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Abstract: Current views of consciousness can be divided by whether the theorist accepts or
rejects cognitivism about consciousness. Cognitivism as we understand it is the view that
consciousness is just a form of representation or an information-processing property of a
system that has representations or perhaps both. Anti-cognitivists deny this, appealing to
thought experiments about inverted spectra, zombies and the like to argue that
consciousness could change while nothing cognitive or representational changes. Nearly
everyone agrees, however, that consciousness has a representational base. Whether
consciousness simply is representational or cognitive, it at least requires representation
(and cognition). In an ecumenical spirit, we will focus on this point of agreement and
sketch atheory of what this representational base might be. We hope that the result will be
aframework useful for investigating consciousness empirically.

1. Introduction

Current views of congiousness can be divided by whether the theorist accepts or rejects
cognitivism about congiousiess. Cogntivism as we undestand it is the view tha
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congiouessisjud aform of representation or an information-processing propety of a
system that has representationsor perhgps both. Anti-cognitivists deny this, appealing to
thought experiments about inverted spectra, zombies and the like to argue tha
congiousess could changewhile nothing cognttive or representationd changes. Nearly
everyone agrees, however, tha congioumess has a representational base. Whether
congciousness simply is representational or cogntive, it at least requires representation
(and cognition). In an ecumenical spirit, we will focus on this point of agreement and
sketch a theory of what this representationd base might be. We hopethat the result will
be aframework usful for investigating consciousess empirically.

There have been few developed attempts to say wha this representationd base
might be like. Perhagps the best-developal are wha is sometimes called the first-orde
representation approah (FOR) (Dretske 1995 and many others), in which conscious
states are viewed not as objects of representation but as things one knows about by
inference from the content represented in them, and the higher-orde representation
modd (HOR) (Rosenthd 1997 and many others), in which the representationd base of
congiousess is a thoughtdirected at oneDown psychological state(s). Both approaches
face seriousdiffi culties. We propo® an aternative, based on a somewhat radical version
of theidea tha representationsare self-presenting.

2. FOR and HOR

FOR modds take many forms, butthe key ideain the variant tha we will consder is this.
When we represent something consioudy, we are directly constious only of wha our
state represents. We are directly congious via a congious state but not of it.
Congiiousess of it is not direct; itOsan inference, an especially secure inference, from
the fact that we are consious of wha is represented.! All we know abou our
representing is what we can infer from the ways in which the represented items appear.
Dretske cdls this inferentia view of consiousess of representations displaced
perception.

If true, FOR would have obviousattractions For example, we could stop fussing
about qualia and highea-orde representations since neither would play any role in
congtiousness. Unfortunaely, FOR faces some problems.

First, congder itches, pains and other bodly sensations On FOR, how it feels to
have a pan is exhauged by wha it representsN some bodiy damage or the like (Tye
1995).But pans itches and so on do not seem to represent anything (or anything beyond
themselves, a point to which we will return), and even if they do represent something
else, panshurtand tha is more than a matter of representing osme bodiy ate.

Second, in geneal, when | am congious of a representation by having it, this
congiousess seems, contrary to FOR, to be as direct and nontinferential as any
congtioudness could be Theidea that we become constiousof painsand itches only via
an inference seems jud as implausble, and in exactly the same way, as the Dennettian
idea that pansare a result of interpretation.

Third, when | am congious of something, | am congious not only of whatis
represented but also of how it is represented. Some aspects of how an object is
represented (visually, aurally, etc.) seem to be aspects of the representation itself. We
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readily discern such differencesN between, for example, seeing a corner and fedling it,
notto mention imagining it, rememberingit, and so on. How could FOR accountfor such
differences? It has to say that we come by this knowledge by way of inferenceN and that
seems simply wrong. In general, FOR has trouble dedling with situationsin which there
is onecontent buttwo or nore ways of representing it.

Findly, what abou altered states of coniousness (via meditation, drugs etc.)? It
seems even less plaudgble than in the case of pansand so on to say tha these states are
aboutanything beyondthemselves. If so, what is there to infer ther naturefron?? Yet we
are vividly congiousof them. Even if it turnsout that altered states of coniousess or
the others mug be aboutsomething beyond themselves, wha it is like to have thos states
can change withou how other thingsappear to usin them changng.

