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Abstract
According to unconscious perception hypothesis (UP), mental states of the same 
fundamental kind as ordinary conscious seeing can occur unconsciously. The propo-
nents of UP often support it with empirical evidence for a more specific hypothesis, 
according to which colours can be seen unconsciously (UPC). However, UPC is 
a general claim that admits of many interpretations. The main aim of this paper is 
to determine which of them is the most plausible. To this end, I investigate how 
adopting various conceptions of colour and perceptual phenomenal character af-
fects UPC’s resilience to objections. This brings me to the conclusion that the most 
plausible reading of UPC is the one according to which the phenomenal character 
of colour perception (i) is constituted by colours qua primitive mind-independent 
qualities of the environment and (ii) is not essentially tied to consciousness. My 
conclusion not only identifies the most plausible interpretation of UPC, but also 
highlights and supports an unorthodox version of the relational theory of percep-
tion, which is a perfectly viable yet so far overlooked stance in the debate about 
unconscious perception.

Keywords Unconscious perception · Colour perception · Phenomenal overflow · 
Consciousness

1 Introduction

According to unconscious perception hypothesis,
(UP) Mental states of the same fundamental kind as ordinary conscious seeing can 

occur unconsciously.
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A significant amount of empirical evidence for UP suggests that a more specific 
hypothesis is true:

(UPC) Colours can be seen unconsciously1.
UPC is a general claim that admits of many interpretations. The precise meaning 

of UPC depends on what conceptions of colour and perceptual phenomenal character 
are assumed. Some such conceptions simply rule out UPC, and among those that 
allow it some render it more plausible than others.

Since UPC can be specified in many ways, it is reasonable to ask which reading 
of UPC is the most plausible. The main aim of this paper is to answer this question. 
To this end, I consider how adopting various conceptions of colour and perceptual 
phenomenal character affects UPC’s resilience to objections. This brings me to the 
conclusion that the most plausible reading of UPC combines (a) colour primitivism 
(i.e. the view that colours are sui generis primitive properties) with (b) the view 
that the phenomenal character of colour perception2 (i) is constituted by colours 
qua mind-independent qualities of the environment and (ii) is not essentially tied to 
consciousness.

In Sect. 2, I set forth a selection of empirical results often mentioned in support of 
UPC. Section 3 considers two standard objections against UP (which apply to UPC 
as well) and finds them inconclusive. Sections 2 and 3 motivate pursuing the main 
research question of the paper by providing some initial replies to the sceptic about 
UP.

Section 4 deals with a third objection that targets UPC specifically. I argue that 
this objection loses force when UPC is understood through the lens of colour primi-
tivism. This section has two purposes. The first one is to defend UPC. While incon-
clusiveness of the three objections does not prove UPC, it justifies investigating the 
ramifications of this hypothesis. The second purpose of Sect. 4 is to determine which 
conception of colour renders UPC the most plausible (i.e. the most resilient to objec-
tions). I conclude that the primitivist reading is the most plausible, and for this reason 
work only with this (i.e. primitivist) reading in the remainder of the paper.

Section 5 outlines four general conceptions of perceptual phenomenal character, 
each of which can be specified in various ways. This typology is supposed to cover 
the most popular views in the literature, but it is not intended to be exhaustive. Scru-
tinizing what can and cannot be said about UPC on each of these accounts leads me 
to the conclusion that conceptions countenancing unconscious phenomenal character 
(i.e. inequivalence theories) are more suitable to accommodate the primitivist read-
ing of UPC than conceptions according to which phenomenal character is essentially 
conscious (i.e. equivalence theories). Consequently, by the end of Sect. 5, the choice 
of the most plausible reading of UPC is narrowed down to two options.

1  UP does not entail UPC, i.e. showing that UPC is false would not suffice to undermine UP. UP is thus 
consistent with the claim that some things can be seen only consciously. On the flip side, the stronger 
evidence for UPC is gathered, the more plausible UP becomes.

2  Phenomenal character is typically introduced as an aspect of ‘perceptual experience’. The term ‘percep-
tual experience’ usually refers to conscious instances of perception and hallucination. Since this paper is 
exclusively concerned with perception understood as a successful sensory encounter with the world, by 
‘perceptual experience’ I always mean conscious perception, never hallucination.
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Section 6 provides a reason (not decisive, but substantial) to prefer the externalist 
version of the inequivalence conception over the internalist one. The reason is that 
the former avoids a problematic dilemma faced by the latter. As a result, I arrive at 
the conclusion that the most plausible reading of UPC is the one according to which 
the phenomenal character of colour perception (i) is constituted by colours qua primi-
tive mind-independent qualities of the environment and (ii) is not essentially tied to 
consciousness. This conclusion not only identifies the most plausible interpretation 
of UPC, but also suggests that the proponents of UPC should consider adopting an 
unorthodox version of the relational theory of perception, which is a perfectly viable 
yet so far overlooked stance in the debate about unconscious perception.

Section 7 is a brief conclusion.

2 Empirical evidence

This section is a brief survey of empirical results suggesting that colours can be seen 
unconsciously. They are often mentioned as the strongest available evidence for UP 
(see e.g. Block 2016; Peters et al. 2017).

The first batch of evidence for UPC comes from studies using transcranial mag-
netic stimulation of primary visual cortex. In the (Boyer, Harrison, and Ro 2005) 
study, this method was used to evoke temporary blindsight in the subjects. Despite 
having their awareness of the target stimuli (inter alia colours) suppressed, they per-
formed with above-chance accuracy in forced choice discrimination tasks. These 
results were replicated in (Railo et al. 2012), although the researchers do not rule 
out that the above-chance performance was enabled by residual awareness of the 
stimulus’ colour.

Evidence for UPC was also found in metacontrast studies. Metacontrast is a kind 
of priming where the prime and the target stimulus appear at different locations. 
Typically, the target is a small dot, whereas the prime is an annulus surrounding the 
dot. The subjects are first presented with the annulus for a very short amount of time, 
then the annulus disappears, and the dot is presented. The exposition of the annulus 
is too short for the subjects to become consciously aware of it. And yet the subjects 
recognise the colour of the dot more quickly when the annulus and the dot are of the 
same colour (Ro et al. 2009).

In another metacontrast study (Norman et al. 2014), it was found that this effect 
occurs only if the prime and the target have the same reflectance, and even if they 
are presented to the subject in different illuminations. It was also observed that the 
effect does not occur when the prime and the target have different reflectances but 
their respective illuminations are such that the same light hits the retina in both cases. 
This indicates a dissociation between perceptual consciousness and colour constancy. 
The latter occurs when a change in illumination does not prevent the subject from 
perceiving a single colour. In the study at hand, the annulus was perceived to be of the 
same colour as the dot even though the annulus and the dot were illuminated differ-
ently. Since the reflectance of the annulus has influenced the subjects’ reaction times 
despite not being consciously accessible to them, the researchers conclude that colour 
constancy does not require consciousness.
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Perhaps the most evocative evidence for UPC comes from studies using dichoptic 
chromatic masking. In the original study (Moutoussis and Zeki 2002), which was 
later replicated a number of times and in various ways (Fahrenfort et al. 2012; Fogel-
son et al. 2014; Schurger et al. 2010; 2015), each eye of the subject received a dis-
tinct stimulus, either a red face (or house) on a green background, or a green face 
(or house) on a red background. When the colours and shapes of the stimuli were 
complementary, they were synthesized, and the subject consciously experienced a 
yellow square. While the possibility of residual conscious perception of the faces (or 
houses) was ruled out in additional tests (e.g. the participants could not guess what is 
shown to them even if they were promised money for a correct answer), it was found 
that the exposition of the stimuli activated brain areas associated with recognition of 
faces (or houses). In control conditions, where the face (or the house) was presented 
to both eyes and the subjects were consciously aware of the stimuli, the activity in 
the same areas was found. The only difference was that in the control condition the 
activity was stronger. The researchers conclude that, in the experimental condition, 
conscious perception of yellow squares was accompanied with unconscious percep-
tion of red/green faces (or houses) on green/red backgrounds.

It is worth noting at this point that one’s views about colour and perceptual char-
acter determine not only (a) what one is going to think about UPC in general, but also 
(b) which specific findings are going to strike one as the most compelling (assuming 
that one already considers UPC a genuine possibility). If one conceives of colours 
in terms of how we are aware of them when we see them consciously, one is likely 
to find (Moutoussis and Zeki 2002) and its replications particularly impressive, just 
like me. If, on the other hand, one associates colour perception with perceptual dis-
crimination (see e.g. Rosenthal 2015) one is going to be more impressed by (Norman 
et al. 2014).

To illustrate, consider a case described by Grimes (Grimes 1996). A saccade is an 
eye movement from one fixation to another, occurring two or three times a second. 
During the fraction of a second when a saccade is executed, the eye is functionally 
blind. What is commonly known as ‘change blindness’, occurs when a visual stimu-
lus changes during a saccade, and consists in the inability of the subject to detect 
a difference in the stimulus that resulted from that change. In one of examples of 
‘change blindness’ described by Grimes, a parrot occupying over 25% of a picture 
changed its colour from brilliant green to brilliant red when the subject’s eyes were 
executing a saccade. Despite looking at the picture the whole time, 18% of the sub-
jects failed to detect the resulting difference in the parrot’s colour.

This finding can be invoked in support of UPC, but only if the following two 
claims are true: (a) a failure to notice/detect something is a good indication of lack 
of consciousness of that thing; (b) seeing a difference is ‘seeing’ in the same sense as 
seeing ordinary objects and properties in the environment (e.g. apples, moustaches, 
or colours). If (a-b) are true, it might be argued that the parrot case described by 
Grimes instantiates unconscious perception of a difference in colour. But, as Dretske 
(Dretske 2004) cogently argues, (a-b) are questionable. On Dretske’s preferred expla-
nation, the parrot case involves two subsequent conscious colour perceptions plus 
lack of recognition that the colour is different on the two occasions (the lack of rec-
ognition is due to lack of perception of a change of the parrot’s colour caused by the 
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fact that the colour changed during a saccade). While I agree with Dretske’s interpre-
tation, in the following sections I argue that UPC does not hinge on (a-b).

There is much more evidence that could be adduced in favour of UPC. Here I just 
gave a couple of examples. For a more extensive review of experimental paradigms 
providing support for UPC, see (Skrzypulec 2021). Skrzypulec also raises a worry 
concerning the move from all that evidence to UPC. Later in the paper (Sect. 4.3) I 
discuss that worry and offer a way of dispelling it.

3 Two initial objections

Currently available evidence does not establish UPC beyond reasonable doubt. Even 
though UPC is certainly one of the most plausible explanations of what happens in the 
described experimental situations, as it stands, it remains an optional and controver-
sial hypothesis. The sceptic regarding UP is likely to raise the following objections:

(O1) The putative cases of unconscious perception are not really instances of per-
ception, at least not in the relevant sense of ‘perception’.

(O2) Even if the putative cases of unconscious perception are instances of percep-
tion, the subjects might be residually and/or transiently conscious of the stimuli.

Let us examine both objections in turn.

