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Transparency and the Unity of Experience

Abstract

If we assume tha the operation of each sense moddity constitutes
a different experience B a visual expeience, an audtory
expeience, etc B we are faced with the problem of how thos
distinct experiences come together to form a unified perceptud
encounter with theworld. Michael Tye has recently argued that the
best way to get aroundthis problem is to deny altogether tha there
are such thingsas purely visud (and so forth) experiences. Here |
aim to show notsimply tha Tye® proposed solution fails, but that
its failure is highly ingructive because it allows us to see that the
transparency thesis, which lies at the heart of the case aganst
qudia, and of mog representationdist theories of experience, is
more problematic than is often supposed.

Thetarget of this paper is Michael Tye@ theory of phenomend unity. | will argue
tha Tye@ theory is not condstent with clear facts about perceptud experience.
My aim is not so much to arrive at a better accountof the unity of experience, but
rather to suggest that Tye® approach to the urnity issue reveals an important
problem with his version of the representationd theory of mind itself. Tye®3
theory of phenomend unity cannot accountfor the different ways tha propeties
are linked togeher in perception. Further, the main reason for this is tha the
trangparency thesis, oneof the bedrocks of Tye® Representationalism, is not itself
congstent with oneof these ways.

Tye’s Representationalism

Tyeis arepresentationdist, aview according to which phenomend properties are
intentiond objects, they are the way externd objects are represented in
perception'. To see red, onthisview, isamatter of beingin aperceptud state tha
represents part of theworld as being red. The phenomend qudity assodated with
redness is a component of one3 (perceptud) awareness of the redness of objects
@ut thereQin the world. Being aware of the feeling of redness is nothing more



than being perceptudly aware of objects as red. There is no mental qudityN in
this sense no qualiaN of which oneneed be aware, only qudities of the objects of
perception.

The argument to which Tye continudly returns is the argument from
transparency (Tye, 1995,2000,forthcoming and many other places), which goes
like this: when you focusyour attention on wha your experience is of Bonwhat it
is tha you are experiendang Byou will smply natice in more detal the qualities
of whatever it is that is the object of your experience. In paticular, you will not
become aware of any qualities of the experience itself distinct from its content.
So, for example, were you to look at a blue sky and focus your attention on that
expeience, you would only become more aware of blueness (or perhgps a more
complicated patern of colours). It would not strike you tha thereis, in addition, a
character of your experience tha is over and above the blueness. Since the main
reason for believing in nonrepresentationd phenomend character, or qudia, is our
alleged direct awareness of it in experience, if there is no such direct awareness,
astrangparency suggests, then thereislittle reasonto post qudia.

The problem, and Tye’s solution

It has been a commonplace within philosophy of mind to use the notionsof visual
expeiences, auditory experiences, tactile experiences, and so on. But it is also
widdy bdieved tha we are perceptudly presented with a unified representation
of theworld. In two recent publicationsTye attempts to clarify and then to solve a
problem tha arises from the combination of these two ideas. The problemin a
nutshdl is this. how do we get several experiences to come together in one
expeience? Here is theway Tye describes the problem in his Congiousess and
Persons(Tye, 2003:17-18).

[A]ccording to the received view, if | am ugang al five of my senses a a
given time, | undego five different smultaneous perceptud experiences at
tha time, each with its own distinctive sense-specific phenomend character.
This generates one version of the problem of the unity of consiousess.
How is it tha if 1 am undegang five different smultaneous perceptud
experiences, it is phenomenologically as if | were undegoing one? How is
it tha thefive experiences are phenomenologically unified?

In another paper, (fhe Problem of the Common SensblesO (Tye,
forthcoming), Tye begins his solution by elaborating a point smilar to Kant$
famousdictum tha a succession of experiences does not amountto an experience



of succession. Tye@ version is tha the fact that onehas an expeience of hearing
something and an experience of seeing that same thing does not mean that onehas
an experience of seeing and hearing it. This fact is important because if we start
from the idea that each sense moddity conditutes a different experience, we are
faced with the problem of how those distinct expeiences come togehe to form a
unified perceptud encounter with the world. The best way to get around this
problem, Tye argues, is to deny atogeher tha there is such a thing as a Qrisud
experienceQ or Guditory experienceQ etc. Ingdead, there is an Gxperienced
togethernessQ @n this view, there realy are no such entities as purely visud
experiences or purely auditory experiences or purely olfactory experiences, etc in
nomal, everyday congiousess. Where there is experienced togdherness across
moddities, sense-specific experiences do not exist. They are figments of
philosophesOand psychologistsOmagination (rhis view appaently defeats the
problem of the senses for representationdism because there is, in a sense, no such
thing as thevisud experience of a propatyN thereis only a perceptual experience
of shgpe or colour, or movement, etc.

