. It remains pos-
sible to grasp the first horn: perhaps hardly any animals, including even human
infants, are actually conscious.
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. Tests for consciousness

So let us consider now the second mental characteristic germane to our crit-
icism of HOT theory: consciousness. By ‘consciousness’ I mean phenomenal
awareness, having states for which ‘there is something it is like’ to be in them.
Here too we can look across the range of animal species and expect to find some
pattern of distribution in the existence and form of their respective conscious-
nesses. What is important here at first is the seemingly obvious fact that con-
sciousness is much more extensively distributed throughout the animal king-
dom than is the ability to attribute mental states. Now, I would fooling no one
if I claimed to know, absolutely, how to tell whether or not a certain animal, or
species, enjoys consciousness. Some philosophers think that it is blindingly ob-
vious and unquestionable that many animals are conscious. John Searle thinks
that there simply is “no possibility of doubt” that dogs are conscious (2002:62).
Indeed, it is the existence of supposedly genuine philosophical worries about
dog consciousness which is, for Searle, the “interesting question”. It is patho-
logical to deny consciousness to dogs and while philosophical pathologies may
have some Wittgensteinian interest, they should not affect our beliefs about
animal consciousness.

Other philosophers take the problem more seriously and look for behav-
ioral evidence for consciousness in animals. Taking the problem ‘seriously’ ev-
idently means not taking seriously the ordinary evidence that leads everyone
when in non-philosophical moods to grant consciousness to animals. That is,
the evidence has to somehow go beyond standard strategies of attribution, such
as those based upon noting such facts as that stepping on a dog’s paw causes
yelping, rapid and insistent efforts to get the paw out from under one’s step,
paw-favoring, paw-licking, future suspiciousness by the dog about where one’s
foot is going, etc. All these behaviors have clear analogies with behavior caused
by consciously painful events within us. Similarly, on the side of more posi-
tive emotions, when we watch a child at play with a dog, are we really sup-
posed to think that seriousness demands that we ignore one-half of the abso-
lutely equivalent signs of joy and pleasure emanating from both participants
and grant consciousness only to the child (or should we go so far as to rethink
our ‘concession’ that young children are conscious beings)?

Although I think the idea is almost reprehensible, the rather uncritical
granting of consciousness to animals urged above is sometimes said to be
‘naive’ or ‘unscientific’. But how there could be a genuinely scientific attitude
towards the attribution of consciousness given our present state of ignorance
strikes me as quite mysterious, unless all that is meant is that we ought to be
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open minded about how the issue might eventually be settled. I – along with
everyone else – have no objections to that innocuous percept. In any case, once
the commonplace bases of attribution of consciousness are rejected, the re-
maining evidence that is supposed to be taken seriously tends to raise the bar on
attributions of consciousness. It has to be evidence that comes as close as pos-
sible to guaranteeing the existence of consciousness. For example, Colin Allen
and Mark Bekoff (1997:148ff.) have suggested that one test for consciousness is
the ability of an animal to correct for perceptual errors while remaining able to
exploit the content of the illusory perceptual state (in just the way that a human
being can know the Müller-Lyer lines are the same length even while being fully
aware that a particular line looks longer). This would reveal an ability to ‘access’
appearances while at the same time in some measure discounting those appear-
ances. If we assume that phenomenal consciousness involves a kind of access to
the ‘way things appear’ such sensitivity to the difference between appearance
and reality would provide evidence for phenomenal consciousness.

But Allen and Bekoff concede that this test will not answer the purely philo-
sophical, or metaphysical, problem of consciousness. It will rather turn out that
the existence of consciousness will provide a good (or perhaps the best) expla-
nation of how animals are able to discount mis-leading perception while still
exploiting the content of that perception. This means that at best this test is a
sufficient condition for attributing consciousness to a creature and not much
of a guide to what is absolutely required for consciousness.

Furthermore, the proposed test seems to involve a very sophisticated form
of consciousness. As Allen and Bekoff note, what is at issue is the ability to cog-
nize about the way things appear to one. That is, to pass the test the creature at
issue must know the difference between appearance and reality, which is to say
that the creature must have a notion of appearance as a kind of representational
state which may or may not be accurate. Thus stated, the test seems even more
stringent and not at all likely to test effectively the lower end of the spectrum
of conscious beings.

What is worse, the test may in fact presuppose consciousness. This would
be the case if the notion of appearance that is at issue essentially involves con-
sciousness. To me, this is the best interpretation of the test as presented, which
is then better thought of a test for the sophisticated ability to be aware of one’s
own awareness. However, we may suppose that there is a notion of appear-
ance or ‘potentially mis-leading perceptual information’ that does not presup-
pose consciousness. Some such notion would be necessary if we want to allow
that there can be non-conscious forms of perception – something I think most
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would wish to endorse. In that case, there is room for doubt that the test is a
test for consciousness at all.

Consider the following thought-experimental extension of a classic psy-
chological experiment. Murphy and Zajonc (1993) showed that non-conscious
perception of ‘affectively loaded’ stimuli had effects on judgment. Chinese
ideographs were presented to non-Chinese reading subjects who were to de-
cide whether the ideograph represented a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ concept. Before pre-
sentation of the ideograph either an angry or happy human face was presented
for merely 4 ms. The affect of the face influenced the subject’s decision about
the ideograph, but without conscious awareness of the faces. Suppose now that
we replicate the experiment with subjects who have been fully informed of the
nature of the experiment and its outcome. I would predict that such subjects
could come to have some knowledge of the affective significance of the sub-
liminally presented faces via reflection on their feelings about the presented
ideographs. This could then be used to modify their judgements about the
ideographs. This, I think, would not make the faces, or even just their affective
dimension, ‘phenomenally conscious’ to the subjects.

Many other examples could be given where knowledge of the non-
consciously ‘given’ does not generate phenomenal consciousness. For exam-
ple, blindsighters can know that they are right to guess that the target is, say,
a square rather than a circle but this does not make the target phenomenally
conscious. Victims of cerebral achromatopsia can know that color informa-
tion underlies their ability to see shapes (which have been designed so there
is no non-color basis for discrimination) but this does not make the colour
phenomenally apparent to them.

So, unless we covertly assume that ‘appearances’ are conscious states, it
will be hard to show that access to the content of mis-leading appearances will
necessarily involve consciousness.

Perhaps a behavioural test of consciousness is not the best way to go in any
case. We might hope instead to descend into the brain and search for the elusive
neural correlates of consciousness. Unfortunately, we have at the present time
very little information about what these are. Significantly, for the argument
presented here, even a severely damaged brain appears to be able to sustain
consciousness.

This is revealed in the most dramatic way possible in a study that assessed
a set of patients diagnosed as being in a ‘persistent vegetative state’ and who
had remained in that state (putatively) for more than six months (see Andrews
et al. 1996). PVS is occasioned by severe and generally extensive brain damage
and patients are left with a living body but no mind. Sleep-wake cycles are pre-
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served and there is ‘reflex’ response to stimuli, but no consciousness. There are
no neuro-diagnostic tests for PVS which can reliably distinguish it from some-
times superficially similar but radically different conditions, such as ‘locked-in’
syndrome. But the diagnosis of PVS is often of importance because it can form
the basis for crucial decisions, such as withdrawal of feeding tubes and other
life supports.

In an amazing and distressing clinical experiment, Andrews et al. found
that fully 43% of the studied patients were not actually in PVS. Through ex-
ceptionally patient and creative attempts to communicate with these patients
Andrews et al. discovered that subtle physical movements could be used by the
patients to communicate with care-givers. One particular example is telling:

we did not identify [B’s] responses until 25 weeks after his admission [into
Andrews’s study], though it was obvious from subsequent conversations with
him that he had not been vegetative for some time. This patient was admit-
ted with very severe joint contractures which required surgical release and a
prolonged physical management programme before he could be seated ap-
propriately in a special seating system. Only when he was satisfactorily seated
was it identified that he had a slight shoulder shrug which could be used for
communication purposes. (1996:14)

It is an obvious inference to the conclusion that other patients who unfortu-
nately happen to be physically incapable of responding might nonetheless be
fully, or partially, conscious. That consciousness can persist in the face of gen-
eral and severe brain damage means that neurological tests for consciousness
must await much more sophisticated knowledge about the details of how the
brain implements consciousness despite or in the face of such damage.

Even more worrying from the point of view of using some form of neu-
rological measure to assess the presence of consciousness stems from studying
the behavior of victims of hydranencephaly, which is a condition, the causes
of which are not well understood, where only the brainstem fully develops
and the afflicted child is born more or less without a cortex. Such children
can survive for some time (cases up to 19 years are known). Hydranencephaly
must be distinguished from the even more severe anencephaly, a disorder of the
neural tube beginning very early in development, which leads to virtually no
brain development. Anencephalics do not survive long (though survival over
two years has occurred). It should also be distinguished from hydrocephalus
(nonetheless frequently associated with hydranencephaly) which commonly
afflicts developmentally normal brains.2
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The almost total absence of cortical structures in hydranencephalics would
apparently mandate a complete absence of consciousness. What, for example,
the JAMA (1995) says of anencephalics: “because anencephalics lack function-
ing cerebral hemispheres, they never experience any degree of consciousness.
They never have thoughts, feelings, sensations, desires or emotions. There is
no purposeful action, social interaction, memory, pain, or suffering” (1615),
should also hold true of hydranencephalics. And yet some rather heartrending
behavioral evidence suggests otherwise.

In Shewmon (1999) there is a series of reports of the behavioral capaci-
ties of some relatively long lived hydranencephalics. Although almost entirely
lacking any cortical structure, these children exhibit some interesting kinds of
behavior which includes discrimination amongst people and objects with af-
fective response, affective responses to music and goal-directed activities. Taken
together, these behavioral capacities strongly suggest that these children are
conscious beings (though of course not self-conscious in any conceptual way).
Shewmon3 at least has no doubts: “any one of these cases suffices to disprove
that all content of consciousness, including pain and suffering, is necessarily
mediated by the cortex” (1999:370). Shewmon also postulates that perhaps
the remaining brain tissues have, over time, reorganized themselves to support
some minimal forms of consciousness. He calls this ‘vertical plasticity’. It is of
course what philosophers have long called ‘multiple realizability’, and perhaps
the most striking real-world example of it in our possession.

. The function of consciousness

In the face of our extreme ignorance about the kinds of brain architectures and
neural processes which are necessary for the implementation of consciousness,
there is little prospect of any sensitive brain based test for the presence of con-
sciousness. We should turn, I think, to the function of consciousness in biologi-
cal systems. Here we face two fundamental questions: ‘does consciousness have
a function’ and, given an affirmative answer, ‘is the (or a) role of conscious-
ness to carry information about the system’s own mental states, or is the role
to carry information about the state of the environment (including the state of
the system itself)’?

Leaving aside the issue of classical epiphenomenalism, consciousness could
still be functionless if it was a mere evolutionary accident or side-effect of some
other development (of course, once in place consciousness could take up a
role in selection, perhaps being exapted for some function or other). This is
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precisely the view of Carruthers (2000); it follows from the idea that the con-
ceptual resources of the folk psychological theory of mind were selected for,
and selected for the social advantages they confer, and phenomenal conscious-
ness then arose from the application of those concepts onto certain of our own
mental states according to the mechanisms of HOT theory.

We must ask here, without illicitly presupposing HOT theory, whether it
seems in the slightest degree plausible that consciousness has no biological
function. And, far from being plausible, this seems on the face of it ridicu-
lous. As Dretske says: “let an animal – a gazelle, say – who is aware of prowling
lions – where they are and what they are doing – compete with one who is not
and the outcome is predictable” (1997:5).

It will doubtless be replied that Dretske here conflates consciousness with a
possible non-conscious sense of ‘awareness’. There is some superficial justice to
this charge. After all, Dretske’s original account of consciousness (1995) entails
that swampman – Davidson’s (1987) thought experimental atom-for-atom du-
plicate of a human being generated de novo – is entirely unconscious. Thus a
‘swamp-gazelle’ would similarly be unconscious but would evidently compete
equally with conscious gazelles. However, this is not a fair complaint in the
present context. Even if a non-conscious swamp-gazelle was a ‘metaphysical
possibility’, this would not impugn the idea that consciousness serves to pro-
vide salient information about the environment to gazelles, just as the fact – if
it is a fact – that swamp-gazelle’s ‘heart’ would not have the function of pump-
ing blood would not impugn the idea that this is precisely the function of the
normal gazelle’s heart.

If anything is evident from our own conscious experience it is that con-
sciousness is vital for intentional action. What consciousness appears to pro-
vide is a rich field of real-time information about what is likely to be important
for current and planned action. One of the most striking aspects of phenom-
enal consciousness is its ‘evaluative valence’. There is a kind of primitive or
basic desirability and undesirability of things that is a feature of the way we
consciously experience them. It would seem that pain hurts so that we can-
not ignore it (or not very easily at any rate), and similarly, mutatis mutandis
for pleasure. One might then be forgiven for thinking that perhaps conscious-
ness evolved as a means of presenting highly salient, often critical, informa-
tion to behaviorally flexible systems possessed of high-bandwidth sensory sys-
tems. If so, we would expect to find consciousness appearing quite early in the
evolution of animals in co-development with increasing behavioral and sen-
sory capacities. For as the flexibility of behavioral responses and sensory ca-
pacity grows there is a concomitant need for information management if the
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new flood of information is not to overwhelm the system. This is a version of
the infamous problem of relevance (a sub-problem of which is the so-called
frame problem) which still bedevils research in artificial intelligence (see Ford
& Pylyshyn 1996; Dennett 1984).

Consciousness appears, from our own experience, to help mitigate the
problem of relevance. Observe how your own consciousness presents objects
and events as potentially worthy of attention and how important or potentially
important information springs unbidden to your mind. Consciousness and at-
tention should not be conflated however; I regard the former as something like
a field of salience, onto which attention is selectively focused. Function can
sometimes be highlighted by the breakdown of a system. So consider obses-
sive compulsive disorder (OCD), which can perhaps be regarded as a malfunc-
tion in the relevance registering function of consciousness. Victims of OCD
are beset by feelings which compel them to perform (otherwise) irrational ac-
tions, such as repeated hand-washing or ‘checking’. For example, one OCD
suffers reports:

When my hands were dirty, or I thought they were, they had a special feel
about them. They felt huge and as though they were vibrating. I tended to
hold them away from myself. Along with the sensation in my hands came a
gripping feeling in my stomach. My thoughts were, ‘I can’t feel right until I
wash my hands. I must feel right immediately or something bad will happen.’
The issue shifted from the dirt on the hands to the feeling in the stomach and
the vibrating feelings I felt in my hands. . . My head was saying, “Not dirty –
no danger”, but my stomach was still saying, “Danger, danger, do something
quick!” (Dumont 1996)

It is significant that the experience is compelling yet at odds with active rational
thought processes which are fully conscious, introspectible and even actually
introspected. It is the conscious feelings, in some way independent of ‘higher’
levels of mind, that are more powerfully efficacious in directing behavior here.
It seems very odd to suggest that such feelings cannot exist without the ability
to introspect them (even if unconsciously) as states of phenomenal conscious-
ness. Many animals engage in analogous pathological behavior, which can be
induced by certain drugs (Szechtman et al. 1998). The compulsively checking
rats of the Szechtman study give no indication of thinking about their plight
or of recognizing that there is something peculiar about their behavior. In this,
they are strikingly different from human beings, whose affliction gains an addi-
tional and much more serious degree of painfulness from introspective knowl-
edge of the behavior and the feelings which prompt it. But on the face of it,
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there seems no reason to doubt that the rats’ behavior is brought about by
powerful feelings of anxiety and ‘restlessness’ – a feeling of ‘not-rightness’.

The task of presenting integrated information to a cognitive system which
is evaluationally graded seems to provide a highly important, and phenomeno-
logically plausible, job for consciousness. With a plausible functional role for
consciousness in place there is no reason to deny it to creatures that give ev-
idence of systems which fulfill that function. Here we can look at behavioral
evidence from the animal kingdom. We see a huge range of animals, including
even many species of insects, which have quite sophisticated behavioral reper-
toires coupled to highly capable sensory systems. All these animals need some
way to organize sensory input, directing salient information to the cognitive
systems governing behavior. So I suggest it is reasonable to regard them as all
conscious though in varying degrees. Personally, I would expect that any crea-
ture whose behavior is mediated by sensory systems in a way that is not purely
reflexive would be to some extent conscious. But these creatures would not
have to possess even the slightest hint of self-consciousness, and very limited
conceptual abilities. Certainly, hardly any of them would have any conceptual
grasp of minds or mental states.

Of course, my proposal is speculative, but the point here is only to provide
support for our compelling intuition that animals are conscious beings. I also
want to stress again that this proposal about the function of consciousness is
not intended to go, and does not go, any way towards solving the metaphysical
problem of consciousness. Metaphysically, the existence of phenomenality in
a purely physical world is bizarre. But since it is in the world and seems to
be active in the world, its biological function may well be that of providing a
relevance metric.

Coupled with the argument in the first section of this paper that animals
are not, by and large, capable of thoughts about mental states, it seems fair to
state that there is a grave mismatch between the possession of consciousness
and the possession of thoughts about mental states. This is exactly what our
ordinary intuitions about thought and consciousness would suggest. I’ve tried
to provide some reasons to think that these intuitions ought to be respected.
If so, no version of HOT theory can be correct. On the other hand, first or-
der representational theories (such as Dretske 1995 or Tye 1995) are quite in
line with our (now bolstered) intuitions and thus are to be favored at least on
that score.
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Notes

. What is necessary for a cognitive system to possess ‘genuine’ beliefs is controversial and is
a part of the same spectrum of problems here under consideration. There are philosophers
who maintain that to have any beliefs at all one must have the concept of belief and hence
be in a position to attribute mental states to others. See for example Davidson (1975), who
goes so far as to assert that ‘only a creature that can interpret speech can have the concept
of a thought’. It would seem to follow fairly quickly that if Davidson is right then HOT
theory implies that only language users could be conscious – an astonishing conclusion. In
any event, I assume here that no matter the details of the resolution of this issue, there is a
reasonable notion of cognitive states which carry information and whose effect on behavior
is a function of the information carried and which operate in a way analogous to belief states,
but which do not require an explicit conception of them in the cognizer.

. Hydrocephalus can be used to bolster my point however. As noted by Gennaro (1996),
there are some remarkable cases of victims of hydrocephalus living cognitively and con-
sciously normal lives despite apparently lacking almost all – or at least a very great deal of –
cortical structure (see Lorber 1980). As discussed below, these cases are perhaps explicable
in terms of the multiple realizability of consciousness in a plastic brain struggling to pre-
serve function in the face of dramatic challenges. A CAT scan and ‘normal’ conceptions of
the brain would lead to the conclusion that these people are unconscious and incapable of
thought – which is patently false. Another interesting paper which highlights the astonish-
ingly normal adult behavior of neonatally decorticated cats is Bjursten et al. (1976). These
cats, although not fully normal, give every indication of being conscious.

. I am aware that Dr. Shewmon has a somewhat controversial advocacy role in debates over
the status of those in various forms of so-called vegetative states, but I don’t think this in any
way impugns the data presented here.
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Chapter 12

HOT theories of consciousness
More sad tales of philosophical intuitions
gone astray

Valerie Gray Hardcastle

Let me lay my cards right on the table: I think that higher ordered thought
(HOT) theories of consciousness are wrong. Not only are all the individual
theories proposed under this rubric wrong, but the entire approach is also fun-
damentally a bad idea. In this chapter, I shall explain why I believe that all this
is true in some detail, though the short answer is that philosophers who rely
on HOT theories have difficulty picking out genuinely empirical issues, taking
them instead to be questions of intuition. And philosophical intuitions aren’t
worth the ink spilt over them when it comes to consciousness studies.

Champions of HOT theories are also inconsistent in their standards of
good reasoning, selectively applying such criteria to hypotheses they reject,
while ignoring the demands of good reason when contemplating hypotheses
they like. I hope that in outlining where and how HOT theorists go astray, we
shall learn how to theorize about consciousness that much better.

. HOT theories

HOT theories assert that what makes any given mental state conscious is that
attached to it is a higher order thought that one is having that very mental
state (cf., Armstrong 1968, 1980; Carruthers 1989, 2000; Rosenthal 1986, 1997,
2002, forthcoming; see also Lycan 1987, 1990, 1996).1 Let me back up a bit to
explain how HOT theorists get to this prima facie rather odd view.

Let us suppose that we are materialists and we want to explain conscious-
ness in as scientific a manner as possible. Furthermore, we believe that con-
scious mental states are not metaphysically special in any way; whatever it is
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that makes a conscious state conscious is going to be some part of the universe’s
furniture we already know and love. So far, so good. Even though each of these
assumptions has been the subject of numerous objections in the philosophical
literature, they are relatively common and mild starting assumptions.

Where do we go from here? HOT theorists reason as follows. (At least,
David Rosenthal reasons as follows (cf., 1986, 2002, forthcoming, see esp.
1997:735–747).) There are two possibilities for what it could be that makes
a mental state conscious: either there is something about the brain that makes
these states conscious – a special neuron, a special location, a special activa-
tion pattern, or some such – or there is something about the mind. But if it
is something about the brain, then we wouldn’t be able to understand how it
is that that thing causes consciousness (this is just Joe Levine’s good old ex-
planatory divide (1983)). In other words, it doesn’t really help us to know that
coincident oscillations in the brain co-vary with consciousness, for example.
It doesn’t help because brain oscillations are just too different from conscious
mental states. We have no intellectual or theoretical bridge from one to the
other. Without such a bridge, knowing about these sorts of co-variations isn’t
going to be explanatory, and if it isn’t explanatory, then it doesn’t provide a
good foundation for a theory.

So: if it isn’t something about the brain that makes our mental states con-
scious, then it must be something about the mind, since that is the only other
option. But, from the HOT theorists’ point of view, there are only two relevant
aspects to our mental states: their phenomenal feel, which is what we want to
explain, and their content, which is not what we want to explain (right now).
Obviously, we are not going to be able to explain the consciousness of mental
states in terms of their phenomenal feel, for to do so would be to stand on our
own tail. Therefore, all that is left is the content of mental states.