3.1 Is it really perception?

The current debate about UP proceeds on the assumption that the definition of percep-
tion offered by Burge (Burge 2010, 397–99) is correct3. According to that definition, 
perception is an objective sensory representation by the individual. The main bone of 
contention is whether any of the putative cases of unconscious perception meets each 
of the conditions mentioned in the definition. Both sides agree that if a mental state 
fails to meet Burge’s conditions, it is not a genuine instance of perception.

However, a doubt can be cast on UP by questioning this common assumption. 
One may argue that Burge’s definition does not lend itself to distinguish genuine 
perceptions from non-perceptual states. If so, the putative cases of unconscious per-
ception may not be genuine cases of perception even if they meet Burge’s conditions. 
For example, Taylor (Taylor 2020) argues that the debate mistakenly presupposes 
‘perceptual kind essentialism’, i.e. the view that there exists a set of properties the 
possession of which is necessary and sufficient for a mental episode to be a member 
of the kind ‘perception’. According to Taylor, this sort of essentialism is at odds with 
the current consensus in philosophy of science that essentialism about biological and 
psychological kinds is fundamentally wrong. After examining a number of potential 
examples of unconscious perception, he concludes that ‘all of the putative cases of 
unconscious perception are more plausibly seen as cases where it is indeterminate 
whether the mental episode in question is perceptual’ (Taylor 2020, 13).

3  Not all disputants endorse Burge’s view. The definition has been assumed for the sake of the argument 
(Block and Phillips 2017, 185–86; Phillips 2016, 420).
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But the debate about essentialism is hardly settled. In recent years, various authors 
have defended biological natural kind essentialism (Austin 2019; Devitt 2021), 
argued that essentialism about natural kinds is established by science and semantics 
(Nimtz 2021), and suggested that the homeostatic property cluster view (Taylor’s 
preferred alternative to essentialism) is compatible with essentialism (Bird 2018). 
What is more, French and Phillips (Phillips 2018b; French and Phillips forthcoming) 
have recently argued that perception should be considered a manifest kind as opposed 
to scientific kind (see Sect. 4.3 and 5.2), whereas Burge (Burge 2010, 389–90) writes 
that ‘although seeing is in a sense a natural kind, it is a hybrid kind’ because ‘a 
psychological state […] depends for being a seeing on entities and causal relations 
beyond the psychology of the individual.’

Even if essentialism about biological and psychological kinds eventually turns 
out untenable, Taylor’s conclusion is still not mandatory. This is because philosophy 
of perception is a branch of metaphysics, not philosophy of science. It is far from 
obvious that anti-essentialism in philosophy of biology or philosophy of psychology 
mandates anti-essentialism in metaphysics of perception. Of course, a philosopher of 
perception with particularly strong naturalist inclinations might insist that metaphys-
ics of perception should be subordinated to empirical science (see e.g. Burge 2005). 
On that view, if scientists endorse anti-essentialism about perception, metaphysicians 
should follow suit. Nevertheless, a philosopher of perception may as well think out-
side the box of naturalism. While accepting the naturalist desideratum that a theory of 
perception should fit and predict empirical data, they may also have a reason to think 
that their theory of perception should be inconsistent with, say, Berkeleyan idealism, 
or Humean scepticism (cf. Martin 2006, 355; S. Overgaard 2011, 10). That would 
impose certain limitations (i.e. necessary and sufficient conditions) on what percep-
tion can be. Crucially, such limitations have nothing to do with the purpose and pro-
cedure of biology, psychology, or any other empirical enterprise. If so, the subject 
matter of philosophy of perception is not identical to the subject matter of empirical 
science of perception, albeit the two partially overlap4. From this perspective, essen-
tialism in metaphysics of perception is consistent with anti-essentialism in philoso-
phy of science. Even if empirical evidence renders the status of UP indeterminate, 
there are other criteria that might help us settle the issue. For instance, the relational 
theory of perception requires that a mental state must instantiate the relevant sort of 
perceptual relation in order to count as genuine perception.

Suppose that Burge’s definition does constitute an adequate criterion for determin-
ing whether a mental state is perceptual. If so, one can raise O1 against UP by calling 
into question the objectivity of unconscious perception, and/or the involvement of 
sensory representation in unconscious perception, and/or the attribution of the puta-
tive unconscious perception to the individual. The critics of UP usually direct O1 

4  My suggestion is that philosophy and science pertain to distinct aspects of a single explanandum, and 
thereby deliver distinct yet complementary explanations of it. I agree with Burge that seeing is a hybrid 
kind, but I also think that the criteria for membership in this hybrid kind cannot be established without 
making some metaphysical assumptions. This is different from saying that philosophy is concerned with 
perception qua ‘manifest kind’, as opposed to perception qua ‘scientific kind’ investigated by science 
(Phillips 2018b, 478). The latter approach seems to imply that the explananda of philosophy and science 
are entirely distinct.
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at the latter. They argue that unconscious perceptual processing is not an instance 
of perception because there is no good reason to attribute it to a person. While con-
scious perceptual experience is a personal state, unconscious perceptual processing 
is merely a sub-personal state. This is because the former guides action, whereas the 
latter merely elicits behavioural reactions akin to conditioned responses (cf. Block 
and Phillips 2017; Phillips 2018b).

But this challenge rests on dubious assumptions. Empirical psychology teaches us 
that people commonly fail at identifying the causes of their own decisions and actions 
(see e.g. Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Schwitzgebel 2008; 2012). If introspective acces-
sibility were necessary for guiding action, conscious accessibility would arguably be 
necessary for that as well. Since the former is not necessary, one may doubt whether 
the latter is. While this doubt gains some support from evidence about blindsight 
(Danckert and Rossetti 2005), there is also evidence suggesting that deliberating is 
often more successful when it is not conscious (Dijksterhuis 2004; 2006; Dijksterhuis 
and van Olden 2006; Mealor and Dienes 2012), and there are compelling reasons to 
think that unconscious processing plays as important a role in control and decision 
making as conscious experience does (see e.g. Haggard and Libet 2001; Clark 2007; 
Suhler and Churchland 2009; Wu 2013; Shepherd and Mylopoulos 2021)5. Hence it 
is implausible that being consciously available to the subject is requisite for guiding 
action.

Phillips (Phillips 2018b, 501) argues that unconscious influences on action are 
better viewed as subpersonal. However, it is questionable whether the distinction 
between personal and subpersonal levels of explanation yields a corresponding dis-
tinction between personal and subpersonal states (Drayson 2012), and there are no 
clear obstacles to cross-level explanations (Bermúdez 2000; Wong 2014).

The detractor may admit this, yet nonetheless insist that the term ‘perception’ is 
ambiguous when used in reference to an explanandum. Depending on the context, 
‘perception’ refers to either perceptual experience or perceptual processing. Even 
the proponents of UP notice that this sometimes makes philosophers of perception 
talk past each other (Nanay 2017, 2–3). Notwithstanding, it does not follow that 
the two explananda must be pursued separately, nor that their respective explana-
tions cannot be informed by each other. Although the primary focus of experiments 
cited in Sect. 2 is ‘perception’ qua ‘perceptual processing of chromatic information’, 
the results of those experiments can still contribute to explaining ‘perception’ qua 
‘perceptual experience’. And while perceptual processing and perceptual experience 
often function as distinct explananda, it does not follow that they cannot be regarded 
as aspects of a single explanandum, namely perception in general.

My response to O1 does not rely on any necessary or sufficient conditions a men-
tal state has to meet in order to count as perception. Instead, it shows that there is 
no undisputed theoretical basis for thinking that the putative cases of unconscious 
perception could not possibly be of the same fundamental kind as ordinary conscious 
seeing.

5  This is not to say that unconscious processing plays the same role as conscious experience.

Page 7 of 36   260 



Synthese

1 3

3.2 Is it really unconscious?

O2 expresses a standard methodological worry that applies to all evidence for 
unconscious perception: it cannot be ruled out that the observed brain activity and 
behavioural reactions indicate residual and/or transient conscious experience of the 
stimulus, not unconscious perception.

In empirical experiments, the key terms (e.g. ‘consciousness’, ‘perception’) are 
defined operationally, i.e. in terms of the ways in which the subjects behave in spe-
cific experimental circumstances (see e.g. Yang et al. 2014). When the subject reports 
that they have not seen the stimulus despite performing with above-chance accuracy 
in tasks requiring perception of the stimulus, it is concluded that unconscious percep-
tion has occurred. However, this sort of evidence for UP can be contaminated with 
conservative response bias: the stimulus is in fact consciously accessible to the sub-
jects, but the fact that it barely stands out from the noise disposes them to report that 
they have not seen anything (when asked a ‘yes/no’ question) or that the stimulus has 
not changed (‘same/different’ question) (Peters and Lau 2015; Phillips 2016; 2018b).

The researchers do their best to prevent this. For example, instead of asking the 
subjects simple ‘yes/no’ questions, they use graded scales that allow the subjects to 
express more precisely their degree of confidence about what they did and did not 
experience. Since unconscious perception is indexed exclusively to the lowest rating 
on the scale, the availability of intermediate ratings decreases the probability that a 
weak glimpse of the stimulus occurs without being reported (see e.g. Ramsøy and 
Overgaard 2004; M. Overgaard and Grünbaum 2011).

Although effectiveness of such measures is admittedly limited (Irvine 2012), for 
all we know, the problem may not occur in every single study. And since methods of 
suppressing consciousness are systematically improved, the denial of UP based on 
potential suppression failure hinges on the outcome of future research.

Another preventive measure consists in asking the subjects to identify the category 
of the stimulus, and then to wager for monetary rewards on the accuracy of that 
identification. If the accuracy is at chance while brain scans indicate activity in the 
relevant areas, it seems reasonable to conclude that the stimulus is perceived uncon-
sciously (see e.g. Schurger et al. 2010).

This brings us back to O1. While the subject’s inability to discriminate the stimu-
lus arguably settles that the stimulus is not consciously available, it may also be taken 
as suggesting that the stimulus is not perceived at all. For the mere registration of 
the stimulus by the visual system, evidenced by a brain activity or a reaction time 
variance, is merely a state of the visual system, not a state of the subject. Still, O1 is 
inconclusive (see Sect. 3.1).

The last thing to note about O2 is that the charge of suppression failure is much 
more probable on the assumption of phenomenal overflow (a hypothesis according to 
which conscious availability exceeds reportability). If overflow is true, the conserva-
tive response bias constitutes a compelling alternative to UP. If overflow was shown 
false, however, this alternative explanation would be much less credible. I say more 
about overflow and its relation to UP in Sect. 6.
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To sum up, while the worry expressed by O2 is serious, it is also inconclusive. As 
things currently stand, O2 does not suffice to rebut UP6.

