
 
 

PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE

7KLV�DUWLFOH�ZDV�GRZQORDGHG�E\��>,QJHQWD�&RQWHQW�'LVWULEXWLRQ���5RXWOHGJH@
2Q�����0DUFK�����
$FFHVV�GHWDLOV��$FFHVV�'HWDLOV��>VXEVFULSWLRQ�QXPEHU����������@
3XEOLVKHU�5RXWOHGJH
,QIRUPD�/WG�5HJLVWHUHG�LQ�(QJODQG�DQG�:DOHV�5HJLVWHUHG�1XPEHU����������5HJLVWHUHG�RIILFH��0RUWLPHU�+RXVH�����
���0RUWLPHU�6WUHHW��/RQGRQ�:�7��-+��8.

$XVWUDODVLDQ�-RXUQDO�RI�3KLORVRSK\
3XEOLFDWLRQ�GHWDLOV��LQFOXGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQV�IRU�DXWKRUV�DQG�VXEVFULSWLRQ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
KWWS���ZZZ�LQIRUPDZRUOG�FRP�VPSS�WLWOHaFRQWHQW W���������

7KH�GLVXQLW\�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV
*HUDUG�2
%ULHQ�D�-RQ�2SLH�D
D�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�$GHODLGH�

7R�FLWH�WKLV�$UWLFOH�2
%ULHQ��*HUDUG�DQG2SLH��-RQ�������
7KH�GLVXQLW\�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV
��$XVWUDODVLDQ�-RXUQDO�RI�3KLORVRSK\�
�����������٢����
7R�OLQN�WR�WKLV�$UWLFOH��'2,���������������������������
85/��KWWS���G[�GRL�RUJ��������������������������

Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf

This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.

The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.



Australas ian Journal o f Philosophy 
Vol. 76, No 3, pp. 378-395; September 1998 

THE  DIS UNITY OF C O NS C IO US NE S S  

Ge ra rd  O 'Brie n  a nd J on  Opie  

I. In troduction 

It is  commonp la ce  for both  philos ophe rs  a nd cognitive  s cie ntis ts  to  e xpre s s  the ir 
a lle g ia nce  to  the  'un ity o f cons c ious ne s s '.  This  is  the  c la im tha t a  s ub je c t's  phe nome na l 
cons cious ne s s , 1 a t a ny one  mome n t in  time , is  a  s ingle  thing. An d  the  one ne s s  o f 
cons c ious ne s s  a t e a ch  ins ta nt brings  with  it a  commitme n t to  the  seriality o f phe nome na l 
cons c ious ne s s  ove r time . In  his  influe ntia l book .4 Cognitive  Theory o f Consciousness , 
Be rna rd  Ba a rs  puts  it this  wa y: 

Cons c ious  e xpe rie nce  is  one  thing after another, a  's tre a m o f cons c ious ne s s , ' a s  
Willia m J a me s  ca lle d  it. P s ycho log ica l the orie s  tha t a re  la rge ly confine d  to  cons c ious  
p roce s s e s . . .pos tu la te  la rge ly s e ria l me cha nis ms . And , a s  Wundt obs e rve d  in the  1880s , 
e ve n  two s imulta ne ous  cons c ious  e ve nts  a re  e xpe rie nce d  e ithe r fus e d  into  a  s ingle  
e xpe rie nce  o r s e ria lly, one  a fte r the  othe r. The re  is  no s uch th ing  a s  true  ps ycho log ica l 
s imulta ne ity o f two  dis tinct e ve n ts . . .[1 ,  p. 83, e mpha s is  a dde d] 

Apa rt from be ing  a  n ice  e xpre s s ion  o f a  ve ry common  vie w o f cons cious ne s s , th is  quo te  
illus tra te s  the  wa y unity a nd s e ria lity go  ve ry much  ha nd in ha nd. To  be  s e ria l, cons c ious  
e xpe rie nce  mus t be  'o n e  th ing  a fte r a no the r',  the  oppos ition  he re  be ing  be twe e n  the  one  
a nd the  ma ny. If ma ny th ings  in a  s ys te m c o -o c c u r--if the re  is  ' true  ps ycho log ica l 
s im u lta n e ity'--th e n  tha t s ys te m is  ope ra ting  in a  pa ra lle l, no t a  s e ria l fa s hion. S o the  unity 
o f cons c ious ne s s  a t e a ch  ins ta nt g ive s  ris e  to  its  s e ria lity ove r time . 

The  vie w e xpre s s e d  he re  by Ba a rs  is  ve ry wide ly s ha re d. None the le s s , the re  is  a  
te ns ion  lurking in the  Ba a rs  quote , wh ich  is  e vide n t in  mos t d is cus s ions  o f the  un ity o f 
cons cious ne s s . On  the  one  ha nd, Ba a rs  te lls  us  tha t 'e ve n  two s imulta ne ous  cons c ious  
e ve n ts  a re  e xpe rie nce d  e ithe r fus e d  into a  s ingle  e xpe rie nce  or s e ria lly, one  a fte r the  
o th e r'; but, on  the  othe r, he  s a ys  tha t 'the re  is  no s uch th ing  a s  true  ps ycho log ica l 
s imulta ne ity o f two dis tinct e ve n ts '.  The re  is  a n  obvious  incons is te ncy he re , a s  the  firs t 
s ta te me nt a ppe a rs  to be  committe d  to  wha t the  s e cond de nie s , i.e ., the  s imulta ne ity o f 
d is tinc t cons c ious  e ve nts . The re  is , howe ve r, a n obvious  wa y o f re s o lving  this  
incons is te ncy. Whe re  Ba a rs  write s  o f ' two  s imulta ne ous  cons c ious  e ve n ts ' be ing  'fu s e d  

While  the  concept of consciousness  is , as  Ned Block has  recently put it, a  'mongre l', in tha t 
denotes  a  number o f diffe rent phenomena  [2, p. 227], we  be lieve  tha t its  primary re fe rent is  what 
Block dubs  phenomenal consciousness . Consequently, when we  speak various ly o f 'phenomenal 
experience ', 'phenomenal consciousness ', 'conscious  experience ', or sometimes  jus t pla in 
'consciousness ', in each case  we  re fe r to the  same thing: the  'wha t it is  like ' of experience . 
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into a  s ingle  e xpe rie nce ',  we  ca n  re a d this  a s  a  c la im a bout s imulta ne ous  contents ; 
na me ly, tha t d iffe re nt conte ntful e le me nts  ca n  be  fus e d in to  one  experience , a nd  he nce  
while  the  e xpe rie nce  re ma ins  's in g le ' ,  its  conte nts  a re  multip le . 

Bu t this  re a ding  o f Ba a rs  ma ke s  it c le a r tha t the re  a re  a c tua lly two dis tinc t wa ys  o f 
conce iving  o f the  u n ity o f cons cious ne s s : a s  a  s e ria l s tre a m con ta in ing  on ly one  conte ntfu l 
e le me n t a t a  time , a nd  a s  a  s ingle  e xpe rie nce  e mbra c ing  multip le  conte nts . The s e  two 
a ngle s  o n  the  un ity o f cons cious ne s s  ca n  be  like ne d  to va rie tie s  o f una ccompa nie d  (a  
ca ppe lla ) chora l mus ic . The  firs t is  like  a  s olo pe rforma nce , in  which  the  chorus  re ma ins  
s ile nt, a nd  a  s ingle  vo ice  is  a ll tha t we  he a r. The  limita tions  o f the  h u ma n  voca l folds  
e ns ure  tha t s uch a  s olo is  monophonic, i.e ., it con ta ins  on ly one  note  a t a  time . An  
a dvoca te  o f the  s ingle  conte n t conce ption o f the  un ity o f cons c ious ne s s  s uppos e s  tha t the  
b ra in  impos e s  a  s imila r limita tion on  phe nome na l e xp e rie n c e --it ca n  conta in  on ly one  
d is tinc t con te n t a t e a ch mome nt. A nice  fe a ture  o f this  a na logy conce rns  the  due t. Ope ra tic  
mus ic  s ome time s  invo lve s  the  mus ica l e quiva le n t o f a  dia logue , in  which  two s inge rs  
a lte rna te ly ta ke  the  me lodic  line . S uch mus ic  cha nge s  in  tona l qua lity a s  e a ch s inge r (s a y a  
s opra no a nd  a n  a lto) ta ke s  he r turn, ye t it is  monophon ic  throughout. This  a pproa ch 
implie s  tha t we  a re  on ly e ve r privy to a  s ingle  mode  o f e xpe rie nce  a t a  time  (s ince  we  a re  
on ly privy to a  s ingle  conte n t a t a  time ), but, like  the  due t, cons c ious ne s s  ca n  invo lve  
s witch ing  be twe e n  mode s , thus  cha nging  its  ' to n a l'  qua lity. 

On  the  othe r ha nd, if we  s uppos e  tha t cons cious ne s s  incorpora te s  a  n u m b e r o f d is tinc t 
conte n tfu l e le me nts  (e .g., from a  numbe r o f moda litie s ) fus e d  in to  a  s ingle  e xpe rie nce , 
the n  it is  be s t like ne d  to polyphonic chora l mus ic . P o lyphony involve s  two or more  
s im ultane ous ly active  voice s , s uch tha t a t a n y m o m e n t the re  a re  a  n u m b e r o f d iffe re n t 
no te s  b e in g  s ounde d . In  a  s imila r fa s hion, a n  a dvoca te  o f the  fus ion  conce p tion  o f the  
u n ity o f cons c ious ne s s  s uppos e s  tha t the  b ra in  b in d s  toge the r a  co lle c tion  o f 
in fo rma tiona l e le me n ts  in to  a  s ingle  cons c ious  e xpe rie nce . In  this  ca s e , howe ve r, we  a re  
le ft with  no  c le a r impre s s ion  o f the  kind  o f un ity o n  offe r. It c a n ' t  be  a  un ity withou t 
pa rts , be ca us e  the  s ing le  e xpe rie nce  is  a c tua lly a  compos ite  s tructure : it is  a s s e mble d 
from conte ntfu l e le me nts  tha t ha ve  be e n  fus e d toge the r in  s ome  wa y. Wha t this  s e e ms  to 
e nta il, the re fore , is  tha t the re  is  a  s ingle  cons c ious ne s s -ma king  me cha n is m or proce s s , in  
the  bra in , whos e  ta s k it is  to b ind  the s e  diffe re nt conte nts  toge the r into a  un ita ry 
e xpe rie nce . 

