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 1  INTRODUCTION 

 1.1  The Aim of the Thesis

This thesis has originally arisen from the general question „What is consciousness and how 

can we explain it?“ I am aware of the fact that precisely this question has been worrying both 

philosophers and scientists from many fields for a long time and my aim can not be to find 

the right answer. Therefore, I would like to focus on one aspect of consciousness only that 

seems to me indispensable for the notion of consciousness and thus for a possible answer to 

that question as well. This aspect is subjectivity, the subjective character of consciousness, the 

fact, that its contents are for us only accessible from the first-person point of view. First I 

would like to present arguments  supporting this view, then I am going to concentrate on the 

relationship  between  consciousness  and  the  self  (as  the  possible  subject  of  conscious 

experiences).

The second presupposition I have, and that explains my choice of the authors whose theories I 

would like to compare,  concerns the general  status of consciousness and its  place in our 

world. I suppose that consciousness with all its characteristics is something natural that has 

evolved  together  with  other  features  and  abilities  of  living  organisms.  Such  an  opinion 

implies that consciousness as an object of study belongs also to the natural sciences, most of 

all biology. There is therefore another question underlying this thesis, and that is a question of 

the possibilities and limits of cooperation between philosophy and natural sciences when it 

comes to consciousness in its subjectivity.

I  have  chosen  two  authors  whose  position  within  contemporary  consciousness  studies 

corresponds to mine and whose theories are most likely to answer the questions above from 

the  presented  point  of  view.  I  would  like  to  start  with  the  consciousness  theory  of  the 

philosopher  John  Searle  who emphasises  the  irreducibility  of  the  subjective  character  of 

consciousness. Though, he does not say much about the self itself. I would like to try to find 

some implications about the self and its relation to consciousness within his theory. He thinks 

of consciousness as of a biological phenomenon as well.  He sees the right way to understand 

consciousness in neurobiology. He does not go in much detail in this case either. I would like 

to compare his position with a neurobiological one, represented by Antonio Damasio and his 

account  of  consciousness.  His  position  is  in  many  respects  close  to  that  of  Searle.  He 

emphasises the subjectivity of consciousness, too, and he tries to explain the self and its role 

for consciousness at the neurobiological level. 
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 1.2  Clarification of the Main Concepts

Before I  start  to  analyse the particular  theories  of  consciousness,  it  is  necessary to 

clarify the main concepts used in this thesis,  that  is „consciousness“ and „self“ and their 

relation to connected concepts like „brain“, „mind“, or „mental“. It is beyond the possibilities 

of this work to cope with many different conceptions of consciousness since they are too 

manifold, varying from the claim there is nothing real to be called consciousness at all to 

dualistic theories giving priority to consciousness. Therefore this introduction of the main 

concepts serves only as an elementary preview of the position I would like to focus on and of 

its presuppositions. I will also confront it with some opposed views, so as to present them in a 

broader context.

 1.2.1  Brain, Mind, and Consciousness

First  thing  to  do  is  to  specify  the  interrelationship  between  brain,  mind  and 

consciousness. On the conceptual level, the relation between brain and consciousness seems 

clear. The brain is an organ one of whose functions is to give rise to consciousness. This 

function,  among  others,  and  its  structures  are  studied  by  natural  sciences  because  those 

features of brain count as „objective“, that means they are accessible from the third-person 

point of view. What is not at all clear is the understanding of the connection in detail between 

brain and consciousness. This problem, called mind-body problem, concerns not only science 

but philosophy as well because there arise conceptual problems caused by our definitions of 

the terms and their implications. Some of them will be discussed here when analysing the 

theory of Antonio Damasio. But brain as such is not the  subject matter of this thesis because I 

am not competent in biology or science. All references to brain as the physiological basis for 

consciousness  will be mediated by competent authors.

The concept of mind is much more problematic than that of brain, for its status in terms 

of  first-personal  or  third-personal  point  of  view is  not  at  all  clear.   For  both Searle  and 

Damasio, the term „mind“ is used at higher and different level to describe the phenomena that 

are caused by brain, than is the level of neurobiology which describes brain processes.1  But 

they differ in the extension of the concept. According to Searle, the mind involves everything 

1 Cf. „[...] I maintain two levels of description, one for the mind and one for the brain. [...] By keeping 
separate  levels of description I am not suggesting that there are separate substances, one mental and the 
other biological. I am simply recognizing the mind as a high level of biological process, wich requires and 
deserves its own description because of the private nature of its appearance.“ (DAMASIO, Antonio. The 
Feeling of What Happens: Body, Emotion and the Making of Consciousness. London: Vintage, 2000, p. 
323. Onward quoted as FWH.)
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that can be accessed from the subjective perspective,2 though it is not actually conscious, but 

nothing else,  i.e.  nothing that  cannot  be  accessible  in  principle.3 Thus,  though there  is  a 

correlation between the brain and the mind, the terms cannot be used interchangeably, since 

the mental refers to a different level, namely to the phenomenal aspect of the brain processes. 

So, for Searle, the mind is more or less coextensive with consciousness in the sense that 

everything mental is potentially conscious,4 but the term is wider in that it encompasses other 

mental phenomena that have its own structure, though they are based on consciousness, such 

as intentionality.

Damasio  also  takes  mind  as  „the  private,  first-person  process“,  part  of  which  is 

consciousness.5 But he does not explain exactly, what the other parts of the mind are and 

whether there are mental processes that are unconscious in principle. Nonetheless, it is certain 

that the unconscious phenomena have, according to Damasio, a more important role, not only 

a derived meaning as by Searle, in the sense that they are actual.  There are many „mental 

images“ present in our mind at one moment, but only few of them are rendered conscious.6 

But when it is so, than it is problematic to retain the claim that the mind is a „first-person 

process“, while speaking of the unconscious seems to imply the third-person perspective. The 

unconscious is, by the very term, not accessible to immediate conscious experience. We can 

only infer that there was something going on unconsciously and we assume that its nature was 

similar to or the same as the nature of consciousness but we do not experience it directly. 

Thus, our access to the unconscious phenomena differs from the first-person access we have 

to our consciousness. But Damasio does not tackle  this problem.  Although his concept of 

mind is not so clear, from the text follows that he uses the terms both „mind“ and „mental“ as 

referring to something that is on a higher level of description than the neurobiological terms 

and that this level of description is primarily used for our subjective, conscious experiences. 

This notion of mind or mental is important and not at all obvious when compared to that 

of functionalism where the mind does not stand for something first-personal in the first place 

but rather for a system described in terms of its reactions to inputs from the third-person point 

2 For example: „[T]he actual ontology of mental state is first-person ontology.“ (SEARLE, John. The 
Rediscovery of the Mind. Cambridge (MA): MIT Press, 1998 (first edition 1992), p. 16. Onward quoted as 
RM); 

3 „An uncoscious mental state, when unconscious, consists in a capacity of the brain to produce that state in a 
conscious form [...].“ (SEARLE, John. Mind: A Brief Introduction. New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004, p.173. Onward quoted as Mind.) Cf. also RM, p. 227-229.

4 „The study of the mind is the study of consciousness [...].“ (RM, p.227.)  
5 FWH, p. 12.
6 „There are simply too many images being generated and too much competition for the relatively small 

window of mind in which images can be made conscious.“ (FWH, p.319.) Cf. „There is more to mind than 
just consciousness and there can be mind without consciousness, as we discover in patients who have one 
but not the other.“ (ibid., p.27.)
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of  view.7 But  then there  is  not  much difference  between the brain and the mind.  Daniel 

Dennett uses an analogy of hardware and software, respectively, for describing their relation.8 

Since our brain is already „programmed“, the mind  is the brain.9  What really matters in 

studying the mind, are the activities of the brain and their relation to observable behaviour of 

the subjects, including their descriptions of their own introspection.10 The content of those 

descriptions  should be taken as  something similar  to  fiction,  without  any real  underlying 

referent.11 Dennett criticizes our obvious intuitions when taken as an infallible ground for 

explaining consciousness. We might agree with some of his precautions but it is questionable 

whether the only way to understand consciousness, even scientifically, is to deny the reality of 

subjective  phenomena beforehand on the  grounds of  their  inaccessibility.  As Dan Zahavi 

writes:  „After  a  (too)  long period  of  behaviorism and functionalism,  it  has  consequently 

become rather obvious that the problem of subjectivity will not simply go away. A satisfying 

account  of  consciousness  cannot  make do  with  a  mere  functional  analysis  of  intentional 

behavior,  but  must  necessarily  take  the  first-personal  or  subjective  dimension  of 

consciousness seriously.“12 

This confrontation of two different conceptions of mind has shown how tightly is the 

concept of mind connected with that of consciousness. By Dennett, the terminology is not at 

all clear and he seems to use „mind“ and „consciousness“ in similar way, both terms referring 

to the observable processes of the brain. This more or less behavioral attitude to mind and 

consciousness  has  been  motivated,  not  only  by  Dennett,  by  its  compatibility  with 

contemporary science. Anything subjective, when stated its reality of any sort, would imply a 

sort of dualism and that is not accepted by almost anybody in the field of philosophy of mind 

now. As we will see, Searle, emphasising the subjective character of consciousness, tries to 

deal with the danger of dualism in a different way. Damasio, though a scientist, also accepts 

the subjectivity of consciousness and tries to explain it by the means of science. 

These latter conceptions of consciousness are based on our everyday understanding of 

the  term,  and  so  serve  as  a  target  of  Dennett´s  criticism..  For  example,  one  of  Searle´s 

explanations of the term „consciousness“ reads: „ By ´consciousness´ I simply mean those 

7 See for example DENNETT, Daniel. Consciousness Explained. Boston: Little, Brown, 1991, p. 39, 459. Cf. 
GUTTENPLAN, Samuel (ed.). A Companion to the Philosophy of Mind. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 
1994, p. 317.

8 Consciousness Explained, p. 209-226.
9 Cf. ibid., p. 16. The equation should not be taken generally, the “mind-program” could be implemented in 

whatever medium.
10 Ibid., p. 72-78.
11 Ibid., p. 78-98.
12 ZAHAVI, Dan. Subjectivity and Selfhood: Investigating the First-Person Perspective. Cambridge (MA): 

MIT Press, 2006, p. 3-4. (Onward quoted as Subjectivity and Selfhood.)
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subjective states of sentience or awareness that begin when one awakes in the morning from a 

dreamless  sleep and continue throughout  the day until  one  goes  to  sleep at  night  [...].“13 

Subjectivity is for Searle the most important feature of consciousness. „[...] [A]ll conscious 

states only [exist] as experienced by a human or animal subject, and in that sense [they have] 

a subjective or first-person ontology.“14 It is this very feature that makes consciousness what it 

is and it is this feature that must not be left out in any explanation of consciousness. Damasio

´s attitude to the problem of consciousness is similar: „Consciousness is an entirely private, 

first-person phenomenon which occurs as part  of the private,  first-person process we call 

mind.“15 It  is  important to notice that this  subjective character of consciousness does not 

imply some special  „mental substance“ that would not be compatible with the rest  of the 

physical world. 

The classical expression of this way of thought can be found in the article  What Is It  

Like to Be a Bat? by Thomas Nagel.16 According to the author, consciousness appears at 

„many levels  of animal life.  [...]  But  no matter  how the form may vary,  the fact  that  an 

organism has conscious experience at all means, basically, that there is something it is like to 

be that  organism.  [...]  We may call  this  the  subjective  character  of  experience.“17 Nagel 

continues with the claim that this subjective character is irreducible in search for explanation 

of consciousness because it is precisely this phenomenal aspect we want to give account of. 

So  far,  both  Searle  and  Damasio  have  had  the  same  view  on  the  basic  character  of 

consciousness.  They  differ  from  Nagel´s  position  when  it  comes  to  the  possibility  of 

scientific  knowledge  of  this  specific  entity.  Nagel  argues  in  his  article  that  the  very 

subjectivity of consciousness seems to resist any scientific explanation, at least at present. 

„The reason is that every subjective phenomenon is essentially connected with a single point 

of view, and it seems inevitable that an objective, physical theory will abandon that point of 

view.“18 Thus,  Thomas  Nagel  remains  agnostic  faced  with  the  scientific  approach to  the 

problem of consciousness.19 Searle and Damasio are more optimistic  on  this issue and both 

13 SEARLE, John. Consciousness and Language. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002, p.7.
14 Mind, p. 78.
15 FWH, p. 12.
16 NAGEL, Thomas. What is it like to be a bat? In: Mortal Questions. New York: Cambridge university Press, 

1979, p. 165-180.
17 Ibid., p. 166.
18 Ibid., p. 167.
19 Though Nagel does not say that consciousness is in principle not knowable by the means of science, he is 

very sceptical in this. “I [...] believe a solution to the mind-body problem is nowhere in sight.” (NAGEL, 
Thomas. Searle: Why We Are Not Computers. In: Other Minds: Critical Essays, 1969-1994. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995, p. 105, n. 6.)
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hope  that  especially  neuroscience  is  the  right  discipline  to  approach  the  solution  of  the 

problem, though it has not solved it yet.20

I have briefly presented one part of the main terms, those connected with consciousness. 

I am going to use this concept in the same sense as Searle, Damasio and Nagel, that is as 

referring to our subjective experiences.21 This subjective aspect of consciousness seems22 to 

imply a  subject  of  any conscious  experience and so brings us  to  another  concept  that  is 

connected with it, and, like consciousness, has not been used unequivocally in the philosophy 

of mind.23 That concept is the concept of „self“.

 1.2.2  The Self

Unlike the previous part, I am not going to introduce the way this concept is used by the 

two authors I am focusing on, because it is one of the tasks of this work. Instead, I am going 

to present briefly the main possibilities of understanding the „self“, based on the subtle and 

recent  analysis  by  Dan  Zahavi.  He  shares  the  same  view  on  the  essential  features  of 

consciousness with Searle, Damasio and Nagel. He also stresses the „subjectivity“, „first-

person perspective“ and „phenomenal dimension“ of consciousness,24 and that leads him to a 

precise survey of the relation between the self  as the (possible) subject of any conscious 

experience and consciousness. I am going to use some of his arguments or conclusions in 

more detail later on to compare or confront them with those of Searle or Damasio. Now I 

would like to present the main views on what the self is and what way I am going to use the 

term here.

First, Zahavi deals with the proponents of the so called „non-egological“ theories of 

consciousness  that  claim  there  is  „no  awareness  of  an  experiencing  self“  in  conscious 

experience, there is no self neither present nor needed for an explanation of consciousness.25 

The  author  argues  that  those  opinions  are  based  on  a  rather  specific,  traditional  and 

20 For Searle´s argument against Nagel, see Mind, p. 102-103, for his approval of neurobiology, see ibid., p. 
105. For Damasio´s explicit account, see FWH, p. 337, n. 6, for stating the „gaps of knowledge“ when it 
comes to how mental images arise from brain, see ibid., p.322-323; similarly in Looking for Spinoza, p. 
198.

21 I often use the phrase “subjective experience” or “conscious experience” so as to emphasise its subjective 
character rather than its content. I do not want to imply by that phrase that there might be an experience that 
is not subjective or conscious. 

22 I have used this term on purpose because some thinkers do not agree with this statement. For more details, 
see Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 99-103.

23 See STRAWSON, Gallen. The Self and the SESMET. In: GALLAGHER, Shaun -SHEAR, Jonathan (eds.). 
Models of the Self. UK: Imprint Academic, 2002, p. 484. Quoted in Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 103.

24 Besides those expressions, he uses some other, such as „first-personal givenness“, „experiential dimension“ 
etc., but all of them are to express the same feature of consciousness. See for example Introduction (p. 1-10) 
or Chapter 1 (p.11-29).

25 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 100.
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substantial  concept  of  the self  as  an „unchanging essence“.26 The  problem is  that  such a 

definition of self is not the only possible. He offers three  different notions of self that are 

most  common in explorations  of  consciousness:  the  self  as  „a  pure  identity  pole“,  as  „a 

narrative construction“ and as „an experiential dimension“.27

The first one corresponds mostly to Kant´s theory where the self is taken as „a distinct 

principle of identity“ that  gives the manifold experiences their  unity.  The Kantian self  is 

understood as a necessary condition of the possibility for experience, and thus is a formal 

principle that cannot be experienced.28 The second notion of self as a narrative construction 

conceives of the self in a different way. The self is taken to be a construction that evolves and 

changes during the whole life of a person and is steadily created through self-interpretation of 

that  person,  that  means  „in  and  through  the  narrative“.29 This  conception  of  self  is 

concentrated on the complex personality that  has been influenced by their social interactions 

rather  than  on  some  general  concept  of  self  that  might  concern  also  other  forms  of 

consciousness than the healthy human one.

The third notion of self stands between those two. „[...] [T]he self is conceived neither 

as  an  ineffable  transcendental  precondition,  nor  as  a  mere  social  construct  that  evolves 

through time;  it  is  taken  to  be  an  integral  part  of  our  conscious  life  with  an  immediate 

experiential reality.“30 According to this view, the self is inseparable from the experience, it is 

that what makes every experience to be ours. „It is a question of having first-personal access 

to one´s  own experiential  life.“31 Zahavi  emphasises throughout  the whole book that  this 

sense of self, present in every experience, must not be understood as something constituted in 

reflection. „In order to have a self-experience, it is, consequently, not necessary to apprehend 

a special self-object, it is not necessary to have a special experience of self alongside yet 

different from other experiences; rather what is required is simply an episode of pre-reflective 

self-awareness.“32 That  means the  sense of  self  does  not  constitute  any  special  object  of 

experience or attention; it is present in every experience in the background, not thematically. 