4 Is it really colour?

This section concerns an objection that targets UPC specifically:
(O3) Even if the cases presented in Sect. 2 are instances of unconscious percep-

tion, what is perceived is not colour, at least not in the relevant sense of ‘colour’.
In what follows, I outline a conception of colour that underlies O3 and explain 

how that conception might be used to undermine UPC (Sect. 4.1). Then two mutu-
ally exclusive replies to O3 are discussed. One reply rejects the conception of colour 
that underlies O3, the other accepts that conception as harmless to UPC. I argue that 
the former reply is not mandatory (Sect. 4.2) and recommend the latter (Sect. 4.3). 
Before concluding (Sect. 4.5), I defend my recommendation from criticism ensu-
ing from Rosenthal’s influential remarks about colour and unconscious perception 
(Sect. 4.4).

4.1 How to think about colours?

O3 presupposes a conception of colour that undermines UPC. Whatever that concep-
tion might be, it discredits the evidence for dissociation between colour and con-
sciousness. At minimum, the conception meets the following requirement:

(R) Colours ought to be conceived of in terms of how we are aware of them when 
we see them consciously7.

It seems uncontroversial to say that, from the first-person perspective, colours 
appear to be simple, homogenous properties. It is perhaps more contentious to say 
that colours appear to be non-physical. And yet as soon as the apparent simplicity of 
colours is taken at face value, they no longer seem to fit into the physicalist descrip-
tion of the world.

If these remarks are correct, R leads to primitivism, i.e. the view that colours are 
simple, sui generis properties, not identical to physical properties. O3 thus tells us 
to conceive of colours as simple properties because this is how they appear when 
consciously experienced.

Before explaining how primitivism can be used to undermine UPC, I need to 
address two controversies surrounding R. The latter is no doubt a controversial claim, 
but not as controversial as it is sometimes taken to be.

First, R might suggest that the nature of colour is exhausted by the qualitative 
character that determines the what-it-is-like-ness of conscious colour experience. If R 
indeed had this consequence, it would presumably undermine any attempt to explain 

6  For more reasons why O1 and O2 are inconclusive, see (Berger and Mylopoulos 2019).
7  As I understand it here, R expresses the view that colour experience is non-conceptual. It conceives of 
colours in terms of how they appear to the subject irrespective of what colour concepts are in the subject’s 
possession, what the subject knows about colours, or what the subject can or cannot learn about them 
from perceptual experience.
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the qualitative character of colour experience in naturalist or physicalist terms (cf. 
Rosenthal 2015, 33–34).

Nevertheless, R does not entail that colours have no reality independent of how 
we are aware of them. R is only committed to the claim that the qualitative character 
of colour revealed in conscious colour experience is an essential component of the 
colour’s nature. This is neutral as to whether colours have any aspects other than the 
ones we are aware of when we perceive colours consciously, aspects that might admit 
of a naturalist or physicalist explanation (cf. Allen 2016, Chap. 7; Byrne and Hilbert 
2007).

Second, conceiving of colours as we are aware of them seems to validate the 
claim that colours are intrinsically conscious, which in turn suggests that visual con-
sciousness affords the perceiver privileged epistemic access to them. It follows that 
undetectable colour inversion is possible. Since every perceiver has such privileged 
access only to their own colour experiences, it is possible that my colour experiences 
are radically different from yours (where you see green, I see red, etc.). Because this 
consequence of R renders any third-person investigation of colours infeasible, we 
should reject R (see e.g. Rosenthal 2005c, 143–44; 2010, 380).

However, one can consistently accept R and deny the claims about privileged 
access and spectrum inversion. For R does not entail that colours are intrinsically 
conscious. While conceiving of colours as we are aware of them does lead to primi-
tivism, the latter is compatible with the claim that colours qua phenomenal quali-
ties exist independently of consciousness. For example, some primitivists argue that 
colours are mind-independent (Campbell 1993; Kalderon 2007; Allen 2016), which 
means that colours are also consciousness-independent8. In fact, even if primitiv-
ism were combined with mind-dependence of colours, it still would not follow that 
colours are invariably conscious (cf. Section 5.3).

Having the two controversies out of the way, we can consider how primitivism can 
be used to undermine UPC. There are at least three different routes from primitivism 
to O3.

The first route starts with a widespread intuition that there is an inextricable link 
between colours and consciousness. The intuition supports subjectivism, i.e. the 
view that colours are primitive properties of conscious experiences. On this view, the 
term ‘colour’ picks phenomenal qualities, i.e. that stuff the neuroscientist Mary has 
discovered for the first time after leaving her black-and-white apartment (Jackson 
1986). If subjectivism is true, colours are invariably conscious, and UPC is false. 
Insofar as evidence for UPC does not deliver a reason to think that the subjects have 
unconsciously seen colours qua phenomenal qualities, it fails to support the claim 
that colours can be seen unconsciously. If O3 is correct, evidence for UPC can be 
explained away by saying that certain physical features of the environment, which 
usually correlate with (and most likely enable) conscious colour experience, admit of 
being unconsciously registered and processed by the visual system9.

8  This is not to say that these thinkers endorse UPC. I am only suggesting that their take on primitivism 
can be consistently combined with UPC. See also Sect. 5.2 and 5.4.

9  The subjectivist might adduce the (Breitmeyer, Ro, and Singhal 2004) metacontrast experiment, in 
which white disks were found to act more like green primes than like blue primes when seen uncon-
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The second route from primitivism to O3 goes via epiphenomenalism. If colours 
are non-physical (as primitivism tells us), and all causes are physical causes (as 
physicalism requires), then colours are causally inefficacious. If epiphenomenalism 
is true, empirical evidence for UPC is unattainable. If colours do not have any causal 
effect upon the physical, observation of behaviour or brain activity cannot deliver 
any evidence of colour perception. For epiphenomenalism entails that no observable 
behaviour or brain activity could possibly be caused by colours. On this view, evi-
dence mentioned in Sect. 2 cannot be interpreted with reference to colours. Even if 
this does not disprove UPC, it renders the hypothesis unmotivated.

The third way of substantiating O3 goes through eliminativism. The latter ensues 
from the combination of R and an error theory about the qualitative features that 
visual experience seems to reveal. If the concept ‘colour’ refers to qualitative features 
distinct from anything physical (primitivism), and there are no properties other than 
physical properties (physicalism), then visual experience is misleading, and ‘colour’ 
is an empty category. But colours have to exist if they are to be seen unconsciously; 
UPC presupposes colour realism. No colours, no UPC.

Without R, none of the three arguments for O3 gets off the ground. But R has a 
substantial justification: any interpretation of UPC that fails to meet this requirement 
can be accused of confounding (a) that which the concept ‘colour’ really picks (i.e. 
phenomenal qualities) with (b) enabling conditions of colour experience (e.g. reflec-
tance of the perceived surface, activity in the relevant brain areas). On top of that,

‘The connections reported in text books between wave-length properties of light 
and colours, and between the ability to see colours and eye structures are established 
by relying, at some point or other, on judgements of colour based on things look-
ing one or another colour. But that presupposes we can independently trust some 
judgements about colour based on things looking a certain colour. If that’s no longer 
a given, it is obscure, to say the least, how information from science might be mar-
shalled to support colour judgements.‘ (Jackson 2019, 821).

Hence any response to O3 has to take R into consideration. As far as I can see, the 
UPC-theorist has two mutually exclusive types of response to choose from: overrid-
ing and undercutting. The former rejects R by telling a revisionary diagnostic story 
about it. The latter embraces R as harmless to UPC (cf. Pritchard 2016, 16–17).

4.2 The overriding response to O3

The rejection of R blocks each of the three arguments for O3. If colours are not con-
ceived as we are aware of them, there is no obstacle to conceive of them as reducible 

sciously, and more like blue primes than like green primes when seen consciously. The authors take this 
as evidence that unconscious perception only tracks wavelength features of the reflecting surface, and 
thereby does not make colour qua phenomenal quality perceptually available (see also Lamme 2015, 10). 
However, there is an alternative interpretation. Consider colour pluralism, i.e. the view that every object 
has more than one colour all over at the same time. Which of the object’s colours is perceived on a given 
occasion turns on the circumstances of perception, including the duration of perception, and the state of 
the perceiver. On this view, the difference between unconscious and conscious trials can be explained 
by suggesting that unconscious and conscious perceptions rendered different colours qua phenomenal 
qualities of the disk perceptually available to the subjects. Colour pluralism has both primitivist (see e.g. 
Kalderon 2007) and reductionist (see e.g. Mizrahi 2006) espousers.
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to physical properties. If colours are physical, there is no reason to think that they are 
intrinsically conscious, nor that they are causally impotent, nor that they should be 
eliminated. This is an overriding response, in that it concedes to the objector that R is 
inconsistent with UPC but discards R on independent grounds.

While at first glance the overriding response seems compelling, there are good 
reasons not to respond in this way.

First, as we have seen in the previous section, R does not entail that colours have 
no reality outside of what we are aware of when we see them consciously, nor does it 
render colours invariably conscious. Consequently, R does not entail the possibility 
of spectrum inversion. And even if it did, pointing this out would not persuade the 
objector, as the latter explicitly uses undetectable colour inversion to motivate their 
view. It is incumbent on the reductionist to explain in physical terms why colours 
appear the way they do when they are seen consciously. This may be infeasible. 
Unless the relevant explanation is provided, the objector will discard as ad hoc the 
hypothesis that unconscious perceptual processing of chromatic information about 
the environment is an instance of colour perception10.

Second, the move from R to epiphenomenalism is not straightforward either. Con-
ceiving of colours as primitive does not necessarily render them causally ineffica-
cious. To reach that conclusion, the objector has to supplement their argument with 
certain optional and controversial view of causation. Granted, if colours are distinct 
from physical properties, their causal influence on the physical cannot be explained 
in terms of mechanistic conception of causation. But mechanicism is not the only 
game in town. As Allen (Allen 2016, 102–4) has recently argued, causal powers of 
colours are best understood in terms of difference-making, not in terms of mecha-
nistic processes. As long as this proposal is not refuted, the mechanistic approach to 
colour causation is not compulsory11.

Third, the claim that colours are not physical does not entail that they do not exist 
(pace eliminativism). The entailment is true if everything that exists is either physi-
cal or reducible to the physical, which is disputable. Inasmuch as eliminativism and 
epiphenomenalism are radically revisionary with respect to visual phenomenology, 
they are arguably best viewed as the last resort, i.e. one should abstain from consider-
ing them until all less revisionary options are shown untenable. A compelling anti-
reductionist alternative is offered in Sect. 5.4.

In view of the foregoing, conceiving of colours as we are aware of them is con-
sistent with UPC. Insofar as the UPC-theorist is willing to (i) endorse primitivism 
and (ii) deny that colours are intrinsically conscious, they can give an undercutting 
response to the objection, namely to embrace R as consistent with UPC.

10  Although the possibility of spectrum inversion is usually mentioned in support of subjectivism or epi-
phenomenalism, it could be used to motivate eliminativism as well. The relevant argument would consist 
in condemning colour realism for validating such untoward possibilities.
11  In a similar vein, one might object that primitivism compromises mind-independence of colours, since 
the objectivist version of primitivism is committed to a counterintuitive claim that parts can cause their 
wholes (Kalderon 2011, 255). And yet closer inspection reveals that such possibility is perfectly coherent, 
and causal relations of this sort are quite common (Friend 2019).
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4.3 The undercutting response

It may seem at this point that choosing between overriding and undercutting strate-
gies reduces to picking a side in the debate between primitivism and reductionism 
in metaphysics of colour12. If it did, it would be a tough choice because no side in 
that debate clearly outweighs the other. As long as the primitivism vs. reductionism 
controversy remains unresolved, both types of response to O3 are available.

