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Abstract
How are attention and consciousness related? Can we learn what the contents of someone’s
consciousness are if we know the targets of their attention? What can we learn about the contents
of consciousness if we know the targets of attention? Although introspection might suggest that
attention and consciousness are intimately connected, a good body of recent findings in cognitive
psychology and cognitive neuroscience brings compelling reasons to believe that they are two
separate and independent processes. This paper attempts to bring attention and consciousness
back together to make the study of attentional distributions an essential ingredient for the study
of the contents of consciousness. My proposal has two main components. First, I introduce
a framework for systematizing the relations between attention in its different forms and con-
sciousness in its different forms. Although philosophers and cognitive scientists have repeatedly
highlighted the importance of such systematization, most details are still to be worked out. Here I
take an initial stab at this project based on the notion of degrees of informational enhancement.
Second, I introduce the notion of vicarious attention to account for a kind of additional processing
benefit that comes for free when attention is allocated to a target. I then propose that this kind of
processingmust also be considered whenmapping attention targets into contents of consciousness.
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1 The explanatory project
What is the relation between attention and consciousness? Can we learn what the
contents of someone’s consciousness are if we know the targets of their attention?
What can we learn about the contents of consciousness if we know the targets
of attention? The project of providing answers to these questions (in particular,
an affirmative answer to the second one and a substantive answer to the third) is
the explanatory project, that is, the project of using attention to contribute to our
understanding of consciousness.1

aLudwig Maximilian University of Munich, Germany
1Prominent theorists endorsing a project in this spirit include Prinz (2012) and Graziano (2013;
2019).
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The explanatory project is motivated by both pre-theoretical and theoretical
considerations. Pre-theoretically, the things that fill in our conscious experiences
in our everyday lives seem to follow closely the things we attend to. An experience
of pain feels intensified when you focus your attention on the aching body part,
and it feels lessened when you direct your attention away from it. Attending to
the feeling of the floor against your feet seems sufficient for bringing this feeling
to your conscious experience. It might also be necessary: before you directed your
attention to your feet, the feeling of the floor was perhaps a very faint component
of your overall conscious experience, if it was a part of it at all.2 These observations
suggest that if we want to know the contents of someone’s conscious experiences,
all we need to do is look at the things they are attending to.3

There are also theoretical considerations that lead to treating attention as a
guide to the contents of consciousness. One prominent example is the Attended
Intermediate Representations theory of consciousness, articulated by the philoso-
pher Jesse Prinz (2012). According to Prinz, empirical research reveals that the neu-
ronal correlates and the functional roles of attention are intertwined with those of
consciousness so that attention is both necessary and sufficient for consciousness.
On this view, a conscious experience of a pain arises when and only when a rep-
resentation of that pain is modulated by attention.4 Another prominent example
is the Global Workspace Theory (Baars, 2002, 2005; Dehaene & Naccache, 2001).
On this theory, for you to have a conscious experience of a pain is for information
of that pain to become globally available. This means that information must be
encoded by central cognitive mechanisms integrating inputs from different pro-
cessing channels, including channels that process different kinds of sensory and
proprioceptive information. Attention to the relevant information is necessary
and sufficient for it to become thus available. If theories like Global Workspace
and Attended Intermediate Representations are on the right track, attention turns
out to be the key to understand consciousness.

However, a wealth of recent findings in cognitive psychology and cognitive
neuroscience strongly suggests that attention and consciousness are, in fact, two

2Eric Schwitzgebel (2007) conducted a retrospective sampling study to assess whether participants
had this form of peripheral and subtle experiences when they were not attending, especially in
the visual and tactile modalities. He gave participants a beeper that would randomly go off and
instructed them to note the experiences they were having immediately before hearing the beep.
Results were mixed: they did not conclusively favor a thin view (according to which we never
have these experiences) nor a rich view (according to which these experiences are pervasive).
Instead, the data pointed to a moderate view: we likely experience some things outside the focus
of attention. The proposal I develop in this paper also takes this moderate stance. I am thankful
to Jennifer Windt for bringing this study to my consideration.

3For interesting surveys of commonsense intuitions about the relations between attention and con-
sciousness, see Mole (2008b), De Brigard (2010).

4This is a simplification of Prinz’s proposal. On his view, the representation is of a particular kind,
namely, a representation at the intermediate level in the hierarchy of perceptual processing. Two
controversial tenets of Prinz’s account that I cannot discuss here are that all consciousness is
located at this intermediate level, and that all consciousness is perception-based.
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separate and independent processes. This might further suggest that attention
does not really stand in a privileged relation to consciousness. If so, then the study
of attention cannot really offer us a unique window into consciousness. Studying
attention would then be no more relevant for understanding consciousness than
studying other mental processes.

This paper attempts to bring attention and consciousness back together so that
the study of attention remains an essential ingredient for the study of the con-
tents of consciousness. In a nutshell, I will argue that the picture of attention and
consciousness currently given by the empirical sciences does still support the ex-
istence of tight and essential connections between their underlying processes. I
propose that if attention is understood as an informational enhancer (a characteri-
zation strongly suggested by the way attention is conceptualized and operational-
ized in the empirical literature), it is possible to systematically map different forms
of attention into different forms of consciousness by looking at the degree to which
the relevant information is enhanced.

Here is the plan for what follows. Sections 2 and 3 are mostly stage-setting. In
section 2, I clarify the notions of attention and consciousness and pin down the
kinds this paper addresses more directly, namely, selective attention and phenom-
enal consciousness. I also review some empirical findings that have been taken to
support a tight connection between attention and consciousness of these kinds. In
section 3, I review some of the most prominent empirical findings evincing a dis-
sociation between attention and consciousness and point at the specific ways how
these findings could jeopardize the explanatory project. Together, sections 2 and
3 give a general sense of our current empirical picture of the relations between at-
tention and consciousness. Section 4 is a bridging one, where I introduce the main
lines of my positive proposal, explain how it fits into our empirical picture, and
identify potential difficulties. The most substantive discussion comes in sections
5 and 6. In section 5, I discuss the core of the proposal, namely, the enhancement
framework. I elaborate on some of its central notions, compare it with other akin
approaches, and defend it from initial empirical objections. I also identify a cru-
cial assumption for defusing the discussed counterexamples: the claim that when
attention is allocated to a target, the elicited processing benefits often extend to
other things beyond the selected target. In section 6, I introduce the term “vicari-
ous attention” to refer to this kind of processing, and I offer some initial conceptual
and empirical reasons for believing that attention does behave in this way.

2 Selective attention as a window into
phenomenal consciousness

“Attention” and “consciousness” are terms that pick out a variety of related yet
distinguishable kinds of processing. This paper focuses on phenomenal conscious-
ness, the kind of consciousness constituted by the subjective experience in which
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the world appears to us in a certain way, and which is characterized by its what-it-
is-like qualities (Block, 1995; Nagel, 1974).5 In this sense, for you to be conscious
of a pain is for there to be something it is like for you to feel that pain, to experi-
ence a specific qualitative character. Notice that if we are concerned with this kind
of consciousness, then a theory like Global Workspace might not turn out to be
relevant (but see Raffone & Pantani, 2010). Global Workspace theory rather seems
to concern consciousness of another familiar kind, namely, access consciousness.
This kind of consciousness is defined by its functional role in the processing of in-
formation. It is characterized by the subject’s cognitive access to the experienced
contents, which enables them to report these contents (Block, 1995).6 Phenomenal
consciousness must also be distinguished from consciousness of a third important
kind, namely, reflective consciousness. This kind of consciousness involves inter-
nal monitoring and self-awareness, that is, awareness of one’s conscious states
(Carruthers, 2000; Lycan, 1996; Rosenthal, 1997). At least conceptually, neither
reflective consciousness nor access consciousness entails phenomenal conscious-
ness, and phenomenal consciousness entails neither.

Regarding attention, here I adopt a characterization that is fairly standard
amongst empirical researchers. I take attention to be a process involving the
selection of a subset of the available sensory information for preferential process-
ing, a mental focus in a particular aspect of information, and the prioritization of
some parts of the information that is available at any given moment (Carrasco,
2011; Desimone & Duncan, 1995; Posner, 1980; Cohen et al., 2012; Maier &
Tsuchiya, 2021; Naghavi & Nyberg, 2005; Nani et al., 2019; see also Pitts et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, we must note that this characterization only pins down a
specific kind of attention, namely selective attention. There are other kinds of
attentional processing that are not selective in any straightforward sense, for
instance, distributed or diffuse attention. In addition, more general and global
processes like those related to alertness and arousal are also sometimes counted
as members of the attentional family (Petersen & Posner, 2012; Posner & Petersen,
1990).

Importantly, wemust note that selective attention can also be of different types.
It can be voluntary and controlled, guided by the subject’s goals and task demands,
or it can be involuntary and automatic, driven by stimulus salience and environ-
mental conditions. In what follows, I refer to these varieties as endogenous and

5Most of the empirical literature discussed in this paper explicitly states the purpose to address this
kind of consciousness Nani et al. (2019).

6Access consciousness is sometimes defined in terms of attention. For example, Daniel Stoljar
(2019) proposes that for content to be conscious in this sense, it must be poised for use in the
rational control of thought and action, and it must be thus poised because it has been attended.
Although this view entails the dependence of access consciousness on attention, it does not need
to entail the same for phenomenal consciousness. The moral is that attention might be necessary
for some forms of consciousness but not for others. More precisely: some forms of attentionmight
be necessary for some forms of consciousness, as we will see below. I thank an anonymous referee
for prompting me to make this clarification.
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exogenous attention, respectively. Finally, selective attention can also be spatial,
feature-based, or object-based. Each of these varieties gives rise to different pro-
files of processing advantages.

Note that this characterization is neutral as to whether the selection and pri-
oritization of information are accessible at the personal level and reportable by
the subject. This characterization is thus compatible with sub-personal selection
and prioritization that is not accessible and reportable. In this way, attention is
characterized as a process that, in principle, can occur with or without subjective
awareness, and consequently with or without phenomenal consciousness.7

What is, then, the relation between selective attention and phenomenal con-
sciousness? Can we learn about the things that constitute the contents of an or-
ganism’s subjective experience of the world if we know which subset of informa-
tion is selected and prioritized for preferential processing within their cognitive
economy? What can we learn about the contents of an organism’s subjective ex-
perience of the world if we know which subset of information is selected and pri-
oritized for preferential processing?