Both  the  m o n o p h o n ic  a nd  po lyphonic  mode ls  o f the  u n ity o f cons c ious ne s s  a re  a t 
la rge  in  the  lite ra ture . An d  be twe e n  the m the y ha ve  ha d  a  ma jo r in flue nce  o n  the  
computa tiona l the orie s  o f cons c ious ne s s  tha t ha ve  la te ly be e n  a ppe a ring  in  cogn itive  
s c ie nce . In  pa rticu la r, the y ha ve  le d  to  the  d o min a n c e  o f executive  the orie s  o f 
cons cious ne s s : the orie s  which  conte nd tha t our cons c ious  e xpe rie nce  is  the  re s ult o f a n  
e xe cutive  proce s s  or s ys te m in  the  bra in  tha t privile ge s  ce rta in  me nta l re pre s e nta tions  ove r 
othe rs . 

It is  our vie w tha t the  orthodox conce ption  o f the  ta rge t phe nome non , in  e ithe r its  
m o n o p h o n ic  or po lyphonic  guis e , is  quite  wrong. P he nome na l cons cious ne s s , we  think, is  
no t a  un ity; ra the r, it is  ma nifold  a nd dis tribute d. This  in  rum s ugge s ts  tha t we  ne e d  a  
ra d ica lly d iffe re nt computa tiona l conce ption  o f cons cious ne s s , one  tha t ca n  do jus tice  to 
its  pa lpa ble  d is unity. In  orde r to de fe nd th is  cla im, we  mus t cons ide r the  monophonic  a nd  
po lyphonic  mode ls  o f the  un ity o f cons cious ne s s  s e pa ra te ly. We  be g in  with  the  
monophon ic  a pproa ch. 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
I
n
g
e
n
t
a
 
C
o
n
t
e
n
t
 
D
i
s
t
r
i
b
u
t
i
o
n
 
-
 
R
o
u
t
l
e
d
g
e
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
9
:
0
0
 
3
0
 
M
a
r
c
h
 
2
0
1
0



380 The Disunity o f Consciousness  

II. The  Monophon ic  Mode l o f the  Un ity o f Cons c ious ne s s  

Roge r P e nros e  a ppe a rs  to be  a n  a dhe re nt o f the  monophonic  mode l. Cons ide r the  
fo llowing: 

Utte ra nce s  like  'Ho w ca n  you  e xpe ct me  to th ink o f more  tha n  one  thing a t a  time ? ' a re  
commonpla ce . Is  it pos s ib le  a t a ll to ke e p s e pa ra te  th ings  go ing  o n  in  o n e 's  
cons c ious ne s s  s imulta ne ous ly?  P e rha ps  one  can ke e p a  fe w things  go ing  on  a t once , 
b u t this  s e e ms  to be  more  like  continua l flitting ba ckwa rds  a nd  forwa rds  be twe e n  the  
va rious  topics  tha n  a c tua lly th inking  a bout the m s imulta ne ous ly, cons cious ly, a nd  
inde pe nde ntly. If one  we re  to th ink cons cious ly a bout two things  quite  inde pe nde n tly it 
wou ld  b e  more  like  ha ving  two s e parate  cons c ious ne s s e s .. .while  wha t s e e ms  to be  
e xpe rie nce d .. . is  a  s ingle  cons cious ne s s  which  ma y be  va gue ly a wa re  o f a  n u m b e r o f 
th ings , b u t which  is  conce ntra te d  a t a ny one  time  on  on ly one  pa rticula r thing. [ 15, p. 
399] 

Thus , a ccording to P e nros e , cons cious ne s s  is  's in g le ' ,  be ca us e  we  c a n ' t  hold  two 
inde pe nde n t thoughts  a t once . Doing  s o would  be  like  ha ving  two cons cious ne s s e s  in  the  
one  he a d. At a ny mome n t in  time  cons cious ne s s  involve s  on ly one  ' th in g ',  or one  'top ic '.  

The re  is  s ome  truth in  the s e  cla ims . Howe ve r, re a d a s  a  de s cription o f cons cious ne s s  
this  ma te ria l is  mis ta ke n  on  a t le a s t two counts . On the  one  ha nd  the re  is  e vide nce  o f a  
s tra ightforwa rd confla tion  o f cons cious ne s s  a nd  wha t we  might ca ll 'h ighe r-thought'~ An d  
on  the  othe r, the re  is  a n  a ppa re nt confus ion  o f cons cious ne s s  a nd  a tte ntion. 

Cons ide r firs t the  na ture  o f h u ma n  thought. Huma ns  a re  un ique  in  the  a n ima l world  for 
our ca pa city to e nga ge  in  comple x s ymbolic  thought, which  we  ca n  conduct u s ing  both  
forma l a nd  in forma l la ngua ge s . This  kind  o f th inking  involve s  a  good  de a l o f cons cious  
phe nome nology, a nd  no t ju s t the  vis ua l or a uditory phe nome nology a s s ocia te d with  
pe rce iving  s ymbols , b u t a ls o the  phe nome nology re quire d for the ir prope r ma nipu la tion . 
On  the  la tte r, cons ide r the  diffe re nce  be twe e n J a cque s  (a  monoglo t F re nchma n) a nd  J a ck 
(a  monog lo t Englis hma n) a s  the y lis te n  to the  ne ws  in  Fre nch. While  the re  is  a  s e ns e  in  
which  J a cque s  a nd  J a ck ha ve  the  s a me  a ura l e xpe rie nce , the ir e xpe rie nce s  a re  u tte rly 
diffe re nt in  a nothe r re s pe ct. J a cque s  unde rs tands  wha t he  he a rs , a nd  J a ck doe s  not. This  
d iffe re nce  is  n o t ju s t a  diffe re nce  in  J a cque s ' ca pa city to re s pond to wha t he  he a rs , it is  a  
d iffe re nce  within  phe nome na l e xpe rie nce . J a cque s  cons c ious ly e xpe rie nce s  s ome th ing  tha t 
J a ck doe s n 't.  Ga le n  S tra ws on ca lls  this  a dditiona l phe nome na l e le me nt 'unde rs ta nd ing- 
e xpe rie nce ' [21, pp. 5 -13]; it's  the  e xpe rie nce  tha t's  mis s ing  whe n  n o  s e ns e  is  conve ye d  
b y wha t one  s e e s  or he a rs . An d  our po in t he re  is  tha t h ighe r (i.e ., s ymbolic ) thought 
implica te s , in  a ddition to vis ua l a nd  a uditory phe nome nology, a  good  de a l o f this  more  
a bs tra ct phe nome nology. 

S o P e nros e  is  right to ide ntify a n  importa nt re la tions hip  be twe e n  cons c ious ne s s  a nd  
highe r-thought. More ove r, the re  is  s ome thing to be  s a id for the  c la im tha t h ighe r-thought 
is  s e ria l; we  do s e e m, in  s ome  s e ns e , to be  re s tricte d to a  S ingle  'top ic ' a t a n y g ive n  
mome nt. Howe ve r, it is  s ure ly n o t cons cious ne s s  in toto tha t is  s o re s tricte d. Eve n  the  
mos t ca s ua l ins pe c tion  o f our ins ta n ta ne ous  phe nome na l fie ld re ve a ls  tha t conte nts  d ra wn 
from diffe re nt moda litie s  ca n  s imulta ne ous ly co-e xis t in  e xpe rie nce . This  is  a  po in t tha t 
re a lly s hould  be  ba na l, b u t is  ofte n  ove rlooke d in  d is cus s ions  o f cons cious ne s s . Wh e n  you  
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Ge rard 0 'Brien and,Ion Opie  381 

go  for a  wa lk in the  country, for e xa mple , you  no t on ly ha ve  a  gre a t de a l o f p le a s a nt vis ua l 
e xpe rie nce , but a t the  s a me  time  you  he a r the  s ound o f wind  in the  tre e s  a nd birds  s inging, 
you  fe e l you r fe e t h itting  the  ground, a nd you  ha ve  a  s e ns e  o f yo u r bod ily s ta te  (whe the r 
yo u 're  tire d, e ne rge tic , e tc.). It is  n o t the  ca s e  tha t you , fo r e xa mple , firs t he a r a  bird, a nd 
the n  s e e  it (or vice  ve rs a ). S ound a nd vis ion  d o n 't compe te  fo r a  p la ce  in a wa re ne s s ; bo th  
a re  s imulta ne ous ly p re s e n t to us . Yo u  m a y no t be  a ble  to s imulta ne ous ly re a ct to, o r focus  
on, dis pa ra te  s ource s  o f e xpe rie nce , but the  phe nome no logy the y ge ne ra te  ca n ce rta in ly 
co-occur. 2 

Once  one  dis tinguis he s  phe nome na l cons cious ne s s  p e r s e ,  a nd h ighe r-thought, with  its  
va rious  phe nome na l concomita nts , it be come s  c le a r tha t cons c ious  thought is  me re ly one  
compone n t o f a  riche r tota l e xpe rie nce . More ove r, no t on ly doe s  s uch th inking c le a rly fa il 
to e xha us t the  pos s ib le  conte nts  o f cons cious ne s s , it d o e s n 't e ve n  e x c lu d e  othe r kinds  o f 
cons c ious  e xpe rie nce  whe n  in progre s s . Thus , wh ile  it m a y be  tha t we  ca n on ly e nte rta in  
one  topic  o f h ighe r-thought a t a  time , it's  wrong  to s ugge s t tha t cons c ious  e xpe rie nce  a s  a  
who le  is  the re by re nde re d  's in g le '  a nd he nce  's e ria l'.  It is  pos s ib le  to  a dmit the  s e ria lity o f 
h ighe r-thought, withou t a cce pting  tha t phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  in  ge ne ra l is  monophonic . 
P e nros e  fa ils  to s pe ll ou t his  vie ws  in s uch a  wa y a s  to  c le a rly dis tinguis h the  la tte r c la im 
from the  forme r. 3 

O n e  wa y to ma ke  P e n ro s e 's  pos ition  s ound more  p la us ib le  is  to re ca s t his  d is cus s ion  in  
te rms  o f a tte ntion, tha t is , re a d  h im a s  s ugge s ting  tha t a tte n tion  is  s e ria l. Fo r the re  doe s  
a ppe a r to b e  a  me c ha n is m whe re by we  ca n focus  on  s ome  pa rticula r ob je c t or a s pe c t o f 
e xpe rie nce . An d  a tte ntion  is  c le a rly more  re s tric te d  tha n cons c ious ne s s  in ge ne ra l. Yo u  a re  
curre ntly s ubje c t to  a  la rge  ra nge  o f phe nome na l s ta te s , bu t your focus  is  on the  ta s k o f 
unde rs ta nding  the s e  s e nte nce s . If yo u  s hift focus  to the  s e ns a tion 0 fth e  cha ir a ga ins t your 
body, a  p roce s s  wh ich  he ighte ns  (but doe s  no t cre a te  ab  in itio ) thos e  ve ry s e ns a tions , the n 
your la ngua ge  unde rs ta nding  a ctivitie s  a re  te mpora rily, if brie fly, s us pe nde d. Thus , 
a tte ntion doe s  a ppe a r to be  a  proce s s  whe re by firs t one  ' th in g '  a nd the n  a nothe r be come s  
foca l. 

