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LETME BEGIN by summarizing Hurley’s reasoning, as I understand it.
Suppose there is a thought that p and, simultaneously with that
thought, a thought that q. If these thoughts are occurring within the
same consciousness, then it may seem natural to infer that, simultaneously with the thought that p and the thought that q, and occurring
within the same consciousness as these thoughts, there is a thought
that p and q. This is the intuitive idea behind Hurley’s indexed agglomeration principle:

I
I

If it is thought that p in i at t and thought that q in i at t, then
it is thought that p and q in i at t. (p. 57)

Hurley’s neo-Kantian argument for objectivity is grounded in the
claims
1 that it is an essential feature of conscious thoughts that they are
parcelled out amongst separate ‘thought worlds’, corresponding to
different indices, and
I 2
that these indices are not, in general, assignable solely on the
basis of subjectively available resources. That is to say, nothing in
the contents of p and of q can constitute sufficient grounds for assigning the same index to the thought that p and the thought that q. To
be sure, where the conjunction of p and q is self-evidently contradictory,
this will entitle us to assign different indices to the corresponding
thoughts. That, indeed, is the basis of our postulating distinct streams
of consciousness corresponding to the two hemispheres in some comRead at the British Academy 13 March 1993. Q ?he British Academy 1994.
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missurotomy subjects. We seem able to make sense of their behaviour,
only on the assumption that there is a thought that p and a thought
that q, where p and q are so transparently inconsistent that there could
not possibly be a thought that p and q. So we are obliged by the
indexed agglomeration principle to assign the thought that p a different
index from the thought that q. But where there is no such transparent
contradiction, we can make no inference, on the basis of subjective
resources alone, as to whether these thoughts should be assigned the
same or different indices. This can only be settled on some objective
basis.
Hurley considers a naive objection to this argument. Why do we
need a general principle, such as the agglomeration principle, to determine the unity of conscious states at a given time? Why shouldn’t we
appeal directly to the point of view of consciousness itself? For surely,
in the case we have been considering, either there is, or there is not,
an awareness of the conjoined content ‘p and q’. If there is, then the
thought that p and the thought that q are united within in a single
consciousness; if not, not. So purely subjective resources surely do,
after all, suffice to determine the matter.
But even if we concede to the naive objector that the existence or
non-existence of any given conjoined thought can be determined solely
on the basis of subjective resources, there will remain, so Hurley argues,
another matter which is not decidable from the standpoint of consciousness, and which can accordingly be made the basis of another neoKantian argument. How so? Well, let’s now look at Hurley’s hypothetical commissurotomypatients (based on Sergent’s cases) who, by means
of fixation, have a ‘6‘ projected into their left, and a ‘7‘ projected into
their right hemispheres. The fact that neither side is able to report
reliably whether the numbers are the same or different, implies that
the perception of ‘6‘ is not co-conscious with the perception of ‘7‘.
But the fact that both sides are able to report that the number on the
left is lower than that on the right, might be taken to imply that
the awareness of the number on the left as lower, is co-conscious
with the perception of ‘6’, and also with awareness of the number on
the right as higher, which in turn is co-conscious with the perception
of the number ‘7’.
One way of making sense of all this is to suppose that co-consciousness is a non-transitive relation. This is not allowed for by indexed
agglomeration, which presupposes that the thoughts, and other conscious states, which are associated with the same index, comprise a set,
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all of whose members are pairwise co-conscious. The possibility of a
failure of transitivity gives rise to a distinction for which Hurley uses
the terms weak and strong unity. A strongly unified consciousness is
one in which every token conscious state of a subject at a given time,
is co-conscious with every other token conscious state of the subject
at that time. In a weakly unified consciousness, by contrast, Hurley
tells us that:
Each token conscious state of that subject at that time will be co-conscious
with some other token conscious state of that subject at that time, rather
than with every other. (p. 68)

I don’t know whether this is intended to serve as a definition of
‘weak unity’. If so, it is either far too weak, or implicitly circular. For
consider: suppose we have a ‘split-brain’ patient in whom there are no
relations of co-consciousness which bridge the two sides Does the
above characterization apply to this patient? If the patient counts as a
subject, it clearly does apply, simply because each state associated with
a given side of the brain, is bound to be co-conscious with some other
simultaneous state which is also associated with that side. Yet this is
patently not an instance of what Hurley means by ‘weak unity’. On
the other hand, we might plausibly say that the characterization does
not apply to this patient, since what we have here is not a single
subject, but two subjects inhabiting the same body. That, however, just
raises the further question: What determines whether we have one
subject or two? And the only plausible answer is that a single subject
is one all of whose simultaneous conscious states are at least weakly
W e d . Hence the circularity.
The correct definition of a weakly unified consciousness is, of course,
that it is one in which any two simultaneous token conscious states
stand to each other in the ancestral of the relation, is co-conscious and
simultaneous with. This means that, in a weakly unified consciousness,
any two simultaneous conscious states are linked by a chain of simultaneous states, each of which is separately co-conscious with its two
immediate neighbours in the chain. (I am assuming here that Hurley
intends strong unity to entail weak unity. If one wanted weak unity to
entail the absence of strong unity -as opposed merely to not entailing
its presence - one could simply add to the above definition the further
requirement that there are at least two,ancestrally linked, simultaneous
states which are not co-conscious)
The possibility that commissurotomy cases may involve a failure of