Our answers to the second and third questions depend to a good extent on
our answer to the first question. Furthermore, one might think that our ability to
provide interesting answers to the second and third questions hinges on a tight
connection between selective attention and phenomenal consciousness. A natural
line of thought is: if attention and consciousness are very tightly connected so that
they always co-occur, then attention can be used as a window into consciousness
because the contents of conscious experience will always be identical to the tar-
gets of attention. One might also think that if attention can be used as a window
into consciousness at all, then attention and consciousness must be very tightly
connected so that they always co-occur.

Indeed, a good body of empirical findings lends initial support for the existence
of such an intimate connection. On the behavioral front, studies on inattentional
blindness strongly suggest that we fail to see stimuli we do not attend to (Mack
& Rock, 1998; Simons & Chabris, 1999). In recent years, these results have been
extended to properties that were initially thought to be immune to the effect, in-
cluding the gist of a scene (Cohen et al., 2011; Li et al., 2002; Mack & Clarke, 2012),
statistical scene properties (Jackson-Nielsen et al., 2017)8 and even highly mean-
ingful stimuli, like faces or one’s own name (Devue et al., 2009). A variant of
inattentional blindness is change blindness: major and meaningful changes in a
scene can go unnoticed when attention is drawn away from them (Rensink et al.,
1997; Tse, 2004; Wolfe et al., 2006). It has also been observed that when a stimulus

7This is an important point for the present discussion, for some might define attention as conscious
selection and prioritization of information. This view seems implied by William James’ (1890)
celebrated characterization of attention as a concentration and focalization of consciousness, and
more recently, by Declan Smithies’ (2011). I thank an anonymous reviewer from this journal for
prompting me to make this clarification

8Contra Bronfman et al. (2014); Block (2014).
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captures attention, a second stimulus rapidly following it often goes unseen; this
phenomenon is known as the attentional blink (Chun & Potter, 1995; Raymond et
al., 1992). Attention also has various measurable effects on conscious perception.
For example, attending to a stimulus increases its perceived contrast, brightness,
size, distance, speed, or direction of motion (Carrasco et al., 2004; Carrasco & Bar-
bot, 2019). Relatedly, visual sensitivity decreases when attention is distracted; this
effect is known as load-induced blindness (Macdonald & Lavie, 2008).

There is also neuroscientific data suggesting a close link between attention
and consciousness. Famously, cases of hemispatial neglect reveal that damage to
brain areas related to attentional processing is accompanied by impairments in con-
scious perception (Driver, 1998). Relevant brain areas are located in the frontal and
parietal cortices, suggesting that frontoparietal involvement is required for atten-
tional and conscious processing. In addition, sub-cortical areas like the pulvinar
nucleus of the thalamus have been associated with filtering information on the one
hand and with the level of consciousness on the other (Corbetta & Shulman, 2002;
Nani et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2019).

It has also been observed that both attention and consciousness involve
common ways of information processing in the brain. Prominently, they both
have been linked to the amplification of neural signals and oscillatory synchrony.
A variety of techniques, including single-unit recording, electroencephalography
(EEG), and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), have revealed that
attention amplifies signals from targets (Corbetta & Shulman, 2002; Desimone &
Duncan, 1995; Kastner & Ungerleider, 2000; Luck et al., 2000; Raz & Buhle, 2006;
Reynolds & Chelazzi, 2004; Treue, 2003). These techniques have also revealed
that attention actively suppresses signals from distractors (Andersen & Müller,
2010; Chelazzi et al., 1993; Hopf et al., 2006; Luck et al., 1997; Moran & Desimone,
1985; Reynolds et al., 1999; Thut et al., 2006; Vanduffel et al., 2000; Worden et al.,
2000). In turn, activity in sensory regions has been observed to be greater when
stimuli are consciously perceived, as opposed to not perceived (Dehaene et al.,
2001; Haynes et al., 2005; Hesselmann et al., 2011; Polonsky et al., 2000; Ress et
al., 2000; Ress & Heeger, 2003; Sergent et al., 2011; Tong et al., 1998; Tse et al.,
2005; Vuilleumier et al., 2001). Finally, both attention and consciousness have
been observed to correlate with synchronic oscillatory activity, especially on the
gamma frequency band. Synchrony between neurons and between populations
of neurons seems to be an efficient way how brain regions encoding different bits
of information can communicate with each other in order to create the unified
percepts that constitute our conscious experiences of things in the world (Engel
& Singer, 2001; Singer & Gray, 1995). Synchronic gamma activity in the visual
cortex differentiates seen from unseen stimuli Wyart & Tallon-Baudry (2009).
This kind of correlation has been observed in a variety of paradigms, including
masking (Melloni et al., 2007), bistable perception (Doesburg et al., 2005), and
flash suppression in monkeys (Wilke et al., 2006), as well as in modalities other
than vision (Gross et al., 2007). In turn, synchrony has been considered a way
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the selective filtering associated with attention is implemented, insofar as it
generates windows of increased or decreased excitability (Buzsáki & Draguhn,
2004; Steriade et al., 1993; Womelsdorf & Fries, 2007). A neural population that is
not synchronized to another will most likely fail to transmit its signal within the
timeframes for optimal processing (Fries, 2005). Attention has also been observed
to enhance gamma-band oscillations with a variety of experimental paradigms in
monkeys and humans (Bauer et al., 2006; Engell & McCarthy, 2010; Fries et al.,
2001; Gruber et al., 1999; Tallon-Baudry et al., 1997; Tallon-Baudry et al., 2005;
Vidal et al., 2006).

Findings like these suggest that (1) there is an intimate relation between atten-
tion and consciousness, which can be either a one-way or a two-way dependence,
and which perhaps ultimately boils down to identity, (2) yes, knowing which sub-
set of information is selected and prioritized for further processing is sufficient for
knowing what the contents of someone’s consciousness are, and (3) by knowing
what information is selected and prioritized we know exactly what the contents
of consciousness are.

Alas, the road from attention to consciousness is not that straightforward. On
the one hand, almost all these findings have been contested, and there are ongoing
debates aboutwhat the relevant data proves. One salient example concerns inatten-
tional blindness and its variant change blindness: it has been proposed that these
experiments could involve failures of memory rather than failures of conscious
perception, so that unattended stimuli are seen but quickly forgotten (Wu, 2014).
Another prominent example concerns frontoparietal involvement: these brain ar-
eas could be required for reporting conscious experience and not for conscious
experience itself (Nani et al., 2019; Tallon-Baudry, 2012). Accordingly, hemispatial
neglect can be reinterpreted as a case of inaccessible or non-reportable conscious
experience.9 Finally, oscillatory synchrony could be a general information code in
the brain, usable by any cognitive function including but not limited to attentional
and conscious processing (Tallon-Baudry, 2012).

On the other hand, there is also an overwhelming amount of empirical and
theoretical support for the idea that selective attention and phenomenal conscious-
ness are rather independent of each other (Haladjian & Montemayor, 2015; Maier
& Tsuchiya, 2021; Montemayor & Haladjian, 2015; Tallon-Baudry, 2012; Tallon-
Baudry et al., 2018; Van Boxtel et al., 2010b). I will now provide an overview of
this evidence.

9In support of this interpretation, split-brain cases suggest that there might be separate streams of
consciousness within the same brain. Usually, only the stream connected to the brain’s language
center can be verbally reported on, but other measures can be designed to tap into the other stream
(for instance, reporting by drawing). See Volz & Gazzaniga (2017).
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3 A dissociation on three fronts
Current grounds in favor of a dissociation between phenomenal consciousness
and selective attention span three prominent fronts: behavioral, neuroscientific,
and evolutionary. Behavioral studies suggesting a dissociation between the con-
tents of phenomenal consciousness and selective attention have been further sup-
ported by neuroscientific studies relying on diverse techniques. fMRI, EEG,magne-
toencephalography (MEG), and single-unit recording evince different neural cor-
relates for selective attention and conscious perception (Maier & Tsuchiya, 2021;
Van Boxtel et al., 2010b). Moreover, as pointed out above, findings previously
taken to reveal common neural correlates for attention and consciousness have
recently been re-assessed in the light of further empirical findings, methodologi-
cal refinements, and more finely-grained conceptual distinctions (Tallon-Baudry,
2012; Tallon-Baudry et al., 2018). Finally, it has been argued that attention and con-
sciousness must diverge because anatomical and functional considerations suggest
that they have evolved separately: while attention seems to be an early adaptation
already present in very simple organisms, consciousness appears much later in
evolutionary history, and only in organisms with a certain level of cognitive so-
phistication (Haladjian & Montemayor, 2015; Montemayor & Haladjian, 2015; see
also Graziano, 2013).

In what follows, I present a somewhat more detailed yet quick survey of some
relevant research. I sort it out into four groups: attention in the absence of con-
sciousness, consciousness in the absence of attention, independence of both kinds
of processing, and opposing functions and effects of the two of them. This survey
admittedly fails to be comprehensive and to make full justice to all the arguments
involved. Still, it can lend us a good sense of the empirical grounds for considering
attention and consciousness as independent processes.

3.1 Attention without consciousness
Behavioral studies using amasked priming paradigm have shown that subjects can
attend to a feature of a stimulus (for instance, color) without having seen either
the stimulus or the feature (Ansorge et al., 2010; Kentridge et al., 2008; Kiefer &
Martens, 2010; Scharlau, 2002; Scharlau & Ansorge, 2003; Scharlau & Neumann,
2003). Furthermore, a combination of this technique with a paradigm for testing
object-based attention (Egly et al., 1994; Kahneman et al., 1992) has been used to
show that subjects can attend to objects that they cannot see Norman et al. (2015).
Notably, the cues used to direct attention in these studies were fully visible. How-
ever, it has been shown that attention can be manipulated with invisible cues as
well (Fuchs et al., 2013; Kim & Blake, 2005). Moreover, even “high-level” properties
such as being male or female can capture attention despite being invisible (Jiang
et al., 2006).

At the intersection of cognitive psychology and the neurosciences, it has been
observed that patients with blindsight, who have impaired or severely degraded
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visual experiences due to damage in their primary visual cortex, are still able to ef-
fectively use visual attentional cues to detect targets in their blind field (Kentridge
et al., 1999; Kentridge et al., 2008; Kentridge, 2011; Schurger et al., 2008). Also,
studies probing the tilt-aftereffect for seen and unseen adaptor stimuli have shown
that both can be modulated by either spatial (Bahrami et al., 2008) or feature-based
attention (Kanai et al., 2006), with stronger effects elicited for attended adaptors.
Furthermore, fMRI has revealed increased attention-related processing in the parts
of the visual cortex that encode unseen stimuli on dual-task (Bahrami et al., 2007)
and binocular suppression paradigms (Watanabe et al., 2011). Also, priming effects
on event-related potentials can be enhanced by attention even when the prime is
not consciously seen (Kiefer & Brendel, 2006).

