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Abstract: Consciousness is one of the most interesting, perhaps the most mysterious concept in philosophical discussion. When we 
say about something, we also seem that we say it consciously. Conscious experience comes to us as unified phenomenon. The main 
purpose of this article is to deal with some various notion of unity of consciousness. We shall see that there are some theories related 
to this issue but they have some deficiencies.  We should identify the grounds of the possibility of unity in consciousness in a befitting 
manner and want to explain it more reasonable. In our study we have restricted our discussion of ‘consciousness’ to ‘phenomenal 
consciousness’ and so the unity means ‘unity of experience’ or phenomenal consciousness. 
 
Keywords: Basal Phenomenon, Phenomenal Consciousness, Unity Thesis. 
 
Introduction: Conscious experience comes to us as unified phenomenon. Unity of consciousness is manifest in the unity of 
simultaneous experience, that is, unity of experience at a point in time and the unity of consciousness as manifest over time. The first 
type of unity is dubbed as synchronic unity and the second one as diachronic unity. Philosophers usually employ different metaphors 
for these two sorts of unity. In Tim Bayne’s account of unity between experiences at a point in time we find the ‘field’ metaphor 
(phenomenal field). However, for an account of unity over time Barry Dainton uses the stream metaphor (stream of Consciousness). 
Now the question arises as to whether man’s unified consciousness is a regular feature? Again, what do we mean by the term ‘unity of 
phenomenal consciousness? Though different philosophers provide different unity thesis, yet these are not adequate to explain the 
phenomenal unity of consciousness. I think for the answer of these question, the present studies are more plausible rather than 
previous studies. 
 
Research Methodology: We have followed relevant literature surveys as research methodology to fulfill the purpose. We have also 
used primary and secondary resources such as books, journals, online materials etc. 
 
Result: Generally, we will find two different accounts of the unity of consciousness, namely, ‘objectivist’ and ‘subjectivist’ accounts. 
Objectivists claim that co-consciousness can be partially explained in terms of factors that are not understood from the first-person 
perspective. By contrast, subjectivists maintain that co-consciousness can be accounted in terms of first-person perspectives. Dainton 
is more interested in the subjectivist accounts of co-consciousness rather than in the objectivist accounts. Astonishingly, we have seen 
that the more prominent discussion of co-consciousness is found in objectivist account. Both S. Hurley and S. Shoemaker hold that co-
consciousness can be partially explained in functional term. Bayne claims that Dainton has failed to provide a viable account of co-
consciousness as a primitive. His approach to the unity of consciousness can be characterized as ‘bottom –up’ approach where he 
constructs fully unified stream of consciousness out of particular experiences and relation of co-consciousness. By contrast, one can 
take total experiences and relation of subsumption as ‘primitive’. Tim Bayne and David Chalmers, both contemporary thinkers, are the 
proponents of such a view. They call such subsumption model as a ‘top-down’ approach to the unity of consciousness or co-
consciousness which will be more plausible to explain the unity of phenomenal consciousness rather than the previous. These two 
models are entirely different.   
 

Discussion: B.J. Baars, try to explain the unity of consciousness within the context of the integration of the representational 
content. According to Baars, the main idea of the unity thesis related to consciousness is that – ‘the flow of conscious experience ----- 
is limited to a single internally consistent content at any given moment.’1 For instances, he considers the Nacker Cube2 which we can 
only be seen in one way at a time.  Even each of these conscious explanations is internally consistent with each other. We do not see 
any combination of the two conscious explanations.  

 
Though these phenomena are well-known in perception, they are not restricted to it. The same is true in the conceptual level. 

Many social psychologists have investigated about cognitive consistency in value judgements and in perception. In that case, they 
found that internal consistency is maintained strictly. We cannot think of two different ideas at the similar instant, though we can 
consider two opposite ideas one after another. It is because when we consider any words which have ambiguity, we find that most of 
them have at least two separate abstract and conceptual interpretations. We find a clear conception of representational structure of 
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consciousness in Shoemaker’s explanation of the said unity. He holds that the unity of consciousness is in part a matter of one’s 
various beliefs forming, collectively leading to a unified conception of the world. According to Shoemaker,  

 
‘Unity of consciousness is in part a matter of one’s various beliefs forming, collectively, a unified conception of 
the world.’ Again, he continues: ‘‘Perfect’ unity of consciousness ‘would consist of a unified representation of 
the world accompanied by a unified representation of that representation’. 3 

 
Obviously, it can be said that Baar’s & Shoemaker’s conception of the unity in consciousness does not provide us an 

adequate account because perceptual experience may exhibit some kind of consistency towards the unity of consciousness but it is not 
sufficient. A single subject of experience can have experiences that are not consistent with each-other. For example, experience one 
gathers by looking at the two lines of Muller –Lyre illusion (picture below) might be inconsistent with one’s judgment concerning 
their lengths.  

