William James and the Long-Distance Driver

Abstract: 

In this paper, I will explore the resources that William James has available to address the famous Long-Distance Truck Driver, introduced by Armstrong and subsequently enshrined in the foundation of the Higher Order Representation approaches to consciousness.  In his Principles of Psychology, James uses attention (the minimum level thereof) to address a very similar phenomenon: the general category of repetitive activity while fatigued.  This is of more than historical interest, since James’ account of the “fringe” can be used to flesh out the “minimally attentive performance” explanation for long-distance driving.  I will present James’ fringe, to show that it is active and plays an essential role in fixing the content of the focal experience in the stream of consciousness.  Armstrong committed a common error in his original analysis of the long-distance driver, by equating introspective consciousness with the focus of attention.  Part of my purpose in detailing the fringe is to defuse this sort of error more generally.  I will build on James’ account of the fringe, combine it with a bit of cognitive science (David LaBerge’s model of attention), and sketch a competing model of conscious experience.  If successful, this will undercut the original motivations for positing Higher Order Representations.  If we do not need Higher Order Representations, Occam’s Razor suggests their elimination.  In addition, my explanation for long-distance driving may soon become empirically testable.
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Introduction:

Armstrong’s article was titled, “What is Consciousness?” and the answer we get to that descriptive question sets the explanatory demands that the following substantive theory of consciousness must meet
.  If we treat consciousness as a set of on/off switches (minimal, perceptual, introspective), then it makes sense to look for the causes of the switching (what turns perceptual consciousness into introspective consciousness – perhaps becoming the object of another mental state).  If conscious awareness comes in a variety of degrees, with each moment of conscious experience, then we should look for a different explanation, in the nature of attention.  I present James’ fringe as a main component of conscious experience and as the dynamic connection between successive moments in the stream of consciousness.  There is an error, unfortunately common in philosophy of mind: tacitly identifying consciousness with what occurs in the focus of attention
.  Armstrong’s use of the long-distance truck driver is an example of that error, and James’ fringe (suitably updated with a little cognitive science) will show that Higher Order Representations are surplus to requirements.  We are not, in fact, presented with different types of consciousness (requiring the Higher Order explanatory strategy), but with different aspects of ordinary consciousness.  I am not the first person to note that the periphery of attention may serve to explain the long-distance truck driver
, but I hope, by explaining and expanding James’ fringe, to make that response more persuasive and to lay out the consequences of recognizing the fringe: we do not need an additional, distinct mental state in order to bring a peripheral representation into the full focus of attention (as might be suggested to preserve the Higher Order approaches).  

It is very difficult to try to capture the features of consciousness that live outside the focus of attention.  James’ description of the fringe demonstrates the existence of these peripheral elements of consciousness, and shows the active and important role that they play in constituting the more focal parts of the stream of consciousness.  As Mangan notes, “James’ discussion of the fringe occupies the major part of the most well-known section of the Principles, the ‘Stream of Thought’ chapter…  Yet modern cognitive science, while drawing on James for so many other points, has resolutely overlooked the fringe—just as cognitive science has overlooked its own history before behaviorism and the role phenomenology played in that history,” (Mangan, 1993a, p. 92).  James has done us a great service here, and we should avail ourselves of those parts of his work that withstand the test of time.

In Section 1 of this paper, we will examine Armstrong’s account of the long-distance driver, and the purposes that he’s served over the years.  In Section 2, we will examine how James’ would have handled the driver, his take on monotonous tasks, and explore the theoretical resources available in his accounts of attention and the fringe.  Section 3 will extend James’ account of the fringe, bringing it into contact with David LaBerge’s model of attention.  The resulting theory of consciousness, based on attention, will provide a viable, potentially testable, competing explanation for the long-distance driver.

Section 1: Armstrong and the Driver


The long-distance truck driver has come a long way since 1981, when Armstrong noted his curious condition, and used him to motivate a new theory of consciousness.  Armstrong’s theory begins with a category scheme for consciousness, the types are: minimal, perceptual, and introspective consciousness.  Why these categories?  Armstrong suggests that these three are commonly accepted senses of the word “consciousness”.  Note that if Armstrong is really starting with paradigmatic senses of the term “consciousness” (and I’m not certain that he is really putting so much weight on standard linguistic use), such a starting point would be almost guaranteed to leave out aspects of consciousness that are not, themselves, often noticed.  Armstrong’s minimal consciousness is pretty self-explanatory: “If there is mental activity occurring in the mind, if something mental is actually happening, then that mind is not totally unconscious.  It is therefore conscious...  I call consciousness in this sense ‘minimal’ consciousness,” (Armstrong, 1981, p. 722).  For perceptual consciousness, we get the following: “In perception, there is consciousness of what is currently going on in one’s environment and one’s body…  Perceptual consciousness entails minimal consciousness, but minimal consciousness does not entail perceptual consciousness,” (Armstrong, 1981, p. 723).  The real action is with introspective consciousness:

After driving for long periods of time, particularly at night, it is possible to ‘come to’ and realize that for some time past one has been driving without being aware of what one has been doing.  The coming-to is an alarming experience.  It is natural to describe what went one before one came to by saying that during that time one lacked consciousness.  Yet it seems clear that… there was minimal consciousness and perceptual consciousness…


The case of the long-distance truck driver appears to be a very special and spectacular one.  In fact, however, I think it presents us with what is a relatively simple, and in evolutionary terms relatively primitive, level of mental functioning.  Here we have more or less skilled purposive action, guided by perception, but apparently no other mental activity, and in particular no consciousness in some sense of ‘consciousness,’ which differs from minimal and perceptual consciousness…


What is it that the long-distance truck driver lacks?  I think it is an additional form of perception, or, a little more cautiously, it is something that resembles perception.  But unlike sense-perception, it is not directed toward our current environment an/or our current bodily state.  It is perception of the mental.  Such ‘inner’ perception is traditionally called introspection, or introspective awareness.  We may therefore call this third sort of consciousness ‘introspective’ consciousness…

Introspective consciousness, then, is a perception-like awareness of current states and activities in our own mind.  (Armstrong, 1981, p. 723-724.)

Before we examine the role that the long-distance driver plays in Armstrong’s argument, we should note a potential source of confusion.  It seems possible that two different phenomena might travel under the “long-distance driving” banner.  The more common, I would call “distracted driving”, where the focus of one’s attention is on something other than the driving (a daydream, the radio, a conversation, etc.), but the driving continues well enough (though not as well as it would have had attention been on the driving, hence the ban on cellular phone use while driving in some jurisdictions).  So, one may arrive at home without being able to exactly recall the experiences that went with the driving, though one will have memories of the conversation (or whatever one had focused on).  More dramatic, and a better fit with Armstrong’s description, is driving without any focal attention at all – no daydreams, no conversations, no radio, nothing.  This happens more often at night, and may sometimes be called, “white line fever” or “highway hypnosis”.  After such a period of driving, “coming-to” would be alarming indeed.  In what follows, I’ll distinguish between the two phenomena (using “distracted driving” for the first, and “white line fever” for the second).  Many theorists who adopt the long-distance driver seem to treat him as a case of distracted driving
.  I’ll admit that if we take distracted driving as the phenomenon in question, it would provide stronger evidence for Armstrong’s position just because it is a lot more common.  If white line fever is really an altered state of consciousness (akin to hypnosis, caused by repetitive actions performed in circumstances where other sensory stimuli are reduced), then Armstrong’s use of it would become more problematic.  It would be much less plausible to claim that something like hypnosis was the ordinary form of consciousness prevalent among our evolutionary ancestors.  

Now to the role that the driver plays in Armstrong’s argument.  If we accept the category scheme that Armstrong offers, we need an explanation for the difference between introspective and merely perceptual consciousness.  Higher-Order Perception is posited to explain that difference in types of consciousness.  When the driver “comes to”, he gains a sort of perception of his driving, and that makes the experiences conscious.  But suppose we can explain the driver without the need for different kinds of consciousness?  James has the resources to do just that, with the fringe and the nucleus as components ordinary conscious experience.


James describes a condition that could easily include long-distance driving, and uses some language that is startlingly similar to Armstrong.  This passage comes from the beginning of James’ chapter on Attention, and he presents the inattentive condition (which doesn’t have an easy English word for it) as a contrast with the focus of attention:  

Everyone knows what attention is.  It is the taking possession by the mind, in a clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought.  Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its essence.  It implies withdrawal form some things in order to deal effectively with others, and is a condition which has a real opposite in the confused, dazed, scatterbrained state which in French is called distraction, and Zerstreutheit in German.

…It is difficult not to suppose something like this scattered condition of mind to be the usual state of brutes when not actively engaged in some pursuit.  Fatigue, monotonous mechanical occupations that end by being automatically carried on, tend to produce it in men.  It is not sleep; and yet when aroused from such a state, a person will often hardly be able to say what he was thinking about.  Subjects of the hypnotic trance seem to lapse into it when left to themselves; asked what they are thinking of, they reply, ‘of nothing in particular’!  (James, 1981, pp. 381-2, italics in the original)


The similarities to Armstrong’s description of the long-distance driver are clear.  In both we find monotonous and repetitive activity, the lack of distinct memories, even the temptation to ascribe this minimally attentive state to “brutes” (the main difference there is that James only ascribed this to inattentive or inactive “brutes”, where Armstrong would ascribe it to the whole of the mental lives of “brutes”).  The possible connection to hypnosis, while not made by Armstrong, is often drawn (e.g., “highway hypnosis”).  James’ explanation for this sort of activity is that it is performed in a state of minimal attention.  James certainly recognized that attention comes in degrees, and that any particular part of a given moment of a person’s stream of consciousness could have different degrees of attention applied to it (from the focus to the minimum periphery).  The case of white line fever is distinctive in that there seems to be a general attenuation of the focus of attention, down to the level that might ordinarily produce the periphery of attention.  In order to support this explanation, over the Higher Order approaches, I will show that James’ fringe includes many active elements, and an omnipresent self-image.  Together, that will be enough to explain minimally attentive skilled actions, at least well enough to compete with the Higher Order approaches.