The updhotis tha FOR is amog certainly false. We are directly congious not
only via congiousrepresentationsbut aso of them.

HOR-theorists might agree with parts of our critique of FOR, but thar alternaive
faces even worse problems. The key idea behind HOR, again, is tha wha makes me
congious of, say, a pan is something distinct from the pan, namely, a higher-order
representation of i.

The worg problems facing HOR are due to the fact tha it separates the
representing state that confers coniousess (a higher-orde state) from the represented
state (e.g., apan) onwhich consiousiess is conferred. For the mod pat, representations
can exist in the absence of what they represent. Suppo® that the represented state isnOt
realN | imagine myself perceiving something, for example. For HOR, thinking about a
real perception makes me congious of the perception. Clearly, imagining a perception
can aso makes me congious of something (the imagined perception)N without
necessarily, me beng congiousof the act of imaginaion itself. But theonly real state in
play here is the act of imagination (the imagined state being merely imaginary). If so, the
act of imaginaion has to be the congious state (even though,on HOR, | would not be
congious of it). With no lower state, nothing coud be highe, so hee we have
congiousess with no hghe-orde sate.®

When the represented item does not exist, thingswill seem to the subject jud as
they would if the represented item (e.g., a pain) had been real.* This is because how
things seem to the subject is determined by the representing state, by how it represents
thingsas being. Thusit may seem to the subject for dl the world as if shereally wereina
congiousstate, such as a pan, even though there is no such stateN indeed, by HOR she
could even be in no constiousstate at all at thetime. This, we think, is a redudio of the
HOR approah. If thingsseem to me jus as they would if | were really feeling apan, |
mug a least bein acongioussate.”

An interesting implication of these arguments is this. Contary to FOR, the subject
is directly congious of her pan, a constious state; contrary to HOR, she is made thus
congious by that very same state and not via anather representation. Such consious
states, then, are self-presenting ®

The following objection will suggest itself: OAl you have shown is tha
representations mug present thar own contents, ther own objectN the imagined
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perception for ingance. You have nat shown tha they must present themselves.O
Answering this objection will reveal jus how dramatically deficient HOR is. Here is our
respons.

Take a congtiousstate C. There are only two options The representation of C is
eithe a digtinct, higher-order mental state, or it is C itself (in which case C is self-
representing). The arguments we mounied agang HOR entail tha the first digunct is
false, i.e., hows that the representation of C is not a distinct mental date.

First argument: If onebecame constiousof C by a distinct representation R of C,
then how C seems at t will be fixed by how C isrepresented at t by R. If so, aslong asR
is present, thingswill seem jug as they would if one redly were in C, even if C were
absent. For example, suppo® C is a pan; then it could seem for all the world as if one
were in painN without any pain! Since this is not possible, if HOR entails tha it is
possible, and HOR does, thisis aredudio of thefirst digunct.

Second argunment: If onebecame congious of C by a distinct representation R of
C, aslongas R is present, thingswill seem jud as they would if onereally were in a
congiousstate C even if oneis in no consciousstate at all at the time. Since thistoois
not possible, if HOR entailsthat it is possible, and HOR does, thistoois aredudio of the
first digund.

From which it follows tha the representation via which one becomes conscious
notjug of the contents of C but of C itself has to be noneother than C. That isto say, C
isand has to be self-presenting. One might not realize that it isN onemight not think of it
as something that is self-presentingN but in fact it is self-presenting. Equdly, one might
also have higha-order representations of C. But one cannd have jus higher-order
representationsof acongiousgate.

3. The source of HOR®@ and FOR@ troubles

Wha leads HOR and FOR astray? We think tha it is because they both hold that the
following is auniversal principle of representation:
RP. The representations relevant to congiousiess make one congsious of
something oher than themselves and orly something oter than themselves.

If RP were true, only HOR or FOR in some variation coud beright And if RPis not
true, there would belittle motive to adopt either approah.

We have jug shown that RP is false. Let us capture our alternaive idea tha
representationsare self-presenting in a new prindple:
SR: Representations can represent themselves as well as whatever else they may
represent.

