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 Intuitions about the transparency of experience have recently begun to play a key role in 

the debate about qualia.  Specifically, such intuitions have been used by representationalists to 

support their view that the phenomenal character of our experience can be wholly explained in 

terms of its intentional content.1  But what exactly does it mean to say that experience is 

transparent?  In my view, recent discussions of transparency leave matters considerably murkier 

than one would like.  As I will suggest, there is reason to believe that experience is not 

transparent in the way that representationalism requires.  Although there is a sense in which 

experience can be said to be transparent, transparency in this sense does not give us any 

particular motivation for representationalism—or at least, not the pure or strong 

representationalism that it is usually invoked to support.  

 

I.  What is the transparency intuition? 

To start, it will be useful to eliminate one potential source of confusion.  The notion of 

transparency has two quite distinct uses in discussions of the mind—one epistemic, one 

metaphysical.  In its epistemic use, “transparency” describes the sort of incorrigibility or 

infallibility thesis inspired by Descartes.  We can quite naturally summarize the claim that a 

person cannot be wrong in her judgments about her own mental states by saying that “the mind is 

transparent to itself.”2  This, however, is not the sort of transparency in which I am interested.  

The sort of transparency claim that will be my focus here involves a metaphysical claim about 
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experience.  Experience is said to be transparent in the sense that we ‘see’ right through it to the 

object of that experience, analogously to the way we see through a pane of glass to whatever is 

on the other side of it.  The Cartesian transparency claim concerns beliefs about experience and 

their justification.  In contrast, the sort of transparency claim in which I am interested concerns 

experience itself, and in particular, its metaphysical structure. 

Considerations of this sort were introduced into the contemporary debate about qualia by 

Gilbert Harman.  In a now famous passage, Harman claimed: 

When Eloise sees a tree before her, the colors she experiences are all experienced as 

features of the tree and its surroundings.  None of them are experienced as intrinsic 

features of her experience.  Nor does she experience any features of anything as intrinsic 

features of her experiences.  And that is true of you too.  There is nothing special about 

Eloise’s visual experience.  When you see a tree, you do not experience any features as 

intrinsic features of your experience.  Look at a tree and try to turn your attention to 

intrinsic features of your visual experience.  I predict you will find that the only features 

there to turn your attention to will be features of the presented tree…  (Harman 1990, p. 

667) 

Over the past decade, Michael Tye has repeatedly and forcefully appealed to similar 

considerations in his discussions of the phenomenal character of experience (Tye 1991; 1995; 

2000).  For example, having asked us to suppose that we have focused our attention on a square 

that has been painted blue, Tye attempts to pump our intuitions about transparency as follows: 

Intuitively, you are directly aware of blueness and squareness as … features of an 

external surface.  Now shift your gaze inward and try to become aware of your 

experience itself, inside you, apart from its objects.  Try to focus your attention on some 
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intrinsic feature of the experience that distinguishes it from other experiences, something 

other than what it is an experience of.  The task seems impossible: one’s awareness seems 

always to slip through the experience to blueness and squareness, as instantiated together 

in an external object.  In turning one’s mind inward to attend to the experience, one 

seems to end up concentrating on what is outside again, on external features or properties.  

(Tye 1995, p. 30) 

Both Tye and Harman are representationalists, and both invoke considerations of 

transparency to support representationalism.3  Representationalism comes in several varieties and 

degrees of strength, but common to all the varieties is the claim that the phenomenal character of 

experience supervenes on the representational content of experience, i.e., if two experiences are 

alike representationally, then they are alike phenomenally.  Sometimes the representationalist 

limits his theory to supervenience claims within particular sensory modalities, e.g., if two visual 

experiences are alike representationally, then they are alike phenomenally; if two auditory 

experiences are alike representationally, then they are alike phenomenally, etc.  (See, e.g., Lycan 

1996, pp. 134-36)  But many of the representationalists take their theory to apply across sensory 

modalities.  For these representationalists, not only does the phenomenal difference between 

seeing a cube and seeing a pyramid depend on a representational difference, but so too does the 

phenomenal difference between seeing a cube and feeling a cube.  (See, e.g., Dretske 1995; Tye 

2000, pp. 93-95)   

For our purposes here, these differences are unimportant; nothing that follows hinges on 

whether we focus on a representationalism that applies across sensory modalities or on a 

representationalism that applies within sensory modalities.  What will be important, however, is 

that we focus on a version of representationalism that purports to give us a theory of the nature 
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of phenomenal character.  Almost all (if not all) of the primary representationalists agree not 

only that phenomenal character supervenes on representational character, but also that it can be 

reduced to representational character.  As Tye puts it, representationalism in its strong or pure 

form “aims to tell us what phenomenal character is.”  (Tye 2000, p. 45)  It is this strong or pure 

sort of representationalism that will be at issue in what follows. 