Something about mental content must make some mental states conscious.
It could either be something about the content of the very state that is con-
scious, or it could be something about the content of some other state. Since
the content of conscious mental states is no different than the content of un-
conscious mental states, it can’t be anything about the content of the conscious
states that makes them conscious. It has to be something about the content of
some other mental state, which is somehow then attached to the mental state it
is making conscious. The only way we know that mental states “attach” them-
selves to anything is via their intentionality. Therefore, if the content of some
other mental state is going to make a mental state conscious, then the content
of that other mental state has to be directed to, be about, the mental state it is
affecting. It is then just a simple skip in reasoning to conclude the content that
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one is having a thought with the content of the conscious mental state is what
makes that mental state conscious. Thus, we can see that a conscious mental
state is “a compound state, consisting of the state one is conscious of together
with a HOT” (Rosenthal 2002:416).

. Examining the reasoning

Let us go through this chain of reasoning again, examining each point in turn.
We shall find that none of them is actually justified or well-supported.

Reasoning step one: From a materialist’s point of view, there are only two possi-
bilities for what makes a mental state conscious. Either something about the brain
does it, or something about the mind does it. Already we can see that we are off
on the wrong foot. If one is going to be a genuine materialist, then of course
whatever the mind is is most likely something of the brain. Buying that asser-
tion is just what it is to be a materialist. But if the mind reduces to the brain (in
admittedly some fashion that we don’t understand yet, but are working very
hard to), then it is problematic to set up a metaphysical dichotomy between
brain and mind. I’m not saying that one can’t do it. It can be done, but one has
to be very careful about how one goes about making such claims.

Let us take an analogous situation. Let us suppose that we want to explain
ripples in a pond. Let us further suppose that we are materialists with respect to
pond ripples. Whatever makes up and causes ripples is going to be some aspect
of the universe that we already know about. From our materialist point of view,
there are only two possibilities for what makes the pond’s surface ripple: either
something about the pond does it, or something about the ripples themselves
do it.

We can see the error in reasoning here. Pond ripples cannot be separated
from the pond. Whatever explains pond ripples will have to do so in terms
of the pond and its interactions with the world. There aren’t ripples in any
interesting sense apart from the pond (or other ripple substrates).

This is not to say that we can’t talk about ripples as though they have an in-
dependent existence. We can. We can also measure them, track them, theorize
over them, make predictions about their behavior, and so forth. But no one re-
ally believes that there are any ripples above and beyond the ripple’s substrate.
That is just what it is to be a materialist about ripples.
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Minds and brains work in the same way. If we are materialists, then we have
to see minds as brain ripples in a very real sense. They don’t exist above and
beyond their substrates, even though we might talk and act as though they do.

We might want to abstract over the brain and talk about its higher-level
properties, like having content and referring to the world. We might also want
to talk about these properties interacting with each other. Finally, it might also
be the case that to talk in these higher-level abstractions is the most fruitful way
to understand our brain’s behavior or its causal patterns. If we do these things,
then we might be using mind language to explain mind activities.

Ah, you say, isn’t all this just much ado about nothing? Reasoning step
one is shorthand for the explanatory expansion just provided. There will be
two ways to explain the consciousness of certain mental states: either we will
do so in lower-level brain language, or we will do so in higher-level mental
language. Furthermore, we can think of the two possibilities for what causes
the consciousness: either it is something at a lower level of brain organization
or something at a higher level.

But this complaint isn’t much ado about sloppy speech, for in recognizing
that minds are really (aspects of) brain, we lose our simple dichotomy between
the two. It is no longer obviously the case that either some lower-level brain
property or some higher-level brain property causes some mental states to be
conscious. It could be that a combination of both sorts is required. Or maybe
there is some intermediate level of brain organization we haven’t yet figured
out how to describe that is the most causally relevant. While the possibilities
for explaining consciousness don’t suddenly become endless, they do become
more than a simplistic either-brain-or-mind proposition.

Reasoning step two: No brain property is going to explain consciousness because
we can’t bridge the conceptual divide between brain and mind. Therefore, it must
be some mental property that will explain consciousness. (NB: This is Rosenthal’s
argument for why he is a HOT theorist. Other – maybe all other – HOT the-
ories don’t believe this to be true.) Once again, we are confronted with a false
dilemma. Philosophical intuitions tell us that brain properties are somehow
fundamentally different than our mind properties (even though they are prop-
erties of the very same metaphysical object). From my perspective, this tells me
to beware philosophical intuitions. Be that as it may, others apparently find this
intuition appealing.

But: if there is an unbridgeable conceptual divide between neural and men-
tal properties, which are properties of the same object, then there might be
unbridgeable conceptual divides between mental and other mental proper-
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ties or between neural and other neural properties. If this is just the way the
brain is put together for us, then there is no reason to assume that the higher-
level/lower-level divide is special. Maybe the whole darn thing is a mystery and
nothing can be conceptually connected to anything else. Maybe.

In any event, consciousness is a really weird property of some mental states,
and, for the life of me, I can’t see why it would be more likely that something
like intentionality or directedness is going to explain it than something like
activation patterns in the brain. Both seem equally unlikely. (Actually, I would
think that intentionality is less likely to be a player in explaining consciousness
since we really don’t know what that is either. At least we know what some
activation patterns in the brain are.)

We know that something is making these mental states conscious. There
is some causal factor out there. But we don’t know what it is, not even ap-
proximately. Everything seems wrong for an explanation. It is therefore just a
flat-footed error in judgment to presume that some mental property is going
to explain consciousness because we can’t see how any other property is going
to do it. We haven’t the foggiest how any property is going to do it.

Reasoning step three: Mental states have only two relevant (higher level) proper-
ties: their feel and their content. And their feel is what we are trying to explain.
Strangely enough, it is this step that most other philosophers seem to complain
about the most. They argue that their feel just is their content (e.g., Tye 1995),
or that we can separate their feel from what we are trying to explain (e.g., Block
1995; Shoemaker 2001). Others have hashed this step over much better than I
ever could, so I propose just to move on.

But before I do, let me point out that generally when philosophers make
such claims as what we find in reasoning step three, they do so without any
good supporting data. What properties mental states have is an empirical
claim, no different that asking after the properties of sodium chloride. It might
be the case that philosophers right now can’t think of any other “relevant”
properties. It might even be the case that they haven’t been able to think of
any others for many years. They might not ever be able to think of any. But
all this points out is the limited imaginations of philosophers; it doesn’t say
anything deeply metaphysical.

I note in passing that many who do empirical work on the mind disagree
with philosopher’s claims. Some think, for example, that valence is an impor-
tant dimension to all mental states, for how we assess a mental event deter-
mines what we do with it cognitively (cf., Hardcastle & Dietrich 2001, for more
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discussion of this point). Maybe, just maybe, a mental state’s affective intensity
has something to do with whether it becomes conscious.

Reasoning step four: Mental content is all that is left to explain consciousness
with. If we can’t explain consciousness by reference to consciousness – which
we can’t – and if the only other properties mental states have is content, then
we have to explain consciousness in virtue of that.

But, even in their discussion of conscious mental states, Rosenthal and
other HOT theorists mention other potentially relevant properties. For exam-
ple, one example that seems to pervade all philosophical discussion of HOT
theories is zoning out while driving. It is a good example, since most of us
have experienced it ourselves at some point in our locomotive lives. (It is a bad
example for reasons I discuss below.) The point that Rosenthal makes is that,
because we weren’t paying attention when we were driving, we weren’t con-
scious of the world around us. Similarly, because we weren’t conscious of the
world around us, we can’t introspect the contents of our conscious thoughts.
Ergo, introspectibility and ability to pay attention to are two properties of con-
scious mental thoughts. Rosenthal himself notes this fact: “Mental states are
conscious just in case they are introspectible” (1997:745). (He then goes on to
explain introspectibility in terms of 3rd order thoughts about the conscious-
making HOT, which in turn makes the HOT conscious. Notice first how he
limits his theoretical scope to the contents of various mental states and second
the ease and confidence he exudes in explaining what introspection is. And he
does all this without so much as a single experiment to verify his approach.)

What should we make of these two putative properties of conscious men-
tal thoughts? At the moment, we can’t make much, since, despite what Rosen-
thal claims, we don’t really know what introspection or attention amount to.
Some think introspection is a relative of our sensory capacities; others think
it something else entirely. Saying, as Rosenthal does, that it is a thought about
a thought about a thought doesn’t clear up any mysteries though, since what
we want to know are how it is this 3rd order thought gets “directed” at an-
other thought, how the thought “learns” the content of another thought, what
it is about the other thoughts that allow them to be mentally inspected, and so
forth. Until we understand at least some of the causal mechanisms involved, we
haven’t make much progress. All of these things, of course, are empirical issues,
and we shall either have to run the relevant experiments ourselves (once we fig-
ure out what they are) or wait until some psychologists do before we can say
with any sort of surety what the property of being introspectible means with
regard to being conscious.
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Attention, on the other hand, has received lots of attention, especially by
cognitive psychologists. However, we still don’t know very much about how it
operates or why, really (cf., Hardcastle 1998). And we certainly don’t under-
stand the apparent tight link between attention and consciousness, what it is
about being able to be attended to also means the state is conscious. (I should
note for the record that Rosenthal too notices the connection between attention
and consciousness [“Some mental states seem to be conscious only some of the
time largely through shifts in attention” (1997:746).], but he doesn’t appreciate
the theoretical significance of such facts.)

Nevertheless, it seems to me that by investigating introspection and atten-
tion we will likely learn more about what makes some mental states conscious.
Being able to introspect them and pay attention to them are two hallmarks of
conscious mental states. If we could understand how we do these things, and
what it is about some mental states that lets us do these things, then we would
learn some important things about what consciousness really is (or at least
what co-varies with it psychologically).

Reasoning step five: The only difference between conscious and unconscious men-
tal states is that conscious mental states are conscious. Therefore, whatever makes
conscious mental states conscious can’t be anything about the conscious state it-
self. If you believe that just about all there is to mental states are their content
and their feel, then this step more-or-less falls out of this belief. In any event,
Rosenthal notes that “content will be invariant whether or not the state is con-
scious” (2002:416). Indeed, “it is not uncommon that a particular mental state
is sometimes conscious and sometimes not” (Rosenthal 1997:744).

HOT philosophers claim to know an awful lot about our unconscious
mental states. I find this strange, since even those who do a lot of empirical
work on our unconscious mental states don’t know very much about them. We
certainly don’t know how much they resemble our conscious ones, including
how and whether the contents are similar. Indeed, I would hazard to guess that
they don’t resemble them very much at all. Below is a chart that lists some of
the more obvious differences between the sorts of cognitive processes we find
associated with conscious and unconscious mental states (drawn from Hard-
castle 1995). This list is not exhaustive, by any means, but it does give a flavor
of the sorts of differences we find in the psychological literature.

Let me highlight that the hypothesis underlying this list is diametrically op-
posed to what HOT theorists claim, for they believe that “whether or not a state
is conscious will not affect the state’s role in planning and reasoning” (Rosen-
thal 2002:416); that is, it will not affect the causal properties of the state. Once
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Figure 1. Differences in processing between conscious and unconscious mental states
(after Hardcastle 1995).

Conscious mental states Unconscious mental states
Attentional effects No attentional effects
Directed forgetting No directed forgetting
Effects decay over time Little decay over time
Levels of processing effects No levels of processing effects
Only one semantic interpretation active at a
time

Multiple interpretations active, or no inter-
pretations active

Shows mnemonic interference No mnemonic interference
Requires elaborative processing for storage Requires minimal processing for storage
Little affective priming No affective priming
Slower controlled identification Automatic rapid identification
Few exposure duration effects Exposure duration effects

again, we find the philosophers conveniently ignoring a wealth of empirical
data to follow their own muse instead.

Of course, differences in processing do not necessarily translate into differ-
ences in structure. It is entirely possible that conscious and unconscious mental
states are structurally identical to one another and what separates the two are
the sorts of processing they undergo. Conscious and unconscious mental states
would then just be poised differently in our cognitive economies. This option
appears to be what HOT theorists presume.

This turn of events is possible, but not likely. With such a long list of or-
thogonal processes, it is unlikely that such huge functional differences could
obtain without some differences in structure. If one were to bet, one would be
wisest to bet that large and antagonistic differences in function translate into
some differences in structure.

(If, on the other hand, you think that mental states are defined functionally
and that their structure is largely irrelevant to psychology or cognitive science,
then obviously the HOT theorists’ assumption that the only difference between
conscious and unconscious mental states is consciousness has to be wrong,
because of all the functional differences I just listed.)

Conscious mental states aren’t just unconscious mental states with an ex-
tra ingredient added; they are fundamentally different beasts. I believe that dis-
regarding or overlooking this fact is what has tripped HOT theorists up the
most. They start with the implicit assumption of a billiard ball mental econ-
omy, with all our mental states having roughly the same characteristics and all
being roughly interchangeable with one another. I don’t have any deep insight
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into why some philosophers start reasoning from here, especially given all the
psychological data to the contrary, but they do, and they are wrong in doing so.

Reasoning step six: Mental states only interact with one another via their con-
tent. If a mental state is going to “attach” itself to another mental state, then that
mental state’s content must be about the state it is attaching itself to. Let us sup-
pose that the first sentence in this step is true. (I truly doubt that it is, but dis-
cussing that would require defining mental content and its scope, a quagmire
I prefer to avoid.) Rosenthal tells us that we should think of conscious men-
tal states as compound states: a mental state about some other event or object
conjoined with the (unconscious) belief state that one is having the previous
mental state. Furthermore, he means compounding in only the loosest sense
of co-occurring. He explicitly denies any particular causal connection between
the two states (1997).

At this point, the burden falls onto the HOT theorists to explain exactly
what they think is going on here and why that results in consciousness. They
now wading deep into empirical waters. If they don’t follow through at this
point with ways to operationalize their account, then they are open to the
charge that they are explaining the mysterious by the more mysterious. The ul-
timate aim of HOT theories is to explain conscious mental states in such a way
that the mysteriousness of consciousness is removed (or at least diminished).
But if they are telling us that consciousness results from two structurally similar
mental states being co-active, then this obviously does not lessen any mysteries.
It simply shifts them over from the qualia to the co-activation. Furthermore, it
still leaves wide open the question of why it is this co-activation that causes or
results in consciousness.

This burden escapes Rosenthal entirely. He reasons thus: “HOTs are sup-
posed to make the mental states they are about conscious. How can noncon-
scious HOTs do this? . . . HOTs confer intransitive consciousness on the mental
states they are about because it is in virtue of those thoughts that we are tran-
sitively conscious of those mental states” (1997:743). And later: “HOTs result
in conscious qualities because they make us conscious of ourselves as being in
certain qualitative states” (2002:415). “The only plausible explanation is that
a sensory quality’s being conscious does actually consist in our having a HOT
about that quality” (2002:414).

But these suggestions don’t really answer the query. Why should a HOT
confer consciousness, of any sort and at all? Without further development, we
have no explanation. In virtue of what do HOTs make us conscious of any-
thing? Without answering this question, then Rosenthal is either begging the
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question by trying to explain consciousness in terms of consciousness or is
waving his hands at the problem and calling it solved.

As discussed above, the reason Rosenthal opts for a psychological account
of consciousness is that he buys into a version of the explanatory gap: he can’t
for the life of him see how anything neural could cause something as weird and
as grand as a conscious experience. However, nothing that he has done so far
reduces that very same claim against him. Why should two co-occurring men-
tal states result in qualia? That is just as wild and weird as neuronal interactions
giving rise to phenomenology.

If the point behind these explanations of consciousness is to increase its
intuitive plausibility, then the HOT theorists have failed as grandly as anyone
else. Every proposed solution is implausible, but we are conscious nonetheless.
In my humble opinion, it makes more sense to focus on the second point –
we are conscious – and worry about explaining it without feeling the need to
kowtow to anyone’s intuitions, educated or not. So far as I am concerned, noth-
ing is intuitive when talking about the science of consciousness, except the fact
that we are conscious, which, when you get right down to it, doesn’t say very
much at all.

Grand conclusion: The content that one is having a thought with the content of
the conscious mental conscious state is what makes that mental state conscious.
“When a mental state is conscious, we are conscious of being in that state; so
the content of our HOT must be, roughly, that one is in that very state” (Rosen-
thal 2002:409). From a purely logical point of view, this quotation borders on
nonsense. How on earth could we possibly know that when a mental state is
conscious, we are conscious of being in that state? It could be the case that
when my mental state “seeing an orange ball” is conscious, I myself am con-
scious of smelling smoke in the living room, or I am conscious of nothing.
Logically, there is nothing to rule out such scenarios as long as one can distin-
guish the self from some subset of presently occurring mental states. I wouldn’t
know whether my seeing-an-orange-ball mental state is conscious unless I ex-
perience it as such, but there is nothing in being a conscious mental state that
guarantees I experience it as anything.

(If this discussion resembles too much science fiction and intro logic
courses on a bad day, think about it in terms of Dissociative Identity Disorder.
The disparate selves housed in a single body are each individually conscious of
a subset of experiences of the body’s existence, yet none of them is conscious of
all the conscious mental states housed in the body.)
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Moreover, insofar as we have no idea how a HOT might actually result in
consciousness and insofar as these alleged HOTs are unconscious, so we have
no first-person access to them, it is premature to conclude anything about their
content. How do we know that if the seeing-an-orange-ball state is conscious
that the corresponding HOT is about seeing an orange ball and not about
smelling smoke? Logically speaking, it could be otherwise. It could be radically
otherwise. Without embedding suggestions of what the content of our uncon-
scious mental states are in a solid theoretical framework supported by lots of
well-established empirical data, we simply can’t proceed any further.

My whole point here is that much work needs to be done before we get to
draw even the apparently simple conclusions that HOT theorists want. Without
knowing an awful lot about what selves are and how they function in cognitive
creatures, we can’t make any statements about they are related to individual
conscious mental states. We certainly can’t conclude that a self having some
HOT is going to make some other mental state conscious in virtue of the HOT
co-occurring with the mental state.

Notice, however, that it is possible to refute the argument HOT theo-
rists want to use in defense of their theory and yet the theory still be true.
It still could be the case that the content that one is having a thought with
the content of the conscious mental conscious state is what makes that mental
state conscious, even though HOT theorists do a lousy job of arguing for its
empirical adequacy.

In the next section, I examine the empirical evidence HOT theorists bring
to bear in defense of their theory and suggest the sorts of experiments that
would have to be done in order to give reason for us to buy some version of
a HOT theory of consciousness. Not surprisingly, I argue that the evidence
HOT theorists use falls far short of what they need and relies on unstable and
questionable intuitions about when one is conscious, and that the evidence
they do need, while probably not too hard to get, hasn’t, so far as I know, been
produced yet.

. Evidence for HOT theories

It is an empirical claim that by recognizing (unconsciously) that one is con-
scious of something makes one conscious of exactly that something, and we
need to treat it as such, looking for experimental data relevant to the claim.
Philosophical intuitions should be treated very warily here, if at all.
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As mentioned above, one common example that pervades the HOT discus-
sion is the experience (or non-experience) of driving on automatic pilot. HOT
theorists want to use this example in support of their approach because they
believe that being on automatic pilot means that we are experiencing the world
around us without being conscious of it. This is a first step in arguing that not
all mental states are conscious (though who seriously believes that all mental
states are conscious in this day and age is beyond me) and therefore something
must be going on to make some states conscious.

HOT theorists might be right, if we knew that being on automatic pilot
means that we are not conscious of our surroundings. But we don’t know
this. We only know that later, after the fact, we cannot report being con-
scious of our surroundings. There are at least two plausible explanations of
this phenomenon. One is the HOT theorists’, that we weren’t conscious of
our surroundings. The second is that we were conscious of our surroundings
as we were experiencing them, but these experiences never made it into any
of our memory systems, so we have no way to report later that we had such
experiences.

If HOT theorists want to use this example, then they are going to have
to give us reason to believe that people on automatic pilot are not just not-
remembering their experiences, but that they are genuinely unconscious of
their surroundings as they are experiencing them. Needless to say, HOT the-
orists don’t give us any reasons. Nor, for that matter, has anyone else. No one
knows at this point what we are conscious of and what we make memories of
when we are piloting automatically. And how it seems to philosophers, after
the fact, is useless in helping resolve this question.

The second empirical fact that HOT theorists rely on to support their the-
ory is that as our conceptual structures become richer through experience and
learning, we become conscious of more things in our experiences. The two fa-
vored examples are of wine-tasting and music appreciation. As one learns more
about wine, then one is able to distinguish more flavors in each sip. And as one
learns more about music composition, one is better able to hear the individual
notes in complex performances.

Using these sorts of examples is not new in consciousness studies. I remem-
ber in graduate school class discussions about jazz performances and wonder-
ing whether the yams I didn’t like as a child taste the same to me as the yams I
like as an adult as my palate has matured. Just about everyone who has written
much at all on consciousness has discussed these facts. The question is what to
make of them.
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HOT theorists want to use them to support a HOT theory. Here is Rosen-
thal’s attempt at connecting the data with his theory:

Learning new concepts for sensory qualities is enough for us to come to be
conscious of our sensory states as having those qualities. And on that basis, we
can infer than nonconscious HOTs are responsible for there being something
it’s like for one to be conscious of our sensory state in that way. (2002:415)

It is quite a leap to assert that new concepts entail new conscious states and
then to conclude that a HOT is responsible for the new conscious states. That
is in fact too much of a leap, for there is nothing that precludes having the new
concepts be part and parcel of the conscious mental state itself. (Dretske 1993;
Hardcastle 1995, argue for this conclusion.) Only if one antecedently believes
the HOT theory could one draw such a conclusion. The data themselves do not
support it.

Indeed, the data really aren’t data, for we don’t really know that more or
different concepts result in more or different sensory experiences. It could be
that more or different concepts only give us new ways of expressing sensations
that were already there and new ways of labeling them in memory. Consider,
for example, one of Rosenthal’s claims: “If one’s HOT couldn’t classify one’s
sensations in terms of the sound of an oboe but only that of some undifferen-
tiated woodwind, having that sensation could not be for one like hearing an
oboe” (2002:413–414).

I have to say that I find this statement to be just false. Risking confusing an
anecdote for data, let me relay my own recent personal experience. This past
spring, I was driving down a country road when I heard a strange whining
sound through the open window. Without recognizing the sound as anything
in particular (except that it was probably animal-made), I wondered what it
was. Coincidentally, at that very moment, my front-seat companion said to
me, “Do you hear all those peepers?” Ah, peepers. Now I knew what was mak-
ing the sound; I knew better how to label my experiences and I could tie that
experience to my admittedly rather slim knowledge of frogs. Did any of this
change, for me, the sound I heard? I submit it did not. I merely gained a new
label “peepers’ sound” for the same auditory experience (previously labeled
“strange whining sound”).