We think that we have advanced a powerful reason for preferring SR to RP. Even if our
argument does notwork, however, it would dill bethe case that SR is at least asplaugble
as RP. Since it is free of the problems facing the only approaches left open by RP,
namely, FOR and HOR and, as we will see, suppors an elegant, plausble modd of the
representational base of coniousness, we would gill have reason to accept it. We turn o
themodd of the representationd base.
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4. Self-presenting representations and the representational base of
consciousness

The idea that representations are self-presenting yields the following picture of the
representational base of consciousiess. For at least a great many representations smply
having a representation is all the representing that oneneedsto do to become congious
not only of what is bang represented but also of the representation itself. For example,
when one sees wordson a computer screen, seeing them is al the representing that one
needsto do to become conssiousnot only of thewordsbut also of representing themN of
seeing the words(not hearing them, imagining them, toudh them, and  on).

In addition, each such act of representing is all the representing needed, we
beieve, to become congious of a third thing b of who is seeing the words namely,
oneself. We canOtrgue for this here butiif it is so, then for each such representation, to
become aware not jug of wha it represents and of the representation itself but also of
oneself asthething that has it, we need orly that ore representation.

In fact, even if a representation does not present anything other than itself, it can
still represent itself and oneself as its subject. In our view, a huge number of our
representations have the latter two elements of structure and mog have the full tripartite
structure” Our claim is tha representations that have at least the latter two elements of
structure are the representational base of beng congiousN of beng constious of the
representation and of oneself as subject of it. Of course, when the third element of
structure is present and the representation presents something other than itself and its
subject, i.e., has a distinct object, it is also the representational base of congiousess of
tha.

We hasten to add that we are talking abou the representational base here. We are
not saying tha having a representation guarantees being consciousof it and oneself. The
view we are advandngis only that having a representation is everything representational
needed to become congiousof having it and of oneself as its subject. Other things may
be needed, too: the ability to direct attention onto oneDsown psychological states, for
example, or the conaeptud resouraes to go from merely representing something, say a
computer, to representingit asacomputer.

Indeed, even the requisite representation is more complicated than we have
indicated so far, as we will see shortly. Before we turn to these complications however,
let usaddress two objectionsthat will aready hase occurred to many people.

First, isnOtour idea of what self-presenting representations carry information
about hopdessly exotic? The more common notion of self-presenting representationsis
bad enough, the idea tha the representationd powers of these states rest upon ther
capecity to carry information about both themselves and their content. Surdy this
tripartite notion is impossible!® Not at all. Something as lowly as a bar code has a
tripartite information-bearing structure. A bar code contains information aboutwha it is
about usudly theitemOsature and price. But it also containsinformation aoutitselfN a
few of the bars are an integrity check onthe bar code itself. And it containsinformation
about the thing that has itN it is physcally mounted on the thing it is about How much
further theanalogy holds if any further, does not matter. In particular, whether bar-codes
truly represent does not matter. What matters is that even something as simple as a bar
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code has a tripatite information-bearing structure andogousto the one tha, we claim,
congiousrepresentationshave.

Another andogte is one of DretskeOsfavourite examples, a gauge A gauge
presents information ébou something oter than itself. For example, an dtimeter contains
information abou the distance to the earthOsurface. However, an altimeter also contains
information aboutitself. It containsinformation abou how far it, the gaugeitself, isfrom
the surface (not to mention what its dials are like, its colour, etc.). It is the gauge that
contains this information about the gauge not some higher-orde gauge panted at it. To
make the andogy of the gauge complete, we would have to give the gauge one more sort
of information, namely, information abou the system that has it. In fact, thisis easy to
do. Suppoe tha an atimeter has to port information abou altitude and itself to an
avionics system. And suppo® that to do so correctly, it has to recognize wha sort of
system it has been indalled in. (OA, this is a Cessna Skylane O)Now we have a full
tripartite information-bearing structureN and it is andogousto the one tha, we claim,
mog mental representations have. Even something as simple as a gauge can do three
distinct informationd jobsall by itself, nathing else needed. (Agan, whether the analogy
runsany further than this structural pant does not matter.)