It is this third notion of self I want to explore in connection with Searle´s and Damasio

´s theory of consciousness. Zahavi calls this sense of self „minimal or core self“.33 I am not 

going to use those adjectives, partly because Damasio uses the expression „core self“ as a 

26 Ibid., p. 103.
27 Ibid., p. 104-105.
28 Ibid., p. 104.
29 Ibid., p. 105.
30 Ibid., p. 106.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., p. 126.
33 Ibid., p. 106.
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specific term, but when I speak of self, I mean it in this „minimal“ sense. Except some minor 

points, Damasio conceives of self  in the same way as Zahavi. Yet another terminological 

problem arises when it comes to Searle´s theory. When Searle explicitly speaks of self, he has 

the complex autobiographical self34 in mind though he admits that there is another meaning of 

self, but he does not know how to deal with it.35 When referring to this Searle´s conception of 

the self, I wil make it explicit. 

I hope it is clear now how I am using the term „consciousness“ and „self“. After this 

preliminary introduction, let  us have a look at some questions more deeply and from the 

perspective of John Searle. 

 2  JOHN SEARLE ON CONSCIOUSNESS 

John Searle has so far  written  five  books dealing with mind and consciousness and 

many articles. He has been interested in problems of philosophy of mind since the 80s, but his 

views on the nature of consciousness have  remained basically the same. The most important 

book for understanding his position is  The Rediscovery of the Mind from 1992, which I am 

going to use as the main source of his arguments. Some changes in Searle´s opinions and 

more topics added occur in his last book on consciousness, the Mind from 2004, which serves 

as an introduction to the study of mind and therefore does not go so deep in arguments. 

Another book I am going to use here is a collection of Searle´s essays and articles from past 

20  years,  called   Consciousness  and  Language  and  published  in  2002, not  only  on 

consciousness but on other his favourite issues such as intentionality or social reality. The last 

one to quote is The Mystery of Consciousness36 from 1997, a collection of Searle´s reviews of 

other books dealing with problems of mind or consciousness, which includes his exchanges 

with Daniel Dennett and David Chalmers. Because, as already stated, Searle´s views have 

been stable, I am going to quote mostly from the first cited and most elaborate book.

First, I would like to present Searle´s arguments on the irreducibility of the subjective 

aspect of consciousness, so as to support the notion of consciousness being advocated in this 

thesis.  Then  I  am  going  to  analyse  Searle´s  position  in  the  field  that  he  himself  calls 

„biological naturalism“37 and to deal with the accusations  of him being a property dualist. 

This  issue  is  important  because  it  tackles  the  problem  whether  the  subjectivity  of 

consciousness might be studied by science at all. After that I would like to focus on Searle´s 

34 See Mind, chapter 11, The Self, p. 192-206.
35 Mind, p.205. 
36 SEARLE, John. The Mystery of Consciousness. New York: NYREV, 1997.
37 RM, p. 1.
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„list“ of the main features of consciousness that are connected with its subjectivity and that 

bring us afterwards to the problem of self. 

 2.1  The Irreducibility of Consciousness

Searle´s  point  of  departure,  concerning  his  consciousness  theory,  is  the  every-day 

experience all of us have when awake or dreaming.38 There are different contents in our minds 

we  know about  because  we  feel,  perceive  or  think  about  them,  and  such  a  process  we 

normally call a conscious experience. And it is precisely this experience in general that Searle 

wants to explore, and I would like to join him. That means that from the first moment it is 

clear  we  have  to  do  not  with  behaviour39 or  anything  else  observable  by  many  other 

observers, but with a phenomenon that is somehow private and only accessible to them who is 

actually experiencing something, that is, it is only accessible from the first-person point of 

view.40 

It  seems to me philosophically absolutely legitimate to try to explain something we 

know about from our daily life and as we know it and this holds even more when it comes to 

consciousness because we don´t have any other primary understanding of it besides what we 

experience. It is necessary for an investigation of consciousness to maintain its phenomenal 

aspect in the first place though it might come out afterwards that what we experience is just a 

construction produced by our brain without any purpose or for other purpose than we thought. 

But nevertheless, the fact of being conscious of something is undeniable and as such should 

be explained. Thus maybe the most obvious argument for irreducibility of consciousness is 

that it is the very subject matter of  the investigation.

 2.1.1  The Distinction between Causal and Ontological Reduction
Before  Searle  brings  out  his  argument  for  irreducibility  of  consciousness,  he 

summarises different types of reductions as they appear in science or philosophy. By the term 

reduction Searle means “the idea that certain things might be shown to be nothing but certain 

other sort of things.”41 He distinguishes five types of reduction but only two of them are 

relevant  for the discussion about  consciousness,  and these are “ontological”  and “causal” 

38 Cf. for example RM, p. 7: „[...] [C]onsciousness as we normally think of it – as inner, private, subjective, 
qualitative phenomena of sentience or awareness [...].“ See also RM, p. 83-84 and  this work, p. 5.

39 For Searle´s criticism of behavioral, or in general „materialistic“ approach to consciousness, see RM, 
chapter 1, especially p.10-12.

40 Searle clearly states his position in opposition to most other thinkers in his Introduction to the Rediscovery 
of the Mind (RM, p. xi). The situation in the field of the „mind studies“ has changed a bit since than and 
there are more scientists and philosophers willing to study consciousness in its own; see Zahavi, D., 
Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 3-4.

41 RM, p.112.

9



reduction.42 The first one is “[t]he most important form of reduction [...], in which objects of 

certain types can be shown to consist in nothing but objects of other types.”43 For example, all 

things are nothing but a collection of molecules. The latter form of reduction “is a relation 

between any two types of things that can have causal powers, where the existence and a 

fortiori the causal powers of the reduced entity are shown to be entirely explainable in terms 

of the causal powers of the reducing phenomena.”44 As an example serves the solidity of 

objects that has its causal powers but they can be explained by the causal powers of molecules 

movements.

What  is  important  at  these  two types  of  reduction  is  their  relation:  “Often,  indeed 

typically, in the history of science we make an ontological reduction on the basis of a causal  

reduction.”45 This  convergence  of  these  two  types  of  reduction  is  of  high  importance 

concerning consciousness.  According to Searle,  consciousness is  causally reducible to the 

neurobiological processes, that means that it is causally entirely explainable by them.46 The 

question is whether the step from the causal reduction to the ontological is possible in the case 

of consciousness. Searle thinks that it is not and he gives us some arguments, that will be 

presented in the following part.

In  his  latest  book,  Searle  makes  another  distinction  that  applies  to  reductions,  a 

distinction  between  eliminative  and  non-eliminative  reductions.47 “Eliminative  reductions 

show that the reduced phenomenon did not really exist”, that it was just an illusion,48 whereas 

the other type of reduction “simply gives a causal explanation” of the phenomena without 

eliminating  it.49 In  the  first  case,  there  is  a  difference  between  the  appearance  of  the 

phenomenon, such as heat, and its “objective” reality, such as the movements of molecules. 

“We have an eliminative reduction of heat because there is no objective phenomenon there 

except kinetic energy of the molecule movements.”50 An example for the second case can be 

solidity. Though it is also explained in terms of its causes (molecule movements in certain 

structures),  it  cannot  be  eliminated so as  to  show that  it  is  only  an  appearance,  because 

solidity “is a causal property of the system which cannot be eliminated [...].”51 Solidity is not 

an appearance because the objects really resist other objects, independently of any observer. 

42 Cf. also Mind, p. 83, where he describes only these two forms of reduction.
43 RM., p. 113.
44 Ibid., p. 114.
45 Mind, p. 83. Similarly in RM, p. 115.
46 Cf. RM, p. 115, Mind, p. 83. More on this issue in the section on dualism (2.2).
47 Mind, p. 85.
48 Ibid.
49 Consciousness and Language, p. 32.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid., p. 33.
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The question now is whether consciousness can not also be just an appearance allowing an 

eliminative reduction.

 2.1.2  Appearance/Reality Distinction
As already stated, Searle thinks consciousness is not ontologically reducible to neuronal 

processes  and  thus  is  not  similar  to  the  phenomenon  of  heat.  To  support  the  view  of 

irreducibility of consciousness, he first refers to arguments that have been already proposed 

by Thomas Nagel, Saul Kripke and Frank Jackson, than he adds one point of his. In Nagel´s 

and  Jackson´s  article,52 the  basic  point  is  the  same:  “No description  of  the  third-person, 

objective, physiological facts would  convey to the subjective, first-person character of the 

pain  [serves as an example of  a  conscious phenomenon],  simply because the first-person 

features are different from the third-person features.”53 Nagel shows that at an example of a 

bat´s consciousness. Whatever we might know about how bats perceive we would not be able 

to know what it is like to be a bat.54

Jackson invents a thought experiment about a neuro-scientist Mary who is closed from 

birth in a room with everything in only black and white. She might know everything there is 

to know about colour perception, brain and consciousness, but she has never seen any colour 

apart  from black  and white.  Jackson´s  thesis  reads  that  after  her  release  into the  normal 

colourful world, she learns something new about the world and our vision. Therefore her 

previous knowledge was incomplete, though, according to Jackson, “she had all the physical 

information.”55 Jackson uses this argument as a refutation of physicalism which is not Searle

´s aim. He quotes these arguments in order to show that there is a basic difference between 

the phenomena we can get to know from the third-person point of view and those that are 

only accessible subjectively.

Searle accepts those arguments as “quite decisive”, but he differs from their authors in 

that  he wants to maintain at  the same time the scientific world view.56 His argument  for 

irreducibility of consciousness should also convince us that the irreducibility “has no deep 

consequences” concerning  the scientific presuppositions. To understand this claim, we have 

to go back to the structure and nature of reductions.

With  a  typical  reduction,  according  to  Searle,  the  “surface  feature”  of  the  concerned 

phenomenon, that means features caused by “primary” or “secondary” qualities of the object, 
52 Nagel, T., What Is It Like to Be a Bat? op. cit.; JACKSON, Frank. Epiphenomenal Qualia. Philosophical  

Quarterly, 1982, Vol. 32, No. 127. pp. 127-136.
53 RM, p. 117.
54 Nagel, T., What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, p. 169-170.
55 Jackson, F., Epiphenomenal Qualia, p. 130.
56 See RM, p. 118.
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is explained, and thus reduced, as an effect caused by the “behavior of the elements of an 

underlying microstructure”.57 If the surface feature is based on subjective appearance, this 

reference is carved off in the reduction and the original expression is redefined in terms of 

objective  underlying  features.58 Thus  the  general  pattern  of  a  reduction  is  giving  up  the 

subjective appearance in favour of objective reality. “Indeed, it is a general feature of such 

reductions  that  the  term  is  defined  in  terms  of  the  'reality'  and  not  in  terms  of  the 

'appearance'.”59 But  with  consciousness  the  appearance/reality  distinction  does  not  make 

sense  “because  consciousness  consists  in  the  appearances  themselves”,  in  the  case  of 

consciousness “the appearance is the reality”.60 

So though there is also an objective reality underlying the subjective phenomenon – the 

neuronal  processes  behind  the  consciousness,  we cannot  make the reduction in  this  case 

because we would have to redefine the concept “consciousness” in terms of third-person facts 

and thus we would lose what we wanted to explain. But, what is important for Searle, this 

irreducibility “has no deep metaphysical consequences for the unity of our scientific world 

view.”61 The irreducibility of consciousness is a result of our “definitional practices” because 

we cannot carve off the subjectivity from it. “For the definition of pain we care more about 

how pain feels to us than we do for the definition of color.”62 

We can find similar argument by Nagel. He also says that “[t]he idea of moving from 

appearance to reality seems to make no sense here.”63 But it is this very argument that makes 

Nagel much more pessimistic than Searle regarding the possibility of physical explanation of 

consciousness. Whereas Searle claims that “we are [...] left with a universe that contains an 

irreducibly  subjective  physical  component  as  a  component  of  physical  reality”,64 Nagel 

admits that “[w]e do not have the beginnings of a conception how it might be true. In order to 

understand the hypothesis  that  a  mental  event  is  a  physical  event,  we require  more than 

understanding of the word 'is'.”65 It  seems that both Searle and Nagel take as a  fact  that 

consciousness is somehow caused by brain, but they differ in its consequences. For Nagel, the 

fact  that  something  subjective  might  be  at  the  same  time  something  physical  remains 

inconceivable until we form a different conceptual frame.66 Searle, on the other hand, seems 

57 RM, p. 118.
58 Ibid., p. 119.
59 Ibid., p. 121.
60 Ibid., p. 122. This argument is repeated also in Consciousness and Language, p. 33, and Mind, p. 85.
61 RM, p. 122.
62 Mind, p.85.
63 Nagel, T., What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, p. 174.
64 RM, p. 123.
65 Nagel, T., What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, p. 177.
66 Ibid., p. 176-177.
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to  think  that  we  do  not  have  to  change  our  concepts  and  our  understanding  of  science 

beforehand in order to gain clearer view on the relation between brain and consciousness.67 

The  main  point  is  to  grant  that  consciousness  in  its  subjectivity  should  be  studied 

scientifically  as  any  other  object  of  science.  When science  starts  to  take  the  first-person 

perspective seriously and to search for possible explanations, and when philosophers at the 

same  time  begin  to  investigate  the  phenomenal  structure  of  consciousness,  there  might 

happen  something  that  enables  us  to  comprehend  the  connection  of  the  objective  and 

subjective level of consciousness. 

 2.1.3  Epistemic/Ontological distinction

Such a notion of consciousness poses obviously a question whether we can gain any 

knowledge of this essentially subjective phenomenon at all, especially when this knowledge 

wants to be scientific. Because science deals with the entities that are „objective“, that means 

accessible from the third-person point of view, the subjective character of consciousness was 

thought to preclude any scientific investigation.68 „It is true, that many scientists have, until 

recently, considered the study of phenomenal consciousness to be inherently unreliable owing 

to its subjective nature and thus unsuitable for scientific research.“69 Searle tries to avoid this 

obstacle  by  drawing a  distinction  between  ontology and  epistemology when it  comes  to 

discerning subjective from objective.

According  to  him,  there  is  a  „confusion  between  the  epistemological  sense  of  the 

subjective/objective distinction,  and the  ontological  sense“.70 In  an epistemological  sense, 

something is objectively recognized when the claim is independent of personal prejudices, 

different points  of view etc.71 „Ontologically,  the distinction marks different categories of 

empirical reality“,72 which means there are two kinds of phenomena: those accessible from 

the third-person perspective and those accessible from the first-person perspective. „So, for 

example, my present feeling of pain in my lower back is ontologically subjective in the sense 

that it only exists as experienced by me.“73 Thus consciousness has a first-person ontology, 

because there has to be someone as the subject of conscious experience. 

67 See Consciousness and Language, p. 10-11.
68 Cf. RM, p. 10-12. 
69 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 3.
70 RM, p. 19.
71 Ibid., see also Consciousness and Language, p. 22: „In the epistemic sense, objective claims are objectively 

verifiable or objectively knowable, in the sense that they can be known to be true or false in a way that does 
not depend on the preferences, attitudes or prejudices of particular human subjects.“

72 RM, p. 19.
73 Consciousness and Language, p. 23.
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The objectivity  required in  science  is  the epistemological  objectivity  that,  however, 

does  not  preclude  the  object  of  study  be  ontologically  subjective,  according  to  Searle.74 

„Indeed, the whole science of neurobiology requires that  we try to seek an epistemically 

objective scientific account of pains, anxieties, and other afflictions that patients suffer from 

in order that  we can treat  these with medical techniques.“75  Searle does not present any 

suggestion  of  how  such  epistemically  objective  account  of  ontologically  subjective 

phenomena shall look like. He only limits himself to a claim that the statement, 'I now have a 

pain in my lower back',  „is completely objective in the sense that it  is made true by the 

existence  of  an actual  fact  and  is  not  dependent  on any stance,  attitudes,  or  opinions  of 

observers.“76

There  may  arise  many  questions  concerning  the  plausibility  and  meaning  of  this 

distinction (and actually, they have arisen). I think the aim of this Searle´s distinction between 

epistemic and ontological level of description is obvious. He wants to show that conscious 

phenomena in their subjectivity could become a subject matter of science as we understand it 

nowadays. The term subjective ontology should not refer to some nonphysical substance, but 

rather serves only for justification of reality of something that is not objective. But even if we 

accept Searle´s reasons for such a distinction as justified, the details remain philosophically 

unclear and thus unsatisfactory.

I  see one problem concerning the ontological distinction alone.  It seems to me that 

Searle puts  two different  things together.  One is the “mode of existence” or “ontological 

category”,77 as he says, and the other the point of view. It is absolutely true that there won´t be 

any  consciousness  if  not  experienced  by  a  subject,  and  that  involves  the  first-person 

accessibility,  but it is also true that there won´t be any consciousness if the essential parts of 

the brain have been damaged which is an “objective” fact. Though the relation of these two 

factors to consciousness is different – the subject is necessary for consciousness from its very 

concept,  whereas the brain is  necessary as  a  cause  of  conciousness  in  the  case of  living 

organism, not for the concept of consciousness as such – still it seems to me they are both 

necessary for the existence of consciousness (at least in the known organisms). The question 

than is where the ontological distinction is grounded. It might be better to distinguish just the 

different points of view78 and to maintain only one ontological category because otherwise the 

74 Ibid.
75 Mind, p. 95.
76 RM, p. 94.
77 Ibid.
78 And so do for example T. Nagel, D. Zahavi or A. Damasio.
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accusations of dualism may occur.79 

With a similar objection comes Paul M. Churchland who does not accept that a new 

ontological category may be established only on the grounds of another epistemic modality, 

which is in this case introspection or in Searle´s words, first-person person perspective. 

