Consciousness and Thought
Matjaz Potrc

The question about the place of consciousness and thought in an austere world starts to be answered by the search for sharp specific instantiation of intentionality in the material world, subsequently expanding this by the search for a range of sharp instantiations of intentionality. Whereas the first answer includes just the basis of the material world, the second one involves phenomenological sharpness and thereby the experiential dimension. The account is then generalized to the full-blooded experiential world where phenomenology or consciousness is ubiquitously present. This transglobal world account may be compatible with the former phases, including specific instantiation in the material world. The reason for staying with the local stage resides in the presupposition asserting separation of phenomenology from the intentional. The reason for staying with the global or molecular stage is in the presupposition separating the world from intentionality. The first presupposition is countered by the phenomenology of intentionality thesis, which moves us to the global stage. The second presupposition is countered by the world of intentionality thesis, transferring us to the transglobal stage. A viable account of intentionality or thought in the austere world is thereby provided, such that consciousness or phenomenology has a central role in it.

0. Itinerary.

How are consciousness and thought possible in an austere world? As about the possibility of thought in an austere world, one has to answer the question how intentionality is possible in such a world. Because an austere world is non-vague, the question turns out to be how sharp intentional properties are possible in such a world. The question bifurcates into the pursuit for possibility of specific sharp intentional property instantiation and into the question about possibility for a range of sharp intentional property instantiations in an austere world. Consider now that the question about specific instantiation is centered at the material world and that it is of local nature. It does not yet involve any phenomenology and any experiential dimension: it is not yet an account of intentionality or thought in an austere world. The need for an account of intentionality brings us to the question about the possibility of a range of sharp instantiations of intentional content in an austere world. The answer is that sharpness of a range of intentional content instantiations is possible because each of these instantiations has phenomenology or what-it’s-like quality built into it. This is global approach, for it considers a range of instantiations in possible wide environments. The account also explicitly introduces phenomenology or consciousness as explanation of the range of instantiations’ sharpness. In opposition to the local approach that stayed with the material world’s sharpness, the global approach introduces the experiential world, along with phenomenology. There is the need to generalize this result in order to get a more viable account of intentionality and thought in an austere world. Enhancing the role of the experiential world may do the trick. Experiential world of your brain in a vat counterpart is a case in point. Phenomenology has the upper hand here, while the material world is put under parentheses. Nevertheless, such a transglobal account is compatible with the local and global ones, so that it allows for material world instantiation of intentionality and of thought. Phenomenology or consciousness is thereby honored. The demonstration that one has to embrace transglobal experiential world move for a viable account of thought in the world is provided by negative means. Local approach is atomistic, global approach is molecular, whereas transglobal approach turns out to be holistic. The negative demonstration for the need of transglobal approach is this. A strong presupposition is separatism between the phenomenology and the intentional. This presupposition is honored at the local stage. The presupposition may be overcome though by the phenomenology of intentionality thesis, which pushes us from the local to the global stage. The global stage now turns out to be powered by the presupposition of separatism between the intentionality and the world: whereas molecular globalism is allowed, the full-blooded holistic transglobalism isn’t. This restricting presupposition may be countered by the worldly phenomenal intentionality thesis, which turns out to be identical to the transglobal approach. This is the dialectics that allows us to find a place for consciousness and thought in an austere world.

1. How are consciousness and thought possible in an austere world? 

An austere world is the world containing ontological furniture’s bare essentials. Despite that we are in an austere territory, several versions of an austere world are possible. (Horgan and Potrc 2008) Notwithstanding that many alleged inhabitants are removed from the austere world, this still allows for dynamics and rich variability in it. 


Austerity thesis applies to the material world, whose mind and language independent existence we presuppose. What about consciousness and thought? They certainly seem to be rooted in the material world or at least to have some connections to it. But there is also opinion that they cannot be reduced to the material world, and neither eliminated from it. (Horgan 1994) Whatever the case may be, the richness of phenomenology in its experiential dimension may well be allowed in an austere world.