Second, are we sure that we are dealing with a singe, multiply-presenting
representation here? Could there not be two or three separate representationdN of the
representation, of onesdlf, of something other than the representation? This suggestionis
not plaugble. The elements are very closly tied together. Take a representation of this
paragrgph on he computer screen. Its bang arepresentation, its representing these words
and its representing them to oneself cannot come apart in the way tha would be possible
if each had its own distinct representation. Nothing could, for example, jus represent the
words and not represent them to anything. Nothing could jus represent to me without
representing something (at least itself) to me. In short, nothing coud have jug one of
these functions without having the other. Consderations such as these suggest one
representation, nottwo or hree.

_ Weareonly hdfway there but even our andysis so far has had a significant yield.
WeOveshown that:
¥ Thereisgood rason o think that FOR is false,

¥ TheHOR gyproah can bereduced to ebaurdity and HORs are not needed for
CONsCiousNess

¥ RPisfalse

¥ SR can beused to buid asmple, unified modéd of the representationd base of
congioudness of theworld and on®$odiy gates, of on€dwn representationd
states, and of onedf as their subject.’

5. Global representation, joint consciousness

So far we have talked exclusvely aboutindividud representations as undestood by the
tradition, roughly, representations of individud objects or small groupsof objects. Such
representations could certainly be self-presentationd and could, perhaps serve as the
representational base of coniousess in some cases or some organisms. However, as
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Kant (178177, A110)taughtus the representationsthat serve as the representationd base
of congiousess in us are usudly much OlggeOthan individual representations
traditiondly conceived (Brook 1994) The representations tha serve as the
representational base of congiousess usudly have multiple objects and encompass
multiple representations (as traditionally conceived). Let us cal this a global
representation.

Global representationN representing many objects as the single complex object
of a single representation and many representings as aspects of this single
representation.

Our points about the representational base can now be made usng this notion. In our
view, a globd representation is all the representation needed to be con<ious of its
complex object, of the global representation itself, and of oneself as the Ohe single
common subjectO (Kant, 17817, A350) of the representing going on in this
representation. That is because a global representation represents: (i) its global object and
the paticular objects making up the globd object; (ii) itself; (iii) oneself as the single
common subject of onesxperience.

How could a globd representation be the representationd base of coniousess
of its complex object, itself, andits subject? A central idea here isjoint consTiOUNESS:

Joint consciousnessN to be congtious of any of the objects of a globd
representation is to be conscious of other such objects; similarly, when oneis
congiousof doing ay representing in aglobd representation, oneis coniousof
doing oher representing involved in it.

This notion of joint coniousness applies well to consiousess of the world, i.e, to
congiousess of intentiond objects (induding onedsown bodly states) and to
congioudess of representing in a globd representationN in both cases, to be conscious
of some items (objects, representingg is to be coniousof others. About consciousness
of self, the plaugble claim is dightly different. When oneis consiousof oneself as the
subject of onerepresenting, oneis congious not of a unified multiplicity, but of asingle
thing, oneself, as the common subject of many representings (Kant 178177, A350). Joint
congtiousness of a complex object of a globd representation, of a complex representing,
and/or of oneself as the subject of many representingsis a central and crucial feature of
our kind of mngiousess.'

6. The structure of aglobal representation

Does a globd representation contain discrete representations? Not in our view. There are

good reasons to think of a global representation as not being made of Omaller®
representations Consder a person seeing something, hearing something, and tasting

something, al as pats of a single global representation in which the person is jointly

congtiousof the objects and the representings How are the representingsincorporaed in

aglobd representation? There are three possibilities:

1. The three acts and ther objects become the object of a fourth, highe-orde
representation.
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2. The three acts and thar objects become parts of a single subsuming
representation.

3. While their contents are taken up in a globd representation, the three distinct
representations do not survive even as pats of this state, thoughther objects
remain.

According to (3), onedsseeing something, hearing something and tasting something (at
given time t) are not three distind representations They are three aspects of a single
representation.* How mightthis work?