“[I]ntrospection  is an epistemic  modality  [...].  And while  it  may have  its  own 

quirks and distinguishing profile, it is entirely unclear whether it, alone among all 

of  our  epistemic  modalities,  constitutes  a  window  onto  a  unique  ontological 

domain of nonphysical properties.”80 

We will come to the problem of physicality or nonphysicality of consciousness later on. Now 

I just want to cope with the main point of Churchland´s objection. On one hand I agree that 

the form of accessibility to some kind of phenomena is not sufficient for establishing a special 

ontological category. On the other hand, it seems to me that the subjective perspective or this 

“epistemic modality” differs in an essential way from the others in that it forms the basis for 

all  the  other  epistemic  modalities.  There  would  not  be  any  knowledge  for  us,  however 

objective, if the facts were not grasped consciously. Thus, the problem is not in the kind of the 

epistemic modality but in the kind of entity that is being grasped. 

Searle seems to me to be right in insisting on the fact that subjectivity exists as real as 

other  entities,  just  with  a  different  mode  of  accessibility.  His  distinction  of 

subjective/objective ontology should not be comprehended in a strong (metaphysical) sense 

as two absolutely separate kinds of being but rather as two different aspects or features of one 

reality,81 as is apparent from the way he uses the term “ontology” in the text.82 Otherwise the 

rest of his theory would remain incomprehensible. Thus, to my view, the only point, but of 

high  importance,  of  this  “ontological”  distinction  is  to  make  clear  that  subjectivity  is 

something essential  for  consciousness  and every consciousness  theory should take it  into 

account. 

Another problematic point is in my view a possible methodology of the epistemically 

objective account of consciousness, that is of something “ontologically subjective”. Similarly, 

T. Nagel raises a question: 

„If we accept this distinction [i. e. the epistemological and the ontological sense of 

79 The problem of possible dualism of Searle´s theory will be discussed in the next section (2.2).
80 CHURCHLAND, Paul. The Rediscovery of Light.  The Journal of Philosophy. 1996, Vol. 93, No. 5, p. 221. 
81 With at least the same emphasis as for the fist-person ontology of consciousness, Searle stresses that 

consciousness or the “mental” is a feature of physical reality. See for example RM, p. 90. More on this 
subject in the next section (2.2).

82 Cf. RM, p. 19-21, where he explicitly says that ontology answers the question “What is it?“, in the realm of 
empirical reality.
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the subjective/objective distinction], the question becomes, How can we form an 

epistemically objective scientific conception of a world that contains not only the 

familiar ontologically objective facts described by physics, chemistry, and biology, 

but also the ontologically subjective facts of consciousness?”83

 On one hand, epistemic objectivity “is not dependent on any stance, attitudes, or opinions of 

observers“,84  according to Searle,  on the other hand, a statement of a subjective conscious 

state is claimed to be objective in this sense, too, though its validity could be proven by only 

one  observer,  who is  the  “owner”  of  the  experience.  It´s  true  that  we may compare  the 

subjective statements with some objective observations of the brain of the examined subject, 

but then we are back to the core of the problem itself. What is examined via those objective 

observations is not the subjectivity of consciousness but its biological or other aspects.

Yet  there  is  another  interpretation  possible  of  the called  for  epistemically  objective 

account of consciousness, and that would be an attempt to explain the very subjectivity by the 

means of science, which we can see in Damasio, for example. There has so far still remained 

the main thing unsolved, and that is the precise understanding of the relation between the 

brain and the subjectivity of consciousness. As Nagel says, “[...] we do not really understand 

the claim that the mental states are states of the brain: we are still unable to form a conception 

of how consciousness arises in matter, even if we are certain that it does.”85 But, nevertheless, 

it  seems  to  be  worth  trying,  though  we  cannot  conceptually  imagine  now  how such  a 

scientific explanation of the subjectivity of consciousness shall look like.

 Thus, what seems to me important at the distinction of epistemic/ontological sense of 

the subjective and the objective, is again Searle´s attempt to show that consciousness in its 

subjectivity could and should become subject of a serious  scientific study. Such a view was 

not  at  all  so  common at  the time of  writing  The Rediscovery  of  Mind as  it  has  become 

nowadays.86 So,  although there might  be objections raised concerning the concepts being 

used, it seems to me that Searle´s emphasis on the essential subjectivity of consciousness and 

at  the  same  time  on  the  possibility  to  study  consciousness  scientifically  is  justified  and 

important. He has shown that consciousness in its first-person perspective should be studied 

scientifically without being reduced to something objectively accessible.87 

83 Nagel, T.,  Searle: Why We Are Not Computers, p.104.
84 RM, p. 94.
85 Nagel, T., Searle: Why We Are Not Computers, p. 106.
86 D. Zahavi speaks of a “consciousness boom” taking place in sciences within the last decade, which means 

that consciousness in its subjectivity and its phenomenal aspect have become a subject of scientific study. 
(Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 3)

87 As he says: “In the actual practice of investigation, we will of course study other people, simply because 
most of our research is not on ourselves. But it is important to emphasise that what we are trying to get at 
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 2.2  Dualism or Not?

So far, the subjective aspect of consciousness has been treated and as has been already 

mentioned, Searle´s emphasis on the irreducibility of consciousness gave rise to accusations 

of  property  dualism.  But  Searle  puts  the  same  stress  also  on  the  possibility  to  study 

consciousness scientifically because he considers it to be a natural part of our physical world. 

Therefore we shall first look  how he explains it and what the place of consciousness in nature 

is, then the alleged dualism is to be explored. 

 2.2.1  Biological Naturalism
Searle calls his position “biological naturalism”  and states that “[m]ental phenomena 

are caused by the neurophysiological processes in the brain and are themselves features of the 

brain.”88 What  he  means by  that  is  that  consciousness  “is  as  much a  part  of  the  natural 

biological  order  as  any  other  biological  features  such  as  photosynthesis,  digestion,  or 

mitosis.”89 This claim, together with maintaining the irreducibility of consciousness in its 

subjectivity,  is  the  core  of  Searle´s  theory.  Consciousness  occurred  at  some  time  during 

evolution and is present in some species as a product of their physiology. Consciousness is 

thus  a  “higher  level  feature”  of  the  brain90 and  is  “entirely  caused  by  lower  level 

neurobiological processes in the brain”.91 It  is therefore, as already said, causally, but not 

ontologically,   reducible  to  neurobiological  processes.  The  aim  of  scientific  research  of 

consciousness should be,  in Searle´s  view, to find out  exactly “how the system works to 

produce  consciousness.”92 So,  the  subjectivity  of  consciousness  remains  untouched in  its 

reality, science will offer us just the causal explanation of its occurrence. 

Such a view on consciousness seems quite plain, and Searle himself repeatedly and 

rather provokingly poses it as “a simple solution”93 to the mind-body problem, “that has been 

available to any educated person since serious work began on the brain nearly a century 

ago.”94 But he is aware that, accepting his position, there remain many problems to be solved. 

I think the main problem other philosophers have with Searle´s position is the very simplicity 

of his solution. The most important thing Searle wants us to accept is, in my view, the fact 

that consciousness as we know it from our own experience is something natural that can in 
when we study other people is precisely the first-person point of view. When we study him or her, what we 
are studying is the me that is him or her.” (RM, p. 20-21)

88 RM, p. 1.
89 RM, p. 90.
90 Consciousness and Language, p. 9.
91 Mind, p. 79. See also Consciousness and Language, p. 9-10.
92 Consciousness and Language, p. 10.
93 RM, p. 1-2. See also RM, p. 100; Consciousness and Language, p. 9; Mind, p. 80
94 RM, p. 1. 
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principle be explained scientifically and that there are no logical or metaphysical obstacles to 

that. His philosophical solution is so simple because he leaves the  details of the mind-body 

connection to scientists.95  What remains for philosophers is still a wide range of problems 

regarding mostly the phenomenal aspect of consciousness. 

It  seems  to  me  entirely  plausible  to  give  up  the  explanation  of  the  mind-body 

connection to scientist because philosophy cannot offer more than speculations or analysis of 

our concepts in this issue which does not lead far. Searle admits that “[g]iven our present 

explanatory apparatus, it is not at all obvious how, within that apparatus, we can account for 

the causal character of the relation between neuron firings and conscious state”96 and similar 

acknowledgments of limits of our knowledge are made also by others, both philosophers and 

scientists.97 Because we cannot imagine any concept now that would make us understand the 

connection between consciousness and the brain there is  no use trying to  invent  it  or  to 

speculate  how such a connection might look like.  Much more important for philosophers 

seems to me to explore the structure and  subjectivity of consciousness itself and I would like 

to do that in the following section. But before that, there remains one more question I would 

like to answer, and that is whether Searle´s biological naturalism implies dualism or not.

 2.2.2  Property Dualism
Searle begins all his main books on consciousness with a discussion on dualism and its 

refusal.98 According  to  him,  the  so  called  'mind-body  problem' arose  when  Descartes 

distinguished  mental  and  physical  phenomena  in  terms  of  two  distinct  and  separate 

ontological  categories.  This  distinction,  together  with  the  development  of  science  that  is 

thought  to  deal  with  only  the  physical,  then  lead  to  the  neglect  of  the  subjectivity  of 

consciousness.  In  order  to  avoid  dualism,  many  philosophers  of  mind  have  not  treated 

consciousness at all or tried to reduced it to something physical (in the sense of something 

objective,  third-person  accessible).99 On  the  other  hand,  there  remain  few  philosophers 

acknowledging  the  reality  of  mental  phenomena  but  they  conceive  of  themselves  as  of 

property dualists.100 Searle thinks that “both sides [i.e. monism and dualism] are profoundly 

95 As he says: “There are two parts to the problem [i.e. what is the relation of consciousness to the brain], a 
philosophical part and a scientific part. [...] The philosophical part is relatively easy but the scientific part is 
much harder. How, exactly, do brain processes cause consciousness and how, exactly, is consciousness 
realized in the brain?” (Consciousness and Language, p. 46) Similarly, RM, p. 1-2, where the philosophical 
questions remain more or less within the realm of the mental.

96 Consciousness and Language, p. 10.
97 See for example Nagel, T., What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, p. 177 (see also this work, p. 12) and A. Damasio, 

FWH, p. 322-323.
98 Cf. RM, chapter 1, p. 1-26; Consciousness and Language, p. 2-3; Mind, chapter 1, p. 6-27, also p. 3.
99 See for example RM, p. 52-55.
100 RM, p. 2.
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mistaken”101 and he wants to show that we must avoid  the traditional vocabulary and its 

assumptions in the first place. 

In spite of his effort to present his theory as non-dualistic, some of his critics pointed 

out that his view is undistinguishable from property dualism. This form of dualism means that 

there  are  not  two  distinct  ontological  categories  but  that  there  are  two  distinct  types  of 

properties, the mental and the physical ones.  The problem with Searle´s theory consist in two 

different claims that he tries to hold simultaneously.  One is the essential  irreducibility of 

consciousness, its “first-person ontology”, the second is the physical or biological nature of 

consciousness.

T. Nagel objects that it makes no sense to call the irreducibly subjective features of the 

brain physical because 

“however great the variety of physical phenomena may be, ontological objectivity 

is  one  of  their  defining  conditions;  and  as  we  have  seen,  Searle  insists  that 

consciousness is ontologically subjective. [...] To say further that we are 'left with 

a  universe  that  contains  an  irreducibly  subjective  physical  component  as  a 

component of physical reality'  merely couches an essentially dualistic claim in 

language that expresses a strong aversion to dualism.”102 

The problem here seems to be a different notion of the physical. For Searle, there seems 

to be no conceptual problem to include subjective phenomena in the physical ones;103 the 

problems we might have with the understanding of this claim are due to the dualistic tradition 

of the concepts of the mental  and the physical.104 As he argues in his  article on property 

dualism, “[t]here are not two (or five or seven) fundamental ontological categories, rather the 

act of categorization itself is always interest relative. [...] We live in one world, and it has 

many different types of features.”105 When it comes to distinctions, he prefers that between the 

biological and the non-biological. Consciousness belongs to the category of biological, and 

therefore is for Searle something physical.106 Thus, to decide whether Searle is or is not a 

property dualist depends on our notion of the physical. For Nagel, mental phenomena are not 

101 Ibid.
102 Nagel, T., Searle: Why We Are Not Computers, p. 105.
103 “The fact that a feature is mental does not imply that it is not physical.”  (RM, p. 14.) See also Mind, p. 80-

83. A. Damasio argues in a similar way. He is aware of the knowledge gap between the mental and the 
physical level, but he claims that “the current ignorance neither contradicts the assumption that [mental] 
images are biological processes nor denies their physicality”. (Looking for Spinoza, p. 199.)

104 Cf. for example RM, p. 14-15.
105 SEARLE, John. Why I Am Not a Property Dualist. Journal of Consciousness Studies. 2002, Vol. 9, No. 12, 

p. 3.
106 “[T]he mental state of consciousness is just an ordinary biological, that is, physical, feature of the brain.” 

RM, p. 13.
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physical because we do not know how the possible physical explanation of consciousness 

shall look like. Searle also does not have this clue but, contrary to Nagel, the very fact that 

consciousness is caused by the brain processes is sufficient for him to make consciousness 

something physical. Moreover, the first-person accessibility of consciousness does not mean 

it  is  not  scientifically  explainable  when we accept  the  epistemic/ontological  sense  of  the 

subjective/objective distinction.

Searle´s crucial argument against the accusation of him being a property dualist consists 

in  the  distinction  between  the  causal  and  ontological  reduction.107 According  to  property 

dualism, mental phenomena are not reducible to the physical, and thus they are something 

“over and above neurobiological states”.108 Searle claims that they are causally reducible and 

thus  there  is  nothing  over  and  above  the  brain  process,  but  they  are  not  ontologically 

reducible. There has been criticism also of this claim, raised by J. Kim: 

“If all it means to say that the mental is physical is merely that mental properties 

are 'higher-level features of the brain', I doubt that many would disagree [...]. But 

this  is  only  a  verbal  move  which  leaves  a  crucial  metaphysical  question 

unanswered, and it  is this: Are these higher-level physical features of the brain 

(a.k.a. mental properties) reducible to, or reductively identifiable with, the lower-

level  properties  [...]?  Searle´s  answer,  like  the  property  dualist´s,  is  a  forceful 

no.”109 

Kim is aware of Searle´s distinction between the causal and ontological reduction 

and his criticism aims at the denial of the possibility of the ontological reduction in the 

case of consciousness. I agree with Kim there is a problem in Searle´s argumentation. On 

one hand he says that “all the features of consciousness are accounted for causally by 

neurobiological processes going on in the brain”; that, “causally speaking, there is nothing 

there, except the neurobiology, which has a higher-level feature of consciousness.”110 But 

if  there  is  nothing  except  the  neurobiological  processes  why  can  we  not  say  that 

consciousness  is  nothing  but  such  and  such  neurobiological  process?  Because 

consciousness  is  subjective  and  the  neuronal  processes  objective  and  this  is  the  very 

problem.  Consciousness  has  these  two  sides,  the  objective  and  subjective  one,  and 

according to Searle, both of them are physical, since the second (subjectivity) is the feature 

of  the  first  (brain  processes).  If  Searle  was  consistent  I  think  he  should  claim  that 
107 Searle, J., Why I Am Not a Property Dualist,  p. 3.
108 Ibid., p. 2.
109 KIM, Jaegwon. Mental Causation in Searle´s “Biological Naturalism”. Philosophy and Phenomenological  

Research. 1995, Vol. 55, No.1, p. 192.
110 Searle, J., Why I Am Not a Property Dualist,  p. 3-4.
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consciousness is (or will be) reducible to neurobiology once we understand how the brain 

causes consciousness. But to claim it at present would mean to lose the subjectivity for we 

do not have any idea of the mind-body connection.

In my view, until we understand the connection between the brain and consciousness, it 

would be better to speak of two different levels of description instead of two ontological 

levels. On the subjective level of description, we describe conscious phenomena from the 

first-person point of view, on the objective level,  we describe them from the third-person 

point of view which is possible only if we take the subjective level of description into account 

as  well,  otherwise  we  would  not  describe  consciousness  but  only  brain  processes.  The 

distinction  between  the  subjective  and  objective  level  of  description  seems  to  me  clear 

whereas  the  claim  of  irreducible  subjective  ontology  that  is  caused  by  some  objective 

phenomena raises a question what the relation between them two is. Searle himself speaks of 

different levels  of description,  mostly in regard to causal relations.111 “We are not talking 

about two different entities but about the same system at different levels.”112 He draws an 

analogy between the solidity as a higher level of description and the motions of molecules at 

the lower level.  But, Searle continues, unlike solidity, consciousness cannot be said to be 

nothing but the underlying neuronal structure because it is ontologically subjective. Yet, such 

an analogy fails to be a useful one since the relation of the two phenomena ceases to be 

analogous in the most important point.

Still,  can  we  not  say  consciousness  is  nothing  but  a  neuronal  process  such  that  it 

involves  a  subjective  experience?113 The  subjective  level  of  description  would  remain 

untouched, it would consist in the description of the phenomenal aspect of experience. The 

neurobiological level  of description would be concerned with the neuronal  structures that 

causes that experience in its very subjectivity. The relation between these two levels is, in my 

opinion, different from the example of solidity in that the higher level is essential for our 

notion of the phenomenon itself and thus has to be taken into account by the lower-level 

description.  But  it  does not  mean that  the lower-level  description of  the phenomenon be 

111 To maintain the distinction between consciousness and brain processes only as the difference in levels of 
description is necessary in order to explain mental causation without committing to overdetermination or 
epiphenomenalism. This topis is not the issue of my thesis, more on this problem see Kim, J., Mental  
Causation in Searle´s “Biological Naturalism”, and Searle´s explanation in the Mind, chapter 7, p. 136-
150.

