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1. Introduction

Afterimage experiences and phosphene experiences (visual experiences of moving blobs of color induced by pressure or electromagnetic stimulation of the eye) are the first and perhaps most important line of objections to a version of Representationalism I will call “Environmental Representationalism”.  (According to this position, a visual experience’s phenomenal character is determined by the representational claims it makes about the surrounding environment.)  Within this class of objections there is no appeal to modal cases about possible divergences between a visual experience’s phenomenal character and the representational claims it makes about the surrounding environment; rather, there is simply an appeal to the unusual phenomenal character of an actual experience followed by an assertion that Environmental Representationalism cannot adequately capture this character.  Indeed, I often wonder if the various modal arguments leveled against Environmental Representationalism would be as popular as they are if people were not antecedently suspicious—in virtue of afterimage or phosphene-based objections—of that position.  

It is of the utmost importance for the Environmental Representationalist to confront the case of afterimages (and phosphenes) head-on and show that Environmental Representationalism has all the resources necessary to fully account the unusual phenomenal character of these experiences.  In this regard, I do not think that Environmental Representationalists have put their best foot forward:  Although the responses given by Environmental Representationalists to the challenge posed by afterimages (and the like) are passable, I do not think that they are likely to convince someone who is not already wedded to Environmental Representationalism.  In this paper, I point out several ways in which the typical Environmental Representationalist account of these unusual phenomena is lacking and develop a more satisfying account of these unusual phenomena from within the confines of that theory.  In developing my account, I focus on how the visual system generates its representations of the environment as well as several temporally extended features of these unusual phenomena.

2. Representationalism, Environmental Representationalism, and Afterimage/Phosphene Experiences

The phenomenal character of a perceptual experience is “what it’s like” to have that experience—it’s the felt character of that experience.
  Representationalism (sometimes called Intentionalism or Representationism) posits a connection between the phenomenal character of a perceptual experience and its representational content: According to Representationalism, a perceptual experience’s phenomenal character is determined by (some aspect of) its representational content.
  At the bare minimum, all Representationalists maintain that the phenomenal differences obtaining between experiences within a perceptual modality are determined by the representational contents of those experiences (Byrne 2001; Tye 2000).  Hence, at the bare minimum, all Representationalists are committed to the claim that the phenomenal differences between a visual experience of a red rose and one of a yellow rose are determined by the representational contents of these experiences.
  

In the case of visual experiences, most Representationalists maintain that the representational content in question consists of claims about the surrounding mind-independent environment (including some claims about the perceiver’s position within that environment).
  Let’s call this position “Environmental Representationalism”.  By explicating the representational content of visual experience in this way, an Environmental Representationalist aims to accommodate the so-called “transparency” of visual experience.  Perceptual experiences are said to be transparent because attempts to focus our introspective attention upon perceptual experiences seem to result in our focusing on what these experiences are about (as opposed to the experiences themselves).
  In the particular case of vision, our experiences seem to be transparent to the surrounding mind-independent environment (at least in cases of mundane visual experiences).  By explicating the representational contents of our visual experiences in terms of representational claims about the surrounding environment, the Environmental Representationalist seeks to accommodate transparency: If the phenomenal characters of our visual experiences are simply the representational claims they make about the surrounding environment, then focusing our introspective attention on phenomenal character will result in our focusing on represented features of the surrounding environment.  

Although opponents of Environmental Representationalism often concede that it has some plausibility with respect to our mundane visual experiences, they maintain that it struggles to account for the phenomenal character of some of our more unusual visual experiences.  Afterimage and phosphene experiences are often cited as kinds of visual experiences whose phenomenal characters cannot be accounted for solely in terms of the representational claims about the surrounding environment.  It is claimed that these experiences do not seem like they are representational reports about the surrounding mind-independent environment.  But what, then, is the alternative account of the phenomenal character of these experiences?  Here opinions diverge: Some (for instance, Block (1996) and Robinson (1998)) maintain that (at least part of) the phenomenal character of a visual experience is determined by an awareness of its intrinsic features.  Others (for instance, Peacocke (1983) and Boghossian and Velleman (1989)) maintain that (at least part of) the phenomenal character of a visual experience is determined by an awareness of properties of the visual field (where the “visual field” is supposed to be an entity that is distinct from the surrounding environment and distinct from the represented field of view). Either of these accounts, if true, would show Environmental Representationalism to be false.