Consder wha hgppenswhen | go fromastate, a timet, that involves both o1 and
02 as objects, to a subequent state that has ol but not 02. There are two ways to
represent this trangtion. First, we could say tha whee once there were two
representations r(ol) and r(o2), which were pats of an encompassing representationd
structure, [r(ol) & r(02)], we now have only the onerepresentation, r(01); in other words
onerepresentation has been droppel from the representational configuraion that existed
at t. (1) and (2) share this picture. Alternaively, we could say tha where once there was
jug onecongiousrepresentation, r(ol & 02), it has been replaced by r(ol). Thisis the
picture behind (3).

Thoughmog philosophes adopt (1) or (2), supportis seldom offered for either of
them. In fact, there are goodreasonsto favour (3). First, (3) is representationdly ssimpler,
since it does not invdve podulating representations as pats of an encompassing
representation of any kind*? According to it, at t there was just onerepresentation which
had a complex content. The content was OomplexQin the sense that it had distinct
contents as its pats, anong which were 01 and 02. Butthe unified representing tate does
not likewise have as its parts OmallerQor less complex representing states. A part-whole
relation obtains among the intentiond objects, but there is no paallel multiplicity of
representational sates.

From the perspective of cognitive function, there are other reasonsto prefer (3).
James argued for it this way.

Take a sentence of a dozen words take twelve men, and to each oneword. Then
stand the men in arow or jam them in a bundh, and let each think of his word as
intently as he will; nowhere will there be a consciousess of the whole sentence.
[James, 1890, p.160]

The conduson he reached, usng anothe example, consiousess of the alphaet as a
whole as contrasted with coniousness of each letter indvidudly, was this:

It is safer E to treat the conxiousess of the alphabet as a twenty-seventh fact,
the subditute and not the sum of the twenty-six simpler coniousesses. [James
1909, p. 189]

Merely ramming representations together does not produce joint constiousiess of ther
respective contents. Withoutany way of putting their contents together, we are left with a
mere concatenation of representations each member of which would be obliviousto the
contents of the others. A combination of representations is not the representation of a
combination. As James putsit, Odea of a + idea of b is notidentical with idea of (a+ b)O
(1890,p. 161).In thestructure [r(01) & r(02)], there is no single consciousrepresentation
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tha takes the whole content in its scope By contrast, in an experience of the form r(ol &
02), dl the represented oljects fall within the purview of asinge representation*®

OButwhy musg a global representation be nonmnposte? Have you given any
reason for holding tha?OJamesOreason seems to be this: if the 27" representation, the
onetaking in the whole aphéabet, were composte, the same problem would arise for it as
arose for ramming together the original twenty-six. Here is wha is behind JamesOclaim.
However many other representations might be involved, we need at least one
nonmmposte representation if we are to have joint coniousess (or at minimum ajoint
representation) of multiple objects. Why? Because to set various objects, variouswords
of a verse, for example, or variousletters of the alphae, beside one anaher, we mugs
represent them together in a single representation. Being able to do this is central to our
kind of cognition and congiousess. There would be no obviousway to do so, however,
if each were contained in its own little representation ™

Moreover, once you have to post at least one nonmmposte representation of a
number of objects, you no longer have any motivation to post addtional, individud
representations of those objects. Anyway, (3) jud is plaugble, bath functiondly and
phenomenologically (we certainly donOseem to have a representation of just a cat and
another of jud a mat when we see a cat ona mat). Since (2) is not an adequée at al and
(3) is representationdly and ontologically smpler than (1), given parsmony, if (3)
accounts for the facts, there is no reason o adopt(1).*°

Of course, from other explanaory perspectives, the story might be different. The
individuaion of representationsis purpo®-relative. How the brain does cognition might
need a different story abou representations for example. But from the paint of view of
characterizing cognitive fundionsthemselves, theidea that a global representation is not
an assembly of condituent representationshas alot to be said for it.

Behind this discussion is one of the binding problems, the onehaving to do with
how multiple objects get boundtogether in a single experience of them. Since some
theorists have taken the idea of a complex nonmmpostiond representation to require
something immaterial in the mind, perhaps we should say explicitly that we have no
doubtat al that produéng and manipulating such representationsis something that our
utterly material brain does. We jus donOtknow how yet. Tha empirical researchers
largely ignore such representations indesd, ignore unified representation and
congiousess of multiple objectsin general, is nothdping.

