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The Logic of Phenomenal Transparency’

Kenneth Williford™

I. Strong Transparency and Weak Transparency

The traditional view has been that if consciousness has a (non-relational)
property it can seem to itself upon phenomenological reflection to have it.!

Call this the thesis of Strong Transparency (ST):

(YP)(Vc)( Pec > $(Pc) )

Here the predicate variable ranges over all intrinsic properties of consciousness.

The individual variable ¢ is to be taken to range over all instances of
consciousness, and the operator ‘S means, essentially, “it seems upon
phenomenological reflection to one that.” | |

Al

Now, let us consider the converse of ST. Call it Weak Transparency (WT).

According to this thesis, if consciousness seems to itself upon

Proofreaders: Donald James Sturgeon, Ya-Ting Yang, Kuan-Jung Kao

**  Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, 5t. Cloud State University, U.S.A.

Husserl and Sartre both seem to have held this thesis. But it is not essential to phenomenology
as such. In fact, the important early phenomenologist Max Scheler explicitly denied this thesis
in his 1911 “Die Idole der Selbsterkenntnis.” See Scheler, 1973: 3-97.

181




2 Soochow Journal of Philosophical Studies, No. 16

phenomenological reflection to have an intrinsic property, then it does:
(YP)(Vc)(S(Pc) > Pc)

WT leaves it perfectly open that consciousness may have intrinsic properties
that it cannot seem to itself to have. WT and ST should be carefully
distinguished. All ST theorists that I know of are also WT theorists. The truth
of ST would matter little apart from the truth of WT because if only ST held,
then one might not be able to tell the merely apparent intrinsic properties of
consciousness from the apparent and real ones. But there is a point to holding
WT and denying ST. We could call the biconditional that results from
conjoining WT and ST Full Transparency (FT). 2 This is one way of
interpreting the old formula according to which, with respect to consciousness,
there is no distinction between appearing and being.

Let us develop some of the simple logical consequences of FT. Then we
will look at the WT without ST. In the quasi-formalizations that follow I will
drop the quantifiers, as they are not crucial for the exposition.

First, note the transposition of ST
~S(Pc) o ~Pc ' (STtr)

STtr says that if it does not seem that consciousness has some property,

then consciousness does not have it. Most people would agree that

Cf. Armstrong (1999: 16ff.) who uses ‘transparency’ in this way. WT has sometimes been
associated with the thesis of incorrigibility according to which introspection cannot be
mistaken about the properties it ascribes to consciousness. 1 have neither desire nor need to
defend that thesis here. As long as introspection is largely accurate, it can provide a basis for

phenomenological appeals in the construction of a theory of consciousness.
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The Logic of Phenomenal Transparency 3

consciousness does not and cannot seem upon introspection to be, for example,
a brain process. STtr and this phenomenological fact imply that consciousness
is not one. |

But is it the case that not seeming to have a property, in this context, is
equivalent to seeming not to ﬁave that property, that not seeming to be P is
indistinguishable from seeming to be non-P? For example, consciousness does
not seem to be extended in space; does it follow from this that consciousness
positively seems to be unextended, and vice versa?

FT yields an affirmative answer:

(1) ~8(Pc) > ~Pc | (STtr) |
(2) ~Pc o S(~Pc) (ST)

(3) ~S(Pc) o S(~Pc) (1-2)

Now going the other direction:

(4) S(~Pc) o ~Pc - (WT)

(5) ~Pc o ~§(Pc) | (WTtr)

(6) S(~Pc) o ~8(P¢) (4-3)
Conclusion:

(7) S(~Pc)=~8(Pc) (3, 6)

This rules out the possibility that for some property consciousness neither
seems to itself to have it nor does not seem to itself to have it, that is, for every
P, it rules out (~S(Pc) & ~S8(~Pc)). In other words, introspection, according to

FT, can yield up the full ontology of consciousness with respect to its intrinsic
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properties. On this view, in effect, the phenomenoldgy of consciousness just is
the ontology of consciousness.
Are there any reasons for thinking that ST is either true or false? ST,

again, is fundamentally a claim about an introspective capacity. If ST is true of

" consciousness, then consciousness has this capacity in virtue of some property.

That property is either intrinsic or extrinsic. If one opts for a relational,
extrinsic construal of capacities, then presumably one will hold that there is
some nomological connection between properties of consciousness and the
introspection of those properties such that (given some conditions) if
consciousness has a property, then one reflects phenomenologically (and
veridically) on that fact. If one is Humean enough, one will be content to think
of this relation as simply a brute fact. But then note that if the éapacity is
grounded in a relational property of consciousnesé, the truth of ST cannot be
determined by introspective means alone. Moreover, no considerations about
the intrinsic properties of consciousness would tell us whether or not ST holds.
To believe in it in this case is to adopt an article of faith.