Though transparency claims are often associated with strong representationalism, they 

are also endorsed by proponents of weaker versions of representationalism.4  In fact, even among 

non-representationalists there is widespread agreement that experience is transparent.  Thus, for 

example, Brian Loar endorses the idea that “normal visual experience is transparent” (Loar 2002, 

p. 1) and Sydney Shoemaker comments that “qualia, if there are such, are diaphanous; if one 

tries to attend to them, all one finds is the representative content of the experience.”  (Shoemaker 

1990, p. 101)5  Shoemaker’s use of the term ‘diaphanous’ here implicitly references G.E. Moore.  

Discussions of transparency inevitably invoke Moore’s claim from “The Refutation of Idealism” 

that “When we try to introspect the sensation of blue, all we can see is the blue: the other element 

is as if it were diaphanous.”  (Moore 1903, p. 25)6  Moore was himself no representationalist, 

having offered these considerations about transparency to defend his sense-data theory.7 

 Considering that the representationalist/non-representationalist divide has been called 

“the greatest chasm in philosophy of mind” (Block 1996, p. 19), this cross-chasm apparent 

agreement about the transparency of experience is rather striking.  Let us mark the agreement by 

referring to this general claim—that experience is transparent—as the transparency thesis.  Of 

course, there are some philosophers who have gone on record as denying this thesis, most 

notably Ned Block (1996).  Responding to the above quoted passage from Harman, Block 

claims, “As a point about introspection, this seems to me to be straightforwardly wrong.”  (Block 
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1996, p. 27)8  But, even taking into account isolated voices of dissent such as Block’s, there 

nonetheless appears to be a broad philosophical consensus surrounding the transparency thesis. 

 As we all know, however, appearances can be deceiving, and I believe that underlying 

the appearance of consensus there lies unrecognized disagreement.  In particular, I think that 

there are two important ambiguities inherent in discussions of the transparency thesis, one 

regarding its strength and one regarding its scope.  In the following two sections I discuss each of 

these ambiguities in turn.  In the final section, having highlighted the existence of these 

ambiguities, I assess their significance for representationalism.  As we will see, the 

representationalists’ claim that experience is transparent turns out to be considerably more 

contentious than they would have us believe, and there is good reason to deny that experience is 

transparent in the sense that their theory requires. 

 

II.  The strength of the transparency thesis 

Interestingly, the first crack in the consensus about transparency comes to light when we 

take a closer look at Moore.  Though his widely cited remark (quoted above) suggests that he 

endorses the transparency thesis, consideration of the larger context in which that remark is 

situated, and in particular, the very next sentence, suggests otherwise: 

[T]hough philosophers have recognised that something distinct is meant by 

consciousness, they have never yet had a clear conception of what that something is. … 

[T]he moment we try to fix our attention upon consciousness and to see what, distinctly, 

it is, it seems to vanish: it seems as if we had before us a mere emptiness.  When we try 

to introspect the sensation of blue, all we can see is the blue: the other element is as if it 
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were diaphanous.  Yet it can be distinguished if we look attentively enough, and if we 

know that there is something to look for. 

Once we consider the remark quoted above in context, Moore’s endorsement of the transparency 

thesis seems notably more qualified.  In particular, he does not seem to be suggesting that it is 

impossible to avoid ‘seeing through’ our experience, but only that it is difficult to do so.  If we 

are attentive enough, then we can become aware of elements of our experience that ordinarily 

seem diaphanous.9 

 This interpretation of Moore and correspondingly of the transparency thesis does not sit 

well with the above quotations from Harman and Tye.  Recall that Tye claims that the task of 

attending to intrinsic features of experience “seems impossible” (by which I take it he means: “is 

impossible”), and Harman suggests that there are no features to attend to other than features of 

the presented object.  Thus, we can distinguish two interpretations of the transparency thesis: 

 

Strong Transparency: it is impossible to attend directly to our experience, i.e., we cannot 

attend to our experience except by attending to the objects represented by that 

experience.10 

 

Weak Transparency: it is difficult (but not impossible) to attend directly to our 

experience, i.e., we can most easily attend to our experience by attending to the 

objects represented by that experience. 

