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Some consider phenomenal consciousness to be the great achievement of the evolution of life on earth, but the real achievement is much more than mere phenomenality. The real achievement is that consciousness has woken up within us and has recognized itself, that within us humans, consciousness knows that it is conscious. This short review explores the reflexivity of consciousness from the perspective of consciousness itself—a non-conceptual nondual awareness, whose main property is its non-representational reflexivity. In light of this nondual reflexivity, different types of reflexivity proposed by current theories can be seen as a gradation of relational or transitive distances between consciousness as the knower and consciousness as the known, from fully representational and dual, through various forms of qualified monism, to fully non-representational and nondual.
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Introduction

Much of the current research on consciousness could be summed up by a well-known metaphor: standing outdoors on a sunny day while facing away from the sun, one may see various objects and events in the environment as illuminated by the light reflected off them and mistakenly conclude that they themselves are the original source of that light. Similarly, insisting on explaining consciousness as something other than itself, as a phenomenal content, a cognitive or affective function, a state of arousal, or a conceptual structure, we fail to see consciousness itself. Admittedly, these aspects are parts of conscious experiencing, and a great deal of progress has been made in recent years in understanding them (Koch et al., 2016; Michel et al., 2019; Lepauvre and Melloni, 2021). However, consciousness itself or consciousness as such—a foundational awareness that is distinct from contents, functions, and states—is still insufficiently researched.

Attempts to include it within contemporary discourse on consciousness are slowly gaining traction in neuroscience and the philosophy of mind (Josipovic, 2014, 2019, 2021; Ricard and Singer, 2017; Dunne et al., 2019; Metzinger, 2020, 2024) but are often plagued by misunderstandings of what this conscious is. In this research, as I have done over a number of years (Josipovic, 2014, 2016, 2019, 2021; Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020), I have presented the perspective that consciousness itself is a type of awareness whose main property is its inherent, non-representational reflexivity—it knows that it is aware without needing mediation by mental representations.

Consciousness itself does not rely on mental representations to know either itself or what is present to it; thus, it is a different way of knowing from the usual conceptual mind that is based on mental representations. This awareness is nondual, both within itself and between itself and phenomena. It is nondual within itself because it knows itself without taking itself as an object of this knowing, and it is nondual between itself and phenomena because it knows phenomena without taking itself as a separate conceptually reified subject and phenomena as its objects. This awareness does not fragment experiences into reified dualities of subject vs. object, self vs. other, us vs. them, good vs. bad, and similar. Hence, it has been termed nondual awareness (Williams, 2000; Higgins, 2013; Josipovic, 2014, 2021; Laish, 2015; MacKenzie, 2015).

Although a singular presence, when nondual awareness is explicit, its inherent properties become self-evident, irrespective of whether they are subsequently conceptualized or not. These aspects have been discussed in other studies (Rabjam, 2007; Josipovic, 2019, 2021; Fasching, 2021) and are only listed here in four groups: (1) Being, Presence, Emptiness, and Spaciousness; (2) Cognitive Luminosity, and Reflexivity; (3) Bliss, Ecstasy, Universal Love, and Compassion; and (4) Singularity, Unity, and Self.

Since nondual awareness is singular and uncompounded, its dimensions are not separate elements from which awareness is assembled or from whose relationships or interactions it emerges.

When present explicitly in an experience, nondual awareness appears as distinct from any phenomenal content that is co-present with it, from the functions that create content, and from global states, as well as from unconscious substrate that structures ordinary concept-based experiencing. Nondual awareness appears as that which is, as has been, conscious or aware in any experience; in other words, it appears as consciousness itself or consciousness as such.

However, ordinarily, although present, this awareness is only implicit in an experience but can become explicit under special circumstances or due to certain contemplative and other practices. Therefore, for any experience, there is a gradient of how implicit or explicit nondual awareness is in that experience, and that gradient is orthogonal to the local content and global state (for a detailed discussion see Josipovic, 2021).

When nondual awareness is fully explicit during wakefulness, it is experienced as simultaneously transcendent and immanent in conscious states and contents. It is transcendent, as the silent aware space that pervades and encompasses the entire conscious experience, one's entire perceptual bubble, and it is immanent, as that out of which everything is made, the way water in a glass is both the medium in which ice cubes float and the substance out of which they are made (Josipovic, 2016, 2021).

As stated above, the main property of consciousness itself or nondual awareness is its inherent, non-representational reflexivity—it knows that it is aware without needing mediation by mental representations and without taking itself as an intentional object; hence, it is non-relational. This type of reflexivity can be termed as nondual reflexivity. It is unique to consciousness itself and is that which makes consciousness itself what it is. The implicit–explicit gradient of nondual awareness can be understood as the gradient of how evident nondual awareness is to itself, or in other words, as the gradient of its reflexivity (Josipovic, 2021).

I have discussed in detail the neural correlates of nondual awareness and non-representational nondual reflexivity previously (Josipovic, 2019, 2021). Presently, I will only briefly summarize them in order to further clarify the present discussion.

Although isomorphism between phenomenal and neural levels should not be presumed, neither should it be rejected a priori. Since nondual awareness is phenomenally and functionally distinct from attention, monitoring, working memory, evaluation, and decision, i.e., from processes that contribute to constructing perceptual, affective, and cognitive contents and from those that determine global states, its neural correlate could likewise be distinct—a dedicated network with its characteristic dynamics. A neural correlate of nondual awareness needs to be able to function with both low and high levels of arousal and amounts of content and serve as the integrative conscious space within which both intrinsic and extrinsic contents can co-occur.