The question however is how consciousness and thought are possible in an austere world, namely in an ontologically austere world. Because an austere world contains just a barely essential number of entities, it should not be readily populated by an abundance of intentional or conscious entities or beings either. So the question about the possibility of consciousness and thought in an austere world enters the stage.


We believe that consciousness and thought are possible in an austere world indeed. But in order to spell out just how they are possible and how they support each other a detour through some dialectics will be needed – before we can finally situate consciousness and thought in an austere world.


Consciousness is roughly understood here as the qualitative what-it’s-like phenomenological side of experiences. In opposition to consciousness, the thought seems to be first of all endowed with the content. The feeling is thus that consciousness is qualitative and that thought is directed at some content and therefore that it is intentional. 

2. As about the possibility of thought in an austere world, one has to answer the question how intentionality is possible in such a world.

We start with the question about the possibility of thought’s existence in an austere world. The question about the existence of consciousness in such a world will come to the fore in the process of answering the thought-related question. So we think that consciousness and thought happen to be interdependent. This opinion though is not universally shared.


A thought about a cat, we may say, is directed at the cat. Because the thought is mental, we may also say that something mental is directed at an object, at some state of affairs, or whatever you may adopt in your ontology. But consider that the cat may not be there and I am still able to think on it. So it seems that the thought may not be directed at an object but rather that it is directed at a content, namely the cat-content. Whatever the case may be, the characteristics of thought is that it is directed at something – and if this should be an object it rather needs to be an abstract object. The thought’s and other mental states property of being directed at something is called intentionality, where whatever mental state is directed at is said to have intentional inexistence. 


So the question about the possibility of thought’s existence in an austere world should be reformulated as the question about the possibility of intentionality to be there in an austere world. We can tackle this question despite that there are other intentionally directed mental states, such as desires. 


The question how thought is possible in an austere world is then reformulated as the question how intentionality is possible in an austere world.


Consider that the austere world as introduced up till now is mind and language independent and thus normativity independent material world in as far as its existence is concerned. But on the other hand thought and intentionality are related to language, and they are close to normativity. So the question may be perhaps reformulated how language and thought together with contextually changeable normative parameters which they involve, are possible in an austere world. But there is another worry. Given that the intentional content is almost always vague, one may also wonder how intentionality is possible in a non-vague austere world.

3. Because an austere world is non-vague, the question turns out to be how sharp intentional properties are possible in such a world.

We take it that a mind and language independent material world cannot be vague. (Horgan and Potrc 2008) In order to see why that would be so, a quick glimpse at the phenomenon of vagueness is useful. Vagueness applies to most concepts in language and to contents in thought. Take one such concept: being bald. The characteristics of vagueness for such a concept is its boundarylessness: there just does not exist any precise number of hairs on a man’s scalp that would determine sharp boundary between his being bald and between his not being bald. In fact, the phenomenon of vagueness is governed by incompatible parameters and by their normative requirements. The individualistic approach, starting by a man with one hair on his scalp, and adding one hair for each of his successors, uses modus ponens reasoning and thereby extends the same truth value ascription to all items in the line of 10.000 men. The individualistic sequence is thus guided by the normative prohibition to assign a different truth value to any successor in the line. On the other hand, there is collectivistic approach, where we observe the line of 10.000 men at a glance, noticing that at the one side of the row (where each successor has n+1 hairs in respect to his predecessor who has n hairs, starting with a man with one hair and finishing with a man with 10.000 hairs on his scalp) we clearly see bald men, whereas on the other end of the line we clearly see hairy men, and we also see some grey area of indecision somewhere around the middle of the line. The collectivistic approach prohibits the same truth-value status to extend throughout all of the line. So we have two conflicting normative requirements or prohibitions guiding the phenomenon of vagueness (“Never allow the change of truth-value ascription for a successor in the Sorites sequence”, and “Never allow all the items in the sequence to share the same truth-value ascription”). Whereas such incompatible normative requirements may well fit language and thought, it does not seem appropriate that they would also guide the constitution of the mind and language independent material world. So vagueness does not seem to be admitted into such material world.


