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Abstract: This paper defends the persistence of the subjective or self- 
intimating dimension of experience in non-ordinary and pathological 
states of consciousness such as non-dual awareness, full absorption, 
drug-induced ego dissolution, and the minimal conscious state. In 
considering whether non-ordinary and pathological conscious states 
display any subjective features, we confront a dilemma. Either they 
do, in which case there needs to be some way of accounting for these 
features in phenomenal terms, or they do not, in which case there is 
nothing it is like to be in them. But the dilemma only arises if we 
assume that opacity rather than phenomenality is a pervasive feature 
of these non-ordinary states. However, non-ordinary conscious states 
are deemed phenomenally opaque only by overly restrictive standards 
of conceivability that: (i) fail to account for the variety of non- 
ordinary and pathological experience in non-arbitrary ways; (ii) 
sidestep the problem of the attribution and location of mental content 
(given intelligibility requirements for experience) or relegate them to 
illusory constructs; (iii) assume an unproblematic appeal to 
testimonial evidence. I discuss some cases from contemplative 
traditions and psychopathology and offer some plausible alternative 
explanations. 
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1. Introduction

Is subjectless consciousness possible? That is, does the phenomenality 
of consciousness admit of subjective indeterminacy or is all 
phenomenal content structured in some experientially determinate 
way? In his celebrated 1974 paper (‘What is it Like to Be a Bat?’), 
Thomas Nagel argued that for an organism to be said to have 
conscious mental states there must be ‘something that it is like to be 
that organism — something it is like for the organism’ (Nagel, 1974, 
p. 436). Nagel’s compelling idea is that conscious mental states are
always, and fundamentally, for some someone (viz. an organism of
some kind). Hence, any account of consciousness must consider both
the phenomenal — there being something it is like for someone — and
the subjective dimensions — there being someone for whom it is like
something (Nagel, 2000; Levine, 2001).2 The problem of what being
conscious is like for someone is often pursued in concert with the
problem of what makes conscious mental states present or manifest.3 

The latter has to do with the minimal set of neural or physical events
and mechanisms necessary and sufficient for the presence of
consciousness in certain organisms. While not drawing them apart, my
focus here is on whether conscious episodes by their very nature
manifest a particular kind of experiential structure that individuates
them in some fundamental way regardless of how that structure is
realized. An individuated consciousness is eo ipso a consciousness for
someone and about something, though it need not be of someone —
on the view  that ownership,4 unlike sentience and aboutness, depends
on more

2  Contra Levine (2007), Stoljar (2016, p. 1162) has argued that Nagel’s characterization 
of consciousness in these terms does not suggest a ‘a reflexive or self-representational 
theory’. As I will argue below (§3), reflexive theories do have some advantages over 
other candidates (e.g. higher-order thought (HOT) and intentionalist theories of 
consciousness) in accounting for the distinctive what-it-is-like-for-me-ness of conscious 
experience. 
3 This difference is typically cashed out in terms of two interrelated concepts of 
consciousness: creature consciousness (the property of a cognitive system of being 
sentient or aware) and state consciousness (the property that certain mental states have 
of making one aware of being in them or of involving certain experiential qualities or 
qualia). 
4 Using the possessive ‘of’ for an ownership conception of consciousness should be 
distinguished from uses that are intended for the conception of ‘creature’ consciousness, 
which concerns whether organisms or creatures such as cats, dolphins, and bees are 
conscious (as opposed to in a state of coma) (Bayne, 2007). 
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evolved self-representational and information-theoretic processes that 
infants and non-human animals may lack. 

The idea that phenomenal consciousness is experientially individua- 
ted in some fundamental way,5 however, runs counter to the view that 
individuation, specifically in terms of subjective intentional acts,6 is 
either a deceptive construct (Frankish, 2016)7 or a real but reducible8 

feature of our cognitive architecture. Individuation may depend on 
such factors as the development of a phenomenal self-model 
(Metzinger, 2003) or on the presence of higher- or same-order 
representations as proposed respectively by higher-order thought 
(HOT) (Lycan, 1996; 2006; Rosenthal, 1986; 2004: Gennaro, 2012) 
and self-representational theories of consciousness (Kriegel and 
Williford, 2006; Kriegel, 2006; 2009). 

Most arguments against individuation as a constitutive dimension of 
conscious experience appeal to a family of non-ordinary and 
pathological states (drug-induced ego dissolution, depersonalization 
dis- order, meditative absorption, trauma-induced minimal conscious 
states, etc.) whose experiential content is said to be indeterminate (at 
least by certain measures). Specifically, such states are said to lack the 
specification of spatial, temporal, dispositional, and occasionally even 
of agentive content (Austin, 2000; Blanke and Metzinger, 2009; Vago 
and Silbersweig, 2012; Carhart-Harris et al., 2016; Tagliazucchi et al., 
2016; Müller et al., 2017; Nour and Carhart-Harris, 2017; Millière et 

5 Searle (2000, p. 559) takes conscious states, which he defines as ‘inner qualitative… 
processes of sentience or awareness’, to be ‘essentially subjective’. In so far as reality 
contains conscious organism like us, it exhibits ineliminable ‘subjective modes of 
existence’. 
6 Subjective intentional acts link the appearance of things with their mode of 
apprehension: that is, how something looks correlates with and is a function of the way I 
look at it. 
7 Frankish’s illusionist account targets not individuation as such but subjectivity or the 
subjective aspect of conscious experience, according to which there is something it is 
like to see colours, hear sounds, etc. Illusionism denies that experiences have these 
qualitative properties, focusing instead on explaining why it seems that they do. It 
attributes this seeming quality to certain distortions in our awareness that lead us ‘to 
misrepresent the states as having phenomenal properties’ (Frankish, 2016, p. 15). 
8 Taking individuated mental events to be real even if reducible to the elements of an 
underlying substrate is typical of certain positions in the metaphysics of mind such as 
neutral monism (where the basis for both the mental and the physical is neutral) and 
non-eliminative physicalism, which differ from non-reductionist accounts of the mental 
such as emergentism and dual-aspect theory. Whether either theory can address the 
problem of relating the subjectivity of the mental to the specific character of an 
individuated brain remains an open question (cf. Nagel, 2000). 
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al., 2018; Metzinger, 2020; Letheby, 2020; Millière, 2020). Based on 
testimonial accounts and diagnosis, the suggestion is that these states 
are marked not only by dramatic changes in perception, thought, 
affect, and spatio-temporal orientation, but by a seemingly complete 
loss of subjectivity. In the case of pure consciousness events and non- 
dual awareness, the loss is spelled out in positive terms as involving a 
sense of pure being, oneness, and ecstasy where all thought and some- 
times even all perception is said to have completely ceased (Dor- 
Ziderman et al., 2013; Ataria, Dor-Ziderman and Berkovich-Ohana, 
2015; Millière et al., 2018, p. 16). 

In considering whether these non-ordinary conscious states display 
any subjective features, we confront a dilemma. Either they do, in 
which case there needs to be some way of accounting for these 
features in phenomenal terms, or they do not, in which case there is 
nothing it is like to be in them. But the dilemma only arises if we 
assume that opacity rather than phenomenality is a pervasive feature 
of these non-ordinary states. However, non-ordinary conscious states 
are deemed phenomenally opaque only by overly restrictive standards 
of conceivability that: (i) fail to account for the variety of non- 
ordinary and pathological experience in non-arbitrary ways; (ii) side- 
step the problem of the attribution and location of mental content 
(given intelligibility requirements for experience) or relegate them to 
illusory constructs; (iii) assume an unproblematic appeal to 
testimonial evidence. 

I raise some objections to the claim that non-dual states and states of 
full absorption lack any minimally subjective givenness and offer an 
alternative proposal that takes non-ordinary conscious states to be 
phenomenally unified9 and phenomenality to exhibit a distinctively 
self-presenting character. 

The paper is structured as follows. In §2 I consider the difference 
between observational and constitutive accounts of subjectivity, and 
the problem that overdetermined conceptions of phenomenal content 
face in charting the aetiology of non-ordinary states of consciousness. 
Specifically, I discuss the implications of the minimal phenomenal 
experience model, and whether it can satisfactorily account for the 

9 Bayne and Chalmers (2003) and Bayne (2004) argue that certain pathologies of 
consciousness such as split-brain cases and dissociative identity disorder may threaten 
some kinds of unity (viz. of representational content) but not others (of subjectivity or 
self-consciousness). That is, even for subjects exhibiting a pathology of access, a 
breakdown of access unity does not entail a loss of phenomenal unity. 
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subjective dimension of experience (given the asymmetry between 
subjective and intentional modes of givenness). §3 looks at some 
pathologies of the body schema and the challenge they pose to the 
problem of ownership, making the case for a phenomenal difference 
between the perceived aspects of the body and its experiential given- 
ness. In §4 I consider certain theoretical assumptions about the 
structure of consciousness and raise some objections to the claim that 
‘pure’ or non-dual states lack any minimally subjective givenness. 
One compelling reason for taking conscious experience to exhibit a 
minimally subjective dimension is that it makes it easier to account for 
the integration and binding of various features of experience (Carman, 
2005; Bickle and Ellis, 2005; Matthen, 2010; Jacob and de 
Vignemont, 2010; de Vignemont, 2007). In §5 I examine a Buddhist 
debate about the persistence of consciousness in states of full 
absorption associated with the cessation of seemingly all conscious 
cognitive activity (nirodha-samāpatti), and its implications for 
questions of psychological continuity and phenomenal unity. I also 
extend the analysis to various pathological cases, offering an argument 
for why minimally conscious and post-comatose patients are best 
understood as exhibiting attenuated or less integrated phenomenal 
content. 