Thinking of the ST-grounding property of coﬁsciousness as such a
relational, extrinsic property seems to leave us epistefnically unsatisfied. But
the alternative faces another sort of problem. Suppose it is an intrinsic property,
G, of consciousness that grounds ST. Then, by the FT theory itself, we get the
following: S{Gc). This would mean, then, that one could determine the truth of
ST simply by introspection. However, it is not phenomenologically obvious
that ST is either true or false. But if that is a correct phenomenological
description, then ST cannot be true. The ST proponent could hold that more

strenuous introspection will yield up G. But the phenomenological search for G
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The Logic of Phenomenal Transparency 5

would seem to be quite different from less arcane phenomenological
investigations. The search for G would be search for a property that is, at once,
not really hidden (though very hard to attend to) and a deep ontological
property of consciousness. If one is committed to ST and to the idea that G is
intrinsic, then it must be ascertainable by phenomenological investigations.
One will only think these investigations are necessary and will eventually
succeed if one is antecedently convinced that ST is true. But if G genuinely
does not seem to be a property of consciousness (that is, is ~S(Gc) is true),
then ST is false and can be known to be so by introspection. If ST is false, then
consciousness has some intrinsic property that cannot be introspectively
revealed.

If ST 1s true, then one must be able to tell phenomenologically that it is
(given the monadic-intrihsic construal of G). We have then, three possibilities:
either (1) ST is false, and the fact that consciousness does not seem to have G
shows this; or ‘(2)' G is an extrinsic, relational property and thus is not
phenomenologically accessible; or (3) G could be found, but we simply have
not done the right sort of phenomenological investigations. (2) and (3) seem to
be rather implausible, but of course such suspicions are not absolutely

decisive.’

> Note that one cannot infer that the thesis is true from the fact that there do not seem to be any

intrinsic properties of consciousness that are not phenomenologically given without begging

the question. The putative derivation would go as follows:

{1) ~8(Pc & ~5(Pc)) (assumpiton)

(2) ~(Pc & ~5(Pc)) (1, 8Ttr)

(3) ~Pc v 8(Pc) (2, De. Morgan’s Law)
{4) Pc > S8(Pc) (3, and Implication)

{4) is ST, but the argument uses ST (i.e., STtr) in getting to (4). So the argument is question
begging if construed as a justification for ST, :
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What about WT by itself? I indicated that we need not grant WT an
absolutely unrestricted sway. All we need hold for phenomenology to be of aid
in the theory of consciousness is that introspection is largely accurate. But
there are some special qualifications that need to be made concerning WT. In
particular, while we can allow that if consciousnes.s does not have a monadic
property, then it cannot phenomenologically seem to have it, we need to be

careful about how we understand the claim that if consciousness seems to no?

‘have a property, then it does not have it. The first is just the transposition of

WT:
~Pc o ~S(Pc) (WTtr)

The second follows from WT only for those properties that positively seem not
to belong to consciousness, where this means that consciousness seems to have
some positively speciﬁablé property that is incompatible with the property it
seems 1o not have.

It was a consequence of FT that ~S(Pc) = S(~Pc). In WT without ST this

does not hold. Instead we get only the following:
S(~Pc) o ~S(P¢) (§~8)

We have already seen a simple derivation of this above.

S~S is certainly plausible. If consciousness positively seems to not be
something, then it will not seem to be it either. To revert to the old example, if
consciousness positively seems to be unextended, then it certainly does not

seem to be extended. But one cannot derive the equivalence of “seeming not”
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The Logic of Phenomenal Transparency 7

and “not seeming” without the assumption of ST.* So, instead of eliminating
all reference to negatively specified properties, we make the following
restriction: something of the form S(~P¢) will be considered true if and only if
there is some positively specifiable property Q such.that S(Qc) and Q is
incompatible with P.