I have previously proposed that the central precuneus network with a self-sustaining oscillatory resonant dynamic regime is the most likely neural correlate of nondual awareness (Josipovic, 2014, 2019, 2021). This functional network links the central precuneus with the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, the dorsomedial prefrontal cortex, and the inferior parietal lobule (Cavanna and Trimble, 2006; Margulies et al., 2009; Cunningham et al., 2017; Buckner and DiNicola, 2019). The central precuneus is unique among different subdivisions of the precuneus as it can functionally connect with both the intrinsic (default mode network) and the extrinsic (dorsal attention network and executive control network) systems (Li et al., 2019). This finding corresponds to a major function of nondual awareness in increasing the integration of intrinsic self-related and extrinsic environment-related aspects of experience (Josipovic et al., 2012; Josipovic, 2014). This role functionally differentiates the neural correlate of nondual awareness from the neural correlate of monitoring, which is associated with networks for salience detection and involuntary attention, whose effect is to induce switching between the intrinsic and extrinsic systems in the brain and increase their functional segregation (Josipovic, 2010, 2013, 2014, 2019). Like other cortical networks, the central precuneus network is reciprocally connected to the subcortical nuclei of the reticular activating system that supply arousal and to the thalamic nuclei that enable its cortical organization (Tomasi and Volkow, 2011). However, these sub-cortical areas, although necessary, are not sufficient by themselves for nondual awareness.

When nondual awareness is explicit during normal wakefulness and its inherent reflexivity is vividly present, the pre-frontal nodes of its network, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex in particular, function to add the necessary amplitude and persistence to the network-wide resonance and coherence (Helfrich and Knight, 2016; Schmidt et al., 2018). On the other hand, it is possible, especially at times of minimized phenomenal content, that an increased level of functional integration or recursive feedback in the posterior nodes of the central precuneus network is alone sufficient to establish sustained oscillatory resonance, in which neurons inform each other about their excitation levels, or in other words, their information processing capacity, without processing any other content, which is experienced as inherent, non-representational nondual reflexivity. Furthermore, a neural network informing itself about its capacity to process information can be instituted in a relatively simple electronic circuit, without any sign of awareness or consciousness. Hence, the biological constraints on a system's capacity for consciousness apply here and, even more importantly, for nondual awareness that requires a human-level brain (Josipovic, 2021).

In light of nondual reflexivity, different types of reflexivity proposed by current theories can be seen as a gradation of relational or transitive distances between consciousness as the knower and consciousness as the known, ranging from fully representational and dual, through various forms of qualified monism, to fully non-representational and nondual. The types of reflexivity are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Reflexivity gradient—consciousness knowing itself.
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Reflexivity theories

Theories of reflexivity have been previously grouped broadly into two types, based largely on how they view the nature and the role of representation in consciousness (Siewert, 2022). The first type can be termed the mental representational or cognitive-analytic type, and it holds that, for an experience or a mental state to be conscious, it has to be represented by another state that is different from it (Rosenthal, 2004, 2012; Gennaro, 2013). This idea is known as the transitivity principle (ibid.) and indicates a relationship between two kinds of mental representations, those representing the state itself, that is, what we are conscious of, and those re-representing them, that is, how we are conscious of it. In cases of reflexivity, this transitivity principle necessitates a third-order representation, re-representing the second one (Rosenthal, 2012).

The other type of reflexivity theories are the phenomenological theories, which can be intentional representational, or non-intentional (Zahavi, 2005; Montague, 2016; Gallagher, 2022; Strawson, 2022). Here, representation is understood as phenomenal intention of conscious states, their about-ness. Reflexivity is seen as a more immediate self-knowing that accompanies most, if not all, conscious states and is pre-reflectively “given” with experience, not requiring reflection or mental re-representation; hence, it is not explicitly transitive. For most phenomenologists, consciousness knowing itself is pre-reflective self-knowing, which is understood as not explicitly conscious but as nevertheless present and enabling all conscious experiences.

From the viewpoint of nondual awareness, these two types of theories can be seen as reflecting the two seemingly contradictory aspects of nondual awareness: its transcendence and its immanence. In their claim that representations that give rise to conscious knowing are of a different order than those that represent what we are conscious of, representational theories reflect the transcendent aspect of nondual awareness, the fact that consciousness itself is distinct from all other aspects of experience, the way space is different from everything in it. In their claim that reflexive knowing is intrinsic to experience, phenomenological theories reflect the immanent aspect of consciousness itself, where nondual awareness appears as the substance out of which everything in experience is made, the way water is the substance out of which ice cubes that float in it are made.

Representational and phenomenological theories also differ in terms of the epistemic distance they propose between the knower and the known. Representational theories are more indirect in that re-representations needed for conscious knowing, in general, and especially for reflexivity, in particular, are of an entirely different order from those needed to represent that which is known. Conscious knowing is seen as a relational property conferred onto the known by these higher-order representations (Lycan, 2023). Phenomenological theories, on the other hand, are more direct. They reject the idea that the states that one is conscious of are objects of consciousness. Likewise, they do not agree that, in reflexivity, consciousness is conscious of itself as its object (Zahavi, 2005, 2018). In other words, they do not accept the epistemic dualism of the subject as the knower and the object as the known. Instead, they propose that what makes an experience, in general, conscious is intrinsic to that conscious experience and that reflexivity is an inherent and even defining property of consciousness itself, requiring neither a higher-order nor same-order representation (Gallagher and Zahavi, 2023).



Dual representational


Strong transparency

Reductive representationalism sees consciousness as entirely reducible to mental representations (Lycan, 2023). When such representations related to the subject and object are strongly reified, phenomenal consciousness can appear to be just an illusion and consciousness knowing itself, an impossibility. The idea that the mind cannot know itself is an old one, appearing first in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (Radhakrishnan, 1994) and later in various Buddhist sutras (Luk, 2001). Briefly, it could be said that it applies only to the impossibility of knowing consciousness itself via dualistic conceptual thinking (Sansk. vijnana) but does not hold true for knowing more directly via intuitive awareness (Sansk. prajnana), or in other words, via intrinsic reflexivity of consciousness itself.