But, as we just stated that language and thought are vague, we may presume that intentionality should be vague as well. Well, the intentional mental content seems to be almost always vague. But this does not necessarily mean that intentionality, such as it appears in the world, will be also vague.


So, material world is non-vague. And we need to find the ways in which intentionality is non-vague or sharp as well, despite that intentional content is mostly vague. We believe that there are two such possibilities for non-vague intentionality to exist in an austere world, namely in the sense of a specific instantiation of intentional property in the world, and in the sense of a range of instantiations of the intentional property in the world.
4. The question bifurcates into the pursuit for possibility of specific sharp intentional property instantiation and into the question about possibility for a range of sharp intentional property instantiations in an austere world.


The question about the existence of thought in an austere world has turned out to be the question about the possibility of sharp intentional properties in such a world. This being said, we have allowed the existence of properties in an austere world, despite not allowing for the ultimate ontological existence of other kinds of entities in it.


Now, we believe that the intentional vague content, in the form of pure intentional content (Potrc, forthcoming) cannot have its place in an austere world. But intentional properties can. As vagueness is not possible in a mind and language independent world, such intentional properties will have to be non-vague or sharp.


We will take a look at two ways in which sharp intentional properties may be instantiated in the world: in the form of specific property instantiation, and in the form of a range of instantiations of an intentional property.

5. Consider now that the question about specific instantiation is centered at the material world and that it is of local nature. It does not yet involve any phenomenology and any experiential dimension: it is not yet an account of intentionality or thought in an austere world.

Take a look at specific instantiation of intentional property. How can it be sharp? Here is the answer. An intentional supervenient property ( is sharply instantiated in the world in the case where its subvenient basis (1 does not allow any additional part of subvenient basis such as (2. 


We tried to answer with this the question about the sharp instantiation of a specific intentional property in an austere world. Notice the following though. The sharpness of the intentional property instantiation is determined as the sharpness of subvenient base for this property in the material world. In this material world, further, we may notice the local nature of such an instantiation basis. By this we mean that just a local subvenient area in the material world is coming as the support for intentional property sharpness, and not the rest of the world. We can talk about a specific region in the material world. 


It is well taken that the subvenient sharp local regional basis in the material world in question supports the supervenient intentional property instantiation. Because this is an intentional property, we may well presume that it will be a mental property. But nothing like this is actually involved into the local sharp specific intentional property instantiation. Nothing mental is presumed, and indeed no experiential dimension is supposed in the specific intentional property instantiation setting. Accordingly, there is also no phenomenology involving consideration included in this local account of specific intentional property instantiation. But if such is the case, then the local specific intentional property sharpness account cannot be really a full-fledged account of intentionality and thought in an austere world. For intentionality and thought, as they appear in the world, involve experiential dimension and phenomenology, as we understand it. This is not to say that we will straightforwardly reject the local sharpness account of the specific intentional property instantiation. No, we rather think that it can be preserved, but that it should be extended with additional considerations that involve experiential dimension and phenomenology.

6. The need for an account of intentionality brings us to the question about the possibility of the range of sharp instantiations of intentional content in an austere world. The answer is that sharpness of a range of intentional content instantiations is possible because each of these instantiations has phenomenology or what-it’s-like quality built into it. This is a global approach, for it considers a range of instantiations in possible wide environments. The account also explicitly introduces phenomenology or consciousness as explanation of the range of instantiations’ sharpness. In opposition to the local approach that stayed with the material world’s sharpness, the global approach introduces the experiential world, along with phenomenology.