An anonymous referee suggested that UPC can be defended from O3 just by deny-
ing that primitivism undermines UPC, without endorsing either primitivism or reduc-
tionism (even provisionally). Yes, but this would leave UPC underspecified. Recall 
that the objective of the present discussion is not only to defend UPC from O3, but 
also to determine which reading of UPC is the most plausible. To achieve the latter 
goal, I have to choose between the primitivist and the reductionist reading of UPC.

For two reasons, I think that the undercutting strategy is preferable. The first rea-
son is that the undercutting strategy is less costly. In fact, since it comes down to a 
simple observation that certain claims fail to follow straightforwardly from primitiv-
ism, the UPC-theorist gets it basically for free. The overriding response, in contrast, 
requires showing that colours reduce to the physical, which is a very hard thing to do 
and, for all we know, might be infeasible. Importantly, this is not to say that reduc-
tionism cannot accommodate UPC, or to pretend that primitivism does not carry its 
own burden of objections. My point is only that the overriding strategy makes UPC 
dependent on reductionism, whereas in fact UPC does not depend on reductionism at 
all. For this reason, as things now stand, the undercutting strategy puts UPC in a bet-
ter dialectical position. The proponents of UPC can and should grant to the objectors 
that primitivism is true, even if only temporarily13. Should reductionism ultimately 
prevail, the UPC-theorists can retreat to reductionism. But as far as the plausibility of 
UPC is concerned, and as long as reductionism remains merely one of the options in 
play, it would be precipitant to assume reductionism in advance.

No doubt this argument for the undercutting strategy will be questioned. For 
example, one might argue that problems of primitivism countervail (or exceed) the 
problems of reductionism, so the cost of primitivist UPC is the same as (or higher 
than) the cost of reductionist UPC. But that would be missing the point of my sug-
gestion, as the advantage of primitivist UPC over reductionist UPC is purely dialec-
tical. Primitivist UPC is less costly not because primitivism is more plausible than 
reductionism, but because O3, arguably the most serious objection to UPC, assumes 

12  Pautz (Pautz 2009) notes that both primitivism and reductionism have response-independent and 
response-dependent versions. On the response-independent versions of both views, perceived objects 
have colours independently of being perceived. This is consistent with (but does not entail) UPC. On the 
response-dependent versions, colours are dispositions of otherwise uncoloured mind-independent objects 
to cause colour experiences in perceivers. Thus understood, response-dependent views are inconsistent 
with UPC because they define colours in terms of conscious experience. To accommodate UPC, the 
response-dependence theorist would have to modify their position by stipulating that colours are disposi-
tions of otherwise uncoloured mind-independent objects to cause the production of colours in perceivers 
and that colours are not invariably conscious.
13  Unless they have other theoretical commitments, not related to UPC, that compel them to endorse 
reductionism. If my arguments in this section are correct, UPC itself is not such a commitment.
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primitivism. Hence adopting primitivism affords the UPC-theorist the cheapest and 
most effective response to that objection.

Consider a claim Z, neutral with respect to the primitivism vs. reductionism 
divide, yet dependent on UPC. According to my recommendation of the undercutting 
approach, UPC gives the Z-theorist a reason to prefer primitivism over reductionism. 
For embracing primitivist UPC allows the Z-theorist to overcome O3 (and thereby to 
secure UPC as a motivation for Z) with virtually zero effort. In this regard, primitiv-
ism renders UPC more plausible than reductionism.

The second reason to opt for the undercutting strategy comes from the observation 
that the ramifications of UPC for the debate about UP can vary depending on how 
UPC is specified. In particular, primitivist UPC is more problematic for the sceptic 
about UP than reductionist UPC. I base this diagnosis on two examples.

First, consider an argument recently put forward by Phillips and French (Phillips 
2018b; see also French and Phillips forthcoming):

(P1) Perception in its ordinary sense is essentially tied to its phenomenal nature, 
which manifests itself in perceptual experience.

(P2) Unconscious perception lacks that phenomenal nature.
(C) Unconscious perception is not perception in the ordinary sense.
This argument does not work against primitivist UPC, because the latter entails 

that the phenomenal nature of perception can occur outside of consciousness. Reduc-
tionist UPC, in contrast, is susceptible to the challenge expressed by the argument 
because it allows Phillips and French to insist that unconscious colour perception 
lacks the phenomenal nature characteristic to perception in its ordinary sense.

Second, according to Skrzypulec (Skrzypulec 2021), for all that current evidence 
for UPC tells us, the content of unconscious perception of a colour might be sig-
nificantly impoverished in comparison to the content of conscious perception of that 
colour. Assuming reductionist UPC, one could use this observation to buttress the 
position of Phillips and French, or at least argue that UPC is only partially true. Con-
trast this with the interpretation of UPC in terms of objectivist colour primitivism and 
Pure Relationalism (i.e. the view that perception is just a relation between the subject 
and the perceived item (Stoneham 2008)). On this interpretation, consciousness has 
no impact on how much of the environment one perceives; it can only influence how 
much of what one perceives can be used for cognition and action. It follows that there 
is no difference between conscious and unconscious colour perception with respect to 
what properties are perceived.

The foregoing provides some substantial reasons to think that the primitivist read-
ing of UPC is more resilient to objections than the reductionist reading, which sug-
gests that the undercutting strategy is preferable over the overriding one.

To challenge this verdict, one would have to raise some objections against UPC 
that reach the primitivist reading but fall short of the reductionist interpretation 
(importantly, those would have to be objections directed specifically against UPC, 
not just objections to primitivism in general). Alternatively, one would have to reject 
my criterion of resilience to objections, offer a different one, and then argue that that 
other criterion renders reductionist UPC preferable over primitivist UPC.
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4.4 Defending the undercutting response

Since my proposal presumes R, it can be questioned on the same grounds as the lat-
ter. To reiterate, the rationale behind R is that it blocks the charge of confounding 
(a) that which the concept ‘colour’ really picks (i.e. phenomenal qualities) with (b) 
enabling conditions of colour experience. The reductionist will of course disagree. 
For example, they might say something like this:

‘What intuitively resists description in mathematical terms is the qualitative 
aspect of physical color properties as we are conscious of it. When these prop-
erties are not consciously perceived, there is nothing about them that resists 
mathematical description. We have no intuitive sense that something is lost if 
we describe the color properties objects have independently of being seen in 
terms of surface reflectance properties and the like.’ (Rosenthal 2005b, 160–61, 
emphasis in original).

According to Rosenthal, there is no reason to assume that colours are as we are aware 
of them when they are seen unconsciously. If so, it is also unjustified to think that 
colours elude mathematical treatment. But this is not intended to suggest that colours 
simply lack the qualitative nature that conscious perception seems to reveal. Instead, 
Rosenthal contends that:

‘Qualitative states occur without being conscious, without, that is, there being 
anything at all it’s like to be in those states. So there is no reason to suppose 
that, when there is something it’s like to be in a qualitative state, what it’s like 
to be in it reveals all its qualitative character.’ (Rosenthal 2005b, 172).

Drawing on these two remarks by Rosenthal, the reductionist can argue that R is 
unmotivated (i.e. conceiving of colours as we are aware of them is unjustified), and 
on this basis urge that the overriding strategy is the only legitimate way to defend 
UPC from O3.

However, this case against R fails. To see why, notice first that both of Rosenthal’s 
remarks presuppose that the qualitative character of colours does not determine what 
it is like to consciously perceive colours. For if the qualitative character of colours 
does determine what it is like to consciously perceive colours, (i) it is not true that 
when colours are not consciously perceived there is nothing about them that resists 
mathematical treatment (i.e. the first remark is false), and (ii) the claim that colour 
perception can occur unconsciously does not entail that the qualitative character of 
conscious colour perception is not revealed by what it is like to undergo that percep-
tion (i.e. the second sentence in the second quoted remark fails to follow from the first 
sentence in that remark).

Now, the crux of the matter is that the presupposition behind Rosenthal’s remarks 
begs the question against R. O3 says that we should conceive of colours as we are 
aware of them (R), which is tantamount to saying that we should conceive of colours 
in terms of what it is like to consciously experience them. As the proponents of R 
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understand it, this means that colours themselves determine what it is like to see 
colours, which is antithetical to the presupposition behind Rosenthal’s remarks14.

The presupposition Rosenthal makes in the two quoted remarks ensues from his 
HOT theory of consciousness15. According to that theory, the ‘what-it-is-like’ of a 
conscious perception of a colour is determined by a higher-order thought the per-
ceiver has about that perception (Rosenthal 2005a, 186). When evaluated from this 
perspective, R may indeed seem unjustified, at least insofar as the nature of colour is 
supposed to be independent of anyone’s thoughts about colour.

Crucially, however, this is not how the objector understands R. For them, the 
‘what-it-is-like’ of a perception is determined by the qualitative aspects of that per-
ception (Block 2011b, 425; Rosenthal 2011, 434)16. This comparison indicates a 
clash between the HOT theory (at least Rosenthal’s version of it) and primitivism. 
Contrary to the HOT theory, primitivism conceives of colours in terms of what it is 
like to consciously experience them. That being so, simply assuming the HOT theory 
begs the question against primitivism.

The comparison also explains why the charge that R construes colours as invari-
ably conscious is a non sequitur. As we have seen above, primitivism is compatible 
with, but does not entail, the claim that colours are intrinsically conscious. Conceiv-
ing of colours in terms of what it is like to consciously experience them presupposes 
that consciousness is a source of knowledge about colours17. Still, it does not follow 
that colours are inextricably bound to consciousness. It would follow if the HOT 
theory were true, but that theory is not mandatory.

In order to impose Rosenthal’s understanding of ‘what-it-is-like’ on the primitiv-
ist, the reductionist would have to first prove that the HOT theory is indispensable. 
We have now came back to where we started. This is not a place to assess the HOT 
theory. But when the overriding strategy is motivated by Rosenthal’s view, UPC 
inherits the burden of objections to the HOT theory. No such problem occurs when 
O3 is answered in the undercutting way. The undercutting strategy is thus less costly 
than the overriding one. So my recommendation remains untouched. That said, 

14  This is not inconsistent with UPC. The R-theorist can accommodate UPC by suggesting that colours 
realize their potential to determine what it is like to consciously perceive them only when they are con-
sciously perceived.
15  The diagnosis is also motivated by Rosenthal’s homomorphism theory of mental qualities (a.k.a. Qual-
ity Space Theory, QST). I explain the latter briefly in Sect. 5.3. While the HOT theory and the homomor-
phism theory are strictly speaking distinct ideas, they arguably converge in Rosenthal’s renunciation of 
R. Note also that it is irrelevant for present purposes whether the truth of the presupposition behind the 
quoted remarks depends on QST and/or HOT theory; all that matters is that the presupposition is optional 
and controversial.
16  Rosenthal maintains that (a) what it is like to see a colour is distinct from (b) the qualitative aspect of 
that seeing. Block disagrees; on his view, (a) is constituted by (b). And yet both thinkers endorse UPC (see 
e.g. Block 2016; Rosenthal 2005c). Because UPC follows straightforwardly from Rosenthal’s account, the 
critic of UPC is clearly going to side with Block in his dispute with Rosenthal. But the fact that Block can 
consistently endorse UPC and reject Rosenthal’s view demonstrates that UPC does not depend on Rosen-
thal’s HOT theory of consciousness.
17  This is not to say that visual consciousness is the only source of knowledge about colours, nor that 
knowledge about colours acquired by conscious seeing is exhaustive (cf. Allen 2016, Chap. 7; Byrne and 
Hilbert 2007).
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Rosenthal’s view is an important reference point for present considerations, and I 
will come back to it in Sect. 5.3.