Tye® solution follows from his representationdism, according to which
perceptud experience, induding introgpection thereof, does notincludeawareness
of any psychological fact. Because if not, then the following chan of reasoning
suggests itself (Tye, 2003: 25). Of we are not aware of our experiences via
introgoection, we are not aware of them as unified. The unity relation is not given
to usintrospectively as arelation connecting experiences. Why, then, suppo® that
thereissuch arelationat all?d  Furthemore, if we are not aware of our
experiences via introgection, we are also not aware of them as disunified. So,
why suppo® tha thereis any need for aunifying relation?This suggests s simpler
scenaio, namely (Tye, 2003 36).

Congder, for example, the case in which | experience a loud noise and a
bright flash of light Theloudness of the noise is unified phenomendly with
the brightness of the flash. Phenomend unity is arelation beween qudities
represented in experience, not qudities of experiences.

Specifically, perceptud unity is a matter of smultaneoudy
experienced perceptud qudities entering into to same perceptual content.
The perceptud experience a nomrmal percelver undergoes has an enomoudy
rich, multimodd representationd content.

| think tha thisis not a convindng solution to the problem. Here | will give
two related reasonsto not be convinced by it. They have, | think, some interest
beyondthis particular context because they also present a chdlengeto the sort of



representationdism Tye embraces.

The Gricean Epistemological Problem

In his 1962 pagper, (Bome Remarks on the SensesQ H.P. Grice considers the
propostion tha the sense moddities are distinguished from oneanother by virtue
of the respective contents. In the course of his rejection of this idea, he presents
the following thought experiment. Imagine one is resting a coin in the
outstretched pam of each hand. The coinsfeel the same size on one3 pams, but
when onegazes down onto the coins, they lookto be different sizes. A list of the
propeaties tha one is (directly) peceptudly aware of in this case might look
something like this: the coins are silver, the coins are cool, the coins are the same
sizes, the coins are different sizes, the coin are round,and so on. The problem, is
tha contrary to theidea tha content alonedistinguishes themodadities, &t hereis
nothing in [these] facts to tell uswhether the coins look different in size but feel
thesame size, or aternatively feel different in size butlookthe same size. (Grice,
1962:136)

Theproblem tha Grice thinksis broughtout by this thoughtexperimentis
an epistemological one The person looking at and feeling the coins knows, Grice
isassuming, tha the coins do indeed feel, but not look, the same size. But thereis
no way they could know tha purely on the basis of the propeaties the coins seem
to have. There mug therefore be so the logic goes, something other than those
properties which carry theinformation on the basis of which a person comesto be
aware of which moddity is being employed in a paticular case.

Note tha the difficulty Grice brings out with the Qwo coinsO thought
expeiment is in some respects a very geneaa difficulty. For when we both see
and touch the circularity of a coin, QircularityOdoes seem to enter twice into the
contents of our experience. If we were to write the contents of both sensesin alist
it might look something like: silver, cold, circular, circular. The question
immediately arises, How does one know which QircularOis felt and which is
seen? There is no easier anaver to this question than to the correspondng onein
the Qwo coingOcase, but it is not obvioudy less important, nor less clear tha the
personin this case does knowwhich @ircularOis seen and which felt.

But the question is aso peculiar. It is mideading to say smply tha
QircularOappears twice on the list of propeties perceived of a coin tha is both
seen and touched. When we describe the contents of a perceptud experience, we
leave something out if we describe jud the properties we are aware of and not
also the connections between them. For example, to describe a visud experience
of ared squae as smply an experience of an object as red and as squae isto miss
out something crudal, namely that it is the redness tha we are aware of tha we



are experiendng as squae-shaped. It is not the case tha we see an object whichis
squae and which is redN it is the squareness which is red and the redness which
is squae. This link is conditutive of the experience itself. In the case of seeing
and toudhing a coin, then, although QircularOis in the perceptud experience
twice, it isthere in two different ways: oneperceives the object in one@ hand as a
slver circleand asacold circle.

Why is this a problem for Tye? Well, it means tha the appaent disunity
brought about by the fact tha we expeience the world through different
moddities is much more closely tied to the contents of experience than Tye
suppogs. The size of things tha we see and fed are represented distinctly in
experience, and yet we are not peceptudly aware of things having two size
propeties. This disunity problem cannot be dissolved by denying tha are visud
experiences distinct from tactile experiences in some strong phenomend sense.