Notice that even if afterimage and phosphene experiences forced us to abandon Environmental Representationalism in favor of one of the above accounts, it does not necessarily force us to abandon Representationalism more generally.  In the general sense of the term, a “Representationalist” about visual experience is simply one who maintains that the phenomenal features of a visual experience—more specifically, the phenomenal features that distinguish one visual experience from another—are determined by the representational content of that experience.  I mentioned earlier that nearly all Representationalists who theorize about visual experience maintain that the relevant representational content consists of claims about the surrounding environment.  One can be a Representationalist, however, while not explicating the relevant representational content in terms of claims about the surrounding environment.  One could, for instance, posit that in cases of afterimage experiences the relevant representational claims are about one’s own experiences or about the visual field.
  Nothing in Representationalism (understood more generally) prohibits such accounts.  Hence, even if afterimage experiences showed that the phenomenal features of some of our visual experiences cannot be accounted for in terms of claims about the surrounding environment, that would not necessarily spell the demise of Representationalism (interpreted in a general way).  Rather, it would only spell the demise of a specific version of Representationalism—namely, Environmental Representationalism.

I will argue, however, that the unusual phenomenal character of afterimage and phosphene experiences does not create any difficulty for Environmental Representationalism.  In what follows, I develop a framework that allows the Environmental Representationalist to tackle the intuition that afterimage/phosphene experiences are unlike our more mundane visual experiences head-on.  In the course of developing this framework, I will also have the opportunity to point out several ways in which current Environmental Representationalists have failed to put their best foot forward on the issue of afterimage and phosphene experiences.  

3. Afterimages/Phosphenes and Seeming to See “Objects”

What is it about the phenomenal characters of afterimage experiences that lead some to assert that these characters cannot be accounted for in terms of a representational awareness of features of the surrounding environment; that they must instead involve an awareness (representational or otherwise) of features of experience, or of the visual field, or of some other “mentalistic” feature or entity?  (For expositional purposes, I will focus on afterimage experiences; much of what I say can be extended to also cover phosphene experiences.)  The most straightforward answer is this: Opponents of Environmental Representationalism think that afterimage experiences seem mental.  According to Environmental Representationalism, however, our visual experiences should not seem mental; according to Environmental Representationalism, the phenomenal character of our visual experiences is determined by the representational claims they make about the surrounding mind-independent environment.  Hence, if some of our visual experiences really do seem mental, then this is a strong reason to doubt the truth of Environmental Representationalism.  

Let’s examine this challenge in more detail.  Is seeming mental supposed to be a primitive aspect of the phenomenal character of afterimage experiences?  If so, then there would be no further feature of the phenomenal character of afterimage experiences to appeal to in the course of defending the claim that these experiences seem mental.  (Much in the same way that there is no further phenomenal feature to point to, beyond the experienced redness, in defending the claim that a given tomato looks red.)  But if seeming mental is not a primitive aspect of the phenomenal character of afterimage experiences, then there must be some other kind of phenomenal difference between afterimage experiences and our more mundane visual experiences which supports the claim that the former experiences seem mental in a way that the latter experiences do not.  If this were the case, an afterimage experience’s seeming mental would not be like a tomato’s looking red; it would be more like someone’s looking happy: For one could defend the claim that someone looks happy by claiming that he or she looks certain other ways—for instance, by claiming that he or she looks to be smiling and looks relaxed.  Similarly, if an afterimage’s seeming mental is not a primitive aspect of its character, then we can articulate how it seems mental—we can say what features/aspects it has that makes it seem mental. 