In Western philosophy, ideas about the impossibility of the mind knowing itself have been expressed most clearly by Hume (1978) and more recently by Tye (2014) and Dennett (1987), and in the context of cognitive neuroscience, the ideas have been expressed by Frankish (2016). The more recent views are sometimes referred to as strong transparency arguments or as reductive representationalism (Dretske, 1995; Tye, 2014).

According to these, any attempt to introspect consciousness finds only properties of objects in external or internal environments, but not the actual phenomenal qualities of experience, nor the consciousness itself, since on this account, representational processes such as spatial perspective, body-ownership, and agency, that are involved in the minimal or core self and confer these properties to subjective phenomenality, are unconscious and not available to introspection. In the well-known metaphor, they are like a highly transparent windowpane that one looks through, but which one does not itself see (Metzinger, 2010).

The strong transparency thesis has been argued against extensively by many (Zahavi, 2005; Montague, 2016; Chalmers, 2020), so I will not explore those arguments in the present discourse. I will only make a couple of points from the perspective of nondual awareness, and contemplative practice more generally. These offer two different ways to notice the usually unconscious processes involved in constructing minimal self experience or even the homeostatic proto-self identity, in addition to relatively common ‘seeing-through' and de-constructing of various extended and narrative self-models. One is through developing ability to sustain focused attention for prolonged periods of time, resulting in various absorption states where, for however brief periods, there is cessation of these minimal self processes, followed by their reappearance once one emerges from the absorption state (Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020; Metzinger, 2024). Alternatively, once nondual awareness is discovered and stabilized, one can, at times, become aware of such processes because this awareness is, phenomenally, the most subtle aspect of conscious experience. These and other processes involved in constructing the self and environment then appear to it as contents in its epistemic space (Josipovic, 2021).

The claimed inability of introspection to find anything other than external phenomenal contents under ordinary dualistic cognition (Tye, 2014; Montague, 2016) is, in part, due to attention being habitually oriented toward finding and attending to an object. In other words, the abovementioned claim is due to the inability to sufficiently turn the attention around to attend to awareness itself (Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020). This “turning around” is not some act of permanent contortion but is meant to instigate a collapse of the dualistic attending and monitoring into just being aware and, in doing so, reveal nondual awareness—consciousness itself— as already present in one's experience.




Dual representational


Higher order

Unlike reductive representation theories, the less reductive or even non-reductive representational theories allow for the possibility of consciousness knowing itself (Rosenthal, 2004; Carruthers and Gennaro, 2023). In terms of transitivity distance, these theories are, at least in their main forms, also strongly dualistic.

According to higher-order theories, conscious experiencing is possible because the first-order representations of some contents or states, which are themselves unconscious, are re-represented by certain higher-order representations that are different from them (Rosenthal, 2004, 2012). In other words, the first-order representations are the objects to which higher-order representations are directed. Higher-order representations are generally understood as enabling access consciousness or as being equivalent to it (Block, 2007) or as being a function of monitoring (Brown et al., 2019; Lycan, 2023). The phenomenal properties of experience are believed to be the semantic properties of these higher-order representations (Siewert, 2022). The most recent version of a higher-order theory, Brown's higher-order representation of representation theory as applied to emotions by LeDoux (Brown et al., 2019; LeDoux, 2024), points to a hierarchy of higher-order representations, which results in a gradation of conscious experience from pre-conscious to fully conscious, i.e., from anoetic to noetic and autonoetic.

Higher-order representations responsible for the conscious state or inner awareness are themselves unconscious, non-inferential, and not available for direct introspection (Rosenthal, 2004, 2012). However, when reflecting on one's experience, such as during confidence judgments (Webb et al., 2023), inferential decisions (Fleming, 2020), or conceptual introspection (Carruthers and Gennaro, 2023), they or their re-representations become fully conscious metacognition. Reflexivity, and especially being aware that one is aware, is then due to a third-order re-representation of those higher-order representations. According to this view, it occurs only in conscious introspection that requires focusing attention on some conscious states (Rosenthal, 2012). From the perspective of nondual awareness, the necessity of a third-order re-representation for awareness of awareness seems like an obvious indication that such conceptual processes cannot be the mechanism of inherent reflexivity of consciousness itself. Since nondual reflexivity is, so to speak, immediate, as an inherent property of awareness, and is non-conceptual and non-transitive, phenomenally, it is very different from attending as a subject to awareness as an object of one's conceptual introspecting (Josipovic, 2019, 2021).

Some higher-order theorists have proposed that, in a transition to conscious metacognitive states, higher-order representations themselves shift from being unconscious to being conscious (Gennaro, 2013). This shift has raised questions of how conscious experience can come from two equally unconscious representations; how an infinite regression of re-representations can be avoided; and what causes higher-order representations to shift from being unconscious to being conscious (Zahavi, 2005; Kriegel, 2009; Montague, 2016).

Different variants of higher-order theories could be seen, in addition to their main differences as also differing in terms of transitivity distance between their higher-order representations and that which they represent. For example, higher-order perception theories for which higher-order representations are perception-like outputs of internal monitoring could be considered less dualistic than the assertoric meta-thoughts of a higher-order thought theory (Carruthers and Gennaro, 2023). Similarly, a higher-order global state theory for which a higher-order representation is a global self-world representational state, which encompasses first-order representations, could be seen as arguably less dualistic (Van Gulick, 2004). The wide intrinsicality view (Gennaro, 2013; Cole, 2014) in which a higher-order representation is intrinsic to the first-order state it represents is even less dualistic and, in the intrinsicality claim, it begins to resemble those qualified monist theories of reflexivity that reject the higher-order premise altogether.




Qualified monist


Self-representation

Discomfort with the dualistic transitive distance between higher-order representations and what they re-represent can be seen as motivating the same-order representational theories that are both representational and relational but claim that consciousness knowing itself is a special kind of relationship. Hence, they could be termed as qualified monist theories (Kriegel, 2009; Montague, 2016; Strawson, 2022).