How would we test these claims to determine who is correct here, and,
more importantly, the general claim that adopting new concepts alters con-
scious sensory experiences? Because linguistic and other related behavioral re-
ports are the only paths by which we can access the conscious states of others,
it will be difficult. For all we can ever do is report what we remember, and if we
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need a concept in order to tag an experience in memory, then rich experiences
for which we have no labels at all cannot be retrieved, reported, and therefore
cannot be accessed.

At the same time, we can already see that whatever story is correct is going
to be a complicated one. One difference, for example, that we might point to
between the wine-tasting and the peeper examples is that in learning how to
taste wine, one is learning to focus one’s attention on different aspects of a
complex gustatory experience, while in learning what the peepers’ call is called,
one is not trying to distinguish between aspects of the auditory experience. In
naming the peeper experience, one is simply (metaphorically speaking) putting
the largely unexamined experience in a mental box. One is not trying to learn
how to distinguish the peepers’ song from some other very similar amphibian
noise. In doing the latter, one might very well learn to distinguish tones or
sounds that one hadn’t noticed before.2

What these examples tell us is that not all new-concept learning are cre-
ated equal and what sort of learning is going on is directly relevant to how and
whether one’s conscious experience/memories change. They tell us that it is
overly simplistic to draw a strict correlation between concepts and conscious-
ness. Without more and better empirical investigation, we can’t say much about
the nature of consciousness relative to our conceptual structure of the world.

It is now time for me to put my money where my mouth is. Thus far, I have
been complaining both about HOT theories and how HOT theorists try to sup-
port their claims. Let me now suggest at least some ways that one might actually
test HOT hypotheses, ways that follow accepted and well-known psychological
testing methods. Despite everything I have said, it is possible that some version
of a HOT theory might be true after all. (That is, I might be wrong. I don’t
think I am, of course, but it is a possibility.) How might cognitive psychologists
test this claim?

Experimental psychology has used sublimal priming to study how uncon-
scious processing influences our conscious mental states since the late 1800s
(e.g., Peirce & Jastrow 1884). Noting that subjects who could not report the
contents of letters or numbers printed on cards held out of their visual range
could nonetheless guess the characters at above chance levels, an early pro-
ponent of this view concluded that there must be “the presence within us of
a secondary subwaking self that perceives things which the primary waking
self is unable to get at” (Sidis 1898:171, as quoted in Merikle 1992). Getting a
handle on our unconsciousness has been a cottage industry in some corner of
psychology ever since.
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Many cognitive psychologists advocate that we should think of our un-
conscious states as being merely structural in nature, and not semantic or in-
tentional. The classic experiment associated with this perspective is Anthony
Marcel’s (1983a, 1983b) subliminal priming task. If two semantically related
words are flashed to a subject one at a time, then the subject is faster to recog-
nize the second word. Psychologists say that the subjects were “primed” by the
meaning of the first word. For example, if we see CAT followed by DOG, then
we are faster to recognize DOG as a word than if we see PIN followed by DOG.
Marcel showed that if we are flashed FOOT and then PALM and then TREE,
there is no priming effect for TREE, presumably because FOOT primes us to
read PALM as a body part and not as a plant. However, if FOOT and PALM
are flashed so quickly that we do not consciously register them, then TREE is
primed. Most take this sort of evidence to support the conclusion that only the
structure P-A-L-M is activated in unconscious memory and so it would then be
free to prime all its associates, including TREE (as well as HAND). Interestingly
enough, Marcel himself offers a different interpretation. He thinks that when
words are accessed subliminally, all their semantic interpretations are activated
instead of none.

Regardless, though, of exactly how sophisticated unconscious mental states
are, we can exploit their tight relationship to conscious mental states to mea-
sure differential processing depending upon which unconscious mental state
is active. For example, Jacoby et al. (1992) briefly presented completed words
before presenting a target word stem. (They might present RESPOND first fol-
lowed by ___OND.) In an opposition condition in which unconscious pro-
cessing is supposed to be working against conscious processing, subjects were
told not to use the completed word in suggesting a word that would complete
the stem. (They could not give RESPOND as an answer to the query ___OND;
instead, they would have to give something like SECOND.) However, subjects
would presumably be primed unconsciously to give the flashed answer (since
unconscious priming occurs apart from the specific context), even though they
were instructed to disregard that information. As a result, subjects take longer
to answer the queries for which they had just been primed with an answer that
they could not use.

In an in-concert condition in which unconscious and conscious process-
ing are supposed to be working together, subjects were told to use the com-
pleted word. (They were supposed to give the answer RESPOND to the query
___OND.) In this case, the unconscious priming would work to the advan-
tage of the subject, for they would be more ready to give the flashed word as
they correct answer. Their reaction times should be shorter. By comparing how
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long it takes subjects to respond under the opposition condition with how long
it takes them to respond under the in-concert condition and with how long it
takes them to respond in purely neutral conditions (where the completed word
does not match the stem), we can get an idea of the influence unconscious
perception has on the conscious production of the answers.

We can run similar experiments using error rates as a variable. Error rates
generally track reaction times, so subjects would make fewer errors under
the in-concert condition than they would under the opposition condition. If
we compare error rates from these two conditions with what happens under
neutral conditions, then we can again get an idea of what sort of influence
unconscious priming has on conscious perception and behavior.

We can and should use a similar methodology to determine whether we
have unconscious HOTs of the sort HOT theorists propose co-active with any
conscious states. If what we know about subliminal priming is true, uncon-
sciously being aware that you are aware of something should prime other
thoughts. More specifically, we need a priming task that would test whether
we can recognize that we were aware of a series of target conscious events faster
or with fewer errors than other aspects of the same events. If we can, then that
would be some evidence that we are unconsciously aware that we are aware.
If we cannot, then that would be some evidence that no such HOTs co-occur
with any regularity with our conscious mental states.

Here is one way such an experiment might go. We flash a series of simple
scenes (a cat on a mat, say, or a dog with a bone) for half a second or so, long
enough for subjects to see them consciously, and then replace each scene with
the same masking stimulus (a set of hash marks or some such). Stimulus masks
allow subjects to perceive a target stimulus, but prevent them from studying it.
After each scene, when the mask is in place, we then query the subject with
one of two sorts of questions. Either we ask about the fact of their conscious
experience, e.g., did you see a cat? did you see a bone?; or we ask about the
structure of the actual scene: was the cat on the mat? was the dog next to the
bone? Half of the questions we ask in each category should actually reflect the
previously viewed scene and half should not reflect any of the scenes viewed in
the experiment. The types of questions asked after each scene should be ran-
domly distributed across the stimuli set. If we indeed have unconscious HOTs
accompanying all conscious experiences, then that HOT should prime our be-
havior in regard to reacting to the fact that we are conscious, and we should
answer queries in category (1) with fewer errors, on average, than we do those
in category (2). (We should also answer category (1) questions faster on aver-
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age, but reaction times are hard to measure under these conditions, since the
time used in asking the question can be highly variable.)

It is these sorts of experiments – experiments that build upon a wealth of
accepted empirical research – that will be most telling regarding any proposals
about consciousness. It simply unacceptable to use anecdotal accounts of one’s
own or of someone else’s experiences as genuine support for any hypothesis.
We are not going to get a serious theory of consciousness through considering
first principles or our intuitions. Science just doesn’t work that way. And thank
goodness for that!

Notes

. We can make finer distinctions among the players – some advocate higher order percep-
tion theories and others more straightforwardly higher order thought theories. The question
arises whether there are any crucial differences between the views (see, e.g., Güzeldere 2000).
What I have to say doesn’t address this issue and I am not concerned with any potential
divide in sorts of higher order mental state theories of consciousness.

. We can’t run the equation in the other direction either and claim that “being able to form
intentional states about certain sensory qualities must somehow result in our being able to
experience those qualities consciously” (Rosenthal 2002b:414). Dianne Raffman (1993) has
clearly demonstrated that while we can have concepts referring to various closely related
tones in music, we cannot physically distinguish among them. Indeed, people with sensory
deficits who nonetheless have concepts referring to aspects of the missing sensory experi-
ences have intentional states about certain sensory qualities, but they do not consciously
experience them.
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Chapter 13

A few thoughts too many?

William S. Robinson

. Background

There are many occasions on which we express in subvocal speech something
we have realized for the first time. For example, perhaps I have been observ-
ing a conversation between Jones and Smith, and have intermittently attended
to Smith’s movements, smiles, frowns, and so on. Suddenly, I find myself sub-
vocally saying “Smith is really not enjoying this conversation with Jones!” Or,
perhaps I am silently counting prime numbers, and when I come to 17, I say to
myself “17 is the 7th prime – now, there is food for thought for someone taken
with numerology”.

These cases are interesting because they appear to offer two instances
of consciousness: the thought expressed in subvocal speech is a conscious
thought, and the auditory imagery in which it is expressed is conscious im-
agery. One response that I will discuss here is a “complex view”, according to
which each instance is conscious because of a (different) higher order repre-
sentation (HOR). I shall argue that a simpler view that refuses a HOR for the
thought seems adequate and, if so, should be preferred on grounds of parsi-
mony. I shall consider two yet more parsimonious views, and argue that they
are not clearly rejectable.

In one way, my aims here are modest – little is held to be firmly established.
Nonetheless, the open possibility of views that are simpler than HOR theories,
and not less explanatory of consciousness than they are, should raise a signifi-
cant doubt about the claim that HORs are elements required for consciousness.

Not everyone reports thinking subvocally, and readers who do not will have
to take the existence of cases of the kind described in the first paragraph on
trust. But the phenomenon of subvocal speech is well recognized, and there is
no serious question that we may take it as a background assumption that
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(1) Subvocal speech exists.

Two assumptions may be regarded as somewhat more controversial. These are:

(2) The cases described are cases in which the subject has had a conscious
thought.

(3) The auditory imagery of which subvocal speech is composed is, generally,
conscious, quasi-sensory experience.

I am not going to attempt to mount a serious argument for these assumptions,
because I think they come about as close to being data as any claims we are
likely to find in discussions of consciousness. It is not easy to think of some-
thing more evident than these, from which they might be derived. A few words
of explanation are, however, in order.

(2) might be questioned on the ground that a subvocal statement could
be made and subsequently completely forgotten. Moreover, it might be for-
gotten before it or its causes had any other effect on the cognitive system. In
such a case, one might be moved to say that Smith’s irritation with Jones al-
most emerged into consciousness. One might regard the subvocalization as a
symptom that typically indicates a conscious thought but that could fail to be
such an indicator if further connection with the cognitive system were not to
be forthcoming.

There are two responses to this suggestion. First, I think it would be prefer-
able to say that Smith’s irritation with Jones did emerge into consciousness
for a moment. There is some experimental support for the view that items of
which we were once conscious can be quickly forgotten (e.g., Wolfe 1999; Si-
mons & Levin 1997; Muter 1980). It seems tendentious to rule out momentary
conscious thought, i.e., to require conscious thoughts to be remembered.

But, second, for present purposes we need not try to resolve this matter
decisively. We can simply stipulate that we are to consider ordinary cases of
subvocal speech. In ordinary cases, if I subvocalize a statement, its content is
available to my cognitive system; if contexts that arise soon afterward make
the statement relevant, I will be able to adjust my behavior or draw inferences
in an appropriate way. In such ordinary cases, there will be little temptation
to say that I was not conscious of thinking that, e.g., Smith was irritated with
Jones, until I made later use of that content. Suppose, for example, that later
in the same week, someone relates some gossip about a break between Smith
and Jones. I might say “I’m not surprised. I saw them a few days ago, and I
remember thinking at the time that Smith was not enjoying his conversation
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with Jones”. It would seem ill motivated to hold that the thought could not have
been conscious at the time, and becomes so only when it is remembered.

(3) claims that auditory imagery in subvocal speech is quasi-sensory expe-
rience. It is not sensory, because it is not heard. No eardrums are vibrated, no
inner-ear cilia are stimulated, and the vividness of actual hearing is lacking. But
auditory imagery is in certain respects like auditory experience. For example,
it makes sense to say of it that it had the accent that matches that of my normal
overt speech. Or, perhaps, that it did not: after all, on a just slightly different
kind of occasion, I might have been in an odd mood, and subvocally expressed
myself in a somewhat exaggerated tone – “Soooo, that Smith, he reeaally isn’t
enjoying Jones, is he?”1

(3) also claims that the auditory imagery in subvocal speech is generally
conscious. This claim is compatible with allowing that there can be language-
like representations of thought contents that are unconscious. However, when
people say they talk to themselves when they think, they do not normally re-
gard themselves as inferring language-like representations from some theory.
Instead, they regard themselves as giving reports about occurrences they con-
sciously experienced, that are not observable to others, and that others would
not normally know about unless they were told about them.

It is possible to introspect one’s subvocal speech, attending to its accent,
for example, while one is saying it to oneself. But the cases I am considering
here are ordinary cases in which one’s subvocal speech is conscious, but is not
the focus of special attention. Just as we usually hear ourselves speaking out
loud without attending to our speech, we usually have our auditory imagery
consciously, but without attending to it as such (although, of course, we can
attend to both overt and subvocal speech).

It may be that some (or even most) people engage in silent soliloquy when
asleep. I incline toward the views that such events, if they occur, are conscious,
and that they are like dreams in this respect. These views, however, are not
presupposed here. Assumption (3) is, by stipulation, concerned with ordinary
cases that occur when we are awake.

. The issue

With this background, I can now state the central question to be addressed
here. The foregoing assumptions apparently imply the existence of two differ-
ent cases of something’s being conscious. There is a thought that is conscious,
and there is a quasi-sensory experience that is conscious. The question is how
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these two instances of consciousness are related. The interest of this question is
that, as we shall see, it introduces difficulties for the plausibility of higher order
accounts of consciousness.

Before turning to these difficulties, let me explain why I say there are dis-
tinct instances of consciousness. In having conscious auditory imagery, we
have, as noted, something of which it makes sense to say that it had one ac-
cent or another. But such predicates do not apply to the thought that Smith
is not enjoying his conversation with Jones. On the other hand, the thought
(conscious or not) is true or false; but it makes no sense to say of my auditory
imagery that it is true or false. The imagery’s being conscious is thus a different
fact from the conscious status of the thought that the words of the imagery may
express.2

. The complex account

HO theories hold that a mental state is conscious if and only if that mental
state is the intentional object of an appropriate higher order representation.3

So, if a thought is conscious, it exists and is also represented by a HOR, and
if auditory imagery is conscious, it exists and is represented by a HOR. Ac-
cording to what I shall call “the complex account”, the two conscious mental
states (the thought, and the imagery) are represented by different HORs. Let
us say that HOR1 is the higher order representation of the thought, T (e.g.,
the thought that Smith is not enjoying his conversation with Jones) and that
HOR2 is the higher order representation of the auditory imagery, I. T is a con-
scious thought, because it is represented by HOR1, and I is conscious imagery
because it is represented by HOR2.

The pictorial representation in Figure 1 will aid in understanding the com-
plex account. In order to be able to interpret it correctly, let us first note that
there is, presumably, an interesting relation between T and I. Assuming normal
cognitive organization, HO theories will hold that I will match T in such a way

HOR 1 HOR 2

T I– expresed by –

Figure 1.
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that the words in I will be the normal expression, in the subject’s language, of
the content of T. Let us abbreviate this point by saying: I expresses T.

The complex account is a noncontradictory view. I shall argue, however,
that it is an unattractive theory, because it is unparsimonious. In postulating
HOR1, it commits itself to at least one too many higher order representations –
one more, that is, than is needed in an alternative account that is at least as
plausible as the complex account. Naturally, this point cannot be clear until
we have seen a plausible alternative. So, I shall now proceed to describe an
alternative view, and then return to explain the allegation of lack of parsimony
in the complex view.

. The simpler account

What I shall call “the simpler account” says that T is a conscious thought if and
only if it gets expressed. I mean to allow overt speech to be one way of express-
ing a thought, but expression in subvocal speech is sufficient. I take it that one
is conscious of one’s overt speech, so whether a thought is expressed overtly or
subvocally, its expression will be conscious. However, since I am focusing here
upon the case of subvocal speech, I will be primarily concerned with that case
in what follows.

In the pictorial representation of the simpler account in Figure 2, there
is no HOR1, and the higher order thought about I is labeled with a “2” only
because it is not supposed to be any different from the HOR labeled “2” in
the previous diagram. The simpler account holds that what is in Figure 2 is
sufficient for T to be conscious. This view is not to be taken to imply that T
cannot be thought of, i.e., that there cannot be a HOR that is of T. But such
a representation is not required in order for T to be conscious, and if there
should happen to be one, it is not in virtue of that fact that T is conscious.

As before, I take it that if I actually express T (whether overtly or subvo-
cally), it would normally be available to my cognitive system. Failures of such

HOR 2

T I– expresed by –

Figure 2.
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availability could be treated as failures of consciousness, or (more plausibly, in
my view) failures of conscious thoughts to be able to play their normal role.
Preference for one or the other of these views should depend on what it is best
to say about the normal case, and so I shall proceed to that discussion.

I take the comparative simplicity of the simpler view to be a ground for pre-
ferring it, providing it is adequate to the phenomena. I hold that the simpler
view is adequate to the phenomena because I think that remembering having
said something to oneself subvocally is sufficient for having had the thought
consciously (in the normal cases on which I am focusing). If I remember saying
“p” to myself, that seems to settle the question of whether I consciously thought
that p. Perhaps I think I should not be blamed for actions that flow from un-
conscious intentions. But if I remember having said “I’m going to make life
difficult for that so-and-so”, I cannot excuse my act of revenge on the ground
that I had no conscious intention. In considering a case of this kind, I have
no sense that the question of consciousness of my intention rests on whether
there was a further representation of my intention. Or, suppose I am inclined
to claim credit for having thought of a solution to a problem. Perhaps others
suggest that I only implicitly possessed the solution. Perhaps they even allow
that I arrived at some results that seem to depend on the solution, but they
think that those results were due only to the unconscious effect of background
beliefs that could have led to a conscious recognition of the solution, but did
not. Now, I may not be able to convince them otherwise, but if I remember
having said the solution to myself, I will be justified in believing that I con-
sciously thought of the solution. Again, in a case of this kind, I have no sense
that whether I consciously thought of the solution depends on whether there
was a further thought about the thought of the solution.

Does the possibility of introspection show that there are always HORs of
our conscious thoughts – HORs that can become conscious, even though they
are not normally conscious? This view is evidently consistent, but it is not
needed. On the simpler view, introspection (when it does occur) consists in
our saying to ourselves sentences that are tantamount to “I think that p”.

If these remarks are accepted, then there is pressure against the complex
view, on the ground of lack of parsimony. HOR1, it seems, can be lopped
off without losing an adequate account of conscious thought. Unconscious
thought can be understood on the simpler view: it is thought that does not
receive any expression, but that may have other effects on the cognitive system.

The complex view might be rescued if one could show that there would
not have been an expression of T unless there had been a higher order repre-
sentation of it (i.e., if HOR1 had not been present). I do not think our present



 

A few thoughts too many? 

knowledge of cognitive systems permits a decisive refutation of this idea, but
I do not think it would be good scientific practice to accept the view. For it is
also true that there is nothing in our present knowledge of cognitive systems
that suggests that (or explains why) there should have to be a representation
of a thought in order for that thought to be expressed. According to HO theo-
ries, HOR1 would not, in general, be a conscious thought. Therefore, if HOR1
were held to be required for T to be expressed, it would be implied that un-
conscious thoughts can be efficacious. (A HOR would be a required part of
the only available sufficient condition of a subvocal or overt expressing of T.)
But if that is allowed, there would seem to be no ground for denying that T
can be efficacious (whether it is regarded as conscious or not). If that much is
allowed, there seems to be no ground for denying that T itself could be a state
of cognitive organization that can affect the language production centers in
such a way as to produce a (subvocal or overt) expression of its content. Thus,
once again, the complex view lacks parsimony; it seems to postulate a higher
order representation that is not required for any job that we have good reason
to suppose is done (unless, of course, we are already assuming a higher order
representation theory).

These considerations seem to me to establish a reasonable suspicion that
the simpler view is preferable to the complex view. In the remainder of my
remarks, I will assume this preferability, and attempt to follow out where we
may be led if we accept it.

A consequence of this assumption is that there now seems to be some mild
pressure against the right side of our diagram. The right side, let us recall,
says that the consciousness of my auditory imagery consists in its being rep-
resented by a higher order representation – the HOR2 of the diagram. Now,
the view that sensory consciousness requires higher order representations is
sometimes thought to be supported by analogy with conscious thoughts. That
is, it is sometimes thought that HO theories are plausible at least as accounts
of what makes beliefs and desires conscious, and then it is reasoned that if HO
representation accounts for the consciousness of beliefs and desires, it would be
natural that HO representation would likewise account for the consciousness
of sensory states. If this is accepted, and if it is further accepted that auditory
imagery is like sensory consciousness, it would seem natural to extend the HO
theory to auditory imagery, and say that it is conscious only if it occurs and is
represented by a higher order representation.

But on the simpler view, the consciousness of a thought does not consist in
its being represented by a higher order representation. It consists in its being ex-
pressed by a conscious event, i.e., either an overt speaking or a subvocalization.
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On this view, therefore, there is no model in the case of conscious thoughts
that suggests that consciousness consists in being represented by a higher order
representation.

Evidently, none of this is a refutation of the view that the consciousness of
auditory imagery consists in that imagery being represented – that is why I said
that the preferability of the simpler view puts only mild pressure on the right
side of Figure 2. The consequence I have been alleging is only that to adopt the
simpler view is to give up a parallel model that may be thought to support a
HO theory of the consciousness of auditory imagery (and, more generally, of
sensory consciousness).

. The very simple view

What I shall call “the very simple view” gives up the HO account for conscious-
ness of auditory imagery. Such imagery, represented by I in Figure 3, is taken
to be conscious in its own right. It is not something that is conscious only in
virtue of something else that represents it. As in the simpler view, T is con-
scious if it is expressed by a conscious occurrence. This conscious occurrence
will be auditory imagery in the focal cases for this paper, but, as already noted,
T will also be conscious if it is expressed in overt speech.

