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The phenomenology of ordinary perceptual experiences reveals a close tie
between attention and visual consciousness. Mainly speaking, if we attend
to something, we are conscious of it, and if we are conscious of something,
we can direct our attention towards its particulars. But what exactly is the
nature of the relationship? Is attention a necessary or sufficient condition
for consciousness? Ordinary experiences alone cannot answer the
question. To reach a compelling answer, philosophical reflections and
empirical evidence should be merged. Adopting this approach, the paper
claims that attention is not a necessary or sufficient condition for visual
consciousness. To prove the claim, we just need to demonstrate that there
is a case of awareness without attention and a case of attention without
awareness. For awareness without attention, identity crowding, and
certain cases of ordinary experiences, and for attention without attention,
some instances of blindsight and Jiang’s experiment are referred to.
Furthermore, as a supplementary move, opposing viewpoints are
introduced. In order to defend the main claim, the views are criticized.
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Extended Abstract

The phenomenology of ordinary perceptual experiences reveals a close tie between
attention and visual consciousness. Mainly speaking, if we attend to something, we are
conscious of it, and if we are conscious of something, we can direct our attention towards
its particulars. But what exactly is the nature of the relationship? Is attention a necessary
sufficient condition for consciousness? Or, is there a conscious experience without
attention or attention without consciousness?

Ordinary experiences alone cannot answer the question. To achieve a compelling
answer, philosophical reflections and empirical evidence should be merged. Adopting this
approach, the paper argues that attention is not a necessary or sufficient condition for visual
consciousness. To prove the claim, we need to demonstrate that there is a case of awareness
without attention and a case of attention without awareness. The cases to which the paper
refers are mostly the outcomes of the credible empirical investigations.

Before presenting the cases, the concept of attention should be clarified. The paper
postulates these principles as minimum requirements for a process to be called attention.
First, attention is a mechanism. Second, attention is a process for information selection or
selection in general. Third, attention is task-oriented.

Three cases of consciousness without attention are cited: situation (A), situation (B),
and identity crowding. Situation (A) is a case of driving experience. Suppose you drive a
car while talking to your friend. You are conscious of the scene in front of you, at least in
the sense that you reach your destination without any car accident. Moreover, you can
report the gist of the scene. But you don’t need to attend to the gist of the scene. Indeed,
your attention is distracted from the frontal scene due to your verbal activity. In situation
(B), your entire visual field is filled with a color. In the field, there is nothing to be selected.
There is no attention. But you are conscious of the color. In identity crowding, attention
cannot single out very close identical objects. Despite this, we are aware of the identity.

Two cases of attention without consciousness are mentioned: a case of blindsight and
Jiang’s experiment. Blindsight is a condition in which a patient cannot be conscious of a
part of their visual field due to damage to the primary visual cortex. However, the
controlled experiments disclose the fact that his attention could be directed towards his
blind spots. Thus, attention could be present despite the absence of consciousness. Jiang
and his colleagues demonstrate that erotic images that remained unseen due to the
interocular suppression phenomenon can play a role as a cue to attract the subjects in the
Posner cueing paradigm.

Some theorists might oppose the paper’s main conclusion. They defend the idea that
attention is a necessary and/or sufficient condition for consciousness. Inattentional
blindness is the well-known empirical evidence to which most of them refer. On certain
occasions, if attention is employed for a specific task, an unexpected stimulus in front of
your eyes is not seen. Therefore, if there is no attention, then there is no consciousness
either. Attention, from the viewpoint of these theorists, is the process that enters objects
into consciousness. Prinz, notably, is one of the theorists who developed the idea through
his AIR theory of consciousness. According to the theory, consciousness emerges when
and only when intermediate-level representations are modulated by attention. In light of
the theory, attention is a necessary and sufficient condition for consciousness.
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In order to defend the paper’s main claim, these opposing views are criticized. At least
five critical lines can be presented. (a) It is not justified to infer “attention is necessary for
consciousness” from “on some occasions, there is no consciousness without attention”. All
empirical findings, which defenders of opposing views appeal to, are bounded by an
experimentally controlled environment. No arguments or evidence are given by them to
support their generalization. (b) Prinz’s theory attempts to explicate the role of attention in
the constitution of consciousness. In this regard, he takes attention-necessary views a step
further. But his theory is nothing more than a conjecture. Empirical facts do not endorse
his theory exclusively. Some steps in his theory are not well-supported by the widely
acknowledged evidence. (c) Prinz argues that attention is a sufficient condition for
consciousness. Thus, if there were an occurrence of attention, then consciousness would
be aroused. Nevertheless, even according to his theory, this is not true. Furthermore, the
emergence of consciousness is dependent on the processing of intermediate-level
representations. Sole low-level representations may be modulated by attention. In this case,
despite the occurrence of attention, there is no consciousness due to the lack of
intermediate-level representations. Therefore, attention cannot be a sufficient condition for
consciousness. d) Their operational definition of attention is highly disputable. Some
consider attention as a process that enters icons into consciousness. But this definition is
just an unanalyzed conviction. Based on the definition, attention being necessary for
consciousness is an a priori fact. The issue, by contrast, is a matter of experiential fact and
should be empirically investigated. Moreover, their operational definition is distinct from
the definition of the majority of the research community. Consequently, how could this
community accept their conclusions amid this dramatic difference in definition? e) There
is several neurophysiological evidence demonstrating the dissociations between attention’s
and consciousness’s neural correlates. Thus, if neural correlates were regarded as a justified
measure for the individuation of mental states, then mental states of attention and
consciousness would be dissociable.

If the arguments and evidence were true and sufficient, it would be concluded that
attention is not a necessary or sufficient condition for consciousness. Nevertheless, it is
crystal clear that attention and consciousness are closely bound together. The specific
relationship between attention and consciousness, the paper argues, is not of necessity or
sufficiency. The exact nature of this relationship will be disclosed by further philosophical
and empirical investigations. Thus far, all we can say is that the occurrence of attention
facilitates the occurrence of consciousness, and vice versa. However, this fact does not
imply that there is no consciousness without attention or attention without consciousness.
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