So attention can operate in the absence of awareness of the attended targets.
This tells us that knowing that someone is attending to something still leaves it
open whether they have a conscious experience of that thing. Thus, for the ex-
planatory project to work, we need to address the question: when is selective at-
tention accompanied by phenomenal consciousness? Is there a systematic way to
pin this down? Are there common features that group together all instances of
phenomenally unconscious selective attention, on the one hand, and all instances
of phenomenally conscious selective attention, on the other?10 My proposal in
section 5 attempts to answer these questions.

3.2 Consciousness without attention
On the behavioral front, studies of iconic memory with the partial report paradigm
suggest that it is possible to experience many more elements from a visual scene
than those picked up for report by selective attention (Block, 2007, 2008; Landman
et al., 2003; Sperling, 1960). In addition, studies with a dual-task paradigm suggest
that it is possible to have conscious experiences of elements in a visual scene out-
side the focus of attention, including natural scenes and animals (Li et al., 2002)
and faces (Reddy et al., 2004, 2006).11 Finally, studies of visuospatial crowding sug-
gest that it is possible to have conscious experiences of things one cannot attend
to because the grain of attentional selection seems to be coarser than the grain of
visual spatial resolution (Block, 2012; Intriligator & Cavanagh, 2001; Pelli, 2008).12

10As noted below (section 5), a second important factor is stimulus strength (Braun, 2007; Dehaene
et al., 2006; Pitts et al., 2018).

11See also Matthews et al. (2018).
12To be sure, there is controversy about what the results of partial report, dual-task, and crowding
studies show. Besides the methodological challenges mentioned below, alternative accounts of
the findings are available, which do not require phenomenal consciousness of the relevant stim-
uli. For example, Henry Taylor and Bilge Sayim (2018) argue that participants in the crowding
experiments infer rather than see the identity of the middle items, based on the information they
pick up from the flankers in conjunction with an assumption of homogeneity. Along similar lines,
an anonymous reviewer for this journal has suggested that the predictive nature of perception
could explain this performance. Predictive processing theorists propose that conscious percepts
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These behavioral results have been further supported by neuroscientific re-
search. For instance, for the dual-task paradigm, fMRI reveals an increased re-
sponse in the brain’s fusiform face area, relative to baseline, for pictures of faces
presented in the periphery (Reddy et al., 2007). This activity was independent of
whether participants were fully attending to the faces or not, thus suggesting that
perception of faces could occur with or without attention.13

However, the findings in this group face a critical methodological challenge: to
date, there are no straightforwardmethods for testing consciousness that do not do
it by means of attention. Paradigms designed for assessing consciousness typically
rely on a task that requires that stimulus to be consciously perceived. However,
participants will likely allocate at least some attention to any task-relevant stimu-
lus (Cohen et al., 2012). Furthermore, reporting whether a stimulus was seen or not
requires participants to attend to the stimulus. In other words, even if the stimulus
was consciously seen before participants selected it for report, report-based meth-
ods cannot tap into this consciousness without thereby “contaminating” it with
attention, so that what ends up being tested is no longer an unattended conscious
content (Wu, 2018). To be sure, this is also a problem for the studies that purport-
edly evince the dependence of consciousness on attention, such as inattentional
blindness and change blindness studies: by removing attention from the stimuli of
interest, the means for assessing whether that stimulus is consciously perceived
are removed as well (Stazicker, 2011; Wu, 2017).

To overcome these challenges, behavioral researchers have proposed new
methods such as no-report paradigms (Tsuchiya et al., 2015) and paradigms that
test the visibility or invisibility of task-irrelevant stimuli (Pitts et al., 2018). It has
also been proposed that behavioral methods are not likely to be up to the task,
and that the methodological disentanglement of attention and consciousness will
probably have to be done with neuroscientific tools, such as optogenetics (Van
Boxtel et al., 2010b). I find the latter approach highly congenial. The positive
proposal offered in section 5 goes along these lines.

result from the brain’s best predictions about the cause of an incoming sensory signal (Clark,
2013). Thus, in the face of a noisy signal from the middle stimulus, the brain might take its best
guess about the stimulus’s identity. If this is the case, one might wonder whether participants
genuinely have a conscious experience of the middle item rather than an illusory one.

13Note, however, that there is conflict in the interpretations of the crucial finding in the dual-task
paradigm, namely, that participants can use information from stimuli outside their focus of at-
tention to complete a task. The studies described in this section treat these peripheral stimuli as
consciously seen but unattended. However, as we saw in section 3.1, these stimuli are sometimes
treated as attended but unseen (Bahrami et al., 2007). My proposal (in section 5) is to treat these
stimuli as both attended and consciously seen, albeit to lessened degrees than the stimuli in the
central task.
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3.3 Opposite functions and effects
In addition to the studies suggesting that consciousness might neither require nor
be required for attention, a dissociation between attention and consciousness has
also been proposed on the basis of general function. As a selective process, atten-
tion is often conceptualized as amechanism for analyzing and filtering information
(Van Boxtel et al., 2010b). In contrast, it is not clear what the function of conscious-
ness is or whether it even has a function (Block, 1995; Haladjian & Montemayor,
2015). Nonetheless, when functionally characterized at all, consciousness is re-
garded as a more integrative and synthetic process (for instance, see Tononi et al.,
2016).

Other research shows that even in cases when attention and consciousness do
subserve the same task-specific function, they do so in different ways. For example,
although manipulations of attention and consciousness both strengthen priming
effects, attending to the prime does so by speeding up reaction times to congruent
targets, while increasing the prime’s visibility does so by slowing down reaction
times to incongruent targets (Van den Bussche et al., 2010).

More strikingly, some studies have suggested that attention and conscious-
ness sometimes have opposing effects, so that attention sometimes seems to im-
pair consciousness. It has been observed that attention can diminish the intensity
of perceptual experience (De Weerd et al., 2006). In a motion-induced blindness
paradigm, where a salient stimulus is rendered invisible by a surrounding cluster
of moving dots, purposefully attending to the stimulus makes it more likely to dis-
appear (Geng et al., 2007; Schölvinck & Rees, 2009). The effect is greater for more
salient stimuli (Bonneh et al., 2001). Similarly, attention can accelerate the Trox-
ler fading effect: while holding fixation, some peripheral stimuli disappear faster
when attention is directed to them (Lou, 1999).14 Finally, distracting attention from
the target stimuli in the attentional blink paradigm makes it easier to see the sec-
ond target, which is missed when attention is fully engaged on the detection task
(Olivers & Nieuwenhuis, 2005).

These findings tell us that attention and consciousness are not identical at the
level of brain mechanisms or computational functions. Furthermore, they tell
against the idea that attentional processing is in the business of improving con-
scious perception, and that the former might be required for the latter: the studies
suggest that sometimes one can only have a conscious experience of something
if one is not attending to it. This opens up an cluster of interesting questions of
relevance for the explanatory project, and especially for the proposal offered in
section 5, which is based on the idea that both attention and consciousness are
correlated with informational enhancement. I will come back to these studies in
that section.
14Relatedly, it was previously argued that attention and consciousness had opposite effects on af-
terimage duration: more attention to a stimulus appeared to decrease afterimage strength and
duration while increasing stimulus visibility produced a corresponding increase on these dimen-
sions (Koch & Tsuchiya, 2007; Van Boxtel et al., 2010a). However, recent evidence shows that
attention and consciousness both increase afterimage duration (Travis et al., 2017).

Lopez, A. (2022). Vicarious attention, degrees of enhancement, and the contents of consciousness.
Philosophy and the Mind Sciences, 3, 1. https://doi.org/10.33735/phimisci.2022.9194

©The author(s). https://philosophymindscience.org ISSN: 2699-0369

https://doi.org/10.33735/phimisci.2022.9194
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://philosophymindscience.org


Azenet Lopez 12

3.4 Double dissociation and independence
Finally, there is a good body of neuroscientific research supporting a double dis-
sociation between attention and consciousness. A double dissociation means that
consciousness can occur without attention, and attention can occur without con-
sciousness. Thus, the studies discussed in this section go beyond those discussed
in sections 3.1 and 3.2, which only support a single dissociation. Notably, a double
dissociation between attention and consciousness does not entail that they always
occur without the other, which is clearly false. Nonetheless, it does entail that
attention and consciousness are largely independent processes.

For starters, attention and consciousness are associated with different under-
lying cortical activation patterns (Chica et al., 2016; Nani et al., 2019; Webb et
al., 2016) and with different temporal structures (Davidson et al., 2018; Fiebelkorn
& Kastner, 2020). The two of them also exhibit different MEG and EEG profiles.
MEG revealed a correlation between stimulus visibility and mid-gamma activity
for a sustained period (250-500ms) in the occipital cortex. In contrast, attention
correlated with high-gamma activity in the parietal cortex at a slightly later point
(350-500ms) (Wyart & Tallon-Baudry, 2008).15 In turn, EEG revealed greater re-
sponses for consciously perceived stimuli than for non-perceived stimuli, regard-
less of whether the stimuli were attended or not (Chica et al., 2010; Forschack et
al., 2017). Furthermore, the EEG components of attention have been observed for
both visible and invisible cues (Travis et al., 2019).

It has also been argued, on neuroscientific grounds, that there is an intrinsic
aspect of phenomenal consciousness for which attention does not and cannot ac-
count, namely, the first-person perspective (Tallon-Baudry et al., 2018).16 While
attention can provide the contents of a conscious state, it cannot provide the ego-
centric reference frame necessary for subjectively experiencing these contents.17
This element must be provided by a separate process: the internal monitoring of
bodily states, specifically, the monitoring of visceral input from the heart and the
gut.18

A double dissociation has also been advocated from a more theoretical stand-
point, based on considerations about the separate evolution of attention and con-
sciousness (Haladjian &Montemayor, 2015; Montemayor &Haladjian, 2015). Mon-
temayor and Haladjian argue that although there is some overlap between the
two processes, represented in the kind of processing that they call conscious at-
tention, there are also many primitive forms of selective attention that do not re-

15Mid-gamma: 54-64Hz; high-gamma: 76-90Hz.
16I am thankful to a reviewer from this journal for bringing this research to my attention.
17Despite the similarity of this characterization to what I called reflective consciousness above, the
authors do not intend to single out this specific kind of consciousness. On their account, the
first-person perspective is an essential component of phenomenal consciousness.