The very simple view evidently allows for unconscious thoughts – these
are thoughts that may have effects on our cognitive systems, but fail to have
their content expressed by a conscious occurrence. But it does not allow for a
distinction between conscious and unconscious auditory imagery, for it takes
imagery to be conscious as a matter of its intrinsic nature. In my view, this
result is just as it should be, for I do not think we have reason to introduce
unconscious auditory imagery.

We cannot rule out that unconscious thinking may involve our language
centers.4 It is possible that there is a great deal of unconscious accessing of
words. It is plausible that grammatical structure is accessed and processed in
unconscious thought, and operations on grammatical structure would be as
unconscious in unconscious thought as they routinely are when we are con-
sciously thinking. Perhaps there are large stretches of unconscious thinking

T I– expresed by –

Figure 3.
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that have the same time course as overt speech. But allowing all this does not
imply anything imagistic; it does not imply that there is anything auditory-
like about unconscious accessing of words. Such thinking can be regarded as
thought without imagery. This is not to say that I can derive a contradiction
from the postulation of unconscious imagery. But there is no visible need for
such a postulation, and making it seems unparsimonious.

. Burdens of proof

I expect HO theorists to oppose the remarks of the last two paragraphs. On
their view, the consciousness of conscious imagery consists in the possession
of qualities by an image (which, just by itself, is not an instance of conscious-
ness), plus the occurrence of a higher order representation of that image. The
latter component of this pair can be described a little more fully and accu-
rately as a higher order representation of the auditorily imagistic properties of
the image. When we have conscious auditory imagery, we are not conscious
of neural properties of events with which auditory imagery may be supposed
to be identical, and we are conscious of properties that are not properties of
the thought (or, meaning) that corresponds to the words that occur in the
auditory imagery.

There are two problems for HO theories that are familiar and that I am
only going to mention here, in order to help set off by contrast the issue that
will be the focus of the present section. They are:

(P1) The problem of the stone. Representing a stone does not make a con-
scious stone, so why should representing a by-itself-unconscious image
make a conscious image?

(P2) The problem of false representations. Representation, in general, goes
with the possibility of misrepresentation. Suppose a higher order repre-
sentation misrepresents the properties of an image, or represents the oc-
currence of an image when there is none. It seems that, from the subject’s
point of view, everything would be just the same as if there were an image.
But then, consciousness cannot derive from the pairing of a first order rep-
resentation and a HO representation, for it would be present when there
is just the HO representation. If that is allowed, however, then HO theory
must say what it is about a HO representation tout court that accounts for
an occurrence of it to be a case of consciousness.
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HO theorists have given answers to the problem of the stone (e.g., Rosenthal
1990; Lycan 1996; Gennaro, forthcoming). I am not persuaded that these an-
swers are adequate, but I am not going to review this familiar territory yet
again. Regarding the problem of false representations, I have had my say else-
where (Robinson 1996; forthcoming b), as have others (e.g., Seager 1999), and
will not say anything further about it here. What I will do in this section is to
explore an issue about explanation and relative burdens of proof.

HO theorists can be expected to object to the very simple view of the pre-
ceding section on the ground that (inter alia) it does not contain an explana-
tion of consciousness. It posits imagery as intrinsically conscious, but it does
not define consciousness, nor does it explain how it comes about that imagery
is conscious. I accept this point, but it is not one that can offer any comfort
to HO theorists. The reason is that HO theories likewise do not explain how
consciousness arises. They do not provide an explanatory answer to this ques-
tion: How can two things, neither of which is conscious, constitute an instance
of consciousness merely by having one of them represent (certain properties
of) the other? And if we make one of the pair (the HO representation) itself
already an instance of consciousness, then it will be evident that we can ask the
same question of that theory that we can ask of the very simple view, namely,
in virtue of what is the HO representation conscious?

It appears that we are at the following impasse. Those who think there
are satisfying answers to (P1) and (P2) will think that HO theories have an
advantage, in that they explain something that the very simple view does not
explain. But some well-regarded philosophers do not think that HO theorists
have satisfactory, explanatory answers to (P1) and (P2). If they are right, then
the very simple view is not explanatorily worse off than HO theories; and in
that case, it might well be preferred on grounds of parsimony.

At this juncture, a small advance for either side may tip the dialectical bal-
ance in its favor. The (putative) small advance on which I now want to focus
concerns an attempted shift of a burden of proof onto proponents of the very
simple view. According to that view, auditory imagery is intrinsically conscious.
It is not made to be conscious by its standing in a relation to anything else. But
this view implies that auditory imagery is necessarily conscious, i.e., that it has
properties that could not occur except in a conscious event. Against this view,
HO theorists may object that the “neutral” stance lies in favor of open possibil-
ities, i.e., the burden of proof is upon those who claim necessary connections.
So, the burden of proof about consciousness has to be borne by proponents of
the very simple view. The alleged impasse is not really a symmetrical case; the
advantage in parsimony of the very simple view is offset (or more than offset)
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by the additional strength of its claim – its claim, that is, that auditory imagery
is necessarily conscious.5

I am unmoved by this argument. The reason is that the necessity of the
conscious character of auditory imagery is a consequence of its being a claim
about the nature of such imagery, and HO theories equally make a claim about
this nature. That is, HO theories claim that all of the properties of auditory
imagery are such as to be able to occur in unconscious events. If that is their
nature, then it is impossible that auditory imagery by itself should ever be a
conscious occurrence. This claim is symmetrical with, and just as strong as, the
claim of the very simple view, that auditory imagery is (by itself, or in its own
right) conscious.6

It may aid clarity to put these modal reflections into the idiom of possible
worlds. According to the very simple view, the nature of auditory imagery is to
be conscious, and there is no possible world in which all the properties of au-
ditory imagery occur together without constituting a conscious occurrence. A
simple denial of this claim would amount to saying that there are some worlds
in which an occurrence of auditory imagery is (just by itself) a conscious event,
and other possible worlds in which an occurrence of auditory imagery (by it-
self) is not a conscious event. But HO theories do not leave the question of
consciousness of auditory imagery (by itself) open in this way. They claim that
the nature of auditory imagery (by itself) is not conscious. This does not have
the sense of: In some worlds it is (by itself) conscious, in others not. Rather,
the nonconsciousness of auditory imagery (by itself, or in its own right) in this
world is taken as an indication of its intrinsic nature; and that implies that
there is no possible world in which auditory imagery (by itself) is conscious.
An equivalent way of putting this commitment of HO theories is to say that it
is necessary that auditory imagery (by itself) is nonconscious.

The symmetry in the status of the claims of the very simple view and
those of HO theories can be obscured by formulating the issue as the question
whether sensory qualities must occur only in conscious events.7 It will then
seem natural to think that a neutral approach leaves this question open, and
therefore the burden of proof is upon those who would close the question by
giving a negative answer. The point of the last few paragraphs is that it is also a
closing of the question to give a definitely positive answer. But a positive answer
is implicitly advanced, if we start out by assuming that all relevant qualities of
auditory imagery can occur in conscious or unconscious events. So, a termi-
nology that may appear “neutral” on the question of the essentiality of con-
sciousness for the qualities of auditory imagery may in fact be a terminology
that is subtly prejudiced against the very simple view.
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Perhaps an asymmetry can be reinstated by noting that, according to both
the very simple view and HO theories, our concept of auditory imagery is
formed in connection with cases, all of which are conscious. (This is true for
the very simple view because all cases of auditory imagery are conscious occur-
rences; and true for HO theories because all the cases of auditory imagery that
we use in acquiring the concept are ones that are represented by a HOR.) This
fact might be thought to explain why it would be natural to come to think of
auditory imagery as having to be conscious. But the importation of a condition
of our concept formation into the nature of the object of which the concept is
formed would be illicit. After all, we acquire the concept of a table from oc-
casions on which we see or feel a table, but the objects that fall under that
concept are not objects that are essentially seen or felt. (They may be essen-
tially visible or touchable, but that is analogous merely to auditory imagery’s
being essentially representable, and that is a consequence that HO theorists can
readily accept.)

This proposal is intriguing, but it cannot be used to shift a burden of proof
onto proponents of the very simple view. The reason is that it already presup-
poses the falsity of that view; in offering an account of a mistake, it presupposes
that a mistake has been made.

Perhaps, however, there is this asymmetry: HO views can explain how we
came by the concept of intrinsically conscious auditory imagery, but the very
simple view cannot. It is, after all, no explanation of the acquisition of a concept
of X merely to say that there are Xs, or even to say that there are Xs that really
do have the properties that we think they have.

The best answer to this suggestion would consist in giving a positive ac-
count of how the very simple view can explain the (proper) acquisition of the
concepts it invokes. This task would, however, carry us far beyond the scope of
the present paper.8 For the present it will have to suffice to point out that a bur-
den of proof cannot be imposed merely by showing that a mistake could have
been made. A case would have to be made that there is no way of acquiring the
concept of intrinsically conscious auditory imagery that does not rest on some
error. This is a very strong claim, and the burden of proof for it is surely on
those who would advance it.

The conclusion of this section is that there is no non-tendentious way of
shifting a burden of proof onto proponents of the very simple view. If we are
careful not to skew the terminology in which we formulate the issue, we cannot
get beyond the dismal symmetry in the rival theories that amounts to what I
called an impasse. So long as the issues in (P1) and (P2) are not decisively
resolved, both HO theories and the very simple view have much work to do.
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But the burden of proof, or the burden to explain how or why consciousness
comes into the world, is no more upon one side than the other.

. The resolutely simple view

What I shall call “the resolutely simple view” takes over the idea, from the very
simple view, that auditory imagery is by nature conscious. It denies, however,
that a thought, T, is required in order for there to be an expression of a thought.
Occurrence of a subvocal saying produced in the normal manner is enough.
The resolutely simple view can be diagramed as in Figure 4.

Even those who may have been inclined to share my respect for parsimony
may suspect that I have now lost my grip on reality. Several points in what
follows will help to allay this suspicion.9

The first thing to notice is that although there is much that is left out of
the most recent diagram, what is left out is the same as what has been left
out of all the others. Namely, I have always assumed, without representing it
in the diagrams, that there is an organized brain that produces the items that
are represented in the diagrams. I have already mentioned our grammatical
capabilities. These presumably depend on brain operations. But all we are con-
scious of is the grammatical speech, overt or subvocal, that results from these
operations. We are never directly conscious of the operations that produce the
grammaticality of our verbal productions.

I suggest that it is the same with cognitive mechanisms that produce the
content of our verbal productions. To see the point of a joke, for example,
words must be understood, and, in general, many background facts about peo-
ple, recent events, societal norms, and so on must be brought to bear. The ac-
cessing of relevant background typically takes place in a few seconds or less,
and what we are conscious of is not the processing that leads us to see the joke,
but only the result of that processing.10 The resolutely simple view does not at
all deny that this unconscious processing takes place. To the contrary, it insists
that it does take place, and that it is unconscious.

What then does the resolutely simple view deny? It denies that behind a
verbal production there must occur a unitary representation, the content of
which matches the content of the words that occur in the verbal production.

I

Figure 4.
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It denies that a case of a conscious thought has the following structure: First,
there occurs a thought that p, which, just by itself, is not conscious, and then,
if the thought is a conscious thought, there is an expression of it, either in
overt speech or in subvocal speech. That is the implication of the “T” in the
diagram of the very simple view, and that is what is lopped off in the resolutely
simple view. The latter view says that there is no need to assume that everything
comes together once in thought, and then it comes together again in the overt
speech or subvocal saying of a sentence that expresses the thought.11 Naturally,
if this view can be sustained, i.e., if “T” can be dispensed with, then there will
be no plausibility to the complex view – that would require a higher order
representation of something that is not there to be represented.

Does the resolutely simple view deny that our words express our thoughts?
No. Crucially, however, it does offer an analysis of “expressing a thought” that
excludes the necessity of matching the content of a prior event if there is to be
a case of expressing. The previous views that I have diagramed lend themselves
to the idea that an overt or subvocal saying expresses a thought just in case
the meaning of the words in the saying match the content of a distinct event,
namely, the occurrence of the thought that is said to be expressed. That is what
the resolutely simple view denies. It says that there is a cognitively organized
brain that governs the production of our sayings, but it allows that the very
first time that our cognitive organization produces a representation of a state
of affairs can be its production of a (subvocal or overt) saying.12 The resolutely
simple view does not deny that there can be some cases in which an adequate
unconscious representation of a whole state of affairs is produced by our cogni-
tive organization, and that it is only later on, and partly as a causal consequence
of the unconscious representation, that a saying with the same content is initi-
ated. It does deny that this kind of prior structure is necessary for there to be
an expression of a thought.

But what sense can be made of “my words express my thoughts” if not that
my words have a content that matches a (prior or simultaneous) mental event?
The answer can, perhaps, be most easily seen through use of the intermedi-
ate phrase, “what I think”. My words express my thoughts if, when I say them
(overtly or subvocally), I say what I think. And I say what I think if what I say
fits in with – forms a coherent pattern with – what I have recently said and
done, and what I go on to say and do.13

It may be suspected that the resolutely simple view cannot account for
misexpression. To the contrary, the beginnings of an account can be roughly
indicated, as follows. S’s saying “p” misexpresses what S thinks if S makes a
correction, or if S continues in a way that is evidently incompatible with accep-
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tance of the view expressed by “p”. Of course, if S’s expression of views incom-
patible with p comes at a much later time, S may have had a change of mind
(rather than an original misexpression). Generally, we take S’s word for decid-
ing whether an overt utterance was a misexpression or an adequate expression
of a view that S has now abandoned. We also allow for cases in which some time
has elapsed, and S is genuinely puzzled as to whether a previous statement was
a misexpression or an adequate expression of a formerly held view.

I make no attempt here to refine the rough account of misexpression, as it
would evidently be a formidable task to state necessary and sufficient condi-
tions for an utterance to be a misexpression of a person’s thought. I observe,
however, that the theory of matching a previous, unconscious representation
offers no help toward such an account. Such thoughts are in any case not di-
rectly accessible to others, and not directly accessible to subjects themselves.
However it may be that we distinguish between misexpressions and changes of
mind, it is not by comparing expressions with prior, unconscious thoughts,
even when we are considering our own case. Proponents of the resolutely
simple view thus have at their disposal the same resources for making that
distinction as do proponents of less simple views.

It may be now be further objected that the resolutely simple view denies
obvious truths of mental causation, e.g., that our actions are brought about by
our intentions. Again, there is much that might be said here, and I shall only
sketch the outline of the response of the resolutely simple view. We act inten-
tionally when it seems to us that things are going well, and with no surprises.
It pays here to think of very ordinary cases. For example, I hear the noise of a
vehicle in the street. I look out the window to see what it is. Did I turn my head
intentionally? Yes. Did I plan to turn my head? There is no reason to say so.
Must my movement have been preceded by a representation of a desire to turn
my head? That seems to be an unnecessarily complex account. I have a cogni-
tively organized brain, and its state plus the input of noise from the street led
to my turning my head. For this to happen, many events must take place in my
brain, but none of them needs to be an adequate representation of a desire to
turn my head. I wanted to do that, if I did it with no hesitation, and no feeling
of regret or of being forced.

There are, of course, cases in which we plan ahead. “When I see Jones,” I say
to myself, “I won’t even speak to him. I’ll acknowledge his presence only with
the minimum that is required by the barest civility.” Then Jones appears, and I
act accordingly. If we generalize from cases of this sort, we will form a picture,
according to which intentional actions are actions that match the content of a
plan. And if we then add that speaking is (in general) intentional action, our
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picture will be that speaking is acting out a prior plan. If we apply this picture
to subvocal saying, we will regard it too as acting out a prior plan; and then we
will need thoughts behind the saying, whose content is matched in the saying.

But we should be wary of this picture. If subvocal saying is necessarily pre-
ceded by a plan, why must not the thoughts be so preceded? One can, of course,
make a verbal distinction, and say that conscious thoughts must be preceded
by an unconscious thought, but unconscious thoughts need no such predeces-
sor. Or, if one objects to the precedence, one may say that conscious thoughts
must have as a component, an element that would by itself be an unconscious
thought with the same content. But this would not explain how an unconscious
thought could come to have its content to be fully in order without a predeces-
sor (or a component) that has that content. Requiring that kind of predecessor
or component, however, would evidently lead to a regress. Thus, it seems that
we must allow our cognitively organized brain to produce representations of
states of affairs that have not been represented either in a previous thought or
a component of a thought. If we allow that, there is no reason why there may
not be many cases in which the first time that our cognitively organized brain
produces an adequate representation of a state of affairs is when it produces a
saying (overt or subvocal) of a sentence that affirms that state of affairs.

Do these views and arguments commit us to holding that ordinary peo-
ple who say they acted because they wanted some result and believed their ac-
tion would produce it are saying something false? No. The resolutely simple
view only rejects an analysis of such remarks that requires prior, discrete desire
thoughts and belief thoughts. In many ordinary cases, our cognitively orga-
nized brain not only produces complex and well sequenced actions that accom-
plish meaningful goals, but also produces speech that correctly describes the re-
lation between immediate actions and long term goals. And it is often also true
that the actions would not have been done had not the circumstances provided
a relation between them and our goals, which our speech identifies. There are,
of course, other cases in which there are divergences in content of speech and
action (Nisbett & Wilson 1977a, 1977b), just as there are cases in which our
nonverbal actions fail to be properly sequenced or consistently directed.

. Conclusion

HO theories will remain attractive not only because they have able defenders,
but because they present one of two fundamental ideas in coming to terms with
consciousness. (The opposing fundamental idea is that consciousness cannot
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be constructed out of elements that are, in themselves, not conscious.) There
can be no question of establishing or refuting such a fundamental idea in a
single paper, and I have not attempted anything so ambitious here.14 Instead, I
have addressed the important question, “If not HO theories, then what?” I have
described two alternatives to HO theories, and explained something of their
merits. I believe I have exhibited some genuinely attractive features of these al-
ternatives, and I hope to have stimulated interest in their further consideration
and development.15

Notes

. Neural studies support the likeness of imagery and perception through findings of par-
tially common activations in the two conditions. See Jeannerod (1994) and O’Craven &
Kanwisher (2000).

Readers may wonder about schizophrenics’ “hearing voices”. This phenomenon may be
more vivid than ordinary subvocal imagery, and less like ordinary speaking than is subvocal
saying. It is not my topic here, however: (3) concerns only ordinary subvocal imagery.

. The words in subvocal speech may be said to express a content that is true or false. If one
adopts this style, it would be natural to express the point of this paragraph by saying that the
auditory images that compose subvocal speech are conscious events that are constituted by
non-semantic properties, and that their expressing a true or false content depends on facts
additional to their having these non-semantic properties.

. “Appropriate” abbreviates “non-inferential and non-observational”. I suppress this as-
pect, because it does not figure in the argument to come.

. I do not mean to suggest that this is all there is to thinking. Accessing of language centers
will be driven by processes in other parts of the brain.

. This argument is an explicit formulation of the sense of a number of remarks that have
been put to me in conversation by several philosophers. The context of these remarks has
been somewhat different on different occasions, and, naturally, never exactly the same as the
context of the present paper. Nonetheless, I am confident that I am responding to a line of
criticism that will occur to a number of readers.

. Here, and throughout this discussion, I have used formulations that apply to HO theories
that follow Rosenthal’s (1990, 1991) understanding of consciousness of mental states that are
not themselves thoughts. If auditory imagery is analyzed in such a way that a HOR is part
of auditory imagery, then my remarks in this section have to be taken to apply to the other
part of auditory imagery, and not to auditory imagery tout court. See Gennaro (1996) for an
analysis of this kind.

. Apart from using “states” rather than “events”, this is the approach in Rosenthal (1991).

. I develop an account of phenomenal concepts in Robinson (forthcoming b).
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. Am I being hasty in proceeding directly to the view in Figure 4 without considering the
other way of reducing Figure 3 to two items? That reduction would eliminate T while leav-
ing both I and HOR2. However, the issues involved in deciding between this case and the
resolutely simple view I am about to discuss are the same as the issues involved in deciding
between the simpler view of Figure 2 and the very simple view of Figure 3. Thus, the present
and preceding sections include, in effect, discussion of the view that has just I and HOR2.

. See Velmans (2000) for discussion and elaboration of this point.

. The idea of “coming together” is derived from Dennett (1991a). Many of his cases are
perceptual, and I have criticized some aspects of his view in Robinson (1994). But Dennett’s
fundamental idea seems right to me in the case of thoughts.

. For further explanation of some of the ideas in this and the following paragraphs, see
Robinson (1995, 1986, 1988).

. See Robinson (1995), and Dennett (1991b). The description in the text would be objec-
tionably behavioristic if it were assumed that what I have said and done and what I go on
to say and do could be given an adequate description wholly in terms of physical motions,
but this is not assumed (or implied) here. The fact that we cannot describe in purely phys-
ical terms what we expect of people who say “p” (for virtually any “p”) does not imply that
nothing they do will surprise us, and surprise us in a way we would not have been surprised
if we had not heard them say “p”. Nor does it imply that we must be surprised only because
we have first postulated a thought (conscious or not) behind the saying of “p” that we have
heard. See Robinson (1988, 1986) for further explanation of these points.

. There is further argument toward various parts of the resolutely simple view in Robin-
son (1990, 1995, forthcoming a).

. I would like to thank Rocco Gennaro and Peter B. M. Vranas for their comments on an
earlier draft of this paper. Errors that may remain are, of course, my own.
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Chapter 14

Higher order representation
in a mentalistic metatheory

Donelson E. Dulany

Must there be some kind of higher order representation for a mental state to
be a conscious state? This is a wondrously old and tangled idea. Coming to this
literature as a cognitive psychologist with more than the usual interest in con-
sciousness, I see that higher order theories of consciousness range historically
from Aristotle (Caston 2002), through Locke and Kant (Güzeldere 1997), and
perhaps to Sartre (Gennaro 2002). Jaynes (1976) even argued, rather famously,
that consciousness itself only emerged historically with the arrival of higher
order reflection (too late for the Iliad but just in time for Socrates).

The mentalistic metatheory I have described (e.g. Dulany 1991, 1997,
2002) contrasts in the most fundamental ways with higher order representa-
tion theories of consciousness that I find in the philosophical literature. On the
mentalistic metatheory, all mental states are conscious states, and higher order
conscious states are yielded only by memory and/or inference from lower order
conscious states. My aim is to contrast these views and to examine their relative
credibility in the light of evidence and standards for empirical examination.