Self-representation theory (Kriegel, 2009) claims that a mental state that is conscious represents itself but is one with that self-representation. Conscious experience is then seen as an integration of representations for content properties—what is being conscious, with representations for subjective character—representing-as-occurring-now-in-me (Kriegel, 2024). Self-representation responsible for the reflexive property of experience, also known as inner awareness, is not a type of thought or a type of perception resulting from monitoring, as higher-order theories claim, but a unique kind of representation that is more intimate. In other words, self-representation responsible for the reflexive property of experience is less dualistic and yet still relational as consciousness takes itself as its object. Furthermore, on this view, it is only in virtue of such self-representations that a state is phenomenally conscious (Kriegel, 2024).

Same-order approaches have been criticized on similar grounds as the higher-order ones, that they still contain the problem of how to make the two representations, for content properties and for subjective character, one unified experience (Zahavi, 2018). In addition, intentional representations are seen as not being able to reference themselves reflexively since the direction of intentionality of consciousness, according to phenomenological orthodoxy, is always away from itself and toward something other than itself (Peters, 2013).




Qualified monist


Objectivist

Reflexivity theories in this group are largely phenomenological and perceive reflexivity as representational and relational; unlike dualist or qualified dualist, they think of reflexive act as being “implicit” in, or given with, any conscious experience (Montague, 2016; Strawson, 2022). Theories in this group hold that reflexivity does not require consciousness to consider itself a separate object of introspective reflection in order to know itself. This further step toward decreasing the distance between consciousness as the knower and consciousness as the known could be seen as a jump to a different level of cognitive intimacy from the previous ones, as here, the two, though still different, are given together within one experience, as a symbiosis of sorts. Hence, these theories can be thought of as different versions of qualified monism.

According to an early version of this view attributed to Brentano (Gallagher, 2022) and other similar same-order representation views, any experience is constituted by two simultaneous components: awareness of its content, whether perceptual, affective, or cognitive; and an awareness that perceiving, feeling, etc., is occurring, or in other words, a reflexive awareness that one is having a particular conscious experience. These two make one mental state and one unified experience. In terms of intentionality, this implies that, within a single experience, intention is divided into two co-occurring and related intentions, one oriented toward the content and the other directed reflexively toward itself. These two intentional targets have been considered the primary and the secondary objects of consciousness, giving these views their characteristic objectivist orientation (Gallagher and Zahavi, 2023). With respect to reflexivity, they also indicate a relational gap between awareness as the knower and awareness as the known.

By defining representation very broadly as intentionality or about-ness with respect to anything that is experienced and side-stepping the older argument over whether intentionality is noetic or noematic, contemporary interpretations of the above view of reflexivity (Montague, 2016) claim that all phenomenal contents are representational, in the sense that, with any conscious experience, there is something that is being experienced. In the same spirit, reflexivity is also seen as representational and relational since, minimally, it is about being aware that one is aware (Montague, 2017). This view then allows for the redefining of the relational gap between awareness as representation and awareness as the one that is being represented. This is something that has posed a problem for early phenomenologists such as Brentano and Husserl (Zahavi, 2005). The claim is then that reflexivity, which is given with any experience, does not contain a subject–object gap between the knower and the known. Nevertheless, by insisting on the relational nature of reflexivity, they could not come any closer to an explanation of it than to restate a view held by the self-representation theory, which attributes this absence of gap to awareness' relation to itself being somehow special due to the uniqueness of consciousness (Montague, 2017).

From the viewpoint of nondual awareness or consciousness as such, these observations can be regarded as accurate intuitions arising from awareness itself but which are then being distorted by unconscious conceptual reifications and relational concepts. In other words, at a representational level, being conscious that we are consciously experiencing is a derivative of the inherent non-representational reflexivity of consciousness itself. As a result, these theories fall short in explanatory power as they do not yet recognize non-representational nondual awareness as foundational consciousness or consciousness itself for which reflexivity is not a relation but its intrinsic property.

Without discovering nondual awareness and its non-conceptual and non-representational mode of knowing, it will remain difficult for an objectivist approach to understand how one can know the nature of reflexivity since a more direct reflexivity cannot be conceptually introspected as a separate state or object (Montague, 2016; Josipovic, 2019). Similarly, without stabilizing nondual awareness in an ordinary waking experience, it can be difficult to see how it is possible to experience the properties of awareness itself, including nondual reflexivity, as distinct from the phenomenal properties of perceptual and other contents. Since nondual awareness can, in principle, pervade and encompass all other aspects of experience, including conceptual processes, ordinary introspection can occur within the epistemic space of nondual awareness as just another type of a cognitive event.




Qualified monist


Subjectivist

Reflexivity theories in this group see reflexivity as non-relational and non-intentional, and instead, as a property of conscious subject or some minimal phenomenal self that is present in any experience (Zahavi, 2005, 2018, 2024; Gallagher, 2022; Marchetti, 2024). They argue that any intentional stance toward consciousness is necessarily objectifying and that one is already pre-reflectively self-aware without having to become one's intentional object (Zahavi, 2005; Frank, 2007). Furthermore, any objectifying intentional conscious state is claimed to have an underlying pre-reflective, non-relational reflexivity that makes it possible. It can then be said that these views are basically monist as they view all experience as subjective experience.

Unlike noematic intentionality, reflexivity in these more recent subjectivist theories is non-perspectival and does not require an observational distance and perspective from which a subject is witnessing experience and awareness (Zahavi, 2005). Instead of intentionality, they propose that self-awareness implies identity and that consciousness is intrinsically self-aware.