 

Once we have these two different interpretations before us, we can see that at least some 

of the contemporary philosophers who buy into the transparency thesis are best interpreted as 
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endorsing only weak transparency.  Statements that are intended as endorsements of the 

transparency thesis are sometimes subtly qualified in ways that are important for our purposes 

here, as when Van Gulick notes that experiences “are so transparent that we typically ‘look’ right 

through them.”  (Van Gulick 1992, my emphasis)  Other times the qualifications are less subtle.  

Loar’s discussion of the transparency thesis clearly suggests he would reject strong transparency.  

Though he thinks that when we adopt an attitude of untutored reflection to our experience, such 

experience strikes us as transparent, he also thinks that we can adopt an attitude of “oblique 

reflection” to our experience.  When we do so, Loar claims that we are able to discern and attend 

to visual qualia.  (Loar 2002) 

Shoemaker advocated a similar view about qualia in the early 1990s.  After noting that 

there is “a prima facie strong phenomenological case” for questioning whether we are aware of 

any non-intentional features of experience, Shoemaker went on to argue that the awareness we 

have of the intentional contents of our experiences involves an awareness of non-intentional 

features of our experiences.  (Shoemaker 1991, p. 132)11  Specifically, Shoemaker suggested that 

we can be aware of a kind of similarity between experiences that cannot be equated with 

similarity of intentional features, and he takes this to show that we must be aware of the non-

intentional features of experience in virtue of which these similarity relations hold.  This 

suggestion indicates that the prima facie case for strong transparency can be overridden, but it 

nonetheless fits well the notion of weak transparency. 

 But when representationalists such as Harman and Tye invoke the transparency thesis in 

support of their views, they clearly intend strong transparency.  Interpreting the transparency 

thesis in terms of weak transparency would be problematic for their case for representationalism.  

In fact, not only would this interpretation of the transparency thesis fail to support 
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representationalism, the claim that we can directly attend to our experience might well count 

against it. 

 Perhaps the clearest explanation of how transparency is supposed to motivate 

representationalism comes in Tye’s most recent book (Tye 2000).  He there lays out the 

representationalist appeal to transparency in ten steps.  Simplifying even further, I think we can 

take the argument to be the following: 

1. In introspecting a visual experience of object O, one is not directly aware of any qualities 

of the experience itself but only of a range of qualities experienced as being qualities of 

the surfaces of O (let us call these ‘surface qualities’).  It is only by being aware of these 

surface qualities that one is aware that one’s visual experience has the phenomenal 

character that it does. 

2. When the surface qualities that are experienced change, so too does the phenomenal 

character of one’s experience. 

3. These two premises are best explained by the representationalist hypothesis, i.e., that the 

phenomenal character of visual experience is wholly constituted by the representational 

content of the experience. 

4. Premises (1) and (2) generalize to hallucinations and other perceptual modalities, as well 

as bodily sensations and moods. 

5. Thus, the representationalist hypothesis too should be generalized: the phenomenal 

character of experience is wholly constituted by the representational content of the 

experience. 

For this argument to succeed, we must interpret the first premise in terms of strong transparency.  

If experience were only weakly transparent, then we could (at least in principle) avoid seeing 
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through it—and this is in tension with the claim that awareness of surface qualities provides us 

with our only means for becoming aware that our visual experience has the phenomenal 

character that it does.  Recasting the first premise in terms of weak transparency gives us 

something like: 

1W.  In introspecting a visual experience of object O, one is usually not directly aware of any 

qualities of the experience itself but only of a range of qualities experienced as being 

qualities of the surfaces of O (let us call these ‘surface qualities’).  Usually, it is by being 

aware of these surface qualities that one is aware that one’s visual experience has the 

phenomenal character that it does. 

Clearly, reinterpreting the first premise in this manner undermines the inference to 

representationalism as the best explanation for its truth. 