But one  mus t be  ca re ful he re . It is  a ll too  e a s y to s lide  from the  c la im tha t a tte ntion is  
s e ria l to the  c la im tha t cons cious ne s s  is  monophonic . An d  this  s lide  is  by no  me a ns  
ine vita b le . A qu ite  na tura l vie w o f a tte ntion is  tha t it conce rns  va ria tions  in s ide  
cons cious ne s s , imp lying  tha t the  conte nt o f foca l a tte ntion is  bu t one  e le me nt o f to ta l 
cons cious ne s s . O f cours e , if one  de nie s  this , tha t is , if one  re je c ts  this  d is tinction be twe e n  
a tte ntion a nd tota l cons cious ne s s , the n  one  doe s  re c o ve r s ome  kind  o f monophon ic  
cons cious ne s s . A s upporte r o f ge nuine  s e ria tity might ma ke  ju s t this  move , inde e d, it is  a  
fo rce d  m o ve  in  the  monophon ic  ga me . One  ca n ha rd ly ha ve  a  va rying  focus  in s ide  a 
s ing le -vo ice d  cons cious ne s s , s ince  the  dis tinction be twe e n  focus  a nd pe riphe ry is , in  pa rt, 

2 A poss ible  reply, a t this  point, is  tha t, while  it might seem tha t we  have  more  than one  modality in 
consciousness  a t the  same time , this  is  only an illus ion genera ted by ve ry rapid swapping be tween 
them. It is  hard to take  this  reply se rious ly. Apart from be ing ra ther ad hoe  (why would one  assert 
this , unless  committed to genuine  se ria lity, come what may), it seems to eonfla te  consciousness  and 
a ttention (see  the  remarks  to follow). 

3 There  is  textua l evidence  to sugges t tha t Penrose  may be  aware  o f this  dis tinction. He  te lls  us  tha t 
'one ne s s ' is  a  characte ris tic fea ture  o f conscious  thought, and he  has  a  tendency to re fe r to 
'thinking' ra ther than consciousness  [15, p. 399]. 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
I
n
g
e
n
t
a
 
C
o
n
t
e
n
t
 
D
i
s
t
r
i
b
u
t
i
o
n
 
-
 
R
o
u
t
l
e
d
g
e
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
9
:
0
0
 
3
0
 
M
a
r
c
h
 
2
0
1
0



382 The Disunity of Consciousness 

a  d is tinc tion  be twe e n  diffe re nt, bu t conte mpora ne ous , conte nts  o f cons cious ne s s . 
Atte n tiona l s hifts  with in  a  s e ria l s tre a m a re  without remainder, i.e ., the y corre s pond to 
total s hifts  o f cons c ious ne s s  from one  obje ct to a nothe r. 

This  vie w o f a tte ntion  is  quite  p romine n t in  the  lite ra ture . The re  ha ve , howe ve r, be e n  
s ome  importa n t dis s e nte rs . In  a n  influe ntia l e a rly d is cus s ion  Ulric  Ne is s e r c la ims  tha t 
be fore  the  proce s s e s  o f foca l a tte n tion  ca n be  brought to be a r on  pa rticula r figure s  in  a  
vis ua l s ce ne , the re  a re  preattentive  proce s s e s  whos e  role  is  to s e gre ga te  the  figura l units  
which  la te r me cha nis ms  will 'fle s h  out a nd  in te rpre t' [12, p. 89]. He  the n  goe s  on  to 
de ve lop the  d is tinc tion  be twe e n  primary thought proce s s e s , which  a re  'rich , cha otic, a nd  
ine ffic ie n t',  a nd secondary thought p roce s s e s --thos e  tha t a re  'de libe ra te , e ffic ie nt, a nd 
obvious ly goa l-d ire c te d ' [p. 297]. 4 Ne is s e r s ugge s ts  tha t ' the  proce s s e s  o f vis ua l 
cognition , a nd  pe rce ption  in  ge ne ra l, ma y s e rve  a s  us e ful mode ls  fo r. . . though t'.  In  
pa rticula r, he  c la ims  tha t the  prima ry proce s s  'cons truc ts  crude ly forme d "thoughts " or 
"id e a s "' ,  a nd  s o functions  like  pre a tte ntive  proce s s e s , while  the  s e conda ry proce s s  o f 
dire cte d thought is  like  foca l a tte ntion; it ha s  the  function  o f e la bora ting  thos e  obje cts  
ge ne ra te d  b y the  prima ry proce s s  [pp. 301--4]. Now if foca l a tte n tion  a nd  cons c ious ne s s  
a re  one  a nd  the  s a me  the n  the  p rima ry (or pre a tte ntive ) proce s s e s  ought to b e  uncons c ious . 
Bu t Ne is s e r de murs ; wh e n  it come s  to the  pre a tte ntive  proce s s e s  he  re ma rks  tha t the y: 

p roduce . . .fle e ting  a nd  e va ne s ce n t obje cts  o f cons cious ne s s , c rude ly de fine d  a nd  ha rd 
to re me mbe r. If the ir products  a re  no t s e ize d on  a nd  e la bora te d b y a n  e xe cutive  proce s s  
o f s ome  kind, the y ha ve  little  e ffe ct on  furthe r th inking  a nd  be ha viour. [12, p. 301] 

Els e whe re  he  c la ims  tha t the  products  o f prima ry thought 'a re  o n ly fle e tingly cons cious , 
un le s s  the y unde rgo  e la bora tion  b y s e conda ry proce s s e s ' [p. 304]. 

Thus , Ne is s e r re cognize s  the  e xis te nce  o f a  cha ra cte ris tic  phe nome no logy o f p rima ry 
(i.e ., pre a tte ntive ) thought proce s s e s . He  ca re fully dis tinguis he s  this  from the  kind  o f 
e xpe rie nce  a s s ocia te d with  tbca l a tte ntion. La te r in te ~re te rs  ha ve  no t be e n  s o ca re ful. 
Ge orge  Ma ndle r, for e xa mple , in itia lly s e e ms  to go a long  with  Ne is s e r's  characmriT~_tion: 

The  products  o f the  p rima ry proce s s  a lone . . .a re  on ly 'fle e ting ly' cons c ious  un le s s  
e la bora te d b y s e conda ry proce s s e s . By implica tion the  e la bora tion b y s e conda ry 
proce s s e s  is  wha t produce s  fu lly cons cious  e ve nts . [10, p. 232] 

Howe ve r, with in  the  s pa ce  o f a  fe w pa ra gra phs  he  is  c la iming  tha t the  'p roce s s e s  tha t 
ma ke  up  consciousness  a re  s e conda ry proce s s e s , s e conda ry in  e la bora tion a nd  time  to 
prima ry, pre a tte ntive  proce s s e s  tha t a re  unconscious ...' [p. 233, e mpha s is  a dde d]. Inde e d, 
he  is  s o bo ld  a s  to re ma rk tha t we  will 'no te  why Ne is s e r's  contribu tion  is  importa n t',  if 
we  'pe rmit the  fre e  tra ns la tion  o f "a tte ntion" in to  cons c ious ne s s ' [p. 232]. He  thus  
re cons tructs  Ne is s e r's  c o mme n t tha t ce rta in  a ctivitie s  (s uch a s  wa lking  a nd  driving) ca n  
be  conducte d  'withou t the  us e  o f foca l a tte n tion ' [12, p. 92], a s  the  c la im tha t '[the re ] a re  
proce s s e s  tha t run  o ff outs ide  cons cious ne s s  (uncons c ious ly)' [10, p. 232]. 

