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1 Introduction

Theories of consciousness aim to understand the nature of our conscious experiences. One
of the main challenges that they face is to explain what it takes for a mental state to be
conscious rather than unconscious. Higher-order theories attempt to answer this question.
This family of theories can be characterized by their endorsement of what Rosenthal (1997)
calls ‘the transitivity principle’ (Weisberg 2011b, Rosenthal and Weisberg 2008), the idea that
a state’s being conscious consists in one’s being conscious of being in that state; where ‘being

conscious of” is unpacked as some sort or other of higher-order awareness.'

TP A mental state M is conscious if and only if the subject is aware of herself as being in M.

According to higher-order theories, conscious states are the targets of a higher-order awareness
or representation, where the higher-order awareness concerns both the conscious state and
the subject of experience. Objections to higher-order theories typically focus on the relation
between the higher-order representation and the conscious state. I will argue that higher-order
theories have resources to dispel these kinds of worries. On the other hand, the required self-
awareness is often ignored or set aside in discussion and theorizing of the higher-order approach.
I will argue that the real challenge for higher-order theories —but also for competing theories—

derives precisely from this component.

! Higher-Order theorists disagree with regard to the best way of characterizing such higher-order awareness.
The main dispute is whether such an awareness is perception-like or thought-like. Theories that maintain that
it is the latter are called Higher-Order Thought (HOT) theories (See e.g. Brown 2015, Gennaro 2012, Rosenthal
1997, 2005, Weisberg 2011b). These theories hold that when I have a phenomenally conscious experience as
of red T am in a mental state with certain content, call this content ‘red*—. For this mental state to be
phenomenally conscious, there has to be, additionally, a higher-order thought targeting it, whose content is
something like ‘I see red*’ or ‘I am in a state that represents red*’. On the other hand, Higher-Order Perception
(HOP) or ‘inner-sense’ theories maintain that what is required is a (quasi-) perceptual state directed on to the
first-order one (see e.g. Armstrong 1968, Carruthers 2000, Lycan 1996).
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For this purpose this paper is organized as follows. In §2 I deal with conscious states. 1
focus on two challenges arising from their theory of which states are conscious (§2.1): offering
a justification of the transitivity principle in the first place and accommodating cases where
the higher-order awareness misrepresents the conscious state. I show that both challenges can
be met if we distinguish the two senses in which the term ‘conscious state’ can be used (§2.2).
In §3 T deal with self-awareness in higher-order theories. T first present the different views with
regard to first-person or de se representation (§3.1) and then present Rosenthal’s theory of
self-awareness (§3.2). Against his view, T argue (§3.3) that conscious beings lack the cognitive
resources that the theory predicts they should have to entertain a conscious experience, and
that Rosenthal’s views on self-representation do not make room for the intuition that different
subjects can have experiences with the same phenomenal character. Finally, in §4 I sketch
the view that results from considering all the challenges. The problem of explaining self-
awareness remains as the main challenge but the analysis reveals the constraints and tools

that are available to face it.

2 Conscious State

2.1 Two Challenges

The Transitivity Principle (TP) is key to support higher-order theories, at least according to
Rosenthal. However, TP is also a source of problems.

In the first place, TP seems to lead to a regress: if a state’s being conscious requires one’s
being conscious of that state and this in turn another conscious state we fall into a vicious
regress.? Defenders of higher-order theories reply that the higher-order state that makes us
conscious of the mental state is unconscious, thereby avoiding the regress. However, this leads
us straightforwardly into the problem of offering a justification of TP.

Although many find the Transitivity Principle (TP) plausible, it requires a justification.
Rosenthal (2005) thinks that it is part of our folk-psychology that a state we are not aware
of in any sense cannot be regarded as a conscious. This might be right, but insufficient if the
theory attempts to be a theory of our conscious experience and explain what it takes for a
state to be conscious in the phenomenal sense —what Block (2011) calls ‘ambitious higher-
order theories’. In such a case, we need a justification that links the folk-psychological notion
of conscious state with that of a phenomenally conscious state —a state such that there is
something it is like to have it. Kriegel (2009a) argues that the required evidence that supports
TP cannot come from empirical evidence nor conceptual analysis, and that it should come from

what is phenomenologically manifest; i.e., from the information the conscious state carries:

2 For detailed discussion see Caston 2002, Kriegel 2009b, Williford 2006.
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its content. If Kriegel is right, then the higher-order theorist seems to be in trouble. The
higher-order representation carries the required information, and it represents that I am in the
conscious state. However, defenders of higher-order theories hold —in reply to the apparent
circularity of TP— that this is an unconscious state, and hence it cannot provide the required
phenomenological justification. The conscious state, on the other hand, cannot do the job
because it conveys something about the world —the presence of certain property, red*, in the
example of an experience as of red—, but not the state the subject is in.

