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Abstract
While remaining in broad agreement with the ovgpaliition developed and defended by
Kiverstein, | identify and discuss what | take t]ndnumber of problems with the details
of the argument. These concern (a) the claim tleati@in temporal structure to
conscious experience is necessary for there tonb@ianal sense of self, (b) the alleged
ubiquitous presence in experience of a minimalesenself, and (c) the claim that the
distinction between the constitutive backgroundditbons and the core realiser of a
given experience is ultimately unsustainable.

There is no doubt that Julian Kiverstein’s bold amdsive paper, ‘Minimal Sense of

Self, Temporality and the Brain’ (this volume), reakmportant progress on the issue of
how to understand the relationship between consomss and the brain. Having said that
— and notwithstanding my enthusiasm for, and matm@greement with, the general
character of the overall position — | want to askstions of certain aspects of
Kiverstein’s analysis. In my view there are a numifgoroblems in the details of the
package on offer, and later on in this commentaslyall try to explain what they are.
Before that, however, we should recall the key nsaaeKiverstein’s argument.

Kiverstein follows Rosenthal (1990/1997) in drawmndistinction between state
consciousness and creature consciousness. Hovaenkecrucially for his argument,
Kiverstein develops his own take on the latterhefse categories, a take according to
which creature consciousness is what a creaturdurasy those times when it has “its
own subjective perspective on the world” (p:&ne dimension of this phenomenon is
the first-person access that a creature with symrgpective has to its own conscious
states. On Kiverstein's account, it is a necessanglition for such first-person access
that the states in question include as an intripgaperty a basic form of pre-conceptual
and pre-linguistic self-consciousness that, follogwother thinkers with
phenomenological leanings, he calte-reflective self-consciousnggs7). Although
pre-reflective self-consciousness comes in differeodes (remembering, imagining, and
so on), nevertheless all its modes share the gyoptbeing first-person in character,
which means that the conscious states that ara ¢ivene in this way anmeecessarily

! Unless otherwise noted, all page references aé@astein’s paper, ‘Minimal Sense of Self,
Temporality and the Brain’.



given to me as min&his pre-reflective ‘mine-ness’ requires only thremediate,
noninferential awareness of the state as my owshnahthe kind of reflective awareness
in play on those occasions when | adopt the stahaa observer on my own mental life.

What consequences does this understanding of ceeainsciousness have for our
conception of the neural correlates of conscioush&sverstein follows Block (2007) in
drawing a distinction between the core realiserthedotal realiser of a particular
experience of a certain kind. The core realiséas part of a neural representational
system that distinguishes one conscious content &nmother. The core realiser of a
particular experience of a certain kind will befsiiént for that experience only in the
context of wider neural activity. Thus the totahliser will include all the neural
structures that make up the core realiser pludhalheural structures that realise the
background conditions necessary for the core eyaisfunction as such. According to
Block, a further distinction can be made, betweamsally necessary background
conditions (such as cerebral blood flow) and caustie background conditions (such as
the activation of the upper brainstem). With tresiceptual backdrop in place, Kiverstein
identifieslocalistsas being those cognitive theorists who (a) takenttural correlates of
consciousness to be the core realisers of partistdées of consciousness, and (b) take
the neural correlates of creature consciousndss part of the (causally necessary or
constitutive) background conditions that must bplate for the brain to realise
particular conscious experiences. In contrast, istedn identifiedholistsas being those
cognitive theorists who take the neural correlafeseature consciousness to be part of
the core realiser of a particular conscious expegeOn the holistic view, state and
creature consciousness are conceived of in a vedyules out the possibility of
investigating their neural basis separately.

Kiverstein argues that his view of creature conseness, as sketched above, mandates
holism. Creature consciousness “consists in thegssson of a minimal sense of self”
(p-10), and a minimal sense of self is an intripsid of every conscious state. It follows
that the neural basis of that minimal sense of seldl thus of creature consciousness,
cannot be relegated to a mere causal backgrourditioon This suggests that the neural
correlates of creature consciousness ought atteast counted as constitutive
background conditions. But, Kiverstein argues,distinction between the constitutive
background conditions and the core realiser ovargexperience is in fact unstable in
the face of leading theories in the area that esipbdhe interaction between these two
phenomena. Kiverstein’s claim is that because @hicessity of this interaction, the so-
called constitutive background conditions are “@shecessary for the occurrence of an
experience with a particular content as the agtivithe brain areas that constitute the
core realiser” (p.12). But if this is the case, vae no reason to resist the thought that
the neural activity of creature consciousness lisqfahe core realiser of a given
experience. That completes the argument for holism.