Part of the problem with the view that pure or non-dual 
consciousness is contentless or undifferentiated lies in overdetermined 
conceptions of phenomenal content as prone to ‘dualistic distortion’, 
typically associated with lower-level cognitive states or, alternatively, 
with a transparent self-model generated by the brain. I conclude with 
an argument for why the phenomenal and subjective aspects of 
conscious experience are not reducible to kinds of narrow content; 
rather, they reflect more basic structural dimensions of consciousness. 
In making a case for the latter, I also suggest that, of the dimensions in 
virtue of which a mental state is deemed conscious rather than uncon- 
scious — intentionality, subjectivity, accessibility, and reflexivity —  
it is primarily reflexivity that functions as the structuring principle that 
gives conscious experience its distinctively self-presenting character. 

2. Minimal Phenomenal Experience and the Elusive Subject

Does subjectivity vanish altogether in certain conscious states? A 
satisfactory answer to this question must consider both metaphysical 
constraints, specifically about the very possibility of subjectless 
conscious states, and interpretive concerns about how such 
presumably 
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unmediated experiential states could somehow be accounted for in 
epistemically relevant terms (Katz, 1978; Billon and Kriegel, 2015; 
Gallagher, 2020; Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020; Billon, 2023). 

Let me begin with a note of clarification. Those who take sub- 
jectivity to stand for the question of how first-person knowledge is 
obtained, that is, knowledge that one is the subject of one’s conscious 
states, are more likely to endorse the (Humean) view that many, if not 
most (all?), conscious states lack such subjective reference. On this 
account, the subject of experience is elusive because self-awareness is 
taken to be an observational state that, while introspectively available, 
does not disclose any persistent locus or subject of experience. 
However, there is some debate about whether subjectivity depends on 
such explicit representations of the subject as an owner or agent of 
experience. Howell and Thompson (2017; see also Howell, 2023a,b) 
claim that only reflective experiences have a sense of subjective 
givenness or mineness, whereas Zahavi (2005; 2006), Kriegel (2009, 
pp. 51f.), and Billon (2017) think the constitutively subjective 
character that gives an experience its distinctive for-me-ness is a 
universal feature of all conscious mental states. Others have argued for 
a position some- where in between where phenomenal content cannot 
escape identification, while denying that self-consciousness is built 
into every moment of phenomenality (Siewert, 2013, p. 255). And 
then there are those (e.g. Dainton, 2008, pp. 242f.; Schear, 2009; 
Lane, 2015) who reject the notion altogether, arguing that a non-
observational sense of mineness is in fact explanatorily vacuous. 

The position I defend here aligns closely with the view that the 
phenomenality of consciousness exhibits an ineliminable experiential 
structure that at a minimum provides the sense of internal distance 
necessary for introspective or observational acts to manifest as the 
intentional states of an owner or subject of experience (more on this 
below, see also Coseru 2012; 2015; 2020). The metaphysical 
constraint, then, finds articulation in the seemingly obvious, indeed 
necessary, a priori truth that there cannot be such a thing as a subject- 
less experience because undergoing, let alone reporting on, such an 
experience presupposes what is being denied: the subjective or self- 
intimating givenness of experience that makes its reporting possible 
(Strawson, 2017; Fasching, 2020).10  The interpretive concern has to do 

10 I take self-intimation as a thesis that excludes higher-order readings of consciousness 
as the outcome of a relational, representational, or self-representational process. 
Following 
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with reportability. Even if a revisionary metaphysics were to allow for 
such a possibility, there is still the concern that the phenomenality of 
such experiential states would be unaccountable or remain unknown. 

2.1. Varieties of minimal phenomenal experience 

Let’s leave aside for now metaphysical and theoretical background 
assumptions about the nature and possibility of subjectless conscious 
states and turn to the phenomenality of non-ordinary and pathological 
states of non-dual awareness and ego dissolution. Consider what it 
might be like to wake up unaware of having undergone a seemingly 
complete loss of all sensory and cognitive content. Philip Sullivan, a 
psychiatrist who suffered head trauma in a car accident, provides the 
following testimony of precisely such a case: 

There was something, and the something was not the nothing. The 
nearest label for the something might possibly be ‘awareness’, but that 
could be misleading, since any awareness I’d ever had before the 
accident was my awareness, my awareness of one thing or another. In 
contrast, this something, if it be called awareness, had no I as its subject 
and no content as its object. It just was. (Sullivan, 1995, p. 53) 

That such pathological states bear a structural resemblance to drug- 
induced states of ego dissolution is obvious from testimonies of 
individuals being injected with or smoking fast-acting serotonergic 
psychedelic drugs N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT) and 5-methoxy- 
N,N-dimethyltryptamine (5-MeO-DMT). Consider this example from 
Strassman’s study of Sean: 

I immediately saw a bright yellow-white light directly in front of me… 
I was consumed by it and became part of it. There were no distinctions 
— no figures or lines, shadows or outlines. There was nobody or any- 
thing inside or outside. I was devoid of self, of thought, of time, of 
space, of a sense of separateness or ego, or of anything but the white 
light. There are no symbols in my language that can begin to describe 
that sense of pure being, oneness, and ecstasy. There was a great sense 
of stillness and ecstasy. (Strassman, 2000, pp. 244–5) 

Disruptions of the integrated sense of self-awareness in trauma- and 
drug-induced ego dissolution exhibit phenomenal characteristics that 

Strawson (2017, p. 163), I think it is essential that we retain a simple view of 
experience, a view that takes all awareness to involve or to constitutively entail an 
awareness of itself (where awareness stands for conscious awareness, an awareness that 
is self-conscious or conscious of its own occurrence). 
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closely resemble a family of introvertive states associated with 
contemplative traditions. Variously labelled as ‘pure’ or merely 
‘wakeful’, these conscious states are said to lack any trace of 
subjectivity or for-me-ness. Here is how a practitioner of 
transcendental meditation describes undergoing such an experience: 

I would settle down, it would be very quiet… and… there would just be 
a sort of complete silence void of content. The whole awareness would 
turn in, and there would be no thought, no activity, and no perception… 
At this point I began to appreciate that this inner space was not an 
emptiness but simply silent consciousness without content or activity, 
and I began to recognize in it the essence of my own self as pure con- 
sciousness [emphasis mine]. Eventually, even the thin boundary that 
had previously separated individuality from unbounded pure 
consciousness began to dissolve… Once I let go of the veil of 
individuality, there is no longer ‘I perceiving’ or ‘I aware.’ There is 
only that, there is nothing else there. (Forman, 1990, pp. 27f.) 

And here is an account of non-dual experience from a practitioner of 
mindfulness meditation: 

The sense of living in a world that I experienced… fell completely  
away and instead there was only the experience itself. The distinction 
between self and world no longer existed. The contents of the experi- 
ence were exactly the same, but the perspective of them was so different 
that the change felt monumental. The world I was experiencing no 
longer existed independently, because I had become the unfolding of 
that experience [emphasis mine]. The previous ‘I’ as experiencer, 
chooser, thinker did not exist. Instead, there was experience itself. 
(Metzinger, 2024, pp. 331f.) 

What distinguishes the last two reports from the previous two cases, 
where the experience is involuntarily induced, is their occurrence in 
culturally specific settings (meditative retreats) that reflect explicit 
metaphysical commitments to a conception of consciousness as 
ultimately non-dual or undifferentiated. It is not clear therefore 
whether, and to what extent, descriptions that purport to capture the 
phenomenal character of such pure consciousness events represent 
accurate reports or should rather be understood as metaphysically 
inflected perspectives. 