18Evidence favoring this view includes observations that heartbeat evoked response correlates with
the self-relevance of the thoughts that a subject is currently entertaining, associated activity in
brain areas independently correlated with the self, and studies of the experience of body owner-
ship.
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quire consciousness of the phenomenal kind. These include spatial attention and
feature-based attention, and the slightly higher-level object-based attention, all of
which aid animals in spatial navigation and detection of relevant environmental
stimuli (Haladjian & Montemayor, 2015).19 Furthermore, the authors also point
out that most conceptual theories of consciousness entail that there are forms of
consciousness that do not require selective attention. For example, the distinction
between phenomenal and access consciousness (Block, 1995) entails such a dissoci-
ation. If phenomenal consciousness is sometimes not accompanied by access con-
sciousness, then phenomenal consciousness may sometimes not be accompanied
by attention (Montemayor & Haladjian, 2015, p. 88).20 In this way, the authors’
proposal goes beyond supporting a distinction between phenomenally conscious
and phenomenally unconscious attention (a distinction the authors endorse): it
also makes room for inattentive phenomenal consciousness.

To be sure, Montemayor and Haladjian acknowledge that some forms of selec-
tive attention are probably necessary for phenomenal consciousness. One exam-
ple is cross-modal attention, which evolves out of the more primitive attentional
forms like spatial, feature-based, or object-based attention. This kind of attention
enables the kind of informational integration with an egocentric perspective that
is essential for phenomenal consciousness. However, even if all forms of phenom-
enal consciousness involve selective cross-modal attention, there might still be
some forms of phenomenal consciousness that do not require selective attention
of other kinds. In this sense, one can say that phenomenal consciousness is inde-
pendent of selective attention of these specific sorts.

Summing up, there is reason to think that selective attention and phenomenal
consciousness must come apart along many dimensions, despite partial overlap
and occasional co-occurrence. This is a stronger claim than the one supported by
the discussion in section 3.3, which only states that attention and consciousness
do come apart. Now it is time to consider the implications for the explanatory
project, that is, the project of understanding of consciousness through the study
of attention. As we saw, this project comprises three central questions, namely: (1)
What is the relation between selective attention and phenomenal consciousness?
(2) Can we learn what the contents of someone’s phenomenal consciousness are if
we know the targets of their attention? And finally (3) What can we learn about
the contents of consciousness if we know the targets of attention?

19In their (2015) paper, the authors note that not all animals with these functions have conscious
awareness. However, it is not clear whether this means that these animals lack phenomenal con-
sciousness. The latter claim might be somewhat hasty, given the current methodological chal-
lenges for assessing the presence of this kind of consciousness. The former claim, on the con-
trary, seems plausible, if by* awareness* they mean something like what I above called reflective
consciousness.

20Interestingly, Montemayor and Haladjian point out that even opponents of the phenome-
nal/access consciousness distinction, such as Daniel Dennett (2005), seem to be committed to dis-
sociating selective attention and phenomenal consciousness (see the discussion in Montemayor
& Haladjian, 2015, pp. 88–89).
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3.5 Taking stock
This quick overview suggests that (1) attention and consciousness are neither iden-
tical nor dependent on each other; in fact, each of them is a separate process that
can occur without the other and can even hinder the other and (2) no, knowing
which subset of information is selected and prioritized for further processing is not
sufficient for knowing what the contents of someone’s consciousness are. Selec-
tive attention to a target, be it endogenous or exogenous, and be it spatial, feature-
based, or object-based, sometimes is and sometimes is not accompanied by a con-
scious experience of the attended thing. Moreover, there may be no principled way
of mapping the former onto the latter, and it might well be that the two of them are
separable as a matter of necessity. Hence, studying selective attention may not be
of particular value for learning when information of things in the world becomes
the content of a conscious experience. Another consequence is that theories like
Attended Intermediate Representations theory and Global Workspace theory are
mistaken, at least insofar as they are regarded as general theories of consciousness
encompassing phenomenal consciousness.21

But what about (3)? Even if attention and consciousness are highly indepen-
dent, can we not learn something about the contents of someone’s conscious ex-
perience by knowing what things they are selectively attending to? In fact, there
is reason to think that we can.

4 Tying attention and consciousness
back together

Asmentioned above, even a double dissociation is compatiblewith a partial overlap
of selective attention and phenomenal consciousness. Indeed, the current evidence
allows some forms of attention to be necessary for phenomenal consciousness,
for instance, cross-modal attention (Haladjian & Montemayor, 2015; Montemayor
& Haladjian, 2015).22 But if at least some forms of selective attention are neces-
sary for phenomenal consciousness, and if there is a partial overlap between both
kinds of processing, then it is possible to use selective attention as a guide into

21As noted above, some theorists have defended a version of Global Workspace theory that is ex-
plicitly construed as a theory of phenomenal consciousness (Raffone & Pantani, 2010). It is also
worth noting that Attended Intermediate Representations is not intended to be about selective
attention. Prinz notes that his definition of attention can be extended to diffuse attention and
processes like vigilance, alertness, and arousal (Prinz, 2012, p. 91). However, Prinz’s character-
ization of attention (as a mechanism for making representations available for working memory
encoding) does rely on the idea that attended information is information selected and prioritized
for preferential processing.

22Note that one of the virtues of Haladjian and Montemayor’s arguments for this claim is that,
being based on considerations about the evolution of different brain areas and functions, they
can bypass the methodological challenges for the behavioral and neuroscientific assessment of
consciousness in the absence of attention (discussed in section 3.2).
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phenomenal consciousness, provided that the conditions under which these two
co-occur are carefully delimited. Borrowing Montemayor and Haladjian’s terms,
this project amounts to tracing the boundaries of conscious attention. These bound-
aries shall at least separate conscious attention from unconscious attention. An
additional virtue would be that these boundaries also delimit conscious attention
from inattentive consciousness, provided that the latter exists.

I propose that the current research on selective attention and phenomenal con-
sciousness suggests that (1) they are not identical but are bound to co-occur in
some specific cases, (2) no, knowing which subset of information is selected and
prioritized for further processing is not sufficient for knowing what the contents
of consciousness are because we also need to know whether the process of selec-
tion and prioritization is of the right kind, and (3) knowing which information is
selected and prioritized and what kind of selection and prioritization is being used
does tell us which things constitute the contents of conscious experience.

In the remainder of the paper, I will introduce a framework that will help us
define the specific cases when attention and consciousness are bound to co-occur,
thus tracing the boundaries of conscious attention. The following discussion is
mainly focused on question (1), that is, in clarifying the relations between attention
and consciousness.

My proposal can be summarized in four steps. First, it is a plausible conse-
quence of the characterization of attention as a process of selection and prioritiza-
tion that the selected information is enhanced within the relevant cognitive sys-
tem. Second, information can be more or less enhanced: enhancement comes in
degrees. Third, it might be possible to pin down a specific degree of enhancement
such that, when information is enhanced to that degree, it becomes the content of
a conscious experience. If we learn what that degree is, and if we can pin down the
forms of attention that enhance information to that degree, we can rely on atten-
tion as a window into consciousness. Finally, it might also be possible to pin down
a specific degree of enhancement such that reaching that degree is necessary for
information to enter the contents of conscious experience.

Degrees of attention have been previously proposed as a promising framework
for systematizing the relations between attention and consciousness. For example,
on the empirical front, Michael Pitts and colleagues (2018) propose that different
“amounts” of attention might give rise to different forms of attention, which might
enable us to identify the forms of attention required for consciousness. They con-
ceptualize these amounts of attention as points in a continuum that goes from zero
to full attention and where a threshold for “minimal attention” can be identified.
On the conceptual front, Daniel Stoljar (2019) construes attention as a graded kind
of processing and proposes that there is an amount of attention such that, when
that amount of attention is allocated to a target, the target becomes conscious.23

23To be sure, Stoljar uses this framework as a way of clarifying when content becomes access
conscious. In his view, increasing the degree of attention marks the transition between content
being merely disposed for rational use and being poised for such use. The latter defines access
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Initial empirical motivation for endorsing this kind of framework comes from
the observations that attention and consciousness correlate with boosting effects
on neuronal responses (see the studies on signal amplification cited at the end of
section 2). It also comes from studies suggesting that attention has effects similar to
increasing some perceptual dimensions, such as brightness or contrast (Carrasco &
Barbot, 2019; Fazekas & Nanay, 2021; also see the studies on perceptual adaptation
cited in section 3.1). Furthermore, the framework can accommodate the further
finding that the response increases associated with consciousness are significantly
greater than those associated with attention (Kouider et al., 2016), a finding that is
sometimes thought to evince a dissociation between attention and consciousness
(Maier & Tsuchiya, 2021).

To be sure, adopting this framework requires an explanation of the findings
suggesting that attention and consciousness have opposite effects (from section
3.3). It also requires a response to an argument presented by Catherine Tallon-
Baudry (2012), which disputes the idea that signal amplification is a commonmech-
anism for attention and consciousness. Both things can be done. However, this
will require fleshing out the proposal some more.

5 Degrees of enhancement24

I will now offer a fuller elaboration of the enhancement framework. I start by clar-
ifying the notions of informational enhancement and thresholds of enhancement,
how these notions relate to similar proposals, and how they can be the basis for
systematizing the relations between attention and consciousness (section 5.1). I
then defend this framework from the objections identified above (sections 5.2 and
5.3) and from an additional objection (section 5.4). Finally, I conclude this part
by highlighting a crucial assumption for defusing the discussed counterexamples:
sometimes, attention is allocated vicariously. This idea will be the focus of the final
section of this paper (section 6).

5.1 Degrees of enhancement, amounts of attention and
measures of integration

I said that the conception of attention as a process for selecting and prioritizing
information entails that attended information is enhanced. However, I have not
yet explained what I mean by this notion.25 As I understand it, enhancement is a
higher-order property that information has when some first-order properties are

consciousness. I thank an anonymous reviewer from this journal for bringing this proposal to
my consideration.

24I am thankful to two anonymous reviewers for their valuable suggestions, from which the discus-
sion in this section has greatly benefitted.

