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The phenomenal features of a perceptual experience are the features that constitute "what-it's-like" to have that experience.
  The phenomenal character of a perceptual experience is the sum total of its phenomenal features.  Representationalism is the position that phenomenal character supervenes upon representational content.
  According to this position, introspective awareness of a perceptual experience consists of an immediate awareness of what that experience is about — an immediate awareness of represented features of the surrounding environment — without an immediate awareness of any of the intrinsic features of the experience itself.  As evidence for this position, representationalists point to the apparent transparency of perceptual experiences: in attending to the phenomenal features of one's own experiences it often seems that one is simply attending to represented features of the surrounding environment and not to any intrinsic features of the experiences themselves.  Opponents of representationalism argue against this transparency by pointing to so-called "phenomenal counter-examples".  In these cases, one is purported to have an introspective awareness of a phenomenal feature of perceptual experience that is not a represented feature of the surrounding environment.  This paper investigates one such phenomenal counter-example: the case of blurry vision.

Within the published work on the challenge blurry vision presents to representationalism, it is assumed that there is (or can be) a phenomenal feature of the experience of edges that differentiates clearly seen indistinct edges from blurrily seen distinct ones.
  (For simplicity, this discussion focuses only on the edges of objects and not their textures.)  A representationalist can maintain that the blurriness of a clearly seen indistinct edge is simply represented indistinctness; this blurriness is the veridical representation of the actual indistinctness of the edge in question.  The blurriness of a blurrily seen distinct edge, however, cannot simply be represented indistinctness, since, by assumption, there is (or can be) a phenomenal difference between blurrily seen distinct edges and clearly seen indistinct edges.  Hence, to avoid the challenge of blurry vision the representationalist must either: 

1) maintain that there is more than one way of visually representing the distinctness of an edge, or 

2) reject the assumption there is (or can be) a phenomenal feature of an experience of an edge that indicates whether it is a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen distinct one. 

This paper will argue that the second strategy is the most defensible option for the representationalist.

To reveal the shortcomings of the first strategy, it will help to focus on a particular version of it espoused by Michael Tye.
  (The problems this paper raises to Tye's proposal apply to any version of the first strategy.)  Tye begins his account of blurry vision by granting the assumption that there can be a phenomenal feature of an experienced edge that indicates whether it is a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen distinct one (although he also maintains that, given the right setting — e.g. in an appropriately constructed psychology experiment — there may be no such phenomenal feature).  Given this assumption, the challenge facing Tye (and any other representationalist who accepts this assumption) is to explicate this phenomenal feature solely in terms of the represented distinctness of edges.  Towards this end, Tye offers the following account (suggested to him in correspondence by Frank Jackson):

…with the blurry watercolor, my visual experience represents quite precisely the blurriness of the edges; that is, it represents (a) that the edges definitely fall between spatial regions A and B of the paper and (b) that it is indefinite exactly where between A and B on the paper the edges fall.  With clear watercolor, seen without eyeglasses, my visual experience represents that the edges of the colored shapes definitely fall between A and B while failing to represent exactly where it is between A and B the edges lie.  (Tye 2000: 83)

Tye suggests that the visual system can represent the distinctness of an edge in one of two ways: By representing it as falling in an indefinite manner between two regions, or by representing it as falling between two regions in absence of indicating where it falls between those regions.  This distinction, in turn, permits Tye to maintain that the distinctness of an edge can be experienced in one of two ways.  In cases of clearly seen indistinct edges, the edges are (often) experienced as falling in an indefinite way between two regions of space.  (Recall Tye's claim that there can be situations in which there would be no phenomenal difference between a clearly seen indistinct edge and a blurrily seen distinct one.)  In cases of blurrily seen distinct edges, however, the edges are (often) experienced as falling between two regions in absence of any indication of how they fall between these regions. 

To review, visual representations of edges contain a degree of sharpness (i.e. a degree of specificity).  Different visual representations can exhibit different degrees of sharpness.  Visual representations of the edges of distinct watercolors, for instance, typically contain more sharpness than those of the edges of indistinct watercolors; similarly, visual representations obtained while wearing corrective lenses typically contain more sharpness than those obtained without them.  Illustrations such as these reveal that there are two contributing factors to the sharpness of a visual representation of an edge: the actual distinctness of the edge (i.e. its spatial frequency), and the resolving power of the visual system.  The first representationalist strategy for blurry vision, of which Tye's account is an example, maintains that a visual representation of an edge is capable, in some cases, of indicating whether its diminished sharpness is primarily the result of the resolving power of the visual system or if it is primarily the result of the actual indistinctness of the edge.  For a representationalist, visual sharpness is simply represented distinctness.  Hence, the suggestion is that there are two ways of representing edges as being indistinct — each way corresponding (approximately) to a decrease in one of the contributing factors of visual sharpness.  