       Muller – Lyre illusion    
 

Moreover, it is difficult to accept Shoemaker’s suggestion that the unity of consciousness can be thought in terms of 
representational integration. It is clear that Bayne’s conception of the unity of phenomenal consciousness is different from 
Shoemaker’s epistemic approach to the notion.  There is an intimate connection between the phenomenal and epistemic conceptions of 
the unity of consciousness. It seems true that a set of experiences could be co-conscious without being unified in Shoemaker’s sense.  
So, our conscious state of some objects of experiences may be more representationally unified than other states. But it does not mean 
that those simultaneous experiences will be necessarily unified.  

 
Another explanation, based on the representational approach to the unity of consciousness, has been preferred by David 

Rosenthals. According to him, ‘so-called unity of consciousness consists in the compelling sense we have that all our conscious 
mental states belong to a single conscious subject’4 It says that all our conscious mental states belong to the single conscious subject. 
Some thinkers maintain that Rosenthal’s account is most important for the explanation of the unity of consciousness. A question may 
arise: can it provide us an explanation concerning the unity of consciousness which will be able to show that consciousness must be 
necessarily unified. 

 
There are different opinions. Some theorists hold that conscious states involve some kind of self-consciousness. From this 

view-point, it seems that consciousness must be unified. Other theorists hold that no form of self-consciousness is generally involved 
in consciousness. They also say that the conception of explanation of the concept of the unity to consciousness does not provide any 
account of the basal phenomenon. Bayne writes: ‘We want a conception of the unity of consciousness that might be endorsed even by 
those who deny that subjects of experiences are invariably aware of their conscious states as their conscious states.’5 Similarly, Kant 
maintains that Cartesian conclusion is not an eccentric conclusion. Similar to all other illusions of reason, it also is such that to which 
we are tempted from the very beginnings of our reflection on the datum before us.  Every rational being necessarily thinks that the 
peculiar immediacy and in-violability of self-awareness guarantees its content. Amidst all doubts, I do know this thing which is me. 
This also leads us to reason from this intimate acquaintance with my own nature to the immateriality of the soul. 

 
Kant considers this reasoning to be erroneous. It moves from the pure forms’ unity of the unity of apperception to the 

substantial unity affirmed in the doctrine of the soul. Kant says: ‘The unity of consciousness, which underlies the categories, is here 
mistaken for an intuition of the subject as object, and the category of substance is then applied to it.’6 The transcendental unity of 
apperception shows me that there is a unity in my present consciousness; but it says nothing else about the kind of thing which bears 
it. It does not say that I am a substance as an independently existing object rather than an ‘accident’ or property. For example, it does 
not repudiate the thesis that the mind is a complex property of the body. Kant says, - ‘…. I think myself, is in no way given to me in 
inner intuition, it is quite impossible, by means of this simple self-consciousness, to determine the manner in which I exist, whether it 
be as substance or as accident.’7 If it cannot infer that I am a substance, then it cannot infer that I am indivisible, indestructible or 
immortal. The unity of consciousness does not assure that there is something in the empirical world to which the term ‘I’ applies. The 
particular features of self-consciousness under the idea of a transcendental unity of apperception are simply features of a ‘point of 
view’ on the world. Here the ‘I’ is a perspective of the world (a way thing seems). ‘For the ‘I’ is not a concept but only a designation 
of the object of inner sense in so far as we know it through no further predicate’.8 Kant concludes that there is a gap between the 
premise of ‘transcendental psychology’ – the transcendental unity of apperception –and its conclusion –the substantiality of the soul. 
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On the hand, he first describes a point of view on the world. On the other hand, the second is an item in the world. It is not possible to 
deduce the one from the other. Sometimes Kant maintains that the ‘I’ of self-awareness refers to a transcendental object because ‘I’ is 
not part of the empirical world. Kant identifies it as the world of the thing-in-itself which lies beyond experience. This is not a proper 
conclusion from his argument. He always provides a positive doctrine of the soul, not through pure reason, but through practical 
reason.9 