7. Conclusion

This short pgper is more a manifesto for our point of view than a detailed defence of it.
All sorts of questions could be asked about the idea tha representations are self-
presenting, especially in our complicated tripatite way, about the idea tha the
representational base of coniousessis a globd representation in our sense of theterm,
and aboutthe idea tha a globd representation is not composed of other representations
even though t has a complex object.

And our attitude? The third idea first. As we have seen, there are goodreasonsto
adopt this view. Since nobody has offered a good defence of (1) or (2), we think that
these reasonsare pretty srong.
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Tha is also the way we feel abou the ideas tha representations are self-
presenting and tha globd representationsare the representational base of consciousness.
The failure of the HOR and FOR approaches is strong support for the idea that the
representations crucial for congiousess are self-presenting. And the idea that the
representational base of congiousess, in bengslike us anyway, is much OmggaOand
more complicated than indvidud representations as traditiondly conceived fits our
experience extremely well.

If sound, our picture tha a globd representation is nat made up of other
representations and is the representationd base of consiousess of onedsworld, oneds
representing, and oneself would have consderable potential. Because it accourts for all
three of these aspects of congiousess in the same way, it would open the way to a
single, unified theory of congiousiess. It would also open the way to unifying
congiousess with the rest of representation and cognition. And it would open theway to
nice accourts of:

the unity of consioumess (which we get virtudly for free from joint
CONKiOUSNESS),

congiousess of slf and its special features, and,
the subject of consciousess.

Someone should write a book about al this. In fact, someoneis (Brook and Raymont
forthcoming).
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Notes

1. As Dretske (1995, p. 56) puts it, Orou cannot represent something as F without
necessarily, occupying a state that carries the information that it is F (not G or H) that you
are representing osmething as.O(See dso pp. 612.)

2. Dretske recognzes that he has a problem abou pans etc.: ()his is atopic that | have
nether thetime nor (1 admit) theresources to effectively puraueO(1995,p. 103).He says
much the same abou depression (p. xv).

3. The congiousstate will of course have embedded intentiond objects, but (a) this does
not require any second representation, and (b) any remotely plaudgble picture of
congciousness mug have roomfor such dojects.

4. Roenthd notesthisin his 1997, p. 744.

5. Difficulties connected with inaccurae HORs have been noted by Byrne (1997),
Neande (1998), and Seage (1999). For close approximations to our worry here, see
Kriegd (2003) aad Raymont (2005).

6. If you donOlike the word Oneresentationd O hie, subgitute Opesentational O.

7. The standad picture of self-presenting representationshas them presenting thar object
and themselves. On our picture, there can be self-presenting representations that donOt
have a distind object Dand self-presenting representationsalso present the subject of the
representation.

8. From now on, for $mplicityOssake we will jud talk abou thetripartite structure.
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9. A bonus on our acount, nolch-Vorstellung (Frege, Husserl) is needed, ather.

10. There are many questionsaboutjoint coniousess that we canna take up hee. Over
wha range of representation does it extend? Does it connect to the notion of fringe or
peiphaa congioumess? Is there some analogue to be found in non-conscious
representation? Is there representing that is not tied to other representing in this or some
anadogueway? And  on.

11. A smilar view was outlined by James (1890, vol. 1, esp. pp. 14561) and
independantly by Searle (2002) and Tye (2003), though whether Searle embraces the
view is notentirely clear.

12. Of course, we postulate rather complicated objects of representation. However, so do
(1) and (2). Inded, 0 mug any theory tha hopes to fit the facts.

13. Bayne and Chdmers mugt have something like this in mind when they remark of a
unified congcious state that Qhis congcious state is not just a conjundion of consious
states. It is also aconsiousgate in its own rightO(2003, p. 4emphasis added).

14. James urges usto reject any picture of Gitates of the mind which are suppod to be
compound because they know many different things togetherO (James 1890, p. 161).
Instead, for James, Qve canna mix feelings as such, thoughwe may mix the objects we
feel, and from ther mixture get new feelinggd(James 1890: 157). In fact, QVe cannot
even E havetwo fedingsin mind & onceO(James 1890:157)

15. These ideas are developed in Raymont (2003).
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