General nature of the philosophical literature

What I see as common to influential variants today is this: A first order mental
state, one that represents the world beyond, can be a conscious mental state
only if graced by some higher order mental state – of some kind, in some re-
lation, in some way. Why? Drawing on experimental literatures purporting
to reveal unconscious mental states (usually perceptual), theorists must ex-
plain how only some of those “naturally unconscious” mental states possess
the “property” of consciousness. With a fear of mysterians at the gate, a fear
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that besets (and perhaps besots) some in more than one discipline, these mys-
terious conscious states must somehow be “naturalized” – and how better than
by some kind of relation to, and contrast with, all those naturally nonconscious
mental states? Different level state-mates must be anything but soul-mates.

The real conceptual tangle today lies in the way variants of the view con-
trast on several dimensions:

Nature of the higher order representation

What serves this role can be abstractly conceptual higher order thought (HOT,
e.g. Rosenthal 1997), or with some kind of “monitoring”, either a higher or-
der perception (HOP, e.g. Armstrong 1968) or a quasi-perceptual higher order
experience (HOE, e.g. Lycan 1996). Shift among these and we still have one
claim that a mental state is enlivened with consciousness only if it can get some
purchase on some kind of higher order representation (or HOR, if we must).

Things are further complicated with claims that the necessary second order
representation is nonconscious (e.g. Rosenthal 1997) and either conscious or
“possibly nonconscious” (e.g. Carruthers 2000:227). And if the higher order
representation is conscious, should we distinguish between being conscious of
the lower order state and conscious that one has that state (Lurz 2003)?

Relation of first order to higher order representation

This relation has been said to be “roughly contemporaneous” (Rosenthal
1986:335) and oddly called “actualist”. Or the conscious state can only be “dis-
positional” to its HOR that temporally lags behind (Carruthers 2000). Or the
necessary higher order representation is said to be in some way “intrinsic”
to the conscious mental state (e.g. Gennaro 1996; Natsoulas 1999) – with the
other two views characterized as “appendage” theories.

To twist the tangle further, the causal direction between first and higher
order states could go one way or the other, but often seems ambiguous or
unspecified. A first order representation can be dispositionally causal to its
higher order state, the disposition rendering the first conscious (e.g. Carruthers
2000). But for Rosenthal (1997) the first and its second order representation
seem to move in parallel. For that matter, anyone endorsing Locke’s famous
“Consciousness is the perception of what passes in a man’s own mind” would
dispense with causal direction by placing consciousness in the higher order
representation exclusively.
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What then, in essence, is the mentalistic metatheory, and where does it lie
on these dimensions of contrast?

Mentalistic metatheory

This mentalistic view was first presented to a rather large audience at the Psy-
chonomic Society (Dulany 1984). It was then elaborated and contrasted with
the dominant cognitive metatheory, as well as used, as it had been earlier, in
theories and experimental analyses of explicit and implicit learning in Dulany
(1991, 1997). It was recently outlined in Dulany (2002), and aspects of the
metatheory have been used by others (e.g. Carlson 1997, 2002; Perruchet &
Vinter 2002; Tzelgov 1997).

Nothing as complex as consciousness submits to anything as simple as a
definition. We may begin with common intuitive acquaintance and then lay out
metatheoretical assertions that may imply empirically supportable theoretical
assertions. Furthermore, “conscious of (or that) ___” and “aware of (or that)
___” in this usage mean the same thing and differ only in how gracefully they
fit particular contexts.

Central principles

1. A mental state is a conscious state, with a conscious mode that is the sole
carrier of symbolic content. These contents represent the present in percep-
tion, the past in remembrance, and the future in intentions, plans, hopes,
fears – all conscious modes. Consciousness is no more a “property” of
mental states than “my desk” is a property of “my desk”.

“Symbol” is not satisfactorily definable either. It is a theoretical con-
struct with its scientific meaning, a network specification, given by the
growing set of functional relations it enters into, the most central being
these: (a) Symbols evoke other symbols, as in some idle moment when
a thought of “Paris” evokes a thought of “Cafe Flore”. (b) They serve as
subjects and predicates of propositional thoughts, granting them a role in
deliberative inferences and decisions. In fact, they can appear in the key
proposition, “What I’m thinking of refers to ____ ”. Within intentions,
they may also (c) enter into the control of actions that are consistent with
that key proposition. A simple action consistent with the symbolic value of
thinking “coffee” is picking up the cup.



 

 Donelson E. Dulany

2. The person entertaining a conscious state ordinarily does so with some
sense of possession, Brentano’s (1774, 1973) “agency,” a sense that varies
in intensity over persons and conditions. It is sometimes intensely felt,
sometimes weakly; and in psychotic episodes, the sense of possession may
become so weak that thought seems alien and “inserted” – a psychiatric
syndrome brought to the recent philosophical literature in Stephens and
Graham (2000).

3. These conscious states come in two classes of modes with two classes of con-
tents: Propositional modes carry contents that are propositional, such that
we would speak of being aware that ___; and they come in sub-classes in
which we believe that ___, perceive that ___, etc. Sub-propositional modes
carry contents that are sub-propositional, such that we would speak of be-
ing aware of ___; and these, too, come in sub-classes of feeling of ___, fear
of ___ , etc. Not only do modes vary in type, each type varies in degree,
such as strength of belief or fear. We could speak conventionally of “propo-
sitional attitudes,” and extend the usage to “sub-propositional attitudes,”
but “attitude” has long been claimed by social psychologists for modes such
as feeling of ___and belief that ___ directed toward some specific target.
In notation, then, we can say that a conscious mental state has this struc-
ture: I(mode[content]).

4. A mental episode, such as inferring or deciding or remembering, consists
exclusively of conscious states interrelated by a nonconscious mental oper-
ation, an operation that is no more than the brain processes that interrelate
and transform conscious states.

In notation, a single mental episode could be written this way:

Cs Statein+1 ← Ncs Op. (Cs Statejn,. . .,Cs Statekn-m).

And where conscious modes and/or contents can be quantitatively scaled,
as in theories of intentional control and causal learning (e.g. Dulany 1968;
Carlson & Dulany 1988), a set of mental episodes would be represented
this way, with the set of operations represented by the function:

Cs Statesin+1 = f(Cs Statesjn,. . .,Cs Stateskn-m).

5. Mental episodes, then, are also of two general kinds: In an evocative men-
tal episode, sub-propositional content evokes, by activational operation,
another sub-propositional content. And in a deliberative mental episode,
a deliberative operation of inference or decision yields one proposition
from others – a conclusion in the case of inference, an intention in the
case of decision. The kinds of episodes are causally interrelated: By repe-
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tition, what was deliberative may become evocative. And by remembering
what evokes what, the remembrance may be expressed propositionally and
used deliberatively in inferences and decisions.

6. Symbols come in codes. In an identity code, which can be conceptual or
analog, with the conscious content an identification as such (circle, person,
trumpet sound). In a literal code, however, there is a fleetingly conscious
representation of color or form, pitch or volume, sweet or sour, etc., de-
pending upon the modality. Literal codes briefly precede identity codes in
perception pre-attentively and surround these attentional identifications as
a “fringe” (Dulany 2001).

7. The domain of mental episodes runs from the output of sensory transduc-
tion to the input to motor transduction. “Transduction” is a term from
engineering sometimes used to label nonconscious neural processes that
convert physical wave forms into a conscious sensory state, and convert
final conscious intentions and sensations into muscular activity.

8. Inactive, nonconscious memory is constituted of non-symbolic neural net-
works that are established through associative or deliberative learning (e.g.
Dulany 1997), and can when activated yield actions or symbols in con-
scious remembrance. Contents of consciousness are not “stored” and “re-
trieved,” maintaining their symbolic functions and identities when outside
consciousness. Something a scholar is said to “know” when not thinking
about it does not even remotely function in the way what is consciously
(and really) known does when its neural network is activated. With au-
tomatization, mental states drop out, not down to an unconscious, con-
sistent with diminishing fMRI for the relevant network (e.g. Bolger &
Schneider 2002).

9. Orders of representation? This makes use of all that precedes. Put simply,
innumerable contents of first order conscious contents represent the world
beyond mental activity in various modes; higher order conscious contents
(sometimes called meta-awareness, metacognitive awareness, or reflective
awareness) may represent other conscious states or mental episodes. They
do so by memory and/or inference, resulting in either propositional or
nonpropositional contents. In either recollective or inferred remembrance,
the higher order awareness of a first order awareness state could be denoted
this way:

I[Aware2(Cs State1), where the first order state becomes the content for
the higher order awareness mode.
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With the use of memory and inference, awareness of a single mental episode
might be represented this way:

Awaren+2[Cs Statein+1 ← Ncs Op. (Cs Statejn,. . .,Cs Statekn-m)],

And awareness of a class of mental episodes, could be represented this way:

Awaren+2[Cs Statesin+1 = f(Cs Statesjn,. . .,Cs Stateskn-m)].

With abstraction over many states and episodes, various remembrances and
inferences constitute a “theory of self”.

This also amounts to a formalization of something essential to introspec-
tion, with the expectation of considerable but imperfect validity, depending
upon conditions for memory of prior states, but much less validity with more
fallible memory of, and inference to, more complex mental episodes. Of course,
too, conditions of verbalization and disposition to report must also be met to
increase the validity of introspective reports. Think for the moment of intro-
spectively describing the difference between a Monet and a Manet – or a merlot
and a cabernet.

Overall Nature

The mentalistic metatheory provides a modern analysis of the intentionality of
consciousness, of what Brentano (1774, 1973) meant by its ability to entertain
“aboutness.” (An early resolve: to stay out of the “Meinongian jungle” and not
go down “the old Chisholm trail”.) It elaborates the view that conscious con-
tents can represent a world beyond that particular conscious state – whether
an outside world or an inner world of mental activity, and whether in reality
or not (Brentano’s “intentional inexistents”.) The adaptive value of this kind
of capability, for first order as well as higher order contents, is too obvious to
argue. And if consciousness is the carrier of those symbolic contents, especially
the sole carrier, we have a principled reason for the emergence and enrich-
ment of consciousness throughout evolution. On this view, “cognition” as a
nonconscious carrier of symbolic contents has been no more than an ether to
call our own.

The mentalistic metatheory entails no ontological commitment, materi-
alistic or non-materialistic – which is just as well since the “hard problem”
(Chalmers 1996) remains hard and science as we know it offers no convincing
way to solve it. The conduct of science, however, is unimpeded by ontological
agnosticism. Nevertheless, mentalism as a metatheory may be endorsed while
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holding either of these ontological positions, usually the first, as a working
assumption.

Where then does the mentalistic metatheory lie on those dimensions sep-
arating current philosophical views of higher order representation – and why?

Nature of the higher order representation

Higher order representations can be either analogue (as in HOE) or concep-
tual (as in HOT) – as a substantial experimental literature shows (Gardiner &
Richardson-Klavehn 2000). Reporting recognition of an item is by its nature re-
port of a higher order representation: “I (agent) recognize (higher order mode)
this item as experienced (first order mode) earlier in the experiment (content)”.
Some recognized items are reported as “recollected” (or “remembered”) in the
sense of imagery of its presentation, and others are reported as something only
“believed” (or “known”) to have been experienced in the absence of that recol-
lective imagery. Interestingly, too, the literature shows that recognition in the
“believed” modes is less subject to interference by a secondary task. It isn’t just
one, but either – in interestingly different ways. I would, however, regard both
kinds of conscious content as “phenomenal” – in fact possessing nicely un-
Quined qualia – but also generally susceptible to “access” for direct report or
use in deliberative thinking (cf. Block 1995; Carruthers 2000).

Nevertheless, any reference to “higher order perception” (HOP) would be
either a pleasant metaphor (as is “scanning”) or an anatomical fantasy. We have
exteroceptors, proprioceptors, and enteroceptors, but no “menteroceptors.”

Furthermore, whether the recognition is recollective or believing in these
two senses, higher order representation should consist of a sense of ___ that
precedes the recognition that ___. Since all remembering, at consummation,
comes by activation of a neural network, activation would yield an image of ___
or familiarity of ___ which may by recoding or inference yield a recollection
that ___ or belief that ___ was experienced before. Much the same could be said
of that other important measure of explicit memory: recall. “I (agent) recall
(higher order mode) experiencing (first order mode) _____ (content).”

The preceding is episodic explicit memory. But does implicit memory, too
loosely called “unconscious memory” (e.g. Anderson 2000:236), provide evi-
dence of unconscious higher order representation when it is dissociated from
explicit memory? The dissociation comes with medial temporal, hippocampal
damage, and in normals with certain experimental procedures. In a common
priming paradigm for implicit memory, words are presented to awareness, such
as “market” and later tested by presenting a fragment to awareness, such as
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“mar__”, or the whole word very briefly or in low illumination. Prior presenta-
tion primes in facilitating word completion (e.g. Graf, Squire, & Mandler 1984)
and identification (e.g. Jacoby & Dallas 1981) and may do so independently of
explicit memory of the word, assessed by recall or recognition.

It is widely accepted, however, that the priming effects are highly specific
(e.g. Roediger & Scrivener 1993). Presentation of the word should strengthen
the activational association sequentially within the word as measured in word
completion, and from literal to identity awareness of the word as measured
in identification. What is presented to awareness becomes more available to
awareness – and there is no evidence that a higher order representation of what
is not remembered explicitly, “I remember seeing the prime word before,” is
unconsciously remembered (Dulany 2000, 2002).

Relation of first order to higher order representation

In over a century of studies, assessed higher order states sometimes follow and
sometimes precede some lower order state of interest, but I don’t believe these
studies provide any basis for saying they are even “roughly” contemporaneous.
This is obviously true of those studies of explicit (episodic) memory. It is true
of the many studies that have used introspective reports of remembrance that
some prior state(s) occurred during learning (e.g. Dulany 1968). And Erics-
son and Simon’s (1993) “verbal protocols” in problem solving are reports of
remembrance that some prior mental episode(s) occurred.

In the many studies of feeling of knowing (FOK), on the other hand, sub-
jects report their conscious belief that a non-remembered paired associate will
be remembered at a later test; and in studies of judgment of learning (JOL),
they report a conscious belief that something being studied now will be remem-
bered later. This is clearly elaborated in (Koriat 2000; Metcalf 2000; Nelson
2000) and their references. In both cases, this metacognitive belief is a tentative
higher order representation of what will be consciously remembered later –
although just what activates that metacognitive awareness varies with experi-
mental circumstances. We also have significant analyses of the role of conscious
intentions in controlling the future mental activities they metacognitively rep-
resent (Carlson 2002).

What then would I see as limitations of representative HOR theories of
consciousness?
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Influential higher order representation theories

“Actualist” theory

As Rosenthal (1997:741–742) puts it, “. . .a mental state will be a conscious
state if it is accompanied by a thought about that state. . .The core of the the-
ory, then, is that a mental state is a conscious state when, and only when, it
is accompanied by a suitable HOT. . .[which] makes us conscious of the men-
tal state”. But “we are seldom aware of such HOTs. . .a HOT will not itself be a
conscious thought unless one also has a third-order thought about the second-
order thought” – which is also nonconscious to avoid infinite regress. Only
then would we speak of introspection, a third order thought and something
that Rosenthal and others recognize as only occasional.

Psychologists will wonder why we should worry about infinite regress as
a logical possibility when it is a human impossibility. We can naturally won-
der, too, why we are conscious of something in the world beyond, a desk or
a computer, only when the HOT makes us “conscious of the mental state” –
which sounds like an intermediate state between the lower order state and
its accompanying HOT. (A first-and-half order representation?) This feature
of the theory is emphasized in Rosenthal (2000a:203): “The leading idea be-
hind the HOT hypothesis is that a mental state is conscious only if one is, in
some way, conscious of that state.” For that matter, we can wonder whether
we could really have a nonconscious HOT, be aware of something beyond, and
also aware of that awareness, too, all concurrently – and why evolution would
have produced such a layered and labored system.

I pass over this aspect of the theory, however, because it seems to be con-
tradicted by the concession that “I can be conscious of things without being
conscious that I am” (Rosenthal 2000a:206) – which I would interpret as a
sensible denial of obligation to introspect. Nevertheless, the central role for
those accompanying but nonconscious HOTs remains: “. . .the HOTS I have
about these states are seldom, themselves, conscious”, and “. . .the requirement
I impose that HOTs be occurrent, rather than merely dispositional.” (Rosenthal
2000b:240).

Now, the most fundamental problem I see for the theory follows from
these two circumstances: (a) If a lower order state is conscious “when, and only
when” accompanied by its nonconscious HOT, these two states would have
the same position in any network of theoretical relationships. Their causal an-
tecedents and consequences would be the same. (b) Furthermore, although
we have assessments of conscious mental states, we have no independent co-
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ordination of nonconscious HOTs , and none could be expected to function
independently of coordinations of their associated conscious states.

The problem I see? On the theoretical network, or functional, specification
of the meaning of a theoretical construct – an analysis dating to Hempel (1952)
in the philosophy of science and used in areas as diverse as test validation
(Cronbach & Meehl 1956), intentional control (Dulany 1968), neurophilos-
ophy (Churchland 1986), and even HOR theory of consciousness (Carruthers
2000:Ch. 1) – the meaning of a theoretical construct is given by the set of (usu-
ally causal) relations it enters into. Therefore, a “nonconscious HOT” would
have no theoretical and empirical meaning apart from its “lower order (and
now) conscious state.”

Furthermore, on network logic applied to measure validation (termed
“construct validation”), we gain confidence in the validity of a measure of an
unobservable state to the degree the measure behaves in the way specified by
theory of the state (Cronbach & Meehl 1956) and not in ways more credibly
explained by theory of another state (Dulany 1968, 1991). The trouble for the
“actualist” theory is this: Theoretical expectations for conscious states and their
HOT mates would be the same, and so any proposed measures of HOTs, behav-
ioral or neural, would more credibly reflect the conscious states themselves –
where we have supportable and supported theory of their action, can assess
them, and know they exist.

In short, on network specification of meaning, “nonconscious HOT” re-
duces to an odd alternative term for “lower order conscious state.” And on
a network logic of empirical support, saying that a HOT is necessary for a
mental state to be a conscious state loses the possibility in principle of em-
pirical confirmation or – conveniently – disconfirmation. Put more bluntly,
the central claim of the theory becomes, in a fine old philosophical expression,
“empirically vacuous.”

Nevertheless, I have found the theory ingeniously and elegantly expressed,
with surrounding aspects that I would agree with – for example, the significant
ability of perception, memory, and introspection to fail or falsify under certain
circumstances.

“Dispositional” theory

According to Carruthers (2000:227–229), the essence of his dispositionalist
HOT theory is that “the conscious status of an experience consists in its avail-
ability to HOT” – disposition to its later higher order representation. “In con-
trast with the actualist form of HOT theory, the HOTs which render M [a
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mental state] conscious are not necessarily actual but potential”. How? Per-
ceptual contents enter “short term memory stores, C (conscious) and N (non-
conscious). . .But C itself is now defined, inter alia, by its relation to HOTs –
any of the contents of C being apt to give rise to a HOT about itself, should cir-
cumstances (and what is going on elsewhere in the system) demand”. What
then? The “disposition” may be fulfilled through a process referred to as a
non-inferential “mind-reading, HOT-generating system”.

We can pass over whatever questions we might have about a habitat for a
“mind reading” agency, or about a separately “boxed” STM system – or for that
matter, what the theory might have to say about our first order non-analogue
thoughts and feelings. What I see is a mixed set of claims, with the clearly
defensible claims undercutting the central thesis:

Certainly it is important to recognize “. . .the richness of conscious expe-
rience in relation to the relative paucity of HOTs. . .” (Carruthers 2000:229) –
a recognition I take to refer to conscious HOTs, since the author would be in
no position to know this about “possibly nonconscious” HOTs (Carruthers
2000:227). Those “circumstances” and “what is going on elsewhere in the sys-
tem” are highly variable and uncertain. Introspection upon earlier conscious
states can be quite fallible. In decades of memory studies, too, items have been
presented clearly to awareness with incidental learning instructions or interfer-
ence, conditions that substantially block higher order representation in “elab-
orative processing” at the time. At a later memory test, there are numerous
failures of higher order representation of that earlier conscious experience.

Certainly it is important, too, to recognize, as in Chapter 9, that with only
an early conscious “feel,” prior to attentional identification as such, there may
at a later time be no higher order thought of the content it carries. We can
give attention to the fleeting conscious mode carrying that preattentive content,
and remember the mode – as does the author, a capability described in Dulany
(2001). But the content must be in attention, an identification as such, in order
to establish memory of those contents, as shown in Carlson and Dulany (1985)
and studies reviewed by Perruchet and Vinter (2002). This is another clear
case of conscious first order contents without a higher order representation. In
fact, there are now examinations of “temporal” and “translation” dissociations
between first order and higher order awareness (e.g. Schooler 2002).

This, I think, is the problem: With what we know about the highly vari-
able relation of first order awareness to its higher order representation, and the
variable memory and inference processes determining that relation, it is inde-
fensible to say that it is a mental state’s “disposition” to, or “potentiality” for,
a HOT that “defines” its conscious status. Empirical assertions are not defini-
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tional – not even stronger ones. Neither could “disposition” be identified in
any way other than by identification of an independently conscious first order
state. For that matter, I believe the acknowledged relationship of first order to
higher states is too weak even to label this a higher order thought theory of
consciousness.

Nevertheless, I find much in this work that is illuminating and valuable.
But ironically, it is what I think inconsistent with a higher order thought theory
of consciousness that seems most so.

“Intrinsic” theory

Gennaro (1996) clearly presents a version of “intrinsic theory,” and over the
last decade or so, Natsoulas has presented a series of eight scholarly analyses
of variants of the theory (e.g. Natsoulas 2001). Gennaro (1996:13) opens his
account with the general claim that “When one is in a conscious state, it is nat-
ural to view its being conscious as an intrinsic property” (1995:15). Natsoulas
(2001:219) directs the search for just what is intrinsic: “In our attempts to de-
termine the intrinsic properties of states of consciousness we are well advised
to attend to our inner awareness of them.”

In Gennaro’s theory (1996:24), the heart of the matter becomes this: “The
WIV [wide intrinsicality view] holds that the MET [metacognitive thought]
is part of the conscious state which is rendered conscious. . .Consciousness is
the intrinsic property of ‘having a MET that one is in that state.”’ What distin-
guishes this theory from Rosenthal’s, as he emphasizes, is that the metacogni-
tive thought that confers consciousness on the state is not a separate state but
an intrinsic part of a complex mental state. Like Rosenthal’s HOT, however,
Gennaro’s MET would be a nonconscious representation, and introspection
would be an occasional conscious representation, with that conscious status
granted by its own internal and nonconscious MET.