112 Mind, p. 89.
113 And Searle does say something similar: “Consciousness is thus an aspect of the brain, the aspect that 

consist of ontologically subjective experiences. [...] [T]here are just processes going on in your brain and 
some of them are conscious experiences.” Mind, p. 89.
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reductive. I think it is necessary to accept this view if we want to grant that consciousness can 

be studied scientifically. 

Searle  seems to  be inconsistent  in  his  emphasis  on the ontological  irreducibility  of 

consciousness  on  one  hand  while  at  the  same  time  criticising  dualistic  thesis  that 

“'irreducibility' already implies that the irreducible phenomenon is something over and above 

its physical basis.”114 If consciousness is nothing over and above its physical basis why can 

we not say it is the physical basis? I understand Searle´s attempt to stress the subjectivity of 

consciousness but I do not understand his causal/ontological distinction. If my interpretation 

of the subjective ontology as a level of description is plausible I could accept it. But if Searle 

means  the  distinction  more  strongly  than  I  agree  with  his  critics  that  his  theory  implies 

property dualism. 

I have dealt with the arguments concerning the subjective aspect of consciousness at 

such a length because this issue is of high importance not only for Searle but for anybody 

who wants to explain consciousness in its subjectivity scientifically. It  seems necessary to 

investigate the status of subjectivity and its relation to consciousness first so as to specify the 

subject matter of both philosophical and scientific enquiry and the limits on the both sides. 

Now it is time to look more closely on the features of subjectivity.

 2.3  Features of Consciousness

First, I would like to present Searle´s positive account of consciousness that tells us 

more about the features of consciousness and that forms a base for the suceeding discussion 

on the role of the self for consciousness. In his main books on consciousness, Searle lists 

about ten basic structural features that characterise normal consciousness.115 The list differs a 

bit  in  each book but  I  do not  want  to  name all  of  the  features here nor  to  compare the 

differences because the aim of the list is not to be exhaustive. Searle himself emphasises only 

three  essential  features  of  consciousness  “that  make  it  different  from  other  biological 

phenomena and, indeed, different from other phenomena in the natural world.”116 They are 

qualitativeness,  subjectivity,  and  unity,  and  all  together  characterise  the  essence  of 

consciousness,  according to Searle.117 I  would like to focus on them because they should 

114 Mind, p. 90.
115  Among them are for example intentionality, Gestalt-structure, the center/periphery distinction, mood, 

pleasure/unpleasure dimension, situatedness and others. See RM, p. 128-141; Consciousness and 
Language, p. 44-45; Mind, p. 93-101.

116 Consciousness and Language, p. 39. This quotation comes from an essay originally published in 2000. In 
an older essay from 1993 (contained in the same book) he describes more features of consciousness as 
essential but nonetheless, subjectivity “is the most important feature”. (ibid., p. 11)

117  “This combined feature of qualitative, unified subjectivity is the essence of subjectivity [...].” 
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explain the first-personal perspective in more detail and they also raise the question of their 

interrelationship with the self.

In  The Rediscovery of the Mind,  only unity  appears as such in the list  of  features; 

qualitativeness and subjectivity seem both to be included within the feature called “subjective 

feeling”,118 which  is  not  described  at  length  since  it  has  been  discussed  in  the  previous 

chapters of the book. Whereas the “subjective feeling” is only referred to in fourth place in 

this early book on consciousness and without any connection to unity, the three main features 

have been treated as interrelated and as “different aspects of the same feature” later on.119 It is 

one  of  few  changes  in  Searle´s  consciousness  theory  and  he  himself  points  out  to  this 

evolution of his thoughts.120 Now let us have a look at these features and the reason of their 

interconnection.

 2.3.1  Qualitativeness, Subjectivity, and  Unity
According  to  Searle,  every  conscious  experience  has  “a  qualitative  feel  to  it”,121 

“something  that  it  is  like  to  have  that  conscious  experience.”122 That  means  that  every 

conscious state, even abstract thinking, has its specific felt quality. He gives us an example of 

counting, once in the native language, once in a foreign language. Though the abstract content 

remains the same, the qualitative feel differs. In other words, qualitativeness means that for 

every conscious experience there is something it is like to be in that particular conscious state. 

Searle compares this aspect of qualitativeness to qualia but he does not want to use this term 

for it seems to imply qualia are some specific subset of conscious experiences whereas Searle 

claims conscious states and qualia are coextensive.123 

Subjectivity means that for every conscious experience, there has to be a subject of that 

experience;  “subjective  conscious  states  [...]  are  experienced  by  some  ´I´  that  has  the 

experience.”124 This  is  what  makes  consciousness  ontologically  subjective,  according  to 

Searle. It is this feature in the first place that makes us distinguish the first-person perspective 

from  the  objective  one.  Searle  thus  suggests  that  the  first-person  accessibility  of 

consciousness would not be thinkable if there was not any subject to experience it.125

Consciousness and Language, p. 42.
118  RM, p. 129-132.
119  Consciousness and Language, p. 39. See also Mind, p. 95.
120  Cf. Mind, p. 95.
121 Mind, p. 93.
122 Consciousness and Language, p. 39.
123 Cf. Consciousness and Language, p. 40; Mind, p. 94.
124 Ibid., p. 41.
125 This claim will be important later on, in relation to the problem of the self.
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Subjectivity is closely connected with qualitativeness, Searle says that “qualitativeness 

implies subjectivity”.126 There cannot be any qualitative feel to something if there was no 

subject of that feeling. In his later books, Searle stresses the necessity of subjectivity for the 

qualitative aspect of consciousness. But the other direction of the implication seems to me to 

be of the same necessity, that is we cannot imagine any conscious experience without any 

subjective feel to it, without any felt quality. Searle admits this in  The Rediscovery of the 

Mind when he says that “the subjectivity necessarily involves the what-it-feels-like aspect of 

conscious  states.”127 Subjectivity  and  qualitativeness  are  thus  necessarily  interrelated  but 

subjectivity seems to be the most essential and fundamental feature of consciousness because 

it grounds the very existence of phenomenal conscious states. As Searle briefly puts it: “No 

subjectivity, no experience.”128

Unity is a term for the fact that “[a]ll conscious experiences at any given point in an 

agent´s life come as part of one unified conscious field.” 129 We may be aware of many things 

at a time but we do not experience them as distinct experiences but as one experience with 

diverse content. He explains this feature of consciousness with the help of following example. 

“If you try to imagine that my conscious state is broken into 17 parts, what you imagine is not 

a single conscious subject with 17 different conscious states but rather 17 different centres of 

consciousness.”130 Searle calls this form of unity “vertical” in  The Rediscovery of the Mind 

and  distinguishes  it  from  the  “horizontal”  that  he  characterizes  as  “the  organization  of 

consciousness through short stretches of time”.131 This second form of unity involves a short-

term  memory  and  is  essential  for  the  normal  functioning  of  consciousness  but  “is  not 

necessary for the very existence of conscious subjectivity,”132 whereas the vertical form of 

unity makes a part of the definition of consciousness and thus is essential to it, according to 

Searle.133

 The  example  above  shows  that  the  instantaneous  unity  of  consciousness  is  also 

interconnected  with  subjectivity  and  qualitativeness.  “[T]he  unity  will  follow  from  the 

subjectivity and the qualitativeness because there is no way you could have subjectivity and 

126 Ibid., p. 40.
127 RM, p. 132.
128 Consciousness and Language, p. 40.
129 Consciousness and Language, p. 41.
130 Consciousness and Language, p. 41. See also Mind, p. 95-96.
131 RM, p. 130. Similarly, G. Strawson distinguishes synchronical and diachronical singularity of the self. Cf. 

STRAWSON, Galen. The Self. In: GALLAGHER, Shaun - SHEAR, Jonathan (eds.). Models of the Self. 
UK: Imprint Academic, 2002, p. 3-4. The notion of the vertical or synchronical unity also comprises some 
extension in time, necessary for an experience.

132 Consciousness and Language, p. 42.
133 Strawson, G., The Self , is of the same view. Similarly also A. Damasio, see section on 

core/autobiographical self (3.4) of this work.
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qualitativeness  except  with  that  particular  form  of  unity.”134 Searle  does  not  explain  the 

interconnection any further.

It seems to me that the unified character of every experience is connected with the fact 

that  everything we experience must be accessed by the one and the same subject of that 

experience. If we split the experience into discrete bits that are not simultaneously accessible 

to the subject we would not be conscious of them. They might be conscious but only as 

experienced by a different subject form our own. The first-person accessibility thus means not 

only that the experience is accessible from the first person point of view but also that it is 

accessible from the one and only point of view, that of the particular subject. And conversely, 

anything  that  is  actually  being  accessed  or  experienced  by  the  subject,  forms  the  actual 

unified conscious content. Similarly G. Strawson argues for the impossibility of a multiple 

self:

 “[A]ny  explicitly self-conscious experience has to present as experience from 

one single mental point of view. [...] This is the trivial aspect of the claim that 

experience of the mental self as synchronically multiple is not really possible.”135  

 2.3.2  The Interrelationship of the Qualitativeness, Subjectivity, and Unity
As it has been said, these three interrelated features are essential for the definition and 

nature of consciousness, according to Searle. Though he tried to show what their interrelation 

consists in, it seems to me that he has not explained it sufficiently and in detail. We have seen 

how important the subjectivity is  for consciousness and that an experiencing subject is  a 

necessary  component  of  every  conscious  experience.  But  Searle  does  not  deal  with  the 

characteristics of this subject nor with the nature of its presence within experience. Yet the 

detailed analysis of the nature of the experiential subject  seems to me indispensable for every 

consciousness  theory,  especially  when  the  theory  emphasises  the  subjective  aspect  of 

consciousness. I would like to suggest that the reason why those three features are “all aspects 

of the same phenomenon”136 should be sought for in our sense of self.

I would like to present some arguments for that based on Zahavi´s analysis because he 

not only shares the basic conception of consciousness with Searle but also investigates the 

structure of subjectivity more deeply. We may trace all three features described by Searle in 

Zahavi´s  account  though he does  not  list  them nor  emphasises  them as  distinct  features. 

Instead, he speaks of “what-it-is-like” character of consciousness which corresponds to Searle

134 Consciousness and Language, p. 41.
135 Strawson, G., The Self,  p. 13.
136 Mind, p. 95.
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´s qualitativeness, of the first-personal givenness that is paralel to the subjectivity, and of 

unity.137 He tries to show, with the help of arguments drawn from phenomenology, that there 

is a link between a basic sense of self and the first-personal givenness of experiential life.138

Zahavi  shares  the  same  view  on  the  felt  quality  of  every  experience  with  Searle, 

including abstract thinking and other non-sensual modalities. 

“Every  conscious  state,  be  it  a  perception,  an  emotion,  a  recollection,  or  an 

abstract belief, has a certain subjective character, a certain phenomenal quality of 

'what it is like' to live through or undergo that state. This is what makes the mental 

state in question conscious.”139 

The last sentence should not be understood in causal terms as if some quality caused our 

being conscious of it but it simply means that we cannot imagine any conscious experience 

without  that  “what  it  is  like”  quality.  To  be  conscious  of  something  means  to  feel  or 

experience the specific quality of that very experience.

But Zahavi goes further in the analysis of this phenomenal qualitativeness. He draws 

our attention to the distinction of two sides to the “what it is like” quality, based on Husserl´s 

distinction “between the intentional object in 'the how of its determinations' and in 'the how of 

its givenness'”.140 That means that the felt quality is always a result not only of the specific 

characteristics of the object of experience but also of the subjective pole of the experience, of 

the  characteristics of the experience itself. Similarly, Kathleen Wider, who shares the view on 

the self with Zahavi, says that in every conscious moment, “there is always a how one is as 

well  as  a  what one is  conscious of”.141 It  is  important  that  the “how-aspect” is  not to be 

identified with what it is like to be a human nor with what is it like to be conscious of some 

particular object; “it is [...] what it is like to be me at this particular time: this person, this 

body, this subject of consciousness at this time and place.”142 Her formulation directly points 

to the self as the subject of experience. Zahavi´s analysis is more subtle but his conclusion 

will be the same in the end.

 The distinction of these two “how” is  important  because it  shows that  though we 

experience  different  qualities  of  different  objects  as  their  qualities,  we  may  do  so  only 

because these objects are given to us in our experience, and thus our experience and the mode 

137 Subjectivity and Selfhood, chiefly p. 115-132.
138 Cf. ibid., p. 116.
139 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 119.
140 Ibid., p. 121.
141 WIDER, Kathleen. Emotion and Self-Consciousness. In:  KRIEGEL, Uriah  - WILLIFORD, Kenneth. Self-

Representational Approaches to Consciousness. Cambridge (MA): MIT Press, 2006, p. 66-67. 
142 Ibid., p. 67.
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of  its  givenness  is  something  the  resulting  appearance  of  an  object  is  dependent  on. 

“Experiences [...]  provide us with access to  objects”143 and thus their  mode of givenness 

constitutes a part of the felt quality of that experience. But this brings us to its first-personal 

givenness,  to  the  subjectivity  of  experience  that  is  constituted  by  the  felt  “how”  of  its 

givenness. We are not only aware of, for instance,  the imagined object but also of the fact 

that  we are  imagining it.  As Zahavi  puts  it,  the “first-personal  givenness [of  experience] 

entails  a  built-in  self-reference,  a  primitive  experiential  self-referentiality.”144 The 

qualitativeness and subjectivity are thus connected in this way and the two aspects of the felt 

quality always go together, they cannot be separated.145

Zahavi characterises the fact that every experience is subjectively given, as the quality 

of “mineness”, that means every experience is immediately given as  my experience.146 That 

does not mean there has to be a special act to experience that: “The mineness is not something 

attended to; it simply figures as a subtle background presence.”147 And Zahavi continues that 

we  can  identify  this  “pre-reflexive  sense  of  mineness  with  a  minimal,  or  core,  sense  of 

self”.148 The self understood as such does not stand above the experiences  or consciousness 

but it is rather “an integral part of its structure”.149 

Under such conception, the critique of the Hume´s denial of the existence of self can be 

carried out. There really is not any special experience of self but it does not imply there is no 

self. The self is on the contrary present in every experience as its subject though only tacitly 

and  without  any  specific  attention  paid  to.  What  else  could  explain  the  first-person 

perspective when there was no subject to it? We will see later on what this sense of self means 

when it comes to Damasio´s theory.

As to the unity,  its connection with the self appears quite straightforward.  We have 

already seen by Searle that he explains the unity of consciousness by its subjectivity and I 

tried  to  show  the  connection  between  the  unity  and  the  singularity  of  the  first-person 

perspective. Zahavi also appeals to the “strict singularity of the field of the first-personal 

givenness” and its distinction “from the plurality of changing experiences”.150 The self, as the 

143 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 121.
144 Ibid.,  p. 122.
145 Ibid., p. 123-124.
146 Ibid., p. 124.
147 Ibid.
148 Ibid., p. 125.
149 Ibid.
150 Ibid., p. 132.
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very first-personal givenness of the experiences, functions as the invariant dimension that 

allows for the horizontal or diachronic unity as well.151

This excursion to Zahavi´s analysis has shown a plausible interpretation of the essential 

features of consciousness and their interrelationship that is based on the concept of self as the 

subject of experience that is always pre-reflectively present in it and that can be identified 

with the very first-personal givenness of consciousness. Searle has not used the concept of 

self in order to describe the subjectivity but otherwise his conception of consciousness is very 

close to that of Zahavi.

 2.4  Searle on the Self

When it comes to the question of the self, Searle does not say much about it. As it has 

been shown, he admits there has to be an “I” in order that there be a conscious experience.152 

But he does not go in detail of how this “I” is meant, whether it is a personal autobiographical 

I with all its history and experience or whether this I is something invariant and formal or 

whether it has some other features. The only book that contains a special chapter devoted to 

the problem of self is the last one on consciousness, the Mind. Yet there is another problem 

within Searle´s theory that is closely connected with the self, and that is his notion of self-

consciousness as it is described in The Rediscovery of the Mind. First I would like to deal with 

this second issue, then I shall come to an analysis of the first one.

 2.4.1  Self-consciousness
The term “self-consciousness” is not unequivocal at all. Dan Zahavi lists five different 

notions of self-consciousness153 in his analysis and adds his own, sixth conception of the term, 

meaning that “[i]n its most primitive and fundamental form, self-consciousness is taken to be 

a question of having first-personal access to one´s own consciousness; it is a question of the 

first-personal givenness or manifestation of experiential life.”154 Such a conception seems to 

be of high importance for any consciousness theory that stresses its subjectivity, for the term 

self-consciousness means precisely the specific “first-person ontology” of consciousness, in 

Searle´s words. 