A question has been raised that, if self-awareness is non-representational, how is it then instantiated (Montague, 2016)? One view sees intrinsic reflexivity not only as non-intentional and non-relational but also, somewhat contradictorily, as dependent on mental representations, for example, as a schema of a system's capacity to represent (Peters, 2013). Another view sees self-awareness as having a unique temporal structure, one that is distinct from that of intentional consciousness and especially from that of fully conceptual reflective introspection. Husserl (1913) termed this structure as an impression-retention-protention structure, indicating something akin to an experience enabled by short-term memory only, which can track, retain, and make predictions or expectations over short time scales (Zahavi, 2003). Pre-reflective self-awareness is, on this view, unified with whatever phenomena appear with it in an experience.

As previously mentioned, these theories correctly intuit the immanence of consciousness itself in and as experience. However, they do not see its transcendence and, hence, do not understand its space as the unchanging ground of being. This problem is in part due to the implicit serial view of experiencing. Temporal views always involve some, however subtle, subject–object dualities of the attender and the attended, and the observer and the observed, where the observed stream of consciousness unfolds as a series of successive events. Reflexivity, even if only viewed as pre-reflective self-awareness, is seen as a temporal process that unfolds over a time span, however short in duration. In contrast, consciousness itself or nondual awareness is atemporally present, but this should not be understood from a temporal perspective as that would lead to the impossibility of instantaneousness. Rather, the correct perspective here is spatial, as nondual awareness is present to itself all at once, the way space is phenomenally an all-encompassing steady background within which things and events occur (Blackstone, 2007; Josipovic, 2019, 2021). Therefore, in respect to phenomena, it does not have a separate attender who, for example, attends to a melody. Rather, a melody simply occurs within its space. In addition, since nondual awareness knows by merely mirroring, there is no transitive distance between this awareness and the phenomena that appear to it, akin to the way images that are reflected in a mirror are different from the mirror but are not separate from it (Josipovic, 2021). Furthermore, the impression-retention-protention structure indicates a certain degree of mental representations, which are not intrinsic to consciousness itself but can co-occur within it as structures and events within its intrinsically empty epistemic space.




Nondual reflexivity

Nondual reflexivity is the inherent property of consciousness itself and entirely non-representational and non-intentional, or in other words, nondual. Consciousness itself as nondual awareness knows that it is aware without needing mediation by mental representations and without taking itself as an intentional object (Rabjam, 2001; Josipovic, 2019). Nondual reflexivity is the essential property of consciousness itself that makes it what it is (Josipovic, 2019; Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020).

As this awareness is nondual, it cannot not take itself as its object nor can it be something that a separate subject possesses as a capacity. Rather, it knows itself by being itself, through its self-presencing or self-disclosing (Guenther, 1984; Manjusrimitra, 2001). With respect to phenomena, nondual awareness functions like a mirror, merely “mirroring” what is present in experience, without categorizing, labeling, associating, evaluating, deciding, etc. (Rabjam, 2001; Norbu, 2013; Josipovic, 2019; Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020).

Nondual awareness is in itself entirely without both conceptual and non-conceptual representations. Hence, it is entirely silent and unmoving like empty space. It does not make any utterances about itself or anything else. Just as space is more subtle than all things in it, this awareness is also more subtle than all phenomenal contents and global states that co-occur with it (Rabjam, 2001; Josipovic, 2019, 2021; Metzinger, 2024).

The idea that awareness is always an awareness of something, and therefore, necessarily intentional and relational, can be seen as being based on the unconscious semantic structuring of cognition into a subject and object and on the misidentification of foundational nondual awareness with a conceptually reified subject who is attending to and monitoring contents and states (Higgins, 2013; Josipovic, 2014, 2021). Within the aware epistemic space of nondual awareness, which is non-preferential or choice-less, even very subtle effortless monitoring is an intentionality toward optimization. Similarly, however effortless, attending is a selection. These processes are not intrinsic to nondual awareness itself (for a more detailed discussion see Josipovic, 2019).

For nondual awareness, which is in itself homogenous and singular and merely mirrors any contents and states, the immediacy of its knowing does not make any distance for there to be an intentional relation. Since the reflexivity of this awareness is its inherent property, rather than a result of some function, both its reflexivity and its mirroring of contents and states are single nondual experiencing.

Furthermore, within nondual experiencing, the essential properties of nondual awareness such as being, emptiness, and luminosity also appear as the universal properties of phenomena that co-occur with it, in addition to their specific properties (Rabjam, 2001, 2007; Josipovic, 2019, 2021). In this sense, phenomena are not different from nondual awareness within which they occur, and knowing them does not require for this awareness to be intentionally related to something other than itself or to abandon its reflexivity.

Owing to the nondual nature of its reflexivity, nondual awareness cannot be mistaken about itself. However, an inferential a posteriori belief, or any learned a priori belief, can be mistaken about it. In particular, one can hold a mistaken belief that one has realized nondual awareness when one has not yet. Since this awareness is present in every conscious experience even when only implicit, when any less dualistic state is experienced, one can easily have a sense that this is nondual awareness. Then, upon nondual awareness' reflexivity activating clearly, one retrospectively understands that one was mistaken and yet, paradoxically, also knows that this was that which was aware in every experience. With the practice of “abiding as nondual awareness” over time, this awareness becomes revealed in greater depth in terms of its being unique and distinct from the more subtle layers of perceptual, affective, and cognitive constructs and from the various subtle states of consciousness (Manjusrimitra, 2001; Rabjam, 2001; Josipovic, 2019; Josipovic and Miskovic, 2020).