What seems important about this view, and the range of theories reviewed
by Natsoulas, is that conscious states are set apart by something intrinsic, per-
haps unique, to conscious states. In replacing “appended HOT” with “HOT
spot”, however, the intrinsic theory carries over the “actualist” theory’s insen-
sitivity to empirical examination, a problem entailed by a HOT that is both
concurrent and nonconscious. I also find it difficult to understand how any
state that is “intrinsic to” in the sense of “part of” the lower order state can at
the same time be a “higher order” state – or for that matter, how anything in-
trinsic to a conscious state could be conveyed by a higher order representation,
rather than just revealed by it to the theorist.
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Mentalism, the intrinsic, and sources of first order
conscious representation

On a mentalistic view of the intrinsic , however, it is not some particular intrinsic
property that confers consciousness on otherwise nonconscious states. Mental
states are conscious states, and we need to recognize what is intrinsic to those
conscious states. What is intrinsic, I suggest, is what is described in the mental-
istic metatheory: Conscious modes that may be of various kinds – perception,
belief, intention, and wish; modes that vary quantitatively in strength. Modes
that can be propositional or non-propositional for the kinds of contents they
carry. Contents with infinite variety that can symbolically represent the world
beyond, or states and episodes within, in reality or non-reality, and in the past
or present or future. Contents that can participate in deliberative and evocative
episodes. Codes that can be identification or literal, conceptual or analog. A
sense of possession that can vary in strength with persons and conditions. In
fact, all that is intrinsic to conscious states is what can combine lawfully in the
scientific investigation of consciousness.

In this sense, then, I would endorse an “intrinsic” theory of consciousness,
but it would not be a higher order theory of consciousness.

The source of a first order conscious state? In summary terms, the first order
perceptual consciousness is explained by covariation with stimulus values that
activate conscious sensory content (through transduction), content that may
activate conscious perceptual content, with attentional orientation and expec-
tation variably entering. On the mentalistic metatheory, the route from sensory
to perceptual is an evocative episode from literal awareness to identity aware-
ness, an attentional content. Analogously, first order beliefs and intentions can
follow with nonconscious operation upon prior conscious states with propo-
sitional contents; and later remembrances can follow from consciously repre-
sented cues that activate neural networks. These are processes with well studied
underlying neural routes.

All of these, too, are processes that occur without the help of the complex
and variable conditions for their occasional and sometimes fallible higher order
representations. Put simply, with no HOR there or even potentially there, the
first order conscious state would still be there. That conclusion, at least, would
also agree with what I find in the Dretske (1995) and Tye (1995) strains of the
philosophical literature.
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Misguided rationales for higher order thought theories

“What it’s like”?

Someone entering this literature without knowing “what it’s like to be” a
philosopher may be surprised by the almost obsessive concern with Nagel’s
famous expression as pointing to a characterization of conscious states. That
characterization by its nature does require a higher order representation when
theorizing, but this higher order theorizing is then oddly attributed to the sub-
ject of the theory – though made conveniently unconscious or only disposi-
tional in non-theorizing main-streeters. Isn’t characterizing “what it’s like to
be” simply a theorist’s use of that representation to identify something intrinsic
and perhaps unique to a conscious state?

A close cousin is the common intuition that “If we are aware of something,
we can be aware of that awareness” – the flaw in the intuition, and in the the-
ories it motivates, becoming clear with better answers to “How?” and “How
often?”

Naturalizing?

I also find it odd that HOR theories are generally introduced by expressing a
need to “naturalize” consciousness (as though it weren’t “natural” enough as
we find it). This apparently means either placement of conscious states within
a fully deterministic, causal order (e.g. Carruthers 2000:1–5) or affirming a
physicalistic, material ontology (e.g. Rosenthal 2000:735–737). First of all, the
“hard problem of causation” is as hard as the hard ontological problem. In
theories and in experimentation, causal analyses are necessarily selective in the
moment and incomplete over time. Determinism, like materialism, can be a
useful working assumption and at this point no more. I don’t believe, however,
that asserting that conscious mental states are set apart by concurrent or po-
tential higher order representations can support either underlying position, as
metaphysical commitment or working assumption.

Nonconscious mental states?

The most strongly reiterated aim seems to be a felt “need” to distinguish con-
scious mental states from what are said to be nonconscious mental states, ar-
guing from various literatures in psychology. The HOR theorists are correct in
saying that there has been some degree of consensus in psychology that non-
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conscious mental states exist. As I have suggested (Dulany 1991, 1997, 2001,
2003), however, I believe this consensus would be better explained by the social
psychology of the science than by a defensible appraisal of the evidence.

Why? From Watson (1924) to Wegner (2002) we have seen a common
confusion of metatheoretical assertions of conscious control with two kinds
of metaphysical assertions considered by many to be antithetical to science –
those asserting non-materialism and indeterminism. Science could have no use
for a soul of theology or free will in the sense of choices outside the physical
causal order. Indeed, the same confusion, or at least blurring of distinctions,
seems to animate eliminative materialism and homage to Rylean ancestry (e.g.
Churchland 1993; Dennett 1991). The consequences? De-emphasize or reject
consciousness in favor of a number of strategies that “put consciousness in its
place” (Dulany 2003). At a recent conference, for example, two cognitivists at
the table referred dismissively to the “C-word.”

Among the strategies I have discussed is emphasis upon a “cognitive un-
conscious,” meaning a working memory with fully formed mental episodes
outside conscious attention (e.g. Baddeley 1986) and a level of cognition with
consciousness only an occasional and noncausal emergent (e.g. Jackendoff
1987). With this kind of metatheoretical commitment, there has also been
a strong, and socially supported, experimental strategy of searching for ev-
idence of unconscious mental states; and as we need to recognize, method-
ological constraints can relax to accommodate deeply entrenched metatheory –
especially when ideologically motivated.

To be brief, as I must, this will only illustrate and point. Interestingly,
the literature drawn on most, and without noticeable regard for critiques, is
that purporting to show “unconscious perception,” what is probably the most
controversial literature in our discipline.

Unconscious perception in normals? The investigation begins most promi-
nently with McKay’s (1973) evidence for what some now call “unconscious
hearing” – using “subjective reports” of non-awareness. Presenting 27 ambigu-
ous sentences to one ear with a disambiguating word to the other, and with
instruction to track the one and ignore the other, subjects later reliably pick
as presented before the one of two sentences consistent with the disambigua-
tion – by interpretation, due to the “unconsciously perceived” disambiguation.
Newstead and Dennis (1979) suspected, as many would, that normally curi-
ous undergraduates, instructed never ever to listen with one ear, might some-
times shift attention to that ear, then with professed obedience deny doing so
when later asked for their “subjective report” of awareness – on only the last
of 27 trials. They first replicated the McKay effect, showing mastery of his pro-
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cedures, then in two subsequent experiments, removed what might artifactu-
ally draw attention to the forbidden ear – a time lag between sentences and
the disambiguating word popping out of silence. With that change, evidence
for “unconscious hearing” was no longer replicated. The widely read Velmans
(1991:653) reported that the McKay finding “was replicated by Newstead and
Dennis (1979).”

With the classical critique of the “subjective report” method by Holender
(1986) (sometimes disregarded in prominent work, e.g. Mack & Rock 1998),
the focus shifted to what has been known since Reingold and Merikle (1988) as
the “direct objective” assessment of awareness of the stimulus. On this method,
awareness of stimulus values is revealed when reports of stimulus values (some-
times as presence and absence) reliably covary with those stimulus values, as
measured by the Signal Detection Theory (SDT) index of d’ > 0. In fact, for
decades workers with SDT had rigorously established that subjective reports
of “I saw (or heard) ___” varies with the criterion subjects set for saying so
(e.g. Macmillan & Creelman 1990). On this logic, then, claims of unconscious
perception would require that an impoverished stimulus prime occurrence of
something like a semantic associate, measured by a reliable “indirect objective”
d’, when d’ for the “direct objective” measure of awareness is essentially zero.
The d’ is independent of criterion bias.

Nevertheless, Reingold and Merikle (1988) correctly argued that “null
awareness” may be impossible to determine. In fact, all that is needed for a
spurious finding of “unconscious perception” is conditions in which the di-
rect measure is obtained with less sensitivity than the indirect. With use of
a simultaneously masked stimulus, this kind of evidence can be ephemeral,
as in Greenwald, Klinger, and Schuh (1995), where superiority of the indi-
rect measure was found in two experiments (those usually cited), but not with
two closely similar and four somewhat similar tasks – presumably because of
variations in the relative sensitivity of the measures.

This lesser sensitivity of the direct measure can occur in various ways al-
ready critiqued (e.g. Dulany 1997, 2001; Holender 1986; Perruchet & Vinter
2002) – for example, a direct assessment at another time with fatigue and bore-
dom, or prior to light adaptation, or on a smaller number of subjects, or even
with different subjects or stimulus material. Another common way is the use of
backward instead of simultaneous masking of the stimulus. Under comparable
conditions, Greenwald and Klinger (1990) found semantic priming only with
backward masking. This can permit literal awareness of the stimulus to prime
the indirect measure’s response – prior to the mask prohibiting the attentional
identification required for remembering the stimulus at the direct measure-
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ment (as elaborated in Dulany 2001). Haase and Fiske (2001, in press) signifi-
cantly reveal still more conditions in which dissociation of direct and indirect
measures can misleadingly suggest unconscious perception.

Still another way, surprisingly, is to give the role of “indirect” measure of
“unconscious perception” to what is actually a “direct” measure of first order
awareness, for example, reports of identity of one of four colors presented, then
give the role of “direct” measure to the relation between correctness of response
and reports of “high confidence” vs. “low confidence” in correctness. That con-
fidence, of course, is actually a higher order awareness reflecting with still more
error (and less sensitivity) the delay and necessary evaluation and inference re-
quired. For a reliable d’ with the confidence measure, Kunimoto, Miller, and
Pashler (2001:294) report that the necessary stimulus “durations were slightly
but significantly longer”.

They do, however, usefully show that still longer stimulus durations were
required for subjects to abandon reports of “only guessing” or “at chance” –
another higher order belief sometimes providing the basis for claims of uncon-
scious perception. We can see why this is an even less sensitive higher order
representation of first order awareness of a stimulus if we ask how one could
believe otherwise of a weak but reliable relationship: Remember every R1 or R2
and to which S1 or S2, imagine the necessary 2X2 table, compute a X2 in the
head, and remember its position in its sampling distribution?

Recognizing reasons why a direct objective measure may not be sensitive
enough to be exhaustive, some have turned to Jacoby’s famous “process dis-
sociation procedure” (e.g. Debner & Jacoby 1994) on which failure to follow
instruction and exclude response to an impoverished stimulus is said to re-
veal its unconscious perception.. What Snodgrass’ (2002:546) sophisticated
SDT analysis shows, however, is that “exclusion methods are actually subjec-
tive threshold paradigms in disguise and as such are vulnerable to SDT-based
criterion artifact. . .” – in essence, a return to the first procedure discredited.
That being the case, it is unsurprising that Visser and Merikle (1999) showed
that exclusion failures could be reduced even beyond controls by rewarding
exclusion – the traditional experimental procedure for manipulating an SDT
criterion of report.

Reflecting on this literature, early proponents of unconscious perception,
Merikle and Reingold (1998:309) wrote, “We doubt that it will be possible ever
to prove the existence of unconscious perception.” If we examine this litera-
ture and invoke Bayesian relative credibility, we can ask which is more credible:
These biased procedures produce spurious “unconscious perception” effects.
Or evolution has prepared us to perceive unconsciously but it shows up only
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in experiments that fail to replicate or embody biased procedures. Although
introspective reports of conscious states may show exceptionally strong order-
liness among themselves and to action (as in Dulany 1968; Carlson & Du-
lany 1988; Dulany 1997), they have an inherent degree and likelihood of er-
ror preventing their use for credible claims that some effect occurred “without
awareness.”

Unconscious perception with brain damage? With normal subjects, the re-
sults reveal small and transient dissociations within consciousness (or be-
tween consciousness and reports) following from experimental artifacts. With
specific brain damage, however, studies have revealed dramatic, enduring,
and conceptually significant dissociations – more credibly within conscious-
ness, we can see, than between consciousness and unconscious perception.
(Dulany 2000).

1. “Blindsight”? With damage to striate cortex, V1, some subjects, most fa-
mously DB and GY, show significant discrimination of various stimuli (e.g.
direction of movement, nature of a figure) – what many have taken as re-
vealing unconscious perception. What is ignored is that this is the familiar
“direct objective” measure of first order awareness: No matter how low the
confidence, he reports a conscious belief on every trial that the stimulus
has one value rather than another. Under certain conditions, this discrimi-
nation is reported to be superior to that on the now standard “commentary
key” in which he was “instructed that he was to press the ‘yes’ key when-
ever he had any experience whatsoever of the visual event” (Weiskrantz
1997:64) – clearly a report of higher order awareness of first order seeing.
Awareness of a stimulus too degraded for the usual categorization as “see-
ing”, or even categorization as “awareness”, is readily explained in these
cases by residual or recovered function within V1 in DB and GY, and in
these and other cases by transmission from the retina that by-passes the
dorsal lateral geniculate route to V1, going instead via the superior collicu-
lus to other parts of the visual system, V2, V3, V4 – alternative routes that
Weiskrantz (1997:128) also discusses. Indeed, an fMRI study has shown
that visual stimuli may activate extra-striate cortex even when striate cor-
tex is not activated (Stoerig, Kleinschmidt, & Frahm 1998). Despite the
Oxonian oxymoron “blindsight,” all this is significant evidence for a disso-
ciation within consciousness, not between consciousness and unconscious
perception (Dulany 2000, 2002).

2. Unconscious perception in prosopagnosia? With damage to the occipito-
temporal cortices around the fusiform gyrus, persons may fail to recog-
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nize faces while still able to respond in certain systematic ways to those
faces – originally interpreted as a kind of unconscious perceptual recog-
nition (e.g. Young 1994). For example, Tranel and Damasio (1985) found
greater galvanic skin response (GSR) to familiar than to unfamiliar faces.
Central to the mentalistic explanation is a neural network through which
literal awareness of a face ordinarily activates identity awareness, but may
still activate other associations despite that ordinary route being severed.
With Farah (1994) I would agree that the visual recognition system is dam-
aged, and that residual activation can produce the observed systematic re-
sponse to faces despite not reaching temporal areas needed for recognition.
What can still be represented in the recognition system, I would add, is lit-
eral awareness of facial form, as shown in ability to match facial photos
whether familiar or not (DeHaan, Young, & Newcombe 1987). We also
have no evidence that consciousness is a localized system in the brain that
could be “disconnected” from an intact recognition system. Again this is
evidence for a significant dissociation within consciousness, not perceptual
recognition dissociated from consciousness (Dulany 2000, 2002).

3. Unconscious perception within the “dorsal stream”? Milner and Goodale
(1995) have identified significant dissociations between psychological
functions associated with a “ventral visual stream” (. . .occipital, tempo-
ral. . .) and a “dorsal visual stream” (. . .occipital, parietal. . .), as shown in
an array of demonstrations. The extensively studied patient, DF, for exam-
ple, suffers from an agnosia preventing immediate recognition of various
ordinary objects or geometric forms, or the orientation of a slot, as a result
of anoxia producing limited occipito-temporal damage – damage to the
ventral stream. Nevertheless, she can draw from memory, reach out and
grasp ordinary objects, move her hand with correct orientation for placing
a card in the slot – a dissociated maintenance of the dorsal stream.

Although “unconscious perception” in the dorsal stream has been
claimed, given maintenance of “relatively normal low-level visual func-
tions” (1995:126), the authors disavow a firm conclusion to that effect
(1995:200–201) – and quite reasonably so. The accurate actions of grasp-
ing, orienting a card for a slot, etc. are well explained by the preserved
“low-level visual function”, the literal awareness that activates memory
and participates in drawing of those objects and the guidance of previ-
ously learned, even automatized, actions. Preserved abilities in these “ob-
ject agnosias” should no more require unconscious recognition than does
prosopagnosia. This is another significant dissociation within conscious-
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ness, between literal and identity awareness, with literal awareness activat-
ing residual capabilities in the undamaged dorsal stream.

Claims for other nonconscious states? I must now only point to methodological
and conceptual critiques, containing references to still other critiques: For au-
tomaticity, change detection, concept learning, creativity, implicit learning, im-
plicit memory, inattentional “blindness”, metacognitive control, neglect, prob-
lem solving, syntactical learning, word extraction, etc., see e.g. Carlson (1997,
2002); Carlson and Dulany (1985); Dulany (1991, 1997, 2001, 2002, 2003);
Ericsson and Simon (1993); Farah (1994); Mandler (1994); Mitroff, Simons,
and Franconeri (2002); O’Brien and Opie (1999); Shanks and St. John (1994);
Tzelgov (1997), etc.

In short – as I have written before (Dulany 1999), if claims for the power
of a cognitive unconscious were correct, the experimental effects should be too
strong and replicable, too methodologically and conceptually defensible, for
these literatures even to be controversial. No one can claim that.

But could adoption of a HOR theory of consciousness actually predispose
investigators to methodological error? If HOR theory is used to say that failure
of an insensitive assessment simply means that the first order state was non-
conscious, that would constitute one more spurious rationale in defense of a
deeply entrenched metatheoretical commitment. . .And in a similar way, if am-
bient illumination impairs sensitivity of an optical microscope, the bacterium
just wasn’t there.

Upshot

First of all, I believe the rationales that evidently have motivated these higher
order theories have been fundamentally misguided. Furthermore, I find no ac-
ceptable evidence or argument that first order mental states require any kind
of relationship to any kind of higher order representations in order to be con-
scious mental states. First order conscious states not only have an evolution-
ary warrant, we have long been learning about the processes that produce
them – processes unaided by their only occasional and fallible higher order
representations. Perhaps the strongest impression I take away from this litera-
ture is that the theories have things backwards in the most fundamental way:
It isn’t a higher order representation, either actual or potential, that confers
consciousness on a lower order mental state. It is what is intrinsic in lower or-
der conscious states and their roles in establishing memory and inference that
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sometimes leads to the their higher order conscious representations. What I
have found most valuable in this literature is the sporadic concern for what is
intrinsic – and unique – to conscious mental states.
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Chapter 15

Ouch! An essay on pain*

Christopher S. Hill

I will be concerned in this paper with four topics. First, I will try to show
that awareness of pain is deeply akin to such paradigmatic forms of percep-
tual awareness as vision and hearing, and that it is therefore appropriate to
see it as fundamentally perceptual in character. Second, I will try to show that
despite vivid intuitions to the contrary, it is possible to draw a distinction be-
tween its seeming to one that one is in pain and its being the case that one is
in pain. In other words, I will attempt to show that it is possible to draw an
appearance/reality distinction with respect to pain. Third, I will argue that it
is appropriate to identify pains with certain physical process that occur in the
body. To be more specific, I will urge that it is appropriate to identify pains with
bodily disturbances that involve actual or potential damage. Finally, having de-
veloped a theory of pain and awareness of pain, I will consider this theory in
relation to the “higher order perception” account of what it is for a pain to be
conscious. Like the theory I will recommend, the higher order perception the-
ory endorses a form of the view that there is perceptual awareness of pain. I
will be concerned to chart the area of overlap between the theories, to identify
the points of divergence, and to argue for the superiority of the former theory.

.

Awareness of pain often takes the form of a judgment to the effect that one is in
pain, but there are grounds for thinking that there is also a more fundamental
form of awareness of pain, a form that is subdoxastic and subconceptual in na-
ture. To see this, observe that when we are aware of a pain, we are often aware
that it has a complex internal organization that cannot readily be described
in terms of the general concepts that are available to us. Pains generally have
parts of different intensities and different qualities (where by “qualities” I mean
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characteristics like throbbing, burning, and piercing), and these parts tend to
support complex relational structures like those of mosaics. We do not have
general concepts that uniquely capture these complex relational structures, so,
if we wish to describe a complicated pain, we are reduced to enumerating its
parts, specifying the intensities and qualities of these parts, and then listing
the relational facts in which the parts figure as constituents. Now it is gener-
ally impossible to complete such a description before the pain has changed in
some fundamental respect, and this means that the task of describing it has to
be abandoned, because we will be unable to remember all of its individuating
details. Thus, we cannot be said to have a conceptual grasp of the internal or-
ganizations of complex pains. We cannot be said to grasp their natures by acts
of judgment. But still, at least when we are being attentive, we do grasp their
natures. There is a form of awareness of pains that enables us to take in their
internal organizations all at once, much as a photograph can simultaneously
do justice to all of the details of a complex situation.

It might be said that it is possible to achieve conceptual awareness of the
structural complexities of pains by employing certain demonstrative concepts –
specifically, concepts of the forms the internal structure of this pain and this
internal structure. But this proposal suffers from disabling flaws. To mention
only one, a demonstrative cannot refer to the internal structure of a pain in-
dependently of one’s experiential awareness of the pain. On the contrary, if a
demonstrative refers to the internal structure of a pain, this is because one is
experientially aware of the pain – the demonstrative borrows its content from
the state of awareness. Accordingly, it would be circular to attempt to account
for the content of a state of experiential awareness by appealing to the content
of a demonstrative that accompanies that state of awareness.1

In view of considerations of this sort, it seems appropriate to claim that
there is a form of awareness of pain that is subdoxastic and subconceptual. I
will now give two reasons for thinking that this form of awareness, which I will
call experiential awareness, should be classified as fundamentally perceptual in
character.

In the first place, when one reflects on the claims that folk psychology
makes about the paradigmatic forms of perception, and considers them in re-
lation to our everyday experience of pain, one comes to see that there are a
number of striking similarities between the paradigmatic forms and awareness
of pain. I will cite six of these similarities:

First similarity: The content of a state of perceptual awareness can transcend
our conceptual repertoire. Consider vision: it is possible to be visually aware of
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a color or a shape even though one has no concept that stands for that color or
shape. As we just noticed, a similar principle applies to experiential awareness
of pains: it is possible to be aware of types of pain that one is unable to describe
adequately.