Opponents of Environmental Representationalism who appeal to afterimage experiences typically do not say whether an afterimage’s seeming mental is a primitive or a non-primitive aspect of those experiences.  I suspect, however, that most opponents of Environmental Representationalism think of an afterimage’s seeming mental as not being a primitive aspect of that experience; I suspect that there are other aspects of the phenomenal characters of those experiences that lead these philosophers to claim that afterimage experiences seem mental. But how do afterimage experiences seem when they are claimed to seem mental, and how does their seeming these ways support the claim that they seem mental?  Consider the following passage from Ned Block’s “Mental Paint and Mental Latex”:

Afterimages—at least the ones that I have tried—don’t look as if they are really objects or as if they are really red.  They look…illusory.  (1996, 32)

What’s important about this passage, for our purposes, is the characterization of an afterimage experience as being a case of seeming to see something other than an object.
  Intuitively, there is something right about this characterization. The point is not merely that we are reluctant to believe that there is an object before our eyes when we have an afterimage experience.  I may be reluctant to believe that there is pink elephant before my eyes if I suffer a vivid hallucination, but my hallucination of the elephant need not seem mental in the way that afterimages are said to seem mental.  The point, rather, is that afterimages just don’t look like objects (or like material objects).

I am going to follow Block’s lead and describe the phenomenal difference between afterimage experiences and mundane visual experiences in terms of whether we seem to see “objects” or not.  To be clear, I am not suggesting that Block maintains that all there is to the phenomenal difference between mundane visual experiences and afterimage experiences is whether one seems to see an “object” or not.  I’m simply using the previous quote as a springboard to my own account; I am not providing an interpretation of the intention of the author of this quote.  

I will argue that all there is to the phenomenal difference between mundane visual experiences and afterimage experiences is whether one seems to see an “object” or not.  Of course, this will require me to say what it means to seem to see an “object”.  This question is answered in sections 4 and 5.        

4. Represented Features and Phenomenal Composites

We describe the phenomenal character of our visual experiences in terms of the objects and features that they seem to present—objects and features which, at least in mundane visual experiences, seem to be objects and features in the surrounding environment.  Care must be taken, however, in choosing what kinds of objects and features to use in specifying the phenomenal character of our experiences.  Suppose that my car and your car are extremely similar; suppose they are the same make, model, year, color, etc.  (You may be unhappy to learn that we both drive 1992 Toyota Corollas.)  If our cars share enough of the right kinds of properties, then the phenomenal character of our visual experiences of them will not necessarily distinguish one from the other.  It would not be appropriate, then, to describe the phenomenal character of these experiences in terms of a specific Toyota Corolla (for instance, in terms of yours or mine), for the phenomenal character of these experiences does not necessarily distinguish your car from mine—phenomenally, both cars can seem the same.  

Hence, when accounting for the phenomenal character of visual experiences in terms of representational claims about the surrounding environment, we should not necessarily use representational claims about specific objects.  This point is not lost on most Environmental Representationalists.  Michael Tye, for instance, requires that the relevant representational claims of an experience be “abstract”—

The claim that the contents relevant to phenomenal character must be abstract is to be understood as demanding that no particular concrete objects enter into these contents (except for the subjects of experiences in some cases).  Since different concrete objects can look or feel exactly alike phenomenally, one can be substituted for the other without any phenomenal change…What is crucial to phenomenal character is the representation of general features or properties.  Experiences nonconceptually represent that there is a surface or an internal region having so-and-so features at such-and-such locations, and thereby they acquire their phenomenal character.  (1995, 138-9)


The phenomenal character of a visual experience tells you the features it is ascribing to the surrounding environment and where in that environment it is ascribing those features.  (As Austen Clark has put it, “sensing proceeds by picking our place-times and characterizing the qualities that appear at those place times” (2000, 74).)  Despite the fact that we can characterize the phenomenal character of a visual experience merely by describing the represented features of that experience, there is still some sense in which the phenomenal character of most of our visual experiences seems to present objects.  There is, for example, a phenomenal difference between a visual experience of a clear blue sky and one of a Corolla.  The most natural way of expressing this difference is to say that the phenomenal character of the latter experience seems to involve an object while the phenomenal character of the former does not.  As we have seen, however, the phenomenal appearance of such “objects” should be characterized in terms of the general features or properties they are represented as having. 