A different challenge derives from the combination of TP and the possibility of misrep-
resentation (Block 2011, Byrne 1997, Neander 1998). If the relation that holds between the
higher-order awareness and the conscious state is that of representation then there has to be
room for misrepresentation. But in case of misrepresentation, the higher-order awareness rep-
resents oneself as being in a conscious state that one is not actually in. In reply, defenders of
higher-order theories explain that one would still enjoy the corresponding experience because
one would still be aware of oneself as being in a conscious state. The conscious state would be
a mere intentional object —as the pink elephant is when one hallucinates it (Rosenthal 2011b,
Weisberg 2011a).

This analysis of cases of misrepresentation is problematic nonetheless. Consider the fol-

lowing uncontroversial claim:
EXP Having a conscious experience E just is being in conscious state M.

When I have a conscious experience E I am in certain state M, and by definition there is
something it is like for me to be in M. Contrast this situation with one in which I were
under the effect of general anesthesia. I would be in a different kind of state, M*. There is
nothing it is like to be M* and hence I would not have a conscious experience. A theory of
phenomenal consciousness aims to explain what distinguishes states that are like M (conscious
states) from those that are like M* (unconscious states). So, I take it that any theory of
phenomenal consciousness has to accept EXP. And ambitious higher-order theories are theories
of phenomenal consciousness.

This seems to lead to a contradiction. In case of misrepresentation I am aware of myself as
being in a state M, therefore M is conscious (by TP) and defenders of higher-order represen-
tation hold that in such a case I have an experience. But this is a case of misrepresentation
and hence I am not in a conscious state. So, by EXP I do not have a conscious experience. As
a consequence, in case of misrepresentation I have and do not have a conscious experience.?

One alternative is to deny that a conscious state can be misrepresented by holding that

3 See Farrell (2018) for a related argument.
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a conscious state is one that represents itself.* So, in case of misrepresentations M fails to
represent itself, the subject is not in a state that represents itself and hence she is not in
a conscious state. Therefore, according to the theory she has no conscious experience. The
challenge for this same-order view is to explain how a state can represent itself in a way that
is compatible with naturalistic theories of mental content.®

I think that the higher-order theorist can —and probably should— avoid the problems
derived from this particular form of self-awareness where the state represents itself. In the
next subsection, I will argue that the tension derived from cases of misrepresentation is only
apparent and is due to a failure in distinguishing two senses in which the term ‘conscious state’
is used in TP and EXP. This allows a response to the problem of offering a justification for
TP on behalf of higher-order theories.

2.2 Reply: Two senses of Conscious State

The term conscious state is used in EXP to refer to the state in virtue of which one undergoes
an experience. We can use the term ‘phenomenally conscious state’ to refer to this kind of
states. When one is in a phenomenally conscious state one has a conscious experience: there is
something it is like to be in a phenomenally conscious state and there is nothing it is like to be
in a state that is not phenomenally conscious. The state that is responsible for the experience
is the higher-order one: a phenomenally conscious state is one that makes me aware that I am
in such-and-such state.

On the other hand, the term ‘conscious state’ is used in TP to refer to the state that I
am aware of myself as being. We can call this kind of states ‘transitively conscious states’. A
state is transitively conscious if and only if I am (adequately) aware of myself as being in it.
I propose, contrary to same-order representationalism, that the phenomenally conscious state
and the transitively conscious state are two different states. So, when I have an experience, 1
am in a phenomenally conscious state, one that represents that [ am in a transitively conscious
state. We should rewrite EXP and TP to remark the different senses of conscious state that

they deploy:

TP* A mental state M is transitively conscious if and only if the subject is aware of herself as

being in M.

EXP* Having a conscious experience E just is being in a phenomenally conscious state M.

* See for example Brentano (1874/1973), Burge (2007), Caston (2002), Gennaro (2012), Metzinger (2003),
Kriegel (2009b), Williford (2006), Sartre (1936/1960), Williford (2015).
% For an suggestive proposal see Kriegel 2009b. Cf. Sebastian 2012b
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EXP* is the uncontroversial statement that having an experience just is being in a phenom-
enally conscious state. According to TP*, a state is transitively conscious if and only if I
am aware of myself as being in it. A higher-order theorist can hold that a phenomenally
conscious state is one that makes the subject aware of herself as being in a certain state
(the transitively conscious one). This resolves the apparent contradiction derived from cases
of misrepresentation. In such cases, I am having the experience because I am indeed in a
phenomenally conscious state —a state represents that I am in a certain state, namely, the
transitively conscious one. Given that this is a case of misrepresentation, I am not in the
state the phenomenally conscious state represents myself as being, I am not in the transitively
conscious state. But this is not a problem because this is not in tension with EXP*.