It cannot be solved this way because it is not created by the assumption
tha the different sense moddities ingantiate phenomendly different experiences.
Rather, it arises simply out of the attempt to accurately capture the contents of
expeaience. Wha is worse, however, it may imply the fasty of
representationdism as Tye defendsit. And here we come to the second problem,
which | will call theBinding Objection.

The Binding Objection

Here | will argue tha Tye® view is false because it cannot account for the
difference beween intraamodd and inter-modd binding. In order to account for
tha difference, we need to allow tha propeties can be doubly represented, and
that isincongstent with the Gexperienced togethernessOtha Tye proposs.

The process by which different propeaties in perception are represented as
holding of the same object is generaly known in psychology as Oeature
integration® and in the neurosciences as hinding® The problemN or rather
problemsN of discovering how this is achieved is generally known simply as Qhe
binding problemQ From the evidence currently available, it isfairly clear that it is
achieved differently within a moddity as compared with between moddities. For
example, there is some evidence for QpolymoddO neurons (or cortical areas)
who specific fundionis to integrate the different moddities, but virtudly none
for neurons whose fundion is to integrate representations of different features
within amoddity.

In addition, intramodd binding is more closly linked to attentiond
mechanisms than cross-modd binding. Themost well known illugration of thisis
the following sort of case: if onelooksat an array of G-Osigns, all of which are



composed of agreen horizontal lineintersected by a blue vertical line except one
which is the other way around,the anomalousO-Osign will not be visible as such
(tha is, as anomalous) untl one is actudly looking attentively at it. In
comparison, faced with a single green G-Osign surroundel by an array of entirely
blue ones, ond3 attention will actudly be drawn to the anomalyN the green G-O
will Qrop outO In contrast, cross-modd binding appesrs to take place outside of
attention (Vroomen et al, 2004) as does synaesthetic binding (e.g. of colours to
numerals in people with synaesthesia; Robetson 2003; Ramachandran 2001;
Palmeri 2002) Thisis illudrated in the former case by the fact that the so-called
Qrentriloquist effectQ where a soundis heard to coming from (i.e., is boundto)
themod likely visible source, can occur outside of attention, and in the latter case
by the fact tha synaesthesia is aso evident outside attention. Moreover, there is
evidence tha less attentiond resources are available within a moddity than across
modadities, which suggests tha insofar as the intraamodd binding mechanism is
aso an attentiond mechanism (as Triesman propo%s), it cannot be that
mechanism which isresponsible for crosss-modd binding.

Of mog interest to me here, though,is the different (as they seem to me)
logical structures of intra- and cross-modd binding.

Audin Clarke (2001) argues tha wha is required for binding is tha the
features in question be taken to share a common subject matter. It requires tha
wha is taken to be green is the same thing aswhat is taken to be vertical, or wha
have you. Or, aterndively, tha QyreenOand Qrertical Oare true of the same place.
Clarke@ pumpos is to show tha mere conjunctions of representations is
inaufficient for binding (Tye would agree with this much). In addition, the
representationsmug be taken as referring to the same sets of things or the same
coordinates in spece.

This certainly seems true of crosssmodd binding. However, in the case of
intraemodd binding, something stronge seemsto be needed. It is difficult to spdl
out precisely wha tha omethingOis, but here is one way. W.V.O. Quine
(quoted in Clarke, 2001:12) objected to the idea tha in the perception of a blue
pebble, the binding of blued and (rebbleO could be satisfied by the mere
conjundion of those propetiesin perception, since the conjundion is satisfied by
the peception of @ white pebble here, a blue flower there.O Rather then
conjundion, in order to correctly describe the way blued and (hebbleO are
conjoined in perception we need an operation @equiring them to coindde or
amply overlap. The blue mug encompass the pebble.O

Now there seems to me a subgantia difference between the idea of
coinciding and the idea of encompassing. In the case of the blue pebble, it seems
apt to say tha the blue encompasses the pebbleN or perhapseven more aptly, that
it infuses the pebble. Or, more strictly, that the blue infuses the pebble-shape it is



not the pebble merely, butin paticular its shapewhich is blueN which is infused
by blue This contrasts markedly, it seems to me, with the situaion in which, for
example, the pebble dropsto the groundand makes a clicking sound. In this case
the click is heard to come from the pebble, and indead to be made by a blue
pebble-shgped object. Unlike the colour, however, the sounddoes not infuse the
shgpe Althoughthe shape is, in perception, a blue shape it is notN or not in
anything like the same wayN a clicking shape. This seems to be the crudal
difference between the cases.? To describe it in an intuitive way, within one
moddity propaties are boundto each other, while across moddities properties
are boundto the same object (or, for that matter, location).