Second similarity: Unlike the contents of a conceptual representation, the con-
tent of a state of perceptual awareness is specific, representing not just deter-
minable properties, but also determinate forms of those properties. Thus, un-
like a judgment that represents an object as blue, a perceptual state that rep-
resents an object as blue will also represent the object as being of a particular
shade of blue. A similar principle applies to pains: it is impossible to be ex-
perientially aware of a pain as intense without representing it as being of a
particular level of intensity.

Third similarity: As with visual and other forms of perceptual awareness,
awareness of pain is associated with mechanisms for directing and enhanc-
ing attention. Moreover, attentive awareness of pain has effects like those of
attentive visual awareness. Experiments by Marisa Carrasco and her associates
have shown that visual attentiveness increases spatial resolution, and that it
also increases the contrast of a stimulus with its background. (See, e.g., Yeshu-
ran and Carrasco (1998).) I know of no studies which show that attention to
pain has similar effects, but introspection convinces me that it has such effects
in my own case.

Fourth similarity: As in the case of standard forms of perceptual awareness,
when one is experientially aware of a pain, one experiences the object of aware-
ness as having a location in physical space. Moreover, as in the case of vision
and touch, one experiences the object of awareness as having spatial properties
in addition to location. For example, one normally experiences it as having a
certain more or less determinate size.

Fifth similarity: Unlike cases in which one’s awareness of a phenomenon takes
the form of a conceptual representation, when one is visually aware of a phe-
nomenon, one is also aware of a broad range of parts of that phenomenon, all
the way down to the parts that count (relative to one’s perspective) as minima
sensibilia. In short, a visual experience that represents a whole also represents
the parts of that whole. The same is true, mutatis mutandis, of experiential
awareness of pain: if, e.g., you are experientially aware of a pain that runs from
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your left wrist up to your elbow, you are ipso facto aware of the painfulness of
all of the intermediate parts of your forearm.

Sixth similarity: When we are perceptually aware of an object as having one
property, we are also aware of it as having other properties. For example, it is
impossible to be aware of the pitch of a sound without also being aware of its
volume. The same is true in the case of experiential awareness of pains. When
we are aware of the quality of a pain (that is, when we are aware of it as being a
stabbing pain, or as being a burning pain, etc.), we are also aware of the pain’s
intensity.

It is clear, then, that there are a number of points of correspondence be-
tween paradigmatic forms of perception and experiential awareness of pain.
These points of correspondence strongly suggest that that it would be both le-
gitimate and fruitful to regard experiential awareness of pain as being on a par
with the paradigmatic forms. But there is also another reason for embracing
this view.

This second reason has to do with certain developments in cognitive neu-
roscience. These developments indicate that the structures and processes that
underlie and explain awareness of pain are fundamentally akin to the structures
and processes that underlie paradigmatic forms of perceptual awareness. Thus,
like vision and hearing, awareness of pain is supported by a complex system –
the nociperceptual system, to give it a name – that involves high level repre-
sentations and complex processing devices. To be more specific, like vision and
hearing, the nociperceptual system makes use of hierarchical systems of feature
detectors, maps of the perceptual environment, attention mechanisms, devices
that enable form enhancement and “filling in,” and devices that reduce noise.
Also, again like vision and hearing, the nociperceptual system includes sense
organs that are designed to pick up and transmit information about a domain
that is of importance to the organism. For it is true that the C fibers and A-δ
fibers perform the functions of sense organs. These tissues spread throughout
the body, detecting conditions of actual and potential damage, and sending
messages to the cortex that specify the kinds, degrees, and locations of such
conditions.2

We have found two reasons for embracing the hypothesis that there is a
form of awareness of pain is fundamentally perceptual in nature. I now observe
that one of the main principles governing paradigmatic forms of perception is
the principle that perception can fail as well as succeed in its representational
endeavors. According to this principle, in any case of perceptual representation,
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it is possible to distinguish between a perceptual appearance and the underly-
ing reality, or in other words, it is possible to distinguish between its seeming
to one that a certain state of affairs obtains and its being the case that the state
of affairs obtains. Combining this principle with our hypothesis about the na-
ture of experiential awareness of pain, we arrive at the corollary that it is always
possible to distinguish between its seeming to one experientially that one is in
pain and its being the case that one is in pain.

I do not expect this corollary to meet with immediate acceptance. On the
contrary, it seems likely that the reader will at first be strongly inclined to reject
it. I will now attempt to show that despite its initial implausibility, it merits
sympathetic consideration.

.

Most of us have a vivid and stable intuition to the effect that pain is self pre-
senting. This intuition can be expressed simply by saying that it is impossible
distinguish between its seeming to one that one is in pain and its being the case
that one is in pain. But there are other ways of formulating the intuition. For
example, it can be expressed by saying that if one has an experience of the sort
that makes it natural and appropriate to judge that one is in pain, then one
really is in pain. It seems that in one version or another, the intuition is ac-
knowledged by most philosophers who have written about pain, and it seems
to be shared by non-philosophers. It appears, for example, to command the
respect of students who are being exposed to philosophy for the first time.

In the present section I will attempt to locate the sources of this intuition
and to determine whether they provide grounds for thinking that it is correct.
In the end, I will conclude that there are no considerations that make it epis-
temically necessary to embrace the intuition, and further, that it is possible to
imagine situations in which one would be inclined to set the intuition aside.

As I see it, the intuition has three main sources.
In the first place, there is no form of experiential access to pains other than

introspective awareness. It follows that there is no epistemically fundamental
way of checking up on the accuracy of introspection, that is, of determining
whether its deliverances concerning pain might be out of step with the reality
of pain. Thus, we cannot observe pain directly by using vision or touch, and
since it is impossible for others to be introspectively aware of one’s pains, there
is no body of third person testimony that can be used to determine whether
introspection provides a trustworthy guide to pain. We have to take the de-
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liverances of introspection at face value because there is no way of checking
up on them.

It appears, however, that information derived from checking procedures
generally plays a crucial role in providing motivation for a distinction between
appearance and reality. Thus, it seems to be generally true that if we are pre-
pared to draw such a distinction with respect to a mode of awareness A, then
there is a second, independent mode of awareness A’ such that (i) A’ provides
us with access to the same domain as A and (ii) we regard A’ as being no less
reliable than A. This is certainly true of the paradigmatic forms of perceptual
awareness, and it is true of memory as well. To be sure, it is probably not abso-
lutely essential for there to be independent access to a domain in order for us to
be wiling to draw an appearance/reality distinction. One might, for example,
be led to draw such a distinction if one found that a sense modality encour-
aged contradictory beliefs, or if one found that some deliverances of a modal-
ity were considerably more confused than others. But there can be no doubt
that in actual practice, the motivation provided by considerations of this kind
is secondary to the motivation provided by alternative forms of awareness.

It seems, then, that if we are to list the factors that are responsible for the
intuition that pains are self presenting, it is appropriate to begin with the fact
that there is no fundamental mode of access to pains other than introspection.
But more needs to be said here, for what has been said so far fails to address the
question of why introspection provides our only fundamental form of access
to pains. After all, if we regarded pains as identical with bodily phenomena
of some sort, such as disturbances involving actual or potential damage, we
would hold that both vision and touch provide independent access to pains,
and we would regard vision and touch as providing information that could
be used to assess the credentials of introspection. Accordingly, if we wish to
take the present explanation of the intuition that pains are self presenting to
a reasonably deep level, we must ask why it is that we are not motivated to
identify pains with bodily phenomena. In particular, we must ask why we are
not motivated to think of them as identical with bodily disturbances involving
actual or potential damage.

Part of the reason is surely that introspection fails to put us in touch with
any of the properties that we regard as constitutive or symptomatic of bodily
damage. It provides no foothold for the concept of a puncture wound, or for
the concept of an open sore, or for the concept of a burn. Nor does it provide
any foothold for such concepts as blistering, bleeding, and swelling. Further,
what is probably much more important, introspective recognition of pains as
pains appears to depend on the fact that pains occasion certain responses in us.
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They cause various forms of psychological distress, such as anxiety, anger, and
fear, and they also have a powerful ability to command attention – or as some
writers say, to invade consciousness and take control of it. It is plausible, I think,
that we rely on such responses in determining whether an object of awareness
is a pain. That is to say, as I see it, these responses are partially constitutive of
the recognition process itself. Now of course, visual and tactile awareness of
bodily disturbances have no immediate tendency to produce such responses. It
follows that crucial components of the recognitional system that is responsible
for awareness of pain are not engaged by awareness of bodily disturbances.

In saying that our psychological responses to pain are partially constitutive
of the process by which pains are recognized, I do not mean only to be en-
dorsing the fairly weak claim that we are not inclined to judge that an object
of awareness is a pain unless it produces a certain psychological response in us.
Rather, I mean to be claiming, in addition, that we are inclined to judge that an
object of awareness is not a pain unless it produces a certain psychological re-
sponse. There are various reasons for thinking that this second, stronger claim
is true. Thus, for example, it receives support from Ramachandran’s explana-
tion of the Capgras delusion. Victims of this delusion are able to determine
that the people in their environment look just like certain people who were fa-
miliar to them prior to the onset of their delusion, but instead of recognizing
these people as identical with their familiars, the victims take them to be mere
duplicates – duplicates who have somehow supplanted their family members
and friends and who are continuing to play their roles. Examining one such
victim carefully, Ramachandran found that their neural pathways leading from
the perceptual centers to the emotional centers were damaged, and went on
to explain his patient’s curious take on his parents by hypothesizing that the
patient’s inability to experience familiar emotions as a result of perceiving his
parents made it impossible for him to recognize his parents. This hypothe-
sis was confirmed by various considerations, not least of which was the fact
that the patient regained his ability to recognize his parents when the damaged
neural pathway regained its ability to carry signals.3

It appears, then, that there are features of the recognitional system that is
involved in awareness of pain that tend to foster the perception that pain is
ontologically independent of bodily disturbances and of physical phenomena
generally. Of course, in fostering this perception, the features in question also
foster the perception that we cannot use the modes of awareness that provide
information about the physical world to check up on what introspection tells
us about pain, and by the same token, they foster the perception that there is no
basis for distinguishing between its seeming to one that one is in pain and its
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being the case that one is in pain. But now we must ask: Does the fact that these
perceptions are fostered by features of the recognitional system that subserves
awareness of pain provide a good reason for thinking that the perceptions are
correct? It is clear that the answer is “no.” It is clearly possible to appreciate the
special features of the recognitional system that subserves introspective aware-
ness of pain while holding that is necessary to go beyond the deliverances of
introspection to get at the truth about the nature of pain. By the same token,
it is possible to appreciate the special features the recognitional system while
holding that when one does go beyond the deliverances of introspection, one
finds strong theoretical grounds for identifying pains with certain bodily dis-
turbances, and also for thinking that such an identification could be used to
ground and motivate a practice of distinguishing between the appearances of
pains and their underlying natures.

I began this discussion by claiming that there are three main sources of the
intuition that pains are self presenting. I turn now to the second source.

When we consider introspective awareness of pain from a commonsense
perspective, it appears that pain is given to us without the mediation of a sense
organ, and a fortiori, without any informational uptake by a perceptual system.
We are aware of nothing that corresponds to an eye or an ear, and we are aware
of no physical processes corresponding to the sensory sampling that is involved
in seeing and hearing.

It is evident that our awareness of the existence of sense organs and their
role in the perceptual process helps to generate and to sustain our sense that
the paradigmatic forms of perception employ sensory representations that are
independent of the objects of perception. Thus, for example, if it seems to one
that one is visually aware of something on an occasion when one’s eyes are
closed, one is in possession of a compelling demonstration that there is a dif-
ference between visual experience and the objects of visual awareness. On the
other hand, since awareness of pain appears to occur without being supported
by a sense organ, there is no evident foothold for the idea that such awareness
comes at the end of a process of information-pickup and processing, and by
the same token, no apparent foothold for the idea that there is a representa-
tion at the end of the process that is ontologically independent of events at
earlier stages.

As I see it, then, if we are to explain why commonsense does not draw a
distinction between its seeming to one that one is in pain and its being the case
that one is in pain, we must mention the fact that commonsense is not apprised
of a sense organ that subserves awareness of pain. But of course, the fact that
commonsense is not apprised of such an organ has no tendency to show that
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an organ does not exist. And in fact, as we observed in section I, there is a vast
system of nerve fibers that seems to play the role of a sense organ in the process
of detecting and classifying bodily disturbances involving actual or potential
damage. If it should turn out to be possible to make a case for identifying pains
with bodily disturbances of this kind, we could say that, pace common sense,
awareness of pain resembles other forms of perceptual awareness in that it de-
pends essentially on a sensory pickup system and on perceptual information
processing.

I turn now to what I take to be the third main source of the intuition that
pains are self presenting.

This third source is the fact that in the case of awareness of pain, there is
no counterpart of the shifts in perspective that are possible in the case of the
paradigmatic perceptual systems. In the case of the paradigmatic systems, it
is possible to change one’s perspective on an object of awareness by changing
the position or orientation of the relevant sense organ with respect to the ob-
ject of awareness. This gives one a certain amount of control over the nature
of the information that one’s perceptual processes make available. Indeed, it
makes perceiving the object a voluntary affair. In the case of awareness of pain,
however, one is not able to change the relationship between a sensory system
and an object of awareness. As result, the nature of one’s information about
one’s pains is largely fixed by processes that lie outside one’s control. And, trag-
ically, it is not possible to make one’s pains disappear by turning one’s head or
walking away.

This difference between the standard perceptual systems and the faculty
that supports awareness of pain helps to explain why we are not motivated to
draw a distinction between the appearance of a pain and the underlying reality
in our everyday thought and talk. As I see it, however, it does not pose a logical
obstacle to drawing such a distinction. The idea of a perceptual system is the
idea of a system that satisfies certain conditions. These conditions include such
things as having a consistent sensory pick-up system that is designed to respond
to stimuli in a certain preferred range, employing representations whose con-
tents bear on the environment in certain characteristic ways (some of which
are described in Section I), and interacting in certain characteristic ways with
other cognitive faculties, such as the ones that are responsible for constructing
enduring cognitive maps of the environment and guiding voluntary behav-
ior. It seems much less plausible that the conditions that are constitutive of a
perceptual system include having a constituent sensory pick-up system whose
position and orientation can change over time. A fortiori, it seems much less
plausible that the conditions include having a sensory pick-up system that is
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under voluntary control. These are conditions that are satisfied in the cases
that are most familiar to us, but they seem not to be constitutive of perceptual
systems in general.4

I have cited three sources of the intuition that it is impossible to draw an
appearance/reality distinction with respect to pain, and I have urged that none
of them provides a ground for thinking that the intuition is correct. It seems,
however, that even if one feels that these considerations have a certain appeal,
one might still have a strong attachment to the intuition. With a view to bring-
ing the remaining bonds of attachment to the fore, and hopefully dissolving
them, let us consider an agent, Fred, who is on his way to see his doctor about
a persistent severe pain in his lower back. Let us suppose that the doctor exam-
ines Fred and determines that he is altogether free from damage and disease.
Suppose further that the doctor addresses Fred as follows: “My dear fellow, you
are quite fortunate! There is absolutely nothing wrong with you, and therefore,
however it might appear to you, you are not in pain. Your sense that you are
in pain is a mere hallucination.” Will Fred have any inclination to accept this
judgment? Surely not. Surely Fred will refuse to pay the doctor’s bill and will
move on to another physician. In doing so, he will in effect be endorsing that
intuition that it is impossible to distinguish between its seeming to one that
one is in pain and its being the case that one is in pain. Moreover, since we are
strongly inclined to applaud Fred’s behavior, it is clear that we are tempted to
endorse this intuition as well.

There are, however, a few considerations that may on reflection lead us to
take a somewhat different view of the matter.

First, in evaluating the claim that a pain is hallucinatory, it is important to
keep in mind the fact that hallucinations can be utterly compelling. When, for
example, one has a visual hallucination to the effect that there is a dagger before
one, one may actually be led to reach for the dagger, and may feel astonishment
when one’s fingers close on empty air. Or consider the auditory hallucinations
that schizophrenics experience. In such cases, the impression that one is hear-
ing a voice may be so strong as to make it seem natural and appropriate to deny
the testimony of one’s eyes, and to postulate an invisible speaker. There is no
reason to suppose that nociperceptual representations should be less vivid, or
less capable of compelling belief, than hallucinations of these other kinds.

Second, the claim that certain impressions of pain are hallucinatory is en-
tirely compatible with allowing that those who have such impression are in
states that fit the functional profile of pain. That is to say, it is entirely compati-
ble with allowing that they are in states that cause such psychological phenom-
ena as anxiety, distress, and a desire that pain cease, and that they also cause
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such behavioral phenomena as wincing, crying out, and nursing of the appar-
ent site of the pain. Thus, it seems entirely possible, and in fact quite likely,
that there are two types of state that fit the standard functional profile of pain:
bodily disturbances involving actual or potential damage fit the profile, but
so do nociperceptual representations of such damage. To be more precise, it
seems quite likely there are two groups of closely related functional properties,
one consisting of properties that are possessed by certain bodily disturbances,
and another consisting of properties that are possessed by nociperceptual rep-
resentations. The members of the first group are what might be called distal
causal powers, and the members of the second group are what might be called
proximal causal powers. Thus, bodily disturbances of the given sort have the
power to cause nociperceptual representations, and nociperceptual representa-
tions have the power to serve as proximal causes of such phenomena as psycho-
logical distress and wincing. Because of these facts, bodily disturbances can be
said to have the power to serve as distal causes of these same phenomena. The
distal causal powers of bodily disturbances are powers to serve as distal causes
and the proximal causal powers of nociperceptual representations are powers
to serve as proximal causes.

Given that nociperceptual representations satisfy the functional profile of
pain, and given also that states of seeming to be aware of pain supervene on
nociperceptual representations, we can say that states of seeming to be aware
of pain satisfy the functional profile of pain as well. But this means that when
it seems to one that one is aware of a pain, one will be in a state that satisfies
the functional profile of pain, whether or not one’s state of apparent awareness
is veridical.

Third, observe that Fred’s doctor was unnecessarily abrupt in responding
to Fred’s complaint. Let us imagine a different doctor who provides Fred with
the lines of thought that have been put forward thus far in the present paper.
That is, let us suppose that the doctor lays out the full case for thinking that
awareness of pain is perceptual, together with a systematic critique of the intu-
ition that pains are self-presenting. I would be reluctant to speak for Fred on
most other issues, but I feel confident that after hearing all of the arguments,
Fred would at least have some inclination to replace his original judgment with
the claim that he was experiencing a nociperceptual hallucination. And I feel
confident that this inclination would be strengthened if Fred were to be given
the rationale for identifying pains with certain bodily disturbances that I will
provide in the next section.
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.

For better or worse, I have now finished with my discussion of awareness of
pain. I wish to turn now to consider the nature of pain itself. I will defend a
strongly reductionist view about pain. Such views are familiar. Unlike standard
reductionist proposals, however, the one that I wish to defend does not identify
pains with brain processes. Rather it claims that pains are identical with the
phenomena that are represented by the nociperceptual system. Thus, according
to the account I wish to defend, pains are in most cases peripheral phenomena,
phenomena that can occur independently of the brain and even of the entire
central nervous system.

My argument begins with propositions a. and b., which I take to be com-
ponents of folk psychology:

a. Pains have various functional properties. Specifically, they have the power
to cause such psychological phenomena as distress and aversion to stim-
uli that appear to produce them, and they have the power to cause such
behavioral phenomena as withdrawal, wincing, crying out, and nursing of
injured parts of the body.

b. Pains have bodily locations and other spatial properties.

I expect it will be readily acknowledged that a. is correct, but b. is more contro-
versial, so I will say a few things in its defense.

I begin by noting that b. has considerable intuitive appeal. References to
locations and other spatial properties pervade our ordinary thought and talk
about pain. Thus, for example, you might tell a doctor that there is a burning
pain in your left forearm. Elaborating, you might say that the pain has different
areas of intensity in different parts of the forearm, with the greatest intensities
occurring in the neighborhood of your wrist. The doctor would find your com-
ments perfectly natural, and would indeed rely heavily on them in seeking the
cause of your pain.

We must ask, however, whether it is appropriate to take such ascriptions of
spatial properties literally. After all, it might be urged that there is an alternative
to the literalistic view. Instead of taking claims of the form “I have a pain in
bodily location L” at face value, it might be urged, we can construe them as
in some sense equivalent to claims that attribute representational properties
to pains. In particular, we can construe them as in some sense equivalent to
claims of the form “I have a pain that represents a disturbance involving actual
or potential damage in bodily location L.” A review of the literature shows that
there are a number of philosophers who favor views of this kind.
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I am not one of them, however. As I see it, all such views face an insur-
mountable problem.

Sentences of the form “I have a pain in bodily location L” are intended to
articulate what one is aware of when one is aware of a pain. Now when one is
introspectively aware of a pain, one is aware of it as being in a certain bodily
location. Pains are experienced as being out there in the body, at some distance
from the center of awareness. But if sentences of the form “I have a pain in
bodily location L” are used to articulate what one is aware of in being aware of
a pain, and we are aware of pains as having locations, then sentences of the sort
in question must be construed as ascribing locations to pains. If one interprets
them as ascribing representational properties to pains, then one has failed to
understand one or the other (or both) of two fundamental facts – either a fact
concerning the role that sentences of the form “I have a pain in bodily location
L” play in the language, or a fact concerning awareness of pain.

Part of what I am claiming here is that awareness of the locations of pains
is, phenomenologically, on a par with awareness of the intensities of pains.
When one is aware of the intensity of a pain, one is not aware of the pain as
representing a certain condition. Rather, one is aware of it as having a certain
non-representational property. The same is true, I suggest, of awareness of the
locations of pains. To be aware of the location of a pain is not to be aware of
the pain as having a representational property, but to be aware of it as being
located, as being out there in the body, as being situated in space.

As I see it, then, attempts to explain statements of the form “I have a pain
in bodily location L” in terms of representational properties are incompatible
with the phenomenology of awareness of pain.