When explicit, the nondual reflexivity of consciousness itself is very subtle and quiet, empty and immediate, and completely intimate, without distance (Rabjam, 2001; Josipovic, 2019; Metzinger, 2024). The progressive loss of this reflexivity has been identified by certain nondual contemplative traditions as the epistemic cause of the sense of a separate self (Rabjam, 2001, 2007; Higgins, 2013). It progresses in a way described in the following: as the luminosity of nondual awareness intensifies, it first becomes very vivid, outshining, and obscuring its other dimensions. With further intensification, it creates a very subtle sense of self as “one who is aware.” Then, it develops a subtle duality between itself and what is present within its epistemic space, which then becomes its subtle object. This split contains the seed of the subject–object conceptual structure, which eventually replaces the knowing via mirroring with knowing via mental representations and constitutes the loss of awareness' inherent nondual reflexivity—its capacity to directly know itself. It now mistakes itself as a conceptual subject and phenomena as its conceptualized objects. In ordinary experiencing, this foundational conceptual structure is reified with layers of representations, associations, and further re-representations (Guenther, 1984; Metzinger, 2010; Josipovic, 2016, 2021).

Phenomenally, nondual awareness is the most essential self in that it is who or what is conscious or aware in any experience, while the other levels of self, such as proto, core-minimal, and extended self, to the extent that they are conscious, appear to it as its contents. However, because of its nondual way of knowing, this awareness is not a self in the usual sense of self as separate from non-self. Since nondual awareness has no preference for what content or state unfolds within it, it is not the self as the one who is attending, monitoring, or recollecting, prompted by conscious and unconscious motivations. As nondual awareness is complete in itself, its bliss is the final reward, so it has no motivation other than itself. This has been expressed in an old saying that the ultimate goal of all doing is being, and being is fully revealed only in nondual awareness. In encounters with others, nondual awareness mirrors how implicit or explicit this awareness is in another, and expressing this may be experienced by another as helpful, liberating, or merely annoying.



Discussion

Different theories of reflexivity discussed in this research can be seen not only as different mutually exclusive theories but also as different types of reflexivity determined by the gradient of how implicit or explicit nondual awareness is in any experience, the degree to which consciousness itself is self-evident to itself. When nondual awareness is implicit, consciousness knows itself only indirectly through reified representations of the subject and object, and reflexivity is indirect and dualistic. When it is transitional, reflexivity is less representational and different types of reflexivity can occur, with a progressively decreasing relational distance; therefore, these views can be thought of as versions of qualified monism theories. Finally, when nondual awareness is explicit, reflexivity is fully non-representational and non-relational and self-evident as the property of consciousness itself.

On the view that consciousness itself as nondual awareness is always present in an experience irrespective of how implicit or explicit it is, different types of reflexivity discussed in this research could also be seen as a structure with a gradation of conceptual reifications, from coarse dualistic to very subtle monistic close to consciousness itself. Nondual reflexivity, as the non-conceptual primordial knowing, shines through and is reflected in these layers of conceptualizations as different types of reflexivity.

In light of this, Table 1 can be re-organized as Table 2.


TABLE 2 Reflexivity and representation gradient (see text below).

[image: Table 2]

When conceptual knowing occurs within explicit nondual awareness, it is both encompassed and pervaded by it, and therefore, it is not different in its essential properties from awareness itself (Norbu, 1987; Josipovic, 2021). At the same time, it retains its relative properties in the hierarchy of concepts, where different types of concepts have differentiable relations to consciousness itself (Singh, 1989; Pruiett, 2016). This is because both the expressions of the nondual authentic being and the expressions of the dualistic self-other concept structure are equally pervaded by the space of nondual awareness.

Some consider phenomenal consciousness to be the great achievement of the evolution of life on earth but the real achievement is much more than mere phenomenality. It is that consciousness has woken up within us and has recognized itself, that within us humans, consciousness knows that it is conscious.



Author contributions

ZJ: Conceptualization, Writing—original draft, Writing—review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. Funding for this research was provided through a private grant to Nonduality Institute.



Acknowledgments

The author wishes to thank all the individuals who inspired this research.



Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References

 Blackstone, J. (2007). The Empathic Ground: Intersubjectivity and Nonduality in the Psychotherapeutic Process. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

 Block, N. (2007). Consciousness, accessibility, and the mesh between psychology and neuroscience. Behav. Brain Sci. 30, 481–548. doi: 10.1017/S0140525X07002786

 Brown, R., Lau, H., and LeDoux, J. E. (2019). Understanding the higher-order approach to consciousness. TiCS 9, 754–768. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2019.06.009

 Buckner, R. L., and DiNicola, L. M. (2019). The brain's default network: updated anatomy, physiology and evolving insights. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 20, 593–608. doi: 10.1038/s41583-019-0212-7

 Carruthers, P., and Gennaro, R. (2023). “Higher-order theories of consciousness,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, eds. E. N. Zalta, and U. Nodelman. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/consciousness-higher/ (accessed September 3, 2023).

 Cavanna, A. E., and Trimble, M. R. (2006). The precuneus: a review of its functional anatomy and behavioural correlates. Brain 129, 564–583. doi: 10.1093/brain/awl004

 Chalmers, D. (2020). Debunking arguments for illusionism about consciousness. J. Conscious. Stud. 27, 258–281.

 Cole, D. (2014). Rocco Gennaro: the consciousness paradox: consciousness, concepts and higher-order thoughts. Minds Mach. 24, 227–231. doi: 10.1007/s11023-014-9337-7

 Cunningham, S. I., Tomasi, D., and Volkow, N. D. (2017). Structural and functional connectivity of the precuneus and thalamus to the default mode network. Hum. Brain Mapp. 38, 938–956. doi: 10.1002/hbm.23429

 Dennett, D. (1987). The Intentional Stance. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

 Dretske, D. (1995). Naturalizing the Mind. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

 Dunne, J. D., Thompson, E., and Schooler, J. (2019). Mindful meta-awareness: sus- tained and non-propositional. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 28, 307–311. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.07.003

 Fasching, W. (2021). Prakasa. A few reflections on the Advaitic understanding of consciousness as presence and its relevance for philosophy of mind. Phenomenol. Cogn. Sci. 20, 679–701. doi: 10.1007/s11097-020-09690-2

 Fleming, S. M. (2020). Awareness as inference in a higher-order state space. Neurosci. Conscious. 2020:niz020. doi: 10.1093/nc/niz020

 Frank, M. (2007). Non-objectal subjectivity. J. Conscious. Stud. 14, 152–173.