The final part of the Kiverstein jigsaw is the ateihat for conscious states to include
pre-reflective self-consciousness (a minimal safiself), it isnecessaryhat those states
have an inherently temporal character — it is “lemusciousness must of necessity be
structured in order for conscious states to includereflective self-consciousness”



(p-13) Drawing on phenomenological thought (spealfy the work of Husserl as
developed by Gallagher 2005), Kiverstein arguesdhah instance of our experience
presents us with temporally extended objects —otbjhat are functions of the recent
past, the present, and the near future. The exmerief listening to a tune provides a nice
example of this idea. Hearing a note as part aha tequires that the previous notes in
the melody are somehow present in the current mgraed that the future notes are
somehow anticipated. Given this temporal structweecan think more precisely about
what weretain in each moment of experience and also about whainiicipate
According to Kiverstein, from moment to moment #mgire (past-present-future)
temporal character of the previous phase of expegiés retained. Significantly, this
indicates that “I will, from moment to moment, bmaltaneously aware both of what my
experiences present but also of my ongoing expeziep.14). In addition, | anticipate
not merely “what is about to happen, but what isulbo happen tame” (p.14). It is here
that, according to Kiverstein, we see the neceséitiie temporal structure of experience
for the minimal sense of self. The full pictureni®w in place. Creature consciousness
intrinsically involves a minimal sense of self. Tinainimal sense of self is part of every
experience Thus the neural processes responsittedature consciousness are part of
the core realiser of every particular consciousegpce. Since the minimal sense of
self is, at least in part, a consequence of theptexrtemporal structure of experience,
any theory of the neural correlates of particutarscious experiences must explain the
neural basis of experiences with a complex temsiratture.

This is a powerful and attractive story. So wherethe aforementioned problems? Let’s
start with the claim that the temporal characterafscious experience, as described by
Kiverstein, is necessary for there to be a minisegise of self. It seems to me that not
guite enough has been said to substantiate thm.Cldne idea that, as far as | can tell, is
driving Kiverstein here, is the phenomenologicadertvation that the past and future
dimensions of present experience — its retentiandlanticipatory (protentional) aspects
— involve what Gallagher, in Husserlian mode, cbimiézes as a double intentionality.
Thus: “[my] experience of the passage of a melsdtithe same time a non-
observational, pre-reflective awareness of my dawifig experience” (Gallagher 2005,
p.193). This seems right. But what precisely doshaw? Consider the plausible claim,
made by Gallagher and endorsed in the followingdsday Kiverstein, that “if someone
were to be deprived of [protention] they would filed all of their conscious states as
they unfolded in the future were imposed on thesmfthe outside” (p.14). Why is this?
Because protention is not just a pre-reflectiverespion of what will happen, but also a
pre-reflective impression of what will happenme In other words, what explains the
phenomenon identified by Gallagher is that thegmtibnal aspect of the temporal
structure of experience intrinsically involves Kigtein’s minimal sense of self. Under
these circumstances, it doesn’t seem right for ksitegn to say that protention is
necessary for a minimal sense of self. Protentaomanly be distinguished from a mere
impression of what will happen because, as a phenom it already involves that very
sense. | think that a similar point could be mddeua retention. Having made these
remarks, | hasten to add that even if they ard,rigey do not on their own undermine
Kiverstein’s specific conclusion in this area, n#yrthat in order to explain the neural



correlates of particular conscious experiences wst mxplain the neural basis of
experiences with a complex temporal structure.