Let’s capture this intuitive distinction with some terminology.  Often some of the phenomenal features of an experience are collected together into groups that I will call “phenomenal composites”. In a minimal (and uninteresting) sense, all phenomenal composites look like objects in that they are experienced as segmented from their surroundings.  (Hence, there are no phenomenal composites in a visual experience of a clear blue sky.)  Sometimes phenomenal features are bound together into composites such that we are inclined (pre-theoretically) to describe using material objects from the surrounding environment (or using material objects often found in the surrounding environment).  In my experience of a chair, for example, there is at least one such composite—the experienced chair.  And some phenomenal composites—e.g. those that are present in afterimage experiences—are such that we are not inclined to describe them using objects in the surrounding environment.
  I will use the expression “seeming to see an ‘object’” to describe experiences with the former kinds of phenomenal composites—those composites we describe using material objects from the surrounding environment.  Hence, although both an afterimage experience and a veridical experience of a chair contain phenomenal composites, only the veridical experience involves our seeming to see an “object”; and although both an afterimage experience and a vivid hallucination of an elephant contain phenomenal composites, only the vivid hallucination involves our seeming to an “object”.  

The fact that some phenomenal features are combined into composites that qualify as being “objects” while others are combined into composites that do not qualify as being “objects” is not surprising given the manner in which the visual system operates.  It is well known that there is a “binding problem” for the represented features of visual experience.  The empirical evidence suggests that the visual system processes incoming information along largely independent pathways.  At the most general level, “what” information is conveyed along a different pathway than “where” information.  Within the “what” pathway, it appears that information about color and form is separated into distinct pathways; within the “where” pathway, information about (stereoscopic) depth and motion appear to be separated into different pathways.  And within, for example, the form pathway, it appears that there are yet more subsystems, each responsible for registering different properties.
  Despite that many of the represented features we visually experience are registered independently of one another, we experience them as bound together.
  And sometimes these represented features are bound together in ways that are unexpected, incomplete, and/or otherwise unusual.  When this occurs, our visual experience presents a phenomenal composite that does not qualify as being an “object”—we seem to see something other than an “object”.

This, in turn, brings me to my first series of complaints against the typical Environmental Representationalist account of afterimage experiences.  Environmental Representationalists often try to deflect objections that appeal to the phenomenal characters of afterimage (and phosphene) experiences by attempting to describe a situation where the phenomenal character of these experiences—if treated as being a report about the surrounding environment—would be a completely veridical representation of the surrounding environment.  Tye, for instance, asserts that an experience of a red afterimage in front of a yellow wall is “similar perhaps to that of viewing (in dim lighting) a bloodstain on a transparent sheet of glass suspended between oneself and a yellow background surface” (2000, 85).  Along the same lines, William Lycan (1987) claims “…given any visual experience, it seems to me, there is some technological means of producing a veridical qualitative equivalent—e.g. a psychedelic movie shown to a subject in a small theater” (90).  