25I offer further discussion on the notion of informational enhancement elsewhere (Lopez, 2020).
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present, in virtue of which the organism can make better use of that information.
Some of those first-order properties include perceptual dimensions like detail, de-
terminacy, precision, or vividness. They also include computational properties,
such as facilitation and suppression effects at the neuronal level. Indeed, suppres-
sion of responses to non-target or distractor information is sometimes necessary
to optimize target information processing for the system’s use.26

Onemight think that enhancement is positively correlated with neuronal activ-
ity so that more neuronal activity corresponds to a higher degree of enhancement.
This picture is suggested by many of the studies reviewed above, such as those
evincing that attention amplifies stimulus signals (see section 2) and those evincing
increased neuronal activity for task-relevant as opposed to task-irrelevant stimuli
(section 3.2).27 However, there are some reasons not to be too hasty in endorsing
this correlation. Notably, there are cases where attending to a stimulus might re-
sult in a decreased neuronal response, such as feature-based attention (Reynolds
& Heeger, 2009; Thiele & Bellgrove, 2018). For example, a neuron hardwired to
“prefer” upward motion might fire below baseline when presented with a stimulus
moving downwards, and attention is directed to that stimulus (Martinez-Trujillo &
Treue, 2004). Characterizing enhancement as a higher-order property, rather than
identifying it with a first-order property like neuronal spiking, enables us to bypass
these difficulties. Firing below its baseline for its less preferred stimulus can be a
way of conveying enhanced information of this stimulus’ presence to neighboring
neurons, thus biasing the competition more in favor of this stimulus.

Enhancement is essentially a comparative notion. For a piece of information
to be enhanced, there must be a condition with respect to which the enhancement
occurs. This condition might be the previous processing of the same piece of in-
formation or the processing of a different piece of information at the same time. It
can also include both. For example, when you direct your attention to the pain in
your leg, pain information is enhanced with respect to how that same information
was processed a moment before and with respect to how other pieces of informa-
tion are being processed at the same time (say, it becomes more enhanced than the
information of the article that you are reading).

I have also proposed that two thresholds of informational enhancement might
be distinguished: one is the threshold that information must reach in order to be
consciously experienced at all, while the other one is the threshold that, when

26Because attention can inhibit processing in this way, one might think that boosting information
past a threshold (as I suggest below) cannot be the only function of attention. Although the
present account is compatible with a plurality of first-order functions, such as response boosting
and inhibition, the proposal is that all of these first-level functions subserve the higher-order
function of enhancing information. Even when attention elicits suppression effects, this is to aid
in raising the degree of enhancement of some piece of information to a higher threshold. I take
suppression effects to be related to enhancement in the same way as the firing below baseline
discussed in the main text. I thank an anonymous reviewer from this journal for prompting me
to clarify this point.

27For a defense of the view that attention is a signal amplifier, see Fazekas & Nanay (2021).
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reached, guarantees that information will be consciously represented. Call these
T– and T+, respectively. Now, given the characterization of enhancement as a
comparative magnitude, T– and T+ would be better characterized as relative rather
than absolute values. Whether they are reached on a single occasion for a piece
of information may thus strongly depend on what other information the system
is processing at the moment. This can also be influenced by stimulus strength and
background conditions (such as context) or global states of the system (such as
level of arousal).

It is, of course, an empirical question whether our neurocognitive systems im-
plement something like T– and T+, and how exactly these thresholds should be
identified. That is, if enhancement is a measurable magnitude, determining which
values or ranges of values of this magnitude correspond to T– and T+ can only be
determined empirically. Still, there is reason to think that this project is on the
right track. There are at least two ways of starting to pin down these thresholds.

On the one hand, the proposal by Pitts and colleagues (2018) mentioned in sec-
tion 4 relies on the hypothesis that there are different “checkpoints” in information
processing, which might separate conscious from unconscious attention (and in-
deed, also might separate kinds of consciousness, such as phenomenal vs. access
consciousness). The authors use this framework to classify a selection of some re-
cent studies exploring the relations between attention and consciousness, on the
basis of the kind of attentional strategy that each of them demands, in combina-
tion with the kind of stimulus used and its presentation conditions. See a graphic
illustration of their proposal in figure 1.

In this picture, T- could be pinned down at the intersection of cells 1 and 2,
while T+ could be pinned down at the intersection between 5 and 6.

The proposal that there are degrees of enhancement that are either necessary
or sufficient for phenomenal consciousness and that are given by relative thresh-
olds is also congenial in spirit to a prominent theoretical approach to the study
of consciousness, namely, Integrated Information theory (IIT). According to IIT, a
system becomes conscious when it reaches the maximum integration level of the
information processed by its parts (Oizumi et al., 2014; Tononi et al., 2016). Very
roughly, information is integrated when it has an irreducible causal profile. This
occurs when the information carried by the whole system cannot be reduced to the
sum of the information carried by the system’s parts so that information carried
by the whole generates causal effects that the sum of the information carried by
the parts cannot generate. Information of the whole can also be causally affected
in ways that need not be reflected in the information of the parts. A measure of
the amount of informational integration in the system is symbolized as Φ. When
Φ has a positive value, the system can be regarded as conscious. Moreover, higher
values of Φ predict “more consciousness,” or consciousness of more complex and
sophisticated types.

Thus, a second way to pin down T+ and T- could start by considering the re-
lations of informational enhancement to informational integration. Some interest-
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Figure 1: An expanded taxonomy of the relations between attention and
consciousness. Different “checkpoints” in information processing lead up to
more sophisticated forms of consciousness. The amount of attention allocated
to the relevant stimuli defines some of these transitions and, importantly, the
transition from pre-conscious to phenomenally conscious states. Republished
with permission of The Royal Society (U.K.) from “The relationship between atten-
tion and consciousness: An expanded taxonomy and implications for ‘no-report’
paradigms”; Pitts, M. A., Lutsyshyna, L. A., & Hillyard, S. A.; Philosophical Transac-
tions of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences, 37(1755), Copyright 2018;
permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.

ing interactions might arise. For starters, one might propose that T+ is the same
measure as a positive Φ since both signal the point where conscious processing
appears. Along these lines, one might think that degrees of enhancement are just
amounts of integration, such that more enhanced information is more integrated
information, or vice-versa. Note, however, that T- cannot be straightforwardly
correlated with a degree of integration since IIT conceptualizes integration as suf-
ficient for consciousness. In other words, once information is integrated, even if
the measure of integration is very low, the system counts as conscious, although
its consciousness can be of a very basic kind. IIT thus predicts that there is no
such a thing as integrated unconscious information.28 In contrast, enhancement is

28Against this prediction, Haladjian and Montemayor (2015) note that sometimes information is
integrated outside of consciousness. On the other hand, it has also been argued that sometimes
there is consciousness without integration (Brogaard et al., 2021). A supplementation of Inte-
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not like this: information can be enhanced below T-, and thus, there is enhanced
unconscious information.

One possible way to go would be to characterize T- as the minimum degree
of enhancement that information must reach to become integrated. Enhancement
and integration will then come apart in this respect: enhancement is a magnitude
that is necessary but not sufficient for phenomenal consciousness, whereas inte-
gration is a magnitude that is both necessary and sufficient. Alternatively, T- and
T+ might signal different amounts of Φ, such that information reaching T- gives
rise to consciousness of more rudimentary forms (the ones corresponding to lower
values of Φ), while information reaching T+ gives rise to more sophisticated forms
of consciousness (the ones corresponding to higher values of Φ).

Even if a further specification is still needed, the elements we have in hand al-
ready enable us to outline how the enhancement framework conceptualizes some
cases of purported unconscious attention (from section 3.1) and inattentive con-
sciousness (from section 3.2) in a way that supports the explanatory project. I
mentioned at the end of section 3.1 that it would be nice to identify some features
that characterize unconscious attention. I now propose that one such feature is
that the relevant information fails to reach the higher threshold of enhancement
T+. In many of these cases, there are limiting factors for the amount of informa-
tion that the organism can extract from the stimulus and the extent to which the
system can use this information. Some of these factors are masks (Kentridge et al.,
2008; Norman et al., 2013) or damage to cortical areas responsible for extracting
specific kinds of stimulus information (Kentridge et al., 1999).

On the other hand, cases of purported inattentive consciousness can be tenta-
tively characterized as cases where information of the relevant stimuli is enhanced
at least up to T-, while leaving it an open question whether the enhancement
reaches T+ as well. Note that characterizing T+ as sufficient for phenomenal con-
sciousness does not entail that lesser degrees of enhancement are never conscious.
However, one might distinguish between conscious information above and below
T+ so that, for instance, the former is more elaborated, distinct, or sophisticated
than the latter. So if we characterize information of “unattended” stimuli in partial
report, dual-task, or crowding as enhanced above T- but not necessarily above T+,
we might count these contents as conscious, albeit this consciousness is of a lesser
degree than the one for attended stimuli.

It is now time to address some potential empirical objections to the present
proposal. Two of these objections were mentioned towards the end of section
4. The first is an argument from the opposing effects of selective attention and
phenomenal consciousness. If attention is an information enhancer, and if con-
sciousness requires a certain degree of enhancement, then why is it that in some
cases, attention makes stimuli disappear faster or impairs perception, as in motion-
induced blindness and Troxler fading, or the attentional blink? (see section 3.3).

grated Information theory with the enhancement framework could provide a way to accommo-
date these cases.
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The second objection is Tallon-Baudry’s (2012) observation that signal amplifica-
tion might not be a common correlate for attention and consciousness, despite
initial appearances. I will tackle these worries in reverse order.

5.2 What if attention and consciousness amplify signals in
different ways?

Tallon-Baudry disputes the idea that the neural mechanisms used by attention are
directly equivalent to those mediating contrast increases in the stimulus. Although
attending to a stimulus has similar perceptual and behavioral effects than increas-
ing its contrast (as evinced, for instance, in Carrasco et al., 2004, among other
studies), she points out that these effects might be implemented in different ways
at the neural level. To support this point, she cites studies that reveal an earlier
peaking of neuronal responses in the monkey primary visual cortex when physical
stimulus contrast is increased (Gawne et al., 1996). She then compares these results
with those observed in MEG readings during spatial attention in humans (Hopf et
al., 2006), which do not reveal such a temporal shift in neuronal responses. Further-
more, she mentions other studies which suggest that if spatial attention affects the
temporal profile of neuronal responses at all, it must do it only at a later temporal
point (after 200ms, which contrasts starkly with the 30-40ms that it takes for the
effects of increases in physical contrasts to manifest; see Noguchi et al., 2007). Fi-
nally, a direct comparison of the effects of contrast increases and spatial attention
in monkey area V4 showed that although both factors affected the magnitude of
single-cell responses, attention did not produce an earlier spiking (Lee et al., 2007).