As noted above, there are advocates of the Higher Order Perception (Lycan) and Higher Order Thought (Rosenthal) theories who explicitly abandon the long-distance driver.  So, while undermining the Driver will remove one of the main arguments for the Higher Order approaches to consciousness, other arguments can be made in their favor.  My purpose here is to illustrate the error of conflating consciousness with the focus of attention, and to put a James-sympathetic attention-based model of consciousness back into the running [References redacted to preserve anonymity].

James provides us with a method for describing and explaining the peripheral elements of experience, in a way that does not deny their conscious features.  The fringe can lead us from one thing to the next, via feelings of relation and feelings of tendency, without forcing us to the conclusion that some second, higher order conscious state, is required in order to make the particular experience of “coming to” conscious.  The fringe is not a different type of consciousness (and isn’t limited to the “perceptual”), but a little-noticed part of ordinary consciousness.  In order to support this contention, I will need to explain James’ account of experience in some detail, both to establish that the fringe really exists, and to describe several of its components and the active roles that they serve.  My extended discussion of James’ fringe will serve two purposes.  First, to address the specific challenge of the long-distance driver, we will need the whole panoply of elements that James presented, along with one (the self) that he did not explicitly include in the fringe.  Second, to address the general problem of neglecting the fringe, it is not enough to merely advert to passages where James describes the fringe—his masterful descriptions show the folly of neglecting the fringe in one’s account of consciousness, which in turn, sets the explanatory criteria for theories of consciousness.

Section 2: James on the Fringe 

In his Principles of Psychology, William James examined the crucial role that attention plays in conditioning and giving structure to every one of our conscious experiences.  He realized that attention selects the things we experience, that anticipation can direct attention, that attention can be voluntarily directed or involuntarily drawn, and he illuminated the role of habit, interest and salience of the object of attention (learned or instinctual) in the direction and maintenance of attention (James, 1981, Chapter XI).  James also saw the central role that the self (especially the body and our feelings of the body) occupies in giving our conscious states focus and continuity (James, 1981, Chapters IX and X).  


James’ fringe appears in two modes, static and dynamic.  We can view the fringe from two different perspectives, or see it as performing two different but related duties, to secure the content of a given state of consciousness (taken as a whole) and to direct the flow of the stream of consciousness from one thought to another.  The static role of the fringe (also called the halo, or penumbra), is treated as a part or feature of a given state of consciousness, as if we could isolate and freeze a moment in our experience, identify its “nucleus”, and see what other overtones, associations, connections and relations to our other thoughts that nucleus has.  Those fringes will serve to give that nucleus the particular meaning that it has as part of this particular unique experience.  James introduces the term this way: “Let us use the words psychic overtone, suffusion, or fringe to designate the influence of a faint brain-process upon our thought, as it makes it aware of relations and objects but dimly perceived,” (James, 1981, p. 249).  I take this as evidence that we can discuss the fringe as part of the periphery of attention, though not all theorists who work with James would so easily agree
.  If we could freeze a moment of consciousness and examine the object in the focus of attention, we would also find a vast array of associations and relations to other thoughts, other objects in the periphery of attention, how that conscious instant is connected to what immediately preceded it and where we expect it to be going next.  It is also clear from this description that James is speaking of the experienced periphery, not of elements (even of implicit perception) that may also faintly influence our brain processes and thoughts, as the phenomena of inattentional blindness do (Mack and Rock, 1998, Chapter 8).  The static fringe is part of what determines the meaning of whatever we find in the focus of attention at any given time, and hence should be regarded as part of the content of that moment of conscious experience.


We can see the fringe’s second role when it is active, as it guides the development of the focus of attention from one moment to the next.  James describes the role of the dynamic fringe in the stream of consciousness:

As we take, in fact, a general view of the wonderful stream of our consciousness, what strikes us first is this different pace of its parts.  Like a bird’s life, it seems to be made of an alteration of flights and perchings…  The resting-places are usually occupied by sensorial imaginations of some sort, whose peculiarity is that they can be held before the mind for an indefinite time, and contemplated without changing; the places of flight are filled with thoughts of relations, static or dynamic, that for the most part obtain between the matters contemplated in the periods of comparative rest. (James, 1981, p. 236)  

This passage describes a sort of oscillation between fringy and clear, focal experiences in consciousness.  I wish to draw attention to the role of the fringe elements in determining where the focal bird will next alight.