It is a little misguided, however, for Environmental Representationalists to address objections from afterimage (and phosphene) experiences by attempting to describe a situation where an experience qualitatively identical to one of these experiences is correctly representing the presence of an unusual object in the surrounding environment.  Although there is a sense in which some of our experiences seem to present “objects”, we have seen that these “objects” are nothing more than phenomenal composites composed of various represented features.  To defend the claim that such experiences are representational reports about the surrounding environment the Environmental Representationalist only needs to defend the claim that each of the phenomenal features of the experience is a represented feature of the surrounding environment; she does not need to also describe a possible situation in which the phenomenal composites that contains these phenomenal features are veridical.  This is important to note because: 

1) It may be controversial whether it will always be possible to produce, by technological means, an experience that is qualitatively identical to the experience in question.  For instance, in response to Lycan’s claim about the small psychedelic theater, Block (1996) states “there is no guarantee that phosphene experiences created by pressure or electromagnetic stimulation could be produced by light” (p.35).  From the perspective of Environmental Representationalism, however, it does not matter whether or not we are able to technologically reproduce a particular kind of phenomenal composite (or how we reproduce it)—what matters is that the phenomenal features of that composite are all represented features.  Even if it is impossible to produce the kind of phenomenal composite in a pressure phosphene experience using light, that does not undermine the claim that the phenomenal features of that composite are all represented features of the surrounding environment; all it shows is that this particular combination of phenomenal features cannot be generated by using light.

2) It might be easier for the Environmental Representationalist to argue her position with respect to afterimage (and phosphene) experiences by shifting her focus to phenomenal features (as opposed to phenomenal composites).  Instead of arguing that afterimage experiences are thoroughly representational by trying to describe a situation where the phenomenal composite in those experiences accurately depicts some bizarre mind-independent object in the surrounding environment, it might be a better strategy to instead consider each phenomenal feature present in an afterimage experience (e.g. the color, the shape, etc.) and argue that the best (or most natural) account we have of each of these phenomenal features is in terms of it being a represented feature of the environment.  In short, it might be a better strategy to argue that each of the phenomenal features of an afterimage experience are represented features of the surrounding environment while conceding the difficulty of describing the type of material object that would make that afterimage experience a veridical report about that environment.  We could then argue that each of the individual phenomenal features of an afterimage experience are best conceived of as being represented features of the surrounding environment in the following way: The redness present in my red afterimage experience can be qualitatively identical to the redness present in a mundane, veridical experience of red tomato.
 Given the widespread inclination to think of the latter experience as being transparent to the tomato and hence to think of its phenomenal redness as a represented property of that tomato, doesn’t parity suggest that we should also treat the (qualitatively identical) phenomenal redness of the afterimage as also being a represented feature?  Shouldn’t our account “phenomenal redness” be dictated by the standard cases as opposed to a few unusual cases?

And finally, 3) there may some phenomenal composites of visual experience that cannot possibly be veridical.  Allow me to illustrate this point with a potentially controversial example: In the waterfall illusion, rocks along the side of a waterfall are simultaneously experienced as moving while not changing location.
  How can my visual experience represent a contradictory state of affairs?  Suppose you are sitting in a stationary train at the train station and the train next to you begins to pull away.  You will have the distinct impression that you are both moving and not moving: your visual system will tell you that you moving
 while your vestibular system will tell you that you are stationary.  Although the resultant total experience can be unsettling, there is no mystery as to how it arises: two distinct systems—the visual system and the vestibular system—give contradicting reports about the same object—you.  Similarly, perhaps there are two distinct systems in the visual system capable of representing the presence of motion: perhaps one represents motion by representing the position of an object (i.e. motion being represented derivatively by the representation of the change of position of an object), while another represents motion in a more basic manner (i.e. it does not represent motion by representing the change of location of some object).  Given that these two systems are capable of operating independently of one another, it follows that it is possible for an object to be visually represented as moving despite that same object also being visually represented as having a fixed location.  I submit that this is what happens in the waterfall illusion.  If I’m right, then in the waterfall illusion there is a phenomenal composite that cannot possibly be veridical—there is no object in the surrounding environment that is moving while not changing its location.  But this fact should not distress the Environmental Representationalist, for, as stated earlier, she only needs to defend the claim that all the phenomenal features of such composites are represented features of the surrounding environment; she does not need to also describe a scenario in which that composite accurately depicts an object in that environment.