 Frankish, K. (2016). Illusionism as theory of consciousness. J. Conscious. Stud. 23, 1−22.

 Gallagher, S. (2022). Phenomenology, 2nd Edn. London: Palgrave- Macmillan.

 Gallagher, S., and Zahavi, D. (2023). “Phenomenological approaches to self-consciousness,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, eds. E. N. Zalta, and U. Nodelman. Available online at: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2023/entries/self-consciousness-phenomenological/ (accessed January 20, 2024).

 Gennaro, R. (2013). Defending HOT theory and the wide intrinsicality view: a reply to Weisberg, Van Gulick, and Seager. J. Conscious. Stud. 20, 82–100.

 Guenther, H. V. (1984). Matrix of Mystery. Boulder, CO: Shambala.

 Helfrich, R. F., and Knight, R. T. (2016). Oscillatory dynamics of prefrontal cognitive control. Trends Cogn. Sci. 20, 916–930. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2016.09.007

 Higgins, D. (2013). The Philosophical Foundations of Classical Dzogchen in Tibet - Investigating the Distinction Between Dualistic Mind (sems) and Primordial Knowing (ye shes). Wien: Arbeitskreis für Tibetische und Buddhistische Studien.

 Hume, D. (1978). “A treatise of human nature,” in rev. P.H. Nidditch, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigg (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

 Husserl, E. (1913). Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology. Trans. W.R. Boyce, Gibson. New York, NY: Collier Books.

 Josipovic, Z. (2010). Duality and nonduality in meditation research. Conscious. Cogn. 19, 1119–1121. doi: 10.1016/j.concog.2010.03.016

 Josipovic, Z. (2013). Freedom of the mind. Front. Psych. 4:538. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00538

 Josipovic, Z. (2014). Neural correlates of nondual awareness in meditation. Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 1307, 9–18. doi: 10.1111/nyas.12261

 Josipovic, Z. (2016). Love and compassion meditation: a nondual perspective. Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 1373, 65–71. doi: 10.1111/nyas.13078

 Josipovic, Z. (2019). Nondual awareness: consciousness-as-such as non- representational reflexivity. Prog. Brain Res. 244, 273–298. doi: 10.1016/bs.pbr.2018.10.021

 Josipovic, Z. (2021). Implicit-explicit gradient of nondual awareness or consciousness as such. Neurosci. Conscious. 2021:niab031. doi: 10.1093/nc/niab031

 Josipovic, Z., Dinstein, I., Weber, J., and Heeger, D. J. (2012). Influence of meditation on anti-correlated networks in the brain. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 5:183. doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2011.00183

 Josipovic, Z., and Miskovic, V. (2020). Nondual awareness and minimal phenomenal experience. Front. Psychol. 11:2087. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.02087

 Koch, C., Massimini, M., Boly, M., and Tononi, G. (2016). Neural correlates of consciousness: progress and problems. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 17, 307–321. doi: 10.1038/nrn.2016.22

 Kriegel, U. (2009). Subjective Consciousness: A Self-Representational Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

 Kriegel, U. (2024). “What Is inner awareness?,” in Consciousness and Inner Awareness, eds. D. Bordini, A. Dewalque, and A. Giustina (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

 Laish, E. (2015). Natural awareness: the discovery of authentic being in the rDzogs chen tradition. Asian Philos. 25, 34–64. doi: 10.1080/09552367.2015.1016735

 LeDoux, J. E. (2024). Consciousness, the affectome, and human life. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 159:105601. doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2024.105601

 Lepauvre, A., and Melloni, L. (2021). The search for the neural correlate of con- sciousness: progress and challenges. Philos. Mind Sci. 2, 1–26. doi: 10.33735/phimisci.2021.87

 Li, R., Utevsky, A. V., Huettel, S. A., Braams, B. R., Peters, S., Crone, E. A., et al. (2019). Developmental maturation of the precuneus as a functional core of the default mode network. J. Cogn. Neurosci. 31, 1506–1519. doi: 10.1162/jocn_a_01426

 Luk, C. (2001). Surangama Sutra. Sri Lanka: Buddha Dharma Education Association Inc.

 Lycan, W. (2023). “Representational theories of consciousness,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, eds. E. N. Zalta, and U. Nodelman. Available online at: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2023/entries/consciousness-representational/ (accessed November 3, 2023).

 MacKenzie, M. (2015). Reflexivity, subjectivity, and the constructed self: a Buddhist model. Asian Philos. 25, 275–292. doi: 10.1080/09552367.2015.1078140

 Manjusrimitra, L. K. (2001). Primordial Experience. Boston, MA: Shambhala.

 Marchetti, G. (2024). The self and conscious experience. Front. Psychol. 15:1340943. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1340943

 Margulies, D. S., Vincent, J. L., Kelly, C., Lohmann, G., Uddin, L. Q., Biswal, B. B., et al. (2009). Precuneus shares intrinsic functional architecture in humans and monkeys. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 106, 20069–20074. doi: 10.1073/pnas.0905314106

 Metzinger, T. (2010). The Ego Tunnel: The Science of the Mind and the Myth of the Self. New York, NY: Basic Books.

 Metzinger, T. (2020). Minimal phenomenal experience meditation, tonic alertness, and the phenomenology of pure consciousness. Philos. Mind Sci. 1, 1–44. doi: 10.33735/phimisci.2020.I.46

 Metzinger, T. (2024). The Elephant and the Blind: The Experience of Pure Consciousness: Philosophy, Science, and 500+ Experiential Reports. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

 Michel, M., Beck, D., Block, N., et al. (2019). Opportunities and challenges for a maturing science of consciousness. Nat. Hum. Behav. 3, 104–107. doi: 10.1038/s41562-019-0531-8

 Montague, M. (2016). The Given: Experience and its Content. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

 Montague, M. (2017). What kind of awareness is AoA? Grazer Philosophische Studien 94, 359–380. doi: 10.1163/18756735-09403004

 Norbu, C. N. (1987). The Cycle of Day and Night. Barrytown, NY: Station Hill Press.