 
2.2. Subjectivity and the minimal phenomenal experience 
(MPE) model 

But even if such reports are descriptively accurate, it is still an open 
question whether their seeming ubiquity in contemplative traditions 
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challenges basic intuitions about the irreducibly subjective character11 

of experience. As the testimonial accounts above suggest, ‘pure’ or 
non-dual states of consciousness exhibit reduced or diminished con- 
tent. Windt (2015) has introduced the notion of ‘minimal phenomenal 
experience’ (MPE) to describe such seemingly subjectless or egoless 
conscious states. Building on Windt and his earlier work on the 
phenomenal self model,12 Metzinger (2020; 2024) has undertaken the 
ambitious project of modelling experiences of reduced or minimal 
phenomenal content along a set of six specific constraints: 
wakefulness, low complexity, self-luminosity, introspective 
availability, epistemicity, and transparency/opacity.13

Metzinger regards this theoretical strategy as one way to settle the 
debate about whether phenomenality has a distinct experiential 
character, whether this character is sui generis, and whether, if we 
accept any subset of these constraints, an MPE would be the sort that 
would not instantiate any subjective intentional properties. For 
instance, the epistemicity constraint (which Metzinger defines as the 
phenomenal experience of knowing that is accompanied by a 
subjective quality of confidence) would rule out such core intuitions 
as the notion that consciousness necessarily implies self-
consciousness. Why? Because a feeling of knowing, which is often 
associated with forms of non-conceptual intuition and insight, is not 
the same as actually knowing. The latter depends on adherence to 
reliable standards for evidence, rigorous and methodical reasoning, 
and verification criteria for ruling out factual errors. 

Be that as it may, in the case of consciousness, there is more than 
just the phenomenal character, the what-it-is-likeness of experience. 
There is also its experiential dimension, subjective character, or for- 
me-ness component (Shoemeker, 1996, p. 157; Levine, 2001, p. 9; 
Kriegel, 2009, p. 9; Zahavi, 2014, p. 22), and the latter is not a 

11 Following Shoemaker (1994), I take the problem of subjective character to concern 
the relationship between the phenomenal and subjective dimensions of experiences and 
their representational content. The central issue is whether the subjective and qualitative 
aspects of conscious experience are reducible to kinds of narrow content or reflect more 
basic structural dimensions of consciousness. 
12 The phenomenal self model is designed to account for the conditions under which 
conscious experience manifests fundamentally as an experience of being someone 
(Blanke and Metzinger, 2009). 
13 Because these are precisely the criteria that figure in reports of non-ordinary 
experience associated with various contemplative traditions, they could serve as useful 
heuristic categories in articulating a theory of MPE. 
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separate quale of experience, a feeling of knowing that one could be 
mistaken about. One can surely be mistaken about the contents of 
one’s experience (is that smoke or mist I see in the distance?) or even 
about the type of experience one is having (am I perceiving or 
hallucinating?), but one cannot be mistaken that one is conscious. This 
is not a case of having immunity to error through misidentification, 
because it is not a case of judging oneself conscious as a result of 
performing some mental act such introspection or recollection.14 Since 
conscious states are simply those that we are aware of being in, 
mistaking oneself to be conscious would require the thing one is 
mistaken about, being conscious or self-aware, to be other than it 
seems. Illusionists about consciousness (e.g. Dennett, 1993; 2013) 
sometimes make this move, as do externalists about mental content 
(e.g. Dretske, 2003; Tye, 1995). The trouble with illusionism is that 
‘such illusion is already and necessarily an actual instance of the thing 
said to be an illusion’ (Strawson, 2018, p. 132). 

Consider the rubber hand illusion experiment (Botvinick and Cohen, 
1998). In the experiment, a lifelike rubber hand is positioned in front 
of the participant while their own hand is hidden from view, following 
which the experimenter gently strokes both hands with a paintbrush 
simultaneously. After a few moments, patients report that the rubber 
hand feels as if it is theirs. If something is done to the rubber hand 
(pricking it with a knife or hitting it with a hammer), subjects show a 
strong pain reaction. One may well tell subjects in the experiment that 
they can’t possibly experience any pain, that the pain is illusory, 
because their actual hand suffered no damage. But misattributions or 
misperceptions of pain are already instances of pain. Indeed, as some 
studies of the rubber hand illusion suggest, physical threat to the 
rubber hand can evoke comparable cortical startle responses as the 
threat to the real hand (Ehrsson et al., 2007; Gentile et al., 2013; Fang 
et al., 2019). 

That the two hands in the rubber hand illusion are experienced as 
similar makes clear that one cannot be mistaken about the subjective 
givenness of experience. Even if the illusion can mislocate the pain 
away from the actual hand to the rubber hand, resulting in a partial 
disruption of the sense of body ownership, the pain is still first- 

14 For a review of debate on the various sources (e.g. introspection, memory, perception, 
bodily awareness) that ground immunity to error through misidentification, see Prosser 
and Recanati (2012) and contributions therein. 
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personally given. The illusoriness pertains to the location of the pain 
not to its mode of givenness. As Gallagher and Zahavi (2023, §1) 
clarify: 

This for-me-ness doesn’t refer to a specific experiential quality like sour 
or soft, rather it refers to the distinct first-personal givenness of 
experience. It refers to the fact that the experiences I am living through 
are given differently (but not necessarily better) to me than to anybody 
else… It could consequently be claimed that anybody who denies the 
for-me-ness of experience simply fails to recognize an essential 
constitutive aspect of experience. Such a denial… would entail the view 
that my own mind is either not given to me at all — I would be mind- or 
self-blind — or is presented to me in exactly the same way as the minds 
of others. 

Metzinger (2024, p. 65) acknowledges that many if not most 
philosophers ‘have a deep-seated philosophical intuition that 
consciousness without self-consciousness is simply inconceivable’. 
Nonetheless, he urges (following Dennett, 1991, p. 401) that we ‘resist 
the temptation to mistake a failure of imagination for an insight into 
necessity: From the fact that one cannot imagine being in a state of 
consciousness entirely lacking self-consciousness, it does not follow 
that it is nomologically (or even metaphysically) impossible to be in 
such a state’ (Metzinger, 2024, p. 65). Indeed, he goes so far as to 
suggest that ‘if Advaitic and Buddhist philosophers are on the right 
track, then even the “knowing self” that is so certain of its own 
existence could be a mere appearance’ (ibid., p. 66). 

The MPE strategy, it seems, does not merely dispute robust non- 
deflationary accounts of subjective character, which understand for- 
me-ness as a phenomenal dimension of consciousness, but even a 
deflationary account according to which for-me-ness refers merely to 
experiences occurring to or for someone. A non-deflationary account 
may be resisted simply on the ground that, while it is conceptually and 
metaphysically necessary that experiences presuppose a subject of 
experience, this subject need not be experientially given (Dainton, 
2008, p. 242; Peacocke, 2014; compare Zahavi, 2014, p. 20).15 For 
instance, just because the phenomenal contents of experience require a 

15 Strawson (2009, pp. 184f.) points to depersonalization experiences (Hopkins,  1880/ 
1959) and autobiographical testimonies from well-known figures such as Iris Murdoch 
and A.J. Ayer about lacking such an experiential sense of oneself as evidence that not 
even philosophers need think of themselves as inhabiting a particular character or 
having an identity in order to successfully go about their daily affairs. 
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unifying principle that presents them as occurring for someone does 
not mean this someone must itself be given in experience. Searle 
(2005, pp. 16f.) offers precisely such an account when he argues that, 
just like perception requires that we postulate a point of view or 
perspective from which the perception becomes intelligible (even 
though the perspective itself is not perceived), so also conscious 
experience requires a structuring principle, a self to whom these 
experiences occur (even if the self itself does not figure in experience 
as an object or content of some kind). But deflationary accounts are 
harder to resist if what motivates them is simply avoiding the highly 
implausible and deeply counter-intuitive no-ownership view, which 
takes experiences to occur as if free-floating unowned events (Zahavi 
and Kriegel, 2015, p. 36).16

2.3. The asymmetry between the subjective and intentional mode 
of givenness 

Do non-ordinary states of meditative absorption such as non-dual 
awareness challenge the sui generis view of experiential 
phenomenality as entailing a basic sense of phenomenal presence? 
Consider this summation of the attainment of a state lacking in any 
perceptual and cognitive content in Forman (1998, p. 185): 

Usually, our minds are an enormously complex stew of thoughts, 
feelings, sensations, wants, snatches of song, pains, drives, daydreams 
and, of course, consciousness itself more or less aware of it all. To 
understand consciousness in itself, the obvious thing would be to clear 
away as much of this internal detritus and noise as possible… During 
meditation, one begins to slow down the thinking process, and have 
fewer or less intense thoughts… Thus, by reducing the intensity or 
compelling quality of outward perception and inward thoughts, one may 
come to a time of greater stillness. Ultimately one may become utterly 
silent inside, as though in a gap between thoughts, where one becomes 
completely perception- and thought-free.17

16 Chadha (2023) defends precisely such an account, drawing primarily on Vasubandhu, 
whom she interprets as putting forward a no-ownership account, which regards experi- 
ences as constitutive of a stream of causal relations between the appropriate causes (viz. 
the sense faculty, the object, and attention) that lack any subjective qualities or merely 
appear to possess such qualities as a result of deceptive forms of self-grasping. 
17 Note the frequency with which pronominal and possessive pronouns  (e.g.  ‘one’) are 
used. 
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The general idea is that pure consciousness events (PCEs) are an 
accessible, if rare, feature of our mental life. They would ordinarily go 
unnoticed were it not for their valorization in contemplative practice, 
where they acquire normative significance in so far as they posit the 
possibility of a wakeful but non-intentional and subjectless conscious- 
ness. When testimonies from drug-induced and pathological forms of 
ego dissolution (Picard and Craig, 2009; Millière, 2017; Letheby and 
Gerrans, 2017) appear to corroborate those of PCE and non-dual 
awareness, that is taken to serve as empirical evidence for the view 
that subjectivity is not an irreducible dimension of conscious mental 
states. 