4 What Neisser appears  to have  in mind here  is  the  dis tinction be tween the  kind of thinking tha t goes  
on in dreams and fantasy, and de libera te , purposeful thinking [12, p. 298]. 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
I
n
g
e
n
t
a
 
C
o
n
t
e
n
t
 
D
i
s
t
r
i
b
u
t
i
o
n
 
-
 
R
o
u
t
l
e
d
g
e
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
9
:
0
0
 
3
0
 
M
a
r
c
h
 
2
0
1
0



Gerard 0 'Brien and Jon Opie  383 

Looke d  a t pure ly a s  a  ma tte r o f e xe ge s is , Ma ndle r is  c le a rly ge tting  s ome th ing  wrong  
he re . Wha t Ne is s e r te lls  us  is  tha t the  products  o f pre a tte n tive  pe rce p tion  a nd prima ry 
thought p roce s s e s  a re  'fle e ting  a nd e va ne s ce nt obje c ts  o f cons c ious ne s s ',  wh ich  a re  
'c ru d e ly de fine d  a nd ha rd  to re me mbe r'.  He  doe s  not s a y tha t the y a re  uncons cious , 
inde e d  he  g ive s  us  a  rough  cha ra cte riza tion o f the  k ind  o f cons c ious  phe nome no logy the s e  
p roce s s e s  ge ne ra te . But, o f cours e , the  que s tion  re ma ins : is  the re  a  ge nuine  d is tinc tion  
b e twe e n  the  phe nome no log y o f a tte ntion a nd to ta l cons c ious ne s s ?  The  a ns we r, we  
s ugge s t, is  ye s . Cons ide r a  ga me  o f te nnis . O n e 's  focus , during pla y, is  p rima rily on  the  
m o ve m e n t o f the  ba ll. E ve n  s o, one  d o e s n 't e ntire ly ce a s e  to pe rce ive  othe r fe a ture s  o f the  
e nvironme n t (e ve n  if the y be come  pe riphe ra l), a nd one  is , for e xa mple , s till hos t to a  
c o m p le x mix o f p roprioce p tive  s e ns a tions , without wh ich  it wo u ld  be  impos s ib le  to 
ma in ta in  pos ture  a nd ba la nce . Atte n tion  s e rve s  to he igh te n  s ome  a s pe cts  o f e xpe rie nce  
ove r othe rs ; it m o ve s  like  a  s e a rchlight through the  phe nome na l fie ld, but it doe s n 't de fine  
tha t fie ld --th e re  is  p le n ty o f phe nome no logy tha t fa lls  outs ide  its  be a m. P e nros e  a ctua lly 
conce de s  this  whe n  he  s ugge s ts  tha t 'a  s ingle  cons c ious ne s s ' ma y be  'va g u e ly a wa re  o f a  
nu mbe r o f th ings ',  a nd ye t be  'conce ntra te d  a t a ny one  time  on on ly one  pa rticula r th ing ' 
[15, p. 399]: Tha t is , it is  pos s ible  s imulta ne ous ly to focus  on one  th ing  a nd be  a wa re  o f 
o the r things . 5 

De s p ite  this , s ome  will a rgue  tha t the re  a re  compe lling  re a s ons  to ide ntify a tte ntion 
with  tota l cons cious ne s s . In  pa rticula r, it is  ofte n a s s e rte d tha t the re  a re  a  ra nge  o f 
'b a c kg ro u n d ' phe nome na , which  e nte r cons cious ne s s  on ly whe n  we  focus  on the m, but 
a re  o the rwis e  uncons c ious . Ba a rs , for e xa mple , te lls  us  tha t 

In  contra s t to you r cons cious  e xpe rie nce s , you a re  p roba bly not cons cious  o f tile  fe e l o f 
your cha ir a t this  ins ta nt; nor o f a  ce rta in  ba ckground ta s te  in your mouth, o f tha t 
mono tonous  ba ckground  nois e , or the  s ound o f mus ic  o r ta lking in the  ba ckground .. .  
[l,  p. 3] 

The s e  kinds  o f e xa mple s  a re  proba bly the  s tronge s t in tu itive  ground for tre a ting the  
conte nts  o f cons c ious ne s s  a s  co-e xte ns ive  with  the  conte nts  o f a tte ntion, s ince  the y te nd to 
re in force  the  ide a  tha t wha t is  outs ide  a tte ntion is  ou ts ide  cons cious ne s s  (you ha ve  to 
atte nd  to the  fe e l o f your cha ir to be come  cons cious  o f it). 

But is  this  the  right th ing  to s a y a bout s e ns a tions  o f pre s s ure , or, fo r tha t ma tte r, a bout 
una tte nde d  ba ckground  s ounds ?  Are  the y re a lly uncons c ious ?  In the  ca s e  o f ba ckground 
s ounds , fo r e xa mple , is n ' t it ra the r the  ca s e  tha t whe n  one  firs t a tte nds  to, s a y, the  s ound o f 
the  coo ling  fa n  hous e d  in o n e 's  de s ktop compute r, one  re a lize s  tha t this  s ound ha s  be e n  

Neisser proposes  tha t we  view a ttention as  "an a llotment o f ana lyzing mechanisms  to a  limited 
region o f the  fie ld' [12, p. 88]. The  idea  is  to trea t a ttention as  a  matte r o f resource  a lloca tion; to 
suppose  tha t there  a re  s imply not enough computa tiona l resources  to permit a  de ta iled inspection 
of, s a y, the  whole  visua l fie ld a t once . Ins tead, prea ttentive  processes  provide  a  ske tchy ana lys is , 
which a ttentive  mechanisms  then 'fle s h out and inte rpre t' [p. 89]. Tha t is , mechanisms  of a ttention 
subject information a lready extracted from the  world, and a lready displayed in the  phenomenal 
fie ld, to more  intense  process ing. Such additiona l process ing perhaps  then genera tes  the  enhanced 
phenomenology tha t accompanies  a tte ntion s hifts . (Ray Jackendoff has  sugges ted a  s imila r 
a ccount--s e e  his  [8, pp. 280-3].) 
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384 The Disunity o f Consciousness  

pre s e nt in  experience  for some time ?  Because  una ttended, such a  s ound has  not be e n 
labe lled, or integra ted into one 's  highe r thought processes  in  a ny wa y (in conve ntiona l 
language : it has  gone  'unre cognize d'), but it has  neverthe less  be e n a n ongoing pa rt o f tota l 
consciousness . Or cons ide r proprioception: the  sensory feedback tha t emanates  from one 's  
limbs , crea ting a  sense  of the ir re la tive  pos itions . Proprioeeption is  e ve n more  prone  to be  
re lega ted to the  uncons cious  background, from which (it is  supposed) it ca n only be  
re trieved by de libera te ly focus s ing on one 's  body. Yet, we  sugges t, this  s e ns e  of body 
pos ition, like  our e xte rna lly orie nte d senses , is  a n e ve r pre s e nt fea ture  of experience . 

Our consciousness  is  not monophonic or s ingle -voiced. It is  a  complex amalgam of 
ma ny contents , which, for the  mos t part, a re  so cons ta nt tha t it's  e a s y to take  the m for 
granted. We  know of the  pe rs is te nce  of vis ua l experience , for ins tance , be ca us e  we  a re  a ll 
fa milia r with the  de cre me nt in  phe nome nology tha t accompanies  clos ing our eyes . But 
mos t o f us  require  a  more  s triking demons tra tion tha n this  in order to acknowledge  the  
pers is tence  of proprioception. Sadly, na ture  occas iona lly obliges  in this  regard. Olive r 
Sacks  describes  the  tragic case  of a  woma n who, due  to acute  polyne uritis  o f the  s pina l 
a nd cra nia l ne rve s  throughout the  neuraxis , s udde nly loses  he r capacity to have  
proprioceptive  experiences : 'S ome thing a wful's  ha ppe ne d,' she  te lls  Sacks , 'I ca n 't fee l 
my body. I fee l we ird---dis e mbodie d.' [16, p. 44] This  woma n ha s  none  of the  us ua l 
(proprioceptive) feedback from he r body. Without it she  recognizes  (perhaps  for the  firs t 
time ) wha t she  had, but has  now los t: the  fee ling of embodiment. Mos t o f us  don 't rea lize  
tha t we  don't fee l disembodied, but she  is  in the  horrible  pos ition of ha ving this  rea liza tion 
forced upon her. The  experience  of embodiment, like  a  numbe r o f other 'ba ckground' 
phe nome na , is  a  cons ta nt fea ture  of consciousness . 

An advoca te  o f the  monophonic conception ignores , or misses , these  cons ta nts  of 
experience , a nd in  so doing expedites  the  confla tion of consciousness  with a ttention. Once  
this  confla tion is  re jected, a s  we 've  a rgued it mus t be , the n the  se ria lity of a tte ntion ca n no 
longe r infe ct tota l consciousness . We  be lie ve  these  cons idera tions , toge ther with our 
e a rlie r remarks  a bout the  s imila rly mis ta ke n confla tion of consciousness  with 
higher-thought, s ignifica ntly diminis h the  appea l of the  monophonic conce ption  of 
consciousness . We  are  thus  in  ne e d of a n a ltemative . This  brings  us  to the  polyphonic 
mode l o f the  unity of consciousness . 

III. The  P olyphonic Model of the  Unity of Consciousness  

It seems tha t the  monophonic conce ption of consciousness  is  unte na ble . Ma ny theoris ts  
re cognize  this , a nd so pre fe r to adopt a  polyphonic mode l o f the  unity of consciousness , in  
which ma ny 'voice s ' ca n s ound the ir note s  s imultaneous ly. P a ul Churchland, for example , 
advoca tes  jus t such a  model. He  include s  in his  e nume ra tion of the  's a lie nt dime ns ions  of 
huma n cons cious ne s s ' the  following: 

Consciousness  harbors  the  conte nts  of the  severa l ba s ic s e ns ory modalities  within a  
s ingle  unifie d e xpe rie nce . A conscious  individua l appears  to ha ve  not severa l dis tinct 
conse iousnesses , one  for each of the  exte rna l senses , but ra ther a  s ingle  consciousness  
to which each o f the  exte rna l senses  contributes  a  thoroughly integra ted part. [3, 
p. 214] 
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Gerard G 'Brien and,/on Opie 385 

This  corre s ponds  to wha t we  ha ve  de s cribe d a s  the  po lyphonic  conce ption  o f the  un ity o f 
cons cious ne s s , be ca us e , while  Churchla nd c la ims  tha t ins ta n ta ne ous  cons cious ne s s  is  a  
's ing le  un ifie d  e xpe rie nce ',  he  gra nts  tha t each o f the  e xte rna l s e ns e s  contribute s  a  pa rt, s o 
re nde ring  it 'p o lym o d a l'  in  cha ra cte r [p. 222]. 