At this point, some readers might be inclined to resist the idea that the transitively con-
scious states and the phenomenally conscious state are different states. It is often claimed,
especially within the phenomenological tradition, that phenomenally conscious states reveal
themselves or make us aware of themselves. I think that phenomenology is silent on this and
that there is no sound argument in favour of such a claim. Conscious experience makes us
aware that we are in certain states and relations to the environment, they do inform the subject
that she is in a certain state.® Representational theories —whithin which higher-order theo-
ries are included— attempt to characterize what it is like to be in a phenomenally conscious
state by focusing on the content of the phenomenally conscious state, on what the experience
conveys to its subject. Higher-order theorists can agree that my experiences convey that I am
in a certain state. But is there any good reason to think that the state I am aware of myself
as being is the phenomenally conscious one?

As we previously saw, Kriegel argues in favour of same-order representationalism that
unless the higher-order state is conscious, we cannot justify TP, because TP has to be justified
by phenomenology. With the help of the analysis that I have offered, we can see that his
argument fails. The phenomenally conscious state is unconscious only in the transitive sense,
in the sense that it is not a state I am aware of myself as being —unless there is a third-order
state that targets it. In the framework we are considering, phenomenology is determined by
awareness in experience, that is, by the content of the phenomenally conscious state. In our
case, the higher-order state, which content is ‘I am in such-and-such state’. According to the
reading of the theory that I am offering, in having an experience, we are indeed aware of
ourselves as being in a certain state, and this justifies TP. This is compatible with our not
being aware of the phenomenally conscious state in the transitive sense.

The justification of TP aside, there are very few arguments in the literature in favor of the

5 Whether such a state is an internal state, as Rosenthal would be inclined to think, or a relation to the
world is irrelevant for current purposes.
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claim that phenomenally conscious states represent themselves. One of the few is offered by
Sarte (1956, pp. 19-20).” He notes that we can immediately and non-inferentially report the
state we are in and what we are doing. If I ask you what you are doing, you would immediately
reply —in a seemingly non-inferential way and without any need to appeal to introspection—
that you are reading a paper. Sartre thinks that we have to be pre-reflectively aware of the
experience to explain this fact: the experience has to inform its subject of its own presence.
The argument is intended to be an abductive one (Zahavi and Kriegel 2016),® where the best
explanation for what one is in a position to believe immediately and non-inferentially just
by virtue of having the experience is given by what the experience conveys. But in such a
case there is no need to hold that phenomenally conscious states have to convey their own
presence to explain one’s epistemological position when having an experience. If what is to be
explained is the fact that you immediately report that you are reading the paper when you
are asked in terms of what the experience conveys, then your experience has to convey that
you are reading a paper. This is fully compatible with the view that I am advocating here.
What the experience conveys corresponds to the content of the phenomenally conscious state.
In having such an experience you are indeed aware of being in a certain state, the transitively
conscious state, that in this case would have to correspond to the state of reading a paper,
if Sartre is right. And this explains your epistemological situation in terms of the content of
the phenomenally conscious state. There is no need to endorse the claim that the experience
represents itself.

In his criticism of higher-order theories, Block (2011) claims that explaining the transition
between (phenomenally) conscious and unconscious states, requires an account of the differ-
ence between having and lacking self-representational properties. He thinks that this issue
is of a piece with the explanatory gap and that for this reason higher-order theories “makes
consciousness out less puzzling than it really is.” I agree with Block to some extent. I agree
that self-representation is key to understanding the problem of consciousness, but not because
the conscious state represents itself but rather because it represents oneself.

The claim that a mental state M is self-representational is ambiguous, and theorists agree-
ing that a form of self-awareness is required for consciousness disagree with regard to how such
self-awareness is to be understood. It can mean that M represents itself or that M represents
oneself (Sebastian 2012a). According to the first reading —that we might call ‘Mental-State-

T Chadha 2017 offers a similar argument from the Buddhist-Abhidharma tradition based on memory and
Gurwitsch based on vehicles of representation (Gurwitsch 1985, Williford 2011). Cf. Howell and Thompson
(2017).

& The intended argument cannot be deductive one because, as Schear (2009) notes, we cannot logically infer
from an epistemological relation (knowing that I am doing what I am doing) a phenomenological conclusion
(that my conscious state is conveyed by my experience).
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Involving’— the (phenomenally) conscious state also represents itself. The same-order theories
counsidered above are an example thereof. According to Mental-State-Involving theories, the
content of the state M one entertains when having, say, an experience as of red is some-
thing along the lines of M represents red* or This-state represents red*, where the expression
‘this-state’ corrresponds to a mental demonstrative that points to the state itself (M in this
case). The phenomenally conscious state and the transitively conscious state are identical.
On the other hand, Self-Involving theories maintain that the conscious state represents that
the subject herself is in a certain state (the transitively conscious state). The content of a
phenomenally conscious state is something along the lines of I am in a state that represents a
red apple or I am seeing red.® Finally there are theorists that endorse a combination of these
two, holding that the experience concerns both itself and the subject. Something like I am in
this-state.!?