Copyright © British Academy 1994 – all rights reserved

92

Mkhael Lockwood

the transitivity of co-consciousness, is one that I discussed and defended
in my Mind, Brain and the Quantum (Lockwood, 1989, pp.87-94),
unaware that the same suggestion had, in effect, already been advanced
in the neurobiological literature - notably by 7kevarthen.l I shall
turn in a moment to the question as to how plausible this suggestion
is. Hurley’s answer to the naive objection turns on her claim-that,
wherever a failure of transitivity is a possibility, new questions will
arise, concerning the unity of consciousness,which cannot be answered
purely on the basis of consciousness itself. Suppose, for example, we
want to know whether the thoughts that p, q and r are strongly unified.
It may be determinable, from the standpoint of consciousness, that
there is a thought that p and q, and determinable, likewise, from the
standpoint of consciousness,that there is a thought, that q and r, and
that there is a thought that p and r. So isn’t this enough to establish
strong unity? No, because it is not determinable, from the standpoint
of consciousness, whether the mental representation of r which figures
in the thought that p and r, is numerically identical, or merely identical in content, with the mental representation of r which figures in the
thought that q and r. What this implies, in regard to Hurley’s hypothetical patients, who are all at sixes and sevens, is that it cannot be
determined, from the standpoint of consciousness, whether we have a
single, merely weakly unified consciousness or, instead, two strongly
unified ones - the thought that the left-hand number is lower than
the right-hand number being duplicated, with one copy associated with
each hemisphere. (Implicit, in Hurley’s discussion, is a conception
of thought, according to which the same mental representation can
simultarieously figure in a multiplicity of distinct compound thoughts,
somewhat as the same tile, in Scrabble, can simultaneously figure in
more than one word. This picture seems reasonably apt, inasmuch as
a person who, for example, simultaneously entertains the thought that
p , and the thought that if p then q, wouldn’t normally need to have
the additional (meta)thought that the first thought has the same propositional content as the antecedent of the second, in order to infer that

4.)
Let me say at once that I have no major quarrel with this line of
argument, and that I admire the ingenuity with which Hurley deploys
the findings of neuroscience in defence of a Kantian conception of
consciousness as not metaphysically self-sufficient, but demanding
For references, see p. 54, n. 4 of Hurley’s paper.
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some objective underpinning. I do, however, have a difficulty with
Hurley’s statement of the indexed agglomeration principle, inasmuch
as it seems to me implausibly strong. If it is really true that the coconsciousness of the thought that p and the thought that q implies the
existence of the conjoined content ‘p and q’, then what is to prevent
us iterating the principle for, say, q and ‘p and q’, so as to yield the
conclusion that it implies the existence of the conjoined content, ‘q
a d (p and q)’, and ‘q and (q and (p and q))’, and so on ad infinitum?
A more substantial question is where it might be appropriate to
look, in search of the objectivity which Hurley’s neo-Kantian arguments tell us we require. Elsewhere (in the larger work of which her
contribution to this symposium forms a part): Hurley is critical of the
reasoning I employ in my own discussion of commissurotomy cases
(Lockwood, 1989, chapter 6). Let me explain. There is a well-known
experiment in which a mildly pornographic picture is tachistoscopically
projected into the right hemisphere of a commissurotomypatient. Both
sides then show evidence of embarrassment and arousal; but the lefthand side, which controls speech, is unable to say why. My suggestion
was that, in Hurley’s terms, what we may have here is a weakly unified
subject, in whom the emotions aroused by the picture are largely
subcortical, and are separately co-conscious with cognitive states in the
two cerebral hemispheres which are not, however, co-conscious with
each other (Lockwood, 1989, pp. 89-90).
Here, Hurley argues, I am committing the sin, recently inveighed
against by Dennett (1991, pp. 131-2, 143-66 pmsim), amongst others,
‘of ‘conflating properties of vehicles of content with properties of con/tents’. For, given the behavioural evidence, am I not then, in effect,
arguing for a partially unified and partially disunified consciousness
(i.e. a weak unity) on the strength of a partially unified and partially
disunified brain? Hurley’s criticism of this way of arguing has two parts.
first, unity of contents does not follow from unity of (physiological)
vehicle, since there may be a duplication of contents within a physiologically unified, or connected, region of the brain. Secondly, though,
there may, so she argues, be unity of contents even in the absence of
physiological unity or connectedness. In defence of the latter claim,
Hurley appeals to a thought experiment involving a hypothetical congenitally acallosal subject. She bids us imagine that this subject (unlike
real callosal agenesis subjects, who appear to rely mainly on alternative