Another account of intentional property sharp instantiation brings us to the question about the possibility for a range of such sharp instantiations in an austere world. Considering a range of intentional property instantiations we find their sharpness in the fact that each of these instantiations comes with a particular phenomenological quality or with a specific what-it’s-like phenomenological feature. This then accounts for each instantiation’s sharpness in a range and also for the sharpness of the whole range of instantiations. For this account builds upon the fact that each instantiation in a range of them, as it appears in the world, needs to involve phenomenology. Such an account goes against the pure intentional content conception (see Potrc, forthcoming) where both the material sharpness basis and the phenomenological sharpness basis are lacking. It also presupposes the truth of phenomenology of intentionality thesis (Horgan and Tienson 2002), which recognizes phenomenology as necessarily intertwined with the intentional property instantiation, thus with its appearance in the world.


The sharpness of a range of instantiations approach is global, as compared to the earlier specific intentional property instantiation local approach. It is global because it involves, as repeatedly claimed, a range of instantiations, thus perhaps all of the actual and even possible instantiations of intentional property in the world. It is namely true, according to this conception, that each in the range of actual instantiations, appearances of intentional property in the world, will have phenomenology involved into it. And it may also be presumed that even each possible instantiation will have phenomenology intertwined with it. Now, as compared to the earlier local approach, the range of instantiations involving way to go certainly seems to be global. It involves a range of situations in the world where the intentional property gets instantiated. So this covers a fairly broader area than does the earlier local attempt. Also, because phenomenology is involved into each of instances instantiation in a range, in as far as they appear in the world, it may be presumed that part of phenomenology comes from the situatedness of each specific instantiation of the property in the surrounding circumstances from which arives the phenomenological quality. So, phenomenological quality for each case of intentional property instantiation comes from the contextual circumstances surrounding this instantiation. The limitation in the way of recognizing the whole impact of the world and of phenomenology however, for this global approach, resides in the fact that the direction of involving phenomenology in an instantiation from a range of instantiations comes from this instantiation, and not from the world or from phenomenology. Each determinant of the determinable property, in the entire range though, comes with phenomenology supporting this instantiation, for this global sharpness providing approach. We deal with the global approach because it is considering a range of instantiations in the actual and even in the possible wide environments.

Let us stress again that this approach, in counter distinction to the earlier local one that just stayed with the material world subvenient basis for sharpness, implicitly introduces phenomenology or consciousness in a range of instantiations’ sharpness. By building upon phenomenology, the global approach overcomes the local material world centered enterprise in that it introduces the experiential world, we may say. Although this global range of instantiations of intentional property account comes a long way by introducing phenomenology and experiential world in the sharpness consideration, there still seems to be a space for improvement, in the direction to deliver a plausible story about the place of intentionality and therewith of thought in an austere world. We namely came to a kind of global molecularism with this approach, in opposition to the earlier local-bound atomism, in observing instantiations. What would be needed for a realistic account of intentionality and thought in the world seems to be holism though.
7. There is the need to generalize this result in order to get a more viable account of intentionality and thought in an austere world. Enhancing the role of the experiential world may do the trick. Experiential world of your brain in a vat counterpart is a case in point. Phenomenology has the upper hand here, while the material world is put under parentheses. Nevertheless, such a transglobal account is compatible with the local and global ones, so that it allows for material world instantiation of intentionality and of thought. Phenomenology or consciousness is thereby honored. 

The range of intentional properties sharp instantiations came a long way in respect to the local, just the material world involving sharpness concern. We call it global, which sounds less restricted than local. But we also called it molecular, for a range of instantiations of a property somehow invites instantiation related connections, with the direction of phenomenology and environment engagement streaming from those instantiations, still in a quasi atomistic and localist manner. But thought and intentionality seem to be forthcoming in the world in a more persuasive manner. They really seem to involve the world, and to involve it at an experiential level. The very simple way of explaining this is to say that the thought, whatever it may be, certainly does not happen in the dimension of the material world only. First of all it engages the experiential world. Thought and intentionality target something that we experience, that we are aiming at. This does not exclude their appearance in the material world, but only points out that the proper dimension for them to be engaged is experiential. In this respect, there is the need to generalize global or molecular approach to the intentional property or thought’s sharpness so that a proper account of intentionality and thought in the world would be forthcoming.