4.5 Mid-conclusions

What I have said so far justifies two conclusions. First, since UPC is a coherent and 
substantially motivated hypothesis, and none of the three main objections against it 
is decisive, its philosophical ramifications cannot be ignored. Hence what I shall say 
in the next section cannot be discarded as mere speculation. Second, while O3 does 
not undermine UPC, an important lesson to be learned from O3 is that, as things 
now stand, the plausibility of UPC increases when colours are conceived in terms of 
how we consciously experience them. Inasmuch as that conception of colour favours 
primitivism, the latter is more congruent with UPC than reductionism.

5 Phenomenal qualities and consciousness

Textbook definitions describe the phenomenal character of a perceptual experience 
as a set of properties determining what it is like to have that experience from the 
first-person perspective. Colour is a paradigmatic example of such a property. For 
example, what it is like to see blue is at least partially determined by the colour blue. 
Various theories of phenomenal character specify this general thought in different 
ways. For present purposes, it is useful to categorize them based on how they respond 
to the following questions:

(Q1) Is the claim ‘a perception P has a phenomenal character’ equivalent to the 
claim ‘a perception P is conscious’?

(Q2) Is the phenomenal character of perception constituted by mind-dependent 
properties, or is it constituted by mind-independent properties? 18

18  For simplicity, I set aside the question of whether phenomenal character is cognitively penetrable. 
According to the cognitive penetration hypothesis, the phenomenal character of perception can be and 
often is modified by higher-order mental states of the perceiver. It is controversial whether the phenom-
enal character of colour perception is penetrable in this sense (MacPherson 2012; Brogaard and Gatzia 
2017). If it is, Q2 can be reformulated as follows: is the phenomenal character of perception constituted 
exclusively by mind-dependent properties, or is it also constituted by mind-independent properties? Alter-
natively, it might be suggested that Q2 concerns only the genuinely perceptual (i.e. presentational) layer 
of phenomenology, leaving aside the ‘cognitive’ layer that might be superimposed on the perceptual layer 
due to cognitive penetration.

Q1: equivalence Q1: no equivalence
Q2: mind-dependent equivalence 

internalism
inequivalence 
internalism

Q2: mind-independent equivalence 
externalism

inequivalence 
externalism

Table 1  A classification of 
theories of the phenomenal 
character of perception
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Consequently, conceptions of phenomenal character divide into four types (see 
Table 1):

The goal of this Section is twofold: (i) to show that inequivalence views are bet-
ter suited to accommodate UPC than equivalence views (i.e. that saying ‘no’ to Q1 
renders UPC more plausible); (ii) to highlight the possibility of inequivalence exter-
nalism, a perfectly viable position that hasn’t been acknowledged so far in the debate 
about unconscious perception.

There are three important things to note about the typology in Table 1. First, it 
is not exhaustive. Since O3 can be responded in two different ways (undercutting 
and overriding), each of the four conceptions in Table 1 has two versions: one that 
accepts R and one that denies it. Therefore, the UPC-theorist has at least eight options 
to choose from. However, because of the reasons given in Sect. 4, I shall proceed on 
the assumption that O3 is responded in the undercutting manner, thereby confining 
the choice to four options. In Sect. 5.1–5.4 below, I consider some specific examples 
of these four general conceptions in order to determine which conception of phenom-
enal character yields the most plausible reading of UPC. This survey is not intended 
to be exhaustive. To keep the discussion within manageable bounds, I focus on the 
possibilities that are either already defended in the literature or can be viewed as 
natural developments of theories that are already present in the literature.

Second, by assuming that O3 should be dealt with in the undercutting way, I 
assume that what it is like to consciously perceive colours is determined by colours 
qua primitive sui generis properties. On this view, the qualitative character of a colour 
(i) is an essential component of that colour’s nature, and (ii) determines what it is like 
to perceive that colour (i.e. the phenomenal character of a conscious experience of 
that colour) when it is perceived consciously. Whether the qualitative character of 
colour is invariably conscious turns on the answer to Q1 (i.e. the question of whether 
the phenomenal character of perception is conscious by definition).

The assumption that R is true (which is an element of the undercutting strategy) 
effectively rules out Rosenthal’s view discussed in Sect. 4.4, according to which what 
it is like to consciously perceive a colour is determined by something extraneous to 
the qualitative character of that colour (e.g. by higher-order thoughts one has about 
that perception). But, as I show in Sect. 5.3–5.4, this does not mean that the qualita-
tive character of colour is invariably conscious. The primitivist can respond nega-
tively to Q1 by suggesting that the qualitative character of a colour has a potential to 
determine what it is like to perceive that colour, a potential that is only realized when 
that colour is perceived consciously. On this view, consciousness does not determine 
what it is like to see colours; it enables colours to determine what it is like to see 
them19.

Third, note that Q2 does not ask whether colour objectivism (i.e. the view that 
colours are mind-independent) is true or not. This is because Q2 concerns the constit-
uents of the phenomenal character of perception, not colours as such. One can con-

19  This accords with the transparency thesis, according to which ‘experience reveals only the mind-inde-
pendent objects, qualities and relations that one learns about through perception’ (Martin 2002, 378). 
While this claim is usually based on introspective grounds, recently it has received a powerful empirical 
validation (Weksler, Jacobson, and Bronfman 2021).

  260  Page 18 of 36



Synthese

1 3

sistently hold that (i) colour objectivism is true and (ii) colours do not constitute the 
phenomenal character of colour perception (see e.g. Byrne and Hilbert 2003; Jackson 
2019). The representational theory of perception construes phenomenal character as 
consistent with non-existence of what is represented. If colours qua objective proper-
ties of the environment are represented by the phenomenal character of colour per-
ception, they do not constitute that phenomenal character. For colours to qualify as 
the constituents of the phenomenal character of colour perception, it has to be true 
that the phenomenal character of perception of a colour is inherited from the quali-
tative character of that colour (cf. Campbell 1993, 268). Hence the internalism vs. 
externalism distinction in Table 1 maps onto representationalism vs. relationalism 
distinction in metaphysics of perception.

Nevertheless, choosing between inequivalence internalism and inequivalence 
externalism does not boil down to picking a side in the representationalism vs. rela-
tionalism debate. In Sect. 6, I shall present an argument for inequivalence externalism 
that does not hinge on relationalism’s standard motivations. Meanwhile, let us test 
each of the four accounts in Table 1 against the background of UPC. While the latter 
admits of being incorporated into all four accounts, some of them are much better 
suited to accommodate it than others.

5.1 Equivalence internalism

Equivalence internalism responds affirmatively to Q1: to say that a perception P has 
a phenomenal character is equivalent to saying that P is conscious. There is no such 
thing as unconscious perception with phenomenal character. As to Q2, the equiva-
lence internalist maintains that the phenomenal character of perceptual experience is 
produced in the mind when the cognitive system is under a suitable causal influence 
of the perceived object.

The equivalence claim entails that a perception acquires its phenomenal character 
when the content of that perception becomes consciously available to the perceiver. 
This suggests that the same mechanism in the mind is responsible for a perception 
being conscious and for that perception having a phenomenal character. Alterna-
tively, the equivalence internalist may argue that consciousness and phenomenal 
character are realized by two distinct mechanisms, both of which have to be concur-
rently activated for the phenomenal character to occur (Prinz 2012, 126–45). This 
also precludes the possibility of unconscious phenomenal character.

Whatever the equivalence internalist thinks of UP, they deny that unconscious 
perception has phenomenal character. They may allow for unconscious seeing of 
colours qua reflectance properties of the perceived scene, but they would most likely 
deny that colours qua primitive qualities can be seen unconsciously. This is because 
combinations of colour primitivism with equivalence internalism typically construe 
colours as something subjective (i.e. mind-dependent), e.g. as features of conscious 
perceptual experience. On this view, it makes no sense to say that the stuff Mary has 
seen for the first time after leaving her black-and-white room can be seen uncon-
sciously. Equivalence internalism of this sort is therefore in conflict with primitivist 
UPC. Contrary to the latter, it holds that colours conceived of as we are aware of them 
when we see them consciously cannot occur outside of consciousness.
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Equivalence internalism could be consistently combined with objectivist primitiv-
ism. On this view, colours are primitive mind-independent qualities of the environ-
ment (call them Q1) that are not perceived directly (i.e. presented), but represented 
in conscious perception by invariably conscious primitive qualities produced in the 
mind (call them Q2). This view can accommodate unconscious colour perception as 
unconscious representation of Q1 that does not involve Q2. However, it is unclear 
to me how this view could be motivated. Accommodating UPC does not seem to be 
a good motivation, not least because the view in question is susceptible to both the 
argument presented by Phillips and French, and to the worry raised by Skrzypulec 
(see Sect. 4.3). For these reasons, I set this view aside.

The equivalence internalist can countenance UPC only with the proviso that seeing 
colours unconsciously lacks phenomenal character. But, assuming that the combina-
tion of equivalence internalism with objectivist primitivism is not really an option, 
this take on UPC falls prey to O3 (see Sect. 4). When it comes to primitivist UPC, 
the equivalence internalist will most likely try to discard it by raising objections O1-3 
against it. As we have seen in Sects. 3–4, those objections are inconclusive.

Alternatively, the equivalence internalist might agree with Nelkin (Nelkin 1989) 
that there is more than one way in which a mental state can be conscious. If ‘con-
sciousness’ is a polysemous word, then perhaps putative instances of unconscious 
perception are unconscious in one sense, and conscious in another. A mental state 
like this can be considered conscious in the sense that it has a phenomenal character, 
which makes it a mental representation carrying some non-propositional, ‘imagistic’ 
content. It is nonetheless unconscious in the sense of not being an object of what 
Nelkin calls ‘second-order consciousness’. The latter is a mental representation with 
propositional content that enables direct, non-inferential access to first-order mental 
states. If this is correct, the truth of UPC depends on how the term ‘unconscious’ is 
specified.

Nelkin’s proposal seems particularly compelling in the context of a conjecture that 
at least some of currently popular theories of consciousness fail to share an explanan-
dum, i.e. instead of offering competing explanations of a single phenomenon, they 
explain a number of distinct phenomena. Although that conjecture is not unreason-
able, Nelkin’s idea does not help the equivalence internalist to accommodate UPC.