In  orde r to a ccount for this , a nd  a  n u m b e r o f othe r fe a ture s  o f cons cious ne s s  [pp. 
213-24],  Church la nd  de ve lops  the  conje cture  tha t phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  is  the  pre s e rve  
o f a  pa rticula r ne uroa na tomica l s tructure  in  the  bra in : the  in tra la mina r nuc le us  in  the  
tha la mus . This  s tructure  ha s  a xona l proje ctions  to a ll a re a s  o f the  ce re bra l he mis phe re s , 
a nd re ce ive s  proje ctions  from thos e  s a me  a re a s . The  b ra in  thus  conta ins  a  'g ra nd  
in forma tiona l loop ' tha t 'e mbra ce s  a ll o f the  ce re bra l corte x',  a nd which  'ha s  a  bo ttle ne ck 
in  the  in tra la mina r n u c le u s ' [p. 215]. Churchla nd  cla ims , a lbe it te nta tive ly, tha t 'a  
cognitive  re pre s e nta tion  is  a n  e le me nt o f your curre nt cons c ious ne s s  if, b u t on ly if, it is  a  
re p re s e n ta tion .. .with in  the  broa d re curre nt s ys te m [o f the  in tra la mina r nuc le us ]' [p. 223]. 
This  conje c ture  a llows  h im  to a ccount for the  fa ct tha t 'the re  a re  s e ve ra l d is tinc t s e ns e s  b u t 
on ly one  un ifie d  cons c ious ne s s '.  He  doe s  s o a s  follows : 

The re  is  one  wide s pre a d re curre nt s ys te m with  a n  in forma tion  bottle ne ck a t the  
in tra la mina r nucle us . In forma tion  from a ll o f the  s e ns ory cortica l a re a s  is  fe d in to  the  
re curre nt s ys te m, a nd  it ge ts  jo in tly a nd  collective ly re pre s e nte d in  the  coding ve ctors  
a t the  in tra la mina r nucle us , a nd in  the  a xona l a c tivity ra d ia ting  outwa rd from the re . 
The  re pre s e nta tions  in  tha t re curre nt s ys te m mus t the re fore  be  polym odal in  cha ra cte r. 
[3, p. 2221 

S o in fo rma tion  is  cons c ious  whe n  it is  re pre s e nte d b y 'cod ing  ve ctors  '6 tha t lie  with in  the  
in fo rma tion  loop ce n tring  on  the  in tra la mina r nucle us . An d  cons cious ne s s  is  a  un ity 
be ca us e  the s e  'p o lym o d a l'  ve ctors  a re  pa rt o f a  s ingle  s ys te m. 

This  a ccount is  s trikingly s imila r to the  'G loba l Works pa ce ' mode l o f cons cious ne s s  
de ve lope d  b y Be rna rd  Ba a rs  [1]. Ba a rs ' a pproa ch be g ins  with  the  pre mis e  tha t the  b ra in  
conta ins  a  multitude  o f dis tribute d, uncons c ious  proce s s ors  a ll ope ra ting  in  pa ra lle l, e a ch 
h igh ly s pe cia lize d, a nd  a ll compe ting for a cce s s  to a  g loba l wo rks p a c e --a  kind  o f ce ntra l 
in fo rma tion  e xcha nge  for the  inte ra ction, coordina tion, a nd  control o f the  s pe cia lis ts . S uch 
coord ina tion  a nd  control is  pa rtly a  re s ult o f re s tric tions  on  a cce s s  to the  globa l 
works pa ce . At a ny one  time  only a  limite d  n u m b e r o f s pe cia lis ts  ca n  broa dca s t g loba l 
me s s a ge s  (via  the  works pa ce ), s ince  diffe re nt me s s a ge s  ma y ofte n  be  contra dictory. Thos e  
conte nts  a re  cons c ious  which  ga in  a cce s s  to the  globa l works pa ce  (pe rha ps  a s  a  re s ult o f a  
n u m b e r o f s pe cia lis ts  fo rming  a  coa lition a nd  ous ting  the ir riva ls ) a nd  a re  s ubs e que ntly 
broa dca s t throughout the  bra in. [pp. 73-118.] 

In  s upport o f this  g loba l works pa ce  mode l, Ba a rs  c la ims  the re  is  a  b ra in  s tructure  
s uite d to the  role  o f works pa ce , na me ly: the  Exte nde d Re ticula r-Tha la mic  Activa ting  
S ys te m (ERTAS ), which  inc lude s  the  re ticula r forma tion, the  tha la mus , a nd  the  'd iffus e  
tha la mic  proje c tion  s ys te m ' [p. 124]. The  la tte r corre s ponds  to the  re curre nt loop tha t 
Church la nd  ta ke s  to be  s o s ignifica nt. The  ERTAS  is  pa rticula rly s uite d to the  role  o f 

6 Churchland seems to have  in mind here  both firing pa tte rns  within neura l ne tworks , and pa tte rns  of 
s igna ls  pass ing down axons . 
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386 The DisuniO, o f Consciousness 

'g loba l b roa dca s te r',  g ive n  the  b id ire c tiona l p ro je c tion  s ys te m tha t it incorpora te s . 
More ove r,  the re  is  'e vid e n c e  o f a  fe e dba ck flow from cortica l module s  to the  E R TAS '  a nd 
o f g loba l in forma tion  fe e d ing  'b a c k into its  own  input s ource s '.  Ba a rs  s ugge s ts  tha t 
'[both] kinds  o f fe e dba ck m a y s e rve  to  s tre ngthe n a nd s ta bilize  a  coa lition  o f s ys te ms  tha t 
wo rk to ke e p  a  ce rta in  con te n t on  the  g loba l works pa ce '.  Tha t is , g ive n  the  compe titive  
na ture  o f a cce s s  to  cons c ious ne s s , 'a  c ircula ting flow o f in forma tion  m a y be  ne ce s s a ry to 
ke e p  s ome  conte nts  in cons c ious ne s s ' [p. 134]. 

S o  bo th  Churchla nd a nd Ba a rs  g ive  informa tiona l fe e dba ck a  p ivota l ro le  in  the ir 
a ccounts  o f cons c ious ne s s . Both  ide ntify bra in s tructure s  tha t m a y a c t a s  a  c o n d u it--a  
func tiona l bo ttle ne ck through wh ich  informa tion pa s s e s  in o rde r to b e c o m e  cons c ious  
(the  tha la mic  p ro je c tion  s ys te m a nd a s s ocia te d  s tructure s ), a nd bo th  con je c ture  tha t the s e  
b ra in  s tructure s  re a lize  a n e xe cu tive  computa tiona l me cha n is m tha t gua ra nte e s  the  un ity o f 
cons c ious ne s s . Th is  e xe cu tive  a cts  a s  a  com pos e r a nd broadcas ter. Its  ro le  is  to  combine  a  
numbe r o f d is tinc t conte nts  ha iling  from diffe re nt s e ns e  moda litie s  into a  s ingle  work 
which  it the n broa dca s ts  po lyphonica lly.  Thus  the  un ity o f cons c ious ne s s , on  this  s tory, is  
no t impos e d  by the  seriality o f the  s tre a m o f conte nts  broa dca s t (a s  wou ld  be  the  ca s e  with  
a  monophon ic  e xe cutive ), bu t by the  s ingularity o f the  broa dca s ting  me cha nis m. 

We  a rgue d  in the  p re vious  s e c tion  tha t our ins ta nta ne ous  phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  is  
typ ica lly po lymoda l in  cha ra cte r, s o  we  ce rta in ly th ink tha t Church la nd 's  a nd Ba a rs ' 
po lyphon ic  a ccounts  a re  a n improve me n t ove r the  monophon ic  mode l.  But the s e  the oris ts  
(a nd othe rs  like  the m) 7 a re  none the le s s  le d  a s tra y, we  be lie ve , by the ir unque s tion ing  
a lle g ia nce  to the  o rthodox conce ption  o f the  unity o f cons cious ne s s . As  a  re s u lt the y 
o ve rlo o k a  more  pa rs imonious  a ccount o f cons cious ne s s , one  tha t is  more  cons is te n t with  
bo th  our mome n t by m o m e n t phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  a nd our ne uros c ie n tific  
unde rs ta nding  o f the  me cha n is ms  s ubs e rving cognition. 

To  s e e  tha t a n a lte rna tive  a ccoun t o f cons cious ne s s  is  a va ila ble , we  ne e d  to  e xp lo re  the  
phe nome non  o f po lyphony in a  little  more  de pth. Re ca ll tha t chora l po lyphony invo lve s  
two  or m o re  s im ultane ous ly active  voice s , s uch tha t a t a ny mome n t the re  a re  a  numbe r o f 
d iffe re n t no te s  be ing  s ounde d. Ho w might we  unde rs ta nd the  re la tions hip  be twe e n  the  
ind ividua l ~ vo ice s  a nd the ir combine d  product?  The re  a re  two pos s ib ilitie s . On  the  one  
ha nd we  migh t th ink o f it in  te rms  o f the  s upe rpos ition o f s ound wa ve s , wh ich  re s ults  in a  
s ingle  comple x wa ve  re a ch ing  the  lis te ne r's  e a r. On  this  re a ding, wh ile  d is tinc t vo ice s  a re  
in vo lve d  in  the  cre a tion  o f the  work, the  fina l product is  a  s ingle  s tructure . On  the  o the r 
ha nd, we  migh t th ink o f this  re la tions hip  in te rms  o f the  harm ony be twe e n  the  individua l 
voice s . On  this  quite  d iffe re n t re a ding, the  product ca n  e xh ib it a  cohe re nce  a nd 
connectedness , e ve n  though e a ch o f its  cons titue nt pa rts  ha s  a  d is tinct a nd inde pe nde nt 
e xis te nce . 