1

The Reappearing SeK chapter 3, work in progress
I

I
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internal pathways) has relied, from birth, on external channels of communication, to link the two hemispheres, and that the resulting degree
of functional and behavioural integration, under ordinary circumstances, is comparable to that of a normal subject. For a subject such
as &is, in whom the use of external methods of information transfer
is completely second nature - or perhaps I mean first nature - why,
Hurley asks, should we think that these methods, by contrast with the
use of neural pathways, are incapable of effecting a genuine integration
of consciousness? After all, in someone who had never possessed a
functional corpus callosum, these external information channels might,
as she points out, be just as ‘hard-wired’as our own internal ones And
putting such a subject in a situation where he or she was unable to
employ these external channels, might be regarded as analogous to, say,
anaesthetizing the corpus callosum in a normal subject. In thinking
that there is something uniquely efficacious, in this regard, about connections that are neurophysiological in character, are we not in the
grip of a form of superstition? Haven’t we fallen into the trap of
thinking that, by contrast with the unity which the nervous system
accomplishes without external aid, there would be something ‘magical’
about externally effected unity of consciousness?
Well, maybe so. But on the whole, I am inclined to reject this
criticism. In the first place, if one rejects functionalism as a theory of
mind - and it does (as I have argued in Lockwood, 1989, chapter 3)
seem to me to be vulnerable to decisive objections - then I don’t
think one should give too much weight to the mere functional integration which is displayed by Hurley’s hypothetical callosal agenesis subjects More generally, it seems to me that the physical basis of the unify
of consciousness should be sought in whatever we have reason to
identQ as the physical substratum of consciousness itself: To the extent
that we have good reason to think that the latter lies exclusively inside
the head, in the workings of our brain, then it seems to me rational to
conclude that so does the basis of its unity. Indeed, if external lines of
communication, exploited from birth, could suffice, in subjects congenitally lacking a corpus callosum, to produce genuine integration of
conscious states, then I see no reason why a pair of Siamese twins,
joined very close to the head, should not likewise achieve at least a
weakly unified shared consciousness This seems to me to be a reductio
ad absurdum of the view in question. But of course, one should be
ever mindful of the fact that one person’s modus tollens is another
person’s modus ponens!
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On the other hand, I entirely agree with Hurley that there may be
duplication of contents even in the presence of physiological connectedness. As regards the case considered earlier, of the commissurotomy
subject who had the pornographic picture projected into the right
hemisphere, I concede that the behavioural and physiological evidence
is consistent both with duplication (of the affective component, that
is) and with a failure of transitivity. And indeed, I would now count
myself agnostic as to which characterization is the correct one, though
I still think that interpreting the case in terms of weak unity is the
more attractive option, assuming it to be a philosophically coherent
one. I was less interested (in Mind,Brain and the Quantum) in arguing
for a failure of transitivity in this specific experiment, than in using it
to illustrate a possibility for which I felt that there was a strong independent argument. What mainly led me to speculate about failures of
transitivity were my efforts to imagine what it would be like to be
conscious, while my corpus callosum was being very gradually severed,
one fibre at a time. Assuming that at the beginning, there was a fully
unified consciousness and, at the end, two entirely separate ones (which
I now suspect may not be the true result, given the alternative possibility of subcortically sustained weak unity), we needed, it seemed to
me, some way of understanding what could constitute a gradual trunsition from the one situation to the other. And the idea of a successive
'snipping' of relations of co-consciousness between mental states, with
its implication of a failure of transitivity, accordingly came to mind. It
occurred to me that, in these terms, one could make sense of Nagel's
suggestion - which I had previously been inclined to dismiss as philosophically confused - that the unity of consciousness is not an.all-ornothing affair (Nagel, 1979, pp. 162-4).
I must confess, however, that, in spite of having defended it in
print, I am still by no means wholly persuaded that the concept of a
merely weakly unified consciousness really does make sense. Like
Nagel (1979, pp. 160,163), I am still unable to project myself into the
position of a subject with a partially unified and partially disunified
consciousness. So, as for what it is like to be'such a weakly unified
subject, I don't really have a clear conception - unless, as is entirely
possible, it is essentially like being my own absent-minded self, only
more so!
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