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Back to Brentano?
Abstract: For a cou ple of decades, higher-order the o ries of con scious ness have
enjoyed great pop u lar ity, but they have recently been met with grow ing dis sat isfac tion. Many have started to look else where for via ble alter na tives, and within
the last few years, quite a few have redis cov ered Brentano. In this paper such a
(neo-)Brentanian one-level account of consciousness will be outlined and dis cussed. It will be argued that it can contribute impor tant insights to our under standing of the relation between consciousness and self-awareness, but it will
also be argued that the account remains beset with some problems, and that it
will ultimately make more sense to take a closer look at Sartre, Husserl, and
Heidegger, if one is on the look out for prom is ing alter na tives to the higher-order
theories, than to return all the way to Brentano.
I: The Rise and Fall of Higher-Order Theory
It is cus tom ary to dis tin guish between two uses of the term ‘con scious’, a tran sitive and an intransitive use. On the one hand, we can speak of our being con scious of something, be it x, y, or z. On the other we can speak of our being
con scious simpliciter (rather than non-conscious). For the past two or three
decades, a dominant way to account for intransitive consciousness in cog nitive
science and analytical philosophy of mind has been by means of some kind of
higher-order theory (cf. Armstrong, 1968; Rosenthal, 1986; Lycan, 1987;
Carruthers, 1996; etc.). The distinction between conscious and non-conscious
mental states has been taken to rest upon the presence or absence of a relevant
meta-mental state. One way to illustrate the guiding idea is by comparing con sciousness to a spotlight. Some mental states are illuminated; others do their
work in the dark. Those that are illuminated are intransitively conscious, those
that are not, are non-conscious. What makes a mental state conscious (illu minated) is the fact that it is taken as an object by a rel e vant higher-order state. It is
the occur rence of the higher-order rep re sen ta tion that makes us con scious of the
first-order men tal state. In short, a con scious state is a state we are con scious of,
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or as Rosenthal puts it, ‘the mental state’s being intran si tively con scious sim ply
consists in one’s being transitively conscious of it’ (Rosenthal, 1997, p. 739).
Thus, intransitive consciousness is taken to be a non-intrinsic, relational prop erty (Rosenthal, 1997, pp. 736–7), that is, a prop erty that a men tal state only has
in so far as it stands in the relevant relation to something else.
There have generally been two ways of interpreting this. Either we become
aware of being in the first-order men tal state by means of some higher-order perception or monitoring (Armstrong, 1968; Lycan, 1997), or we become aware of
it by means of some higher-order thought, that is, the state is conscious just in
case we have a roughly con tem po ra ne ous thought to the effect that we are in that
very state (Rosenthal, 1993a, p.199). Thus, the basic divide between the
higher-order perception (HOP) and the higher-order thought (HOT) model has
pre cisely been on the issue of whether the con scious-mak ing meta-men tal states
are perception-like or thought-like in nature.1 In both cases, however, con sciousness has been taken to be a ques tion of the mind direct ing its inten tional aim upon
its own states and oper a tions. Self-direct ed ness has been taken to be con sti tu tive of
(intransitive) consciousness, or to put it differently, higher-order theories have
typically explained (intransitive) consciousness in terms of self-awareness. 2
As Van Gulick puts it, it is ‘the addition of the relevant meta-intentional selfawareness that transforms a nonconscious mental state into a conscious one’
(Van Gulick, 2000, p. 276).
For a period, the higher-order the o ries enjoyed great pop u lar ity, but in recent
years they have been met with grow ing dis sat is fac tion (cf. Byrne, 1997; Siewert,
1998; Zahavi, 1999; Van Gulick, 2000; Thomasson, 2000; Baker, 2000; Lurz,
2003a; Kriegel, 2003a). The crit i cism has been mul ti fac eted, but let me men tion
a few of the counter-arguments.
All higher-order models, be they of the HOT or the HOP variant, share
common assumptions. One of the most frequently criticized is the idea that the
relation between two otherwise non-conscious pro cesses can make one of them
con scious. Conscious states are not some thing that one sim ply has, like coins in
one’s pocket. On the contrary, conscious states are characterized by having a
sub jec tive ‘feel’ to them, i.e., a cer tain phe nom e nal qual ity of ‘what it is like’ or
what it ‘feels’ like to have them. Accord ing to the higher-order the o ries a cer tain
men tal state must stand in the right rela tion to a sec ond-order thought or per ception in order for it to man i fest itself phe nom enally. But it is quite unclear how a
state without subjective or phenomenal qualities can be transformed into one
with such qualities by the mere relational addition of a meta-state having the
first-order state as its intentional object (cf. Van Gulick, 2000, p. 294).
One of the ques tions that a higher-order the ory has to answer is the fol low ing:
What is it that makes one mental state conscious of another mental state? For
Rosenthal a ‘higher-order thought, B, is an aware ness of the men tal-state token,
A, simply because A is the intentional object of B’ (Rosenthal, 1993b, p. 160).
[1] For an infor ma tive com par i son of the HOT and HOP mod els, see Van Gulick (2000).
[2] In the fol low ing, I will not dis tin guish ‘self-con scious ness’ and ‘self-aware ness’, but rather use the

two terms inter change ably.
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Rosenthal readily admits, however, that the relation between the higher-order
state and the first-order state is of a rather spe cial kind. On the one hand, we only
regard men tal states as being con scious if we are con scious of them in some suitably unmediated way, namely non-inferentially. Otherwise, a non-conscious
mental process would qualify as conscious, simply because we could infer that
we would have to be in it (Rosenthal, 1997, p. 737). On the other hand, Rosenthal
argues that for a men tal state to be con scious, it is not suf fi cient that we are noninferentially conscious of the state, we also have to be conscious of being ourselves in that very mental state. ‘Only if one’s thought is about one self as such,
and not just about some one that hap pens to be one self, will the men tal state be a
con scious state’ (Rosenthal, 1997, p. 750, cf. p. 741).3 To put it differently, it is
not enough to explain how a cer tain state becomes con scious, the the ory also has
to explain how the state comes to be given as my state, as a state that I am in.
Why? Because this first-personal givenness is an ineliminable part of what it
means for a state to be con scious — it con cerns the fact that a con scious men tal
state feels like something for somebody — and for a theory of consciousness to
leave this aspect out is to leave some thing abso lutely cru cial out.
The decisive question, how ever, is whether the higher-order theories are
capable of accounting for this feature in a sat is fac tory man ner.
Rosenthal has argued that if one wishes to come up with a non-trivial and
informative account of con scious ness one must at any price avoid the claim that
consciousness is an intrinsic property of our mental states. To call something
intrin sic is, for Rosenthal, to imply that it is some thing unanalysable and mys teri ous, and con se quently beyond the reach of sci en tific and the o ret i cal study: ‘We
would insist that being con scious is an intrin sic prop erty of men tal states only if
we were con vinced that it lacked artic u lated struc ture, and thus defied expla nation’ (Rosenthal, 1993b, p.157). Although Rosenthal acknowl edges that there is
something intuitively appealing about taking consciousness to be an intrinsic
prop erty, he still thinks that this approach must be avoided since it will impede a
naturalistic (and reductionistic) account, which seeks to explain consciousness
by appeal to non-conscious mental states, and non-conscious mental states in
non-mental terms (Rosenthal 1993b, p. 165; 1997, p. 735). But as Baker has
recently pointed out, although Rosenthal’s account of consciousness requires a
first-per son per spec tive — a first-order men tal state is to be con scious by being
accompanied by a non-conscious higher-order state that only a being with a
first-person per spective could have — his theory simply presupposes this
first-per son per spec tive, or to put it dif fer ently, ‘the first-per son per spec tive that
is required for the expla na tion of con scious states is itself left unex plained’(Baker, 2000, p. 84).
This objec tion can be elab o rated and ampli fied by means of some of the clas sical analyses of first-personal self-reference found in the writings of Castañeda,
Perry, Shoemaker, and others. These analyses have purported to show that the
types of self-reference available from a first-person perspective and from a
[3] In mak ing this claim, Rosenthal explic itly refers to the work of Castañeda, Chis holm, Lewis, and