The prefix  “self”  refers  both  to  ourselves  as  the  subjects  of  experience  and to  the 

experience itself since they cannot be separated. Every experience we are conscious of is 

151 Cf. ibid., p. 132.
152 Consciousness and Language, p. 41.
153 Cf. Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 13-15. He uses terms self-consciousness and self-awareness 

interchangeably. 
154 Ibid., p. 15.
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ours, that means that our selves are somehow present in it,155 while at the same time there is a 

specific, different content of the experience. Thus, when we say that consciousness is aware 

of or given to itself, i.e. self-conscious, it means that its content is accessible to its subject as 

its own content. The term self-consciousness thus emphasises the specific subjective character 

of consciousness, the sense of self that is present in every experience. As Zahavi concludes, 

“any experience that lacks self-awareness is nonconscious.”156 

Despite the emphasis Searle puts on the subjectivity of consciousness, he is reluctant to 

admit that every conscious state is self-conscious, meaning conscious of itself.157 Searle does 

not explain how he means that and he seems not to even realise that such an expression might 

be understood in different ways. Apart from the notion of self-consciousness just described, 

Searle´s  formulation  might  imply  the  non-egological  theory  of  consciousness  as  it  is 

described by D. Zahavi: “Experiences are egoless; they are anonymous mental events that 

simply  occur,  and  minimal  self-awareness  should,  consequently,  be  understood  as  the 

acquaintance that consciousness has with  itself and not as an awareness of an experiencing 

self.”158  But  when  we  examine  Searle´s  text  on  this  issue,  we  discover  that  he  has  yet 

something different in mind. He takes self-consciousness to be a specific reflective act.

In his critique of the claim that every conscious state involves self-consciousness, he 

first  distinguishes  “the  ordinary  unproblematic  notion”  of  self-consciousness  from  “the 

technical philosopher´s notion”, saying that according to the first one, “there clearly are states 

of consciousness in which I am conscious of my own person perhaps, but not necessarily 

conscious of my own conscious states.”159 He gives us two examples of such a notion. First, I 

am in a restaurant and suddenly notice that everybody is staring at me. Then I discover I have 

forgotten to wear my trousers. In such case, “I am aware of my own person and the effect I 

am having on others.”160 In the second example, I am also in the restaurant, this time normally 

clothed, “and I suddenly focus all my attention on the conscious experiences I am having” in 

a way of self-distancing and self-alienation.161 Both examples presuppose a form of reflection 

and a change in our focus of attention.  It is clear that such self-consciousness is not present in 

155 Cf. Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 16: “[T]he experience is given (at least tacitly) as my experience, as an 
experience I am undergoing or living through.” See also the character of mineness described above in this 
work, p. 27.

156 Ibid., p. 16.
157 Cf. RM, p. 141-142. See also Searle, J., The Mystery of Consciousness,p. 6: “[C]onsciousness as such does 

not necessarily imply self-consciousness or self-awareness.”
158 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 100. For Zahavi´s criticism of such a position, see following pages.
159 RM, p. 142.
160 Ibid. Similarly D. Zahavi describes the everyday or folk-psychological notion of self-consciousness, cf. 

Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 16.
161 Ibid.
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every  conscious  state.  Searle  even  calls  this  sense  of  self-consciousness  “an  extremely 

sophisticated form of sensibility” that “is probably possessed only by humans and perhaps a 

few other species.”162

Though Searle calls the ordinary sense of “self-conscious” unproblematic he is not at all 

clear himself on this matter. As becomes evident from the examples and the preceding text, he 

does not seem to distinguish among three different self-relations: first to focus one´s attention 

on oneself, second to focus one´s attention on the conscious experiences one is having and 

third the non-egological account of an experience being aware of itself, without any reference 

to a self. Not speaking of the fourth possibility that one is pre-reflectively and unthematically 

aware of oneself, as the self-consciousness has been described above, which Searle does not 

mention at all. But it seems that this last notion is crucial in that it conditions the possibility of 

reflection on the self. If there was no pre-reflective presence of the self in the experience how 

would be possible to turn one´s attention to the self in reflection on that experience? As Dan 

Zahavi says, “[...]  reflective self-awareness and objectifying self-thematization [...]  always 

presupposes  a  prior  unthematic  and  pre-reflective  self-awareness  as  its  condition  of 

possibility.”163

Searle´s  exploration  of  the  “technical”  notion  does  not  do  any  better.  It  is  again 

conceived of as a form of reflection. We have the ability to shift our attention whenever we 

want “from the objects at the center of consciousness to those at periphery. Similarly, it seems 

that we can always shift our attention from the  object of the conscious experience to the 

experience itself.”164 The only sense of self-consciousness Searle is willing to accept to be 

present  in  every conscious state  is  the “trivial”  claim of  the possibility,  present  in  every 

conscious state, to shift our attention to the state itself.  Though he admits he doubts “very 

much  that  this  is  the  sense  intended  by  those  who  claim  that  all  consciousness  is  self-

consciousness,” he does not try to consider any other possible sense of that claim.165 

I  have  tried  to  show that  Searle  did  not  pay  any attention  to  the  self   in  his  first 

comprehensive book on consciousness. This fact might be explained by the wide range of 

topics he dealt with in that book and also by the fact that the emphasis on the subjective 

character of consciousness was not at all common in the time of writing the book. But still it 

seems to be a rather important imperfection of Searle´s theory that he did not take the self into 

162 RM, p. 143.
163 ZAHAVI, Dan – PARNAS, Josef.  Phenomenal Consciousness and Self-awareness: A Phenomenological  

Critique of Representational Theory. In: GALLAGHER, Shaun - SHEAR, Jonathan (eds.). Models of the 
Self. UK: Imprint Academic, 2002, p. 262.

164 RM, p. 143.
165 RM, p. 143.
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account. He seems to have realised the importance of the notion of self later on,166 though, 

and he discusses some of the problems connected with it in his last book, yet his account of it 

still remains unclear.

 2.4.2  The Self
In the list of important features of consciousness presented in the Mind, there appears a 

feature called “the sense of self” as the last one on the list, though Searle “cannot forbear to 

mention” it,  which seems to  stress  its  importance.167 Searle  characterises  this  property as 

having “a certain sense of who I am, a sense of myself as a self”.168 The only positive thing he 

tells us about this character here is that we do not experience the “self” in the same way as 

other objects of experience. He explains the lacking detailed description of this feature by the 

fact that, first, “the whole discussion of the self has such a sordid history in philosophy,” and 

second, “worse yet, the problem of the self poses such hard questions that [he is] reluctant to 

tackle them in this book.”169 Despite those difficulties, Searle devotes the last chapter of the 

book to the problem of the self.

He raises three main problems of the self: 1. What are the criteria of personal identity?; 

2. What exactly is the subject of our attribution of psychological properties?; and 3. What 

exactly makes me the person I am? He only deals with the first two questions in this chapter, 

most of which is devoted to the problem of personal identity. This issue is not to be discussed 

here because it does not go with the basic problem of consciousness since personal identity is 

not necessary for the occurrence of consciousness.170

The second question sounds as if it was exactly the one I have been asking, namely 

what  the nature of the subject of conscious experiences is.  But Searle does not  so much 

answer this question as the question whether we shall postulate some self or, in general, an 

entity that is  the subject of   experiences,  beyond the sequence of  our experiences .  This 

question  is  perfectly  valid,  the  problem is  that  Searle  has  not  also  inquired  the  possible 

conceptions of the self. Instead, he took the Humean critique171 as the point of departure, 

which made him agree that there is no experience of the self, because he supposed it must be 

166 Searle himself admits that: “Many contemporary philosophers, including myself until fairly recently, think 
that Hume had more or less the last word on this issue. In addition to the sequence of experiences, and the 
body in which these experiences occur, there is no such thing as the self.” (Mind, p. 192.)

167 Mind, p. 101.
168 Mind, p. 101.
169 Mind, p. 101. It should be mentioned again that his book is meant to be an introductory book that rather 

sketches a wide range of topics in the philosophy of mind than provides a deep analysis of the problems.
170 Personal identity requires the “horizontal” unity of consciousness which Searle himself does not conceive 

of as necessary for consciousness to occur. See above in this work, p. 24.
171 Cf. HUME, David: A Treatise of Human Nature. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 251-255.
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a specific  experience apart  from other experiences:  “Nothing could satisfy the conditions 

necessary for something to be an experience of the self, that is, an experience that bound all 

of our other experience together.”172 Though he criticises Hume saying that he left something 

out and that we must postulate a self in addition to our experiences,173 the Humean standpoint 

is still reflected in Searle´s view in that he conceives of the self as of something that cannot be 

present in the experience. Instead, it is postulated as a formal principle that stands above the 

experiences. Thus, Searle´s notion of the self differs from the three  notions of self as they 

were presented by Zahavi.174

Searle´s argument for the postulated existence of the self is derived from “the notions of 

rationality, free choice, decision making, and reasons for action”,175 that is from higher forms 

of consciousness, not from the mere fact of subjectivity of consciousness. When we look at 

the features Searle ascribes to the self, it becomes clear that this notion of self corresponds to 

the  highest  form  of  healthy  human  consciousness,  not  to  any  form  of  consciousness  in 

general: 

“It is the complex of the notions of free actions, explanation, responsibility, and 

reason that give us the motivation for postulating something in addition to the 

sequence of experiences and the body in which they occur. To be more precise, in 

order to account for free, rational actions, we have to suppose there is a single 

entity X such that X is conscious (with all that consciousness implies), X persists 

through time, X formulates and reflects on reasons for action under the constraints 

of rationality, X is capable of deciding, initiating, and carrying out actions under 

the presupposition of freedom, and [...] X is responsible for at least some of its 

actions.”176

Moreover, it is not clear why Searle calls this notion of self formal. It might be taken as 

formal if it was meant as purely logically inferred or postulated. But if we look at the features 

of this entity that were postulated, it seems evident that this self as such must be a real, not 

only formal entity since it is conscious and acts on its own reasons. Searle claims that his 

notion of self is formal rather than substantial because it has no substantial features except the 

172 Mind, p. 201.
173 “I think Hume is absolutely right; there is no experience experience of this entity [i.e. the self], but that does 

not mean that we do not have to postulate some such entity or formal principle [...].” Mind, p. 203.
174 See this work, section 1.2.2, p. 6-8.
175 Mind, p. 201.
176 Mind, p. 203.
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formal constraints.177 That might mean that he does not want to limit this notion of self to 

humans but leave it open for any entity that fulfill the formal constraints. 

But still, it seems to me that Searle has mixed two different things together here. One is 

the notion of the self, which might be formal in this case, and one is the self itself. The formal 

notion states formally the necessary and sufficient conditions in order to have a self. But the 

self as such, with all the complexity that has been stated, is a real entity. Searle says: “If you 

have all that [i.e. all the necessary features], you have a self.”178 Yet, that does not mean that 

you have a formal principle, formal principle is not conscious and does not act. Searle´s use 

of the expression to “have” a self seems to imply that he does not want to identify the self 

with the person. However, it is the person who fulfills the formal conditions. So, it seems, that 

Searle  has  presented  an  argument  for  the  usefulness  of  the  concept  of  self  taken  as  the 

autobiographical  self  and  brought  a  general  (and  in  that  sense  formal)  description  of 

necessary conditions to be a rational and free agent.

But, Searle´s account of self has so far nothing in common with the sense of self as a 

general feature of consciousness that he mentioned earlier in the book. But that is not all 

Searle has to say on the self. He is aware that his account of the self as a formal principle is 

not sufficient: “[...] I am dissatisfied by the fact that it [i.e. the preceding discussion on the 

criteria of personal identity and the argument for the postulating of the self] does not seem to 

me to go far enough, and I do not really know how to complete it.”179 One reason of his 

dissatisfaction is the very sense of self that is “an important feature of our experience” but 

Searle admits he does not know how to account for this fact.180 He does not doubt that “there 

is definitely something that it feels like to be me” but this sense of self neither “solves the 

problem of personal  identity”,  nor “flesh out the purely formal requirement that [...]  was 

necessary to supplement Hume´s account [...].”181 

So, although Searle wrote one chapter of his book on self, he has not contributed much 

to the problem of the nature of subjectivity. But, unlike his previous books, he has at least 

realised  that   the  sense  of  self  is  an  important  feature  of  our  experience.  There  is  one 

interesting passage in the chapter on self where Searle seems to draw a connection between 

the self (and the reason for its existence) and the essential features of consciousness. The 

passage follows Searle´s assertion that we must postulate a self but it precedes the argument 

177 See Mind, p. 204.
178 Ibid.
179 Mind, p. 205. See also the concluding words: “So, though this chapter is a beginning of a discussion of the 

self, it is not more than a beginning.” (p. 206.)
180 Cf. Mind, p. 205.
181 Mind, p. 205-206.
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for its existence and it seems to have no connection with it. Searle just mentions the fact that 

our  experiences  “are  experienced  as   part  of  a  single,  unified  conscious  field”  and  “the 

continuation of that field throughout time is experienced by the possessor of that conscious 

field as a continuation of his or her own consciousness.”182 

This passage seems to hint at a notion of self as it is present by Zahavi, that is the self 

taken as the subject of experience with its single first-person perspective that accounts for the 

unity and subjectivity of experience. But Searle has not said anything more on this subject, so 

we have to accept his concluding words that the chapter “is not more than the beginning” of 

the discussion of the self183 and hope for some future  sequel. Now, it is time to look at the 

theory of consciousness by Antonio Damasio who will tell us more on the relation of the self 

to consciousness.

 3 ANTONIO DAMASIO ON CONSCIOUSNESS

Antonio Damasio is a Portuguese neurophysiologist working in the USA. He has been 

dealing mostly with emotions and their role for consciousness. He has been trying to search 

for the biological explanation of consciousness in its subjectivity and I have therefore chosen 

his  theory  to  complement  Searle´s  account  of  consciousness.  As  we  will  see,  Damasio 

grounds his explanation of subjective experience in the sense of self and tries to show its 

biological presuppositions. The most important book he has written on consciousness is The 

Feeling of What Happens from 2000, apart from that he published The Descartes´ Error184 in 

1993, dealing with the role of emotions for the rational reasoning, and Looking for Spinoza185 

in 2003, concerning the interrelationship of the body and consciousness. First, I would like to 

sum up briefly Damasio´s general account of consciousness and then I shall concentrate on 

his explanation of the sense of self and its role for consciousness. 

 3.1 Terminology

Damasio uses several specific terms when describing the functions of brain, mind and 

consciousness. He himself clarifies them in his book and I shall do the same before presenting 

his theory.186 First thing to repeat is Damasio´s distinction of two levels of description when 

talking about consciousness.187 One is the neural level, that involves neural patterns or maps. 

182 Mind, p. 201.
183 Mind, p.206.
184 DAMASIO, Antonio. Descartes' Error. New York: Grosset/Putnam, 1994.
185 DAMASIO, Antonio. Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain.  London:Vintage, 2004 (1st 

edition Harcourt, New York 2003).
186 Cf. FWH, Appendix, p. 317-335.
187 See this work, p. 2.
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These are different groups of neurons activated during different processes and they are always 

accessible only from the third-person point of view. The second level is the mental, Damasio 

uses expressions like  mental images or  patterns to describe the mental events, that “arise 

from” or “depend on” the neural level.188 The term image means here any mental content, 

without  any necessary reference to  visual  or  other  sensory input.  According to  Damasio, 

images   are being incessantly produced in our minds, they are feelings, concepts, sensory 

images etc.189  They can be conscious or unconscious but they are always accessible from the 

first-person point of view. 

There is a problem I already mentioned at the beginning of the thesis, that of Damasio´s 

account of the mind or the mental.190 Though he takes the mind to be a first-person process, he 

does not explain how we shall understand his notion of unconscious mental images. They 

should not be identified with neural maps, for the latter are only accessible from the third-

person  point  of  view,  whereas  the  images  are  subjective.  But  how  can  be  something 

subjective when it is not conscious? Or, in other words, can we talk about the mental image if 

there is nobody to perceive it? It seems the only possible way to understand it is to conceive 

of the unconscious images as of potentially conscious. Damasio seems to mean it this way 

when he speaks of “images not attended”.191 

I do not want to deny the usefulness of the concept of mental but unconscious images 

for a theory of mind. It seems justified from the subjective point of view to speak about not 

attended, and in this sense unconscious, mental content  that is present at the periphery of our 

consciousness and that might be revealed in reflection. We may take the example with the 

mill from Leibniz.192 There is somebody near the water-mill and gets so used to the noise it 

makes that they are not aware, i. e. conscious, of it. But when the mill-wheel suddenly stops 

moving the person immediately realises that there was a noise before and, thus, that they must 

have heard it. But this knowledge about my hearing the noise unconsciously is only inferred 

or gained in the reflection, not really made conscious as such. The notion of unconscious 

mental images seems to be a useful concept but to take as granted that there are unconscious 

mental processes going on in the brain is an unjustified theoretical presupposition that seems 

to me difficult to account for in a biological theory of consciousness.  

188 FWH, p. 322.
189 Cf. FWH, p. 318-319.
190 See this work, p. 2-3.
191 FWH, p. 319.
192 LEIBNIZ, Gottfried Wilhelm. Nouveaux essais sur l´entendement humain. Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 

1966, p. 38.
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 It seems to me that the problem of how to treat the mental if we do not want to treat 

only  the  actually  conscious,  lies  in  the  fact  we  cannot  bridge  the  gap  so  far  between 

consciousness and the brain. If the image is not conscious, the only thing there is in the brain 

are the neural patterns. Damasio is aware of this problem and the gap of knowledge is the 

reason why he does not want to identify mental images with neural patterns. “I am simply 

recognizing the mind as a high level of biological process, which requires and deserves its 

own level of description because of the private nature of its appearance and because that 

appearance is the fundamental reality we wish to explain.”193  But, the specific, subjective 

level of description is grounded in the private, subjective appearance, that is in something we 

are  conscious  of.  It  should  remain  a  question  whether  we  need  this  subjective  level  of 

description also for something that is not conscious, not an assumption taken for granted. 