James also remarks on the difficulty of introspecting the nature of these transitional states as they occur.  To shift the focus of attention to them is to “annihilate” them, by making them into stopping points.  This is very similar to the problem of attending to the periphery of attention
.  In his words:

Now it is very difficult, introspectively, to see the transitive parts for what they really are.  If they are but flights to a conclusion, stopping them to look at them before the conclusion is reached is really annihilating them…  The rush of thought is so headlong that it almost always brings us up to the conclusion before we can arrest it.  Or if our purpose is nimble enough and we do arrest it, it ceases forthwith to be itself…  The attempt at introspective analysis in these cases is in fact like seizing a spinning top to catch its motion, or trying to turn up the gas quickly enough to see how the darkness looks.  (James, 1981, p. 236-237)
The dynamic elements of the fringe cannot be brought into the focus of attention without changing them.  Doing so would probably change their content a bit, and certainly change the role that they play in creating the next moment of conscious experience.  If you try to catch the top, you do wind up with a top in your hands, but you’ve lost the feature you were interested in – its motion.

Now let us turn to the other components of James’ fringe.  In what follows, James is really doing two things at once – categorizing the components of the fringe and trying to show his audience that those components really exist, even though we cannot catch them while they are doing their fringy work.

The fringe includes feelings of relation from our current object of thought out towards those other thoughts and beliefs to which it is most closely connected, either by association or by being part of a given train of thought (as a word in a sentence, or a step in an argument is).  James attempts to describe this in two ways, to show that we do have a feeling of connection between successive objects of thought (that reflects the relations between the objects in the world that our thoughts are of or about), and then to show that we can (or should be able to) catch something of these feelings-of-relation themselves by attending to the concepts of some relations considered in isolation (not as performing their usual tasks, and well away from their home environments):  

If there be such things as feelings at all, then so surely as relations between objects exist in rerum naturâ, then so surely, and more surely, do feelings exist to which these relations are known.  There is not a conjunction or a perception, and hardly an adverbial phrase, syntactic form, or inflection of voice, in human speech, that does not express some shading or other of relation which we at some moment actually feel to exist between the larger objects of our thought…

We ought to say a feeling of and, a feeling of if, a feeling of but, and a feeling of by, quite as readily as we see a feeling of blue or a feeling of cold.  (James, 1981, p. 238)

James is trying to get us to notice that we experience relations between things as feelings, and that those feelings are distinct just as the relations between things are distinct.  Thinking of one thing beside another is different, and felt differently, than thinking of one thing replaced by another.  That core of felt relation present in one object of thought is part of that object’s fringe, and indicates that other aspects must also be present.  As we will see, the fully developed feeling of relation can only be present and operate if the next stage of thought is anticipated in the present one.  Likewise, the current thought’s context depends on the thoughts that were immediately prior to the present thought.  This, I expect, is why we don’t typically speak of these feelings of relation, and why James’ attempts to draw our attention to the feelings by themselves may seem inadequate.  Those feelings of relation are only fully present when they are doing the work of relating the objects of our experience.  And it is when they are present and performing their proper tasks that these feelings are most likely to be overlooked, as we pass from one object to the next
.  

The feeling of a relation between two objects of thought closely resembles the feeling of a tendency or a direction present in one thought even if the next thought is not directly or explicitly anticipated.  James gives three sorts of examples to try to demonstrate this elusive phenomenon.  First, he asks us to consider the following contrast:

Suppose three successive persons say to us: ‘Wait!’ ‘Hark!’ ‘Look!’  Our consciousness is thrown into three quite different attitudes of expectancy, although no definite object is before it in any one of the three cases.  Leaving out different actual bodily attitudes and leaving out the reverberating images of the three words, which are of course diverse, probably no one will deny the existence of a residual conscious affection, as sense of the direction from which an impression is about to come, although no positive impression is yet there.  (James, 1981, p. 243)

To flesh out this example, the cry of “Wait!” would induce us to stop moving, either so someone could catch up to us (so we may look behind us) or as an alarm (in which case we would look first right in front of us, and then around our immediate surroundings, to see what the danger might be).  The cry of “Hark!” tells us that we should stop making noise and listen carefully (at least, in the 1890’s it would have done – nowadays it would be more likely to cause puzzlement).  The cry of “Look!” (normally accompanied by pointing, I would imagine) indicates that we should look for something unusual or important off in the particular direction indicated by our compatriot.  None of these three exhortations includes the thing that we are meant to focus on next, but even without that indication, the feelings that each elicits are different.  These feelings correspond to the types of things we now expect as a result of having heard the cry, even though we have no concrete thing in mind.