Perry (Rosenthal, 1997, p. 750).
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third-person perspective are utterly different. I can refer to a publicly available
object by way of a proper name, a demonstrative, or a definite description, and
occa sion ally this object hap pens to be myself. When I refer to myself in this way,
that is, when I refer to myself from the third-per son per spec tive, I am refer ring to
myself in exactly the same way that I can refer to others, and oth ers can refer to
me (the only difference being that I am the one doing it, thus making the refer ence into a self-ref er ence). But this type of objectifying self-ref er ence is nei ther
necessary nor sufficient if one is to be aware of oneself in the proper firstpersonal man ner. In order for a per cep tion of a sun set to be given as my per ception, as a per cep tion I am in or living through, it is not suf fi cient for me to know
that Dan Zahavi or a 36-year old Dane is cur rently per ceiv ing a sun set etc., since
I can be in possession of knowledge that identifies me from a third-person per spective, and still fail to realize that I am the person in question. Since there is
always a gap between grasp ing that a cer tain third-per son descrip tion applies to a
person, and grasping that I am that person, i.e., since there is no third-person
descrip tion such that grasp ing that it fits a cer tain per son guar an tees that I real ize
that I am that person, first-per sonal self-ref er ence can not be regarded as involving the identification of an object by any third-person description (Castañeda,
1967). Nor is such third-per son identificatory knowl edge nec es sary, since I can
be in a state of complete amnesia and be ignorant of all those properties that
would iden tify me from a third-per son per spec tive, and still remain in pos ses sion
of first-personal self-reference, still remain aware that this unpleasant expe rience is mine, and that it is me who is undergoing it.
Why is first-personal self-ref er ence dif fer ent from third-per sonal self-ref er ence?
A nat u ral reply is that first-per sonal self-ref er ence owes its unique ness to the fact
that we are acquainted with our own subjectivity in a way that differs radically
from the way in which we are acquainted with objects. In first-personal selfreference one is not aware of one self as an object that hap pens to be one self, nor
is one aware of oneself as one specific object rather than another. Rather, firstper sonal self-ref er ence involves a non-objectifying self-acquain tance. It
involves what has alter nately been called ‘self-ref er ence with out iden ti fi ca tion’
(Shoemaker, 1968) and ‘non-ascriptive ref er ence to self’ (Brook, 1994).
But why is it impos si ble to account for first-per sonal self-ref er ence in terms of
a successful object-identification. Why is self-awareness not a type of objectconsciousness? Shoemaker has provided a classical argument. In order to iden tify some thing as one self one obvi ously has to hold some thing true of it that one
already knows to be true of one self. This self-knowl edge might in some cases be
grounded on some further identification, but the supposition that every item of
self-knowledge rests on identification leads to an infinite regress (Shoemaker,
1968, p. 561). This even holds true for self-iden ti fi ca tion obtained through introspec tion. That is, it will not do to claim that intro spec tion is dis tin guished by the
fact that its object has a property which immediately identifies it as being me,
since no other self could possibly have it, namely the property of being the pri vate and exclu sive object of exactly my intro spec tion. This expla na tion will not
do, since I will be unable to iden tify an introspected self as myself by the fact that
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it is intro spec tively observed by me unless I know it is the object of my intro spection, i.e., unless I know that it is in fact me that under takes this intro spec tion, and
this knowl edge can not itself be based on iden ti fi ca tion if one is to avoid an infinite regress (Shoe maker, 1968, pp. 562–3). More gen er ally, one can not account
for the unique features of self-awareness by sticking to a traditional model of
object-con scious ness and then sim ply replac ing the exter nal object with an internal one. When one is aware of one’s thoughts, feel ings, beliefs, and desires, one
does not seem to be given to oneself as an object at all (cf. Shoemaker, 1984,
pp.102–5).
Any con vinc ing the ory of con scious ness has to account for the first-per sonal
givenness of our con scious states, and has to respect the dif fer ence between our
consciousness of a for eign object and our con scious ness of our selves. Any convinc ing the ory of con scious ness has to be able to explain the dis tinc tion between
intentionality, which is characterized by an epistemic difference between the
sub ject and the object of expe ri ence, and self-consciousness, which implies some
form of identity. But this is precisely what the higher-order the ory, which seeks
to pro vide an extrin sic and rela tional account of con scious ness, per sis tently fails
to do (cf. Zahavi, 1999; 2002; 2003a).4 Every higher-order the ory oper ates with a
duality. One mental state is tak ing another men tal state as its object, and con sequently we have to distinguish the two. Given that their relation is supposed to
account for the mineness of the first-order state, i.e., for the fact that the con scious men tal state is given as my state, as a state I am in, the pro cess must somehow cir cum vent the divi sion or dif fer ence between the two states and posit some
kind of identity, namely that of belonging to the same mind or stream of con scious ness. But how is that sup posed to work? Just as I can not rec og nize something as mine unless I am already aware of myself, a non-con scious sec ond-order
mental state (that per definition lacks consciousness of itself) cannot recognize
or iden tify a first-order men tal state as belong ing to the same mind as itself. To
suggest that the second-order state might be furnished with the required selfinti macy by being taken as inten tional object by a third-order men tal state — and
what other option does a higher-order theory have — would obviously generate
an infinite regress.

[4] On some occa sions, Rosenthal has explic itly argued that a higher-order thought might occur in the