To see why, consider the well-known distinction coined by Block (Block 1995) 
between phenomenal and access consciousness. The former refers to the phenomenal 
character of conscious experience (the properties that determine what it is like to 
have an experience), the latter picks the availability of some mental content for rea-
soning and guiding action. It is easy to see that Nelkin’s first-order vs. second-order 
consciousness distinction overlaps, roughly at least, with Block’s phenomenal vs. 
access consciousness distinction. If so, implementing Nelkin’s view would amount 
to suggesting that unconscious perceivers are phenomenally conscious of the stimuli, 
yet fail to report it because they are not access-conscious of what is presented to 
them. This, however, does not do anything over and above O2, which is a legitimate 
yet inconclusive objection to UPC.
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5.2 Equivalence externalism

Equivalence externalists also respond affirmatively to Q1, i.e. they reject uncon-
scious phenomenal character. But contrary to equivalence internalists, they regard the 
phenomenal character of perception as composed of mind-independent properties.

A noteworthy example of equivalence externalism is orthodox relationalism, a 
version of the relational theory of perception. The latter construes the phenomenal 
character of perceptual experience as at least partially constituted by mind-indepen-
dent properties of the perceived scene. This leads to the objectivist version of colour 
primitivism. If ‘the qualitative character of a colour-experience is inherited from 
the qualitative character of the colour’ (Campbell 1993, 268), there is no easy way 
around the claim that colours are primitive properties. Hence relationalists tend to 
view colours as primitive mind-independent properties.

Apart from endorsing the standard commitments of the relational theory of per-
ception, the orthodox relationalist is likely to emphasize that that theory has been 
originally introduced to account for conscious perceptual experience, not for percep-
tion per se. Alternatively, they might insist that only conscious perceptual experi-
ence is perception in the ordinary sense, because our most basic grasp of the concept 
‘perception’ is essentially tied to the way conscious perceptual experience appears 
from the first-person perspective (Phillips 2018b; French and Phillips forthcoming). 
They also believe that only perceptual experiences have phenomenal characters. The 
phrase ‘unconscious phenomenal character’ strikes them as an oxymoron, and they 
insist that the relationalist analysis does not apply to unconscious perception (cf. 
Phillips 2018b, 472). Consequently, they discard as misguided any critique of rela-
tionalism that accuses it of inability to explain unconscious perception. In Sect. 5.4, I 
contrast this kind of relationalism with an unorthodox formulation of the view.

Equivalence externalism is not well-suited to accommodate UPC. Since any 
account of UPC compatible with this view is going to entail that unconscious percep-
tion lacks phenomenal character, it will also be susceptible to O1 (given the idea that 
perception in its ordinary sense is identified in relation to is phenomenal nature) and 
to O3 (given R). For these reasons, the proponent of this view is likely to be sceptical 
about UPC and UP.

5.3 Inequivalence internalism

The inequivalence internalist approves of the idea of unconscious phenomenal char-
acter, and contends that phenomenal character is produced in the mind. On this view, 
perception acquires phenomenal character before the occurrence of perceptual expe-
rience. This approach is arguably more congruent with UPC than the preceding two. 
While equivalence theories view the evidence for UPC as a problem to be solved, for 
inequivalence theories that evidence is a source of support.

For example, Marvan and Polák (Marvan and Polák 2017, 6–8) argue that evi-
dence for UP (including evidence for UPC) constitutes a strong reason against equiv-
alence views. If colours constitute the phenomenal character of colour perception, 
and colours can be seen unconsciously, it follows that the phenomenal character of 
colour perception is independent of consciousness.
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The basic idea behind the inequivalence approach is simple. In case of a conscious 
perceptual experience, the phenomenal character is conscious and determines what it 
is like to have that experience. In case of an unconscious perception, the phenomenal 
character remains unconscious, which is why there is nothing it is like to undergo that 
unconscious perception20. On the internalist version of the inequivalence view, con-
scious perceptual experience results from an interaction between two mechanisms: 
one generates the phenomenal character, the other renders that phenomenal character 
conscious. Unconscious perception occurs when the second mechanism malfunctions 
(Polák and Marvan 2019, 2).

Inequivalence internalism is inspired by Rosenthal’s insistence that the existence 
of mental qualities does not depend on their being conscious (Rosenthal 2010). 
According to Rosenthal’s Quality Space Theory, mental qualities are independent 
of consciousness because we can identify them without reference to conscious expe-
rience of them. The idea is that the relations of difference and similarity between 
mental qualities mirror the relations of difference and similarity between perceptible 
physical properties of the perceived scene. Since this homomorphism is independent 
of consciousness, it predicts that seeing colours unconsciously is possible21.

Contrary to Rosenthal (Rosenthal 2019), however, Marvan and Polák believe that 
‘the qualitative nature of a mental state can be directly ascertained only from its 
conscious appearance to a subject’ (Marvan and Polák 2017, 3). Hence they argue 
that inequivalence internalism mitigates the hard problem of consciousness, i.e. the 
difficulty of explaining ‘why and how do physical processes in the brain give rise to 
conscious experience’ (Chalmers 2018, 6):

‘If we allow for the possibility of non-conscious states having phenomenal charac-
ter, consciousness itself might ultimately transpire to be identifiable with a relatively 
simple neural mechanism.‘ (Polák and Marvan 2019, 4).

One may object that this merely shifts the crux of the matter: the hard problem 
of consciousness gets replaced with the hard problem of phenomenal qualities. But 
Polák and Marvan (Polák and Marvan 2019, 5) disagree. They contend that dividing 
the hard problem into two separate problems (i.e. the problem of consciousness and 
the problem of phenomenal qualities) and showing that the former is in principle 
solvable does move the research forward.

This response is only partially convincing. Granted, inequivalence internalism is 
better suited to accommodate UPC than the equivalence accounts, and in this sense 
makes a move in the right direction. Nevertheless, the charge of shifting the crux of 
the problem is on point, as Polák and Marvan do not explain unconscious production 
of phenomenal qualities in visual cortex. While Polák and Marvan are not primi-
tivists about phenomenal qualities such as colours (Polák and Marvan 2018), their 
conception of phenomenal character could be given a primitivist interpretation. For 
example, their preferred physicalist explanation of the production of phenomenal 

20  Coleman (Coleman 2020, 69–71) defends the same view with regard to phenomenal character of pain 
and suffering.
21  According to Rosenthal (Rosenthal 1999) the term ‘colour’ is ambiguous, as it can refer either to percep-
tible physical properties of the environment, or to mental qualities standing in a homomorphism relation 
to the former. Still, Rosenthal’s view is compatible with UPC, since both sides of that homomorphism are 
independent of consciousness.
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qualities in visual cortex could be replaced with an account employing the notion of 
strong emergence (Chalmers 2006). Nevertheless, the missing explanation is not a 
detailed story about the anatomy and mechanism of the visual system, but an account 
of how this specific anatomy and mechanism give rise to that specific phenomenal 
character. Indeed, the inequivalence internalist agrees with the equivalence internal-
ist that the phenomenal character is produced in the subject when the visual system 
is given a suitable stimulation. All that they disagree about is where in the brain the 
production happens, and whether it depends on consciousness or not.

5.4 Inequivalence externalism

According to inequivalence externalism, (i) the phenomenal character of perception 
is consciousness-independent, and (ii) the properties of which the phenomenal char-
acter is comprised (inter alia colours) are not produced in the mind; they are mind-
independent features of the perceived scene.

A straightforward example of inequivalence externalism is an unorthodox ver-
sion of relationalism that allows for unconscious phenomenal character while view-
ing colours as primitive mind-independent properties (it thereby thoroughly accords 
with the conclusions of Sect. 4). In contrast to orthodox relationalism described in 
Sect. 5.2, which confines the scope of the relationalist analysis to conscious percep-
tion, unorthodox relationalism applies that analysis to all cases of perception (cf. 
Anaya and Clarke 2017; Zięba 2019).

One may object that the relationalist analysis cannot be consistently applied to 
unconscious perception. According to relationalist orthodoxy, perceptual experience 
is a ‘modification of consciousness’ determined by conscious acquaintance with a 
mind-independent object (Brewer 2011, 92). But how could the relation of perceptual 
acquaintance be sometimes conscious and sometimes not? This seems incoherent, 
since unconscious perception ‘would seem to involve being acquainted with some 
element, and yet that element making no contribution to the subject’s conscious per-
spective on the world’ (Phillips 2018b, 472). If colours constitute conscious visual 
experience, it cannot be possible to see them unconsciously.

However, this objection would work only if the perceived object were the sole con-
stituent of conscious visual experience. To my knowledge, no relationalist endorses 
that claim (cf. French 2018). Perceptual relation does not depend solely on (i) the 
perceived object. It also depends on (ii) the state of the subject and (iii) the circum-
stances of perception22. And when the conditions (ii-iii) are suboptimal, it is only to 
be expected that the perceived object’s constitutive contribution to perceptual rela-
tion is going to be suboptimal as well. Hence unconscious perception can be consid-
ered as either defective or not fully developed instance of perceptual relation. Insofar 
as it exhibits features characteristic of ordinary conscious seeing despite not being 
conscious, it deserves the label unconscious acquaintance. So there is no inconsis-
tency between UP and the relationalist account of visual phenomenology.

22  This is not to say that all these things constitute perceptual phenomenal character in the same way (see 
Zięba 2021).
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Inequivalence externalism is the main competitor of inequivalence internalism as 
far as accommodating UPC is concerned. Both accounts gain support from the evi-
dence for UP (and UPC). What differentiates them is what they say about the origin 
of phenomenal qualities. While the inequivalence internalist holds that phenomenal 
qualities are produced in visual cortex, the inequivalence externalist locates them out 
there in the world, waiting, as it were, to be perceived. In order to see which of the 
two approaches is better suited to accommodate UPC, it is necessary to inspect the 
sources of their disagreement.

Recall that the internalism vs. externalism distinction in Table 1 maps onto rep-
resentationalism vs. relationalism distinction in metaphysics of perception. While 
representationalism is typically combined with colour reductionism23, relationalism 
is usually coupled with the objectivist form of colour primitivism. For the reduction-
ist, the hard problem of consciousness is genuine at least in this sense: there really is a 
need for an explanation of how the phenomenal reduces to the physical. By contrast, 
the objectivist-primitivist sees the need for such an explanation as an outcome of a 
misguided research programme, and regards the hard problem as a pseudo-problem. 
As Campbell puts it,

‘The seventeenth-century science had two great programmes. One was the 
ambition of explaining all of the physical reality in terms of mathematical laws 
governing the behaviour of fundamental particles and forces. […] The second 
great programme was to analyse the qualitative world in terms of its relation 
to consciousness. […] But while the first programme has been a great success, 
the second programme has simply been a disaster. It really hasn’t worked at 
all. […] This whole programme of explaining the qualitative world in terms of 
its relations to consciousness is simply hopeless and we really should abandon 
that.‘ (Campbell 2012).