To illudrate this point in a different way, when one sees an object tha is
making a sound, one can imagine it loang al of its visible propeties without
affecting its audible propaties. However, one cannotimagine an object logng all
of its colour properties (intended broadly to include brightness, etc), without
affecting its visible shape properties; the shape of an object is smply not visible
unless its colour is visible. This tight relation may be asymmetricN it may be that
colour is visible without shape bang visibleN but it is a relation that simply
doesn® hold across moddities.®> Within vision, the visud representation of an
object@ shape does not merely have the same perceived referent as the
representation of tha object® colour. In addition, oneis tempted to say tha the
representation of the shgpe is partly condituted by the representation of the
colour. This is not true of the tactile representation of the object® shape. In this
latter case, sameness of referent may well be sufficient to account for the link
between the tactile representation of the shgpe of an object and the representation
of that object@ colour.

If 1 am right about a sort of OnfusngOrelation holding between propeties
represented by onemoddity, but never inter-moddly, then it mug bethe case tha
within a perceptud experience a property can be represented twice. When | see a
squae and aso toud it, the squaeness tha | see will be infused by the squaes
appaent colour (at least) and notits texture, while the squaenesstha | touch will
be infused by its appaent texture and not its colour. These two ingances of
squaeness falsify Tye® thesis of experienced togetherness, it seems to me, but
thisis smply to reiterate theconduson of thefirst pat of this paper.

The further problem, then, is this. If we accept that binding plays a part in
the digtinction between the senses, it is an interesting question whether wha we
are left with is still a version of Representiondism. For althoughit does seem to
be pat of the content of perception tha visible shapes are infused by colour but
not in the same way by temperature, within the object perceived there seems no
way to draw this distinction. When | feel the shgpe of an object and thereby its
temperature, and see the shgpe and thereby its colour, neverthdess the object has



only oneshagpe which initself has nether temperature nor colour. Althoughwhen
| see an object making a noise, its shape is infused by the colour but not by the
sound,in reality the shgpe and the noise are as closely boundto oneanother asthe
shgpeandthecolour.

In othe words the differential binding of oljects in perception is a
psychological fact aboutthe act of perception rather than a fact about the object
perceived. However, according to standard accounts of representationdism, and
certainly Tye® account the content of the perception of an object condsts of
purported facts about the object itself as oppo®d to facts about the act of
perception. The content of a perception depicts the world as beng some way; but
whethe shape is more tightly boundto colour than to sound, or the other way
around,does not seem to ater theway theworld is being represented to be

This appaently psychological fact is pat of what we are aware of when we
are having a perceptud expeience. This meansthat perceptud experience cannot
be quite as trangpaent as Tye suppo®s, and if trangparency is in trouble then
TyeQ® representationdism is also in trouble, since the alleged fact of transparency
isgenealy taken (it is so taken by Tye) to undewrite representationdism.

Conclusion

Tye@® version of representationdism is quite a strong one and | have given no
argument here agang the weaker versons tha is to say, versons which are
congst with a patia regection of the trangpaency thess. Some
representationdists, for example, indst on a difference beween the sense
moddities tha goes beyond any difference in the objects of the moddities.* On
the other hand it is important to note tha this objection to the trangparency thesis
does notinvolve any alluson to a nonrepresentationd Qvha it fedls likeOqudity
in peceptud experience. It does not, therefore, give straightforward suppot to
any verson of anti-representationdism centred around the supposed direct
awareness of such a quality. There is obvioudy a strong connection between the
contents of an experience and the way those contents are boundtogeher in the
experience in the way | have been discussing. The congderations put forward
here do provide the basis of a case for qudia, but more theoretical work is
required to bridgethe gap between the appaent failure of complete trangparency
and the existence of qudiain any postive sens.
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1. See Tye (1999 for hisorigind eluddaion of thisthes's, which asfar as| know
he has not changed in any subdantive way.
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2. In this connection see d'so Wright (1990.

3. This should be distinguished from the phenomenon of Gupea-addingQ whereby
the perception of a very faint auditory stimulus is enhanced by an equdly faint
congmuent visud stimulus such as apoint of lightat the same location (cf Lalanne
and Lorenceau, 2004) In these cases it istruetha withoutthevisud stimulus the
auditory stimulus would be too faint to be detected, but this is a mere causal
relation rather than pat of the structure of the respective representationd
contents. Inddentally the opposte effect has also been discovered; ssmultaneous
inconguent visud and auditory stimuli (e.g. afaint GeepCOon theleft and a faint
point of light on the right) are harder to detect than the same visud or auditory
stimuli presented separately.

4. See W. Lycan 1996.