absence of the mental state it is purportedly about. He even writes that ‘a case in which one has a
higher-order thought along with the men tal state it is about might well be sub jec tively indis tin guishable from the case in which the higher-order thought occurs but not the men tal state’ (Rosenthal,
1997, p. 744). This might make Rosenthal’s HOT posi tion safe from the objec tion just out lined, but it
also turns his the ory into a rather strange type of higher-order the ory. If one can have a higher-order
thought about a first-order state even when the first-order state does n’t exist, con scious ness is not
really explained in terms of a rela tion between two dif fer ent states, nor does it really make sense to say
that intran si tive con scious ness is a rela tional prop erty, a prop erty that the first-order state acquires if
one is tran si tively con scious of it. In fact, since there can be phe nom e nal con scious ness even in the
absence of a first-order men tal state, it looks as if the higher-order thought itself is suf fi cient for phe nom e nal con scious ness (cf. Byrne, 1997, p. 123). But — to repeat — in that case, it seems rather
doubt ful that we are still deal ing with a higher-order account of con scious ness that takes conscious ness to be a rela tional and non-intrin sic prop erty.
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II: The Return of Brentano
The growing disenchantment with higher-order theories has made people look
else where for a via ble alter na tive, and within the last cou ple of years quite a few
have taken a closer look at Brentano (cf. Zahavi 1998; Thomasson, 2000;
Hossack, 2002; Kriegel, 2003b,c).
Brentano’s main con tri bu tion to the topic under dis cus sion can be found in his
Psychologie vom empirischen Standpunkt (1874). According to Brentano, all
mental states — or psychical phenomena, as he calls them — are characterized
by their intentional directedness, they are all conscious of objects. But are they
themselves also nec es sar ily con scious, or should one rather admit the existence
of non-con scious (or unconscious) psychical phe nomena (Brentano, 1874,
pp. 142–3)?
One of the tra di tional argu ments in defence of the exis tence of non-conscious
men tal states insists that only the non-con scious can save us from a vicious infi nite regress. If all occur rent men tal states were con scious, in the sense of being
taken as objects by an inner con scious ness, and if this inner con scious ness were
itself con ceived of as a new occur rent men tal state, it itself would also have to be
taken as an object by a further inner consciousness, and so forth ad infinitum.
Fur ther more, as Brentano points out, this would not be the only prob lem. If, say,
the per cep tion of a sun set were really the object of a higher-order aware ness, the
sun set would be given as an object twice (first as an object for the per cep tion, and
sec ond as an object for the higher-order state). And in the third-order aware ness
of the sec ond-order aware ness of the per cep tion of the sun set, we would have the
sun set as object thrice, whereas the orig i nal per cep tion would be given twice as
object, and so forth. Thus, the regress would be of an exceed ingly vicious kind,
imply ing in addi tion to the sim ple infi nite iter a tion a simul ta neous com pli ca tion
of its sin gle mem bers. Since this con se quence is absurd, that is, since it is absurd
that even as sim ple an expe ri ence as the per cep tion of a sun set should involve an
infinite com plex series of con scious states, one has to end the regress by accept ing the existence of non-conscious intentional states (Brentano, 1874, p. 171).
Needless to say, this is pre cisely the posi tion adopted by the defend ers of the
higher-order theory. For them the second-order perception or thought does not
have to be con scious. This will only be the case, if it is accom pa nied by a (nonconscious) third-order thought or perception (cf. Rosenthal, 1997, p. 745).
In Psychologie vom empirischen Standpunkt, however, Brentano rejects this
‘solution’. He claims that it has an impli ca tion that is just as absurd as the position it seeks to avoid, the implication namely that consciousness can be
accounted for in terms of the non-conscious. (It is worth emphasizing that the
vicious infinite regress outlined at the end of section I cannot be avoided by
means of the non-conscious; quite on the contrary). Obviously, Brentano also
wants to avoid the infi nite regress, how ever. How does he man age to pull off that
trick? Brentano denies one of the crucial premises, and argues that the inner
consciousness in ques tion, rather than being a new men tal state, is sim ply an internal feature of the primary experience. Thus, a mental state is conscious not by
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being taken as an object by a fur ther men tal state, but by tak ing itself as object, and
according to Brentano, this prevents any infinite regress from getting off the
ground.
While see ing a sun set, I am aware of see ing it. What is the struc ture of my conscious ness in this case, accord ing to Brentano? I have a per cep tion of the sun set,
and an awareness of the perception, and consequently two objects: The sunset
and the per cep tion. Con trary to appear ance, how ever, I do not have two dif fer ent
mental states. As Brentano points out, the perception of the sunset is united so
intrinsically and intimately with the awareness of the perception of the sunset,
that they only con sti tute one sin gle psy chi cal phe nom e non. Their appar ent sep ara tion is merely due to a conceptual differentiation:
In the same mental phenomenon in which the sound is present to our minds we
simul ta neously appre hend the men tal phe nom e non itself. What is more, we apprehend it in accordance with its dual nature insofar as it has the sound as content
within it, and inso far as it has itself as con tent at the same time. We can say that the
sound is the pri mary object of the act of hear ing, and that the act of hear ing itself is
the sec ond ary object (Brentano, 1874, pp. 179–80 [1973, pp. 127–8]).

Brentano consequently claims that every intentional experience has a double
object, a pri mary and a sec ond ary. In the case of the see ing of a sun set, the pri mary and thematic object is the sunset; the secondary and unthematic object is
the see ing. Thus, it is impor tant to empha size that the focus of atten tion is on the
pri mary object, and that our aware ness of the men tal state itself is nor mally second ary and inci den tal. In fact, accord ing to Brentano, the expe ri ence is in prin ciple incapable of observing itself thematically, it cannot take itself as its own
primary object. Only in recollection, where one psy chi cal act can take a pre ceding act as its primary object, can we pay attention to our own mental life
(Brentano, 1874, pp. 41, 181).
How does Brentano’s theory differ from the higher-order theories? At first
sight the difference seems obvious. In contrast to the higher-order model that
claims that con scious ness is an extrin sic prop erty of those men tal states that have
it, a prop erty bestowed upon them from with out by some fur ther states, Brentano
argues that the feature that makes a men tal state con scious is located within the
state itself; it is an intrinsic property of those men tal states that have it.5 But on
closer inspection, this difference might conceal some striking similarities (cf.
Kriegel, 2003c, pp. 486–9). Both the higher-order theories and Brentano’s onelevel theory construe consciousness in terms of self-awareness. In both cases,
consciousness is taken to be a question of the mind directing its inten tional aim
upon its own states and operations. Moreover, both types of theory argue that
con scious states involve two rep re sen ta tional con tents. In the case of a con scious
per cep tion of a sun set, there is an out ward directed first-order con tent (that takes
the sun set as its object), and an inward directed sec ond-order con tent (that takes
the per cep tion as its object), and their only dis agree ment is over the ques tion of
[5] And of course, one should dis tin guish the view that con scious ness is intrin sic to those states that pos -

sess it from the more rad i cal view that con scious ness is intrin sic to all men tal states (cf. Thomasson,
2000, p. 197).
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whether there are two distinct mental states, each with its own representational
content, or only one mental state with a two fold rep re sen ta tional content. Thus,
both types of the ory argue that for a state to be con scious means for it to be rep resented, and they only differ in whether it is represented by itself or by another
state. To use Kriegel’s notation:
A men tal state M of a sub jectx at a time t is con scious only if x is aware of M at t.

Since aware ness of an object involves a men tal rep re sen ta tion of that object, a
mental state M is conscious if the subject has a mental state M*, such that M*
represents the occurrence of M. The question is merely whether M = M* or
whether they are two dif fer ent men tal states (Kriegel, 2003b, pp. 107–8).
For Kriegel this structural similarity between the higher-order model and
Brentano’s one-level theory counts as an argument in favour of a (neo-)
Brentanian account. If two the o ries are almost iden ti cal, but if one has the added
advantage of being phenomenologically adequate (since it conceives of con sciousness as an intrinsic property), it is the latter that wins the day (Kriegel,
2003c, p. 488). Not all neo-Brentanians agree with this appraisal, how ever. The
close proximity between the two accounts could also be taken as an indication
that both are problematic. Thomasson, for instance, concedes that although
Brentano has been seen by some as an early defender of a higher-order take on
con scious ness (cf. Güzeldere, 1997, p. 789; Siewert, 1998, p. 358), he was in fact
seek ing to develop an alter na tive to the higher-order the o ries, an alter na tive that
conceived of consciousness in terms of a one-level model. But as she then con tin ues, the ques tion is whether Brentano really suc ceeded in stay ing clear of the
pitfalls of the higher-order view. Is it really consistent to defend a one-level
account while at the same time claiming that each conscious state involves not
only a pri mary aware ness of its object but also a sec ond ary aware ness of itself, or
does the latter claim turn Brentano’s suppos edly one-level theory into a
higher-order theory in disguise (Thomasson, 2000, pp. 190–2, 199)?
According to Thomasson, it is misleading to speak as if consciousness
involves an aware ness of our men tal states. To speak in such a man ner sug gests
that in order to have con scious men tal states we must be aware of them as objects
(Thomasson, 2000, p. 200). Thus, it could be argued that Brentano’s claim that
every con scious inten tional state takes two objects, a pri mary (exter nal) object,
and a sec ond ary (inter nal) object, remains com mit ted to a higher-order account
of consciousness; it simply postulates it as being implicitly contained in every
conscious state. ‘It wants’, as Thomas puts it, ‘the benefits of a first order
account of consciousness while illegitimately smuggling in a second order
(higher order) view as well’ (Thomas, 2003, p. 169). 6
This danger is rather apparent in Kriegel’s reconstruction of Brentano’s
theory. Although Kriegel admits that self-awareness has special features that
[6] Van Gulick has argued that it might be worthwhile trying to develop a higher-order theory that