 
We find an alternative account of phenomenal unity in Barry Dainton’s View. According to him, generally we find the unity 

in our stream of consciousness both at a time and over time. Our experience divides into various parts. These parts are co-conscious. 
Since this given experience can be divided into different parts anyhow and those parts are showing themselves as whole consisting of 
further parts. This unifying feature of co-consciousness is wide or all extended feature, at least within the certain limitation of the 
phenomenal present. He thinks, there is no matter how a total experience is separated into different parts, each and every part is 
connected with each and every other part by co-consciousness. In his own words: ‘A typical stream of experience thus exhibits a deep 
and far-reaching unity; and in so far as consciousness has characteristic features, this mode of unity is as distinctive and remarkable as 
any.10. He continues: ‘……. the unity within our experience is an affair that is at once simpler and more involved than it has 
sometimes been thought to be.’  Again, he says, ‘……. experience is self - unifying in that to understand the unity we find within 
experience, we do not need to look to anything above, beyond or external to experience itself.’11 

 
One of the leading philosophers in contemporary era, Michael Lockwood draws our attention to a unique feature of 

phenomenal unity in consciousness. According to him, ‘phenomenal qualities’ are not only perceptual phenomenal qualities such as 
colours and tastes, but also ‘include under this head the (qualities involved in the) subjective impressions associated with all feelings 
and sensations, such as itches, feelings of giddiness, drowsiness, light-headedness and nausea, and the phenomenal core that remains 
when one has mentally subtracted from an emotion those aspects that consist in our having certain conscious thoughts and desires’.12 

He characterizes an experience which is not a part of any larger experience as a phenomenal perspective or a maximal experience. 
Arguably, a phenomenal perspective or maximal experience includes the total contents of a given state of awareness. According to 
him, ‘it will also be useful to have a term for the relation in which two experiences stand, when there is an experience of which they 
are both parts.’13 It is called as ‘co-consciousness.’ Common sense view claims that such experiences may always be divided into two 
classes – namely, mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive collections of co-conscious experiences. Lockwood writes: ‘each 
experience belongs to one, and only one, collection. Since, co-consciousness is undeniably reflexive and symmetric; the only 
contestable assumption upon which this conception rests is the transitivity principle. If one rejects that assumption, a remarkable 
possibility immediately opens up; that of simultaneous, overlapping phenomenal perspectives.’14According to Hurley, we cannot give 
any account of co-consciousness in subjective terms depending upon the contents of the states involved. She also reminds us that we 
should be wary about the account of the unity of consciousness which requires a unitary locus of consciousness in the brain.  

 
 In our above discussion we have seen that Dainton’s method is fully phenomenological where he is interested about the 
structure of consciousness as it appears in experience. He is particularly interested about the phenomenal structure of consciousness 
rather than non-phenomenal structure of consciousness. To explain the features of the unity of phenomenal consciousness, he 
emphasizes on the notion of co-consciousness. The term ‘co-consciousness’ refers to the relation that experiences have when they are 
experienced together. Dainton maintains that ‘the fact that v1 is co-conscious with a1 is a clearly a phenomenological characteristic, 
something manifest in consciousness.’15 He also thinks that we cannot deny that our stream of consciousness presents to us various 
characteristics of unity. Also, this unity is not only consisted of a relation between certain experiences, but it also consists in a 
relationship between experiences which itself is experienced. To him, co-consciousness is unanalyzable, primitive relation. 
 

 Now what do we mean by the term ‘unity of phenomenal consciousness?’ ---Consider an example: I am walking in a garden 
with my friends. We find some simultaneous perceptual experiences there. We are seeing various beautiful and colorful flowers. We 
are hearing also songs of colorful birds. Some children are playing there. Also, we are seeing beautiful lighting in the garden. All these 
experiences come to me as different sense experiences. However, all these experiences are phenomenally unified with each-other into 
my overall phenomenal field. Yet this unity is not something I reflect upon or have any separate experience of unity. Nonetheless, this 
unity is an important feature of our experience. Our every experience is phenomenally unified in a particular moment. If every 
conscious state of any creature is phenomenally unified with his or her other states at a particular moment, then we can say that those 
creatures’ consciousness have unity. We also identify such subject as fully unified. When a subject is fully unified, he or she enjoys a 
single overall conscious state. Now a total conscious state is a state in which other states are subsumed. Also, when a conscious state 
includes as a part or properties of second state, then we can say that a conscious state has subsumed another state.  This whole 
conscious state is revealed as what it is like to be the subject or to be in that state at that point of time. On the other hand, if anyone 
single conscious state does not subsume their every specific conscious state, then we can say such consciousness is dis-unified.  
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Now the question arises as to whether man’s unified consciousness is a regular feature? We can explain it with an example. I 
see everything in the world recently. I have emotion, bodily sensation. Even I have self-conscious thoughts. Now if these sets of 
conscious states of various sense-experiences are representationally unified with each-others, then they will be mutually phenomenally 
unified with each-other. In this case, until someone attracts my attention, by that time, I am not aware about that unity. The moment 
someone’s attention is attracted to this unity he/she will identify this unity.  