Let’s turn now to the alleged ubiquitous presemcexperience of the minimal sense of
self. Kiverstein holds that creature consciousigess be identified with pre-reflective
self-consciousness and that all pre-reflective cions states are characterized by a
minimal sense of self. Thus he says that “priaeeftection my conscious states are
alwaysalready given as mine” (p.8, my emphasis) andv@bave seen) that “creature
consciousnessonsists irthe possession of a minimal sense of self” (pdYemphasis).
However, there is a subtly different claim in theinity here with which Kiverstein
occasionally seems to flirt, namely the claim ttraature consciousness is to be
identified with thecapacity forenjoying pre-reflectively self-conscious states
characterized by a minimal sense of self. Kiverssgiems to endorse this second view
when he claims that a “creature is conscious whesn undergo states of mind that have
first-person givenness and therefore include ammahsense of self” (p.8, my emphasis).
The importance of this distinction is that the femalaim excludes the possibility that
creature consciousness may be manifested as peetinefly conscious states that do not
include a minimal sense of self, whereas the lateem allows for such a situation, just
so long as the creature in question has#pacityto undergo other pre-reflective
conscious states thdo include a minimal sense of self. The choice betwtbese

options comes to the fore in Kiverstein’s replyhe objection that not all the conscious
states of a creature need involve that creaturmpda sense of himself as being in some
way affected by those states” (p.8). Kiversteirpogsls to this complaint by
concentrating on the case of a proprioceptive egpee in which | form the thought that
| am raising my arm on the basis of a feeling ofany raising. He observes that this
thought is immune to errors of misidentificationdaexplains this fact by way of the
first-person givenness of my experience of raisingarm. This first-person givenness
pre-empts the need for any act of identificatiord thereby blocks the possibility of
misidentification. Now, as far as | can tell, taisalysis may be right for experiences that
have the form of the thought that Kiverstein dédsesi But of course the objection does
not claim that conscious states likat — states whose surface phenomenological
description already mentions “I” and “my” — do novolve a minimal sense of self. It
claims that there exist conscious states that d@molve a minimal sense of self.
Another way to put this point is to note that Kistin’s reply would be decisive against
his critic only if the tabled objection was that canscious states ever involve a minimal
sense of self. But the objection is less stridend, correlatively more plausible.
Consistent with the capacity-oriented claim abaaature consciousness mentioned
above, the present critic can allow for the existeof pre-reflectively self-conscious
states that feature a minimal sense of self. Aadgnantioned already, the arm-raising
experience discussed by Kiverstein may well besuoh case. What the present critic
denies, however, is that all conscious statesileedtat. Because Kiverstein holds that
creature consciousness is to be identified withrpfiective self-consciousness and that
all pre-reflective conscious states are chara@dri®/ a minimal sense of self, his
account cannot make room for such states.



So can we find any examples of conscious statéslthaot involve a minimal sense of
self? If we can then creature consciousness caamsist in the possession of a minimal
sense of self. Here is an analysis that answetipositive, and which betrays my own
phenomenological heritage. The Heideggerian in emeed that pre-reflective
consciousness is always subject-object in forngraad that sets me against Kiverstein's
claim that creature consciousness is what a ceeétas during those times when it has its
own subjective perspective on the world. To expledeidegger argues that smooth
coping (hitch-free skilled activity) involves a farof awareness in which the contrast
between subject and object plays no part. Thionaif awareness, which Heidegger
callscircumspectionis identified in the following remark: “When weten here through
the door, we do not apprehend the seats, and the Isalds for the doorknob.
Nevertheless, they are there in this peculiar wagygo by them circumspectly, avoid
them circumspectly... and the like” (Heidegger 1/9982: p.163). The idea here is that
the human agent has no conscious recognition ledéreibhe doorknob that it turns or of
the seats around which it walls objectsthat is,as independent things with determinate
properties Similarly, to use Heidegger's most famous examplele engaged in hitch-
free hammering, the skilled carpenter has no reitogrof the hammer, the nails, or the
work-bench as independent objects (Heidegger 1982/1pp.98-9). During smooth
coping, then, the carpenter’s equipmentisaasparentfeature of his phenomenal
experience, which means that the object-concapgjgpropriate for describing that
experience. But, and this is where the analysisies acutely relevant to our present
concerns, this is only half the Heideggerian stbigidegger's complementary claim is
that during, for example, skilled carpentry, nolycare the hammer, nails, and work-
bench not part of the carpenter's phenomenal woelither, in a sense, is the carpenter
The carpenter becomes absorbed in her activityéh 8 way that she has no awareness
of herself as a subject over and against a wortzb@gcts. So, in the domain of smooth
coping, there are, phenomenologically speakingsuipects and no objects; there is only
the subject-less experience of the ongoing taskatWis suggests is that there are some
examples of conscious arm-moving which involve wargness that cannot be given the
Kiverstein treatment. In other words, the pivotalm that every pre-reflective conscious
state is characterized by a minimal sense of sé#ise. Kiverstein’s most natural reply
here would be to claim that the Heideggerian amabtsould be understood as denying
the phenomenological presence in smooth copingnodvamal rather than a minimal
sense of self. If all Heidegger is claiming is thatooth copers are not reflectively self-
conscious, then of course Kiverstein and he aranotids. But | think that Heidegger
must have both senses of self in his sights, $iecexplicitly distinguishes the subject-
less (and object-less) flow of smooth coping fraames in which, due to (for example)
disturbances in skilled activity, what we mightrtkiof as proto-subjects (and proto-
objects) emerge out of that flow (for discussiae $Vheeler 2005: pp.138-144). If
minimal selves appear anywhere in Heidegger’'s pimemological framework, they
appear as the proto-subjects present in thesedadisruptions.