stresses the iden tity between the lower and the higher-order state (Van Gulick, 2000, p. 296). This
pro posal, which is con sid er ably more attrac tive than the stan dard higher-order the ory, might in fact
remind one of Brentano’s posi tion. But it is also vul ner a ble to the same kind of objec tions.
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distinguish it from other men tal phe nom ena, he nev er the less speaks of it in terms
of an intentional self-representation (Kriegel, 2003c, p. 497). But one thought
that comes to mind is whether ‘self-rep re sen ta tion’ is the right term, or whether it
would not have been better to speak of self-presentation, self-presence, or
self-manifestation. 7 Our acquain tance with our own expe ri ences seems to have a
presentational immediacy that is not easily captured by the term ‘representa tion’. In fact, in most cases my expe ri ences are pres ent to me, rather than rep resented to me. There is no representational mediation. Moreover, to argue, as
Kriegel does, that consciousness of an object involves a mental representation
and that our men tal states must there fore also be rep re sented if we are to be conscious of them, strongly suggests that self-aware ness is taken to be a spe cies of
object-consciousness. Kriegel is, as already mentioned, prepared to admit that
there might be some thing spe cial about self-aware ness, and he there fore pro poses
that the self is represented as a subject and not as an object in self-awareness.
But given the rep re sen ta tional struc ture involved, what this means is sup pos edly
that we in self-awareness is intentionally confronted with a rather peculiar kind
of object, namely a subject. This reading is supported by the fact that Kriegel
suggests that the special character of self-awareness might also be captured by
saying that the gap between subject and object collapses, so that the self is
represented both as subject and as object (Kriegel, 2003a, p. 19). 8 Thus, objectconsciousness apparently remains the paradigm.
Is there a better way to cap ture Brentano’s core insight? Thomasson’s sim ple
but inge nious sug ges tion is that we should adopt an adverbalist inter pre ta tion of
the secondary awareness. We should construe the secondary awareness as a
prop erty of the pri mary act, and the best way to do so is by think ing of con sciousness in adver bial terms. Rather than say ing that our con scious men tal states are in
pos ses sion of a sec ond ary aware ness of them selves, rather than say ing that there
is a per cep tion of an object, and in addi tion an aware ness of the per cep tion, it is
better to say that we simply see, hear or feel consciously (Thomasson, 2000,
p. 203). The deci sive advan tage of this phras ing is that it avoids inter pret ing the
secondary awareness as a form of object-consciousness. This temptation will
remain as long as we keep talking about conscious states as states we are con scious of. But what is gained by add ing the adverb ‘con sciously’? As Thomasson
points out, the dif fer ence between those men tal states that remain non-con scious
and those that make us con sciously aware of (exter nal) objects is that in the lat ter
case objects seem a certain way to us. The difference between a non-conscious
perception of a sunset, and a conscious perception of the sunset, is that there is
some thing it is like to con sciously per ceive a sun set. So although my atten tion is
on the object, the expe ri ence itself remains con scious. Not in the sense that I am

[7] At one point, Kriegel actu ally does use both of the lat ter terms (Kriegel, 2003a, p. 13). But he doesn’t

do so con sis tently, and he does n’t seem to real ize that they both have quite dif fer ent con notations
from the term ‘self-rep re sen ta tion’.
[8] A rather sim i lar idea has been defended by Fichte in 1797 (cf. Fichte, 1920, pp. 527–9) and criticized
by Henrich (1966).
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aware of it, but in the sense that there is some thing it is like to be in that state, it
has phenomenal qualities (Thomasson, 2000, pp. 203–4).
In my view, Thomasson’s adverbalist account has some decisive advantages
over Brentano’s own view. In fact, the question is whether we are still moving
within a broadly conceived Brentanian framework, or whether we are rather
faced with a new the ory. Thomasson her self admits that the view she is pro pos ing might look as if it is rather far removed from Brentano, since she is pre cisely
discarding his idea of an ‘inner consciousness’. But in her view, the idea of an
inner con scious ness, the idea that con scious ness is based on an aware ness of our
own men tal states as objects, was never cen tral to Brentano to start with. Rather
what is cru cial to the Brentanian model is the idea that con scious ness is an aspect
of the men tal state that pos sesses it, rather than some thing that is con ferred upon
it by a higher-order state, and this is precisely the idea that she is trying to
develop (Thomasson, 2000, p. 204).
I dis agree with this appraisal. First I take the distinction between the primary
and the secondary object of consciousness as well as the idea that mental states
are either non-con scious or given as objects to be inte gral fea tures of Brentano’s
theory. And I think that if one jettisons these ideas, as one rightly should, one
will also take leave of the Brentanian frame work. And sec ond, even more importantly, there is as lit tle rea son to des ig nate every one-level account of con sciousness as Brentanian or neo-Brentanian as there is to call every non-reductionistic
the ory of intentionality, Brentanian or neo-Brentanian.9 This might per haps have
been defen si ble if Brentano’s the ory had been the only one-level game in town.
But that is not the case, since a number of twentieth-century phenomenologists
have defended a one-level account of consciousness much more unequivocally
than Brentano.
In section IV, I will have more to say about the phenomenological alterna tives, but let us first take another look at some of the recent attempts to develop a
one-level account of consciousness.
III: Consciousness and Self-consciousness
As we have just seen, Thomasson argues that there is some thing it is like to consciously perceive an object. This link between phenomenality and conscious
intentionality has also recently been explored by Lurz in his criticism of the
higher-order the o ries (Lurz, 2003a,b). Lurz’s spe cific tar get is the higher-order
thought the ory. The HOT theory argues that the only way to be con scious of
one’s men tal states is to be con scious of the fact that one has them. But as Lurz
points out, this view con fronts the HOT position with a rather uncomfort able
dilemma when it comes to ascribing consciousness to ani mals and infants. It
can claim that both groups lack the cognitive resources to entertain higherorder beliefs. And in that case, they must obviously also lack con scious men tal
states. This posi tion has been explic itly defended by Carruthers. In his view, the
[9] Thus, I would per son ally take excep tion to being described myself as a recent defender of a neo-

Brentanian account (Kriegel, 2003, p. 481).
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sub jec tive feel of expe ri ence pre sup poses a capac ity for higher-order aware ness,
and as he con tin ues, ‘such self-aware ness is a con cep tu ally nec es sary con di tion
for an organism to be a subject of phenomenal feelings, or for there to be any thing that its experiences are like’ (Carruthers, 1996, p. 152, cf. p. 154). To be
more pre cise, Carruthers argues that in order to be able to think about your own
thoughts and experiences you must be in pos ses sion of the con cepts of thought
and expe ri ence. Since such con cepts get their sig nif i cance from being embed ded
in a folk-psychological theory concerning the structure and functioning of the
mind, what this ulti mately means is that only crea tures in pos ses sion of a the ory
of mind are capa ble of enjoy ing con scious expe ri ences (Carruthers, 1996, p. 158;
2000, p.194). In other words, crea tures that lack a the ory of mind — such as most
ani mals, young infants, and sup pos edly autists — will also lack con scious experiences. There is nothing it is like for them to feel pain or pleasure (Carruthers,
1998, p. 216; 2000, p. 203). Carruthers concedes that most of us believe that it
must be like some thing to be a bat, a cat or a new born baby, and that the expe ri ences of these creatures have subjective feels to them, but he considers this
common-sense belief to be quite groundless (Carruthers, 1996, p. 223).10 But
apart from being counterintuitive — and it is extremely counterintuitive to claim
that there is noth ing it is like for infants or ani mals to feel pain or plea sure — and
apart from being vul ner a ble to the pre vi ously men tioned objec tions against the
higher-order theories, Carruthers’ conclusion is also confronted with the prob lem that quite a lot of ani mal and infant behav iour can be pre dicted and explained
rather well by ascribing conscious mental states to the creatures in question
(Lurz, 2003a). The other possibility, of course, is for the higher-order thought
the ory to con cede that even ani mals and infants are in pos ses sion of higher-order
beliefs about their own mental states and that this makes them in possession of
con scious men tal states. But although it cer tainly seems plau si ble to ascribe conscious mental states, such as emo tions or per cep tual expe ri ences, to infants and
(some) ani mals, it seems quite implau si ble to claim that, say, cats and new born
babies are in possession of something as cognitively sophisticated as higherorder thoughts about their first-order mental states, i.e., it seems implausible to
claim that they are aware of the fact that they are hav ing men tal states. Thus, we
should not for get that the HOT the ory — in con trast to the HOP the ory — denies
that we are observationally acquainted with our first-order men tal states. And to
claim that a cat in order to have con scious expe ri ences must have thoughts about
unobservable states occurring inside its own body is surely not a very attractive
option (cf. Lurz, 2003a).
Lurz’s own pro posal is that a crea ture can be con scious of its thoughts and experi ences by being con scious of what it thinks or experiences and that this does not
entail that it has to be con scious of the fact that it thinks or has expe ri ences (Lurz,
[10] Although Carruthers is in gen eral quite unequiv o cal about deny ing con scious expe ri ences to young