5.  Momentary vs. Extended Visual Experiences

Another respect in which Environmental Representationalists fail to put their best foot forward with respect to afterimage (and phosphene) experiences is by focusing on momentary experiences at the cost of ignoring extended experiences. (A momentary experience of the surrounding environment is the experience one has of that environment at any given moment; an extended experience of the surrounding environment consists of several contiguous momentary experiences of it.
)  Environmental Representationalists tend to treat afterimage experiences as being representational snapshots of the environment and then attempt to describe situations in which these snapshots are accurate reports about that environment. Most of the things that make the phenomenal character of afterimage (and phosphene) experiences so unusual, however, are features of extended experiences.  To put it another way, most of what separates an afterimage (or phosphene) experience from an experience of seeming to see an “object” involves the presence or absence of various features of extended experiences.  Since much of the unusual character of afterimage experiences is the result of features of extended experiences, the tendency to focus on momentary experiences leads to the widespread suspicion that Environmental Representationalism misses something important about the character of afterimage experiences.

Not much of the unusualness of afterimage (and phosphene) experiences as reports about the surrounding environment resides in any of the individual phenomenal features of a momentary afterimage (or phosphene) experience, for any of these features could be present in other visual experiences which subjects would unhesitatingly treat as being completely veridical reports about the surrounding environment.  As noted earlier, the color present in a red afterimage experience, for example, could be exactly the same shade of red as that which is present in a veridical experience of a ripe tomato.  Similarly, the blurry shape present in an afterimage experience could be qualitatively the same as the blurry shape present in an experience of a juice stain on a white T-shirt.
  These features of an afterimage experience are phenomenal features that, if present in the phenomenal composites of more mundane experiences, we would unhesitatingly treat as being features of things in the surrounding environment.  The above point can be extended (I believe) to cover any phenomenal feature of a momentary afterimage experience.  Hence, the features that make our afterimage (and phosphene) experiences so unusual are primarily features of extended experiences. 

For instance, we do not expect to be able to see an object in the surrounding environment while not being able to take a closer look at it—allow me to explain this point in more detail: Due to the uneven distribution of cones across its surface, a very small area at the center of the human retina called the “fovea” yields by far the highest spatial resolution of the retina.  The resolution inside the fovea is about an order of magnitude greater than the resolution outside the fovea (Ballard 1991, 58).  We can only “foveate” about two degrees of the surrounding space—the area of a thumbnail at arm’s length.  To compensate for this disparity, the fovea shifts from object to object via a series of saccades (each taking between 5 to 80msec) and fixations (each lasting around 250msec) (Grimes 1996, 90).  Given this limitation, the ability to “take a closer look” at an object (i.e. the ability to explore it using saccades and fixations) is a constant but largely unappreciated element of our extended visual experiences, and the absence of this ability is a striking aspect of extended afterimage experiences.  A large part of what makes a given visual experience an experience of seeming to see an object is our exploring and extracting high-detail information from it using saccades and fixations; a large part of what makes afterimages so weird is that we seem to see them but we can’t, as it were, “take a closer look”.

We also do not expect objects in the surrounding environment to remain directly in our line of sight—we expect to be able to look away from them. And we do not expect the distance of an object from us to change in non-continuous ways (afterimages always appear to be on whatever surface is in one’s line of sight).  We do not expect their size to increase when they are farther away from us and to decrease when they are closer—“Emmert’s law” states that an afterimage is seen to (nearly) double in size with each doubling of distance from the viewer (Gregory 1997, 225). We do not expect their brightness to change independently of the ambient illumination: Immediately after being bleached by a bright light, the photoreceptors will continue to fire for a few moments, resulting in a positive afterimage (which is bright).  Later, however, the photoreceptors will have a reduced sensitivity and the result will be a negative afterimage (which is dark) (Gregory 1997, 57).  These are all atypical features of extended visual experiences; taken together, they are all things that make the phenomenal character of our extended afterimage experiences unlike that of our extended experiences of seeming to see “objects”. 