Based on these findings, Tallon-Baudry argues that it is premature to identify
something like “neural amplification” as a common mechanism for attention and
consciousness. However, her proposal seems to be that there are fine-grained dif-
ferences in how attentional modulations and manipulations of visibility affect neu-
ral responses, not that either the former or the latter fail to amplify neural responses.
Sure, one could individuate neural mechanisms very finely so that different ampli-
fication mechanisms underpin attention and consciousness. But in any case, the
proposal that consciousness requires reaching a threshold of enhancement does
not require that a single mechanism underlies both attentional modulations and
modulations in response to physical changes in the stimulus affecting the stimu-
lus’ visibility. Indeed, there might be a diversity of mechanisms constituting the
first-order properties that underpin the higher-order property of enhancement.

5.3 Why does attention sometimes make stimuli disappear
from consciousness?

Let us now consider how the enhancement framework can accommodate some of
the effects of attention that seem to go against the idea that attention enhances
information of a stimulus to make it more suitable for conscious experience. We
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have three puzzling cases of this sort: motion-induced blindness, Troxler fading,
and the attentional blink.

Motion-induced blindness and Troxler fading are perceptual effects that seem
to occur due to hardwired information processing constraints. In both cases, a stim-
ulus that remains physically present throughout disappears intermittently from
perception. Motion-induced blindness occurs when a static stimulus becomes mo-
mentarily invisible due to the presence of a field of moving distractors (Bonneh et
al., 2001; Schölvinck & Rees, 2009). In turn, Troxler fading is the gradual disappear-
ance of peripheral stimuli when the gaze remains rigidly fixated on an object for
several seconds (Troxler, 1804). The puzzling observation is that purposefully di-
recting attention to these stimuli facilitates their disappearance. This is especially
problematic for two tenets of the enhancement framework, namely, that attend-
ing to a target enhances information of that target to a greater degree and that the
higher the degree of enhancement, the most likely it is for a piece of information
to enter the contents of a conscious experience. On the face of motion-induced
blindness and Troxler fading, it looks like one of these tenets has to go: either at-
tention is not an informational enhancer, or else degrees of enhancement do not
correlate with consciousness. However, once we consider the cases more closely,
we will see that they need not be inconsistent with either claim.

In the motion-induced blindness study by Marieke Schölvinck and Geraint
Rees (2009), participants were instructed to press a key when they noted that one
of two yellow dots disappeared. The yellow dots were presented behind a grid of
rotating blue crosses. See figure 2 for illustration.29

Participants were prompted to focus their attention on either the right or the
left dot while maintaining fixation on a center point. Once they noted that a dot
disappeared, participants must press a different key indicating which of the two
dots it was. The experimenters observed that attended dots were significantlymore
likely to be reported as disappearing.30

29See an animated version of the stimulus at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MotionBl
indnessf.gif#/media/File:MotionBlindnessf.gif

30 Interestingly, the second experiment in this study assessed the effect when attention was globally
withdrawn from both the yellow dots and its rotating distractors by being engaged in a different
task (detecting a stimulus in a rapid series presented at fixation). In this experiment, the motion-
induced blindness display was presented in the upper-right quadrant of the visual periphery.
Three conditions were examined: no attentional load, low attentional load, and high attentional
load; these were defined by the difficulty of the central task. This experiment showed that the
greater the attentional load, and thus the lesser the amount of attention that could be used for
the motion-induced blindness task, the longer the yellow dot remained invisible. This suggests
that attentional processing indeed has a role in making stimuli pop into conscious experience.
Still, these results may need to be contrasted with those of the attentional blink studies discussed
below, which evince improved visibility under peripheral task conditions (see footnote 34 for
further discussion).
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Figure 2: Testing attentional modulations of motion-induced blindness. A
standard trial in Schölvinck and Rees’ study started with an arrow cueing attention
to the left or the right. Then, two yellow dots and a grid of rotating blue crosses
appeared. Participants must maintain fixation and press a key when they noted
the disappearance of one of the dots. Redrawn from Journal of Vision 9(1), 38,
Schölvinck, M. L., and Rees, G., “Attentional influences on the dynamics of motion-
induced blindness,” 31-39, Copyright 2009, with permission from Association for
Research in Vision and Ophthalmology.

According to the enhancement framework, when attention is directed to the
yellow dot, information of this dot is enhanced to a higher degree than infor-
mation of the unattended dot. The account also predicts that other things being
equal, the attended dot should be consciously represented if the unattended one is.
Schölvinck and Rees’s findings falsify this prediction.

But importantly, other things are not equal. Directing attention to one of the
dots not only enhances information of the dot; it also enhances information of
the contextual cues that trigger the dot’s disappearance as a result of hardwired
processing constraints. Furthermore, one cannot neatly disentangle object-based
attention from spatial attention. When you attend to the dot, you also attend to the
dot’s location. At that location, there is information of the moving grid; this infor-
mation is also enhanced and computed for the generation of a conscious percept.
Crucially, information of moving stimuli is prone to take over.

For one thing, it is beneficial for an organism to have information of the things
that are moving around it, as this information might signal important changes
in the environment correlated with food or danger. In contrast, information of
a stationary and unchanging stimulus is not as prone to keep drawing on the or-
ganism’s processing resources once it has been registered. To sum up: attending
to the yellow dot also enhances some contextual information, which is more po-
tentially significant and thus enhanced to a higher degree, trumping competing
information in reaching the comparative threshold for conscious perception T+.

This interpretation is in line with Schölvinck and Reese’s account of their obser-
vations. They conceive motion-induced blindness as a completion process of the
distracters into one homogeneous field, resulting in the target being hidden from
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Figure 3: Testing attentional modulations of Troxler fading. In Lou’s study,
participantsmust direct their attention to either the green or the orange diskswhile
maintaining fixation on the center and press a key to report the disappearance of a
disk. Adaptation (in color) from Lou, L., Perception 28(4), p. 521, copyright © 1999
by SAGE Publications. Reprinted by Permission of SAGE Publications.

view (Graf et al., 2002). Completion implies neural competition between target
and distracters. Directing attention within the motion-induced blindness display
“favors” the distracters by enhancing distracter field completion, inducing target
disappearance.

Consider now Lianggang Lou’s (1999) study of Troxler fading. Here, partic-
ipants were instructed to attend to either the green or the orange disks in the
periphery of a display while maintaining fixation on the center (see figure 3).

Participants’ task was to press a key when at least one disk disappeared and
keep it pressed until the disk appeared again. They were then asked how many
disks of each color had disappeared. Lou observed that the attended disks were
more likely to disappear first.31

Like motion-induced blindness, this effect creates trouble for the enhancement
framework because this framework dictates that attending to a disk enhances infor-
mation of that disk and that this information is more likely to become consciously
represented than competing information. But in Lou’s study, the opposite hap-
pened: attended information was more likely to go unconscious.

An important difference between this study and Schölvinck and Rees’ is the
type of attention each relies on. Schölvinck and Rees’ study relies primarily on
object-based attention: attention is directed on the basis of a stimulus with object-
like properties. In contrast, Lou’s study relies primarily on feature-based atten-
tion: attention is directed on the basis of a property shared by several stimuli in

31Interestingly, color was a relevant factor: green attended disks disappeared first about 95% of the
time, while orange ones disappeared first only about 68% of the time.
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the display, namely color. While object-based attention is usually constrained to
enhance information from the specific location defined by the object’s boundaries,
feature-based attention is usually more evenly spatially distributed to bring out
the relevant feature at any location where it is present.

That said, one crucial methodological aspect of Lou’s study introduces an inter-
esting interaction between feature-based and object-based attention. Participants
in his study were encouraged to treat the three attended disks as forming a trian-
gle, as this would facilitate attending to all three of them simultaneously. If partic-
ipants followed the instruction, their attention was not singling out any particular
disk during this task. Instead, their attention picked out the object constituted by
the three disks sharing the same color. Accordingly, the enhanced information
was information of this object as a whole, not information of any given single disk.
This already lessens the worries for the enhancement framework: since there was
no trial where all three disks disappeared, there was no trial where the enhanced
object faded entirely from consciousness.32

Still, a worrisome aspect of this study is that the unattended disks remained
visible throughout. On the face of it, this contradicts the prediction that these disks
should be less likely to make it into consciousness. However, here, too, considera-
tions about contextual conditions and hardwired constraints are relevant. Informa-
tion of the three-disk object is being enhanced in a specific context, which involves
peripheral presentation and particular ranges of luminance and contrast.33 It is
plausible that information of the stimulus is not enhanced independently of this
contextual information. Contextual information is also enhanced and included in
the computations that determine what the conscious percept will be.

In addition to these considerations, there is also an alternative way of charac-
terizing informational enhancement, accommodating both Schölvinck and Rees’s
and Lou’s findings. On this alternative characterization, a piece of information
is enhanced when its capacity to drive neuronal responses is boosted. Recall the
case of feature-based attention making an “upward motion” neuron fire below its
baseline when attention is directed to a stimulus moving downwards. We said that
this pattern of firing conveys more information about the presence of a downward
moving stimulus. One can also say that when attention is directed to the stimu-
lus moving downwards, the capacity of this stimulus to drive the cell’s response
is boosted. The way the boost is expressed depends on how the cell typically re-
sponds to stimuli of this kind. For a neuron preferentially tuned for upwardmotion,
information of downward motion presence is enhanced by suppression of firing.
Analogously, enhancing the information of the yellow dot in the motion-induced
blindness paradigm or information of the three-disk triangle in the Troxler fad-
ing paradigm means potentiating the responses that these stimuli would typically
elicit. Since these responses involve momentary stimulus disappearance, it is ex-
pected that this effect is more likely to occur.

32On average, 1.2-1.4 disks disappeared per trial (depending on eccentricity).
33For Troxler fading to occur, the stimuli must be faint.
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Figure 4: The attentional blink paradigm. Participants must report two tar-
gets appearing within a rapid succession of distractors, all presented at fixation.
When the second target appears within 200-400ms after the first, participants fail
to report it. This effect is known as the attentional blink.