infants (cf. Carruthers 1996, p. 221; 2000, pp. 202–3), he occa sion ally leaves a door open for a dif ferent conclusion. As he writes at one point, it might be that infants are capable of discriminating
between their expe ri ences (and hence capa ble of enjoy ing con scious expe ri ences) even while still
being inca pa ble of con cep tu al iz ing them (Carruthers 1996, p. 222).
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2003b, p. 24). When, say, an infant points at a doll and says ‘that is my doll’ she
appears to say what she believes, and how should she be able to say that unless
she was con scious of what she believes? But although the infant is con scious of
what she believes, i.e., of what a particular belief of hers is about — and how
could she be that if she were not con scious of the belief — it is not obvi ous that
the infant is con scious of the fact that she believes some thing. The case is sim i lar
with (some) ani mals. A cat can be pay ing atten tion to move ments in the bushes.
But if it were com pletely unaware of what it was see ing, it would not be able to
attend to what it was see ing. Inso far as it makes sense to say that the cat is pay ing
atten tion to what it is see ing, it makes sense to say that it is con scious of what it is
seeing. But that does not mean that the cat is conscious of the fact that it sees
movements in the bushes. In being conscious of what it sees, the cat is simply
con scious of what its visual state is about, and it is hard to under stand how the cat
could be con scious of this if it were not in some way con scious of the men tal state
itself (Lurz, 2003a; 2003b, p. 31–2).
In recent writings, Dretske has argued that we should call states conscious if
they make us conscious of other things, and that we should not conclude that
because the states are conscious, then we must also be conscious of them. In
short, con scious men tal states are states we are con scious with, not states we are
con scious of (Dretske, 1995, pp. 100–1). But one prob lem with this view is that it
gives us no means to distinguish between conscious and non-conscious inten tional states, all of which make us directed at objects in environment. For
Dretske they would all be conscious. Is Lurz committed to the same view? Is
every state that is about something also a conscious state? No, rather Lurz’s
account per mits him to dis tin guish between the case where a sub ject is per ceiving an object, the case where the subject is con scious of what she is perceiving,
and the case where she is conscious of the fact that she is perceiving. A
blindsight subject, for example, might (non-consciously) be perceiving some thing in the blind region of her visual field, as evinced from her per for mance on a
forced-choice test, but she would not be conscious of what she was perceiving
(Lurz, 2003b, pp. 232–5).
In short, Lurz’s pro posal is that we can dis tin guish between two dif fer ent ways
of being acquainted with our own thoughts and experiences. We can be
acquainted with them by being conscious that we have them, and we can be
acquainted with them by being con scious of what our thoughts and expe ri ences
are about. Whereas the first type of self-acquaintance is a form of higher-order
con scious ness, the lat ter type is not. One advan tage of this pro posal is that it can
avoid the dilemma confronting the HOT theory. It does not have to deny con scious states to animals, but neither does it have to argue that animals have
higher-order thoughts about their own men tal states. One prob lem with the proposal, however, is that Lurz apparently thinks that in order to be conscious of
what our thoughts and expe ri ences are about we also need to be con scious of the
mental states themselves. But it is easy to amend his proposal by means of an
adverbalist reformulation. We could stay clear of the idea that in order to have
conscious men tal states we must be aware of them as objects by saying that we
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are conscious of what our thoughts and experiences are about when we
consciously perceive or believe something.
How does this analysis relate to the idea that consciousness should be
accounted for in terms of self-awareness? Does it support the idea that a con scious state dif fers from a non-con scious state pre cisely by entail ing self-awareness? Yes, and rather neatly, in fact, although Lurz doesn’t address the issue
him self. The whole thrust of the argu ment is that for a state to be con scious is for
the sub ject to be aware of what the state is about, and that this pre sup poses that
the sub ject has direct expe ri en tial access to the men tal state itself. But this is precisely what self-awareness — according to one classical definition — amounts
to: Experiential access to one’s own consciousness. Thus, to undergo a con scious expe ri ence ( to taste cof fee, to feel pain, to remem ber a past jour ney on the
Rhine) necessarily means that there is something ‘it is like’ for the subject to
have that expe ri ence. But inso far as there is some thing it is like for the sub ject to
have the expe ri ence, the sub ject must in some way have access to the expe ri ence,
must in some way be acquainted with the experience. Moreover, although con scious expe ri ences dif fer from one another — what it is like to taste ice-cream, is
different from what it is like to smell a bunch of roses or to admire a statue of
Michel an gelo — they also share cer tain fea tures. One com mon al ity is the qual ity
of mineness, the fact that the experiences are characterized by a first-personal
givenness. When I am aware of an occurrent pain, perception, or thought from
the first-person perspective, the experience in question is given immedi ately,
non-inferentially and non-criterially as mine. That is, the expe ri ence is given (at
least tacitly) as an experience I am undergoing or liv ing through. First-per sonal
experience presents me with an immediate and non-observational access to
myself. All of this suggests that we are dealing with a (minimal) form of selfawareness. This self-awareness is not some thing that only emerges the moment
one scru ti nizes one’s expe ri ences atten tively, rather it is there the moment I consciously expe ri ence some thing. It does not exist apart from the expe ri ence, as an
addi tional men tal state. Rather, it is an intrin sic fea ture of the expe ri ence, and is
not brought about by some kind of reflection or introspection or higher-order
mon i tor ing. Given this out look, it is obvi ous that a dis cus sion of self-aware ness
is of per ti nence for an under stand ing of phe nom e nal con scious ness. In fact, phenomenal consciousness must precisely be interpreted as entailing a primitive
form for self-aware ness (cf. Zahavi, 1998, 1999, 2002, 2003b).11
A rather similar view has recently been defended by Kriegel, who has intro duced a distinction between transitive and intransitive self-consciousness.
[11] Let me fore stall a pos si ble objec tion, namely that this def i ni tion of self-aware ness is too broad and