But the view that states of ego dissolution and depersonalization are 
constitutively subjectless is controversial. Reviews of testimonial 
evidence from a variety of contemplative traditions (Griffiths, 1990; 
Forman, 1990; Matt, 1997; Droit-Volet and Dambrun, 2019; Costines, 
Borghardt and Wittmann, 2021) suggest that lack of intentional con- 
tent does not necessarily translate into a loss of consciousness’s own 
sense of presence, pointing to an asymmetry in the way the subjective 
and intentional dimensions of consciousness manifest. As the 
Canadian Jesuit philosopher Bernard Lonergan noted more than half a 
century ago, ‘objects are present by being attended to but subjects are 
present as subjects, not by being attended to, but by attending. As the 
parade of objects marches by, spectators do not have to slip into the 
parade to become present to themselves; they have to be present to 
themselves for anything to be present to them’ (Lonergan, 1967/1988, 
p. 210). Even if attending subjects were to undergo a complete
‘emptying out… of all experiential content and phenomenological
qualities, including concepts, thoughts, sense perception, and sensuous
images’ (Jones and Gellman, 2022), it does not mean that they vanish
altogether; rather, they persist in a state of wakeful or intimating
awareness.18 

The asymmetry between the subjective and intentional dimensions 
of consciousness does not obviate the fact that non-ordinary and 
pathological states of consciousness represent a particularly fertile 
ground of exploration for philosophers and cognitive neuroscientists 

18 Of course, on a view of consciousness as always being about something (that is, as 
exhibiting phenomenal intentionality (Brentano, 1973, p. 68)), objects need not be 
attended for consciousness to exhibit aboutness. Likewise, on a view of consciousness 
as constitutively reflexive, conscious states need not involve attentional capacities in 
order to manifest subjective intentionality (Loar, 1987). 
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looking to map out the structure of phenomenal consciousness and its 
properties (Graham and Stevens, 1994; Block, 2007; Gallagher, 2023). 
Rather, it simply calls into question basic assumptions about the 
structure of phenomenal consciousness, namely the view that sub- 
jectivity or subjective character is just another species of intentional 
content. The subjective dimension of consciousness is not inherently 
intentional, though aspects of it can be made manifest through 
reflection or introspection. Rather it is reflexive or self-reflexive in so 
far as being conscious entails being self-conscious, if only minimally, 
implicitly, or tacitly so.19 

Apart from its reflexive or pre-reflective character, there are other 
features that set subjectivity apart from intentionality. O’Conaill 
(2019, pp. 331f.) provides a helpful list: 

It is non-voluntary: one will be aware of whatever experience one is 
currently having, regardless of what one tries to do. It is ubiquitous: 
each subject is aware of each of their occurrent experiences in this way. 
It is direct: one is not aware of having an experience in virtue of being 
aware of anything else. It is non-inferential: one does not need evidence 
or a chain of reasons to be aware of one’s experience. It is non- 
attentive: in inner awareness one does not focus one’s attention on the 
experience one is having. 

As should be obvious, some of these features are precisely those found 
in accounts of pure or non-dual awareness, which is often described as 
an effortless, non-conceptual, and direct mode of acquaintance with 
consciousness as such in its undifferentiated state. I am not disputing 
that non-ordinary and pathological states of pure consciousness and 
ego dissolution can result in a loss of spatial, temporal, agentive, and 
biographical content. But taking them also to lack subjectivity or for- 
me-ness (Letheby, 2020; Metzinger, 2020; Millière, 2020; Lindström, 
Kajonius and Cardeña, 2022) runs the risk of stripping conscious 
experience of its intrinsic feature, that is, of precisely that feature or 
dimension that sets conscious and non-conscious or subpersonal 
mental states and events apart. 

19 As Frankfurt (1988, p. 161) famously clarifies: ‘An instance of exclusively primary 
and unreflexive consciousness would not be an instance of what we ordinarily think of 
as consciousness at all. For what would it be like to be conscious of something without 
being aware of this consciousness? It would mean having an experience with no 
awareness whatever of its occurrence.’ Harman (2006) likewise makes the case for self- 
reflexive thought on the ground that thought could have propositional content that 
involves the thought itself or that is presented in a perspectival way. 
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3. Pathologies of the Body Schema and the Anonymity Objection

The idea of a minimal phenomenal experience as if for no one raises 
the question: how is such phenomenal experience (and its neural 
markers) to be differentiated from unconscious mental states? One 
might object that the notion of a subjectless experience is conceptually 
incoherent because ‘experiencing is necessarily an experiencing by a 
subject of experience’ (Shoemaker, 1986, p. 10). This experiencer 
need not be more than a thin subject, a mere acknowledgment that 
experiences present themselves differently to the individual under- 
going them than to anybody else, that they present themselves 
‘minely’ or as exhibiting mineness or a for-me-ness character 
(Kriegel, 2009, p. 1; Zahavi, 2014, p. 22).20 At a minimum conscious- 
ness necessarily entails sentience, and sentience — the capacity to 
process basic sensory information — is constitutively self-presenting: 
it makes the character of those sensations and feelings present to the 
organism undergoing them. 

Pathologies such as asomatognosia (loss of recognition or awareness 
of part of the body) and somatoparaphrenia (disownership of left- 
sided body parts) are often cited as evidence against the persistence of 
subjectivity. But these deficits are still experienced or lived through 
for someone (Sass and Parnas, 2003; Sass et al., 2018; Ciaunica, 
Charlton and Farmer, 2021; Ciaunica et al., 2022). Rather, loss of 
recognition of part of a body in asomatognosia represents a failure of 
recognition or acknowledgment, typically expressed as a pattern of 
neglect. For the hemispheric neglect patient, there being nothing to the 
left of the midline of her body is subjectively experienced: there is 
something it is like to sense the absence of half of one’s body 
(Critchley, 1953, p. 237; Saetta et al., 2021). When looking at the 
missing side of their body and seeing it, patients in this condition may 

20 Most philosophers (Strawson, 1999; Zahavi and Parnas, 1998; Levine, 2001; Kriegel, 
2009; Block, 2007; Zahavi and Kriegel, 2015) use mineness, for-me-ness, me-ness, or 
me-ishness more or less interchangeably for the subjective character of experience. 
Recently, Guillot (2017) has argued that these terms are not equivalent and that they 
designate different properties of experience (e.g. ownership, subjective character, 
phenomenal self-consciousness). See also Garcia-Carpintero and Guillot (2023) and 
contributions therein. 
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convince themselves that its presence is illusory, but the illusoriness is 
already an instance of the thing experienced as absent (Carp, 1952).21

This phenomenal difference is particularly apparent in the case of 
various forms of anosognosia (Babinski, 1914), a condition character- 
ized by loss of awareness of deficits such as aphasia, blindness, and 
hemianopia, or spatial neglect. Patients in this condition may be 
unaware that they have these deficits, although in milder instances 
such as anosodiaphoria patients do acknowledge their deficit but 
remain indifferent about its effects on their optimal cognitive function 
(Bisiach and Geminiani, 1991). While the causes of these deficits are 
still under investigation, recent studies attribute anosognosia to a 
general inability to update bodily awareness in ways that account for 
salient somatosensory and interoceptive information about the  
affected body parts (Pereira et al., 2010; Vocat, Saj and Vuilleumier, 
2012; Besharati et al., 2014; Fotopoulou, 2015). If this failure to 
update one’s beliefs about the body is not responsive to various forms 
of higher-order knowledge or social feedback, then the deficit (say 
partial blindness or a paralysed body part) must reflect a phenomenal 
difference between the objective or perceived aspects of the body and 
its experiential givenness.22 

The same can be said about schizophrenic thought insertion: when 
patients report that certain thoughts are not theirs, that they are 
generated by someone else, they are not indicating that the thoughts in 
question are present as if in some nondescript location or in someone 
else’s head, as in alleged cases of telepathic awareness (Coliva, 2002, 
p. 30). Rather, that such thoughts feel alien and intrusive is a function
of their occurrence within the patient’s own stream of consciousness
(Parnas and Sass, 2011; Gallagher, 2000, p. 231), not, as some have
argued, of the patient’s lack of ownership over such thoughts
(Campbell, 1999, p. 610; 2002, p. 37). Indeed, to deny that thought

21 Such patients fail to  recognize the condition when looking at their paralysed body 
part  but do recognize it when confronted with mirror images of their body (Jenkinson et 
al., 2013; Besharati et al., 2014). 
22    This phenomenal difference recalls the distinction between a conception of the body 
as  a kind of objectified, socially perceived, and impersonal object and that of the body 
as the locus of all subjective experience (cf. Sartre, 1943, p. 36; Merleau-Ponty, 1945/ 
2002, pp. 152–3). Zahavi (1994) has argued that this difference was already present in 
Husserl’s work, specifically in his detailed analysis of the constitutive function of the 
body, which functions not merely as a centre of orientation, but as a mediating factor in 
active tasks of perceiving such that the appearance of objects is continuous with, rather 
than separate from, the body’s kinaesthesis. 
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insertion has this occurrent for-me-ness is to call into question the 
patient’s complaint. 