I have been defending the idea that statements of the form “I have a pain
in bodily location L” should be taken literally, or in other words, the idea that
their truth conditions are similar to the truth conditions of statements that as-
cribe locations in physical space to extra-mental particulars. In order to com-
plete the defense, I need to take account of another opposing view. The view
I have in mind here asserts that statements of the given form are implicitly
concerned with correlations of a certain kind – specifically, with correlations
between qualia and heightened activity in various regions of the body. In its
full dress form, the view maintains that statements of the form “I have a pain
in bodily location L” have truth conditions that are captured by claims of the
form “There is a quality Q such that (i) I have a pain with quality Q, and (ii)
Q is strongly correlated with heightened activity in location L of my body.” I
propose to call this the correlational theory of bodily locations.
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The correlational theory faces several problems. First, it conflicts with the
phenomenology of locatedness: contrary to what the theory implies, we ex-
perience pains as located, and not merely as correlated with things that are
located. Second, the correlational theory fails to honor our intuition that the
locations of our pains are unique. Suppose that I now have a pain in my left
knee. The correlational theory claims that there is a qualitative property that
is strongly correlated, in my internal economy, with heightened activity in my
left knee, and it explains the fact that my current pain is located in my left knee
in terms of the fact that the pain is an instance of the given property. Let us
suppose that the first part of this story is correct – that there is in fact a qual-
itative property, φ, that is correlated with heightened activity in my left knee.
Now reflection shows that this one correlation involving φ must be accompa-
nied by others. Thus, when there is heightened activity in my left knee, there is
also heightened activity in various other regions of my body – in certain parts
of my spinal cord, in certain parts of my thalamus, and so on. Given that φ is
correlated with heightened activity in my left knee, it must also be correlated
with heightened activity in these other areas. But this means that the correla-
tional theory is committed to claiming that my current pain is located in the
other areas as well as in my left knee. For example, it is committed to claiming
that the pain is located in my thalamus. Claims of this sort are clearly wrong.
The pain is located in my left knee, period. (It might seem that we could rule
out the unwanted additional locations by saying that an area cannot serve as
the location of a pain unless there is damage in that location. In fact, however,
if we suppose that there is a reference to damage in the content of the predi-
cates we use to ascribe locations to pains, we will be committed to saying that
the predicates in question have contents that are quite different than those of
the predicates we use in ascribing bodily locations to sensations of other kinds,
such as itches and sensations of heat. That is, we would be committed to saying
that predicates of the form “is in bodily location L” are ambiguous. This view is
clearly wrong. If I say that I have a pain in my left knee, and then, a bit later on,
say that I now have an itch in my left knee, I am ascribing the same property to
the itch as I ascribed to the pain.)

I will state one more objection. Observe that if the correlational theory
is correct, then saying that my pain is in my knee is closely related to saying
that the present paper, “Ouch!,” is “in” a certain location L on the hard drive
of my computer. After all, we say that “Ouch!” is “in” L because the paper
appears on the screen of my monitor when and only when there is activity of
an appropriate sort in L. It is pretty clear that something has gone wrong here.
The sense of “in” that we use in attributing computer locations to philosophy
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papers appears to be far removed from the sense of “in” that we normally use
in talking about the locations of pains. To mention only one difference, it is
clear that the second “in” is compatible with multiple locations.

In view of these considerations, it seems appropriate to conclude that like
a., b. is a fundamental truth about the nature of pain:

a. Pains have various functional properties. Specifically, they have the power
to cause such psychological phenomena as distress and aversion to stim-
uli that appear to produce them, and they have the power to cause such
behavioral phenomena as withdrawal, wincing, crying out, and nursing of
injured parts of the body.

b. Pains have bodily locations and other spatial properties.

At all events, I will assume that this is so in the sequel.5

Now in addition to being possessed by pains, the properties cited in a.
and b. are possessed by certain bodily phenomena that I will call disturbances,
meaning thereby to highlight the fact that the phenomena involve actual or po-
tential bodily damage. Disturbances are the phenomena that are represented
by nociperceptual representations, or in other words, the phenomena that give
rise to signals in the damage-detecting C fibers and A-δ fibers. Given this def-
inition, it is not hard to see that disturbances are capable of causing psycho-
logical and behavioral phenomena that parallel the effects of pain, and that
disturbances therefore have the functional properties that are cited in propo-
sition a. Further, it is clear that disturbances have bodily locations and other
spatial properties, and in particular, that they have locations and other spatial
properties that correspond perfectly, in most cases, to the locations and other
spatial properties of pains.

Extending these observations and also refining them, I wish to claim that
the following correlation thesis is true:

(CT) Where x is any pain, there is a disturbance y such that (i) y occurs in
exactly the same bodily location as x, and (ii) y has exactly the same
causal powers as x. Further, where y is any disturbance, there is a pain x
such that (i) x occurs in exactly the same place as y, and (ii) x has exactly
the same causal powers as y.

As is widely recognized, (CT) holds in an enormous number of cases.
It must be conceded, however, that (CT) appears to be called into question

by a wide range of counterexamples. Thus, it appears to true that in many cases,
chronic back pain is not accompanied by concurrent damage, but is rather due
to a feedback loop in the spinal cord. In such cases, the loop may have been
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brought into existence by an injury to the back, but other than the loop it-
self, the deleterious effects of the injury have disappeared. Again, it appears to
be possible to produce an impression of pain by directly stimulating appro-
priately chosen points in the somatosensory cortex. In such cases, the experi-
ence of the stimulated subject may be indistinguishable from the experience of
someone who is actually undergoing a trauma, and who is therefore unques-
tionably feeling real pain. Surely if an experience is indistinguishable from the
experience of a subject who is feeling real pain, then the experience is itself an
experience of real pain. Further, as is well known, soldiers and athletes often
sustain serious injuries that appear not to be accompanied by pain, at least at
the times when the injuries actually occur. Thus, the victims show none of the
usual behavioral effects of pain, and they deny that there is any awareness or
experience of pain.

Although it is natural to see phenomena of this sort as posing a fatal threat
to the hypothesis that pains are identical with disturbances, I believe that the
threat can in fact be dealt with successfully. In each of the last two sections I
argued that it is possible to distinguish between its seeming to one that one
is in pain and its being the case that one is in pain. If this is correct, then we
have the means to explain away cases that are presented as counterexamples to
(CT). Thus, for example, we can respond to the foregoing claims about chronic
back pain by saying that the cases they cite are in fact only cases in which it
appears to an agent that he or she is in pain, or in other words, that they are
in fact only cases in which vivid nociperceptual representations give one the
impression that that one is in pain. Further, we can respond to alleged cases
in which bodily damage is not accompanied by pain by saying that they are
cases in which, for one reason or another, damage is not accompanied by a
nociperceptual representation of pain.

Before we can commit ourselves fully to this way of defending (CT), how-
ever, we must consider the question of whether there are grounds for applying
the distinction between appearance and reality in cases of chronic back pain
and in other problem-posing cases. That is to say, we must consider whether
there is any reason to suppose that the apparent counterexamples to (CT) re-
ally are cases in which hallucinations or illusions occur. After all, science and
philosophy depend for their integrity on showing a proper respect for data. We
must be sure that we are not being disrespectful in the present case.

I think we can in fact be sure of this. Thus, reflection shows, I believe, that
there are good reasons for thinking that the data that cause problems for (CT)
are the products of hallucination or illusion. The experiences that are described
as cases of chronic back pain appear to be due to pathologies of the nocipercep-
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tual system, and the same is true of the experiences that are described as cases
of phantom limb pain. Surely it is appropriate to think of experiences that are
due to perceptual pathologies as hallucinatory. Further, the experiences that are
produced by Penfieldian probing of the brain can legitimately be described as
due to external interference with the normal course of nociperceptual activity.
As with the products of pathologies, we are used to thinking of the products
of external interference with perceptual systems as hallucinatory. Finally, while
the nature of referred pain is a complex issue, it is plausible that referred pain
results in many cases from design imperfections – specifically, imperfections
having to do with the use of single channels to carry different kinds of infor-
mation. Insofar as this is true, it seems appropriate to think of referred pains
as illusory.

I hope that the reader now shares my enthusiasm for (CT). If not, perhaps
the remainder of the discussion will make it seem more plausible.

Given (CT), it is easy to formulate an argument for the claim that pains
are identical with disturbances. The argument I have in mind runs as follows:
“When one encounters a lawful correlation, it is always appropriate to ask for
an explanation of why the correlation holds; and it is no less appropriate to ex-
plain the correlation by claiming that the correlated phenomena are identical.
So, in particular, it is appropriate to explain the truth of (CT) in terms of an
identity hypothesis. The hypothesis that pains are identical with disturbances
is graced by simplicity and elegance, and it is also characterized by considerable
explanatory power. Surely this hypothesis provides the best possible explana-
tion for the truth of (CT)! Now there is a familiar principle of inductive rea-
soning which counsels that the hypothesis that gives the best explanation of a
set of facts is quite likely to be true. Accordingly, there is good reason to think
that the pain/disturbance identity hypothesis is correct.”

Before going on, we should pause to consider an objection to this line of
thought. The objection acknowledges that pains and disturbances share a num-
ber of important properties, but it goes on to assert that pains also have a range
of properties that disturbances lack. Thus, the objection maintains, pains have
a variety of qualitative properties, such as being very intense, having a throb-
bing feel, and having a burning feel, that are not possessed by disturbances. In
view of these differences, the objection continues, we are obliged to reject the
hypothesis that pains are identical with disturbances.

I will not attempt here to provide a detailed answer to this objection.
Rather, I will just observe that there is reason to believe that each of the qual-
itative characteristics of pains to which the objection refers corresponds to a
physical characteristic of disturbances. Consider, for example, the intensities of
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pains. It is plausible that each level of intensity is matched by a level of physical
activity – an energy level, if you like – at the site of the pain. Now the need
to explain the truth of the correlation thesis (CT) gives us a reason to identify
intensity levels of pains with the corresponding energy levels of disturbances.
Moreover, it appears that there is nothing that stands in the way of this identifi-
cation. In asserting that the characteristics are identical we are making a move
of a familiar and obviously acceptable sort, for our assertion is an instance of
the familiar practice of identifying perceptually given phenomena, such as heat
and mist, with underlying physical phenomena, such as molecular motion and
suspended water droplets.

In addition to the foregoing (CT)-based argument for the pain/disturbance
identity hypothesis, there is also a second argument for the hypothesis. This
second argument has two main premises. The first premise is the proposition
that it is the function of the nociperceptual system to detect disturbances. Since
it is plausible that the high level representations of a perceptual system repre-
sent the phenomena that the system is designed to detect, it follows from this
first premise that the high level representations of the nociperceptual system,
the representations that consist of activity patterns in the somatosensory cor-
tex, represent disturbances. The second premise is the proposition that states of
awareness of pain supervene on high level nociperceptual representations. Now
when one state supervenes on another, the properties of the former are deter-
mined by properties of the latter. Accordingly, the second premise implies that
the representational contents of states of awareness of pain are determined by
the representational contents of high level nociperceptual representations. But
this implies in turn that the phenomena that are represented by states of aware-
ness of pain supervene upon the phenomena that are represented by nociper-
ceptual representations. Combining this result with the forementioned conse-
quence of the first premise, we arrive at the conclusion that pains supervene
upon disturbances. Now the best explanation of this supervenience relation-
ship is the hypothesis that pains are identical with disturbances. Hence, this
hypothesis is probably true.

.

I have been concerned thus far to elaborate a theory of pain and awareness of
pain that consists primarily of the following propositions:

1. Awareness of pain is perceptual.
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2. Like all other cases of perceptual awareness, awareness of pain involves
representations that are ontologically independent of the phenomena they
represent. Accordingly, awareness of pain can be illusory and hallucinatory.
Also, pains can exist without being objects of awareness.

3. Pains can be identified with bodily disturbances that involve actual or
potential damage.

I would like now to consider this theory in relation to another one, an alterna-
tive account that shares some of its components but that also contains others
that are altogether foreign to its letter and spirit. This second theory consists of
1. and 2. and also of 4.–6.:

4. Pains can be identified with certain perceptual representations – specifi-
cally, with perceptual representations of bodily disturbances that that in-
volve actual or potential damage.

5. Hence (in view of 1., 2., and 4.), awareness of pain depends essentially on
higher order perceptual representations – that is, on perceptual representa-
tions of perceptual representations.

6. Pains count as conscious when they are represented perceptually and as
unconscious when they are not so represented. That is to say, a conscious
pain is one that is the object of a higher order perceptual representation.

I do not know of any place in which this second theory has been articulated in
exactly these words, but it appears to be very close in spirit to a theory that is
defended by Lycan (1996), and it has substantial affinities to theories that have
been put forward by Tye (1990:113–114) and Dretske (1995:102–103). I will
call it the higher order perception theory.

One reason for considering the higher order perception theory is just that
I wish to remind the reader that there is a substantial literature in which 1. and
2. are taken quite seriously and even embraced with enthusiasm. Since 1. and
2. have withstood scrutiny by others, the chance that they suffer from internal
contradiction or other forms of incoherence is small. A second reason is that I
hope to build support for the first theory by converting adherents of the higher
order perception theory. The theories are sufficiently similar in spirit that it is
natural to suppose that someone who abandoned the second theory would find
it natural to come to embrace the first. I will try to show that there is a strong
reason for abandoning the higher order perception theory.

The first theory claims that awareness of pain involves a certain percep-
tual faculty, P. It describes P as focused on certain disturbances in the body,
and it identifies pains with these disturbances. The higher order perception
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theory agrees that there is perceptual awareness of the disturbances in ques-
tion. More specifically, it joins the first theory in recognizing P. Unlike the first
theory, however, it identifies pains with the perceptual representations that are
associated with P. It also departs from the first theory in postulating a second
perceptual faculty P*. It describes P* as focused on the representations associ-
ated with P, and it maintains that awareness of pain occurs when P* produces
a representation that represents one of the former representations. In short, it
claims that awareness of pain occurs when a P-representation is represented by
a P*-representation.

As this characterization makes clear, the existential claims of the first theory
are properly included in the existential claims of the higher order perception
theory: while the first theory is content to postulate P, the higher order per-
ception theory postulates both P and P*. It follows that there is a substantial
prima facie reason to prefer the first theory. To be sure, this is not by itself a de-
cisive consideration, for reasons having to do with ontological simplicity can
be trumped by considerations of other kinds. I will now argue, however, that
there are no simplicity-neutralizing considerations that favor the higher order
perception theory. There are no a priori reasons that strongly favor the higher
order perception theory, and there are no empirical reasons, either.

It might seem at first that there are more or less a priori intuitions which
show that the higher order perception theory is correct. Thus, for example,
there is no doubt that we have intuitions to the effect that phantom limb pains
are cases of real pain, not cases of hallucinatory pain. If taken at face value,
these intuitions show that it is possible to be in pain even though one’s body
is free from disturbances involving actual or potential damage. For this reason,
it might be thought that they provide decisive a priori support for the higher
order perception theory. Thus, unlike the first theory, the higher order percep-
tion theory allows for the possibility of real pains that are not accompanied by
bodily disturbances.

As I argued in section II, however, there are grounds for thinking that
it is possible to draw an appearance/reality distinction with respect to pains.
Assuming that this is correct, it is not necessary to take our intuitions about
phantom limb pains at face value. Such pains can appropriately be dismissed
as hallucinatory. Psychosomatic pains, referred pains, and pains produced by
artificial stimulation of the brain can be explained away in similar fashion.

It seems reasonable to hope that these observations will have an ecumenical
appeal, for the arguments offered in section II are relatively free from partisan
assumptions. The observations should have a particular appeal, however, to
philosophers who embrace the higher order perception theory. After all, these
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philosophers are independently committed to the claim that it is possible to
draw an appearance/reality distinction with respect to pains. Since the other
observations follow trivially from this central claim, advocates of the higher
order perception theory should find it easy to accept the entire package.

When we turn to consider the question of whether there is empirical evi-
dence that favors the higher order perception theory, we find, I think, that the
answer is “no.” Surely there is no introspective evidence of this sort. When we
examine awareness of pain introspectively, we find that such awareness resem-
bles visual awareness of shapes and colors: it provides us with a sensuous grasp
of phenomena that are located in physical space, and at some remove from
the center of awareness. Introspection thus supports the idea that awareness
of pain is perception of a bodily disturbance. Moreover, as far as I can tell, it
supports this idea exclusively. In particular, it provides no support at all for the
idea that two perceptual faculties are involved in awareness of pain, nor for the
related idea that awareness of pain involves a sensuous grasp of a perceptual
representation of a bodily disturbance.

Does science provide empirical support for the higher order perception
theory? Well, as I have observed in earlier sections, neuroscience provides con-
siderable support for the view that there is a perceptual faculty P whose func-
tion it is to monitor disturbances involving actual or potential damage, and
to produce high-level representations of disturbances of this sort that pass a
certain threshold in intensity. Thus, there is neuroscientific support for one of
the assumptions of the higher order perception theory. This is, however, an as-
sumption that it shares with the first theory. Is there any scientific support for
the ontological assumption that distinguishes the higher order perception the-
ory from the first – that is, for the assumption that there is a second perceptual
faculty that monitors and registers the perceptual representations that are pro-
duced by P? At present, I believe, the answer is “no.” To be sure, nociperceptual
representations are registered elsewhere in the brain; but I know of no scientific
grounds for thinking that the mechanisms that register these representations
support distinctively perceptual faculties.

To amplify: Advocates of the higher order perception theory sometimes
try to support their position by pointing out that there are monitors or scan-
ning mechanisms in the brain that register the representations associated with
P. Reflection shows, however, that arguments of this sort fall far short of their
purpose. Thus, as we have seen in earlier sections, genuinely perceptual facul-
ties have structural and functional features that distinguish them from repre-
sentational faculties of other kinds. It follows that if a mechanism in the brain
is to realize a perceptual faculty, it must have an appropriate structural and
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functional profile. As far as I know, there is at present no evidence that there
is a brain mechanism that both has an appropriate profile and is dedicated to
registering nociperceptual representations.

It appears, then, that there are no considerations that mandate acceptance
of the higher order perception theory. But this means that the considerations
of simplicity that favor the first theory can reasonably be taken as decisive. The
first theory should be preferred to the higher order perception theory.

I conclude with a remark about the claim that pains are conscious. Advo-
cates of the higher order perception theory endorse this claim. They accept it as
true and propose to explain the grounds of its truth. As we saw, their explana-
tion comes roughly to this: a pain counts as conscious just in case it is an object
of perceptual awareness.

My view of the matter is quite different. Thus, as I see it, it is at best highly
misleading to say that a pain is conscious. On my view, pains are bodily phe-
nomena – that is, physical entities out there in three dimensional space. Fur-
ther, awareness of them is perceptual. If these views are right, then it is no more
appropriate to apply “conscious” to pains than it is to apply “conscious” to such
objects of visual awareness as cars, tables, and blades of grass. It is only mental
events that can count as conscious, and the views that I have endorsed in this
paper imply that pains are not mental.

To be sure, it is perfectly correct to say that we are conscious of pains,
just as it is correct to say that we are conscious of objects of visual awareness.
But this has no tendency to show that we can legitimately apply the adjective
“conscious” to pains. No one would say that the fact that we are conscious of
cars makes it true to say that cars are conscious. Equally, as I see it, no one
should say that the fact that we are conscious of pains makes it true that pains
are conscious.6

Notes

* I have benefited considerably from conversations with Jane Dyer, discussions with the stu-
dents in a seminar at Brown University in the fall of 2002, questions following a presentation
at a conference at the University of Magdeburg, questions following a talk at Cornell, and
Sydney Shoemaker’s comments on the penultimate draft.

. One might try to avoid this objection by claiming that the content of a state of awareness
of pain is due to a non-demonstrative indexical like the internal structure of the pain that I
am having now. But it would not be rational to entertain such an indexical unless one was
experientially aware of a pain when one entertained it.
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. For an illuminating review of the relevant facts, see Price (1999).

. Ramachandran’s explanation of the Capgras delusion is engagingly presented in a Nova
video entitled Secrets of the Mind (Boston: WGBH Educational Foundation Video 2001).

. D. A. Smith arrives at the same conclusion by a somewhat different route. See Smith
(2002:140–146).

. There is a well known linguistic observation, due to Ned Block, which is sometimes taken
to show that the meaning of the word “in” does not have a genuine spatial significance in
claims of the form “I have a pain in bodily location L.” (See Block (1983:517).) The argu-
ment begins with the observation that when “in” is used in the sense of spatial containment,
it is a transitive relation: necessarily, if my foot is in my sock and my sock is in my shoe, then
my foot is in my shoe. On the other hand, when “in” is used in the sense it has in claims
about sensations, transitivity seems to fail. Thus, it would be very odd, and probably mis-
taken, to reason as follows: there is a pain in my finger and my finger is in my pocket, so there
is a pain in my pocket. Because of this contrast, the argument continues, the sense of “in”
that is germane to claims about sensations is quite different from the sense it has in claims
that in claims that assign spatial locations to objects. But then we must conclude that claims
of the form “There is a pain in bodily location L” do not assign spatial locations to pains. (I
have here modified Block’s example so as to prescind from an aspect that is irrelevant to my
purpose. Also, I do not mean to suggest that Block endorses this argument. The conclusion
that he draws from his example is that “‘in’ as applied in locating pains differs in meaning
systematically from the standard spatial enclosure sense.” (p. 517) It does not follow from
this that the “in” in question lacks spatial significance altogether. The argument I have cited
is one that is suggested by Block’s example, not one that Block has given himself.)

Block’s example shows that the “in” that figures in claims about sensations is not the
“in” of containment, but the foregoing argument goes wrong in inferring that statements
involving the former “in” do not assign spatial locations to sensations. To see this, observe
that it would be quite odd, and probably wrong, to reason as follows: there is arthritis in my
finger, and my finger is in my pocket, so there is arthritis in my pocket. It would clearly be a
mistake to infer from this observation that the claim that there is arthritis in my finger does
not assign a spatial location to my arthritis. (The pain example has a different feel than the
arthritis example, but this is because we are somewhat more inclined to think of pains as
“objects,” and therefore as being the kinds of things that can be contained in other things,
than we are to think of cases of arthritis as objects. (Cases of arthritis are “conditions.”) This
does not affect the point at issue.)

I am grateful to Block and to Brian Weatherson for discussion concerning these matters.

. Advocates of the higher order perception view are by no means the only theorists who
endorse the claim that pains are conscious. The claim is also embraced by David Rosenthal
and other friends of the “higher order thought” theory of consciousness (see, e.g., Rosenthal
1997), and by Ned Block and other friends of the view that there is a certain form of con-
sciousness, usually called “phenomenal consciousness,” that is possessed by all events with
phenomenal character (see, e.g., Block 1995). If the position recommended above is correct,
these other views are no less in need of correction than the higher order perception theory.
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