Higher-order theorists can reject the view that a state represents itself (as in mental-state-
involving theories). But this, pace Block, does not mean that there is no self-representational
aspect as TP (and TP*) clearly endorses a self-involving view. However, I agree with Block
that higher-order theorists make consciousness seem less puzzling than it is. They have un-

derestimated the problems derived from reference to oneself.

3 Self-Representation

According to TP, when we have an experience we are aware of ourselves as being in a certain
state (the transitively conscious one). So, having an experience requires in addition to aware-
ness of the transitively conscious state, awareness of ourselves in some sense to be determined.

The first challenge is the apparent tension between TP and our incapacity to find anything

like the self in introspection. Hume seems to be right when he points out that:

[W]hen I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on
some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred,
pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and

never can observe any thing but the perception. (Hume 1739, p. 252)

Rosenthal (2011) acknowledges that we do not perceive ourselves in, say, consciously perceiving
the world. However, he replies that this doesn’t show that we are not aware of ourselves in
having an experience because perceiving is not the only way to become aware of things. We

can also become aware of things by virtue of having thoughts about them. Rosenthal thinks

¥ See e.g. Brown (2015), Sebastian (2012a, 2019). Block himself suggest in several places his preference for
a self-involving view, for example when he points out that there is a me-ishness about conscious states.
10 E.g. Gallagher (2000), Zahavi (2005).
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that if the phenomenally conscious state —the higher-order awareness— is a thought, then
we can accommodate Hume’s observation. Moreover, Rosenthal (2002) notes that there are
distinctive mental qualities associated with each perceptual modality. And he argues that if the
higher-order awareness were a perceptual one, then we would expect some kind of additional
quality associated with it. However, there is no room for such an extra quality, and there
appears to be none. Rosenthal’s Higher-Order Thought (HOT) theory seems to be in the
best position to explain the data. I will come back to these arguments later to argue that
Rosenthal’s arguments in favour of higher-order awareness being a form of thought or belief
are not compelling. Let’s accept for the moment that the higher-order representation is a
thought.

According to HOT theories, I have a conscious experience when I have the right kind
—ocurrent, assertoric and seemingly non-inferential— of higher-order thought to the effect
that I am in certain state (the transitively conscious one). In the previous section I dealt with
the relation between the experience and the state it represents myself as being. Let’s focus

now on the fact that the experience conveys something about myself.

3.1 De Se Representation: the Skeptic, the Globalist and the Portabilist

There are several ways in which I can think of myself. I can think of myself appealing to some
description, for example when I think of the author of this paper. If I happen to be identical
with a certain entity —maybe a certain body—, I can think of myself by thinking of that
entity. I can also think of myself demonstratively (that person) or using my name (Sebastian).
In all those cases, it seems that I can wonder whether I am really thinking of myself, as I might
ignore that I am Sebastidn or a certain entity, that I am the person I am demonstrating or
that I am the author of this paper. On the contrary, I can think of myself in a first-personal
or de se way, in which case there seems to be no room for such a wonder. This seems to be
the kind of thought that we naturally express using the first-person pronoun —for example
that I am in such-and-such state.

It is widely accepted that de se representation is special in some way, that it plays a fun-
damental role in cognition and that this requires us to change the way in which we think of
propositional attitudes (Castaneda 1966, Chisholm 1981, Lewis 1979, Perry 1979). For exam-
ple, Perry (1979) argues that first-person representation is fundamental for the rationalization
of action. In his famous example, Perry is in a supermarket and unbeknown to him a pack-
age of sugar in his trolley is spilling sugar. He sees the trail of sugar and starts to look for
the messy shopper. Only when he realizes ‘I am the messy shopper’ he stops following the
trail and sorts the package in his trolley. However, several authors in recent years have cast

doubt on the idea that first-person representation is especial (Burge 2019, Cappelen and Dever
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2013, Magidor 2015). Skeptics about de se representation argue that there is no distinctive
problem with first-person thoughts beyond well-known problems like the change in cognitive
significance of correferential terms (Frege’s puzzle). De se skeptics think, for example, that
Perry’s messy shopper case is analogous to one in which the Joker attacks the CEO of Wayne
Enterprises only when he realizes that he is the Batman.

De se skeptics and de se fans (Morgan and Salje 2020) disagree on whether we should
change our classical understanding propositional attitudes due to the phenomenon of first-
person representation, where the classical understanding is defined by the following two fea-
tures (Perry, 1979; Cf. Ninan 2016, Torre 2018, Garcia-Carpintero 2017):

GLOBAL: thoughts have global truth values —as opposed to having truth values only relative
to subjects or times. Given a complete description of the world we can assign them a

truth value.
PORTABLE: thoughts are portable. Different individuals can entertain the same thought.