4. Self-Intimation, Access, and the Reflexivity Thesis

Further objections to the assumption that subjectivity or subjective 
character vanishes in certain liminal states of consciousness will be 
discussed in detail below (§4). For now, let me consider some 
methodological constraints that come up in discussions of how the 
phenomenal properties of a conscious experience relate to its contents. 
Whereas the dominant assumption is that phenomenal properties vary 
with representational content, some have argued that we ought to 
admit some phenomenal properties that remain fixed. In dissociating 
between content and attitude-based based phenomenality, Kriegel 
(2023) argues that whereas the first vary with the representational 
properties of such content, the latter do not. Many attitudinal 
properties of our mental life, whether of the cognitive (judging, 
supposing), conative (desiring, craving), affective (fearing, hating), or 
perceptual (seeing, hearing) kind, do not vary with the content 
properties of consciousness. There is no variance in the attitudinal 
character of my judging electric vehicles to be better than gas- 
powered cars for reducing carbon emissions than judging gas-powered 
vehicles to be better than electric vehicles for winter driving con- 
ditions. Likewise, there is no variance in attitudinal character of 
fearing wildfires versus hurricanes. 

But the position that takes phenomenal character to be a species of 
representational content faces certain limitations. For instance, it 
cannot satisfactorily explain the difference between the content of 
experience (what the experience is about — an object or mental state 
of some kind) and its subjective properties (how the experience itself 
seems like for someone), particularly if the phenomenal and content 
properties of the experience can come apart (Peacocke, 1983; Block, 
1996; Kriegel, 2023). Representationalists about qualia (Dretske, 
1995; Tye, 1995; 2000; Byrne, 2001) claim that, yes, there is a way to 
explain the difference: the phenomenal character of experience just is 
how the experience represents itself in relation to its content. But the 
locutionary force of just is leaves unexplained why there is a phenom- 
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enal difference between the two kinds of content (that of the object 
and that of the experience itself).23 

Fine-grained analyses of conscious states are predicated on our 
ability to access them, but also, and more importantly, on whatever it 
is that makes such access possible. There are at least four main 
candidates: (i) access via representation by suitably higher-order 
states, as proposed by higher-order thought (HOT) theories (Lycan, 
1996; Rosenthal, 1986; 2004; Gennaro, 2005); (ii) access in terms of 
the availability of phenomenal content (in access consciousness) to the 
executive systems of reasoning and behaviour (Block, 1995); (iii) 
access via a self-representational inwardly directed function of con- 
sciousness (Williford, 2006; Kriegel, 2009); (iv) access in terms of the 
constitutively reflexive or self-reflexive dimension of consciousness 
itself (Sartre, 1943; Zahavi, 2005; Strawson, 2003; 2017). 

Since the first three candidates articulate a relational (that is, higher- 
order, access-mediated, or self-representational) conception of 
subjectivity, they are in principle compatible with the view that 
subjectivity or subjective character could vanish in certain conscious 
states if the feature or relation that made the state conscious were 
different than that which gives its distinctive phenomenal character. 
On a view of consciousness as constitutively reflexive, that possibility 
is ruled out. So, we are left with two options: subjectless 
consciousness is possible, in which case consciousness lacks a 
reflexive dimension; or consciousness is constitutively reflexive, 
which entails that subjectless conscious states are metaphysically 
impossible. Of course, showing that the evidence for subjectless 
consciousness is inconclusive does not automatically establish the 
reflexivity thesis. One must still make the case for why taking 
consciousness to possess such a dimension can help bridge the gap 
between function and phenomenality. 

In motivating the reflexivity thesis, let me offer the following 
operational definition of what I call reflexive presence (RP): 

23 This is sometimes articulated as the ‘phenomenal intentionality view’ (Horgan and 
Tienson, 2002; Loar, 2003), namely the view that the aboutness of content is grounded 
in the subjective or phenomenally conscious character of certain mental states. As 
Searle (1983, pp. 49, 90) argued some time ago, in order to understand how the 
intentional content of an experience can play a functional role (i.e. serve as a success 
condition) in how an individual reacts to what her experience is about, one must take 
intentional content to be self-referential. Denying that there is such a phenomenal 
difference between the two types of content would make it impossible to differentiate 
between an experience and what it is about. 
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Reflexive Presence (RP): a dimension of consciousness that is 
world situated, modally integrated, and temporally unified. 

In the multidisciplinary literature on consciousness, reflexivity is often 
categorized as a feature or phenomenological invariant (alongside 
intentionality, subjectivity, accessibility), the presence of which  
allows for dissociating conscious from unconscious mental states 
(Metzinger, 2003; Williford et al., 2018). Modelling RP as a funda- 
mental dimension of conscious experience is meant to help us account 
for subjectivity, for-me-ness, and self-consciousness in ways that do 
not regard them as constructs resulting from the integration and 
binding of information across multiple sensory modalities and cog- 
nitive domains. As a hybrid concept, RP combines two concepts: 

• Presence — the manifest character of appearances as such, as
captured by our adverbial vocabulary (here, now, directly,
immediately, palpably, distinctly, etc.).

• Reflexivity — the recursive character of conscious experiences
as always referring to themselves or as locating themselves in a
space of possibility, though this perspectival stance need not be
fixed or spatio-temporally defined.

The concept of RP proposed here aims to subtract both from that of 
‘minimal phenomenal selfhood’ (MPS) and from that of ‘minimal 
phenomenal experience’ (MPE) to capture a constitutive dimension of 
consciousness. The guiding question in the case of the MPE model is 
whether the integration of multisensory content is sufficient for 
perspectival content.24 In the case of the constitutive model, the main 
concern is the structure of consciousness itself: what is necessarily 
constitutive of a conscious mental state exhibiting the ‘dative of 
manifestation’ — the presence of conscious experience as an 
experience  for (or given to) someone (Prufer, 1975)? A satisfactory 
answer to this question must consider whether the reflexive dimension 
is built up from more basic proprioceptive, interoceptive, and 
sensorimotor con- tent (Allen and Tsakiris, 2018), or from modes of 
presentation of, and concepts about, such content (sense of location, 
movement, duration, 

24 Ludlow (2019, pp. 11, 182), for instance, argues that perspectival (or what some call 
indexical) content, which can be understood as what it means to be embedded in a place 
and time such that objects and events are for me, is an ineliminable and ubiquitous 
dimension of perception, action, affective and behavioural response. See also Kapitan 
(1999). 
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action, hunger, heart rate, etc.), which calls attention to the relation 
between perceptual content and perceptual phenomenology.25 Efforts 
to address a similar question, centred on explaining how conscious- 
ness could regain its manifest character following the attenuation or 
even cessation of all conscious cognitive functions, form an important 
chapter in the development of Buddhist philosophy of mind. A key 
debate in this tradition led to some important conceptual innovations 
that, as I will argue in the next section, bolster the central argument of 
this paper. 

5. Consciousness, Reflexivity, and the Emergence from Cessation

The question of the character of pure or non-dual states of 
consciousness is not only a question about their presumed opacity or 
lack of phenomenal content. Rather, it is also a question about 
whether, once attained, such states also lack any kind of givenness or 
for-me-ness. The second question addresses the concern that without 
the specification of their mode of givenness there would be no way to 
mark such conscious states as being for someone or as occurring in 
any given mental stream. On some readings of the Buddhist account of 
non-dual awareness meditation, consciousness is most basically taken 
to be a sort of ‘empty self-presencing or reflexivity that is irreducible 
to the usual structures of our ordinary conception of experience’ 
(Dreyfus, 2011, p. 122). This intransitive and non-objectifying 
reflexive self- consciousness is analogous to the pre-reflective self-
awareness that Zahavi (2005; 2011; 2014) and Strawson (2009; 2011), 
among others, regard as an ineliminable dimension of consciousness. 