Note that we are placing a restriction on when to consider something of
the form S(~Pc) to be true. But what is the difference between not seeming to
have some property and seeming o not have it? In the former case it is not
apparent that the thing concerned has the property in question; in the latter
case, it would seem that the thing has some positively specifiable property that
is incompatible with having the property it seems to not have. For example, if
one says, “He doesn’t seem to be angry” one probably means that the person

has not displayed any properties that would indicate the presence of anger,

*  With the assumption of the equivalence plus WT, one can derive ST. Consider:

(1) ~S{~Pc¢) = S(Pc) (This follows from the equivalence plus substitution of ~P for P)
{2) ~S(~Pc) > S(Pc) (1, biconditional elimination)

(3) ~8(Pc) > S(~Pc) (2, transposition)

(4) S(~Pc) > ~Pc (WT) '

(5) ~8(Pc) > ~Pc (3,4, hypothetical syllogism)

{6) Pc > S(Pc) {5, transposition; this is ST)

The assumption of the equivalence of ~S(Pc}) and S(~Pc) implies ST, but, in fact, the assumption of
the implication of the latter by the former is sufficient. Consider:

(1) ~8{Pc) o S(~Pc) (assumption)

(2)r Pc (assumption for conditional proof)
(3y** ~S8(Pc) (assumption for indirect proof)
(4)** S(~Pc) (from 1 and 3, modus ponens)

(5)** ~Pc ‘ {from 4 and WT)

{6)* S(Pc) {3-5, indirect proof)

{7) Pc o S(Pc) (2-6, conditional proof) * This is ST.
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even though he might in fact be angry. If one says “He seems to not be angry,”
one probably means that the person has displayed some properties that are
incompatible or apparently incompatible with being angry.

It is very important that we be able to make sense of the idea that with
respect to certain properties consciousness may not seem to have them and, at
the same time, not positively seem to not have them. That‘is, we want some
propositions of the form ~§(Pc) & ~8(~Pc) to be consistent with our theory of
consciousness and its self-knowledge. We saw earlier that propositions of this
type are not consistent with ST; this was so because of the equivalence of
~S(Pc) and S(~Pc) in that theory. We can plainly allow propositions of the type
~S(Pc), but we want to block the inference from ~S(Pc) to S(~Pc) (because
from the latter and WT we can infer ~Pc). Our restriction on the truth
conditions for formulae of the type S(~Pc) in connection with WT also
provides us with a clue for understanding propositions of the type ~S(~Pc). As
just noted, propositions of the latter type will be true when there is no
positively specifiable property Q such that S(Qc) where Q is incompatible with
P.

Suppose now that we have something of the form ~S(Pc). For example,
take the wom out claim that it is not the case that consciousness seems to be
extended in space. Given that we cannot infer S(~Pc) from ~S(Pc) assuming
WT alone, we will not be able to infer that consciousness positively seems
unextended from the claim that consciousness does not seem to be extended.
Moreover, given the absence of any phenomenologically positive property that
is incompatible with being unextended, we will also be able fo infer, on the

basis of the last specified principle, that consciousness does not seem to be
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unextended. In other words, as far as the phenomenology goes, consciousness
does not seem to be extended in space nor does it seem to be unextended in
space.” Introspection is simply silent with regard to this property. As required,
p‘ropositions of the type ~S(Pc) & ~S(~Pc) are consistent with WT.5

This conclusion is important because if WT is true and there are
properties of consciousness that cannot become phenomenologically manifest
(i.e., if ST is false), then of those properties it will be true that ~S(Pc) &
~S(~Pc). In other words, this construal of WT allows us to make sense of the
idea that there are many properties of consciousness, including the property of
“being identical to x” for some value of x, about which consciousness is
phenomenologically silent. This, in turn, will be of crucial importance in oﬁr
brief analysis of the neo-dualistic modal arguments. First, however, we must
use these developments in our analysis of the thesis of Phenomenological

Diaphaneity.

The logic here is a bit like the logic of belief. It is a silly logic of belief that stipulates that for
every proposition p, one either belicves that p or believes that not p. There are agnostics as
well as atheists and the faithful.

This can also be seen in the following way. The WT theory is like the modal logic T in which,
in addition to the distribution axiom characteristic of normal modal systems, the so-called
axiom of necessity holds, viz., Lp > p. (If we added S(Pc) o SS(Pc) to WT, then the resulting
system would be analogous to 84, which is T plus the axiom Lp o LLp.} In T no inconsistency
is introduced if we assume something of the form ~L~p & ~Lp. Given the standard semantics
for T, this will come out consistent with the axioms of T. It says, in effect, that there is some
world in which ~p is true and some world in which p is true. This suffices to show that
propositions of this type are formally consistent with WT. See Hughes and Cresswell, 1996:
41-43,172-175.
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I1. Phenomenological Diaphaneity