De se fans disagree with regard to which feature should we give up to offer an understanding of
de se attitudes —and on whether there is any substantial difference between giving up GLOBAL
or PORTABLE (Lewis 1979; cf. Feit, 2008). Perry agrees that first-person representations
are particular cases of coreferential opacity. However, in line with Frege’s suggestion that
“le]veryone is presented to himself in a special and primitive way, in which he is presented
to no one else” (Frege, 1984, p. 359), he abandons PORTABLE, distinguishing the content of
the thought from the thought-state through which such a content is accessed. Thoughts have
absolute truth value (he respects GLOBAL), but a complete rationalitation of action requires
not only contents, but also the state through which they are accessed. Thought-states are
particulars that cannot be shared by different individuals, thereby abandoning PORTABLE.
When David and Miguel have the thought they would express with the sentence ‘I am in M’,
David thinks that David is in M and Miguel thinks that Miguel is in M: they have thoughts
with different content. The behavioral dispositions that they share under these conditions
are explained by the fact that they are in the same kind of thought-state. Moreover, when
Miguel thinks that David is in M, he has a thought with the same content that David’s first-
person thought. However, this is a different kind of thought because David’s first-person belief
includes a form of access to such content that only he can have.

Lewis (1979), on the other hand, gives up on GLOBAL, taking the content to be true or
false only relative to a subject and a time. He proposes contents to be properties (Chisholm
1981, Sosa 1981) that the subject self-attributes, selecting not classes of worlds but classes
of centered worlds (pairs of worlds together with a designated subject and time). According

to Lewis, David and Miguel have beliefs with the same content when they believe ‘I am in
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such-and-such state’ —they self-attribute the same property, that of being in such-and-such
state, or select the same set of centered worlds—, thereby respecting PORTABLE.

I will argue that higher-order theorists should be a de se fans and endorse a portabilist
view —they should respect PORTABLE thereby rejecting GLOBAL. But let me first discuss the

details of Rosenthal’s theory of self-awareness.

3.2 Self-Representation in Rosenthal’s Theory

Rosenthal (2011a, p. 28) stresses that for a mental state to be transitively conscious —and
to thereby have a conscious experience—, it will not suffice that one is aware of someone that
happens to be oneself is in that state, one has to be aware of oneself, as such, as being in
the state. If we express the content of our higher-order thoughts we would naturally deploy
the first-person pronoun. According to Rosenthal, if I am aware that the person (Sebastiin)
or the entity T am identical with (X) is in such-and-such a state, that would not result in the
such-and-such a state being (transitively) conscious unless I am aware that [ am Sebastian
or that T am X, for otherwise the thought would not make me aware in any relevant way of
myself as being in such-and-such a state. Rosenthal thinks that we can overcome this problem
without giving up on GLOBAL if the subject were aware that the subject who has the HOT is
the subject the first-person concept deployed in the HOT refers to. However, if the HOT were
to make explicit that the individual who has the HOT is in such-and-such a state, then one
would be aware not only of such-and-such a state but also of the HOT. And in this case the
HOT would become transitively conscious. But, as we have seen, this is not what typically
happens, and the HOT is not transitively conscious unless there is a third-order thought that
targets it. To deal with this problem, Rosenthal proposes that the HOT only identifies tacitly
the transitively conscious state as belonging to the individual that has the HOT, without the
HOT having such explicit content. The remaining challenge for the Higher-Order Thought
theorists is to explain how the first-person concept refers in a way that is compatible with
the theory. Rosenthal meets this challenge by endorsing what I take to be a variety of the
globalist strategy.

Rosenthal (2011a) argues that this is possible if i) the HOT represents the transitively
conscious state belonging to some particular individual S and ii) S is disposed to identify the
individual the HOT refers to as the individual that has the HOT. This way, although the HOT
does not represent the individual as the thinker of the HOT, the individual is disposed to make
such an identification if the question arises. We can capture the content of the HOT with a
proposition whose value depends only on the way the world is —in my case, that Sebastian is
in such-and-such a state—, so we do not have to give up GLOBAL. But on top of the content

we need to also appeal to the way in which such a content is accessed, we need to appeal
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to some other distinctive feature of the state that has this content. In Rosenthal’s view the
thought-state is characterized by the disposition to identify the individual the HOT refers to
as the individual that has the HOT. This is compatible with a skeptic and with a globalist
de se fan view. It seems reasonable to hold that the disposition to make the identification
between the subject that has the HOT and the subject the HOT refers to is one that only the
subject that has the HOT can have. And in such a case, only the person who has the HOT
can have the required kind of thought —a thought that is individuated by a content and a
thought-state—. So, Rosenthal gives up PORTABLE while holding GLOBAL. If this is correct,
he is a de se fan of the globalist kind.!'!