Buddhist Abhidharma traditions frame their account of mental states 
and their contents without marking their subjective or ownership 
properties, that is, without presupposing that they belong to, are 
grounded in, or are realized by anything other than the causal relations 
upon which they supervene. But while they reject a notion of the self 
or subject as an enduring and unifying principle of experience, 
Buddhists nonetheless must answer questions about the seeming unity 
of conscious experience and its subjective aspect, most clearly 

25 The view that such a necessary relation exists between, say, perceptual content and 
perceptual phenomenology is known as intentionalism (Byrne, 2001; Siewert, 2004; 
Speaks, 2009), which is often conceived in opposition to the transparency thesis 
(Moore, 1903; Harman, 1990; Metzinger, 2003). 
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manifest in its volitional, dispositional, and deliberating activities, and 
in the phenomenal character of sensations, feelings, emotions, 
dispositions, and thoughts. Their answers, however, favour abductive 
reasoning over phenomenological analysis, typically involving 
inferences from causal explanation to claims about actual and possible 
experience. 

An area where the emphasis on causal explanation is particularly 
pertinent is in debates about what accounts for the emergence of con- 
sciousness from advanced states of meditative attainment, specifically 
those associated with the cessation of seemingly all conscious mental 
activity (nirodha-sāmapatti).26 One such debate, between philosophers 
associated with three prominent schools, the Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, 
and Yogācāra, is instructive in the way it conceptualizes the problem 
of the relation between conscious, unconscious, and non-conceptual 
mental states.27 The debate centres on the idea that a person in an 
advanced state of meditative absorption, who is outwardly or 
behaviourally akin to a just-deceased person due to lack of responsive- 
ness to external stimuli, nonetheless may be experiencing subtle states 
of extraordinary mental clarity. 

Canonical Buddhist sources explain the difference between the two 
in terms of physical function: 

Friend, in the case of one who is dead, who has completed his time, his 
bodily formations…, his verbal formations…, his mental formations 
have ceased and subsided, his vitality is exhausted, his heat has been 
dissipated, and his faculty are fully broken up. In the case of a monk 
who has who has entered upon the cessation of perception and feeling, 

 
26 Early Buddhist philosophers, most notably Buddhaghosa (fl. fifth century CE) and 
Dharmapāla (530–561 CE), it seems, took only marginal interest in the significance of 
these liminal states. Things take a different turn with the development of the 
Sarvāstivāda canon. Concerned with accommodating every possible entity or existent, 
actual or potential, Vaibhāṣika thinkers such as Ghoṣaka (fl. second century CE) and 
Dharmaśrī (fl. second century CE) give the attainment of cessation a more prominent 
role, specifically one that advances a sophisticated account of mental causation. Lastly, 
given its specific metaphysics of mind, Yogācāra, as developed by Asaṅga (fl. fourth 
century CE) and Vasubandhu (c. 316–396 CE), comes to categorize cessation under 
various analyses of the function and role of subliminal consciousness (ālayavijñāna). 
See Griffiths (1986, chapters 1–3), Cox (1995, chapter 17), and Schmithausen (1987/ 
2007). 
27 The analysis that follows draws extensively from Griffiths’ (1986) comprehensive 
study of the principal figures and sources in this debate. See also Schmithausen 
(1987/2007) and Waldron (2003) for detailed analyses of the genealogy and scope of 
ālayavijñāna, and its role in debates about the unity of consciousness. 
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his bodily… verbal… and mental formations have ceased and subsided, 
but his vitality is not exhausted, his heat has not been dissipated, and his 
faculties become exceptionally clear. (Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi, 1995, pp. 
393ff.) 

The only physical or physiological marker by means of which the two 
individuals can be told apart is vitality, understood specifically in 
terms of the warmth of the body. But the claim is that such advanced 
states exhibit exceptional clarity of mind. And the question of what 
precisely this ‘exceptional clarity’ entails or even if such states retain 
any trace of consciousness is a matter of dispute. According to one 
view, the attainment of cessation is marked not only by loss of all 
sensory and mental activity by also by loss of conscious awareness: 
the main point of these altered states is that there can be no experience 
while they endure. They are akin to a coma-like state lacking any trace 
of cognitive activity (Sharf, 2014, pp. 136, 143). But that raises the 
question of how, given the presumed cessation of all such mental 
activity, it is possible to emerge from such states fully conscious with 
one’s memories and discerning faculties intact? 

The cessation of all mental activity (nirodha-sāmapatti) is said to 
bring all traces of consciousness to a halt.28 Elsewhere I have argued 
that this interpretation faces certain difficulties, and that this condition 
may be better understood as a state of cognitive attenuation, character- 
ized by the absence of both goal-directed and spontaneous thought 
(Coseru, 2022).29 Gallagher (2023) likewise observes that reports of 
self-less experience and even full absorption may be interpreted as 
lacking the structural features of a self-pattern (roughly corresponding 
to the five aggregates model of personal identity). But he concurs that 
the possibility of reporting on such states suggests that ‘there is  
always some degree of pre-reflective self-awareness with some degree 
of implicit mineness and affectivity in such… processes’ and that they 
are ‘never mindless’ (Gallagher, 2023, p. 237). 

 
 

28 For modern efforts to operationalize nirodha-sāmapatti for scientific research, see 
Laukkonen et al. (2023). Yang et al. (2024) provide a detailed analysis of the effects of 
deep absorptive meditative states (jhanas) in the vicinity of nirodha-sāmapatti that 
show tight deconstructive correlations between these states and the brainstem-thalamic 
pathways associated with maintaining a unified conscious space and unified conscious 
self. 
29 I take spontaneous thought in the sense used by Cristoff et al. (2016) to refer to 
mental states that arise relatively freely when various external or internal constraints on 
thought are absent or minimal (as in dreaming). 
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Indeed, the requirement that the last mind moment before cessation 

and the first mind moment following emergence from cessation are 
experienced as belonging to the same causal series means that con- 
scious mental states must always retain a dimension that is intrinsic to 
them, that does not depend on the presence of any intentional or 
conceptual content. Such a dimension would be necessary if we are to 
explain how cessation itself could be recognized as having even 
occurred, let alone occurred for someone. 

One possible justification for why certain Buddhist thinkers (e.g. 
Dignāga, Dharmakīrti) adopted the idea that consciousness is self- 
intimating or reflexive (svasaṃvitti, svasaṃvedana)30 is that 
luminosity or reflexivity can better explain how it is possible for a 
mental state to become self-conscious in a single moment, given 
metaphysical commitment to the principle of momentariness. If it 
takes two mind moments, that is, on a two-state model involving one 
mind moment taking another as its intentional object or co-occurring 
with it (as per HOT theory), self-awareness could never be achieved 
(because the previous mind moments would have already vanished by 
the time the new one arises). Space limitations prevent me from 
addressing the implications of this debate (for more, see Yao, 2005, 
and Coseru, 2020). Suffice it to say that while Buddhists may not in 
the end have satisfactorily addressed the problem of the synchronic 
and diachronic unity of consciousness, they — that is, Dignāga, 
Dharmakīrti, and their followers — did provide robust arguments for 
reflexivity (Ganeri, 1999; Kellner, 2011; Thompson, 2011; Kriegel, 
2018). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

30 The key Sanskrit technical term is svasaṃvitti, svasaṃvedana. The secondary 
literature  on this important concept of consciousness is extensive. Variously translated 
as ‘reflexive awareness’ (Williams, 1998; Yao, 2005), ‘self-cognition’ (Dreyfus, 1997), 
‘apperception’ (Arnold, 2005), ‘self-awareness’ (MacKenzie, 2007; Kellner, 2010; 
2011), ‘self-reflexive awareness’ (Ganeri, 2012), ‘reflexive self-awareness’ (Coseru, 
2012), ‘self-illuminating consciousness’ (Finnegan, 2018), the notion of svasaṃvitti 
(and, the related term, svasaṃvedana) is meant to address the problem of how conscious 
cognitive episodes themselves are made known. There is also some debate about 
whether svasaṃvitti stands for a ‘formal and invariant structure of consciousness’ that 
simply illuminates the cognitive process without itself displaying any of the dual-aspect 
characteristics of this process or for the distinctive experiential phenomenality or for- 
me-ness of experience (Coseru, 2015). 
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5.1. What ceases for whom? 