Obvious ly, it is  the  firs t re a d ing  he re  tha t is  more  in tune  with  Church la nd 's  a nd Ba a rs ' 
po lyphon ic  mode ls .  But tha t s till le a ve s  the  s e cond pos s ibility. If we  a dopt this  a na logy 
the n  it is  pos s ib le  to  c o n c e ive  o f ins ta nta ne ous  cons cious ne s s  a s  a  ma ny, ra the r tha n a s  a  
one . An d  the  s e ns e  in which  it is  'un ifie d ' is  not tha t o f the  orthodox conce ption , no t a  

7 Other theoris ts  who defend a  polyphonic model o f the  unity o f consciousness  include : Crick [5], 
Johnson-Laird [9], Newman [13], Sha lliee  [19], and Sehae te r [18]. 
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Gerard 0 'Brien and,Ion Opie 387 

ma tte r o f oneness , b u t a  ma tte r o f harmony or coherence . On this  conce ption , our 
ins ta n ta ne ous  phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  is  a  comple x a ma lga m o f d is tinc t a nd s e pa ra ble  
cons c ious  e ve nts ; n o t a  s e ria l s tre a m, bu t a  ma s s  o f tributa rie s  ru n n in g  in  pa ra lle l. An d  it is  
n o t the  pre s e rve  o f a  s ingle , e xe cutive  computa tiona l de vice , b u t the  combine d  ou tput o f 
myria d  cons c ious ne s s -ma king  me cha nis ms  dis tribute d right a cros s  the  corte x. On  this  
conce ption , pace  Churchla nd, a  cons cious  ind ividua l doe s  no t ha ve  a  's in g le  
cons c ious ne s s ',  b u t s e ve ra l d is tinct phe nome na l cons cious ne s s e s , a t le a s t one  for e a ch o f 
the  s e ns e s , ru n n in g  in  pa ra lle l. The  s e ns e  in  which  it is  corre ct to ta lk o f a  'u n ifie d ' 
cons c ious ne s s , one  incorpora ting  e le me nts  from the  d iffe re nt moda litie s , is  tha t in  which  
the  re pre s e nta tiona l conte nts  o f the  va rious  compone nts  coincide: we  s e e  our bod ily pa rts  
in  pos itions  we  fe e l the m; we  he ar s ounds  e ma na ting  from obje cts  in  the  dire ction we  s e e  
the m; we  tas te  the  food tha t we  ca n fe e l in  our mouths ; a nd  s o on. 

We  c a n 't re s is t e mploying  a nothe r mus ica l me ta phor he re  to furthe r d is tinguis h  this  
a lte rna tive  po lyphonic  mode l o f cons cious ne s s  from its  more  orthodox counte rpa rt. Be fore  
the  a dve nt o f mode rn  s tudios  the  on ly wa y to re cord mus ic  wa s  to ge t a ll the  mus ic ia ns  in  
a  room toge the r, p la ce  a  microphone  in  the ir mids t, a nd  s ta rt up  the  ba nd. The  s igna l from 
the  microphone  wou ld  the n  go through a  limite d a moun t o f proce s s ing be fore  le a ving  a  
groove  on  a  wa x dis c, o r more  re ce ntly, a  ma gne tic  tra ce  o n  a  ta pe . S uch a  re cording is  
s a id to be  s ingle -track, s ince  the re  is  no  wa y to s e pa ra te  out the  individua l contributions  o f 
the  m u s ic ia n s --th e y a re  pa cka ge d into a  s ingle  s tructure . By contra s t, on  a  multi-track 
re cord ing  one  or more  s e pa ra te  tra cks  ca n  be  de vote d to e a ch mus ica l ins trume nt. As  a  
re s ult, while  a ll the  mus ica l pa rts  combine  to ma ke  up  the  tota l s ound  during  pla yba ck, at 
the  leve l o f  the  recording one  ca n dis tinguis h  be twe e n  the m. This  ha s  a  couple  o f be ne fits  
for the  s ound  e ngine e r. Firs t, it's  n o t ne ce s s a ry for the  mus ic ia ns  to re cord the ir pa rts  a t 
the  s a me  time . As  long  a s  the y p la y to a  common  click-tra ck the  mus ic ia ns  will be  ' in  
s yn c h ' with  e a ch othe r. S e cond, during  p la yba ck the  va rious  pa rts  or voice s  ca n  be  
inde pe nde n tly brought in  a nd out o f the  mix s o a s  to a s s e s s  the ir ind ividua l contributions  
to the  tota l s ound. Church la nd 's  mode l o f cons cious ne s s  is  e qu iva le n t to s ingle -tra ck 
po lyphony: a ll o f the  diffe re nt e onte ntful e le me nts  a re  pa cka ge d toge the r with in  a  's in g le  
un ifie d  e xpe rie nce ' [3, p. 214]. But the re  is  c le a rly room in  logica l s pa ce  for a  multi-track 
polyphon ic  conce ption  o f cons cious ne s s . In  wha t re ma ins , we 'll s ugge s t tha t the  e vide nce  
te nds  to s upport the  la tte r. 

Cons ide r, firs t, the  phe nome nologica l e vide nce . Clos e  a tte ntion  to our ins ta n ta ne ous  
e xpe rie nce  re ve a ls  it to be  a  comple x aggregate  o f m a n y e le m e n ts --a  s um o f re la tive ly 
inde pe nde n t pa rts . Right now, for e xa mple , a s  you  conce ntra te  on  the s e  s e nte nce s , your 
phe nome na l e xpe rie nce  is  a  ve ry comple x a ffa ir: vis ua l e xpe rie nce s  (the  s ha pe s , te xture s  
a nd  colours  o f the s e  s e nte nce s , toge the r with  othe r obje cts  in  the  room), a uditory 
e xpe rie nce s  (nois e s  from outs ide  the  room), ta ctile  e xpe rie nce s  (the  cha ir pre s s ing  a ga ins t 
your body), proprioce ptive  e xpe rie nce s  (the  pos ition  o f you r limbs ), a nd  unde rs ta nd ing  
e xpe rie nce s  (wha t the s e  words  a nd  s e nte nce s  me a n), to n a m e  a  fe w, toge the r compris e  
you r ins ta n ta ne ous  phe nom e nal fie ld. The s e  pa rts  a re  inde pe nde n t be ca us e  the y a re  
d is tinguis ha ble  in  e xpe rie nce , a nd  be ca us e  a ny one  o f the m ca n  be  re move d or los t 
without a ffe cting the  othe rs  (try c los ing your e ye s  for a  mome nt). The y a re  like  the  
pa ra lle l tra cks  on  a  multi-tra ck re cording---e a ch tra ck a dds  to the  mix, but, s ince  the y ru n  
s ide  b y s ide , the  los s  o f a n y one  tra ck d o e s n 't a ffe ct the  othe rs , it me re ly re duce s  the  tota l 
s ound. 
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388 The  Dis unity o f Consciousness  

This  inde pe nde nce  a mong  the  pa rts  o f e xpe rie nce  is  e ve n  e vide nt, to  s ome  e xte nt, 
within  moda litie s . Cons ide r Figure  I. It ca n  be  s e e n a s  a  flight o f s ta irs  in  norma l 
orie nta tion, with re a r wa ll uppe rmos t; a s  a n  inve rte d flight o f s ta irs , with  front wa lt 
uppe rmos t; o r e ve n  a s  a  fla t line  dra wing, with n o  pe rs pe ctive . An d  whiche ve r o f the s e  
in te rpre ta tions  one  a dopts , the  de ta ils  o f line  a nd  s pa ce  re ma in  the  s a me . Tha t is , our 
e xpe rie nce  he re  incorpora te s  n o t on ly line s , a nd  re gions , b u t a ls o s ome  a bs tra ct 
phe nome no logy (in  this  ca s e , a s e n s e  o f  pe rs pe c tive ),  p h e n o m e n o lo g y wh ich  is  s ub je c t to 
a  de gre e  o f vo lun ta ry control~ Or cons ide r F igure  2. Whe the r one  in te rpre ts  it a s  a  va s e  
(da rk figure , light ba ckground),  or a s  a  pa ir o f fa ce s  (light figure , da rk ba ckground),  
the re  is  no  cha nge  in  the  e xpe rie nce  o f tone  a nd  line  its e lf. Ag a in  the re  is  s ome  p rima ry 
vis ua l e xpe rie nce  (i.e ., the  e xpe rie nce  o f line s , bounda rie s ,  light a nd  da rk re g ions ), to 
wh ic h  a n  a dd itiona l va ria b le  e le me n t o f a bs tra c t p h e n o m e n o lo g y is  a dde d (in  this  e a s e , 
ob je c t re cognition). Wha t is  s triking in  both  the s e  e a s e s  is  the  loos e ne s s  o f fit be twe e n  the  
more  a bs tra ct a nd  the  more  concre te  pa rts  o f e xpe rie nce . It s e e ms  tha t, like  a  s ound 
e ngine e r, we  ha ve  s ome  ca pa city to control which  pa rts  go into the  mix, a nd  how the y will 
s ound. 

The  re a l force  o f this  phe nome nologica l e vide nce  for multi-tra ck po lyphony on ly fu lly 
e me rge s  whe n  it is  con jo ine d  with  the  a va ila ble  ne uros c ie ntific  e vide nce  We  know, on  the  
ba s is  o f de fic it s tudie s , tha t the  informa tion  proce s s ing  tha t s upports  cons cious  e xpe rie nce  
is  re a lize d in  s tructure s  d is tribute d right a cros s  the  bra in. An d  the  dis tribute d na ture  o f this  
in forma tion  proce s s ing  is  bo th  a n  in tra -moda l a nd  a n  in te r-moda l a ffa ir. Cons ide r, a ga in, 
our vis ua l e xpe rie nce . Re ce nt work in  the  ne uros cie nce s  ha s  s hown tha t vis ua l proce s s ing 
is  h igh ly modula rize d; the  vis ua l corte x a ppe a rs  to conta in  s e pa ra te  s ubs ys te ms  for the  
proce s s ing  o f in forma tion  a bout colour, s ha pe , de pth a nd e ve n  motion. Wh e n  a n y one  o f 
the s e  s ubs ys te ms  is  da ma ge d, the  pa rticula r e le me nt o f vis ua l e xpe rie nce  it s upports  drops  
out, more  or le s s  inde pe nde n tly o f the  othe rs . Ta ke  motion  pe rce ption  for e xa mple . S e mir 
Ze ki re la te s  the  ca s e  o f a  wo m a n  who, due  to a  va s cula r dis orde r in  the  b ra in  which 
re s ulte d in  a  le s ion to a  pa rt o f the  corte x outs ide  the  prima ry vis ua l a re a , los t the  a b ility to 
de te ct motion  vis ua lly. This  wa s  s o s e ve re  tha t, 

S he  ha d  d ifficu lty, for e xa mple , in  pouring  te a  or coffe e  in to  a  cup be ca us e  the  flu id  
a ppe a re d  to be  froze n, like  a  gla cie r. In  a ddition , s he  could  n o t s top p o u rin g  a t the  
right time  s ince  s he  wa s  u n a b le  to pe rce ive  the  m o ve m e n t in  the  cup (or a  pot) whe n  
the  flu id  ros e . The  pa tie n t a ls o compla ine d o f difficultie s  in  fo llowing a  dia logue  
be ca us e  s he  could  no t s e e  the  move me n t o f. . . the  mouth  o f the  s pe a ke r. [Quote d in  22, 
p. 82] 

Ze ki note s  tha t this  wa s  n o t a  tota l de fe ct in  the  a ppre cia tion o f m o ve m e n t 'be ca us e  the  
pe rce ption  o f move me n t e lic ite d  b y a uditory or ta ctile  s timula tion  wa s  una ffe c te d ' [22, p. 
82]. More ove r, he r pe rce ption  o f othe r vis ua l a ttribute s  a ppe a re d to be  norma l. S imila rly 
s triking ca s e  s tudie s  a re  a va ila b le  in  re la tion to the  los s  o f co lour s e ns a tions  (s e e , for 
e xa mple  S a cks  [16, pp. 1-38]). 

