

Is phenomenal consciousness a form of higher-order mental representation with reference to animal minds and/or sentience?




Consciousness is the distinctive awareness of your thoughts, memories, emotions, sensations, and environments. In essence, consciousness is the awareness of oneself and the environment. This awareness is personal to you and is subjective. “It is one of the most elusive phenomena of the natural world. But it is, after all, part of the natural world[footnoteRef:1].” ‘Consciousness’ and ‘consciouses are catch-all terms that refer to a wide range of mental events. Both have a variety of connotations, and the term ‘conscious’ is heterogeneous in its use, being used to describe both specific mental states and processes and whole organisms (creature consciousness) simultaneously.  [1:  Kriegel, Uriah, 'Introduction: What is the Philosophy of Consciousness?', in Uriah Kriegel (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Philosophy of Consciousness (2020; online edn, Oxford Academic, 9 July 2020] 



In both the scientific and philosophical traditions, the subject has generated a great deal of controversy. It has taken a tremendous amount of time and effort for thinkers to solve questions like how consciousness functions and where it is located. Even with a formal definition, scientists and philosophers are still unable to come to a general understanding of what consciousness is. The idea is used to mean slightly various things, which is one explanation for this. Thoughtful individuals are cognizant of their surroundings, themselves, and their perception, according to experts. 


The sensation of what it’s like to be you is known as phenomenal consciousness. The contents of information are provided to awareness by information processing mechanisms like attention. It is the ability to engage with the world, feel things, and access senses, and it is subjective to everyone. “You are at this moment conscious of phenomenal qualities. In reading these words you are seeing black shapes against a white field, or you are hearing the words being read aloud, or perhaps feeling them on a page of braille[footnoteRef:2],”  [2:  Coates, Paul, and Sam Coleman (eds), 'Introduction: The Nature of Phenomenal Qualities', in Paul Coates, and Sam Coleman (eds), Phenomenal Qualities: Sense, Perception, and Consciousness (Oxford, 2015; online edn, Oxford Academic, 17 Sept.2015] 



Although consciousness and sentience share many parallels, some philosophers differentiate between the two. Whilst consciousness is subjective awareness or experience, sentience is described as “having sense perception[footnoteRef:3]” and the ability to sense and perceive sensations. The word sentience is derived from Latin and translated to ‘feel’ or ‘sense’. A sentient being is classed as an organism that is capable of sensation and is aware and conscious. Therefore, the distinguishing feature between both is that sentience is the ability to feel, whilst consciousness is the ability to think. Sentience in humans is a recognised and distinguished phenomenon. We know that we feel, we know that we smell and taste and hear. However, there is a long-standing debate over whether animals have the capacity for sentience.  [3:  Kabat-Zinn, J. Sentience. Mindfulness 9, 352–354 (2018). https://doi org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1007/s12671-017-0861-4] 



Many argue against the theory that animals are sentient beings and deem them incapable of experiencing positive or negative feelings such as pain, joy, and pleasure. In 1979, Jeremy Bentham, an English Philosopher, “entered a longstanding debate over the sentience (the ability to perceive something physical like warmth or cold) by asserting that animals have rights because they can feel pain[footnoteRef:4].” He is quoted as saying “The question is not can the reason? Nor can they talk? But can they suffer?[footnoteRef:5].” Sentience is a basic mode of perception that is less sophisticated than cognition or consciousness. Although not necessarily the specific senses of smell, hearing, sight, or taste, it suggests the presence of senses. [4:  Henchman, A. (2018). Sentience. Victorian Literature and Culture, 46(3-4), 861-865.]  [5:  Bentham, Jeremy, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (London: T. Payne, 1789), 309Google Scholar (emphasis original).] 



The debate over sentience tends to reflect one of two forms of consciousness. The first is higher-order theories of consciousness, or HOT. This theory argues that to be conscious we must have a higher-order thought process. David M. Rosenthal explains it by saying that “since we are conscious of things by perceiving them or by having a thought about them as being present if our higher-order awareness about our conscious states is not perceptual, it must be due to having such thoughts about those states. Those thoughts will each be to the effect that one is in some particular state[footnoteRef:6].” [6:  McLaughlin, Brian P; Beckerman, Ansgar; Walter, Sven. The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Mind (Oxford University Press, 2009) Ch. 13, P. 243
] 



According to higher-order theories of consciousness, awareness is made up of perceptions or ideas related to first-order mental states. Particularly, it is believed that phenomenal awareness is a higher-order representation of perceptual or quasi-perceptual contents, such as visual images. 


This theory leads some to believe that to be sentient, you must have thoughts and language. For instance, when we are feeling upset, we will generally give off cues that indicate we are feeling that way. A person may cry, look glum, or even say that they are feeling sad. Whilst we may assume perceived feelings through the certain behaviours of animals, they do not share our language and are, therefore, unable to tell us directly how they feel. 