Another term Damasio uses is representation, of which he says it is “a problematic but 

virtually  inevitable  term  in  discussions  of  this  sort”.194 He  does  not  go  any  further  in 

explaining  what  the  problems  with  this  term  consists  in.  It  seems  to  me  that  the  main 

difficulty is that the term representation implies an interpretation. Nothing can serve as an 

representation if it is not taken, or interpreted, as such. But that, further,  implies a subject to 

interpret it, which is problematic when speaking of the brain alone or of the representations as 

of the ground for consciousness, and thus subject as well, to arise. Patricia Churchland also 

points to this difficulty with the term representation, when she speaks about one biological 

approach that tries to avoid the “representation-based explanations”,  because “there is no 

well-developed  theory  about  what  exactly  information and  representation in  biological 

systems amounts to”.195 On the other hand, she gives examples of  behaviour present already 

at the animal level that is best explained by reference to representation.196 Thus, that brains 

represent is only a theoretical assumption and P. Churchlands adds that,   “[a]lthough that 

assumption might be false, the fact is we really do not have any other plausible options at this 

stage, though theoretical developments could change that.”197 So, the term has been widely 

used in the field and I am going to present it as the authors use it.

According to Damasio, representation may be used for both mental and neural patterns 

and it means “pattern that is consistently related to something”.198 He emphasises that the 

193 FWH, p. 323.
194 FWH, p. 320.
195 CHURCHLAND, Patricia. Brain-Wise: Studies in Neurophilosophy. Cambridge (MA): MIT  Press, 2002, p. 

274.
196 Cf. ibid., p. 275-279.
197 Ibid., p. 277.
198 FWH, p. 320. Compare similar definition by P. Churchland: “[R]epresentations are states of the brain, such 

as patterns of activity across groups of neurons, which carry information.” (Brain-wise, p. 64.)
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relation is not that of a passive reproduction of the object represented, the term representation 

does not involve a reference to the degree of fidelity of the representation to the object in 

relation.199 Representations  are  created by  the  brain  and  are  “based  on  changes  which 

occurred  in  our  organisms –  including the  part  of  the  organism called  brain – when the 

physical structure of the object interacts with the body.”200 Thus, representations are specific 

results of our interactions with objects, designed by the “conventions” of the brain, not mere 

copies of something there outside: 

“There is no picture of the object being transferred from the object to the retina 

and from the retina to the brain. There is, rather, a set of correspondences between 

physical  characteristics  of  the  object  and  modes  of  reaction  of  the  organism 

according to which an internally generated image is constructed.”201

One more term that is to be explained is that of a map, which is closely connected with 

representation. Maps refer to the neural level of description and constitute the neural base of 

representation. Again, maps do not mirror anything, they correspond, in accordance with the 

internal design of the brain, to some inputs or changes. Damasio distinguishes two kinds of 

neural maps.202 There are first-order maps that map the primary inputs, coming both from 

inside (the body) and outside. Second-order maps represent the relationship between the first-

order maps, for example the relationship of an object and the organism.

 3.2  Consciousness

Consciousness is, according to Damasio, a biological process which comprises “the part 

of the mind concerned with the apparent sense of self and knowing”.203 As we see, the sense 

of self is something essential for consciousness in Damasio´s view, since it is this “sense” that 

constitutes  the  subjectivity  of  consciousness.204 Though it  is  entirely  subjective,  Damasio 

believes  consciousness  can  be  studied  scientifically,  if  we  do  not  forget  the  first-person 

perspective and combine it with the scientific research methods.205 I would like to present 

briefly  Damasio´s  biological  account  of  consciousness  in  this  section,  so  that  we have  a 

general picture of his position. Because consciousness is inseparable from the sense of self, 

more details on the constitution of consciousness will follow in the section on the self.

199 Cf. FWH, p. 320. The same argumentation Damasio uses also in the Looking for Spinoza, p. 199-200.
200 FWH, p. 320. This quotation serves only as an example, the brain of course represents also our relations to 

imaginary or abstract thought-objects.
201 Ibid., p. 321.
202 Cf. FWH, p. 169, 177-182.
203 FWH, p. 27.
204 I will present Damasio´s argument later on, when dealing with the sense of self at length.
205 Cf. FWH, p. 82-86.
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From the phenomenal perspective,  we can distinguish  two sides to  every conscious 

experience, that are closely interconnected: the image of an object (be it a sound, abstract 

thought or a dream) and the sense of self. “Consciousness is the unified mental pattern that 

brings together the object and the self.”206 Usually, most of our attention is paid to the object-

pole of the experience but the self-pole has to always be present, however subtly, in order that 

there be an experience at all.207 From the (neuro)biological perspective, Damasio describes the 

conditions for  consciousness  to  arise  as  follows:  There  has  to  be neural  maps constantly 

representing the internal state of the organism in the brain, that create the precursor of the 

self-pole of consciousness. Damasio calls this biological structure  proto-self, which is non-

conscious208 and he characterises it as “a coherent collection of neural patterns which map, 

moment  by  moment,  the  state  of  the  physical  structure  of  the  organism  in  its  many 

dimensions.”209 Second,  there  has  to  be  neural  maps,  activated  by  the  interaction  of  the 

organism with the object. Both of these are first-order maps, that can both become mental 

images.210 The  maps  pertaining  to  the  object  cause  changes  in  the  proto-self  and  these 

changes can be “re-represented” in second-order maps that represent the interaction of the 

organism with the object.211  

These second-order maps representing the process of the organism´s relationship with 

the  object  emerge  as  a  conscious  image.  “[C]onsciousness  occurs  when  the  brain´s 

representation devices generate an imaged, nonverbal account of how the organism´s own 

state is affected by the organism´s processing of an object, and when this process enhances 

the  image  of  the  causative  object,  thus  placing  it  saliently  in  a  spatial  and  temporal 

context.”212 Damasio describes this nonverbal account as a “simple narrative without words”, 

with  characters  (the  object,  the  organism)  and  unfolding  in  time.213 The  narrative  is 

constituted by the flowing images, “incorporated in the stream of thoughts”.214

206 FWH, p. 11.
207 Cf. FWH, p. 6-12. Zahavi argues for the same, see Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 119-124. 
208 Damasio does not distinguish conceptually the difference between things unaccessible to consciousness in 

principle (non-conscious in Searle´s terms) and things not actually accessed by consciousness, but 
potentially accessible (unconscious in Searle´s terms). I am using here Searle´s distinction, see RM, p. 154-
155.

209 FWH, p. 154.
210 As I have already mentioned, Damasio is aware of the explanatory gap; there is no explanation available yet 

how the neural patterns can become mental images. But Damasio offers a theory that at least presents 
hypotheses that can be scientifically explored.

211 Cf. FWH, p. 168-172.
212 FWH, p. 169.
213 FWH, p. 168.
214 FWH, p. 171.
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In other words, that Patricia Churchland used, Damasio´s theory of consciousness is 

based  on  the  internal  model  of  the  organism  or  its  self-representational  and 

metarepresentational capacities.215 It is important to add that “metarepresentations per se do 

not  yield  consciousness”.216 In  order  that  consciousness  arises,  they  “must  involve  self-

attribution ('This pain is mine'), self-representation (having a point of view), self-control ('I 

will wait to eat'), and the recognition of the relations between inner and outer things ('I can eat 

that').”217 

But, it might be objected that even the metarepresentations with self-attribution per se 

do  not  yield  consciousness.218 There  might  be  computer  metarepresentations  with  self-

attribution but we may be reluctant to admit that the computer is conscious. In my view, 

Damasio could argue that the main difference lies in the sense of self that is based on the 

neural proto-self, that is on the representation of the whole  living body. The self-attribution 

would  then  mean  something  completely  different  for  the  organism  and  the  computer, 

respectively. He argues in this way to the similar objection, that we might ascribe feelings to 

the Boeing 777 because it has sensors for its body.219 He concludes that “the 777 is unable to 

feel  anything  like  human  feelings  because,  among  other  reasons,  it  does  not  have  an 

equivalent to our interior life to be managed, let alone portrayed.”220 

Damasio  himself  emphasises  yet  another  condition  of  consciousness:  the  incessant 

dynamics of the interrelationship between the organism and its environment. 

“It is conceivable that a subject or self is shaped and maintained only as a result 

of ongoing actions and reactions [...]. Without the dynamics that lead to conflict 

between the level of control and level of perturbation or biomechanical constraint, 

the body could not be animated.”221

The changes that the organism undergoes because of the interactions with objects come 

through as emotions. Damasio distinguishes 1) the emotion, which is a bodily response of the 

organism  directed  outward  and  publicly  observable,  and  which  “can  be  triggered  and 

executed nonconsciously”;  2) a  state of  feeling,  which is  a  representation of the emotion 

inwardly  directed  and  does  not  have  to  be  conscious;  and  3)  “state  of  feeling  made 

215 Churchland, P.S., Brain-Wise, p. 164-165.
216 Ibid., p. 166.
217 Ibid., p. 166. See FWH, p. 125-130.
218 I owe this point to my supervisor James Hill, PhD.
219 Looking for Spinoza, p. 126-130. 
220 Ibid., p. 130.
221 RUDRAUF, David - DAMASIO, Antonio. The Biological Basis of Subjectivity: A Hypothesis. In: 

KRIEGEL, Uriah  - WILLIFORD, Kenneth. Self-Representational Approaches to Consciousness. 
Cambridge (MA): MIT Press, 2006, pp.423-464.
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conscious”, that reveals the organism´s being in a state of feeling and emotion.222 The notion 

of  an  unconscious  feeling  seems  contradictory  at  first  sight  and  Damasio  admits  it.  He 

explains  the  difficulty  to  understand it  by the  fact  that  “we  tend to  be conscious  of  our 

feelings”.223  The three states described are three “stages of processing along continuum”, but 

the  distinction  is  helpful  for  Damasio  to  understand  the  process  on  the  neurobiological 

level.224 He nonetheless abandons the notion of unconscious feelings in his last book, Looking 

for Spinoza,225 and it seems that he also has the conscious feelings in mind, when describing 

the nature and importance of feelings later in The Feeling of What Happens as well.

Emotions occur to be essential for consciousness, which Damasio infers not only from 

the cases of patients with damaged brain areas, but mainly from the character of emotions. 

They form a reaction of the whole body to an affecting object and thus they are the basis of 

the changes in the proto-self. Their function is similar to the primary evolutionary function of 

consciousness: to retain the homeostasis, the stability of internal milieu:  “We see subjectivity, 

emotion and feeling as grounded in homeostatic-like phenomena.”226 But more important is 

that, according to Damasio, “they can serve as a model for the articulation of the relationships 

between definable neurophysiological processes and our sense of being, our sentience, the 

core of subjectivity.”227 Similar view on the role of emotions for constitution of consciousness 

shares also the neurobiologist Jaak Panksepp,228 and Kathleen Wider229 who brings his and 

Damasio´s hypothesis together with some other arguments of theorists of emotion.

Damasio  distinguishes  three  basic  classes  of  emotions:  “primary or  universal  

emotions” (evolutionary oldest), such as “happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise or disgust”; 

“secondary or  social  emotions,  such  as  embarrassment,  jealousy,”  etc.;  and  “background 

emotions,  such  as  well-being  and  malaise,  calm  or  tension”.230 The  last  class  is  of  high 

importance for accepting the claim that emotions form the basis for consciousness, because 

the background emotions are produced incessantly and create the felt background presence of 

our  body and mood.231 

222 FWH, p. 35-37.
223 Ibid., p. 36.
224 Ibid., p. 37.
225 Looking for Spinoza, p. 86, 110.
226 Rudrauf, D. - Damasio, A., The Biological Basis of Subjectivity: A Hypothesis, p. 429.
227 Ibid.
228 Cf. PANKSEPP, Jaak. The Periconscious Substrates of Consciousness: Affective states and the 

Evolutionary Origins of the Self. In: GALLAGHER, Shaun - SHEAR, Jonathan (eds.). Models of the Self. 
UK: Imprint Academic, 2002, pp. 113-130. 

229 Wider, K., Emotion and Self-Consciousness, p. 63-87.
230 FWH, p. 51.
231 Cf. FWH, 285-287.
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 3.2.1  Core and Extended Consciousness
Damasio makes a distinction between the “core” and “extended” consciousness, and 

distinguishes, accordingly, also two kinds of self – the core and the autobiographical self, 

respectively.232 The  term  “core”  should  not  evoke  a  substantialization  or  reification  of 

consciousness. It simply comprises the basic characteristics or conditions for consciousness to 

occur. Core consciousness requires the sense of self to be present, but its scope is only “the 

here and now”,233 without any reference to past or future. As Damasio characterises it: 

 “In short,  core consciousness is  a  simple,  biological  phenomenon; it  has one 

single level of organization; it is stable across the lifetime of the organism; it is 

not exclusively human; and it is not dependent on conventional memory, working 

memory, reasoning, or language.”234

This simple consciousness is also characterised by the presence of background feelings 

and higher-level attention (sustained for a substantial  period of time).235 It  needs only the 

short-term memory for its existence, because it is “generated in pulselike fashion, for each 

content of which we are to be conscious.”236 Damasio describes many cases of different brain 

damages that cause different disruptions of full human consciousness and thus show only its 

core. We might expect this form of consciousness to be present in some animal species as 

well.237 

Higher form of consciousness is called extended consciousness and in its peak it is our 

human  consciousness  as  we  know  it  from  our  experience.  It  is  based  on  the  core 

consciousness, but “it has several levels of organization, and it evolves across the lifetime of 

the organism. [...] It depends on conventional memory and working memory” and, at its peak, 

“is enhanced by language.”238 Its scope involves remembered past and expected future.  It 

allows long-term planning and reasoning. The autobiographical self can be identified with our 

“I” with all its memory and personal identity. 

232 FWH, p. 16-17.
233 FWH, p. 16.
234 Ibid., p. 16.
235 Cf. FWH, p. 90-94.
236 FWH, p. 126.
237 Damasio believes that the extended consciousness, at simple levels, is also present  in some non-humans. 

See FWH, p. 16.
238 FWH, p. 16.
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 3.3  The Sense of Self

As I stated in the introduction, Damasio shares the basic view on consciousness with 

Searle, that is he takes it to be characterised by the first-person point of view. But unlike 

Searle, Damasio speaks of the “sense of self” from the very beginning as of something always 

present in our experience and  indispensable for consciousness.239 Whereas Searle uses the 

term  “subjective  ontology”  or  “first-person  point  of  view”,  without  explaining  its 

characteristics more in detail, Damasio sees the basis of subjectivity in the sense of self. To 

make us  understand the importance  of  it,  he  gives  us  a  striking  example of  a  man who 

suffered for a while from the impairment of consciousness. In the middle of conversation the 

man stopped, “his face lost animation [...] and his eyes became vacuously fixed on some point 

on the wall [...]. Then he began to move a little, he smacked his lips, his eyes shifted to the 

table between us, he seemed to see a cup of coffee [...]; he must have, because he picked up 

the cup and drank from it.”240 He did not reply on questions nor calling his name. After he had 

become conscious again, he did not remember anything from that unconscious period.

The point of the story is the  interpretation of that state as of “a mind deprived of the 

sense of self”.241 The man did not lose consciousness in the sense of collapsing but he ceased 

for  a  while  to  be  aware  of  himself  and  his  actions  and   his  mind  and  body  functioned 

“automatically”. The eyes “saw” the cup but the man did not see it, there was no first-person 

perspective, no self to experience it. And, what is important, in this sense there was also no 

consciousness. Therefore Damasio claims that the sense of self makes an essential part of 

consciousness. “There is a presence of you in a particular relationship with some object. If 

there were no such presence, how would your thoughts belong to you?”242 Thus, the main 

question for Damasio is  how the brain makes us know what  we experience and that the 

experience is ours. 

 3.3.1 Emergence of the Sense of Self 
Damasio  denies,  with  reference  to  Dennett,  the  conception  of  the  self  as  of  the 

“homunculus” observing what is going on in the “Cartesian theatre”, on the stage of our 

minds.243 This notion presupposes there is one “knower”, identifiable with the self, in one 

239 Cf. FWH, p. 6 ff.
240 Ibid., p. 6.
241 Ibid., p. 7.
242 Ibid., p. 10.
243 FWH, p. 11. It is important to add that Dennett criticises the idea of homunculus but he gives it a different 

name, namely the “Central Meaner”. He criticises the notion of the “Cartesian Theater” and the “Central 
Meaner” throughout his whole book (Consciousness Explained). In connection with self, see especially 
chapter 13, p. 412-430.
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certain brain area who interprets the images produced by brain and thus does the “knowing” 

for us.244 But the homunculus solution does not really solve the problem, it only moves it on 

another  level  and  leads  to  the  infinite  regress.  Damasio  sees  yet  another  problem in  the 

homunculus theory: “The failure of the homunculus idea to provide a solution for how we 

know cast doubt on the very notion of self. [...] The failure of the homunculus-style knower, 

however, does not suggest that the notion of self should or could be discarded along with that 

of  homunculus.”245  This  might  be the  case of  Dennett  who takes  the  self  to  be  a  mere 

narrative construction or abstraction, with no reality.246

What is, than, Damasio´s account of self? He denies the notion of the self as a “knower” 

already existing somewhere in  the brain waiting for  images and representations to know, 

though he claims that “the human mind is constantly being split [...] between the part that 

stands for the known and the part that stands for the knower.”247 As we have seen, Damasio 

describes  core  consciousness  as  a  wordless  narrative,  he  also  compares  the  stream  of 

consciousness to the film.248 It might remind us of the notion of Cartesian Theatre, we might 

be expecting a spectator, similar to the central “knower”. But Damasio uses the metaphor of 

the  movie  or  the  notion  of  the  story  to  describe  a  different  notion  of  the  self.  First,  he 

emphasises that the core self is not preexisting in the brain, it “is only born as the story is told, 

within the story itself”.249 Secondly, he shows that the self is just as representation as the rest 

of the content of consciousness, but that does not mean the self is a mere abstraction; it is 

experienced.250 “You know you exist because the narrative exhibits you as protagonist in the 

act of knowing. [...] You know it is you seeing because the story depicts a character – you – 

doing the seeing.”251 It is interesting that Panksepp, also a neurobiologist and proponent of the 

consciousness theory based on emotions, uses similar metaphor. He emphasises that we shall 

understand the primitive self rather as an actor than an observer.252 It is because the primitive 

self is linked more with the representation of internal body state and its motor processes than 

with sensory outputs from outside.
244 FWH, p. 190-191. See also Dennett, D., Consciousness Explained. 
245 FWH, p. 190.
246 DENNETT, Daniel. Self as a Centre of Narrative Gravity. http://cogprints.org/266/00/selfctr.htm. [quoted 

2007-08-02].
247 FWH, p. 191.
248 “Movies are the closest external representation of the prevailing storytelling that goes on in our minds.” 