On the question of whether the attainment of cessation is an 
unconscious (or mindless)31 state or retains some traces of conscious  
activity, we can discern three positions: 

‘[T]he Vaibhāṣikas and others attribute mindlessness to the attainment 
of cessation and unconsciousness together with the state of 
unconsciousness; the elder Vasumitra and others say that these 
attainments possess mind — an unmanifest thinking consciousness; the 
Yogācārins, among others, say that these attainments possess mind — 
the storehouse consciousness.’ (Yaśomitra, Commentary on the 
Treasury of Meta- physics, AKV 245.21–23, quoted in Griffiths, 1986, 
p. 60) 

Consider the first view, which asserts that the attainment of cessation 
is marked by a complete loss of consciousness. In this case, the 
question concerns whether the complete cessation of all mental 
activity can be coherently explained given, first, commitment to the 
view that there are no spontaneous or uncaused events, and second, 
the recognition that cognitive activity can resume following its 
complete cessation. The Buddhist Abhidharma view of mental and 
physical phenomena as causally interdependent events entails that 
mental and physical events are part of a continuum of causal relations. 
Complex events such as perceptual cognitions, which depend on both 
mental events (i.e. sensing) and physical events (i.e. sensibles or the 
objects and situations that are sensed) are both the effect of a cause 
and the cause of a subsequent effect.32 How, in that case, could 
cognitive activity, as a manifestation of the causal interrelation 
between mental and physical events, cease without at the same time 
bringing about the cessation of corresponding physical events? That is, 
how could perceptual awareness lose all its content while perceiving 
and objects perceived are still causally coupled? 

The phenomenon of blindsight provides an interesting case study for 
perception without consciousness or with a degraded form of 
consciousness (in keeping with the two models for understanding the 
underlying mechanisms of blindsight — Derrien et al., 2022). But the 

 
31 Given that the technical Sanskrit concept of citta designates both ‘mind’ and ‘con- 
sciousness’, the adjectival form acittaka (lit. ‘mindless’) can be variously interpreted to 
mean ‘without thought’, ‘unconscious’, or ‘unintentional’. 
32 The exception here is the attainment of complete cessation (or nirvāṇa), in which  a 
mental event occurs as the effect of an immediately antecedent and similar condition but 
does not itself cause a subsequent effect. 
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behaviour of blindsight patients still reflects a dependency of the task 
(e.g. pointing, navigating) on how far the pathways for visual 
information processing remain functional. Being able to discriminate 
objects without any visual awareness, regardless of whether such 
instances of blindsight are accompanied by subjective 
phenomenological reports (i.e. the sense of feeling the presence of an 
object in a particular  region of the visual field without seeing it), 
suggests that the causal coupling of perception and object perceived 
remains intact; only the resultant cognitive awareness is affected. 

 
5.2. The persistence problem and the character of emergent 
consciousness 

According to one theory (defended by the Vaibhāṣika), for a mental 
event of a particular kind to occur it must be preceded by an 
immediately antecedent and similar condition in the relevant mental 
stream: thus, for a moment of consciousness to occur, there must be an 
immediately antecedent and similar condition, namely a previous 
moment of consciousness of some kind (visual, auditory, etc.). This 
view has the following implications: first, if a moment of conscious- 
ness does occur following the attainment of cessation, then it must 
have an immediately antecedent and similar condition; second, given 
its occurrence after cessation, this condition could not have been con- 
tiguous because cessation permits no mental events while it endures; 
and third, as entailed by these two positions, it follows that temporally 
distant conditions somehow retain their causal powers. The general 
implication is that, if we are to explain how a long past conscious 
mental event could serve as the immediately antecedent and similar 
condition for the emergence of consciousness from the attainment of 
cessation, then these uniquely occurrent events must enjoy some 
continued existence (that is, they must persist). 

Rejecting this basic metaphysical appeal to persistence or the 
continued existence of past events opens the door for another theory 
(pro- posed by the Sautrāntikas), where an altogether different solution 
to the problem of the emergence of consciousness following the 
attain- ment of cessation is proposed. According to this theory, the 
emergence of consciousness has as the immediately antecedent and 
similar condition only the body with its intact or functioning senses. 
The idea is that, ordinarily, mind and body or mental and physical 
events are mutually co-constituted or, to use the familiar Abhidharma 
trope of seeding, are ‘mutually seeding one another’: physical events 
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can plant seeds in the stream of mental events, which in turn can plant 
their seeds in the stream of physical events — an image that suggests 
the events in question can have indirect or latent causal powers. 
Because the seeds can lie dormant until the proper condition for their 
maturation occurs, that is said to explain how an occurring event could 
have as its immediately antecedent and present condition seeds that 
were distantly planted. But that still leaves open the question of how a 
dissimilar condition — in this case, the body with its senses — can 
serve as a cause for the emergence of consciousness. 

It seems that while both theories are constrained by their 
metaphysical commitments to the idea that the emergence of 
consciousness from the attainment of cessation must have an 
immediately antecedent and similar cause, neither offers an adequate 
account for how this emergence could occur that avoids the problem 
of the persistence of past events or of the capacity of dissimilar events 
— (a) the body with its senses (even if ‘seeded’) and (b) 
consciousness — to stand in any kind of causal relation. The 
inadequacy of both theories informs subsequent debates regarding the 
possibility that consciousness may well be present in some liminal 
form following the attainment of cessation. Should it be possible for 
consciousness to emerge following the attainment of cessation, then 
the state of cessation cannot be entirely mindless (a position 
associated with Vasumitra). But consciousness on the Buddhist 
account is part of a chain of causal relations involving contact, which 
further conditions the arising of sensation, conception, and volition, 
etc. Hence, if consciousness were to persist following the attainment 
of cessation, so would mental events that are conditioned by its 
presence (Ghoṣaka’s position). This position would then call into 
question not only the possibility of a temporary suspension of all 
mental events, but the goal of Buddhist practice itself: the attainment 
of nirvāṇa, understood as the complete cessation of the functioning of 
the psychophysical aggregates that make up a person. 

The need for advancing the debate without compromising on this 
core tenet of Buddhist metaphysics explains, at least in part, why 
understanding the character and function of consciousness becomes a 
dominant concern for Buddhist philosophy of mind, especially with 
the rise of Yogācāra. Consciousness as cognitive awareness (vijñāna) 
plays an essential role in discerning patterns of continuity and 
regularity in the variety of mental content. If emergence from the 
attainment of cessation brings with it the recognition that it occurred 
for this individual or in this mental stream, then consciousness holds 
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the key and cannot be eliminated from an explanatory account of the 
causal relation between the last mind moment prior to the attainment 
of cessation and the first mind moment following emergence from 
cessation. 

One solution comes from Vasubandhu, who introduces an important 
distinction between two dimensions of conscious mental activity: 
(a) as the repository of all seeds or traces of cognitive activity and 
(b) as a cluster of intentional mental states bearing on the variety of 
mental content and function. 

There are two kinds of mind: one that accumulates many ‘seeds’; 
another that is multiple in virtue of its varieties of different objects and 
modes [of functioning]. [The attainment of cessation] is called ‘mind- 
less’ because it lacks these states of absorption, just as a seat with only 
one leg is said to be without legs. (Pruden, 1988, p. 64) 

The distinction aims to clarify what one of the protagonists in the 
debate (Vasumitra) means when he attributes the type of mental  
events that continue following the attainment of cessation to the 
presence of an ‘unmanifest thinking consciousness’ 
(aparisphuṭamanovijnana). The general idea is that while the 
receptive (read representational) aspect of conscious episodes allows 
cognitive activity to leave traces (we can only recall and deliberate 
about things that we are or were conscious about) is not lost in 
cessation, the variety of mental content can be eliminated. What we 
may have here is ‘a consciousness with no intentional object, a 
consciousness that does nothing but provide a continuing mental 
“something” which ultimately will act as cause for the re-emergence 
of mental events (active consciousness, consciousnesses with 
intentional objects) from the attainment of cessation’ (Griffiths, 1986, 
p. 68). 

It is largely in response to needing to account for the persistence of 
this mental ‘something’ that Yogācāra introduced the concept of a 
storehouse or latent consciousness (ālaya-vijñāna).33 Concerned 
primarily with the continuity issues discussed above, the idea of latent 
consciousness is also meant to address the problem of self-intimation, 
of what gives conscious states their distinctive subjective aspect that 
marks them as occurring for this mental stream rather than another. 

Indeed, the direction of development in Yogācāra efforts to account 
for both psychological continuity and individuation suggests a 

 

33 At least according to Schmithausen (1987/2007) and Griffiths (1986). For a different 
perspective, see Buescher (2008). 
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conception of latent consciousness as the persisting basis or ground 
for phenomenal unity, which explains why non-Buddhist and even 
some Buddhist opponents thought that Yogācāra had re-imported into 
Buddhism the old concept of a substantive self (ātman). In the end, it 
is not the postulation of a latent consciousness that brought Buddhists 
closer to addressing the problem of persistence, of the sense that 
conscious episodes are phenomenally unified in view of their 
occurrent for-me-ness, but the need to explain self-awareness, that is, 
how mental states can become aware of themselves without a self or 
subject as the agent or owner of such states. 