These lines of explanation can also be extended to the remaining problem case,
namely the attentional blink. The attentional blink is the inability to identify the
second of two targets presented in rapid succession (Chun & Potter, 1995; Olivers
& Nieuwenhuis, 2005; Raymond et al., 1992). Figure 4 depicts a standard paradigm
for testing this effect.

The received explanation of the attentional blink is that the first target captures
a great amount of attentional resources so that there is not a lot left for detecting
the second. The effect is more pronounced when the lag between the two targets
is shorter, which suggests that the “replenishment” of attentional resources after
being used up in the first target takes some time. As noted above (section 2), this
effect supports the idea that selective attention is necessary for conscious percep-
tion. When participants’ selective attention has been exhausted, they fail to see
the second target.

In the study by Christian Olivers and Sander Nieuwenhuis’s (2005), the targets
were two numbers presented within a string of letters. Remarkably, the exper-
imenters found that detection of the second target improves when attention is
drawn away from the target-detection task, This finding seems at odds with the
enhancement framework. The framework predicts that when less attention is avail-
able for a target, that target is less likely to make it into consciousness. However,
the study by Olivers and Nieuwenhuis suggests otherwise.

Once again, on a closer look, things need not be so. Note that the stimulus
of interest is target 2. What is important is how much attention is available for
enhancing this specific piece of information in every case. Fully engaging in the
detection task enables the first target to use up all attention available so that there
is no attention or insufficient attention for processing the second target. Contrast-
ingly, performing a simultaneous unrelated task hinders the first target’s salience,
thus allowing that the overall balance of attention reaches the second target as
well. Hence, what we are looking at when comparing a standard attentional blink
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paradigm with an attentional blink as a concurrent task is not a case where allo-
cating less attention to a specific stimulus (i.e., locally) makes that stimulus more
likely to enter consciousness. Although less attention is allocated to the overall
task where the stimulus is embedded (i.e., globally), this setting favors that at-
tention is distributed in a way that more attention is allocated to the stimulus of
interest.34

So far, I have explained how the three cases discussed can plausibly involve
enhancing information so that the result is a conscious percept of the relevant in-
formation. In doing so, I have primarily focused on the facilitation effects that
underpin enhancement. However, it is very likely that the suppression effects
of attention also play an essential role in explaining these cases.35 Attention can
inhibit responses to information other than its targets. This can happen synchron-
ically or diachronically. For example, it is possible that in the attentional blink,
the information of the second target is actively suppressed in order to encode the
information of the first target better. If this were the case, then diverting attention
away, as Olivers and Nieuwenhuis did, would reduce the active suppression effects,
thus making the second target more likely to be consciously perceived. Similarly,
it is possible that the attention-expedited Troxler fading andmotion-induced blind-
ness are partially due to the interactions between information whose processing
is directly facilitated and information that is actively suppressed.36

5.4 Attention and consciousness without enhancement?
A final challenge for the degrees of enhancement framework is posed by effortless
attention (Bruya, 2010; Montemayor & Haladjian, 2015).37 In effortless attention,
information seems to be processed without enhancement, at least in this sense:
the distribution of attention seems flat, rather than having “peaks” for more at-

34 As suggested in footnote 30, it might be further illuminating to compare Olivers and Nieuwen-
huis’ results with those obtained in the second experiment in Schölvinck & Rees (2009), where
embeddedness in a peripheral task diminished stimuli visibility. The account given in the main
text could also explain this apparent conflict: in Schölvinck and Rees’ experiment, making the
relevant task peripheral plausibly diminished the amount of attention available for the stimulus
of interest (compared to the amount available when the task is central). Notably, in this exper-
iment, both tasks were in the same modality (visual), whereas in the Olivers and Nieuwenhuis
study, they were not. While the detection task was visual and was indeed presented at the center
of the visual field, the concurrent tasks were either “mental” (engaging in free associations on
task-irrelevant topics) or auditory (listening to music).

35This possibility was brought to my consideration separately by Slawa Loev and an anonymous
reviewer from this journal. I am thankful to both of them.

36A further example of this interaction between facilitation and suppression ismultiple-object track-
ing (for instance, in Pylyshyn, 2004; Pylyshyn, 2006; see also Alvarez & Scholl, 2005). As an
anonymous reviewer from this journal has kindly pointed out, active suppression of non-target
information plausibly plays a role in the subjects’ ability to isolate their targets in this paradigm.
Thus, target information is enhanced partly due to the inhibition of non-target information.

37I thank an anonymous reviewer from this journal for bringing this case to my consideration.
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tended stimuli.38 If enhancement requires the peaks, that is, if it requires greater
attention on some parts of the sensory input than others, then effortless attention
would be attention without enhancement. Furthermore, if effortless attention is
accompanied by phenomenal feelings (as it plausibly is), then there is phenomenal
consciousness without enhancement.39

One initial response to this challenge is that the enhancement framework is pri-
marily intended to capture selective attention. Effortless attention, on the other
hand, might not be of the selective type. However, the case remains of interest for
themore overarching project of extending the enhancement framework to account
for attention and its relations with phenomenal consciousness more generally, be-
yond just the selective types of attention.

5.5 Wrapping up
In this section, I have argued that the enhancement framework is explanatorily
useful, empirically well-motivated, and even consistent with evidence that initially
seemed to contradict it directly. It also provides us with conceptual guidelines for
approaching the daunting body of empirical literature from a systematic point of
view.

In the final section of this paper, I will elaborate on one assumption that I have
made in my treatment of the paradoxical effects of attention. I suggested that in
many cases, it is not easy to disentangle different targets of attentional enhancing,
for example, an object and the location the object is sitting in (especially if the
object is static). I take this to support the idea that attending to some targets often
involves enhancing information of things other than these targets alone so that
attentional benefits can be observed for things other than the selected targets. I
will now offer some more elaboration of this idea and some initial conceptual and
empirical support.

6 Vicarious attention
“Vicarious attention” is the term that I will use to refer to attentional allocations
that “come for free” when our attention is directed at a given target. For example,
suppose that you are focusing your attention on a dark spot on the wall. By the
same act, you are also allocating attention to a specific location in space, and the
properties present there. Alternatively, suppose that you are sitting at a noisy café,
and then your attention is suddenly captured by the sound of your name.40 By the
same act, your attention is allocated to other things, such as the region where
the voice came from or the voice’s pitch. I propose that when the sound of your
38I borrow these suggestive terms from Watzl (2017).
39Similar considerations may apply to mind wandering (see footnote 49).
40This is the cocktail-party effect (Cherry, 1953; Moray, 1959; Treisman, 1969), which reveals that
stimuli of great significance are preferentially processed even with very little attention. I thank
an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out to me.
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name captures your attention or when you purposefully focus your attention on
the dark spot on the wall, your attention also becomes allocated to the locations
and properties of these stimuli. In attending to the dark spot on the wall, you
also attend to these things, albeit indirectly.41 In this sense, you are attending
vicariously to these things.

Conceptual and empirical considerations support the idea that attention be-
haves in this way. Prominently, Robert Kentridge (2011) has argued that a distinc-
tion between attending to an object and attending to the object’s spatial location
is not theoretically useful. Suppose that O is an object sitting at location L. Ken-
tridge argues that there is no substantial difference in attention-related benefits
between allocating attention directly to O and allocating attention to O by allocat-
ing attention to L. He argues that absent good grounds for drawing a distinction,
we should believe that attending to a spatial location is sufficient for attending
to an object at that location. His view seems to be that there is nothing more to
attending to a location than enhancing the representations of the things present
there. The notion of vicarious attention enables us to accommodate these insights
without collapsing spatial and object-based attention. The idea that there is no
substantive distinction between the two of them is captured by the proposal that
both targets can be picked out with a single act of attending, in which one of them
is primarily targeted and the other one benefits from this allocation vicariously.
On spatial-based allocations, attended locations are the primary targets, whereas,
on object-based allocations, the primary targets are the attended objects.

Behavioral studies suggest that the function of spatial attention is to enhance
goal-specific properties of stimuli falling in the attended space, since attending to
a spatial region typically produces enhanced processing of properties of objects
falling within that region, rather than of properties of space per se (Kentridge,
2011; Remington & Folk, 2001). Furthermore, Kentridge argues that this point is
also supported by studies showing that attention alters the perceived properties
of objects, such as perceived contrast and perceived hue (Carrasco et al., 2004).
These studies show that spatial attention does more than speeding responses to
items presented in a spatial location: it improves the processing of these objects
by improving the processing of their properties.

This picture is further supported by neuroscientific studies suggesting that at-
tending to an object produces attentional benefits for all its features, regardless
of whether these are required for the task at hand. For example, in a study by
O’Craven, Downing and Kanwisher (1999), attention was directed to one of two
superimposed images (a house or a face), one of which was slowly oscillating. As
expected, there was increased activity in the brain areas dedicated to the attended
stimulus type (the para-hippocampal place area, or the fusiform face area, respec-
tively). However, activity was also observed in the area of the brain that encodes
motion when the attended stimulus was oscillating, even though these oscillations
were task-irrelevant.

41One might use the “in virtue of” language to capture these relations: vicarious attention occurs
in virtue of attention being allocated to something else.
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Figure 5: Excerpts fromDatta andDeYoe’s “library” of attentional distribu-
tions. Attending to one section of the visual field brings about attentional benefits
for neighboring and non-neighboring regions. Yellow and red indicate increased
neuronal activity in the areas of medial occipital visual cortex encoding each of
the eighteen sections in Datta and DeYoe’s stimulus grid, when participants were
directing their attention to sections 6, 9 and 17, respectively (from left to right). Yel-
low indicates greater benefits. Adapted from Vision Research, May 49 (10), Datta,
R. and E. A. DeYoe, “I know where you are secretly attending! The topography
of human visual attention revealed with fMRI.” 1037-1044, Copyright (2009), with
permission from Elsevier. Many thanks to Zara Morgue for creating this figure.

Finally, a study by Ritobrato Datta and Edgar A. DeYoe (2009) on the topogra-
phy of visual attention shows that attending to a specific region in the visual field
gives rise to attentional effects beyond that region. Indeed, the attentional benefits
spread over other regions that were not purposely attended themselves.42 Datta
and DeYoe presented participants with a stimulus grid that divided their visual
field into eighteen regions within 28 visual degrees around fixation.43 They found
that directing attention to one of these regions brought about increased activity in
neurons coding for other regions as well, regardless of whether these other regions
were immediately contiguous to the purposely attended regions. Figure 5 depicts
some of their observations.