 Norbu, C. N. (2013). The mirror: advice on presence and awareness. Religions 4, 412–422. doi: 10.3390/rel4030412

 Peters, F. (2013). Theories of consciousness as reflexivity. Philos. Forum 44, 341–372.

 Pruiett, C. (2016). Shifting concepts: the realignment of Dharmakirti on concepts and the error of subject/object duality in PratyabhijñāSaiva thought. J. Indian Philos. doi: 10.1007/s10781-016-9297-8

 Rabjam, L. (2001). A Treasure Trove of Scriptural Transmission: A Commentary on the precIous Treasure of the Basic Space of Phenomena. Junction City, KS: Padma Publ.

 Rabjam, L. (2007). The Precious Treasury of Philosophical Systems: A Treatise Elucidating the Meaning of the Entire Range of Buddhist Teachings. Junction City, KS: Padma Publ.

 Radhakrishnan, S. (1994). The Principal Upanishads. New Delhi: HarperCollins.

 Ricard, M., and Singer, W. (2017). Beyond the Self: Conversations between Buddhism and Neuroscience. Cambridge: MIT Press.

 Rosenthal, D. (2012). Higher-order awareness, misrepresentation and function. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 367, 1424–1438. doi: 10.1098/rstb.2011.0353

 Rosenthal, D. M. (2004). “Varieties of higher-order theory,” in Higher-Order Theories of Consciousness: An Anthology, ed. R. Gennaro (Philadelphia, PA; Amsterdam: John Benjamins).

 Schmidt, H., Avitabile, D., Montbrio, E., and Roxin, A. (2018). Network mechanisms under- lying the role of oscillations in cognitive tasks. PLoS Comput. Biol. 14, 1–24. doi: 10.1371/journal.pcbi.1006430

 Siewert, C. (2022). “Consciousness and intentionality,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. E. N. Zalta. Available online at: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2022/entries/consciousness-intentionality/ (accessed December 10, 2023).

 Singh, J. (1989). Abhinavagupta's Trident of Wisdom. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

 Strawson, G. (2022). Self-awareness: acquaintance, intentionality, representation, relation. Rev. Philos. Psychol. 13, 311–328. doi: 10.1007/s13164-022-00639-9

 Tomasi, D., and Volkow, N. D. (2011). Functional connectivity hubs in the human brain. Neuroimage 57, 908–917. doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2011.05.024

 Tye, M. (2014). Transparency, qualia realism, and representationalism. Philos. Stud. 170, 39–57. doi: 10.1007/s11098-013-0177-8

 Van Gulick, R. (2004). “Higher-order global states (HOGS): an alternative higher-order model of consciousness,” in Higher Order Theories of Consciousness, ed. R. Gennaro (Amsterdam: John Benjamins), 67–92.

 Webb, T. W., Miyoshi, K., So, T. Y., Rajananda, S., and Lau, H. (2023). Natural statistics support a rational account of confidence biases. Nat. Commun. 14:3992. doi: 10.1038/s41467-023-39737-2

 Williams, P. (2000). The Reflexive Nature of Awareness. New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

 Zahavi, D. (2003). “Inner time-consciousness and pre-reflective self-awareness,” in The New Husserl: A Critical Reader, ed. D. Welton (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press), 157–180.

 Zahavi, D. (2005). Subjectivity and Selfhood: Investigating the first-Person Perspective. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

 Zahavi, D. (2018). Consciousness, self-consciousness, selfhood: a reply to some critics. Rev.Philos. Psych. 9, 703–718. doi: 10.1007/s13164-018-0403-6

 Zahavi, D. (2024). Being you or not. J. Conscious. Stud. doi: 10.53765/20512201.31.5.206

Copyright
 © 2024 Josipovic. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Reflexivity gradient—Consciousness knowing itself



		Introduction



		Reflexivity theories



		Dual representational



		Strong transparency







		Dual representational



		Higher order







		Qualified monist



		Self-representation







		Qualified monist



		Objectivist







		Qualified monist



		Subjectivist







		Nondual reflexivity



		Discussion



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Acknowledgments



		Conflict of interest



		Publisher's note



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
'i‘rontlers | Frontiers in Psychology






OPS/images/fpsyg-15-1450553-t001.jpg
Implicit Transitional Explicit

ual Quialified monist

Representational Representational or Non-representational
non-representational

Conceptual Conceptual or Non-conceptual
non-conceptual

Relational transitive Relational or non-relational | Non-relational

Reflexivity gradient with three zones indicating transitive or relational distance: dual, qualified
monist, and nondual, corresponding to the three zones of the implicit-explicit gradient of
nondual awareness: implicit, transitional, and explicit. Dualistic reflexivity is representational,
conceptual, and transitive, with the different-order knower and known. Qualified monist

reflexivity can be either representational or non-representational, conceptual or non-
conceptual, and relational or non-relational, with the same-order knower and known.
Nondual reflexivity is non-representational, non-conceptual, and non-relational, without the
knower-known structure.





OPS/images/fpsyg-15-1450553-t002.jpg
Nondual awareness

Implicit

Transitional

Explicit

Reflexivity Reification Representati

Dual Coarse Higher-order reductive
conceptual

Qualified Monist objectivist Subtle Same-order non-reductive
conceptual or non-conceptual

Qualified Monist subjectivist Very subtle Same-order or
non-representational

Nondual Empty Non-representational

Radiance of nondual awareness

Table depicting the “radiating” of nondual awareness through the layers of representations.











OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
& frontiers | Frontiers in Psychology