For some Buddhists (e.g. Dignāga, Dharmakīrti, Śāntarakṣita), the 
answer comes in the form of a property that conscious mental states 
possess by virtue of being conscious: reflexivity (svasaṃvitti) under- 
stood as an inner or self-intimating dimension of awareness.34 Other 
Buddhists (e.g. Candrakīrti) disagree, arguing that attributing to 
conscious mental states any intrinsic features violates the causal 
principle of co-dependent arising (pratītiya-samutpāda), which 
stipulates that all entities acquire their properties only as a result of 
standing in particular kinds of relations to other entities. Part of the 
problem with this other view (as with actualist HOT theories) is that it 
is not clear how a relation to an object or event of some kind can 
furnish con- scious states not only with their representational contents 
but also with their instrinsic phenomenal properties. As Dignāga 
famously puts it, ‘if the apprehension of the object had only the form 
of the object, or if it had only the form of itself, then self-cognition 
would be indistinguishable from object-cognition’ (Hattori, 1968, p. 
30). That is, without self-intimation it would be impossible to 
distinguish between the subjective and intentional modes of givenness 
that provide experiences their phenomenal unity and lived through 
character. 

 
 
 

34 For a debate about the historical scope of reflexive awareness (svasaṃvitti, 
svasaṃvedana), see Arnold (2010), Kobayashi (2010), Moriyama (2010), and Watson 
(2010). Much of the debate concerns whether svasaṃvitti refers to a distinct form of 
introspective awareness (lit. ‘mental perception’ (mānasa-pratyakṣa) or ‘mental con- 
sciousness’ (manovijňāna)) or to a dimension of all conscious mental states that marks 
their epistemicity, which is in keeping with a particular understanding of cognition in 
terms of what it delivers, of its ‘fruit’ (pramāṇaphala) or result. In this case, the 
reflexivity of awareness may be taken to function as a principle for individuating 
cognitions not only in terms of their intentional content but also of their phenomenal 
character. 
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5.3. Cessation and the minimally conscious post-comatose patient 

The Buddhist solution to the problem of the emergence of 
consciousness following the attainment of cessation outlined above 
illustrates the difficulty relational conceptions of consciousness face 
when having to account for the experiential character of pure or non-
dual states of awareness. As such it may also be of some relevance to 
current debates about whether post-comatose minimally conscious 
patients are merely wakeful or also self-aware, if only minimally so. A 
post-comatose patient may find herself in a state of unresponsive 
wakefulness or in a minimally conscious state (MCS); occasionally, as 
in the case of locked-in syndrome (LIS), patients may regain the full 
range of cognitive activity save for the capacity for motor response. 
Unlike disruptions of the body-schema or of temporal flow of 
experience, these disorders of consciousness (much like the attainment 
of cessation) are global because they result in an alteration of the 
subject’s overall subjective consciousness. Global disorders also raise 
questions for the problem of the unity of consciousness, specifically 
about whether the unity of phenomenal consciousness depends on a 
particular conception of the subject of experience (Bayne, 2010) or on 
something more fundamental. 

Recognizing unambiguous signs of minimal subjective awareness in 
post-comatose patients is a difficult task since criteria for the 
ascription of consciousness to these states depends not only on more 
easily tractable behavioural responses, but also, and more importantly, 
on specifying the phenomenal character of the states in question. 
Neuroimaging and electroencephalographic (EEG) data over the past 
two decades suggest that many patients typically diagnosed as 
vegetative state (VS) inhabit a state of diminished or dimmed con- 
sciousness characterized by confusion and disorientation (Boly et al., 
2007; Laureys and Schiff, 2012; Monti, Laureys and Owen, 2010; 
Owen et al., 2006; Owen, Schiff and Laureys, 2009; Schiff, Giacino 
and Fins, 2009). Whether the confusion pertains only to the 
phenomenal content of the mental state in question or also to their 
subjective character remains an open question. Picolas (2020) has 
recently argued that most studies of minimally conscious patients in 
clinical neuroscience target reflective rather than the pre-reflective 
self- awareness, since the behavioural diagnostic tools used to mark 
patients as minimally conscious involve monitoring sensorimotor and 
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verbal cues.35 But patients may transit from the vegetative coma to a 
minimal form of awareness before they show responsiveness to 
behavioural tasks, which suggests that awake but unresponsive 
patients, typically categorized as minimally conscious but not self- 
aware, may in effect be reflexively self-aware. This possibility calls 
into question claims about the radical disruption of self-awareness to 
the point of complete loss of even the most minimal sense of self- 
intimation in these pathological states. 

 

1. Conclusion 

I have argued that part of the problem with the view that the subjective 
dimension of experience vanishes in states of pure or non-dual 
consciousness lies in overdetermined conceptions of phenomenal 
content as prone to dualistic distortions. One assumption that 
underscores the idea of pure or non-dual awareness is that the subject–
object structure of experience is not a constitutive feature of our 
cognitive architecture. Testimonial evidence about disruptions of this 
structure in meditative practice, drug-induced ego dissolution, and 
various pathologies of bodily self-awareness informs the view that 
conscious- ness in its natural state is ultimately undifferentiated, and 
therefore that the subject–object duality manifest in ordinary 
experience must  be illusory (Dunne, 2011). I have argued that the 
very notion of non- dual awareness is problematic and requires 
clarification.36 First, despite general agreement that a level of 
consciousness characterized as ‘non-dual’ or ‘pure’ cannot be easily 
operationalized in cognitive neuroscience, if at all, it is often claimed 
that consciousness at this level must, as a matter of principle, lack 
phenomenal content (Josipovic, 2010; 2014; Travis and Shear, 2010; 
Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020). Second, the notion of ‘phenomenal 
content’ itself 

 
 

35 Likewise, the LIS  condition is challenging  for taxonomies of conscious mental  
states that associate being conscious with various behavioural markers, such as, for 
instance, the ability to enact various sensorimotor contingencies (O’Regan and Noë, 
2001). 
36 Arguments against the conceptual coherence of non-dual consciousness were 
advanced primarily by Madhyamaka (‘Middle Way’) philosophers, on the ground that 
as a simple, undifferentiated state, non-dual awareness would lack the subjective and 
intentional aspects that provide its content and mode of givenness (Aitken, 2023, p. 19). 
Note that Madhyamaka philosophers reject the reflexivity thesis (svasaṃvedana) and 
endorse something analogous to a relational, content externalist view, at least according 
to some interpreters (e.g. Garfield, 2015, pp. 161ff.). 30



 
needs some unpacking since is it often ambiguous between ‘phenom- 
enal character’ and ‘intentional content’. 

To say, then, that non-dual awareness as one paradigmatic case of 
minimal phenomenal experience lacks not only intentional content but 
also mineness or for-me-ness, on this view, is to say that there are 
experiences without any subjective character. On a conservative 
conception of phenomenal content, which takes the content in 
question to be exhausted by the phenomenal properties of the objects 
represented in experience, in principle there would be nothing it is like 
to undergo a non-dual experience. If no objects are represented, then 
no phenomenal properties attach to the experience in question, which 
on an externalist account of mental content would amount to saying 
that there is nothing it is like and, hence, no one while such experience 
endures. By contrast, on a more liberal view of phenomenal content, 
one would argue that while phenomenal properties and 
representational contents are closely related, they are not identical: the 
absence of representational content does not entail the absence of 
phenomenal properties, which means that even non-dual awareness 
would at a minimum exhibit a distinctive phenomenal character 
(Bayne, 2009; Kriegel, 2002; 2023). 

The deflationary view of the structure of consciousness, which 
states that subjective character vanishes in certain meditative, drug- 
induced, and pathological states of consciousness, rides on a 
conservative conception of phenomenal content. The view assumes 
that while ordinary awareness exhibits self-locating representational 
content, ultimately that content is reducible to various components of 
experience such as a sense of mental and body ownership, narrative 
aspects of self-consciousness, and self-referential thought. On my 
view, the reflexivity of awareness, that dimension of awareness that 
makes its subjectivity manifest, is a constitutive, sui generis 
dimension of experience. When champions of the deflationary view 
argue that states of meditative absorption and drug-induced ego 
dissolution result in the transient cessation of narrative and 
multisensory aspects of self- consciousness, generally the claim is that 
even its for-me-ness or mineness vanishes. But to insist that 
consciousness retains its reflexive or self-intimating dimension even 
in states of non-dual awareness and drug-induced ego dissolution is 
not to associate this dimension with substantive notions of selfhood, 
but to avoid stripping consciousness of its subjective or experiential 
character. 
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