FWH, p. 188.
249 FWH, p. 191.
250 See also Churchland, P. S., Brain-wise, p. 124: “The brain makes us think that we have a self. Does that 

mean that the self I think I am is not real? No, it is as real as any activity of the brain.”
251 FWH, p. 172. Cf. also: “[...]generating the appearance of an owner and observer for the movie within the 

movie.” (FWH, p. 11)
252 Cf. Panksepp, J., The Periconscious Substrates of Consciousness: Affective states and the Evolutionary 

Origins of the Self,  p. 121-123, 126.
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It seems to me difficult to understand fully Damasio´s comparison. It is quite clear what 

it says negatively, namely that the self is no self-standing entity somewhere in the brain nor 

that  the self  is  a  mere  social  construct,  but  that  it  is  something represented in  the  brain 

similarly  to  the  representations  of  affecting  objects.  Consciousness  conveys  a  nonverbal 

message that “there is an individual subject in the relationship [between the organism and an 

object], a transiently constructed entity to which the knowledge of the moment is seemingly 

attributed.”253 

But,  however,  the metaphor seems to  me difficult  to  comprehend for  the following 

reason. The term narrative or story that Damasio uses already implies a subject, perceiving it 

as a narrative. Without a subject, there is no story. If we try to imagine the narrative Damasio 

describes  we  must  imagine  three  events  happening  at  the  same  time:  unfolding  of  the 

narrative  itself,  emerging  of  the  character  of  the  narrative,  who  is  at  the  same  time  its 

perceiver.  The metaphor thus seems to imply a complex reflexivity. The  character (the self) 

must not only be aware of itself as of the perceiver of the narrative but also, at the same time 

and as  the same self,  perceive  itself  as  the  character  doing something,  that  the narrative 

depicts  them  doing.  But  maybe  the  metaphor  only  expresses  the  paradox  nature  of 

consciousness, namely its self-relation or self-referentiality.

There  seems  to  be  similar  problem  in  Patricia  Churchland´s  account  of  self-

representational  capacities  of  the  brain.  Brain  creates,  according  to  Churchland,  different 

representational  models,  that  is  “coordinated  organization  of  representations  embodying 

information about a connected set of objects and what happens to them across time”.254 There 

might be models of the body, of the environment and also of the brain´s own processes; and 

self-representation does not only occur at one level, but comes rather in different grades and 

layers. As Churchland says:

“The  brain  not  only  represents  the  sensations  of  one´s  limbs;  it  specifically 

represents  the  sight  and  feel  of  the  limb  as  belonging  to  oneself  (there  is  a 

mosquito  on  my left  ear).  Yet  further  neuronal  activity  may  represent  that 

representation as a mental state (I know I feel a mosquito on my left ear).”255

Apart from the general  difficulties with the term representation, two more problems 

arise in this account. The first seems to consist in not distinguishing between the conscious 

and mental level, though P. Churchland emphasises this distinction earlier in her book.256 Her 
253 FWH, p. 125.
254 Brain-wise, p. 64.
255 Ibid.
256 Cf. ibid., p. 48-50. “[I]f we think of the mind as intelligent, as perceiving, recognizing, and problem 

solving, then the mind cannot be equated with conscious experience, though conscious experience is part of 
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formulation suggests that the sight and feel represented as belonging to me does not have to 

be conscious if it is not as the same time represented as a mental state. But is it possible then 

to speak of the sight and feel, if there is no consciousness yet? It also seems as if the mental 

state  had  the  form  “I  know  that...”  and  thus  was  equated  with  conscious  state  which 

contradicts  Churchland´s  previous  claim.  This  problem  shows  again,  in  my  view,  the 

explanatory  gap  between  the  neural  and  mental  or  conscious  level.  The  concepts  in  the 

neurobiological  hypotheses  are  derived  from  our  conscious  experience  and  they  already 

presuppose consciousness. But when they are used for the mental level, that is for events that 

does not have to be conscious, their meaning becomes blurred.  Therefore it  seems to me 

better to maintain only the distinction between consciousness and the neural level, without 

any reference to unconscious mental states.

The second difficulty with Churchland´s account of self-representation is the implied 

self-attribution. The sight or feel is represented as belonging to oneself. But who or what is 

this self? Such notion implies that the brain has to create another representation of the whole 

organism, something like Damasio´s proto-self, which would have to be stable and invariant 

in the sense that every representation concerning the organism would have to be related to it. 

But  then  the  self-part  of  the  term  self-representation  refers  not  so  much  to  the  brain´s 

capacities to represent its own states as to the whole organism that is the subject of attribution 

of  some  changes.  And  this  subject   must  also  be  represented  both  as  the  “I”  in  the 

representation that has the form “I know that...” and as the previous  subject of attribution of 

some change. Again we see the complex and interlinking self-referentiality, its structure is 

similar to that present in Damasio´s metaphor.

Another self-relation seems to be implied in Damasio´s account of the emergence of the 

sense of self. Damasio describes it as the “re-representation of the non-conscious proto-self in  

the  process  of  being  modified within  an  account  that  establishes  the  cause  of  the 

modification”.257 But, in my opinion, the notion of modification or change presupposes that 

there has to be some stable representation of the proto-self, apart from the always changing 

proto-self, and these two have to be related together in a form of self-relation, otherwise it 

would  not  be  possible  to  speak  about  one  and  the   same  entity,  namely  the  organism, 

undergoing  a  change.  That  Damasio  takes  the  proto-self  to  be  also  something  stable,  an 

identical  reference  point,  not  only  continually  changing  brain  maps,  comes out  when he 

speaks of “an organism previously equipped with the ability to represent the stable proto-self 

the mind.” (p. 50.)
257 FWH, p. 172.
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[...]”,258 but  he  does  not  explain  where  the  notion  of  the  stable  proto-self  comes  from. 

Damasio points out elsewhere that the identity of organism and its parts is maintained by the 

identical structure and function, not by the identical content.259 That might formally explain 

the identity of the proto-self in spite of its changing nature. But it still remains unclear what 

makes the organism “know” or “feel” that the state of the body represented by the proto-self 

is its state.

Proto-self is not conscious, it does not know or feel anything, it “is not an interpreter of 

anything. It is a reference point at each point in which it is.”260 It is a question whether the 

metarepresentations have to be first  interpreted as self-representations, that is as referring to 

the  organism itself,  or  whether  the  self-reference  is  something  already  given  with  every 

conscious experience. Damasio maintains the second position, giving us another metaphor, 

that of “an answer to the question the organism never posed”,261 namely the question who the 

owner of the images is. The sense of self as the subject of the changes is created within the 

story. “There is no need to interrogate the core self about the situation and the core self does 

not  interpret  anything.  Knowing is  generously offered free of  charge.”262 Everything thus 

indicates that Damasio tries to take the emergence of consciousness as simultaneous with the 

explicit self-relation, present in the sense of self.263 It is clever in that consciousness always 

involves a kind of self-reference and any notion of an explicit self-reference or self-relation 

seems to  presuppose  consciousness.  For,  in  my view,  in  order  the  self-reference  be  self-

reference, it has to be known or taken as such, as referring to self and not something else. But 

that condition could be only fulfilled by a conscious being that only has the sense of self. 

However, it remains a question whether this explanation is satisfactorily as an explanation of 

the emergence of subjectivity.

 3.3.2 The Feeling of Knowing
Damasio uses yet another way to describe the emergence of the sense of self. He says 

one becomes conscious always as the self  in  the act  of  knowing. That knowledge is  the 

wordless  story  about  the  organism  being  changed  by  apprehending  some  object  and  it 

258 FWH, p. 191.
259 Cf. FWH, p. 143-145. “No component remains the same for very long [...]. What remains the same, in good 

part, is the construction plan for our organism structure and the set points for the operation of its parts.” (p. 
144)

260 FWH, p. 154.
261 FWH, p. 25, see also p. 188, 191.
262 FWH, p. 192.
263 Compare also Zahavi´s statement that “first-personal givenness [of experience] entails a built-in self-

reference, a primitive experiential self-referentiality.” (Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 122)
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emerges in its simplest form as the “feeling of knowing”,264 as the “feeling of what happens” 

when the organism is “modified by the acts of apprehending something”.265 That feeling is the 

sense of self:

 “The  first  basis  for  the  conscious  you is  a  feeling  which  arises  in  the  re-

representation of  the  nonconscious  proto-self  in  the  process  of  being modified 

within an account which establishes the cause of the modification. The first trick 

behind consciousness is  the creation of this  account,  and its  first  result  is  the 

feeling of knowing.”266

It  might  sound weird to  combine the feeling with knowing and to see the basis  of 

consciousness in feeling, and Damasio is aware of it. He states more reasons why feeling is so 

important for him. First, if we reflect on the nature of consciousness, if we want to describe it, 

the concept of feeling seems to be the most appropriate. We have already seen by Searle and 

Nagel that there is some feel to conscious experience, something it is like to be conscious. 

According to Damasio, consciousness as such is not a sensory pattern, “we do not hear it nor 

see it”.267 It “feels like some kind of pattern built with the nonverbal signal of body states. It is 

for  this  reason perhaps  that  the  mysterious  source  of  our  first-person  perspective  [...]  is 

revealed to the organism in the form that is both powerful and elusive, unmistakable and 

vague.”268

Second, if we accept the structure of consciousness Damasio suggests, the importance 

of the body for consciousness comes into foreground, and feeling are intimately connected 

with body. Damasio says that feeling is “the idea of the body being in a certain way”.269 The 

representation of the internal state of our body forms the basis for our conscious self and the 

other pole of consciousness, the object part, is also  grounded in our body: not only because 

we perceive it through senses, but mainly because the object, external or internal, induces 

emotions, that is bodily reactions that change the proto-self and it is this interaction with the 

object  that  is  represented  in  consciousness.  Third,  the  body  is  also  the  ground  of  our 

individual perspective. Thus, the biological structures involved in creating consciousness are 

closely tied with the body, they “operate with the nonverbal vocabulary of feelings”.270

264 FWH, for example p. 26, 169.
265 Ibid., p. 10.
266 FWH, p. 172.
267 FWH, p. 312.
268 FWH, p. 312.
269 Looking for Spinoza, p. 85. He complements the definition one page later, saying that “feeling is a 

perception of a certain state of the body along with the perception of a certain mode of thinking and of 
thoughts with certain themes.” (ibid., p. 86)

270 FWH, p. 313.

47



The importance of the feelings for the study of consciousness is stressed even more in 

the study The Biological Basis of Subjectivity: A Hypothesis by David Rudrauf and Antonio 

Damasio from 2006. The authors 

“see the issue of feeling as a means to deal with the problem of subjectivity, and thus as 

a way to provide a biological account of a fundamental aspect of consciousness. The problem 

of feeling is relevant to the problem of subjectivity and consciousness precisely because the 

very concept of feeling [...] implies a sentient entity and thus requires considering the general 

problem of what makes one capable of being a subject of sensory experiences and of sensory 

experiences of oneself in particular.”271

The authors thus take the feelings to be the primary form of consciousness and to be 

inseparable  from  subjectivity.  They  point  out  that  most  of  neuroscientific  or  cognitive 

approaches to consciousness have not paid attention to this basic feature of consciousness but 

have focused rather on some elements of consciousness that does not have to be necessary for 

consciousness as such. Their research project, on the other hand, aims at explaining why and 

how consciousness emerges in the first place.

Feelings are also important from the pragmatic point of view. They can serve as the 

simplest “units” of conscious experience and thus restrict the vast complexity of the research 

project.  The  lowest  level  of  consciousness  is,  as  we  have  seen  by  Damasio,  core 

consciousness; “it is the level of constitution of a self-sentient entity”.272 This simplest form of 

consciousness  comes  through  as  a  feeling.  The  ability  to  feel  is  thus  “a  necessary  and 

sufficient  condition for  a  physical  system to be imbued with at  least  a  minimal  level  of 

consciousness”.273

But how, then, does an organism begin to feel? The authors argue that feelings are not 

grounded in mere “somatosensing”, that is in representations of the internal body-state. “[I]t 

[...] appears insufficient to explain why the mapped body states would be felt, that is, why 

they come to be experienced at all. The biological substrate of feelings is thus certainly not 

confined to seemingly passive brain representations of body states.”274 Instead, they suggest 

that feelings arise from a conflict between the necessary stability of the internal milieu and 

ongoing changes caused by the interactions with the environment.  The organism is being 

affected by its own internal changes and 

“the very notion of 'being affected' implies a steady-state regime of transformation 

271 Rudrauf, D. - Damasio, A., The Biological Basis of Subjectivity: A Hypothesis, p. 423.
272 Ibid., p. 436.
273 Ibid., p. 437.
274 Ibid., p. 430.
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[...], in which something active in the system, an affected dynamical structure, has 

to continuously react to the incoming or ongoing variance. [...]  The conflictive 

dimension implied by the notion of affect, which includes the idea of a potentially 

overwhelming subjective pressure, suggests that the reactions of the system to its 

own variance might be a form of resistance.”275

The authors continue that the “general dynamical configuration of a system in which 

something resists, that is, attempts to control its own transformations, may be crucial to the 

making of the subjective experience we refer to as feeling, where this includes the feeling of 

an emotion and more generally the sense of self.”276 We see in the quoted formulations that 

the organism has to be related to itself through different systems and on many levels before it 

becomes conscious. The appearance of a feeling seems to be grounded in the concern the 

organism has for itself, for maintaining its own life. 

We may accept this as a theoretical outline but still it seems to me there is always the 

same problem present as I  pointed out earlier.  The concepts as “resistance”, “conflict” or 

“affect” presuppose an intention and first-person point of view; resistance and conflict can 

only arise when a being has an particular end or intention that is being endangered. Thus, it 

seems that these concepts result  from our (human) interpretation of the animal or human 

behaviour and so are not to be taken literally. But how then are they to be understood? We 

may come back to Searle´s (and others´) distinction between the first-person and third-person 

perspective so as to show how important and yet difficult it is to keep these two apart because 

the third-person perspective is still a person´s perspective. The concepts I quoted above were 

used by the authors to describe “objectively” the structures underlying consciousness  but in 

the end they are but a projection of the first-person perspective to the object of description. 

We are thus getting at the question again whether consciousness as something accessible from 

the  first-person  point  of  view  can  be  also  described  objectively,  without  metaphors  or 

concepts referring to subjective experience.

Nonetheless, though it still remains unclear how the conscious feeling emerges from the 

neural  processes,  the  authors  provide  a  hypotheses  that  presents  the  self  as  a  dynamical 

process  involving  many  brain  systems  and  the  feeling  as  the  most  basic  form  of 

consciousness. “Feeling and thus subjectivity not only occur during resistance to variance but 

are themselves this process.”277 This account has the advantage of considering the essence of 

275 Ibid., p. 438.
276 Ibid.
277 Ibid., p. 452.
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consciousness,  namely  the  subjectivity  of  experience,  and  of  being  acceptable  by  both 

philosophy and scientific enquiry, because the concept of feeling can be investigated by them 

both.

 3.4 Core and Autobiographical Self

So far, the text only concerned the minimal sense of self, the “core self” in Damasio´s 

words. This form of self has to be distinguished from the so called autobiographical self, that 

is the self of the extended consciousness. 

