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In his superb book The Conscious Brain, Prinz defends a theory of consciousness:
a theory that (among other things) tells us what kind of thing consciousness is,
what distinguishes different kinds of conscious states, and how consciousness is
implemented in the human brain. Prinz’s view is that conscious experiences are
attended intermediate-level perceptual representations. Intermediate-level rep-
resentations are, roughly, the kinds of representations that Marr (1982) had in
mind when he discussed the “2 ½ D sketch”: a 3D world is represented, but not
in a way that abstracts from the viewpoint of the observer. For Prinz, such a
representation is attended just if the information it represents is accessible to
one of the set of postperceptual systems known as “working memory.” The rel-
evant representations are “vectorwaves” (coordinated patterns of neural firing
that code information about features of the environment), and their attentive
availability is implemented by synchronized firing in the gamma range across
the relevant neural populations. This gives us an “unpacked” version of the view
that provides an unusually vivid sense of how consciousness might actually be
implemented in our neuronal wetware. The resulting discussion, drawing on a
vast range of empirical data and astute philosophical reasoning, is absolutely
essential reading for anyone interested in the topic. The comprehensiveness of
topics discussed and the lucid and simple prose also make the book of great
pedagogical value.

Prinz’s view contrasts with views on which different kinds or different
degrees of accessibility to postperceptual cognition are required for information
to be conscious, or accessibility is not required at all. For example, Block’s
(2007) view is that consciousness doesn’t constitutively involve postperceptual
cognitive mechanisms at all; he thereby allows for conscious experiences that
are more inaccessible to these systems than Prinz’s view allows for. On the other
extreme, some views require that conscious perceptual information be actually
encoded in these postperceptual systems, not merely accessible to them; for
example, this is what we get on Dehaene and Naccache’s (2001) neuronal global
workspace model. The view also differs from views on which conscious experi-
ence doesn’t exclusively involve intermediate-level content. For example, it
might also involve more high-level representations, such as those involved in
object categorization, as on Siegel’s (2010) view.

Both aspects of the view raise epistemic and explanatory problems. What
is the right methodology for figuring out when consciousness arises in the
brain? Prinz’s methodology is to figure out empirically the conditions under
which states in the brain fit certain pretheoretical functional criteria we associ-
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ate with consciousness (in particular, forms of access-consciousness like a sub-
ject’s ability to report information), and then conclude that these are the con-
ditions under which consciousness exists. This makes it unsurprising that for
him, consciousness is a kind of accessibility. One problem with this is that argu-
ably there is no a priori guarantee that there aren’t conscious states that don’t fit
the pretheoretical criteria (as Chalmers [1998] pointed out). How then do we
know that there aren’t conscious states that are not accessible to postperceptual
cognition? A second problem is that even if the method correctly tells us when
consciousness arises in the human brain, how do we know it isn’t merely uncov-
ering contingent features of how consciousness is implemented in us, rather than
essential features? We want to know what consciousness is, not merely when it
contingently occurs in us. A third kind of worry is explanatory. It is tempting to
ask: why does consciousness have the features Prinz says it does? This becomes
especially salient when we see that some of these features seem to be quite
arbitrary, as I will explain.

Why does Prinz reject inaccessible, unreportable experiences? Ulti-
mately, his reasoning turns on something like the following principle: unless
we have positive evidence that such inaccessible states exist, then we are justified
in believing that they don’t exist (105, 107–9). But although this is not implau-
sible, it is unclear what exactly justifies this principle. It might seem like a
straightforward application of theoretical parsimony. But on reflection, given
the existence of some representation in the brain, saying that it’s conscious isn’t
any less parsimonious that saying it isn’t. Inaccessible experiences aren’t like
invisible ghosts; perhaps a better analogy is discovering a new kind of particle
and not knowing whether it is positively charged. Second, the method of pre-
theoretically associating conscious experience with forms of access-conscious-
ness will likely prevent us from finding evidence for inaccessible states, so an
absence of evidence is hardly evidence of absence in this case. Finally, Prinz’s
view of phenomenal concepts seems to commit him to agreeing with Chalmers
that there is no conceptual or semantic guarantee that there aren’t conscious
states that fail to fit our pretheoretical functional criteria. So we are left won-
dering what justifies Prinz’s basic epistemic principle.

The kind of accessibility that Prinz associates with consciousness also
invites explanatory puzzlement. For example, you might think that being acces-
sible to working memory would require that working memory can actually use
the relevant intermediate-level information. But, on the contrary, it turns out
that working memory doesn’t use intermediate level information at all, but
rather more abstract high-level information. The intermediate-level informa-
tion is “accessible” only in the sense that it is the input into a process of high-
level categorization that leads to high-level representation in working memory
(101–2). This makes one think—what’s so special about this rather awkwardly
indirect form of accessibility? Why is that what constitutes consciousness?
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Prinz could reply that consciousness occurs at the intermediate level and
that this is the kind of accessibility that applies to these representations. But, of
course, that invites the reply: what’s so special about the intermediate level?
Although Prinz argues that, in fact, all conscious representations are intermedi-
ate level, he doesn’t explain why consciousness is constrained in this way. One
thing that makes this especially puzzling is that he rejects representationalism,
holding that qualitative character is determined by intrinsic features of the
representational vehicle (a “vectorwave”), not its content (11–21, 126–33).
But if informational content is irrelevant to qualitative character, why does it
matter for consciousness?