Despite the ordinary  meanings of the words ‘transparent’ and
‘diaphanous,” they are here taken to indicate quite different things. By
‘diaphaneity’ (etc.) I intend to pick out the phenomenological fact, noted
famously by both Moore and Sartre, that consciousness seems to itself like an
emptiness or nothingness—an empty revealing of objects. By ‘transparency’
(etc.) as should be clear from the above, I mean the capacity of consciousness
to ascertain some of its properties introspectively. The set of positively
specified properties W with respect to which consciousness .is transparent is
the set of properties such that 8(Pc). Given WT, this will mean that for each of
the properties in the set Pc also holds. The set of negatively specified
properties N with respect to which consciousness is transparent will be those
that are incompatible with the properties in W; of the properties in N it will be
true that S(~Pc). The set D is the set of properties with respect to which
consciousness is diaphanous; D is the set of all pfopertics neither in W nor in
N. Of all properties in D, the following will hold ~S(Pc) & ~S(~Pc). What
properties are in D? '

In order to determine this, we need to determine what properties are in W
and N, and in that order. To know what properties are in W, we need to
introSpect. We grant that intentional and qualitative properties are in W. We
might thus also agree that consciousness is given to itself as temporal, unified,
and self-aware.

All of these general properties are in W. But what else? We grant, for
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The Logic of Phenomenal Transparency 11.

example, that consciousness does not seem to be extended. But unless we
assume ST, we cannot infer from this that consciousness is unextended or that
it seems unextended. Moreover, there would seem to be no positive property
| that we are aware of that is incompatible with being extended. So we cannot
conclude that consciousness seems to be unextended on that basis either.
Finally, there would also seem to be no phenomenologically positive property
that is incompatible with being unextended. Thus we can conclude that
consciousness does not seem unextended. We have it then that consciousness
does not seem extended and does not seem unextended either. The property of
being extended is thus in D.

Similar reasoning will apply to other properties. Most importantly, it will
apply to the property of “being identical with x” where x takes as value
something specified in non-phenomenological terms. Take the property of
being identical to a brain process. Consciousness does not seem to be a brain
process. One cannot infer from this that consciousness seems to mot be a
brain-process without assuming ST. Are there any phenomenologically
ascertainable positive properties of consciousness that are incompatible with
its being a brain process? For my part, I cannot find any phenomenologically
positive properties that are incompatible with my consciousness being literally
identical to some brain process. So, it does not seem that consciousness is not a
brain process. Thus it neither seems that consciousness is a brain process, nor
does it seem that it is not one. Thus, the property of being identical to a certain
sort of brain process is in D. The same sort of argument will apply in myriad

cases where the metaphysics of consciousness is at issue.
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IT1. An Important Application of PD

These considerations pose problems for neo-dualist conceivability

’ We derive our concept of

arguments for mind-brain distinctness.
consciousness from the phenomenology of consciousness. But consciousness is
phenomenologically diaphanous with respect to its metaphysical status. Thus,
our concept of consciousness, insofar as the metaphysics of consciousness is
concerned, is quite uninformative. This is what a}lows‘one, in every case, to
imagine consciousness in the absence of a brain, a computer program, a
immaterial substance, and so on. If consciousness seems like an emptiness,
then of course it does not seem like a brain process, etc. But apart from ST,
these exercises in imagination cannot be straightforwardly supposed to have
ontological import. One can only conclude from the fact that consciousness
does not seem to be a brain process that it is not one if one embraces ST. ST
legitimates the move from not seeming to not being a brain process. What is
overlooked here is that PD also legitimates the claim that consciousness does
not seem to not be a brain process either.

Consistency would demand that one hold that some ontology of
consciousness or other is phenomenologically given and thus that PD with
respect to the metaphysical status of consciousness is false. For example, one
might hold that consciousness can introspectively tell that it is an immaterial

substance. But after denying that consciousness could be a brain process (again,

7 See, esp., Chalmers, 1996.
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guided simultaneously by the phenomenological fact of PD and the illegitimate
assumption of ST), some go on to speculate about what consciousness might
be not realizing that the very same conceivability arguments can be applied to
their favored ontological posits. The upshot is that if consciousness is
phenomenologically silent with respect to its metaphysical status (if PD holds),
then that status must be determined empirically. And, last time I checked, all

the empirical evidence points to brain processes.®

Speéial thanks to Greg Landini for all his comments and criticisms of this work. Special thanks
to Michael Mi for organizing the conference at which this work was presented. Thanks also to
Nevia Dolcini, Uriah Kriegel, Richard Fumerton, Leopold Stubenberg, Mike Shaffer, Allen
Habib, Omar Mirza, Tanya Hall, Francesco Orilia, Jean Petitot, Alexei Grinbaum, Olivia
Breysse, David Rudrauf, David McCarty and Chris Pincock for very useful comments or

criticisms.
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