The core self is being generated anew with every conscious experience. It is triggered 

by the object the organism interacts with. Though it is transient, “[b]ecause of the permanent 

availibility of provoking objects, it is continuously generated and thus appears continuous in 

time.”278 The core self does not need long-term memory and is expected to be present also in 

some animal species.  It has been accepted by other authors as well that consciousness as such 

does not imply an autobiographical self or personal identity.279

The autobiographical self is grounded in the core self and gradually evolves during the 

person´s life. The core self is always present, but it is being constantly accompanied by the 

images  from the autobiographical  memory.  “[A]utobiographical  memory is  architecturally 

connected,  neurally  and  cognitively  speaking,  to  the  nonconscious  proto-self  and  to  the 

emergent and conscious core self of each lived instant.”280 Damasio points out that, unlike the 

core self, its autobiographical counterpart is “based on a concept” that ”exists in the form of 

the dispositional, implicit memories [...] and many of these implicit memories can be made 

explicit at any time, simultaneously.”281 These activated memories form the content of our 

personality, of the “I” that is present, together with this content, in our experiences but usually 

not attended. But the core self is necessary not only to provide the experiences that create the 

content of the memories.  “The autobiographical self  also requires the mechanism of core 

consciousness so that the activation of its memories can generate core consciousness.”282

So, the memories function the same as other objects, they affect the proto-self and thus 

trigger the core-consciousness and generate the sense of self in the act of knowing.283 This is 

one of the two main “tricks” of extended consciousness. The second lies in the capacity of 

working memory to hold “active, simultaneously and for a substantial amount of time, the 

278 FWH, p. 175.
279 See Churchland, P.S., Brain-wise, p. 65-66;  Strawson, G., The Self, p. 3-4. 
280 FWH, p. 173.
281 FWH, p. 173-174.
282 FWH, p. 175.
283 Cf. FWH, p. 196-197.
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many images whose collection defines the autobiographical self and the images which define 

the object.”284 It is important to emphasise that even the autobiographical self is not dependent 

on  language,285 though “[i]n  the  case  of  humans  the  second-order  nonverbal  narrative  of 

consciousness  can  be  converted  into  language  immediately”.286 Thus,  for  Damasio  the 

language constitutes the third-order representations but these verbal representations have to 

have something to represent, and these are the nonverbal images. 

Damasio lays the display of a complex structure of consciousness before us but we may 

ask how all these layers become unified. If the personal memories are taken as other objects 

how does it  come that we know they are our memories, memories of the same self? The 

original experience was experienced as ours because of the sense of self created together with 

that experience. If we are to recognize the remembered experience as ours it is necessary that 

the “I” of the past experience is identified with the now remembering self. But how is that 

possible when the core self is being always created anew? And who would compare the two 

selves? It brings us again before the complex reflexivity of consciousness and the self and 

suggests that the self is somehow known to itself immediately. 

Damasio  sees  the  ground  of  our  sense  of  identity  in  the  constant  repetition  and 

reactivation of “a consistent set of identity records” that “forms a backdrop for our minds and 

can be moved to the foreground rapidly if the need arises.”287 He names also other factors that 

contribute to and explain the unity of consciousness and the sense of self. One is the single 

body we have. It forms the individual perspective of our consciousness, since everything is 

related to it through the represented proto-self.288 The second factor is the “tendency toward 

unified control [that] prevails during our developmental history, probably because a single 

organism  requires  that  there  be  one  single  self  if  the  job  of  maintaining  life  is  to  be 

accomplished successfully.”289 

284 FWH, p. 198.
285 “Autobiographical selves occur only in organisms endowed with a substantial memory capacity and 

reasoning ability, but do not require language.” (FWH, p. 198.)
286 FWH, p. 185.
287 FWH, p. 223-224.
288 Cf. FWH, p. 142-149.
289 FWH, p. 225.
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 4 CONCLUSION

As  we  have  seen,  both  Damasio  and  Searle  agree  on  the  main  characteristics  of 

consciousness. They take it to be something subjective in the first place that should be studied 

as such; at the same time, it is a biological process going on in the brain that can be studied 

scientifically. Both emphasise the first-person perspective as essential for consciousness, but 

they differ in its deeper analysis and the research project that results from it.  Searle deals 

more  with  general  philosophical  problems  or  questions  that  arise  when  the  first-person 

perspective is taken seriously, but without dualistic presuppositions. His main attempt is, in 

my view, to show that consciousness should be treated as essentially subjective, and what it 

means to treat it this way. But he does not analyse in detail how subjectivity arises or what its 

conditions are. For Damasio, conversely, the subjective character of consciousness lies in the 

centre of his investigation.  First, I would like to sum up and compare their views on the self 

and its role for consciousness, then I am going to look more closely on the research projects 

they propose, and  the philosophical problems within Damasio´s theory.

 4.1 The Self

I have dealt with an analysis of consciousness and its relation to the sense of self in this 

thesis. Despite the same starting point of both Searle and Damasio, namely the essential first-

personal  nature of consciousness,  they differ  a  lot  in their  notion of  self  and its  role  for 

consciousness. How is it then with this relation? 

Damasio takes  the sense of self  to  be a necessary condition of consciousness  that 

makes  the  experience  subjective.  The  self  is  always  present  as  the  subject  to  whom the 

experiences are attributed, but this presence is usually not in the centre of our attention, it “is 

quiet and subtle”.290 It is the object of our experience that is enhanced and attended,291 but the 

self must always be there as well. His notion is thus close to that of Zahavi. He speaks of the 

“quality of mineness” to describe the subjectivity of experience, its “first-personal givenness”, 

and says that  “[t]he mineness is  not  something attended to;  it  simply figures as a  subtle 

background presence.”292   This sense of mineness is than identified with the sense of self.293 

A question might  arise  what  the relation between the  sense of  self  and the self  is, 

whether there is some self besides the sense of self. Both Damasio and Zahavi seem to share 

290 FWH, p. 10. See also p. 127-130.
291 See FWH, p. 125-126, 169, 183.
292 Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 124.
293 Ibid., p. 125.
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the view that the self is nothing “opposed to the stream of consciousness”,294 nothing existing 

independently of it. Thus, it seems that we can never experience the self alone, we can only 

make a  concept of  the self  through the sense of self  that  is  present  in every experience. 

“[S]elf-awareness is not to be understood as an awareness of an isolated, wordless self, nor is 

the self located and hidden in the head.”295 We have seen by Damasio that the sense of self 

arises  within  the  experience  of  something  else.  Zahavi  also  emphasises  that  the  “self  is 

present to itself precisely and indeed only when worldly engaged”.296 These remarks seems to 

imply  that,  though  we  can  conceptually  distinguish  the  sense  of  self  and  the  object  of 

consciousness,  these  two  are  experientially  interconnected  and  inseparable,  forming  one 

single  but  complex  experience.  We  can  conceive  of  them  as  of  two  different  poles  of 

experience in reflection and description, but as such is the sense of self pre-reflective.

 This suggests what the distinction between the self and the sense of self is. The latter 

describes  the  phenomenal  aspect  of  our  experience,  its  subjectivity  or  first-personal 

givenness, it does not refer to some substantialized  entity called the self. The self, on the 

other hand, seems to be a concept, that is something constructed or inferred, not experienced 

as such. It seems than that the concept of the core self, as Damasio uses it, serves only as a 

theoretical  concept  for  description of  the  basic  sense of  self  present  in  beings  with  core 

consciousness, not as a concept these beings have of themselves. So, it might be said that 

beings confined only to the core consciousness have the sense of self but not the self as such, 

as a concept transcending the individual experiences. In contrast to that, beings with extended 

consciousness,297 such as us humans, themselves create  the notion of their autobiographical 

self  during  their  lives  that  changes  and  evolves.  But  it  is  important  to  add  that  this 

autobiographical self is inevitably based on the pre-reflective sense of self that appears in 

every experience. 

It remains a question how it is with the sense of self-identity when it comes to the core-

self, whether the identity presupposes the concept of the  (same) self or whether the identity 

belongs to  the  very  experiential  dimension.  Though Damasio  claims that  the  core-self  is 

transient and created anew for every experienced object, it seems that he also concedes some 

294 Ibid., p. 125. See also Zahavi, D. - Parnas, J., Phenomenal Consciousness and Self-awareness: A 
Phenomenological Critique of Representational Theory, p. 257: “The subject or self referred to in self-
awareness is not something apart from or beyond the experience, but simply a feature of its givenness.”

295  Subjectivity and Selfhood, p. 125. See also the quotation in the previous note.
296  Ibid., p. 126.
297 It should be added that Damasio emphasises the continuity between the core and extended consciousness, 

there might be degrees of the complexity of the autobiographical self that is not limited only to human 
consciousness.
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sort of identity to it that is based on permanent and continuous generating of the core self.298 

Though Zahavi has a slightly different notion of the core or minimal self, it seems that he also 

ascribes an identity to it that is not identical with the personal identity of the autobiographical 

self.   According  to  Zahavi,  the  identity  is  grounded  in  the  first-personal  givenness  that 

remains the same despite the manifold experiences. “[A]lthough the self, as an experiential 

dimension, does not exist in separation from the experiences, and is identified by the very 

first-personal  givenness  of  the  experiences,  it  may  still  be  described  as  the  invariant 

dimension of first-personal givenness throughout the multitude of changing experiences.”299 It 

might be thus concluded that the sense of identity is not dependent on the concept of the self 

but that it is experienced and makes part of the sense of self. 

Searle,  on the other hand, has a completely different notion of self,  though he also 

mentions the sense of self as one of important features of consciousness. He connects the 

issue of self with two different philosophical topics, namely with the problem of personal 

identity and reasoning for voluntary free actions, but neither of them aims at the basic sense 

of self describing the experience as such. The self taken as the personal “I” continuing its 

identical  existence  through  time  corresponds  to  the  autobiographical  self  of  extended 

consciousness,  in  Damasio´s  terminology.  We  have  seen  that  this  notion  of  self  is  not 

necessary for an explanation of consciousness in its simpler forms. The second notion of the 

self has been postulated as a formal entity, necessary for  the possibility of explaining human 

actions by rational reasons and for the notion of responsibility. But I have tried to show that 

again, despite the formal description, Searle has the complex autobiographical self in mind. 

His emphasis on the subjectivity of consciousness thus remains somewhat vague, since it is 

not grounded in a deeper analysis of the nature of the experiencing subject. This imperfection 

of  his  consciousness  account  has  also  an  impact  on  his  view on  the  possible  scientific 

exploration of subjectivity.

 4.2  Consciousness and Neurobiology

Though both  Searle  and  Damasio  consider  the  neurobiology as  the  right  means  to 

explain the biological nature of consciousness, each of them has a slightly different idea of 

how the research should proceed. Searle thinks science should “first find the possible neural 

correlate of consciousness, called the NCC; second, test to see if the correlation is causal; 

third, get a theory.”300 He than distinguishes two scientific approaches, the “building-block 

298 See FWH, p. 175. Quoted in this work, p. 50.
299 Ibid., p. 132.
300 Mind, p. 105.
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approach” and the “unified-field approach”.301 The first one consists in searching for the NCC 

for specific types of consciousness, for example visual experiences. The latter aims at finding 

NCC for “the whole  conscious field of qualitative, unified subjectivity”.302 Searle favours the 

second approach because it corresponds better to the “holistic” character of consciousness. “I 

want  to  suggest  that  if  we  think  of  consciousness  holistically,  then  the  aspects  I  have 

mentioned so far,  especially  our  original  combination of  subjectivity,  qualitativeness,  and 

unity  all  in  one  feature,  will  seem less  mysterious.”303 It  seems that  Damasio´s  research 

project comes also under this approach. It is interesting that Searle, though he quotes Damasio 

as one of the neuroscientists dealing with consciousness,304 does not mention his theory in 

more detail.

The problem of  Searle´s  “unified-field approach” is  that  it  remains too general.  He 

grounds  the  advantages  of  this  approach  in  its  concern  for  the  essential  feature  of 

consciousness, the combined aspects of subjectivity, qualitativeness and unity. I have tried to 

show,  however,  that  his  account  of  these   features  of  consciousness  is  not  satisfactorily 

explained and elaborated in detail.  That  results,  in my view, in the general  nature of  his 

suggested research project that is too complex and gives us no idea how it should proceed in 

reality. 

Damasio,  in contrast,  comes with the specific hypotheses that allows for a concrete 

scientific research which consists in searching for biological underpinnings of the sense of 

self. It takes the role of the emotions, and thus the whole body, into account and is specified 

by the concept of feeling that is supposed to constitute the minimal level of consciousness and 

that necessarily comprises subjectivity. The concept of feeling has the advantage of being 

relevant  for  both  philosophy  and biology.  There  are  some philosophical  problems in  his 

theory though.

The main task Damasio is  concerned with is,  generally, to explain how subjectivity 

arises. The most basic problem I see in his theory is that he presupposes what is yet to be 

explained, namely the subject. I have tried to show that his metaphor of the “movie in the 

brain”  or  the  “wordless  narrative”  depicting  the  organism as  both  the  character  and  the 

“spectator” is difficult to comprehend because of the terms he uses. The term narrative is not 

an  “objective”  one  in  the  sense  that  a  narrative  exists  as  such  only  for  a  subject  that 

apprehends it. And even if we admit that the subject might arise within the narrative and 

301 Ibid., p. 105-106. See also Consciousness and Language, p. 50-58.
302 Mind, p. 107.
303 Consciousness and Language, p. 56.
304 Ibid., p. 37. It is the only place where Searle mentions Damasio that I have found in his books.
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simultaneously with it, there remains the problem of the self-identification of the subject as a 

spectator  and  as  a  character,  which  is  implied  by  the  metaphor.  It  seems  that  this  self-

identification  is  only  possible  when  the  subject  knows  itself  already,  that  is  when  it  is 

conscious. Similar problem seems to be present also in Damasio´s notion of the proto-self that 

implies  a sort of self-relation, which again presupposes the subject. Not only is the proto-self 

identical despite its continuous changes, but it  serves as the stable reference-point of  self-

attribution of the changes. 

But this difficulty is not the only one. The same objection, that of an implied subject, 

applies also to the more general concepts the neurobiologists use,  such as the concept of 

representation.305 Though  the  term  is  acknowledged  to  be  just  a  hypothetical  one,  it 

presupposes a subject, which remains unnoticed both by P. Churchland and A. Damasio. It is 

then problematic to use this term for an explanation of subjectivity. In general, it seems that 

the biological theory of consciousness I have presented fails to be satisfying, because of the 

unreflected conceptual ambiguity that results from the confusion of the first-person and the 

third-person  perspective.  The  subjective  point  of  view  is  projected  onto  the  biological 

processes  unnoticed,  but  the  resulting  hypothesis  is  presented  as  an  objective,  though 

speculative, account.

This problem is necessarily connected with the question I discussed at length by Searle, 

namely  whether  a  scientific  explanation  of  the  first-person  perspective  is  possible.  Both 

Searle  and Damasio believe it  is;  whereas  Searle  does  not  show how it  should proceed, 

Damasio tries it in his theory based on the sense of self and the concept of feeling. But we 

have seen that his description involves a subject already. The metaphors he uses suggest how 

difficult  it  is  to  explain  the  emergence  of  subjectivity  out  of  something  that  lacks  it. 

Paradoxically,  the  problem with  Damasio´s  scientific  theory  consists  not  in  reducing  the 

subjectivity  to  something  objective,  but  in  an  implicit  projection  of  the  first-person 

perspective onto the allegedly objective structures. I agree with Damasio´s emphasis on the 

role of the self for consciousness, and thus also for any consciousness theory, and I also share 

his view on the importance of the concept of feeling. It seems to me though that the main 

difficulty,  namely  the  scientific  explanation  of  subjectivity,  remains  unexplained  and  his 

hypotheses raises a question again whether the problem might be solved at all. 

305 See the discussion of this problem in this work, p. 36.
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SUMMARY

Consciousness and the Self:  The Theories of John Searle and Antonio Damasio

The thesis deals with the relationship of consciousness and the self, as it is present in 

the consciousness theories of John Searle and Antonio Damasio. Consciousness is taken by 

both authors as an essentially subjective phenomenon and it is analyzed as such. Yet at the 

same time, they take it to be a natural part of the physical world. First, Searle´s arguments 

concerning  the  subjective  nature  of  consciousness  and  the  possibilities  to  study  it 

scientifically  are  analyzed,  together  with  objections  against  Searle´s  view.  Then  Searle´s 

account of the self is presented. The author argues that this account is not sufficient to explain 

subjectivity more deeply. Presentation of Damasio´s theory follows as a complement to Searle

´s theory. Damasio takes the sense of self to be a necessary component of consciousness that 

is  pre-reflectively  present  and  appears  in  the  form of  feeling.  This  notion  of  the  self  is 

supported in the thesis for it allows for better understanding of the phenomenal aspects of 

consciousness and also forms a basis for a possible scientific research. Damasio´s biological 

hypotheses concerning the emergence of the subjectivity is discussed and criticised though for 

presupposing the subject, which is yet to be explained by the theory. 

RESUMÉ

Vědomí a “já”: Teorie Johna Searla a Antonia Damasia

Diplomová práce se zabývá vztahem vědomí a “já” v pojetí teorií vědomí Johna Searla 

a Antonia Damasia. Oba autoři pojímají vědomí jako bytostně subjektivní jev, a jako takový 

je zkoumán. Současně však dle nich tvoří vědomí přirozenou část fyzikálního světa. Nejprve 

jsou v práci rozebrány a vystaveny námitkám Searlovy argumenty ve prospěch subjektivní 

povahy vědomí a možnosti zkoumat ho vědecky. Poté je představeno Searlovo pojetí “já”. 

Toto  pojetí  dle  autorky  nedokáže  podrobněji  vysvětlit  subjektivitu.  Následuje  představení 

Damasiovy teorie  vědomí,  které  doplňuje  Searlovo pojetí.  Dle  Damasia  představuje  pocit 

“sebe” nezbytnou součást vědomí, která je přítomná předreflexivně a objevuje se ve formě 

pocitu. Autorka se v práci přiklání k tomuto pojetí “já”, protože umožňuje lepší porozumění 

fenomenální stránce vědomí a zároveň tvoří základ pro možný vědecký výzkum. Damasiova 

biologická  hypotéza  o  vyvstání  subjektivity  je  nicméně  v  práci  kritizována,  neboť 

předpokládá to, co má teprve vysvětlit, totiž subjekt.
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