Recall the manner in which Tye addresses afterimage experiences: Tye asserts that an experience of a red afterimage in front of a yellow wall is “similar perhaps to that of viewing (in dim lighting) a bloodstain on a transparent sheet of glass suspended between oneself and a yellow background surface” (2000, 85).  Notice, however, that the bloodstain experience fails to exhibit several of the distinctive and unusual phenomenal features of an extended red afterimage experience: Unlike the bloodstain, an afterimage will move in concert with the eyes, it will appear to qualify the surface of whatever one is looking at, it will change in size as its distance from the subject changes, and it will be such that one will be unable to “take a closer look” at it (although the fact that we are suppose to see the bloodstain in dim lighting may help some with this last difference).  The fact that Tye’s account fails to address these features of our afterimage experiences is a large part of why someone not already wedded to Environmental Representationalism may find his account less than convincing.

To really motivate the idea that afterimage experiences are representational reports about the surrounding environment, what we need is a case where our expectations about the surrounding environment are modified so that the impoverished and unusual phenomenal composites of our extended afterimage experiences no longer seem so impoverished and unusual.  I once acquired an afterimage while changing a light bulb in a very large dark room.  Several seconds later, I turned and seemed to see a poorly lit red object under a table on the far side of that room.  I immediately took the object to be a red beanbag.  I stared hard at this object for several seconds in attempt to see it more clearly, but failed to do so. I figured my failure to see the object more clearly was due to the viewing conditions: the lighting was poor and I was a considerable distance away from the object.  It did not occur to me that there really was no beanbag and that I was merely having an afterimage experience until I looked away from the table and the object in question suddenly moved and changed in several very unexpected ways.  Due to the extremely poor viewing conditions in the room, my expectations about what the objects in it should look like had changed: I did not expect to see objects as determinately as I typically do, nor was I surprised when I was unable to acquire much higher-detail information about the object I was looking at.  And due to fixing my gaze onto one location of space, I nullified several of the other distinctive and unusual features of extended afterimage experiences: Since I did not shift my gaze, the object I seemed to see did not move or change in unexpected ways.  As result, I assumed (incorrectly) that what I was experiencing was a red bean bag in severely degraded viewing conditions, when in fact I was undergoing an afterimage experience.  

It is important to note that in these circumstances my afterimage experience did not wear a mark of “mentality” on its sleeve—while I was staring at it, the afterimage seemed exactly like all the other objects in that poorly lit room.  What this shows, in turn, is that once we fix our gaze and nullify the relevant expectations about what objects in the surrounding environment will look like, extended afterimage experiences no longer seem suspicious as reports about that environment.

6. Conclusion: Afterimages as a Species of Visual Misrepresentation

Compare our suspiciousness of afterimage experiences to our suspiciousness of vivid hallucinations.  I distrust my hallucination of a pink elephant because I find it unlikely that this particular kind of material object, though it may exist somewhere else in the world, is actually before my eyes right now.  In contrast, I distrust my afterimage experience because it involves my seeming to see something other than the basic kind of thing that I expect to experience whenever I look at the surrounding environment.  There is an important phenomenal difference between these two kinds of misrepresentations—one involves seeming to see an “object” while the other does not.  Failure to properly attend to the phenomenal difference between these two cases helps to drive anti-Environmental Representationalist intuitions: Unlike a pink elephant hallucination, an afterimage experience seems to involve the presence of some distinct and special kind of thing—something very unusual—something that is very different from what I normally experience when I look at the surrounding environment.  From this it may be tempting to conclude that I must be experiencing something mental.  This temptation, no doubt, is further bolstered by misguided and/or unsatisfying Environmental Representationalist accounts of afterimage experiences.  It’s time, as Environmental Representationalists, to put our best foot forward and attack the intuition behind this temptation at its roots; it’s time to attack the intuition that afterimage (and phosphene) experiences seem mental.
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NOTES





� The expression “what it’s like” comes from Nagel (1974) and Farrell (1950).