These findings strongly suggest that at any given time when attention is allo-
cated to a stimulus, the total attentional distribution at that time is not exhausted
by attention to that stimulus. More conservatively, Datta and DeYoe’s results sug-
gest that focused attention to a spatial location does not entail that this is the only
visual field region that benefits from attention. Further, their findings also suggest
that an organism’s allocations of attention are not entirely constrained by volun-
tary control. Attention can spread over things or regions in space other than the
intended target of attention.44

42Suppression effects for regions other than the attended one were also observed, as discussed
below.

43See this grid in figure 4 from Datta & DeYoe (2009).
44Datta and DeYoe’s findings also illustrate the suppression effects that focally attending to a sec-
tion of the visual field has on other sections (depicted in blue in the figure). These effects must be

Lopez, A. (2022). Vicarious attention, degrees of enhancement, and the contents of consciousness.
Philosophy and the Mind Sciences, 3, 1. https://doi.org/10.33735/phimisci.2022.9194

©The author(s). https://philosophymindscience.org ISSN: 2699-0369

https://doi.org/10.33735/phimisci.2022.9194
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://philosophymindscience.org


Vicarious attention, degrees of enhancement, and the contents of consciousness 31

I have presented some motivation for the idea that attending to some targets
often involves enhancing the information of things other than these targets alone.
Hence, sometimes we attend to things vicariously, both in everyday life and in
controlled lab settings. However, it remains an open question whether and how
vicarious allocations of attention can be regimented. For the present discussion,
what is important is to note that the notion of vicarious attention introduces amore
fine-grained way of thinking about the stimuli that can and should become con-
tents of consciousness. Therefore, this proposal qualifies the way we understand
cases of unconscious attention (section 3.1) and especially inattentive conscious-
ness (section 3.2).

Regarding unconscious attention, the notion of vicarious attention supports
the idea that information of the relevant targets is enhanced to a lessened degree,
insofar as many of these targets benefitted from attention only because partici-
pants were attending to something else. Thus, blindsight patients (Kentridge et al.,
1999) succeed in attending to the unseen target only because they attend to a loca-
tion in their blind field.45 Likewise, the color of a masked prime (Kentridge et al.,
2008) is attended only because the location of the prime is attended, and masked
objects (Norman et al., 2013) are attended only because a (visible) cue captures
attention.

On the other hand, if attention can behave in the proposed ways, then cases
of purported inattentive consciousness might involve more attention than initially
thought. For instance, in partial report paradigms (Landman et al., 2003; Sperling,
1960), attention might be vicariously allocated to the non-cued stimuli in virtue
of being directed at the cued ones. In turn, in crowding paradigms (Block, 2012),
attention might be vicariously allocated to the middle items in virtue of being di-
rected to the flankers.

Admittedly, much remains to be clarified about the notion of vicarious atten-
tion. For one thing, one might wonder how the distinction between vicarious
attention and the kind of attention it piggybacks on (call it primary attention) in-
teracts with other distinctions sometimes made in the attention literature. Two
prominent examples are the distinction between selective and non-selective atten-

considered when regimenting the way attention is vicariously transferred from one spatial loca-
tion to another. As an anonymous reviewer from this journal has pointed out, information from
the suppressed regions might fail to enter consciousness if the suppression is sufficiently strong.
Hence, attending to a spatial region will not always bring about enhancement benefits for neigh-
boring regions, or at least not for all neighboring regions. Overall, these considerations further
highlight the need for integrating suppression effects into our account of attention. Conceptual-
izing enhancement as a higher-order property that results from a combination of facilitation and
suppression is a step in this direction.

45This proposal must be distinguished from the one previously advanced by Christopher Mole
(2008a). According to Mole, blindsighters merely attend to target locations, not to the targets
themselves. Thus, the attended thing (a spatial location) is not the same as the non-experienced
thing (an object at that location). He then concludes that the case does not support a dissociation
between targets of attention and contents of consciousness. Although to my lights this rationale
is on the right track, the considerations just discussed tell against it.
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tion and the distinction between spatially focused and spatially diffuse attention
(Prettyman, 2014).46 One might think that vicarious attention is never selective or
focused, at least in the sense that vicarious targets are by definition different from
the targets purportedly attended. However, depending on how focused attention
is defined, vicarious attention can sometimes be focused. When I focus my atten-
tion on the dark spot on the wall and thereby attend vicariously to its dark shade,
this allocation may count as focused, if by focused we understand something like
attention constrained to a local stimulus (as opposed to a global one), or attention
constrained to a delimited sub-region of the visual field.

Some non-focal forms of attention that operate alongside focused attention
will be vicarious by definition. For instance, consider the suggestion by Adrienne
Prettyman (2014) that focused attention is often accompanied by a halo of spatially
distributed or diffuse attention, which comes at no additional processing cost.47
Since this allocation “comes for free,” it is vicarious by our count. However, diffuse
attention does not need to be always vicarious. One might purposefully broaden
the focus of attention: this happens, for instance, in open-monitoring meditation
(Lutz et al., 2007).

Relatedly, one might wonder whether vicarious attention is a kind of spatial
attention. One reason for thinking this is that vicarious targets often spatially
overlap or are spatially contiguous with the targets they piggyback. However, one
reason not to characterize vicarious attention as essentially spatial from the start
is that it has the profile of feature-based attention in some cases. For example, a
spatial cue might vicariously direct attention to a specific color, and information
of that color becomes enhanced at other locations as well.48

I have suggested that lack of purposefulness might be a way to define when a
target is vicarious. If one is attending to X but not on purpose, then one is attending
to X vicariously. Nonetheless, this idea might need to be revised in the light of
effortless attention. To borrow an example fromMontemayor andHaladjian (2015):
if you are deeply engrossed in writing a novel, your attention is engaged in this
action but in a way that does not involve subjectively felt effort. Although the
action of writing the novel is purposeful, one might also say that attention is not
purposefully directed to the objects involved (say, the keyboard and the screen) or
to the action itself. Does this mean that effortless attention is vicarious? My initial
answer is that insofar as writing the novel is an intentional action, any attention
used to carry it out is not vicarious. However, the way we attend to the objects
involved in the action (the keyboard and the screen) might as well be vicarious.49

46See also Prettyman (2021).
47Prettyman suggests that this halo of diffuse attention might be responsible for participants’ per-
formance in the dual-task paradigm (see section 3.2). Thus, although peripheral stimuli are pro-
cessed without focused attention, they are not processed independently of attention.

48This happens in the (2008) masked priming study by Kentridge and colleagues, where participants
were cued to attend to the invisible prime’s location, yet attentional benefits for the same color
of the prime at other locations in the display were observed.

49 Along these lines, onemight also wonder how vicarious attention interacts withmindwandering.
Like effortless attention, mind wandering plausibly involves a “flat” attentional distribution (see
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Task conditions are another way of determining when attention is vicarious.
Generally, a task-irrelevant target will be a vicarious one. An interesting sugges-
tion related to this point is that vicarious attention might pick out information that
is not directly relevant for attention’s functional role, for instance, high-level or
conceptual information. In otherwords: when I attend to the apple onmy desk, the
information needed for the functional role of attention, that is, for enhancement,
is seemingly information of color and shape, but maybe not the information that
this is an apple. Yet, attending to the apple’s low-level features might bring along
enhancement of its more high-level features. Nonetheless, these roles might be
reversed depending on task demands or contextual demands. For example, when
your attention gets captured by the sound of your name, the attention you allocate
to low-level features of this stimulus like pitch and timber piggybacks on your at-
tention to its high-level semantic features.

The considerations offered in the preceding paragraphs are not intended to pro-
vide a complete and systematic characterization of vicarious attention. However,
they can provide some guidelines for embarking on such a project. Importantly,
a complete regimentation of vicarious attention might be the basis for a deeper
understanding of the relations between the different layers of phenomenally con-
scious contents.50

section 5.4). However, unlike effortless attention, mind wandering is not associated with any
specific activity (for example, writing a novel or dancing); instead, it is often characterized as
task-unrelated thought (Smallwood & Schooler, 2015; but see Irving, 2016 for dissent). Mind-
wandering might also be plausibly considered an attentionless state. Since it plausibly involves
phenomenal consciousness, it qualifies as a potential case of inattentive consciousness that falls
within the scope of the present proposal. Although I cannot discuss this case at length here, here
are some inchoate considerations about some directions this discussion might take.

If mind wandering involves vicarious attention rather than being an attentionless state, then it
would no longer exemplify inattentive consciousness. One reason to think that mind-wandering
could involve vicarious attention is its lack of purposefulness. However, one worry with this
proposal is that vicarious attention must piggyback on attention to some other target, and it is not
clear what this target might be for mind wandering. On the other hand, vicarious attention might
not be needed to defuse this kind of counterexample: one could conceptualize mind wandering
as an unregulated and spontaneous succession of targets of attention, where each of these targets
is the primary occupant of the organism’s processing resources at a time (the view proposed in
Christoff et al., 2016 seems to go along these lines).

I wish to thank Jennifer Windt for prompting me to think about this case.
50Here is a quick example for illustrating this project. When I look at the white rabbit in the yard,
my visual experience has a layer constituted by distal stimulus properties and a layer constituted
by what is phenomenally apparent to me. This second layer could remain the same even if the
stimulus out there changed (for instance, if it was replaced by a robot rabbit that looks exactly
like the real rabbit). Vicarious attention could capture the sense in which I am attending to the
properties of the stimulus that are not necessarily reflected in my visual experience, such as being
a rabbit vs. being a robot rabbit.
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7 Concluding remarks: Back to the explanatory
project

The discussion in this paper has been motivated by an attempt to answer three
questions: (1) What is the relation between phenomenal consciousness and selec-
tive attention?, (2) Can we know what the contents of phenomenal consciousness
are, if we know what are the targets of attention?, and (3) What can we know
about the contents of consciousness if we know the targets of attention? I have
proposed that (1) the relation between phenomenal consciousness and selective
attention is defined by informational enhancement: attention determines the de-
gree of enhancement, and phenomenal consciousness arises when a threshold is
reached. I also proposed that (2) to know what the contents of consciousness are,
we need to knowwhat information is enhanced and the degree to which that infor-
mation is enhanced. Question (3), in turn, remains open. It is plausible that some
things that about the contents of conscious experience will remain unknown even
if we know everything there is to know about how attention is distributed. For
instance, we might remain ignorant about what it feels like when that information
is enhanced. Still, attention might provide a useful approximation to the scientific
and objective investigation of the contents of phenomenal consciousness.
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