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ON THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN
CONSCIOUS AND UNCONSCIOUS STATES
OF MIND

David H. Finkelstein

Yes, I preferred the elderly and discontented doctor, surrounded by friends and cherishing hon-
est hopes; and bade a farewell to the liberty, the comparative youth, the light step, leaping
impulses and secret pleasures, that | had enjoyed in the disguise of Hyde. I made this choice
perhaps with some unconscious reservation, for I neither gave up the house in Soho, nor de-
stroyed the clothes of Edward Hyde, which still lay ready in my cabinet

—Robert Louis Stevenson, “The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde"

In this passage from Stevenson's famous
story, Dr. Jekyll recalls a choice that he
made but failed to live by—a resolution to
never again transform himself into Edward
Hyde. Jekyll remarks that he “made this
choice perhaps with some unconscious res-
ervation.” What work does the word
“unconscious” do in this sentence? When
is a reservation (or an intention or a fear)
rightly said to be unconscious? My aim in
what follows is to explain what it is that
distinguishes an unconscious state of mind
from a conscious one. My procedure will
be as follows. I am going to'present sev-
eral tempting, but ultimately
unsatisfactory, views concerning that by
virtue of which a state of mind should be
characterized as either unconscious or con-
scious. My criticisms of these views will

yield a set of conditions that an adequate
account of the distinction between con-
scious and unconscious mentality ought to
meet. I'll then offer what I take to be such
an account, and I'll show that it both meets
the conditions of adequacy and helps us to
answer a number of questions that would
appear puzzling without it.

Perhaps I should add that my aim is not
to try to convince a reader who is uncom-
fortable with talk about unconscious states
of mind that it’s all right to describe a per-
son as, for example, unconsciously jealous
of his brother. We do characterize people
as subject to a wide range of unconscious
mental states, and I'm going to take it for
granted that we are often justified in doing
s0. 1 aim to elucidate what we mean by such
characterizations. I will not, however, be
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