3.3 Objections to Rosenthal’s proposal

I see three problems with Rosenthal’s approach. The first two are related to his particular
theory of self-representation. The third one is a general objection to de se skeptics and globalist
de se fans.

First, many have doubted that human babies and animals have the conceptual capacities
that the Higher-Order Thought theory demands, but setting that aside, they definitely do not
have the disposition to make the identification required to possess the first-person concept

deployed in the HOT. Rosenthal is aware of this problem and he claims in reply that:

[Animals and human babies| have no irrelevant, inessential ways of referring to
themselves in thought. They do distinguish themselves from everything else, and
can thereby refer to themselves in thought. But their HOTs do not require the
essential indexical, since distinguishing themselves from everything else provides

the only way they have to refer to themselves (2011a, p. 34).

I think that we have good reasons to think that this is wrong. The capacity to attribute mental
states to others have been demonstrated in, for example, corvids and canids (Bugnyar and
Heinrich 2006, Hare and Tomasello 2005, Stulp et al. 2009, Udell et al. 2008). Some of these
animals might not recognize themeselves when they see their image, for example, reflected in
a river, but they might recognize the presence of an animal in these circumstances —we all

have seen dogs barking at mirrors and reflections in windows. So, one would expect that by

1 Several authors have thought that a globalist approach in general has problems accomodating the phe-
nomenon of Immunity to Error through Misidentification (IEM) (cf. e.g. Garcia-Carpintero 2018) a conclusion
that Rosenthal is happy to embrace. In his view, the reference of the first-person pronoun is indeed mediated
by an identification, so there should be room for the possibility of error in this proccess. Rosenthal (2011a)
argues that cases of dissociative identity disorder might illustrate such a possibility.
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seeing their own image reflected in a river they can come to attribute a certain mental state
to the animal they are seeing.'? Therefore, it is false that they lack inessential ways to refer
to themselves and hence the problem of fixing the reference of the I concept in their HOTs
persists.

Second, as I have argued elsewhere (Sebastian 2018), Rosenthal’s theory of self-reference
is inadequate for humans either, because it is implausible that even we, human adults, have
the cognitive capacities that it demands. Abstracting from the details, the reason is that if
one is to identify the individual the HOT refers to as the individual that has the HOT, then it
has to be possible that the HOT becomes transitively conscious: under certain circumstances,
the HOT can become transitively conscious so that the subjects knows what is the thought
whose subject she has to identify. But according to the theory, this would require that it is
possible that the subject has a transitively unconscious third-order thought which also deploys
the first-person concept. For this concept to refer in the required way the subject requires
the disposition to identify the individual the third-order thought refers to as the individual
that has the third-order thought. But if the subject is to have such a disposition then it has
to be possible that the third-order thought becomes transitively conscious.... and so on, ad
infinitum. So, the reference fixing mechanism of the self concept deployed in the higher-order
thought depends upon an arbitrary tall hierarchy of dispositions to have higher-order thoughts.
And it is implausible that cognitively limited systems like us have such a capacity.

The final, and I think fatal, objection is that, if conscious experiences entail a form of
self-awareness, then a globalist approach —and the de se skeptic a fortiori— cannot make
room for the possibility of different individuals having experiences with the same phenomenal
character. Here is the argument.

The phenomenally conscious state —the state such that there is something it is like to
be in it— is a state that makes me aware that I am in a certain state (the transitively
conscious state). This allows us to naturally dispel the apparent tension derived from cases
of misrepresentation and to provide a phenomenological justification of TP*. Phenomenology
(what it is like to be in a phenomenally conscious state) is determined by the content of the
awareness that the phenomenally conscious state provides. And it conveys that I am in a
certain state.

Not everyone would agree that phenomenology is exhausted by what the phenomenally
conscious state represents, but everyone that accepts that experiences have content should
agree with the idea that two experiences have the same phenomenal character only if there is

no difference in content —only if they do not convey different things. This is a fairly weak

12 See Perez and Gomila, (forthcoming) for reasons to doubt that perception —even when one has the capac-
ity— suffices for mental attribution.
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condition, compatible even with the idea that there is more to phenomenology than what the
experience represents. Crucially, it is one that the defender of representationalism in general
—and Rosenthal, who thinks that consciousness is a matter of explaining how things appear
to us, in particular— should endorse. So:

Let E7 and Es be two numerically different experiences of two different subjects. Let PCS;

and PCS5 the corresponding phenomenally conscious states:

1. If E; and E»s have the same phenomenal character, then PCS; and PCSs have the same

content.