that it sim ply includes too much. That is, since it does n’t match our every day notion of self-awareness
(that tends to link the notion with our abil ity to rec og nize or iden tify our selves in a the matic way) the
pres ent use of the term is inap pro pri ate. I don’t think this objec tion car ries a lot of weight. From a con cep tual point of view, there are no intrin sic prob lems what so ever in using the term ‘self-aware ness’ to
des ig nate a sit u a tion where con scious ness has access to or is being acquainted with itself. Moreover,
it is a sim ple fact that many of the clas si cal philo soph i cal the o ries of self-aware ness as well as the
more recent con tri bu tions by such think ers as Brentano, Husserl, Sartre, Henry, Henrich, Frank, etc.
have exactly been dis cus sions of this broad notion (cf. Zahavi, 1999).
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Whereas tran si tive self-con scious ness des ig nates the sit u a tion where a sub ject is
self-conscious of her thought that p (or of her perception of x), intransitive
self-con scious ness can be cap tured by say ing that the sub ject is self-con sciously
think ing that p (or per ceiv ing x).12
What is the difference between the two types of self-consciousness? Kriegel
lists four dif fer ences, and claims that whereas the first type is intro spec tive, rare,
vol un tary, and effortful, the sec ond is none of these (Kriegel, 2003b, p. 104). But
Kriegel also points to another rel e vant dis tinc tion. As he points out, in tran si tive
self-consciousness the state of self-consciousness is numerically distinct from
the thought that p, since the latter is the object of the former. Thus the state is
self-conscious in virtue of the object it takes. In intransitive self-consciousness
by con trast, the self-con scious ness sim ply mod i fies the thought, it does not take
it as an object, and one might therefore say that the state is self-conscious in
virtue of the way it is had by the subject (Kriegel, 2004).
According to Kriegel, the latter type of self-consciousness, intransitive selfconsciousness, captures one of the important senses of consciousness. We use
the adjec tive ‘con scious’ to indi cate the pres ence of intran si tive self-con sciousness. This is why Kriegel can claim that intransitive self-con scious ness is a necessary con dition for phenom e nal consciousness. In fact, intransitive selfconsciousness should be understood as an implicit type of self-consciousness
that is shared by all our conscious mental states (Kriegel, 2003a, p. 20; 2003c,
p. 478). Unless the men tal state is intran si tively self-con scious there is noth ing it
is like to be in the state, and therefore the state cannot be a phenomenally
conscious state. Or to put it dif fer ently, a men tal state that lacks intran si tive selfconsciousness is a non-conscious state (Kriegel, 2003b, pp. 103–6). As Kriegel
writes, ‘It is impossible to think or experience something consciously without
thinking or experiencing it self-consciously, i.e., without being peripherally
aware of thinking or experiencing it’ (Kriegel, 2004).
Kriegel’s distinction between transitive and intransitive self-consciousness
bears a striking resemblance to the classical phenomenological distinction
between reflec tive and pre-reflec tive self-aware ness; a dis tinc tion I will return to
in a moment. This sim i lar ity is also readily acknowl edged by Kriegel (2004). But
there is also a notice able dif fer ence, which has to do with the fact that Kriegel —
as we have already seen — ultimately persists in taking self-awareness as a
species of object-consciousness.
To say that a sub ject has a men tal state self-con sciously is to say that the subject is implicitly or peripherally aware of her having the state, or of the state
being her own. Thus, for Kriegel the dis tinc tion between intran si tive and tran sitive self-consciousness can also be cashed out by means of the distinction
between focal and periph eral aware ness. We are con fronted with tran si tive self[12] I find the locutions ‘self-conscious of her thought that p’ and ‘self-consciously thinking that p’

problematic, since they can eas ily be mis un der stood. I think it would have been better if Kriegel had
sim ply said that a sub ject is in pos ses sion of tran si tive self-con scious ness when ‘she is con scious of
her thought that p’ and in possession of intransitive self-consciousness when ‘she is consciously
think ing that p’.

80

D. ZAHAVI

consciousness when the subject is focally aware of being in a specific men tal
state, whereas we are deal ing with intran si tive self-con scious ness when the subject is only periph er ally aware of being in the mental state (Kriegel, 2004).
It is certainly quite appropriate to distinguish focal and peripheral modes of
consciousness. 13 There is an obvious distinction to be made between my focal
awareness of my computer, and my peripheral awareness of the myriad of
objects surrounding it. We also need to dismiss any narrow conception of con scious ness that equates con scious ness with atten tion and claims that we are only
con scious of that which we pay atten tion to. But the ques tion is whether this distinction between focal and peripheral consciousness — a dis tinction between
two types of object-consciousness — is pertinent when it comes to an under stand ing of the rela tion between the two types of self-con scious ness. In a reg u lar
intentional experience, I am directed at and preoccupied with my intentional
object. When I consciously perceive the computer, I do not ordinarily attend to
myself and my perceptual experience. But although I lack a focal awareness of
myself, and although I do not take my experience as a thematic object, I am still
in pos ses sion of intran si tive self-con scious ness. I agree with this anal y sis, but I
do not agree with the claim that intransitive self-consciousness entails that my
experiences remain in the background as poten tial themes in pre cisely the same
way as, say, the hum of the refrigerator. This would suggest that intransitive
self-con scious ness is a kind of periph eral, inat ten tive, tran si tive objectconsciousness, but that cannot be right. As Husserl pointed out in 1906:
One should not mis take the con scious ness of the objec tive back ground
[gegenständlichen Hintergrund] and consciousness understood in the sense of
experiential being [Erlebtseins]. Lived-experiences as such do have their own
being, but they are not objects of apperception (in this case we would end in an infinite regress). The back ground, how ever, is given to us objec tively, it is con sti tuted
through a com plex of apperceptive lived-expe ri ences. We do not pay atten tion to
these objects [...], but they are still given to us in a quite dif fer ent man ner than the
mere lived-expe ri ences them selves […]. The attentional con scious ness of the background and con scious ness in the sense of mere expe ri en tial givenness must be completely dis tin guished (Husserl, 1984a, p. 252).

The attempt to model intransitive self-consciousness on peripheral objectconsciousness is misleading since it remains stuck in the subject–object model
and is vul ner a ble to the argu ments pre sented against the higher-order the o ries. A
common line of thought is that our experiential life must either be given as an
object or not be given at all, and that the only remaining question (and allowed
variable) is whether it is given as an object focally or merely peripherally. But
this line of thought is flawed, since it erro ne ously assumes that there is only one
type of givenness or manifestation, namely object-givenness. But had that in
fact been the case, real self-awareness would have been impossible. Objectconsciousness nec es sar ily entails an epistemic divide, a dis tinc tion between that
which appears and that to whom it appears, between the object and the sub ject of
expe ri ence. For some thing to be given as an object of expe ri ence is for it to dif fer
[13] For a clas si cal account cf. Gurwitsch (1974).
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from the sub jec tive expe ri ence, that takes it as an object. This is one rea son why
object-consciousness is singularly unsuited as a model for understanding selfaware ness. Another rea son, which was already spelled out in sec tion I, is that the
attempt to construe self-awareness as a type of object-consciousness generates
an infinite regress.
IV: Back to Phenomenology
In the fol low ing, I wish to call atten tion to some of the philo soph i cal resources to
be found in the phenomenological tra di tion. In par tic u larly, I wish to show that it
contains a clear and sustained defence of a one-level account of consciousness
that is free from the equivocations still to be found in Brentano.
Let us start by taking a look at a very early phenomenological appraisal of
Brentano’s theory of inner consciousness; an appraisal that can be found in the
first edition of Husserl’s Logische Untersuchungen (1901).
How does Husserl assess Brentano’s theory? Rather negatively, in fact.
Husserl denies that there is any phenomenological evidence in support of the
claim concerning the existence of a constant and continuous inner percep tion,
and he consequently rejects Brentano’s theory as a piece of con struction
(Husserl, 1984b, pp. 367, 759). There are two ways to interpret Husserl’s crit icism. In the one, Husserl is tak ing Brentano to be claim ing that we are con stantly
thematically aware of our occurrent experiences. If this reading is correct,
Husserl would be right in rejecting the thesis, but wrong in ascribing it to
Brentano. As we have already seen, Brentano explicitly warns against taking
inner consciousness as a kind of thematic observation (cf. Brentano, 1874,
p. 181). The other possibility is that Husserl is criticizing Brentano for having
held the view that we are con stantly objectifying our own expe ri ences. This crit icism would be right on target, and there is no question that this is a view that
Husserl rejects. In the First Inves ti ga tion, Husserl writes that the sen sa tions are
originally simply lived through as moments of the experience; they are not
objectified and taken as objects. This only hap pens in a sub se quent psy cho log i cal reflection (Husserl, 1984b, p.80). This assertion is then followed up in the
Second Investigation, where we find the following significant observation:
That an appro pri ate train of sen sa tions or images is experienced, and is in this sense
con scious, does not and can not mean that this is the object of an act of con sciousness, in the sense that a per cep tion, a pre sen ta tion or a judg ment is directed upon it
(Husserl, 1984b, p. 165 [2001, I, p. 273]).