The second example James provides to try to elucidate the feeling of tendency is that of trying to recall a forgotten name.  That attempt provides our thought with direction and sets standards against which prospective candidates for the right name are judged.  Even though we do not have the name we are grasping for, we have a feeling of it.  When the name does occur to us (if it does), we recognize it as the right one in virtue of the feelings already present.  “Suppose we try to recall a forgotten name.  The state of our consciousness is peculiar.  There is a gap therein; but no mere gap.  It is a gap that is intensely active.  A sort of wraith of the name is in it, beckoning us in a given direction, making us at moments tingle with the sense of our closeness, and then letting us sink back without the longed-for term.  If the wrong names are proposed to us, this singularly definite gap acts immediately so as to negate them.  They do not fit into its mould.  And the gap of one word does not feel like the gap of another, all empty of content as both might seem necessarily when described as gaps,” (James, 1981, p. 243, emphasis added)
.  Here, the nucleus of the experience is the task, seeking the missing name.  The fringes provide the feelings that test each name that comes up, and that keeps the search going.

James’ third type of feeling of tendency is the feeling of knowing what we want to say before we put it into words or clothe it with definite images.  This feeling, like the feeling of relation, is transitory in the extreme, for as the words arrive it is they (and not the feeling) that we focus on.  But the feeling plays a role, it also sets the criteria that the words must meet to adequately capture the meaning that we have in mind.  James calls this “anticipatory intention” (James, 1981, p. 245), and it is indeed a form of expectation.  What we expect here, however, is not that some external event will occur, but that our own creative powers will bear a certain sort of fruit.

Together, these three types are meant to show that feelings of tendency, though often overlooked, are genuine parts of our conscious experience: “Now what I contend for, and accumulate examples to show, is that ‘tendencies’ are not only descriptions from without, but that they are among the objects of the stream, which is thus aware of them from within, and must be described as in very large measure constituted of feelings of tendency, often so vague that we are unable to name them at all,” (James, 1981, p. 246, emphasis added).  Combine this with the feelings of relation and we have the general claim that each occurent thought contains a feeling of what should come next, whether we have an idea of what is to come (relation) or not (tendency).  These feelings are active, and they are partially responsible for the content of the next moment of consciousness (not just the nucleus, but that next moment’s fringes too).  

These relations and tendencies are essential for the meaning and content of each thought, providing the context that we need to make sense of each present moment.  We can also see connections to time-consciousness here (similar to Husserl’s analysis of the protentions and retentions present in time-consciousness (Husserl, 1928/1964))
.  In order to get a sense of how the overall meaning can guide the stream of thought, James uses the example of a sentence, spoken or comprehended, as it proceeds.  He describes the meaning of a thought or phrase as part of the fringe that belongs to each word of that phrase: 

Now I believe that in all cases where the words are understood, the total idea may be and usually is present not only before and after the phrase has been spoken, but also whilst each separate word is uttered.  It is the overtone, halo, or fringe of the word, as spoken in that sentence.  It is never absent; no word in an understood sentence comes to consciousness as mere noise.  We feel its meaning as it passes; and although our object differs from one moment to another as to its verbal kernel or nucleus, yet it is similar throughout the entire segment of the stream.  The same object is known everywhere, now from the point of view, if we may so call it, of this word, now from the point of view of that.  And in our every feeling of each word there chimes an echo or foretaste of every other.  The consciousness of the ‘Idea’ and that of the words are thus consubstantial.  They are made of the same ‘mind-stuff,’ and form an unbroken stream.  Annihilate a mind at any instant, cut its thought whilst yet uncompleted, and examine the object present to the cross-section thus suddenly made; you will find, not the bald word in process of utterance, but that word suffused with the whole idea.  (James 1981, pp. 270-271)

 This connects the fringe to meaning, to the dynamic process of expressing an idea, and (in the “echo or foretaste”) to time consciousness.  Consider the phrase, “Then the fun began.”  It has vastly different meanings when spoken by John Madden, Hugh Heffner, and Genghis Khan.  Knowing the context of the utterance (or of the thought), including the immediate past, is essential for grasping the meaning.  Imagine just how much it would take to explain the above differences in meaning to a person who had never heard of Madden, Heffner and Khan, and who was unacquainted with professional sports, erotica, and Eurasian history.  Yet we deployed all that knowledge and experience, without needing to explicitly focus on rehearsing any of it, to immediately sense the three different meanings of a simple phrase when (hypothetically) spoken by three different people.  The idea of each of those three people brings along a rich and complex sense of who they are and what they would likely mean by saying “Then the fun began.”  James would describe this in terms of the relations that the idea of each person bears to our other ideas of ballgames, bordellos and battles.  Looking at the fringe in this way (in a single operation) may emphasize its static role more than its dynamic one, but we need only consider how our thoughts are led from one image to the next via these associations of meaning to see the fringe at work in the stream of consciousness.  