� Representationalists include Byrne (2001), Dretske (1995), Harman (1990), Lycan (1996), Shoemaker (1994), and Tye (1995, 2000).


� There are variations within Representationalism.  For example, Representationalists can differ on how representational content determines phenomenal character—they can differ on whether phenomenal character is identical with a type of representational content or whether it merely supervenes on that representational content.  (For expositional purposes, I’ll be using the “identity” version of Representationalism.)  Representationalists can also differ with respect to how far they extend the claim that phenomenal character is determined by representational content. Some Representationalists (for instance, Tye (2000) and Dretske (1995)) extend this claim to include those aspects of phenomenal character that separate one perceptual modality from another. Others Representationalists (like Harman (1996) and Lycan (1996)) maintain that there is something in addition to representational content that distinguishes the phenomenal character of experiences from separate perceptual modalities.


� One notable exception to this trend is Sydney Shoemaker.  Shoemaker (1994) argues that some of the requisite representational claims are about relations obtaining between objects (or surfaces of objects) in the environment and intrinsic properties of visual experience.  Shoemaker claims, however, that these relational properties are, in some sense, experienced as being intrinsic to objects in the surrounding environment.


� For some discussion of transparency and its relation to Environmental Representationalism, see Harman 1990, Kind 2003, Loar 2003, and Tye 2000.


� Recall that an Environmental Representationalist holds that the surrounding environment is composed of material objects.  Hence, under the way I have set things up, a Representationalist theory that posits that visual phenomenal character is determined by representational claims made about sense data located in the surrounding environment would not count as a form of Environmental Representationalism.  (Thanks to C. Carr for pointing this out.)


� This point is also made by Byrne (2001).


� A similar characterization of afterimages as failing to look like objects can be found in Boghossian and Velleman 1989.


� To be clear, there is not a sharp line separating those phenomenal composites that we are inclined to describe using material objects from the environment and those that we are not inclined to describe in this manner.  I ignore this complication in what follows.


� For a cursory introduction to this literature, see Palmer 1999, 42-43;193-197.


� It is not my task in this paper to explain how we come to experience the represented features of our visual experiences as bound together.  Rather, what I want to do is investigate the implications of these facts about how the visual system processes information for the Environmental Representationalist.  


� This much is conceded by Block—“I agree that an image experience and a tomato experience share something that one might call a color property.  My point is that when one has an afterimage experience one has no tendency to think thereby that anything is really red, and so the introspective foundation for the theoretical claim that the afterimage experience represents something in the world as really red is weak.” (1996: 32).


� When experiencing the waterfall illusion it is not as if the relevant motion is experienced as being independent of the rocks—it is not as if there is some further thing apart from the rocks about which the only feature I experience is its motion.  Rather, the rocks themselves are experienced as moving while not changing their location.


� It is a default assumption of the visual system that when two objects are moving relative to one another, the larger of the two is stationary  (Gregory 1997, 113).


� This distinction raises the question of whether Representationalists intend the basic tenet of Representationalism—the claim that phenomenal differences between experiences within a perceptual modality are determined by the representational contents of those experiences—to cover momentary or extended experiences.  I will ignore this issue.


� For Environmental Representationalist accounts of visual blurriness, see Tye 2000 and Schroer 2002.


� Earlier drafts of this paper were read at the Central Division Meeting of the A.P.A. (2002), the University of Iowa, and Arkansas State University.  I would like to thank Robert Allen, Charles Carr, Eric Cave, David Hilbert, Marya Schechtman, Jeanine Schroer, and an anonymous referee from The Southern Journal of Philosophy.
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