Wha t the s e  kinds  o f ca s e s  s ugge s t is  tha t cons cious ne s s  de pe nds  on  a  multitude  o f 
d is tribute d me cha nis ms . The  de ficits  a nd  dis s ocia tions  tha t s ome time s  occur in  e xpe rie nce  
a re  to be  e xpla ine d  e ntire ly in  te rms  o f da ma ge  to the s e  loca lize d con te n t-fixing  
me cha nis ms , a nd  n o t in  te rms  o f the  fa ilure  o f informa tiona l conte nts  to be  pa s s e d  on  a nd  
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Figure  1 

re -pre s e n te d  e ls e whe re  in the  bra in, s  The re  a re  e choe s  he re  o f Da nie l De nne tt's  multip le  
dra fts  the ory o f cons c ious ne s s  [6, 7]. De nne tt, like  us , re s is ts  the  ide a  tha t the re  is  a  s ingle  
s tre a m o f cons c ious ne s s , c la iming  tha t the re  a re  ins te a d 'mu ltip le  cha nne ls  in which  
s pe c ia lis t c ircuits  try, in pa ra lle l pa nde moniums , to do the ir va rious  things , c re a ting  
Multip le  Dra fts  a s  the y g o '  [6, pp. 253-4]. He  furthe r re je c ts  wha t he  ca lls  the  'Ca rte s ia n  
the a tre ' m o d e l o f cons cious ne s s ; the  ide a  tha t the re  is  a  s ingle  s tructure  o r s ys te m in the  
b ra in  whe re  the  conte nts  o f cons cious ne s s  a ll c o m e  toge the r fo r the  de le c ta tion  o f the  
m in d 's  e ye . Cons c ious ne s s , ins te a d, is  the  re s ult o f p roce s s e s  (De nne tt ca lls  the m 
'm ic ro ta kin g s ') d is tribute d  right a cros s  the  bra in. 9 Thus , De nne tt, like  us , a dvoca te s  a  
multi-tra ck m o d e l o f cons c ious ne s s  (s e e  Figure  3). 

To  re -ite ra te : the  p lura lity a nd ne ura l d is tribution o f cogn itive  proce s s ing  module s  
re ve a le d  b y de fic it s tudie s  ca n be  inte rpre te d a s  e vide nce  fo r the  multip lic ity o f 

For more  neuro-psychologica l evidence  pointing to the  dis tributed neura l ba s is  o f consciousness , 
see , e .g., the  papers  in [11]. 
Given a ll this , it is  initia lly surpris ing to find Dennett eventua lly concluding tha t a  conscious  
human mind is  a  "more-or-less  se ria l virtua l [machine] implemented--inefficiently---on the  para lle l 
hardware  tha t evolution has  provided for us ' [6, p. 218]. This  'von Neumannesque ' virtua l 
machine , he  te lls  us , is  'a  product o f cultura l evolution tha t ge ts  imparted to bra ins  in early 
tra ining'; 'a n organized and partly pre tes ted se t o f habits  o f mind', whose  major s tructura l 
characte ris tic is  'serial chaining, in which firs t one  "thing" and then another "thing" takes  place  in 
(roughly) the  same "pla ce "' [pp. 219-21]. However, Dennett's  frequent use  o f the  formula tions  
'human consciousness ' and 'conscious  human minds ' when discuss ing the  se ria lity is sue , sugges ts  
tha t he  wants  to dis tinguish this  se ria l form of consciousness  (a  component of human experience ; 
what ea rlie r in the  paper we  te rmed 'higher thought'), from consciousness  more  genera lly (la rge  
chunks  o f which a re  phylogene tica lly prior to the  phenomenology of symbolic thought). 
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390 The Disunity o f Consciousness  

Figure 2 

cons cious ne s s -ma king me cha nis ms  in the  bra in. This  is  the  hardware  imple me nta tion o f 
multi-tra ck polyphonic conscious  experience . Jus t as  with the  separa te  codings  of the  
va rious  voice s  on a  multi-tra ck recording, it accounts  for the  re la tive  inde pe nde nce  of the  
various  s trands  o f experience , a nd the  'loos e ne s s  of fit' be twe e n abs tract a nd more  
concre te  experiences  within modalities . 

Now, the  e vide nce  we  ha ve  presented so fa r might, a t a  s tre tch, be  ma de  cons is te nt 
with a  s ingle -track re a ding o f polyphony. For example , a  s ingle -track theoris t could a rgue  
tha t the  deficits  in  cons cious ne s s  experienced a s  a  re s ult o f loca lized cortica l a bla tions  a re  
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Figure  3 

due  to  the  re le va n t conte nts  ne ve r be ing  pa s s e d on to the  e xe cu tive  s ys te m. Howe ve r,  the  
multi-tra ck re a d ing  doe s  s e e m more  pa rs imonious , g ive n  tha t it d o e s n 't re quire  a n 
a dditiona l, e xe cu tive  cons c ious ne s s -ma king  s ys te m o ve r a nd a bove  the  dis tribute d 
in forma tion-proce s s ing  module s  tha t we  know to e xis t in the  bra in. More ove r,  the re  is  a  
furthe r s ource  o f e vide nce  tha t s upports  the  multi-tra ck s tory. On  the  kind  o f mode l tha t 
Churchla nd  a nd Ba a rs  a re  de ve loping , the  e xe cu tive  cons c ious ne s s -ma king  s ys te m is  no t 
ju s t a  po lyphon ic  broadcas ter, it is  a ls o a  composer. Its  ro le , re me mbe r, is  to combine  a  
numbe r o f d is tinc t conte nts  ha iling  from diffe re nt s e ns e  moda litie s  into  a  s ingle  wo rk 
which  it the n  broa dca s ts  polyphonica lly. The  proce s s  o f b ring ing  a  pa rticu la r conte nt to  
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392 The  Dis uni~ o f Consciousness  

cons c ious ne s s  a nd  the  proce s s  o f ma king  tha t conte n t pa rt o f a  cohe re nt e xpe rie nce , 
the re fore , are  one  a n d  the  s am e . The  cohe re nce  o f re pre s e nta tiona l con te n t wou ld  thus  
s e e m to be  a  ne ce s s a ry, n o t a  continge nt, fe a ture  o f s ingle -tra ck cons c ious ne s s .l° But, a nd  
he re 's  the  rub, ca s e s  o f incohe re n t cons cious ne s s  do occur, both  in tra -moda lly a nd  
in te r-moda lly. 

An  e xa mple  o f in tra -moda l incohe re nce  occurs  in  the  pe culia r vis ua l phe nome no logy 
e xpe rie nce d b y s ubje cts  re cove ring  from da ma ge  to s tria te  corte x. He re  a  de finite  
s e que nce  is  followe d in  which  the  diffe re nt vis ua l e le me nts  tha t no rma lly come  toge the r in  
a n  inte gra te d pa cka ge  (i.e ., colour, s ha pe , de pth, a nd  motion), ind ividua lly 're a ppe a r'.  But 
wha t is  pa rticula rly in te re s ting  a re  the  d is ha rmonie s  tha t occur during  this  re cove ry 
s e que nce : 

At firs t the  pa tie n t will s e e  pure  motion  (us ua lly rota ry) without a ny form or colour. 
The n  brightne s s  pe rce ption  re turns  a s  a  pure  G a n z fe ld --a  un ifo rm brigh tne s s  cove ring  
the  whole  vis ua l fie ld. Wh e n  colours  de ve lop the y do s o in  the  form o f 's p a c e ' or 
' film '  colours  n o t a tta che d to obje cts . The  la tte r de ve lop a s  fra gme nts  which  jo in  
toge the r a nd  e ve n tua lly the  colours  e nte r the ir obje cts  to comple te  the  cons truc tion  o f 
the  phe nome na l obje ct. (20, p. 313) 

Note  tha t the  no rma l b in d in g  o f colour a nd  form to produce  cohe re nt obje cts  is  in itia lly 
a bs e n t he re , b u t not a s  a  re s ult o f ce ntra l da ma ge ; the  da ma ge  invo lve d  is  re la tive ly 
pe riphe ra l. The  e xis te nce  o f the s e  kinds  o f e xpe rie nce s  c le a rly milita te s  a ga ins t a n  
a pproa ch tha t s e e ks  to ma ke  cohe re nce  a  ne ce s s a ry fe a ture  o f cons cious ne s s . 

A n ice  e xa mple  o f in te r-moda l incohe re nce  is  found in  s ubje cts  who  e xpe rie nce  
s yne s the s ia: the  invo lun ta ry s timula tion  o f s e ns a tion  in  one  moda lity b y inpu t to a nothe r. 
Mos t c o m m o n ly this  ta ke s  the  form o f 'he a ring  co lours ',  in  which  co lour s e ns a tions  a re  
e voke d b y s ounds . Ea ch  s ubje c t re ports  a  cons is te nt a nd  re producible  pa tte rn  o f 
colour/s ound a s s ocia tions , a lthough the re  a re  fe w s imila ritie s  a cros s  s ubje cts . Micha e l, 
whos e  e a s e  is  docume nte d  in  Cytowic 's  The  Man W ho Tas te d  S hape s  [4], ha s  a  more  
unus ua l form o f s yne s the s ia  in  which  ta ctile  s e ns a tions  a re  ge ne ra te d in  re s pons e  to ta s te s . 
The s e  s e ns a tions  a re  e xpe rie nce d  a s  notiona l obje cts , c los e  to the  body, which  Micha e l 
ca n  re a ch ou t a n d  touch. The  fo llowing is  re porte d b y Cytowie  imme dia te ly a fte r g iving  
Micha e l a  s hot o f Angos tu ra  bitte rs  (conducte d a s  a  b lind  te s t). 