Another example of pre-reflective consciousness thane anyway, seems to be devoid
of any minimal sense of self, is to be fund in s@ramples of spontaneous crowd
consciousness. Two days ago Hibernian took thede&@ster Road, against Hearts, in
the Edinburgh derby, after only ninety secondsotifall. The crowd (well, most of it



anyway) exploded as one joyous unity. At that mam&as my conscious experience
characterized by a minimal sense of self? | ddnftk so. The ephemeral public mood of
celebratory elation that characterized the presotifte experience of that moment seems
to have been exhaustive of the experience. Of epfn@m the perspective of a certain
kind of analysis (e.g. the location of the releva@tiral states in my brain), there may
well have been an experience there that was ida&nligfas mine, but that is not enough
for Kiverstein’s purpose. Kiverstein needs the miai sense of self to ks aspect of the
phenomenological character of the experienmea merely a hidden feature of its
underlying neural structure. And notice that neities example of the absent minimal
sense of self, nor the preceding one, may be undedy the thought that they fail to
explain immunity to errors of misidentification. Boexperiences achieve such immunity
on the grounds that, within them, there is no idieation of the experience with any
individual subject, so there certainly cannot rersrof misidentification. The possibility
of such error is pre-empted, although in a wayeddht from that exhibited by
Kiverstein’s arm-raising example. Indeed, in ortiemake conceptual space for such an
identification — one that might conceivably go wgenwe are forced to impose a subject-
object structure on the experience in questiosoldoing we misrepresent the
fundamental nature of that experience, as it haggbanthe time. In the end, then,
Kiverstein’s claim that creature consciousness isetidentified with a minimal sense of
self is, I think, open to reasonable doubt.

Finally I shall turn to a worry that remains, evkthe bridge from creature
consciousness to a minimal sense of self can lzreeb A key part of Kiverstein's case
for holism is the claim that the localist-friendlistinction between the constitutive
background conditions and the core realiser ovargexperience is unsustainable. The
argument here is that because of the necessityafiction between these phenomena,
the so-called constitutive background conditionsicl include the neural correlates of
creature consciousness, are “just as necessaityefaccurrence of an experience with a
particular content as the activity in the brainesréhat constitute the core realiser” (p.12).
As it stands, this argument is too quick. For ewettne face of interactions between these
phenomena, what would preserve their separabiliyldvbe an identifiable difference in
functional contribution. Interestingly, Kiversteimself suggests that just such a
difference may exist. He argues that the neuraktates of creature consciousness may
well coincide with the neural correlates that ekpthae difference between conscious and
nonconscious processing of a stimulus (p.12).i¢f ihright then those neural states and
processes explain something that may remain the sanoss variations in the contents
of consciousness (pp.10-11). By contrast, the meoreaelates of the core realiser will be
those that explain such variations. This functiatitierence seems to me sufficient to
maintain the distinction between constitutive baokegd conditions and the core realiser.
So even if creature consciousness is, in some pat of every conscious state, there is
no good reason yet to think of it as anything ntbes a constitutive background
condition. Under these circumstances, and pacergteia, localism does not necessarily
collapse into holism.
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