The problem with this strategy is that there is nothing in the experienced sharpness of an edge which, by itself, indicates whether it is a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen distinct one.  Determining the source of the represented indistinctness of an edge requires more than simply noting a feature of one's experience of it.  It requires comparing that edge to others within the visual field.  (For a representationalist, the "visual field" is simply the represented field of view.)  If the edge of a particular object is represented at a lesser degree of distinctness than the edges of other objects that are roughly the same distance from the perceiver (i.e. it is not experienced as being as sharp as these other objects) — or if its represented distinctness is not appropriately continuous with the increase in represented distinctness that typically occurs when the subject compares the edges of objects that are farther away to those of objects that are closer (e.g. it has the same sharpness as objects that are significantly farther away) — then this is a good indication that the represented indistinctness of this edge is primarily the result of the edge's actual indistinctness, and not the result of a decrease in the resolving power of the visual system.  Such a difference in the represented distinctness of an object relative to others within the visual field is not, however, conclusive evidence that the represented indistinctness of the object is the result of its actual indistinctness.  Imagine that a subject's visual system is modified so that a particular object is always represented in less detail than other objects.  In a case such as this, the object in question would be represented as being less distinct than those located at equal distances from the perceiver even though that object is actually just as distinct as the others.  Hence, the aforementioned difference between the represented distinctness of objects within the visual field does not provide conclusive evidence that the represented indistinctness of the object in question is the result of its actual indistinctness.  In general, though, if the edges of a particular object are not as sharp as the edges of other objects located at the same distance from the perceiver or if its sharpness is not appropriately continuous with the typical change of sharpness that occurs in comparing objects that are farther away to those that are closer, then this is a good indication that the represented indistinctness of that object is due to its actual indistinctness and not due to a decrease in the resolving power of the visual system.  

In contrast to clearly seen indistinct edges, cases of blurrily seen edges, regardless of whether these edges are distinct or indistinct, involve a decrease in the sharpness of the edges of (almost) all the objects throughout the visual field.  Changing the resolving power of the visual system, say by removing the glasses of a myopic subject, results in a decrease in the represented distinctness of all the objects within the visual field (except for objects that are close enough that the subject does not require glasses to see them clearly).  A decrease in sharpness throughout the visual field does not provide conclusive evidence that the represented indistinctness of these objects is due to a decrease in the resolving power of the visual system.  Appropriately changing the actual distinctness of (almost) all the objects throughout the field of view of a myopic subject could result in her having an experience phenomenally identical to the experience she would have if the distinctness of these objects was not changed and she instead simply removed her glasses (assuming both experiences were veridical and that she did not suffer from other visual impairments).  In general, though, a decrease in the sharpness of (almost) all the objects throughout the visual field is a good indication that there has been a decrease in the resolving power of the visual system.  Noting such a change within the visual field requires memories of edges located at similar distances being sharper than they currently are or memories of being able to visually recognize similar objects at the same distances from which one is currently having difficulty recognizing them.  In absence of noting such differences, there is no evidence that one is seeing blurrily. 

As evidence for the claim that subjects distinguish between clearly seen indistinct edges and blurrily seen edges (be they distinct or indistinct) in terms of the relations these edges bear to other experienced edges, and not in terms of some phenomenal feature, consider the following case: Suppose that you are sitting in the reception room of your optometrist waiting for your annual appointment.  Suppose that while waiting you examine a watercolor with distinct edges that do not appear blurry to you.  You are seeing clearly an object that has distinct edges.  You are then called into to the examination room.  To your surprise, the examination reveals that your prescription needs to be slightly updated.  After receiving a new pair of glasses with the updated prescription, you return to the reception room to settle your bill.  While there, you examine the watercolor with your new glasses, and then, for sake of comparison, replace these new glasses with your old glasses and re-examine the watercolor.  Upon replacing the new glasses with the old, the watercolor will look blurry.  Yet this experience (the one you have after replacing the new glasses with the old) is phenomenally identical to the experience you had before your prescription was updated, and in that case you did not think that you were seeing the watercolor blurrily.  Hence, contra the first strategy, there is nothing in the represented/experienced indistinctness of an edge which, by itself, sheds any light on whether that edge is a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen edge (be it distinct or indistinct).  Both times you examined the waiting room watercolor with your old glasses its edges were represented and experienced in exactly the same way, but the first time you concluded you were seeing clearly, and the second time you concluded you were seeing blurrily. 

Where does this leave the representationalist with respects to the challenge of blurry vision?  It shows that the representationalist should reject the assumption that in cases of blurry vision there is (or can be) a phenomenal feature of the experience of an edge which, by itself, is capable of indicating whether that edge is seen clearly or seen blurrily.  This assumption gains its unearned plausibility from the fact that there may be (and often are) phenomenal differences between a clearly seen indistinct edge and a blurrily seen edge.  The important thing to realize, though, is that these differences do not, by themselves, distinguish one case from the other.  When you remove your glasses and look at an object (say, for example, your computer) its edges are represented/experienced at a lesser degree of distinctness than they would be if you had your glasses on.  Such a phenomenal difference, however, does not, by itself, indicate whether you are seeing your computer clearly or blurrily.  Rather, it is the fact that (almost) all the edges in your visual field undergo a decrease in sharpness that leads you to believe that your experience is one of a blurrily seen computer and not one of a clearly seen indistinct computer.  Indeed, the same experienced edge could be believed to be either a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen distinct one depending upon what it is surrounded with or compared to.  Such an edge would be believed to be a clearly seen indistinct edge if it were surrounded by objects that were more distinct than it (assuming that these objects were appropriately placed and that your visual system was capable of registering their finer level of distinctness).  The same edge, however, would be believed to be a blurrily seen distinct edge if it were surrounded by objects that the subject expects to be more distinct than they actually are.  Hence, whether one concludes that an experienced edge is a clearly seen indistinct edge or a blurrily seen edge is not determined just by how that edge is experienced, but rather by how that experienced edge compares to other experienced edges.  
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1 This expression comes from Nagel (1974).


2 Defenders of representationalism include Harman (1990), Tye (1995, 2000), Dretske (1995), Lycan (1996),  and others.


� For discussion of other so-called phenomenal counter-examples, including after-images and phosphenes, see Block (1996), Tye (1995, 2000), Lycan (1996), and Peacocke (1983), and Boghossian and Velleman (1989).


� See Boghossian and Velleman (1989), and Tye (2000).  


� See Tye (2000). 
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