The final component I would like to examine (contentious, because James discusses the self before he coins the term “fringe”) is the self (which, for James, primarily includes the awareness of the body).  This passage is especially evocative:

Our own bodily position, attitude, condition, is one of the things of which some awareness, however inattentive, invariably accompanies the knowledge of whatever else we know.  We think; and as we think we feel our bodily selves as the seat of the thinking…  Whatever the content of the ego may be, it is habitually felt with everything else by us humans, and must form a liaison between all the things of which we become successively aware.  (James, 1981, pp. 234-235) 

The self always accompanies each thought, and impacts the content of each state of consciousness at least to this degree: it guarantees that each of our thoughts is experienced as belonging to us (mine to me and yours to you).  It also connects each of our current thoughts to the thought that just passed and to the next one that occurs
.  These two functions match the static and dynamic roles of the fringe, as we have seen.  If we examine what the self-image is doing, it seems plausible that while James didn’t apply the term “fringe” to the self-image, he easily could have without doing any violence to his account of consciousness.

To summarize, we found James’ fringe to contain the following:

1. Feelings of relation and tendency, actively contributing to the current content of consciousness and partially determining the contents of the next moment of the stream of consciousness.

2. A sense of place in the ongoing stream of thought, including the immediate past, the immediately expected future, and the stage of development of the thought’s current topic. 

3. The self (primarily as the body), including what the body is currently doing.

Recognizing the existence of parts of our conscious experience that are difficult to grasp (that cannot be analyzed without altering them, and that we may genuinely be uncertain about) will go a long way towards the creation of a phenomenologically adequate theory of consciousness.  Now, we will return to the long-distance driver.

Section 3: Driving in the Fringe


In order to attempt to explain the long-distance driver, I must combine James’ fringe with my competing theory of consciousness.  In other works, I have developed an account of the nature of attention, extending David LaBerge’s triangular circuit model to cover the periphery of attention as well as the focus.  I will give you a brief summary of it here (the more detailed account is in [Redacted for anonymity], building on LaBerge 1995, 1997 and 1998).  LaBerge’s main idea is that the focus of attention is created when three parts of the brain are in feedback and feedforward connections that enhance the neural activity at the cortical site of the object-representation (where “object” is taken very widely to mean anything that one can represent, in any sense modality, memory, imagination, etc.).  Those three brain areas are: the prefrontal cortex (which controls the direction of the focus of attention), the thalamus (which enhances the firing rates to the needed threshold level), and whatever part of the cortex is representing the object in the focus of attention (vision, hearing, memory, etc.).  Several cycles through the circuit, with the thalamus providing continued enhancement, are required in order to reach the threshold of the focus of attention.


To extend LaBerge’s model to include the periphery of attention we need only make one additional supposition: that the same mechanism which produces the focus of attention is also responsible for the periphery of attention, acting at a lower level of thalamic enhancement.  Since there is a threshold level of neural activation needed for the focus of attention, we may suppose that there is a lower threshold needed for a representation to enter the periphery of attention.  We may also posit a further, lower threshold for representations that have been processed up to the level of semantic content but which have not yet made it into the periphery of attention.  I call those representations in the pipeline of attention (Reference redacted).  The attention model of consciousness is designed to meet the explanatory demands of a description of consciousness that includes the fringe.  It seeks to explain subtle gradations in conscious experience, from the dimmest fringe all the way up to double-espresso focal clarity.


Now, for distracted driving.  When we combine this account of the periphery of attention with James’ fringe, we realize the role that the periphery plays is more important than just providing the background furniture in any given moment of conscious experience.  The fringe is active, and some of those peripheral representations will be actions rather than objects (where “representation” means locus of neural activity, and can be the brain process that initiates bodily motion just as it can be a more conventional perception, or other sort of representation) – so we would have actions taken without maximal awareness, rather than just objects perceived with less than maximal awareness.  We should not claim that the only way a representation can appear, and take an active role in the mental life of the subject, is by reaching the focus of attention.  And with that, we have an explanation for the distracted driving version of the long-distance driver phenomenon.  The fringe contains the awareness of the body, purposeful activity, and the awareness of what-we-are-doing-now, all conscious but outside the focus of attention.  The parts of the brain’s activity that are devoted to the distracted driving would be composed of neural representations that have not received enough thalamic enhancement to reach the focus of attention.  Those representations would still operate causally—though weaker than they might be, they would not be cognitively isolated.  They would be connected to other neural arrangements (cortical columns, most likely), but not as many or having as much impact as they would if they were in the focus of attention.  Emphasis propagates outwards, and enhances the number and strength of impact that the given representation has on the rest of the brain’s activity.