In a similar vein, Kalderon (Kalderon 2007, 594–98) points out that it was the puzzle 
of how to incorporate qualitative properties (inter alia colours) into the quantitative 
description of the world that has led philosophers to think that qualitative properties 
are mind-dependent. This resulted in well-known and possibly unresolvable difficul-
ties, namely the body-mind problem and the hard problem of consciousness. But if 
colours are not properties of the mental, locating them ‘in the head’ amounts to com-
mitting the ‘introjective error’ (see also Allen 2016, 176–83).

To some extent, UPC reinforces this diagnosis24. While inequivalence internalism 
fares better than equivalence internalism when it comes to accounting for uncon-
scious perception, equivalence internalism fares better than inequivalence inter-
nalism at justifying the mind-dependence of phenomenal qualities. If the latter are 
consciousness-dependent, as equivalence internalism has it, there is a good reason to 
think that they are mind-dependent. But if phenomenal qualities are consciousness-
independent, as inequivalence internalism requires, an important reason to internal-

23  Polák’s and Marvan’s proposal exemplifies that (see Polák and Marvan 2018).
24  This is not to say that the diagnosis presupposes UPC. One can consistently approve the diagnosis and 
endorse equivalence externalism.
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ize those qualities is lost. Even though consciousness-independence of phenomenal 
qualities does not entail that they are mind-independent, it corroborates the hypoth-
esis that attempts to explain the qualitative in terms of its relation to consciousness 
rest on a mistake.

This might persuade the orthodox relationalist (i.e. the equivalence externalist) 
that the unorthodox version of their view (i.e. inequivalence externalism) is superior. 
But the inequivalence internalist will not be persuaded. They will insist that con-
sciousness-independence of phenomenal qualities does not entail that they are mind-
independent. To persuade them, more needs to be said to justify the externalization of 
phenomenal qualities. And since the inequivalence internalist is a representationalist 
about perception, presumably they will not be persuaded by any other standard moti-
vation of relationalism. However, as I show in the next section, there is a reason to 
prefer inequivalence externalism over inequivalence internalism that does not figure 
among relationalism’s standard motivations25.

6 A dilemma for the inequivalence internalist

Inequivalence externalism is preferable over inequivalence internalism because it 
avoids a dilemma faced by inequivalence internalism. The dilemma ensues from the 
observation that the plausibility of UP (and UPC) is inversely proportional to the 
plausibility of the phenomenal overflow hypothesis.

Section 6.1 explains overflow and its motivations. Section 6.2 considers reasons 
against overflow, which in turn reveals a tension between overflow and UP. Sec-
tion 6.3 sets forth a dilemma based on that tension. Section 6.4 addresses some objec-
tions against the reasoning that underlies the dilemma. Section 6.5 is a brief summary.

6.1 Phenomenal overflow

According to phenomenal overflow, one can be phenomenally conscious of some-
thing of which one is not access-conscious. Put differently, one can be aware of more 
things than one is able to report. This is usually motivated by suggesting that the 
phenomenal character of perceptual experience is so rich that it exceeds the capacity 
of the perceiver’s working memory. It is hypothesized that phenomenal richness of 
perceptual experience is captured by high-capacity yet short-lasting iconic memory. 
Only a part of the content of the iconic memory can be transferred into the more 
durable working memory and become access-conscious. In this sense, phenomenal 
consciousness ‘overflows’ access consciousness.

Evidence for overflow reaches back to Sperling’s study (Sperling 1960), in which 
subjects were presented with an array of letters presented in a grid for 5-500 mil-
liseconds. The subjects were able to report 4–5 letters on average. However, when 
the subjects were cued to a specific row of letters shortly after the grid disappeared 
from their view, they were able to report almost all of the letters in that row. More-
over, the subjects were expressing a conviction that they saw all of the letters in the 

25  My reason is not the only one. There are other reasons of this sort (see e.g. Mandik 2017).
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grid. According to the overflow interpretation of this result, the subjects were phe-
nomenally conscious of every letter in the grid, but the limited capacity of working 
memory prevented them from being able to report them all. They could report only 
so much that could squeeze in their working memory, i.e. what they were access-
conscious of.

Recent evidence for overflow consists of studies which develop Sperling’s para-
digm in various ways. In a study by Bronfman and colleagues (Bronfman et al. 2014), 
for example, the subjects were shown a grid of letters as in the Sperling’s paradigm, 
except that the rows varied with respect to colour diversity of the letters. Apart from 
remembering the letters, the subjects were also asked to estimate the colour diversity 
in either cued or uncued rows. It was found that the subjects were able to assess the 
colour diversity in uncued rows without decrease in letter-recall. The authors claim 
that the additional task did not overload working memory because the information 
about the colour diversity was stored there as an indeterminate ‘ensemble representa-
tion’. They also maintain that such compressed representation could not have been 
formed had the colours of individual letters not been consciously perceived. Hence 
the conclusion that the phenomenal overflows the accessible.

Another widely discussed study was conducted by Vandenbroucke and colleagues 
(Vandenbroucke et al. 2012). The subjects were presented with a display containing 
eight figures for 500 milliseconds. After a short break, the display was presented 
again, and the task was to indicate whether any of the figures had changed. The 
subjects were cued as to where on the display the potential change might occur (it 
occurred in 50% of the trials). In the Fragile Memory condition (FM), the cue was 
presented before the presentation of the second display; in the Working Memory 
condition (WM), the cue occurred for some time during the presentation of the sec-
ond display. The subjects performed significantly better in the FM condition. The 
researchers attribute this to ‘fragile memory’, a type of memory that is less capacious 
than iconic memory, yet roughly twice as capacious as working memory. The idea is 
that the fragile memory caused the boost in performance in FM but was overwritten 
immediately after the second display was presented.

The outcome of this experiment supports overflow if the content of the fragile 
memory was phenomenally conscious. The authors argue that this was indeed the 
case by indicating that performance in FM was particularly high when the figures 
on the displays formed Kanizsa triangles. Assuming that (i) conscious experience is 
requisite for the occurrence of the Kanizsa modal completion26, and (ii) the boost of 
performance in FM resulted precisely from that occurrence, it follows that (iii) the 
fragile memory is phenomenally conscious.

6.2 The tension between phenomenal overflow and UP

At first glance, findings of this sort constitute a strong case for overflow. But the 
fact of the matter is that they are not univocal. The evidence adduced in favour of 
overflow admits of being explained without postulating a dissociation between phe-
nomenal consciousness and access consciousness. An alternative explanation regards 

26  This is controversial (see Harris et al. 2011; Fahrenfort et al. 2017; Jimenez, Montoro, and Luna 2017).
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access consciousness as a graded rather than all-or-none phenomenon. On this view, 
it is possible that the subjects in the Sperling paradigm can report the letter A while 
not being able to report the letter B because their access to A is fully developed, 
whereas their access to B is merely rudimentary (M. Overgaard 2018; see also Car-
ruthers 2017). What about the impression the subjects have about consciously see-
ing more than they are able to report? Evidence for that impression is questionable 
(Cova, Gaillard, and Kammerer 2021). Even if it exists, it might be an illusion result-
ing from the fact that one’s working memory is constantly updated by shifts of atten-
tion (see e.g. Kouider et al. 2010; Schlicht 2012).

Part of the reason why the status of overflow is hard to settle is that the mea-
surement of phenomenal consciousness is often (perhaps always) mediated by the 
measurement of access consciousness. This is because the so-called subjective mea-
sures of consciousness (confidence ratings, post-decision wagering, direct reports of 
visibility) effectively measure performance in perceptual discrimination tasks, not 
visual phenomenology (Irvine 2012; M. Overgaard 2018; Persuh 2018).

The same problem occurs in neuroscience, as the overflow controversy is closely 
related to the debate about the neural basis of consciousness. If overflow is true, 
the neural basis of phenomenal consciousness is independent of the neural basis of 
access consciousness. In the case of visual consciousness, this means that the activity 
in visual cortex (occipital region) should suffice for the occurrence of visual phenom-
enology. If overflow is false, the activity in the neural basis of access consciousness 
(frontal region) is necessary for visual phenomenology to occur. Because the neural 
basis of access consciousness produces reports, a boost of activity in that region is 
observed whenever the subjects are asked to report what they experience. This makes 
it difficult to determine which of the observed brain activity is responsible for expe-
rience, and which stands for the reports. Attempts have been made to circumvent 
this by employing the so-called no-report paradigms, but it is highly controversial 
whether this manoeuvre solves the problem (Block 2019; M. Overgaard 2018; Phil-
lips and Morales 2020).

According to Phillips, closer inspection of empirical studies purporting to establish 
overflow reveals a ‘yawning gap between an informational story offered in explana-
tion of certain task-performance data, and a corresponding phenomenological story’ 
(Phillips 2018a, 3). It is this explanatory gap that makes room for two conflicting yet 
just about equally plausible interpretations of the same evidence. In effect, it seems 
that every single case for overflow can be rebutted in two simple steps:

‘(i) accept (for argument’s sake) whatever interpretation is offered of the relevant 
data construed in purely representational or informational terms; (ii) dispute the 
‘bridging assumptions’ used to move from this representational account to claims 
concerning consciousness.‘ (Phillips 2018a, 2).

Implementing this recipe to the (Bronfman et al. 2014) study, the opponent of 
overflow can (i) agree that the observed performance is enabled by rich representa-
tions of individual colours, but (ii) deny that these representations are phenomenally 
conscious. As to (Vandenbroucke et al. 2012) study, the anti-overflow theorist can (i) 
admit that the boost in performance was caused by Kanizsa modal completion, but 
(ii) deny that the latter requires phenomenal consciousness.
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Phillips’ diagnosis illustrates how the plausibility of overflow is inversely pro-
portional to the plausibility of UP. The illustration depicts two possible cases. In 
the first case, overflow is true. It follows that unreportable (i.e. access-unconscious) 
phenomenal experience is possible. This fuels O2, i.e. the objection to UP according 
to which subjects in putative cases of unconscious perception are in fact transiently 
and/or residually conscious of the stimuli. Therefore, overflow casts serious doubt on 
UP, even though the two hypotheses are not antithetical. In the second case, overflow 
is false. It follows that the performance observed in studies such as (Bronfman et al. 
2014) and (Vandenbroucke et al. 2012) is due to unconscious perception, which of 
course validates UP and UPC27.