 
Tim Bayne considers this unity as a ‘deep’ characteristic of normal walking experience. He also maintains that this type of 

unity is also characteristic of other background states viz REM dreaming, hypnosis, and various pathologies of consciousness. Searle 
admits that such unity is the necessary feature of consciousness. He also writes: - ‘all of the conscious experiences at any given point 
in an agent’s life come as part of one unified conscious field’.16 In support of his thesis, Bayne also quotes from Kant’s magnum opus, 
- ‘one single experience in which all perceptions are represented’.17All of these characterizations are taken into account in the unity 
thesis proposed by Tim Bayne and David Chalmers:  

 

‘Unity thesis: Necessarily, for any conscious subject of experience(S) and any time (t), the simultaneous conscious states that S has at 
t will be subsumed by a single conscious state –the subject’s total conscious state.’18 

 

On the basis of certain features of the above-mentioned definition of the unity thesis, Tim Bayne claims that this thesis 
satisfies the desiderata for our acceptable unity thesis. First this unity thesis is necessarily unique and true. Secondly, this thesis is also 
very interesting and hopefully guides us to construct a proper theory of consciousness. Thirdly, though this thesis faces some 
criticisms yet there is no obviously decisive counter example. So, it is plausible.  
 
Conclusion: In Conclusion we can say that the above mentioned unity thesis is more acceptable because it can explain more 
satisfactorily the unity of consciousness than the representational approach. It may be that there are some difficulties which the unity 
thesis faces but these difficulties do not undermine the unity thesis anyhow. So, it is no doubt that the nature of unity of consciousness 
is the core feature of consciousness.  At last, it is true that the discussion of the unity of phenomenal consciousness will not complete 
without the discussion of self. In the history of consciousness, we find three important role of self or ‘subject of experience’; these are: 
ownership component of the self-role, referential component of the self-role and perspectival component of the self-role. Some 
theorists hold that the entity, playing as a self- role, is nothing less than an animal, the members of certain species. This view is called 
biological account of self. Biological account of the self, claims the owner of one’s mental states as an organism. Another approach to 
self follows from neo-Lockeans perspectives where they claim that the self is purely psychological. According to this account, selves 
are minds – networks of intentionally and causally integrated mental states. There we find a third one that explained the self as 
phenomenological. According to phenomenological account of the self, ‘the identity condition for selves involve essential reference to 
stream of consciousness – that is, sequences of phenomenal states that are bound together by chains of phenomenal continuity’. We, 
following Bayne, think that neither psychological nor biological account of self-reach to the necessary and deep links between the 
unity of consciousness and the self. Self is a merely virtual object. Identity of such an object is given by the intentional structure of the 
phenomenal field. Following Dennett’s terms, we may say that self is a Centre of phenomenal gravity. There is nothing more in the 
self than what we take there to be. Rather we can say that self is a non-negotiable feature of our cognitive architecture. Thus, it is not 
possible to know about one’s own self without the thinking away of one’s own life.  
 

Again, if we do not admit the unity among phenomenal properties of phenomenal field of consciousness, then our daily life 
will be disrupted in every moment. Our thought, intention, feelings, happiness, sorrow, emotions, desire, belief, perception, sensation 
etc will be full of lying-in-room of untidiness. All worlds will be a sacred place of indiscipline. So, keeping aside all the debate, all 
curiosity about the link between the self and the unity of consciousness, we conclude that there must have unity of our consciousness 
and for more explanation it would take the space of another thesis. Those who think or believe that unity of phenomenal consciousness 
is not possible are dwelling upon in their own reality. I think the cases of disunity as shown by the opponents are nothing but the 
contextual manifestation of the unity. The whole matter can be represented in an argumentative form. The concept of disunity 
necessarily comes after the concept of unity. Without the existence of unity, there is no plausibility of the explanations of this disunity. 
Unity of phenomenal consciousness always remains as the locus of the so-called-disunity. 
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