What have we got? Range of instantiations approach to the intentional sharpness has moved phenomenology and experiential dimension into the picture, expanding thereby upon the material world instantiation story at the local or regional stage. So we have experiential dimension and phenomenology to generalize upon. If we embark into this, then we can embrace experiential dimension and phenomenology as the ones from which the power is emanating in order to situate instantiations of intentional properties in the world. By this prevalence of the experiential dimension, expanding upon it and generalizing, we obtain the experiential world as the basis of our endeavor where to properly situate instantiations of intentional properties. Again, the direction of properly situating instantiations of intentional properties then comes from the holistic experiential world.


Just what kind of the world would this now be? The experiential world in question may be perhaps best described as your brain in a vat duplicate rich experiential world, which is perfectly equivalent to your own experiential world. What is achieved with this gesture? The expansion form the molecular range of instantiations consideration to the whole experiential world has moved us from this molecular to the holistic setting. Also, because your experiential brain in a vat duplicate setting is narrow, the material world which was there at the beginning local stage is put into parentheses by this new expanded approach. Putting the material world into parentheses does not mean denying its existence or eliminating it. It just means that the whole shift of attention has switched into direction of the experiential setting. In fact, the stress is now upon the holistic experiential world which substantially involves phenomenology. Notice that phenomenology was not there at all at the local stage and that it was introduced kind of molecularly at what we called the global stage. But now, with the whole experiential world’s primacy, and with the overwhelming determining impact of phenomenology, we can say that our actual expanded approach is transglobal approach in the trials to situate intentionality and thought in an austere world. 


The transglobal approach perhaps derives its name from considerations of skepticism, where possibilities of a detached experiential perspective are taken into account. It certainly puts stress upon the experiential world, where intentionality and thought seem to have their proper place. But this does not therefore mean that it necessarily excludes former stages. So we have argued about the local, just material world involving stage of obtaining intentional properties’ sharpness. And it goes similarly also for the range of intentional properties sharp instantiations. Even more so because they already contain experiential and phenomenological dimensions, just on a more restricted scale. The material world instantiation of intentionality and thought is not excluded by the transglobal approach. But phenomenology or consciousness now obtains a proper or central place in an account of intentionality. Only with the transglobal view we come to the answer about the real intertwined role of consciousness and though relation as it is addressed in the title of this paper. Phenomenology or consciousness is thereby appropriately honored. We will again look at its intertwining with intentionality and thought as we come back to the phenomenology of intentionality thesis.
8. The demonstration that one has to embrace transglobal experiential world move for a viable account of thought in the world is provided by negative means. Local approach is atomistic, global approach is molecular, whereas transglobal approach turns out to be holistic.

Up till now, we have passed the following stages. First, we have searched for sharp specific instantiation of mental property at the local level, involving just the material world. At the next stage, we have expanded the search for an appropriate account of intentionality to the range of instantiations. Here, phenomenology and experiential dimension entered the stage, however in a still restricted molecular manner. The need then arose for a generalization and expansion of the experiential world and phenomenology dimension, which resulted in transglobal account, where sharpness is administered to specific instantiations and to range of instantiations of intentional property from the overall holistic setting of experiential world and of its phenomenology. This was a positive approach of how to situate consciousness and thought in an austere world. We addressed the question about though or intentionality in this respect, and this brought us to phenomenology as being central at the holistic transglobal stage.


The positive advance brought us from the atomistic local setting, it moved to the molecular global setting, and it finished with the transglobal fully holistic approach. 