He  s hive re d pa s t the  b itte r pa rt a nd  s poke  quickly. 'Ye s , the  round  pa rt come s  firs t, 
with  a  s pongy te xture , ' he  s a id, tra cing a  curve  with  bo th  ha nds  th is  time . 'Th e n  the  
s ha pe  de ve lops  - - I fe e l the  hole s  n o w, '  he  s a id, c los ing  his  finge rs . 'He re  a re  the  
s tra nds . A little  thre a d. It ge ts  bigge r, like  a  rope . If I pull m y ha nd  a long  one  its  fe e ls  
like  o ily le a ve s  on  a  s hort vine . '  [4, p. 65] 

l0 This  is  something tha t Ba a rs , a t le a s t, is  quite  explicit a bout. He  a rgues  tha t only compatible  
contents  ca n ente r the  globa l workspaee , and hence  be  s imultaneous ly broadcas t. If incompatible  
sensory contents , say 'a  speech sound in the  le ft ca r, and...a  fa lling glass  in the  right visua l fie ld', 
compete  for access  to the  limited capacity globa l workspace , then 'only one  of the  two can be  
broadcas t a t a ny moment, because  they conflict in spa tia l loca tion and content, so tha t the  two 
s imultaneous  cortica l events  cannot be  fused into a  s ingle , cons is tent conscious  event" [1, p. 126]. 
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Wha t is  importa n t a bout this , for our purpos e s , is  tha t the re  is  no s e e n obje c t 
corre s ponding  to the  fe lt obje ct tha t Micha e l de s cribe s , a nd  he nce  n o  a ccord be twe e n  the  
vis ua l a nd  ta ctile  moda litie s . Thus , s yne s the te s  e xhibit a  ce rta in a moun t o f in te r-moda l 
incohe re nce ---a  b re a kdown in  the  norma l pa tte m o f conne ctions  be twe e n  the  pa rts  o f 
e xpe rie nce . 

While  the s e  ca s e s  o f incohe re nt cons cious ne s s  cre a te  a  p roble m for the  s ingle -tra ck 
po lyphonic  mode l o f cons cious ne s s , the y a re  ju s t wha t one  would  e xpe ct to find  on  the  
multi-tra ck re a ding. O n  this  a lte rna tive  a ccount, the  cohe re nce  o f re pre s e nta tiona l conte n t 
will de pe nd, a mong  othe r things , on  the  conne ctivity re la tions  be twe e n  the  dis tribute d 
cons c ious ne s s -ma king  me cha nis ms . Cons e que ntly, it is  no t s urpris ing to dis cove r 
pa thologie s  tha t d is turb  the s e  conne ctivity re la tions , a nd  he nce  le a d to the  kind  o f 
incohe re nce s  tha t we  ha ve  de s cribe d. 

IV. Conclus ion  

The  phe nome nolog ica l a nd  ne uros cie ntific  e vide nce  s ugge s ts  tha t h u m a n  cons cious ne s s  is  
n o t a  un ity, b u t m anifo ld  a nd  dis tribute d. It is  ma nifo ld  be ca us e  our ins ta n ta ne ous  
e xpe rie nce  is  a  ve ry comple x a ggre ga te  s ta te  compos e d o f a  la rge  n u m b e r o f d is tinc t a nd  
s e pa ra ble  phe nome na l e le me nts . An d  it is  d is tribute d be ca us e  the re  a re  multip le  s ite s  o f 
cons c ious ne s s -ma king  s ca tte re d throughout the  bra in . In  the  fa ce  o f this  e vide nce  it's  
s urpris ing  tha t the  multi-tra ck polyphonic  mode l o f cons c ious ne s s  is  no t more  popula r. 
Wh y do s o m a n y the oris ts  ins is t tha t we  ne e d a  s ingle , re s ource -e xpe ns ive , e xe cutive  
s ys te m in  orde r to a ccount for phe nome na l e xpe rie nce , whe n  the re  is  a  more  pa rs imonious  
mode l to be  ha d?  

The  a ns we r, o f cours e , is  tha t mos t the oris ts  a re  committe d  to the  orthodox conce ption  
o f the  u n ity o f cons cious ne s s . An d  if one  ins is ts  tha t ins ta n ta ne ous  cons cious ne s s  is  ju s t 
one  thing, the n  one  mus t s uppos e  the re  is  a  s ingle  cons c ious ne s s -ma king  me cha n is m tha t 
g ive s  ris e  to it. Alle g ia nce  to this  conce ption  o f un ity ca n  be  e xpla ine d, in  pa rt, b y the  
confla tions  a ga ins t which  we  e a rlie r couns e lle d  (s e e  §II). If ins ta n ta ne ous  cons cious ne s s  
corre s ponds  with  h ighe r thought, or with  a tte ntion, the n, p rim a  fa c ie ,  it is  monophonic , 
a nd  he nce  unita ry. We  ha ve  re je cte d the s e  confla tions , be ca us e  the y invo lve  tre a ting  ju s t 
one  a s pe ct o f e xpe rie nce  a s  if it we re  the  whole . Bu t the re  is , we  s us pe ct, a nothe r s ource  
o f the  s ingle -tra ck a pproa ch, one  tha t e xpla ins  wh y e ve n  po lyphonic  the oris ts  te nd  to 
re ga rd cons c ious ne s s  a s  a  s ingle  thing. It is  the  wide s pre a d a cce pta nce  o f a  vie w tha t 
ide ntifie s  cons c ious ne s s  with  our phe nome na l s e ns e  o f b e in g  a  s ingle  s ubje ct (our s e ns e  o f 
s ub je c t unity). 

Your cons c ious  e xpe rie nce s  do n o t ju s t occur, the y occur to y o u .  The  multifa rious  
pe rce ptua l a nd  unde rs ta nd ing  e xpe rie nce s  tha t come  in to  b e in g  a s  yo u  re a d the s e  words  
a re  s ome how s ta mpe d with  your in s ig n ia --th e y a re  yours  a nd  no -one  e ls e 's . S ome how 
your b ra in  ma na ge s  to ge ne ra te  a  s ingle  ongoing  cognitive  s ubje ct (a  's e lf'); a n  e n tity to  
whom the s e  ind ividua l e xpe rie nce s  'b e lo n g '  or wh o m  the s e  e xpe rie nce s  s ome how 
'cons titu te '.  One  ca n  on ly s pe cula te  a s  to how the  b ra in  doe s  it. P e rha ps  this  s e ns e  o f 
s ubje c t u n ity a ris e s  out o f our ongoing  pe rs ona l na rra tive , the  s tory we  te ll a bout 
ours e lve s , a nd  to ours e lve s , pra ctica lly e ve ry wa king  mome nt.  This  na rra tive , a  product o f 
thos e  ce ntre s  re s pons ib le  for na tura l la ngua ge  compre he ns ion  a nd  production , compris e s  a  
s e ria l s tre a m o f s e lf-dire cte d thought (one  tha t non -la ngua ge  us ing  a n ima ls  p re s uma bly 
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394 The  Disunity o f Consciousness  

la ck). O r pe rha ps  it is  conne c te d  with  our e xpe rie nce  o f a  s ingle , c ros s -moda l p o in t o f  
v ie w. This  po in t o f vie w a ris e s  inde pe nde ntly in e ve ry mode  o f e xpe rie nce , be ca us e  e a ch  
o f the m e ncompa s s e s  a  s pa ce  with  a  p rivile ge d  focus , a  po in t with  re s pe c t to  which  e ve ry 
con te n t is  loca te d , bu t its  commona lity o r conflue nce  a cros s  mode s  migh t g ive  ris e  to  our 
s e ns e  o f unity. 

Ho we ve r the  b ra in  doe s  it, though, it is  mis ta ke  to  ide ntify cons c ious ne s s  with  this  
phe nome na l s e ns e  o f s ubje c t unity. To  ide ntify cons cious ne s s  with  our pe rs ona l na rra tive , 
fo r e xa mple ,  re pe a ts  the  mis ta ke  o f the  monophon ic  the oris ts , be ca us e  it invo lve s  
mis ta ke n ly confla ting  one  a s pe c t o f e xpe rie nce  with  a  more  comple x whole . An d  while  
the  va rious  s e ns e s  c le a rly do s ha re  a  common  po in t o f vie w, the y re ma in  a  plura lity, s ince  
e a ch s e ns e  ca rrie s  its  own, phe nome na lly dis tinct ve rs ion  o f tha t po in t o f vie w. The  un ity 
o f the  cogn itive  s ubje ct, in s hort, s hould not be  illic itly tra ns fe rre d to  cons cious ne s s . 

It is  time  the re fore  to je ttis on  the  tra ditiona l doctrine  o f the  unity o f cons cious ne s s . 
While  the re  is  a  s e ns e  in  which  it is  corre c t to ta lk o f ins ta nta ne ous  cons c ious ne s s  be ing  
'u n ifie d ' ,  it is  me re ly tha t o f cohe re nce , not tha t o f one ne s s . Once  we  a cce pt the  
multip lic ity o f cons c ious ne s s , once  we  a cce pt its  dis unity, the n  we  no  longe r ne e d to  
s e a rch fo r a n e xe cu tive  computa tiona l de vice  in  the  bra in  tha t broa dca s ts  in  e ithe r 
monophon ic  o r po lyphon ic  mode . Wha t we  ne e d  ins te a d is  a  multi-tra ck po lyphonic  
m o d e l o f cons c ious ne s s ; a  computa tiona l mode l tha t a cknowle dge s  bo th  the  ma nifo ld  
na ture  o f e xpe rie nce , a nd its  dis tribute d ne ura l ba s is . Wha t this  mode l migh t look like , 
howe ve r,  is  a  ta s k for a no the r time .ll 

Unive rs ity  o f  Ade la ide  Re ce ive d : J une  1997. 
Re vis e d : J a nua ry 1998. 
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