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Abstract





O’Brien and Opie’s position is consistent with the existence of implicit learning and subliminal perception below a subjective threshold. But it is inconsistent with various other findings in the literature.  The main problem with the theory is that it attributes consciousness to too many things.  Incorporating the Higher Order Thought theory renders their position more plausible.�
	O’Brien and Opie provide some interesting discussion on the  relationship between representation and consciousness.  However, we are not persuaded by their argument for both empirical and theoretical reasons.  Empirically, their review of the literature on the dissociation of conscious experience and mental representation is selective and dated.   The criticisms of many of the studies have largely already been dealt with. Blindsight is attacked on the stray-light hypothesis which was quite extensively countered by, e.g., Weiskrantz (1987).  There is no discussion of the more recent evidence on the implicit-explicit dissociation  in the visual domain by e.g., Milner and Goodale (1995). All these are cases where behaviour is being governed by presumably "explicit representation" on the vehicle theory that are not accompanied by phenomenal experience  (in fact, the phenomenal experience contradicts the behaviour). Similarly the critique of subliminal perception rehashes old arguments already dealt with by Marcel’s (1983) experiments.  For example, Marcel (1983, Experiment 4) interspersed threshold determination and priming trials to counteract the effect of any general drift in light adaptation throughout the experiment.  He also found equivalent levels of priming for masked and unmasked primes (Experiment 3), which rules out the claim that ”the (small) degree of priming that occurs may well be entirely due to chance conscious events”.  More recent studies, like that of Neumann & Klotz (1994) finding absolute d'=0 and still a clear effect on RT, albeit with geometric shapes and not word meaning, are not mentioned. In sum, we believe the existing evidence for a dissociation between conscious experience and mental representation is more compelling than presented by O’Brien and Opie.


	As an aside, O’Brien and Opie’s position does not rule out implicit learning; if anything, implicit learning is at the core of their theory.  A person may be aware of elements of a stimulus and of their behaviour because these are coded by stable activation patterns.  However, in many cases, the relationships between the elements and between elements and behaviour will be learned by changing connection weights.  Values of connection weights, on O’Brien and Opie’s theory, do not support conscious experience.  Hence people will frequently learn of the relationships between stimuli without being aware of those relationships, which is just how O’Brien and Opie define implicit learning (and for an argument that this is what actually occurs, see Dienes & Berry, 1997).  Their theory also does not rule out subliminal perception as defined by a ‘subjective threshold’; that is, visual input may lead to a stable activation pattern and hence some conscious experience; but not the experience of seeing something, so a person can legitimately claim they did not see a word.  Subliminal perception in this sense is apparently well accepted by experimental psychologists (Greenwald, 1992).


	Of course, for any particular piece of empirical evidence for a dissociation between representation and phenomenal experience, there are fresh counter-explanations that can be raised. Maybe the most compelling argument for a dissociation in our minds is a logical one:  There is no reason to believe that there should be a necessary or even strong relationship between representation of X and consciousness of X.  O’Brien and Opie recognize this in allowing unconscious classical representations. Why should a connectionist style of representation be any different? The trouble with their vehicle theory of consciousness is that it would be easy to set up a real PDP network made up of electronic chips with a stable pattern of activation  which we would all agree had no more consciousness than a thermostat.  


What difference would it make if the chips were replaced with neurones?   What if I cut a bit of network from the brain and maintained its activation electronically? What of a pattern of sustained activation in the spinal cord? The vehicle theory of consciousness simply does not 


make the link to phenomenal experience clear. Section 5 feeds hopes of a  better understanding that will make it inconceivable of thinking otherwise, but until that stage is reached the theory does not make the case.


	We believe that a (necessary and perhaps sufficient) missing link is provided by the  Higher-Order-Thought Theory of Consciousness (e.g., Carruthers, 1996). The basic insight is that to be  conscious of some state of affairs (e.g., that the banana in my hand is  yellow) then I am also aware of the mental state by which I behold this  state of affairs (i.e., that I see that the banana is yellow). There is something intuitively correct about this claim, because it is  inconceivable that I could sincerely claim, "I am conscious of this  banana being yellow" and at the same time deny to have any knowledge  about whether I see the banana, or hear about it, or just know of it, or whether it is me who sees it, etc. That is, it is a necessary condition for consciousness of a fact X that I entertain a  higher mental state (second order thought) that represents the first order mental state with the content X. 


	A representation of X that does not produce a representation of  the propositional attitude by which X is beheld would not be conscious, on this account, thereby contradicting O’Brien and Opie’s theory.  But a  representation (call it Y) of ”I am thinking X” does allow consciousness  of X. In a way, this is a vehicle theory - the possession of a suitable representation (Y) is the necessary and sufficient condition of  consciousness.  On the other hand, representations like Y could only  emerge because suitable processes operate on representations like X -  operations rich enough for us to attribute mental-state terms like 


‘thinking’ to them.  Thus, while a free standing three-layer neural  network could be conscious in O’Brien and Opie’s theory, it would not on  the higher order thought theory, because such a network could not  legitimately represent itself as thinking anything.  Whatever our  ultimate theory of what thinking is, a system would have to approximate the kind of information processing activities that humans get up to before we would be willing to attribute the label ‘thinking’ to it.
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