One supporter of the HOT theory is Peter Carruthers, a philosopher and cognitive scientist who specialises in the philosophy of mind. His view is that animals are not sentient beings and even went as far as to argue that “the present popular concern with animal rights is a sign of moral decadence[footnoteRef:7]” as they are only physical, and that only humans can express their thoughts via speech. In addition to his perspective on animals, he also includes babies and toddlers in his theory, as they too are unable to communicate via discernible language.  [7:  WILSON, SCOTT. “Carruthers and the Argument from Marginal Cases.” Journal of Applied Philosophy, vol. 18, no. 2, 2001, pp. 135–47. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24354090] 



Carruthers is not alone in his stance on the subject, with French philosopher Descartes also denying that animals have the capacity for self-consciousness. Descartes held the belief that “minds are thinking and non-extended, while body is extended and non-thinking[footnoteRef:8]”, and that “animals do not think and hence do not have a mind, so it seems they must belong wholly to the realm of matter[footnoteRef:9].” In 1974 Thomas Nagel, an American Philosopher, wrote a paper titled “What is it like to be a Bat?”. In the paper he says that “consciousness is what makes the mind-body problem really intractable. Perhaps that is why current discussions of the problem give it little attention or get it obviously wrong[footnoteRef:10].” In the paper he concluded that, despite knowing every factual detail of bat physiology, a human could never fully comprehend what it felt like to be a bat. This is because a being’s conscious mental landscape contains things that can only be accessed from the perspective of the being that is experiencing them. Humans are not bats, hence humans cannot adopt a bat’s perspective or else feel what it is like to be a bat.  [8:  Cecilia Wee (2005): Animal sentience and Descartes's dualism: Exploring the implications of Baker and Morris's views, British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 13:4, 611-626 ]  [9:  Cecilia Wee (2005): Animal sentience and Descartes's dualism: Exploring the implications of Baker and Morris's views, British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 13:4, 611-626 ]  [10:  Nagel, Thomas. “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” The Philosophical Review, vol. 83, no. 4, 1974, pp. 435–50. JSTOR] 



The question of animal sentience has a huge impact on how animals are treated. Animal cruelty, whilst illegal in some countries, is prevalent with worrying statistics. In 2021 in the UK alone, the RSPCA received a total of 1, 081, 018 calls regarding animal cruelty. Additionally, “every year in the UK approximately 2.6 million cattle, 10 million pigs, 14.5 million sheep and lambs, 80 million fish and 950 million birds are slaughtered for human consumption[footnoteRef:11].” These statistics also raise the ethical issues surrounding supposed animal lovers. Around 59% of people in the UK own pets, and the idea of eating a dog or a cat would horrify them. However, they have no issue eating livestock. This can be attributed to the fact that some people are of the opinion that livestock are not sentient, whilst pets are. For instance, chickens are often considered ‘stupid’, however, whilst it cannot be measured or proven, there is evidence to suggest that they are, in fact, sentient beings. Additionally, people may think of mammals as sentient beings, but disregard other types of animals, such as reptiles.  [11:  https://www.hsa.org.uk/faqs/general] 



The first-order representationalism theory is an argument that believers of animal sentience use to refute the idea that animals are not capable of self-consciousness. One major supporter of this theory is Robert W. Lurz, a Professor of Philosophy who works primarily on the philosophy of animal minds. He believes that animals can have beliefs and, as such, are sentient beings. At the University of Pennsylvania in the late 1970’s David Premack and Guy Woodruff made the first scientific attempt to solve this debate. Their efforts are documented in a seminal paper titled “Do Chimpanzees have a theory of mind?” They conducted an experiment where they would show a chimpanzee, Sarah, videos of her trainer encountering certain problems. For instance, “trying to reach a banana hanging by a string from the ceiling high overhead or shivering next to an unlit gas heater in a cold room[footnoteRef:12]”. They would then pause the videos before the trainer solved the problem and Sarah would be given two photos to look at and choose from. The trainer was always shown in one of the photos doing something, or occasionally just holding something, that would help them solve the problem in the video, while the trainer was also shown in the other photo holding an object that would not help solve the problem. [12:  “Mindreading Animals: The Debate over What Animals Know about Other Minds” by Robert W. Lurz (The MIT Press, 2009)] 



Sarah’s choice of image was significant, as she chose the image that would help the trainer solve the problem in almost all her trials. Premack and Woodruff determined that Sarah’s performance showed that she understood the trainers’ goal in the video and wanted to choose the image that would lead to the goal being achieved. 


This study “proved a landmark in the field of comparative psychology and gave birth to an industry of scientific research into mental state attribution in animals and children[footnoteRef:13].” Although the scientific experiments aiming to prove sentience in animals are more recent, many ancient philosophers took a strong stance against animal cruelty. One notable theorist was Pythagoras, an ancient Ionian Greek Philosopher. He was against the killing and eating of non-human animals, believing that it “sullied the soul[footnoteRef:14]”. Not only did he abstain from eating meat, but he also discouraged others from doing so, in what would create a lasting vegetarian legacy in the West.  [13:  “Mindreading Animals: The Debate over What Animals Know about Other Minds” by Robert W. Lurz (The MIT Press, 2009)

]  [14:  https://www.britannica.com/explore/savingearth/the-hidden-history-of-greco-roman-vegetarianism] 



Many believe that the debate over whether animals are sentient is outdated and cruel. We know that we are sentient, so it would make sense that animals who share biological traits are too. However, that is not to say that animals who do not share similarities cannot be sentient either. Whilst animals are unable to vocalise their thoughts or feelings, they are certainly able to communicate and convey their needs, especially when you are familiar with that animal. A pet owner will generally know when their pet is happy, unwell, hungry, or playful, as the animals will allude to the fact via non-verbal communication. 


Suffice it to say, despite the many critics who are against the idea of animal sentience, it is evident that animals do feel and think, and this is not just the case for mammals. Many other species are also believed to be sentient. Therefore, language and verbal communication are not necessary to have consciousness or sentience. Given that we have encroached on rural lands, and participate in mass deforestation on a colossal scale, amongst many other things, animals no longer have the right to a peaceful life. They rely on us to ensure their needs; however, humans are an invasive species that destroy habitats and slaughter masses of animals. It has been proven scientifically that animals are sentient, however, unfortunately, for many humans, that does not change our treatment toward them. 
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