To use this approach to explain the white line fever version of the long-distance driver, I propose that human beings can be in a state of diminished wakefulness where none of our neural representations reach the threshold level that constitutes the focus of attention.  All conscious mental activity would be at the level of enhancement that normally produces the periphery of attention.  Now, to say what that would be like, without a focus of attention to provide the contrast, would be difficult.  Direct introspection would be impossible, since that would require focal attention.  The best thing that can be said for this proposal is that it might become empirically testable in the near future.  If methods of detecting and deciphering the focus of attention using EEGs can be developed (and work is ongoing, see Srinivasan, Thorpe, Deng, Lapas and D’Zmura 2009; and Ding, Sperling and Srinivasan 2006)), we would be able to put a subject in a driving simulator (programmed for boring nighttime conditions, for hours upon hours), and measure the attentional activity of those subjects who manage to reach the white-line fever stage without completely falling asleep.  If the EEG methods currently being pursued should fail, we would need a way to put a test subject in a driving simulator and to measure their attentive states at the same time.  If that can be done, then my proposal could be empirically supported, modified, or refuted.


Suppose everything pans out on the empirical end, that the needed techniques become available and that the results show that white-line fever is produced when the motor processes of driving are at the peripheral level, and no representation reaches the threshold of the focus of attention.  Wouldn’t that just create an opening, parallel to the original long-distance driving scenario, where the difference between the focus and the periphery is needed, with a Higher Order Perception playing that explanatory role?  The price for that move has gone up: now it would require an additional cortical triangular circuit for every representation that reaches the threshold of the focus of attention, and for every representation in the fringe.  We have no reason to posit that unconscious multitude.  But with the [Redacted]-James-LaBerge account of attention, we don’t need an additional representation in order to bring something into the focus of attention.  The degree of attention that any given mental representation has results from the amount of thalamic enhancement that it gets.  If we can speak of “the same” representation (and it may be imprecise to do so, though convenient), then the same representation can be in the fringe and active (James’ account of the fringe requires it to be active), and so perform the functions needed to drive, to do the dishes, and so on, while the focus of attention is elsewhere (or, on the supposition that the night-time driver loses focal attention entirely, absent).  If LaBerge’s account of attention (modified to include the periphery of attention) is correct, then the Higher Order Perceptions are truly superfluous.


I would like to reiterate that if white-line fever should turn out to be something more akin to hypnosis, then it would lose the central role that Armstrong initially gave to it.  It would become an altered state of consciousness, not a basic underlying state of consciousness.  It would still require explanation (and I confess I don’t have an explanation of hypnotic states to offer), but it would no longer motivate a general theory of consciousness.  It would become part of a different puzzle.


Defusing the long-distance driver is a start, but only a start.  Higher Order approaches can survive without the driver (as noted above).  The ultimate reason that the long-distance driver fails to support the Higher Order approaches is their reliance on an impoverished description of consciousness, which leaves out the fringe.  That failing undermines all the Higher Order approaches
.  If we accept that the fringe is real, that the periphery of attention is really conscious, then we are faced with a different set of explanatory demands when we try to build a theory of consciousness.  Armstrong, and all Higher Order Representational approaches should be worried – if we admit the fringe into the circle of consciousness, we change the explanatory demands that those theories were crafted to satisfy.  Further, my attention-based explanation does more than remove a source of support for the Higher Order Approaches; it provides a competing model of consciousness that is more faithful to our first-person experience and does so without the need to posit extraneous unconscious mental states (so it should be favored on Occam’s favorite grounds).


I hope that this paper has also illuminated the more general error of mistaking conscious experience for what transpires in the focus of attention.  James’ fringe really is a part of every moment of conscious experience, it is active, it is important in securing the meaning of whatever is represented in the focus of attention in that given moment, and it is critically important in determining where the stream of consciousness will go next.  Our theories of consciousness should do justice to the periphery of attention. 

Acknowledgments: Redacted for anonymity.
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� For example, “An important part of scientific psychology is to describe phenomena and explicate their functions…  Theory-building is an interactive process in which description precedes attempts at reduction and, in turn, is modified by them…,” (Galin, 1994, p. 397).


� The impact of this error on the claims of Dennett, Blackmore and Schwitzgebel can be seen in [Redacted to preserve anonymity].  The problem, however, seems to be quite widespread and rarely rises to the level of an explicit claim about the deficiencies of the periphery of conscious experience (as it does with the above-mentioned philosophers).


� Dretske being one of the first and most prominent to challenge the long-distance truck driver in this way, in his “Conscious Experience,” (Dretske, 1993).  Rosenthal agrees with Dretske, and gives up on the long-distance driver as presenting the best sort of evidence for genuinely unconscious mental states (“Explaining Consciousness,” Rosenthal, 2002).  Lycan and Ryder are also notable (2003), as proponents of the Higher Order Perception view who reject the long-distance driver.