 Thus, insofar as the ambiguity between weak and strong transparency makes the 

transparency thesis appear more widely shared than it is, the representationalists’ appeal to 

transparency may appear to have more force than it does.  As a result, distinguishing these two 

forms of transparency poses a threat to representationalism.  But it is important to be very clear 

about the source of the threat.  Though I have suggested both (a) that Moore is best interpreted as 

endorsing only weak transparency, and (b) that the above argument for representationalism 

requires strong transparency, I do not thereby mean to suggest that strong transparency is not 

compatible with a sense-data theory like Moore’s.  Just like representationalism, a sense-data 

theory can be seen to offer an explanation of premises (1) and (2), even when (1) is interpreted as 

strong transparency.12  I point this out to distance myself from those who interpret the 

transparency thesis in such a way that it is inconsistent with the sense-data theory.13  In invoking 

Moore to distinguish weak from strong transparency, my intention is not to suggest any such 
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inconsistency, but rather to suggest that it simply is not clear that the sense-data theorists (at least 

Moore, who is widely quoted in this context as representing the sense-data tradition) actually 

endorsed transparency in the sense that the representationalists require. 

 In the face of this threat, I expect that those who endorse strong transparency will attempt 

to deny that weak transparency adequately captures the phenomenological facts.  As a prelude, 

they might attempt to deny that weak transparency can even adequately capture the notion of 

transparency.  But this latter denial seems to me entirely unwarranted.  When we consider 

paradigmatic examples of transparent objects from everyday life, such as panes of glass, there is 

no question that the sense of transparency in question must be weak transparency (and thus, that 

weak transparency must be sufficient to capture the notion of transparency).  The window next to 

my desk overlooks the roof of my neighbor’s house.  As I look out the window, it is difficult for 

me to avoid seeing right through it to my neighbor’s roof, but it is by no means impossible for 

me to do so.  If I angle my head just so, or if the light is right, I can undeniably focus on the pane 

of glass of the window itself.  (And this is true even on those rare occasions when the window 

has been recently cleaned.)  

Moreover, transparency claims made in other areas of philosophy provide further 

evidence that weak transparency is a perfectly respectable form of transparency.  For example, 

considerations of transparency play a major role in discussions of the aesthetics of photography.  

Philosophers such as Barthes, Scruton, and Walton, among others, have claimed that 

photographs are transparent—that, as Walton puts it, we “see the world through them.”  (Walton 

1984, p. 252.)14  Importantly, Walton insists that this claim not be taken metaphorically: “I am 

not saying that the person looking at the dusty photographs has the impression of seeing his 

ancestors ….  My claim is that we see, quite literally, our dead relatives themselves when we 
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look at photographs of them.”  (Walton 1984, p. 251-52)  In arguing that photographs are 

transparent, however, these aestheticians would certainly not deny that we can also focus on the 

properties of the photograph itself.  As Walton notes, “to be transparent is not necessarily to be 

invisible.”  (Walton 1984, p. 252)  On the transparency view of photographs, although we can 

see through the photograph to the object photographed, we can undeniably avoid doing so and 

focus on properties of the photograph itself. 

However controversial this transparency view of photographs may be—and many other 

aestheticians have mounted important arguments against it—no one disputes the characterization 

of this view in terms of transparency.15  Likewise, proponents of strong transparency cannot 

reject weak transparency by denigrating its ability to capture the notion of transparency in 

general.  But even if weak transparency is a legitimate form of transparency, that does not mean 

that it adequately accounts for the phenomenology of experience.  Having distinguished strong 

from weak transparency, we thus need to ask: Which of these two conceptions of transparency, if 

either, better captures the phenomenology? 

 

III.  The scope of the transparency thesis 

In attempting to determine whether experience is more accurately described as strongly 

or weakly transparent, it is natural to start with the standard sources of opposition to the 

transparency thesis.  Taking Block as representative of this opposition camp, we can distinguish 

three different kinds of attack on the transparency thesis.  (1) Block points to various examples 

of non-visual experience, arguing that the transparency thesis does not have any purchase when 

it comes to sensations (e.g., orgasms) and moods. (2) He also points to visual experiences where 

“the diaphanousness of perception is much less pronounced.” (Block 1996, p. 35)  One example 
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is that of a phosphene-experience, i.e., the color sensations created by pressure on the eyeball 

when one’s eyelids are closed.  Another is the case of blurry vision.  These special kinds of 

visual experiences are thus offered as counterexamples to the transparency thesis.  (3) Finally, he 

presents us with various thought experiments, most notably the Inverted Earth scenario (Block 