Obviously the central word is the term ‘con scious’. Husserl is deny ing that our
sen sa tions are a phenomenological nought. On the con trary, they are con scious,
that is, experientially given, when they are lived through, and as he points out
this givenness does not come about as the result of an objectification, does not
come about because the sensations are taken as objects by an (inter nal) per ception. The sen sa tions are given, not as objects, but pre cisely as sub jec tive expe riences. The very same line of thought can be found in the Fifth Investigation.
There Husserl writes that the intentional experiences themselves are lived
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through and experienced (erlebt), but that they do not appear in an objectified
man ner, they are nei ther seen nor heard. They are con scious with out being intentional objects (Husserl, 1984b, p. 399). This is not to deny that we can in fact
direct our atten tion towards our expe ri ences, and thereby take them as objects of
an inner per cep tion, but this only occurs the moment we reflect (p. 424).
In the light of these state ments, the con clu sion is rather easy to draw. In contrast to Brentano, Husserl does not seek to iden tify the givenness of our expe ri ences with the givenness of objects. Husserl does not believe that our
experiences are con scious by being taken as sec ond ary objects. As he explic itly
states in the Sixth Investigation: ‘To be expe ri enced is not to be made objec tive
[Erlebtsein ist nicht Gegenständlichsein]’ (Husserl, 1984b, p. 669 [2001, II,
p. 279]). Thus, Husserl oper ates with a dis tinc tion between per ceiv ing
(Wahrnehmen) and expe ri enc ing ( Erleben): prior to reflec tion one per ceives the
per cep tual object, but one expe ri ences ( erlebt) the per cep tion. Although I am not
intentionally directed towards the perception (this only happens in the subse quent reflec tion, where the per cep tion is thematized), the per cep tion is not nonconscious but conscious, that is, pre-reflectively given.
In general, one should not overestimate the homogeneity of the phenomenological tradition. It is a tra di tion span ning many dif fer ences. But when it comes
to the ques tion con cern ing the relation between con scious ness and selfconsciousness, literally all of the major figures (Husserl, Scheler, Heidegger,
Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Henry, Ricoeur, etc.) reject the higher-order model and
advo cate some kind of one-level account.
The phenomenologist best known for advo cat ing this view is Sartre, and since it
would be impos si ble to cover all the dif fer ent fig ures in detail, let me focus on him.
Sartre’s account of the relationship between consciousness and self-aware ness can pri mar ily be found in three dif fer ent texts: In his first philo soph i cal publication La transcendance de l’ego from 1936, in his principal work L’être et le
néant from 1943, and in an article from 1948 entitled ‘Conscience de soi et
connaissance de soi’.
Accord ing to Sartre con scious ness is essen tially char ac ter ized by
intentionality. It is as such a con scious ness of something. He also claims, however, that each and every intentional experience is characterized by self-aware ness. Thus, Sartre takes self-awareness to constitute a necessary condition for
being con scious of some thing. To con sciously per ceive a sign post, an ice-cream,
or a com fort able chair with out being aware of it, i.e., with out hav ing access to the
experience in question, is for Sartre a manifest absurdity (Sartre, 1943, pp. 18,
20, 28; 1948, p. 62).
This line of thought is elab o rated in the impor tant intro duc tion to L’être et le
néant, where Sartre claims that an ontological anal y sis of intentionality leads to
self-awareness since the mode of being of intentional consciousness is to be
for-itself (pour-soi), that is, self-aware. An experience does not simply exist, it
exists for itself, i.e., it is given to itself, and this self-givenness is not simply a
quality added to the experience, a mere varnish, but on the contrary constitutes
the very mode of being of the experience:
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This self-con scious ness we ought to con sider not as a new con scious ness, but asthe
only mode of exis tence which is pos si ble for a con scious ness of some thing (Sartre,
1943, p. 20 [1956, p. liv]).

Originally, my inten tional expe ri ences are not (pos si ble) objects for con sciousness, but (actual) modes of con scious ness, and as such they are self-aware.
As we can see, Sartre emphasizes quite explicitly that the self-awareness in
ques tion is not a new con scious ness. It is not some thing added to the expe ri ence,
it is not an additional mental state, but rather an intrinsic feature of the expe rience. Thus, when he speaks of self-awareness as a permanent feature of con sciousness, Sartre is not referring to what he calls reflective self-awareness.
Reflec tion (or to use the more cur rent name ‘higher-order rep re sen ta tion’) is the
process whereby consciousness directs its inten tional aim at itself, thereby taking itself as its own object. But accord ing to Sartre, this type of self-aware ness is
derived. It involves a subject-object split, and the attempt to account for
self-aware ness in such terms is for Sartre bound to fail. It either gen er ates an infinite regress or accepts a non-conscious starting point, but Sartre considers both
of these options to be unacceptable (Sartre, 1943, p. 19).
Sartre readily admits the existence of reflective self-consciousness. We can
for instance reflect upon — and thereby be thematically conscious of — an
occur rent per cep tion of a Swiss Army knife. In reflec tion we can dis tin guish the
reflect ing expe ri ence and the expe ri ence reflected-on. The first takes the lat ter as
its object. But for Sartre both of these experiences are already self-conscious
prior to reflection, and in both cases the self-awareness in question is of a nonreflec tive and non-posi tional kind, i.e., it does not have a reflec tive struc ture, and
it does not posit that which it is aware of as an object (Sartre, 1936, pp. 28–9).14
As Sartre writes: ‘[T]here is no infi nite regress here, since a con scious ness has no
need at all of a reflect ing con scious ness in order to be con scious of itself. It simply does not posit itself as an object’ (Sartre, 1936, p. 29 [1957, p. 45]). Thus,
Sartre speaks of pre-reflective self-awareness as an immediate and non-cog nitive ‘re la tion’ of the self to itself (Sartre, 1943, p. 19).
In other words, every positional consciousness of an object is at the same time a
non-positional consciousness of itself. If I count the cigarettes which are in that
case, I have the impres sion of dis clos ing an objec tive prop erty of this col lec tion of
cigarettes: they are a dozen. This prop erty appears to my con scious ness as a property exist ing in the world. It is very pos si ble that I have no posi tional con scious ness
of count ing them. Then I do not know myself as count ing. […] Yet at the moment
when these cig a rettes are revealed to me as a dozen, I have a non-thetic con sciousness of my add ing activ ity. If any one ques tioned me, indeed, if any one should ask,
‘What are you doing there?’ I should reply at once, ‘I am count ing.’ This reply aims
not only at the instan ta neous con scious ness which I can achieve by reflec tion but at
those fleet ing consciousnesses which have passed with out being reflected-on, those
which are for ever non-reflected-on in my imme di ate past. Thus reflec tion has no
kind of primacy over the consciousness reflected-on. It is not reflection which
reveals the consciousness reflected-on to itself. Quite the contrary, it is the
[14] Whereas the early Sartre speaks of an irreflective or non-reflec tive self-aware ness, he later increas -

ingly opts for the term ‘pre-reflec tive self-aware ness’.
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non-reflective consciousness which renders the reflection possible; there is a
pre-reflec tive cogito which is the con di tion of the Car te sian cogito (Sartre, 1943,
pp. 19–20 [1956, p. liii]).