6.3 The dilemma

This is where the foreshown dilemma for inequivalence internalism comes up. Note 
that if overflow is true, the neural basis of phenomenal consciousness is distinct from 
the neural basis of access consciousness. In the case of visual perception, overflow 
entails that the phenomenal character of visual perception is produced in visual cor-
tex (Block 2005; 2007; 2011a). The crux of the matter is that overflow shares this 
assumption with inequivalence internalism. Indeed, the evidence for overflow just 
is the evidence for the claim that the phenomenal character of visual perception is 
produced in visual cortex (cf. Schlicht 2012, 325–28). If that claim is true, overflow 
is validated, and the inequivalence internalist account of UPC is hard-pressed by O2. 
This is the first horn of the dilemma. But if phenomenal qualities are not produced in 
visual cortex, inequivalence internalism is false. This is the second horn, which takes 
form of the following argument:

(1) the phenomenal overflow hypothesis is false (assumption);
(2) there is no phenomenal consciousness (PC) without access consciousness 

(AC) (from 1);
(3) the neural basis of PC is the same as the neural basis of AC (from 2)28;
(4) the neural basis of AC is not located exclusively in visual cortex (an empirical 

fact);

27  Phillips (Phillips 2016, 432; 2018b, 486–87) mentions this tension between overflow and UP as a source 
of ‘serious internal challenge’ in Block’s position concerning UP: by accepting overflow, Block renders 
his case for UP vulnerable to O2. D’Aloisio-Montilla (D’Aloisio-Montilla 2019) has argued recently 
that Phillips faces an analogous challenge: by taking issue with overflow, Phillips compromises his own 
employment of O2 against UP. But the two cases are not symmetrical. Block faces the challenge because 
he explicitly endorses both overflow and UP. Phillips’ case is different. As I read him, his view is not so 
much that overflow and UP are false. Rather, he believes that currently available evidence cannot settle 
whether UP is true or not, nor whether overflow is true or not. So he protests that it is precipitant to argue 
that overflow or UP (or both) have been already established on empirical grounds. If anything, the tension 
between overflow and UP actually reinforces his sceptical position.
28  François Kammerer has disputed the move from 1&2 to 3 by suggesting that the falsity of overflow is 
compatible with the claim that P-consciousness and A-consciousness have distinct realizers (which would 
make perfect sense if one thinks, say, that P-conscious properties are realized by some intrinsic property 
and A-conscious properties by some functional property). Still, if P-consciousness and A-consciousness 
have distinct realizers, the former can occur without the latter, and granting this much suffices to render 
overflow possible.
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(5) the neural basis of visual PC contains (or is identical to) the neural basis of 
the phenomenal character of visual perception (from PC’s definition, see Sect. 5.1);

(6) the phenomenal character of visual perception cannot be produced exclusively 
in visual cortex (from 3, 4 and 5).

The dilemma demonstrates that the falsity of overflow is just as problematic for 
the inequivalence internalist as the truth of it. But the problems of inequivalence 
internalism do not end here. When denial of overflow is combined with conscious-
ness-independence of phenomenal qualities (i.e. UPC), we run out of candidate brain 
areas within which the production of phenomenal qualities could happen. It turns out 
that phenomenal qualities are not produced in the subject at all:

(7) the phenomenal character of perception is consciousness-independent (from 
UPC);

(8) the activity in the neural basis of AC does not suffice for the phenomenal char-
acter to occur (from 7);

(9) phenomenal character of colour perception is not produced in the subject (from 
6 and 8).

Before I consider some objections against this reasoning, I want to clarify what 
the dilemma is, and what follows from it as far as the search for the most plausible 
reading of UPC is concerned.

On the first horn, the phenomenal character is produced in visual cortex. This 
validates overflow, i.e. the possibility of phenomenally conscious access unconscious 
perception, which in turn casts doubt on the possibility of unconscious perception 
(because it reinforces O2, i.e. the objection that the putative instances of unconscious 
perception are in fact cases of overflow).

A colour internalist who thinks that unconscious perception is impossible won’t 
have any problem with that, but I am not arguing against colour internalism as such. 
Instead, my target is the ability of colour internalism to provide a plausible account 
of UPC. Put differently, the first horn is problematic for the colour internalist who 
believes that UPC is true. My target is Marvan and Polak’s view and any other theory 
that postulates unconscious production of colours qua phenomenal qualities in visual 
cortex. To accommodate UPC, the proponents of such theories have to say that the 
neural basis of the phenomenal character is distinct from the neural basis of con-
sciousness. Hence the prefrontal cortex is not an option for them. And any other brain 
area or brain activity they might indicate as responsible for phenomenal character 
will be intercepted by the overflow theorist, who will say that precisely that activity 
produces phenomenal consciousness.

On the second horn (the one supported by the argument above), the phenomenal 
character is not produced in visual cortex. In this case, the kind of colour internal-
ism that postulates unconscious production of phenomenal character in visual cortex 
is false. If the phenomenal character can be unconscious, it cannot be produced in 
the neural basis of consciousness either (so the prefrontal cortex is not an option). 
And, as before, indicating any other part of the brain/brain activity as the producer 
of unconscious phenomenal character will prompt the overflow theorist to argue that 
this is where phenomenal consciousness is produced, which will undermine UPC.

To sum up, my point is that the tension between overflow and unconscious percep-
tion seems to hinder any internalist account of UPC. Admittedly, the dilemma does 
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not show that colour internalism simply cannot allow for UPC to be true. But it does 
show that the externalist account of seeing colours unconsciously is in a dialectically 
better position, for the simple reason that the externalist does not face this dilemma. 
Inequivalence externalism is more plausible than inequivalence internalism because 
it is more resilient to objections.

6.4 Responses to objections

One might object that, if Premise 7 is true, Premise 6 fails to follow from Premises 
3–5. That is to say, if phenomenal qualities such as colours are consciousness-inde-
pendent, the neural basis of phenomenal qualities is independent of the neural basis 
of consciousness; so even if overflow is false and phenomenal consciousness is not 
realized in visual cortex, it does not follow that phenomenal qualities are not realized 
there. However, recall that the evidence for overflow just is the evidence for the claim 
that phenomenal qualities are produced in visual cortex. Scepticism about overflow is 
at least partially motivated by scepticism regarding the claim that phenomenal quali-
ties are produced in visual cortex (Schlicht 2012). Juraj Hvorecký has pointed out to 
me that this does not yet render overflow and unconscious perception indistinguish-
able. Yes, but insofar as both phenomena involve an unreportable phenomenal char-
acter, there is a legitimate worry that the differences between them might be merely 
superficial. Currently available evidence does not rule it out.

Another possible objection disputes the move from Premise 7 to Premise 8. If 
overflow is false, the neural basis of visual consciousness encompasses both occipital 
and frontal regions in the brain. Is it not clear that a combined activity in both these 
areas would suffice to produce phenomenal qualities? No, because their conscious-
ness-independence renders that activity unnecessary for their coming into existence. 
According to the interpretation of UPC recommended in Sect. 4, colours qua phe-
nomenal qualities are consciousness-independent. This entails that the neural real-
izer of phenomenal character differs from the neural realizer of consciousness in 
some way or another. For if they had the same realizer, they could not dissociate. 
Hence the claim that the neural basis of consciousness produces colours contradicts 
the inequivalence view. According to the latter, the neural realizer of consciousness 
does not realize phenomenal qualities; it only realizes conscious experience of them. 
Phenomenal qualities are phenomenal in the sense that they determine what it is like 
to be conscious of them when they are consciously perceived.

François Kammerer has objected that A’s independence of B (i.e. the fact that 
A can exist without B) does not entail that the existence of B is insufficient for the 
existence of A, as there are possible entities A and B such that A is independent of 
B and yet the existence of B suffices for the existence of A. Still, if the phenomenal 
character is consciousness-independent, what reason is there to think that the realizer 
of A-consciousness realizes the phenomenal character? While it is incumbent on the 
objector to give such a reason, the tension between UP and overflow suggests that 
no such reason is there to be given. For example, suppose that some partial activa-
tion of the realizer of A-consciousness suffices for phenomenal character but not for 
A-consciousness, since the latter requires full activation. Why is that partial activa-
tion insufficient for P-consciousness without A-consciousness?
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Finally, it might be objected that the dilemma ensues from an over-simplistic view 
about how the brain works. If we acknowledge the role of other brain areas, zoom in 
on the details of the two already mentioned, and factor in the complexity of connec-
tions between them, perhaps we will eventually trace the neural factory of phenom-
enal qualities, or so the objector may hope. Nevertheless, complicating the picture 
does not seem to solve the dilemma. Suppose that the inequivalence internalist sub-
mits evidence that the production of colours qua phenomenal qualities necessarily 
involves some brain activity B, located outside of both frontal and visual areas. The 
same evidence will doubtlessly prompt an overflow theorist to recognise B as respon-
sible for access-unconscious phenomenal experience. If the overflow theorist is right, 
O2 compromises UPC. And whatever reason is given to show that they are wrong is 
going to controvert the initial suggestion that B is where the production happens. This 
illustrates that the dilemma reoccurs no matter how detailed a story is told about the 
brain’s anatomy and functioning.

6.5 Taking stock

If UPC is combined with the falsity of overflow, the argument in Sect. 6.3 favours 
inequivalence externalism over inequivalence internalism. If overflow is true, UPC 
(and UP in general) is in jeopardy. While it is possible that overflow and UPC are both 
true (in which case it is less clear which stance is preferable), the tension between 
overflow and UP makes this possibility very difficult to motivate. Hence, by elimina-
tion, inequivalence externalism is the best bet for the UPC-theorist.

This does not yet show that inequivalence externalism is the best conception of 
visual phenomenology. That depends on the status of UPC, UP in general, overflow, 
and many other things. For all I have said, each of these hypotheses might be true. 
But as long as the status of overflow is left open, the UPC-theorist has a good reason 
to prefer inequivalence externalism over inequivalence internalism. Out of four con-
ceptions of the phenomenal character of visual experience, inequivalence external-
ism renders UPC the most plausible. Insofar as unorthodox relationalism introduced 
in Sect. 5.4 is a viable option, the commitment to UPC constitutes a reason (not 
decisive, but substantial) to embrace the relational theory of perception29 because 
that theory buys one the most plausible reading of UPC.

29  Tomasz Placek has drawn my attention to the possibility of the following objection. If phenomenal 
consciousness requires access consciousness (i.e. overflow is false), then all conscious seeing is conceptu-
ally structured epistemic seeing (i.e. seeing that something is the case), which means that no conscious 
seeing is conceptually unstructured non-epistemic seeing (seeing things) (cf. Dretske 1969). It follows that 
conscious perception has representational content, which is inconsistent with pure forms of relationalism. 
If so, falsity of overflow does not render inequivalence externalism preferable over inequivalence inter-
nalism. For it is problematic for inequivalence externalism too, albeit for different reasons.Note however 
that the objection assumes that ‘access-conscious’ means ‘accessed’, not ‘accessible’. In this connection, 
the relationalist has two responses to choose from. First, they can accept the objector’s assumption, and 
argue that perception has content insofar as it is conscious (i.e. perceptual experience has content), while 
maintaining that perception as such is fundamentally relational no matter whether it is conscious or not (cf. 
Hellie 2014). Second, they might reject the assumption by stipulating that access-conscious perception is 
accessible perception, not accessed perception (i.e. available for conceptualisation, not conceptually struc-
tured). The second view leaves open the possibility of non-epistemic conscious seeing.
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7 Conclusions

The take-home message of this paper is twofold. First, since none of the three main 
objections against it is conclusive, UPC is a plausible hypothesis, and its ramifica-
tions cannot be ignored. Second, the most plausible reading of UPC construes the 
phenomenal character of visual perception as (i) constituted by primitive mind-inde-
pendent qualities and (ii) not essentially tied to consciousness.
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