The demonstration that one needs to embrace the transglobal approach as delivering an answer to the question about the place of consciousness and thought in an austere world however also may be addressed in a negative manner. By this we mean that one should address restrictions, namely the presuppositions that try to preserve our staying with a certain stage. These presuppositions should be identified then, and addressed by the positive theses showing their inadequacy and the need to move to the further stage. But as these wrongful presupposition, as we think, are addressed, we can still call negative this approach or demonstration how to move from the local, then to the global and finally to the transglobal stage. 

9. The negative demonstration for the need of transglobal approach is this. A strong presupposition is separatism between the phenomenology and the intentional. This presupposition is honored at the local stage. The presupposition may be overcome though by the phenomenology of intentionality thesis, which pushes us from the local to the global stage.

What tries to force us to stay with the local stage, which, as we will remember, gets restricted to the material world only, in the search for sharp specific intentional property instantiation? We think that it is the following separatist thesis:


(SP) There is strong separation between the phenomenology and between the intentional.

The (SP) thesis, by expulsing phenomenology from considerations of intentionality, actually makes room for the exclusive impact of the material world related considerations in these matters. So it actually forces us to stay, in this manner, with the local picture.


But already in the former discussion we adopted the phenomenology of intentionality thesis that allowed us to move to the next stage:


(PI) Intentionality is constitutively intertwined with phenomenology.

The (IP) thesis (Horgan and Tienson 2002) brings phenomenology or consciousness into the picture, as constitutive and not eliminable part of the intentionality story. As far as implementation of intentional properties (namely a range of those) is considered, the introduction of the (PI) thesis allows us to move from the local, to the next, the global stage.

10. The global stage now turns out to be powered by the presupposition of separatism between the intentionality and the world: whereas molecular globalism is allowed, the full-blooded holistic transglobalism isn’t. This restricting presupposition may be countered by the worldly phenomenal intentionality thesis, which turns out to be identical to the transglobal approach. This is the dialectics that allows us to find a place for consciousness and thought in an austere world.

The (SP) thesis invited us to stay with the local stage in search for an answer to the sharpness of intentional property’s place in the world. It did not include any consciousness or phenomenology. But the introduction of the (PI) thesis overturned this static pull and moved us to the second, global stage, where phenomenology or consciousness is well admitted, as emanating from the direction of each between the range of instantiations.


There is another powerful presupposition though that invites us to stay with the global stage and not to move any further from it:


(SW) Intentionality is separated from the world.

This means that we should stay with instantiations of intentional properties, even including phenomenology or consciousness. But the direction of how phenomenology is involved emanates from these intentional instances, and not from a larger environment. When (SW) affirms that intentionality is separated from the world, it does not mean so much the material world, but the experiential world (compare Potrc, forthcoming). The thesis (SW) restricts the study of intentionality to molecular globalism, but not to the unrestricted full-blooded holistic transglobalism. This is achieved by the following thesis that counters the former (SW) presupposition and allows one to move from the global to the transglobal level, where phenomenology really obtains its proper place in establishing intentionality and thought:


(WI) The world constitutes intentionality.

By world, the experiential world is meant here. This is the world where phenomenology has a constitutive impact. And it does not therefore necessarily exclude local and global stages from their efficiency.

The separatism intentionality-world presupposition  (SW) is honored by the global-molecular approach. But it needs to be overcome in order that thought may be admitted in the world. This succeeds through the extension of the role of consciousness. What is the restriction of globalism-molecularism? Is the world not really honored? Which world? The experiential world. It can be honored by extending the role of consciousness in an account of intentionality to transglobal level. Consciousness really has the center stage position then.

The (WI) thesis may be also called the worldly phenomenal intentionality thesis (compare Potrc, forthcoming). As the world in the (WI) thesis has to be understood as the experiential world, involving the constitutive overwhelming and holistic impact of phenomenology, it turns out to be identical to the transglobal approach, which has the brain in a vat equivalent counterpart to yours experiential world in its basis. As we have reached the transglobal stage thereby, we may affirm that this was the negative powered dialectics that allowed us to find the place for thought and consciousness in an austere world.
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