2. A phenomenally conscious state is one that represents (de se) that I am in certain state
(TP* and EXP*)

3. According to the globalist de se fan (and to the de se skeptic), two different individuals do

not have representations with the same content when they have a first-person thought.
4. PCS;7 and PCS5 cannot have the same content.

5. F1 and E5 cannot have the same phenomenal character.

.. Two different subjects cannot have experiences with the same phenomenal character.

Pre-theoretically, we want to leave open the possibility that David and Miguel have the
same experience, for example with regard to the color —maybe under different circumstances.
But those who, like Rosenthal, think that the phenomenal character is determined holistically
might have independent reasons to resist this claim. In Rosenthal’s theory, the phenomenal
character of the experience depends on the state one is represented as being. And those
states are individuated holistically, depending on the relations they bear to other (qualitative)
states (Rosenthal 2010, 2015). Therefore, we have reasons to deny that, in general, any two
individuals can have experiences with the same phenomenal character. However, it is possible
for two different individuals to share the cognitive structure, function or quality space that
holisitically individuate qualitative states —in the extreme case, just think of two physical
duplicates with the same history of interactions with the environment. Thus, independently
of issues regarding holitic versus atomistic individuation of states, we do want to leave open
the possibility that, in some cases, two different individuals can have experiences with the
same phenomenal character —let then Miguel and David be two such individuals. This would
require that there is no difference in the content of their experiences. However, this is not

what happens if we accept GLOBAL, as globalist de se fans and de se skeptics do. According
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to Rosenthal, the content of the experience that David has is something like that David sees
red* or that David represents red*, whereas the content of Miguel’s experience is that Miguel
sees red* or that Miguel represents red*. Their respective experiences represent themselves as
being respectively in the same kind of state. Moreover, Miguel and David share the thought-
state determined by a shared disposition to identify the individual the PCS refers to as the
individual that has the PCS —and arguably other dispositions because, ceteris paribus, they
will have similar behavioural dispositions when they are in their respective states. We can even
leave open the possibility that the thought-state contributes to phenomenology, so that there
might be something more in common in David’s and Miguel’s experience. But, according to
the globalist de se fan, David and Miguel cannot have experiences with the same phenomenal
character, given the difference in the content of their respective states. However, this is a

possibility that the portabilist de se fan can accommodate.

4 Meeting the Challenges: Self-Involving, Portabilist and Non-Conceptualist.

Many authors in the history of philosophy —from Aristotle to Kant and from Brentano to
Sartre— have argued that self-awareness is key to the problem of consciousness. Although
some have argued to the contrary, I think that the transitivity principle defended by Rosenthal
is heir to this tradition.

As we have seen, self-awareness can be unpacked in terms of awareness of the experience
itself (mental-state involving) or as awareness of oneself (self-involving) —leaving room for view
that endorses both forms of self-awareness. In the first part of the paper (§2), I dealt with
some objections to higher-order theories that concern their understanding of what states should
be regarded as conscious. I argued that there is no good reason to endorse a mental-state-
involving view and that they should favour a reading of TP that dissociates the phenomenally
conscious state from the state we are aware of ourselves as being in having the experience
—the transitively conscious one.

TP (and TP*) demands some sort of awareness of oneself in experience: a self-involving
self-awareness. Although most of the debate surrounding higher-order theories focuses on the
notion of conscious state, the required first-person representation is the real source of problems,
as I have argued in the second part of the paper (§3). It is in virtue of underestimating the
problem of the first-person perspective that I agree with Block that higher-order theories
make consciousness out less puzzling than it really is. Rosenthal (2011a) takes the problem

13

seriously.”” Although he flirts with skeptical views —according to which there is nothing

distinctively problematic in de se representation—, his proposal should be understood as a

3 For complementary discussion regarding the de se phenomenon and higher-order theories see Weisberg
(2019).
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de se fan of the globalist kind. I have argued that his proposal is inadequate because it
demands cognitive capacities that conscious beings seem to lack and because it does not allow
for different people to have experiences with the same phenomenal character —at least not in
a way that is compatible with TP*.

Contrary to de se skeptics and globalist de se fans, portabilist de se fans give up GLOBAL
and endorses PORTABLE. According to the portabilist, the correctness conditions —the con-
tent— of an indexical representation depends not only on the way the world is but also on
another parameter that we call ‘the pole of the representation’. In the case of first-person
representation the pole is an individual. This opens the possibility for two individuals to have
first-person representations with the same content —respecting PORTABLE—, and that in turn
allows to them to have experiences with the same phenomenal character. There is no differ-
ence in the content when David and Miguel represent I am seeing red. David and Miguel can
self-attribute the same property, that of seeing red or select the same set of centered worlds,
and hence they can have experiences with the same phenomenal character. Those who endorse
a self-involving view have to be portabilist if they want to leave open this possibility.