� Carruthers is clearly treating long-distance driving as a case of distracted driving, as well as exemplifying the error I wish to bring to light – of identifying consciousness with the focus of attention: 





While driving the car over a route I know well, my conscious attention may be wholly abstracted from my surroundings.  I may be thinking deeply about a current piece of writing of mine, or phantasizing about my next summer’s holiday, to the extent of being unaware of what I am doing on the road.  It is common in such cases that one may suddenly ‘come to,’ returning one’s attention to the task at hand with a startled realization that one has not the faintest idea what one has been doing or seeing for some minutes past.  Yet there is a clear sense in which I must have been seeing, or I should have crashed the car.  My passenger sitting next to me may correctly report that I had seen the lorry double parked by the side of the road, since I had deftly steered the car around it.  But I was not aware of seeing that lorry, either at the time or later in memory…


	Let us call such experiences nonconscious experiences.  What does it feel like to be the subject of a nonconscious experience?  It feels like nothing.  It does not feel like anything to have a nonconscious visual experience, as of a lorry parked at the side of the road…precisely because to have such an experience is not to be conscious of it.”  (Carruthers, 1989, p. 258).





Carruthers went on to claim that we had no ethical duty to care about the suffering of animals, since all their experiences were “nonconscious”.  He’s changed his mind about that (we should care about suffering even if it is not phenomenally conscious, Carruthers, 2009), but he continues to adhere to a Higher Order view.  Recognizing the real existence of peripheral conscious experience would have allowed him to avoid the ends by avoiding the beginnings.


� Galin (1994) claims that the fringe/nucleus distinction is orthogonal to James’s description of the structure of attention.  I disagree, (as does Mangan, 1993a, 1993b) but this isn’t the place to settle that dispute.


� It is difficult to examine the experience of the periphery of attention directly, for the way that we examine any experience is to focus our attention on it.  When we do that, the experience changes – it becomes sharper, clearer, we consciously register more of the details of the object of the experience.  But then it is no longer in the periphery, and we no longer experience it in the way that we did when it was in the periphery.  This problem is even more difficult than in might seem, since the periphery I am discussing is not the periphery of the visual field (the parafovea), but the periphery of conscious experience across all sense modalities, and also including our awareness of time, our emotions and feelings, and a wide range of conceptual and memory-based associations (what does that thing mean to me, what does it remind me of?).  Our memories may be unreliable when we try to recover the experience of something from the periphery of attention.  Even more striking, we may not be able to give firm answers to questions about the specifics of the content of the peripheries of our conscious experience.  For an extended discussion of the consequences of our frequent inability to answer determinate questions about the content of our peripheral experiences, please see Schwitzgebel, 2002; and [Redacted to preserve anonymity].


� In fact, Mangan focused on the role that James’ feelings of relation have in controlling the path of the stream of consciousness: “But a few feelings of relation occupy huge stretches of experience and manifest the most general, inclusive, and recurrent of context relations.  James does not put these pervasive relation-feelings into a special category—but I will, and will call them ‘control’ experiences: these include such feelings as ‘rightness,’ ‘wrongness,’ and ‘familiarity.’  Functionally speaking, they work as both passive (monitoring) and active control signals in consciousness, helping direct the overall operations of conscious cognition,” (Mangan, 1993a, p. 94).


� A personal example to illustrate the point – I recently tried to recall the name of a famous actor and director, and the name that sprang to mind was “George Orwell”.  I knew that was the wrong name, so I tried to recall the right name by recollecting other things that I knew to be true of the man whose name I sought.  He was in the Lady from Shanghai, The Third Man, Citizen Kane and Touch of Evil, he narrated the panic-inducing War of the Worlds broadcast, he would sell no wine before its time, he was blacklisted, he gained a lot of weight, he wrote “Mr. Arkadin” (I read the book, but never saw the film), he had a minor part as Le Chiffre in the very confusing comedy version of Casino Royale (with David Niven as the original Sir James Bond).  All this I brought to mind, and with each fact (often accompanied by the distinctive visage, voice, or both of the man whose name I sought), came the name I knew to be wrong: George Orwell.  Finally, while striving to mentally replay an old commercial for the Dark Tower game, came the right name: Orson Welles.  And I immediately recognized it as the right name, at last.


� Husserl and Gurwitsch also did masterful jobs describing the parts of consciousness that are often overlooked, but a comparative phenomenology of the periphery is a task for another paper.


� I am restricting myself to “the self” as it appears in the Principles.  To canvas the range of James’ approaches to the self over the course of his career would involve engaging in several heated disputes, tangential to the goals of this paper.


� Baars recognized this threat early on.  The starting presuppositions for the global workspace approach to consciousness began with sharp and rigorous contrasts between conscious mental states and unconscious ones.  “While selectively focusing only on evidence for clearly conscious events is scientifically productive, there is of course a risk of missing something valuable.  As Mangan and James argue, some phenomena do not meet the criteria for clearly conscious events, but are still reliable and of central psychological importance,” (Baars, 1993, p. 128).  And, “Fringe phenomena pose an interesting challenge to Global Workspace theory in its current form, since it has only been developed to deal with clearly conscious and unconscious processes,” (Baars, 1993, p. 128, footnote 2).
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