One can ask the same kind of explanatory questions about other fea-
tures of Prinz’s view. How might he respond? Rather than tackling them head
on, he might reject such questions as illegitimate or based on false presupposi-
tions. For example, he might say that theoretical identities are not the kind of
thing that can be explained—more on this below. Another option is to say that
he is only telling us how consciousness is contingently implemented, not what it is
essentially. For example, maybe there’s nothing about consciousness that
requires it to involve only intermediate-level representations; it’s just a contin-
gent fact that in us, these are the only representations that meet the relevant
conditions (Mole [2013] suggests this retreat in his review). Retreating to a
view of implementation rather than essence gives the account less explanatory
depth, but at least it might avoid some of these hard explanatory questions.
It raises the question: how do we draw the line between essence and imple-
mentation?

Prinz (2003) has previously taken a mysterian approach to this issue,
holding that this dividing line is unknowable; one could also be deflationary
about it (see below). But in The Conscious Brain, he thinks we can do better. The
relevant level is “a level of analysis that can account for every aspect of conscious
experience, in the sense that every conscious difference can be mapped onto a
difference at that level” (289). The idea is supposed to be that absent positive
evidence that a physical feature is essential, we should assume it isn’t (echoing
the methodology mentioned above); in effect, we should take consciousness to
be as high level as we can. This suggests that Prinz might indeed err on the side of
saying that the features of his account concern only how consciousness is con-
tingently implemented.

However, we can question Prinz’s principle here. We don’t seem to adopt
it in other cases; for example, taking water to be H20 probably wasn’t taking the
most high-level view available. Furthermore, what counts as a “conscious differ-
ence”? If we’re talking about differences in what someone reports, or discrimi-
nation behavior more generally (and this appears to be what he has in mind),
then what differences are relevant? Even very fine-grained features of neural
states carry information about the environment and can have a small statistical
impact on discriminatory abilities. So if we want to explain every aspect of a
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subject’s discriminatory capacities, we’ll need to look at the brain at a very fine-
grained level. But if only less fine-grained statistical features of their discrimi-
natory behavior are relevant, then what’s the relevant level of grain? On the
other hand, if we’re talking directly about experiential differences, rather than
discrimination behavior, then the problem is that we don’t have any direct way
of measuring these differences, so we are pushed back toward his earlier mys-
terian view.

Prinz could also respond to the question “why does consciousness have
feature X?” by saying that theoretical identities can’t be explained. Conscious-
ness just is what it is. In my view, this doesn’t satisfactorily explain away the sense
of unacceptable arbitrariness in aspects of the view (for example, why only
intermediate-level representations?). What else might he say? Prinz expresses
an interestingly deflationary attitude toward theoretical identification in other
cases. He writes, “Every theoretical identification involves some degree of arbi-
trary decision” and that “the vast majority of theoretical identities by scientists
are actually pragmatically and politically brokered decisions rather than discov-
eries” (299). If he took this view with consciousness, he could say that details of
his view appear arbitrary and explanation demanding because they really are

arbitrary, in the way that all theoretical identities are.
But his view is that the case of consciousness is quite different from this:

“We assume that scientists are not making an arbitrary choice when they decide
between different neural correlates” (300). I suspect that Prinz should take
more seriously a similarly deflationary attitude toward questions about the es-
sence of consciousness. Imagine a Martian scientist explaining our behavior by
reverse engineering the human brain. It’s not as if one of the consciousness-
candidates under discussion here is going to stand out to them as having a
special glow. Relatedly, if they are trying to interpret our term “consciousness,”
it might seem rather arbitrary and uninteresting what exactly the interpretation
of the term ought to be. If we are materialists and we think that all that really
exists are the kinds of facts that this Martian scientist would know about,
shouldn’t we have a fairly deflationary attitude toward finding the nature of
consciousness that mirrors how things would look to the Martian scientist?

Compare the case of life: we might be worried about how life could
possibly be a physical phenomenon. But once we have overcome these worries,
it seems to be a mistake to worry about exactly what the necessary and sufficient
conditions for it are. We learn what life is by learning about the physical pro-
cesses that underwrite its specific manifestations around us. Who cares how
much of this is strictly necessary for “life”? (Notice that even if we are deflation-
ary about what exactly life is, that doesn’t require us to think that it is unimpor-
tant: for example, we could still think that it is astonishing that the universe
contains such a thing.) Similarly, we learn a lot about what consciousness is by
learning about the specific processes that underwrite it in the brain, but perhaps
there’s no deep fact about which parts of this processing are really required (this
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is not to say that it’s completely indeterminate: some views might be determinately
wrong, just as some views of what life is are determinately wrong). Adopting such
a perspective might enable Prinz to offer deflationary responses to both the
epistemic and explanatory challenges I raised earlier.

Against this, it’s true that Prinz argues that the analogy between reduc-
ing consciousness and other theoretical reductions breaks down because of the
unique kind of epistemic access we have to consciousness. The issues here are
complex, but I suspect it is a mistake to think that this epistemic asymmetry
justifies a more inflationary metaphysical view. The real significance of the epi-
stemic disanalogy comes in explaining, or explaining away, the philosophical
puzzlement surrounding consciousness: how could it be something physical?
Even if we are deflationary about the metaphysics of consciousness, there is
still the highly significant philosophical task of ridding ourselves of this explan-
atory puzzlement.

Despite these misgivings, I still think this is a great book. If you haven’t
read it yet, you should. If you have already read it, read it again!
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