If I am engaged in some conscious activ ity, such as the read ing of a story, my
atten tion is nei ther on myself nor on my activ ity of read ing, but on the story. But
if my reading is interrupted by someone asking me what I am doing, I reply
immediately that I am (and have for some time been) reading; and the selfconsciousness on the basis of which I answer the question is not something
acquired at just that moment but a consciousness of myself which has been
present to me all along.
When Sartre says that every posi tional con scious ness of an object is simul taneously a non-posi tional con scious ness of itself, it is essen tial to empha size that
this pre-reflective self-awareness is not to be understood as an intentional,
objectifying, or epistemic act, and con se quently nei ther to be inter preted as some
kind of inner perception, nor more generally as a type of knowledge (Sartre,
1936, pp. 23–4, 66; 1943, p. 19). This implies that the self-aware ness in ques tion
might very well be accom pa nied by a fun da men tal lack of knowl edge. Although I
cannot be unconscious of my present experience, I might very well ignore it in
favour of its object, and this is of course the nat u ral atti tude. In my daily life I am
absorbed by and pre oc cu pied with pro jects and objects in the world. Thus, per vasive pre-reflective self-awareness is definitely not identical with total selfcomprehension, but can rather be lik ened to a pre-com pre hen sion, that allows for
a subsequent reflection and thematization.
To put it differently, consciousness has two different modes of existence, a
pre-reflective and a reflective. The first has priority since it can prevail inde pendently of the latter, whereas reflective self-consciousness always presup poses pre-reflective self-consciousness. So to repeat, for Sartre pre-reflective
self-awareness is not an adden dum to, but a con sti tu tive moment of the orig i nal
intentional expe ri ence. The expe ri ence is aware of itself at the time of its occurrence. If I con sciously see, remem ber, know, think, hope, feel or will some thing I
am eo ipso aware of it.15
What about Thomasson’s objec tion? Is it not incon sis tent to claim on the one
hand that we are aware of our thoughts and expe ri ences when they are con scious
and on the other that con scious ness is not given to itself as an object
[15] As already indi cated this view is shared by most of the other phenomenologists. To pro vide just one

fur ther exam ple: In the early lec ture course Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie from 1919/1920,
Heidegger argues that one of the tasks of phe nom en ol ogy is to dis close the non-objectifying and nonthe o ret i cal self-under stand ing that belongs to expe ri ence as such (Heidegger, 1993, pp. 155–7). Thus,
Heidegger clearly acknowl edges the exis tence of a pre-reflec tive self-acquain tance that is part and
par cel of expe ri ence. Any worldly expe ri enc ing involves a cer tain com po nent of self-acquaintance
and -famil iar ity, any expe ri enc ing is char ac ter ized by the fact that ‘I am always some how acquainted
with myself’ (p. 251). And as Heidegger repeat edly empha sizes, this basic famil iar ity with oneself
does not take the form of a reflective self-perception or a thematic self-observation, nor does it
involve any kind of self-objectification. On the con trary, we are con fronted with a pro cess of lived
self-acquain tance whose dis tinc tive fea ture is its non-reflec tive char ac ter, and which must be under stood as an imme di ate expres sion of life itself (pp. 159, 165, 257–8). For a more exten sive account of
Heidegger’s posi tion, cf. Zahavi 2003c.
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pre-reflectively? In other words, doesn’t Sartre commit the same mistake as
Brentano? But Sartre has anticipated this objection. As he points out, it is only
the neces sity of syn tax which has com pelled him to write that we are pre-reflectively aware of our expe ri ences and that there is a pre-reflec tive con scious ness of
self. (In French the term for self-consciousness — con science de soi — lit er ally
means con scious ness of self). Thus Sartre readily admits that the use of the ‘of’
(or ‘de’) is unfor tu nate since it sug gests that self-con scious ness is sim ply a subtype of object-consciousness, as if the manner in which we are aware of our selves is struc tur ally com pa ra ble to the man ner in which we are aware of apples
and clouds. We can not avoid the ‘of’, but in order to show that it is merely there in
order to sat isfy a gram mat i cal require ment, Sartre places it inside paren the ses, and
frequently speaks of a ‘conscience (de) soi’ and of a ‘con science (de) plaisir’ etc.
(Sartre, 1943, p. 22; 1948, p. 62). Thus, although Sartre ulti mately opts for another
typo graph i cal solu tion than Thomasson’s adverbalist pro posal, his moti va tion for
avoid ing a phras ing that might mis lead ingly sug gest that we in order to have conscious men tal states must be aware of them as objects is pre cisely the same as hers.
Sartre’s phenomenological account of self-aware ness is far more com plex and
wide-ranging than suggested by this brief presentation. But hopefully it should
already have become evident that Sartre’s defence of a one-level account of
consciousness is preferable to Brentano’s. Whereas Brentano flirts with the
higher-order account, Sartre’s rejection is unequivocal.16 Both share the view
that self-awareness (or inner consciousness) differs from ordinary objectconsciousness. The issue of controversy is over whether self-awareness is
merely an extraor di nary object-con scious ness or not an object-con scious ness at
all. In contrast to Brentano, Sartre (and the other phenomenologists) thinks the
latter, more radical, move is required. The fact that Sartre’s analysis is further more inte grated into and to be found in the con text of an exam i na tion of a number of related issues, such as the nature of intentionality, embodi ment, self hood,
temporality, attention, sociality, etc. should only count in its favour. Thus, as
part of his anal y sis of the struc ture of con scious ness Sartre also dis cusses — to
mention just a few of the topics — (1) whether one should opt for an egological
or non-egological account of con scious ness, i.e., whether or not every epi sode of
expe ri enc ing always involves a dis tinct sub ject of expe ri ence; (2) how to understand the temporality of the stream of consciousness; (3) whether pre-reflective
[16] This has unfor tu nately been over looked by some of the few ana lyt i cal phi los o phers who actu ally refer

to Sartre. In The Sig nif i cance of Con scious ness, for instance, Siewert writes that Sartre argues that all
con scious ness is con scious ness of itself, and he then claims that the argu ment pre sup poses Sartre’s
flawed iden ti fi ca tion of (a) an uncon scious state, (b) a state that ignores itself, and (c) a state of which
there is no con scious ness (Siewert, 1998, p. 357). But as we have just seen, Sartre does not make such
an iden ti fi ca tion. Siewert then con tin ues his crit i cism by argu ing that since Sartre is on the one hand
claim ing that all con scious ness is con scious ness of itself and on the other hand deny ing that this ubiq ui tous self-con scious ness is reflec tive, thetic, posi tional, epistemic, and objectifying, his account is
inconsistent, confused, extremely misleading, and totally unclear (Siewert, 1998, p. 360). Is this
rather harsh judge ment jus ti fied? I think not. When Sartre claims that all con scious ness is con sciousness of itself he means something quite specific, and it is only if one over looks his quite explicit
remarks con cern ing the prob lem atic use of the prop o si tion ‘of’ that one would be led to the idea that
he was con tra dict ing him self.
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self-awareness is characterized by any internal differentiation or infrastructure;
(4) to what extent self-awareness is always embodied and embedded; (5) how
social interaction might change the structure of self-awareness; (6) whether
reflection is able to disclose the structure of pre-reflective consciousness or
whether it necessarily distorts its subject matter; (7) and to what extent selfaware ness although not being itself a form of object-con scious ness nev er the less
presupposes the intentional encounter with the world.17 Although some of
Sartre’s fur ther find ings and con clu sions might be prob lem atic, he is point ing to
issues that should be taken into account by a theory of (self-)consciousness;
issues that Brentano to a large extent remained silent about.
V: Conclusion
Let me by way of con clu sion briefly reca pit u late the main line of thought. Intransitive con scious ness should be accounted for in terms of self-awareness, i.e., a
conscious mental state differs from a non-conscious mental state by entailing
self-awareness. Given that the attempt to provide a relational, higher-order,
account of this self-aware ness has been unsuc cess ful, it makes better sense to opt
for a one-level account. Some have suggested that Brentano’s account in
Psychologie vom empirischen Standpunkt might serve as a good starting point,
and have then gone on to defend neo-Brentanian positions. In contrast, I have
argued that a number of twentieth-century phenomenologists have defended a
one-level account of consciousness more unequivocally than Brentano. And I
would sug gest that it would make con sid er ably more sense to take a closer look at
Sartre, Husserl, and Heidegger, if one is on the look out for prom is ing and worked
out alternatives to the higher-order theories, than to return all the way to
Brentano.18
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