Finally, I want to deal with the need to appeal to thought to characterize awareness in
experience. Rosenthal appeals to thought in the first place because, as he notes, there is no
distinctive quality associated with the higher-order awareness and he thinks that we would
expect there to be one if the form of awareness were not a thought. I strongly disagree and
I think that there is no reason to expect so. Independently of theory laden views on what
mental qualities are, they play the role of explaining differences in the phenomenal character of
experience.' So, pre-theoretically we should postulate a distinctive mental quality whenever
there is a difference in phenomenal character, and none when there is any. And therefore,
we should not attribute a distinctive mental quality to higher-order awareness if higher-order
awareness is necessary for there to be phenomenal character in the first place —because it
would be ubiquitous in experience and hence unable to make a difference. In particular,
according to the view I am defending, the phenomenal character of the experience is determined
by the content of the phenomenally conscious state; that is, the higher-order representation.
All phenomenally conscious states represent oneself as being in a certain state. Differences
in the phenomenal character of conscious experiences are given, precisely, by the differences
in the state they represents oneself as being —the transitively conscious state— and not by
the fact that one is represented as being in it, given that this is something common to all
phenomenally conscious states. The theory predicts that there are only as many kinds of
qualities as kinds of transitively conscious states: there is no additional quality to be expected

from higher-order awareness.

!4 See e.g. Berger (2018), Rosenthal (2005, 2010, 2015).
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Rosenthal also thinks that Hume’s observation provides reasons in favour of Higher-Order
Thought theory. But the portabilist is in a position to respond to Hume without endorsing
the claim that the phenomenally conscious states have to be thoughts. As we have seen, de se
awareness in experience cannot be a matter of representing a particular entity, the self. Oth-
erwise the entity that Miguel represents and the one that David represents would be different,
and then there would a difference in content, which entails a difference in phenomenology.
Hume’s mistake, and Rosenthal’s with him, derives from a failure in appreciation in the dif-
ference between the way the world and the subject —the pole of indexical representation—
enters the adequacy conditions of de se representation.

This can be straightforwardly appreciated by considering other forms of indexical represen-
tation in experience. Visual experiences uncontroversially represents the world from a certain
location. The one I have right now, represents a rubick’s cube to the left of the monitor from
here (de hinc). Hume —and I for what it is worth— is incapable of introspecting the self in his
experiences. I predict that he would also be unable to introspect the hereness in the case of
a visual experience. But we do not conclude from this failure in introspection that the visual
experience does not concern a location. Neither do we conclude from this that the location
is not part of the adequacy conditions of the perception or that it has to be represented in
thought. So, why should one conclude that we are not self-aware or that self-awareness has
the form of a thought?

It seems reasonable to conclude that we should do so only if we accept GLOBAL and we
think of the location (in de hinc representation) or the subject (in de se representation) as
another object of experience. But, as we have seen, there are good reasons to reject this view.
If, as I blink, I were teleported to New York to a room with an identical set up I would have an
experience with the very same phenomenal character, and both would be correct or adequate.
Those who endorse GLOBAL —the skeptic and the globalist— can explain the adequacy by a
change in the content: the first experience represent a rubick’s cube to the left of the monitor
from such a location in Mexico and the second from another location in New York. But as a
consequence they would predict a difference in phenomenal character, against the assumption.
On the contrary, the portabilist, rejects GLOBAL. For her, the adequacy of a state depends
not only on the way the world is but also on a pole —a location in this case. This way she can
explain that they are both correct or adequate without postulating a change in content, and
thereby accommodate the absence of difference in phenomenal character. We do not conclude
that the experience does not concern the pole. The lesson learned is that we fail to introspect
the pole of representation, not that the experience does not concern it. We fail to introspect
the location in de hinc representation and likewise we would expect to fail to introspect the

subject in de se representation. There is nothing to fear from Hume’s observation as it is



4 Meeting the Challenges: Self-Involving, Portabilist and Non-Conceptualist. 17

exactly what the portabilist would predict.

If this is correct, we are left with no reason to appeal to thoughts to explain phenome-
nal consciousness. We do not need to attribute conscious beings the conceptual capacities
required to entertain a thought with content attributed to the phenomenally conscious state
—embracing state non-conceptualism (Heck 2002). More generally, we do not need to at-
tribute conceptual capacities to a being in order to attribute to it a conscious experience,
avoiding overintelectualizing the requisites to have the experience. The real challenge that
remains is to explain what it takes to be aware of oneself in the required portabilist and non-
conceptual manner. A challenge that I think goes hand in hand with the problem of explaining
phenomenal consciousness.

Rosenthal would disagree with many of the details of the self-involving view that I have
sketched in this paper (portabilist and non-conceptualist), starting from the amount of things
that I concede to his opponents. Despite the differences, the view is very much indebted to

his work.1?
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