1990), that aim to clarify our intuitions about visual experiences.  On Inverted Earth, objects 

have colors complementary to the colors they have on earth (the sky is yellow, ripe bananas are 

blue, grass is red, strawberries are green, etc.) but the language of Inverted Earthlings is also 

inverted (so they refer to the sky as blue, bananas as yellow, etc.).  Block asks you to imagine 

that a team of mad scientists anesthetize you, insert color-inverting lenses in your eyes, and 

transport you to Inverted Earth where you are substituted for your counterpart.  Since the 

language-inversion cancels out the effect of the color-inversion, you notice no difference, e.g., 

grass looks green to you and people around you will describe the (red) grass as green.  But 

although there is no qualitative difference in your experience, if we are externalist about 

intentional contents, as Block claims we should be, there will eventually be an intentional 

difference: “[A]fter enough time has passed on Inverted Earth, your embedding in the physical 

and linguistic environment would dominate, and so your intentional contents would shift so as to 

be the same as those of the natives.”  (Block 1990, p. 683)  Thus, the qualitative cannot be 

reduced to the intentional. 

 Each of these strategies has importantly different consequences for the transparency 

thesis.  Suppose for the sake of argument that we accept the examples in (1).16  Strictly speaking, 

we might still be able to endorse the transparency thesis, even understood as strong transparency, 

as long as we restrict its scope.  Visual experience could be transparent even if bodily sensations 

and/or moods are not.  This sort of position seems to be held by Dretske, who unequivocally 
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endorses strong transparency when it comes to visual experience, but withholds judgment about 

experiences such as general feelings of depression.  (Dretske 1995, p. xv)  It was also the 

position once held by Tye, who in the early 1990s argued that we are introspectively aware of 

non-intentional features of experience with respect to pain, while denying that we can be 

introspectively aware of any such features with respect to perception.  (Tye 1992, p. 158) 

We might attempt to make a similar claim about the examples in (2).  As we did for the 

examples in (1), let us suppose for the sake of argument that we accept the examples in (2).17  

Even if there are special cases in which perceptual experience is not transparent, it might be that 

ordinary visual experience (or, more broadly, even ordinary perceptual experience) is 

transparent.  While this point strikes me as right in principle, I doubt it will sound very appealing 

to proponents of transparency.  Though expressions of the transparency thesis are often restricted 

to visual experience, no further restriction is usually made to ordinary visual experience.  

Perhaps we can still do justice to the transparency thesis while acknowledging that sensations 

and/or moods are not transparent, but if there are any examples of visual experiences that fail to 

be transparent, then we will have to abandon transparency altogether. 

Or do we?  Here it seems to matter very much whether the sense of transparency in 

question is strong or weak.  While it would be odd for there to be some visual experiences that 

are strongly transparent and others not, it doesn’t seem at all odd that there might be some visual 

experiences that are weakly transparent while others are not transparent at all.  After all, when 

visual experiences are weakly transparent, although it is difficult for us to avoid seeing through 

them to the objects represented, it is still possible for us to do so.  This seems compatible with 

the existence of other visual experiences for which there is no such difficulty, i.e., experiences 

that are not transparent in any sense. 
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In evaluating the considerations arising from the thought experiments in (3), we need to 

be clear about what exactly such thought experiments, if successful, should be taken to show.  

We might take the primary result of such thought experiments to be that certain theoretical 

considerations are brought to the surface, in particular, theoretical considerations that dictate that 

experience must have non-intentional features.  On this way of taking the thought experiments, 

since there is room to claim that these non-intentional features of experience are not directly 

introspectively accessible, the thought experiments might even be compatible with strong 

transparency.  I take it that this is the sort of position that Shoemaker was proposing in the mid-

to-late 1990s, in his attempts to accommodate such cases by invoking qualia that could be known 

only by description (though Shoemaker was attempting to deal with more straightforward 

inverted spectrum-type cases than Inverted Earth). 

This way of taking the thought experiments, however, underestimates their force.  In 

saying this, I don’t mean to claim that the thought experiments are successful.  Rather, I mean 

only that if they are, they show us not just that experience has such non-intentional features, but 

also that we are directly introspectively aware of such features.  In fact, the ability of the thought 

experiments to convince us of the existence of such features depends precisely on their ability to 

show us how to become introspectively aware of such features.  Thus, the conclusion that these 

thought experiments are designed to establish is incompatible with strong transparency.  As 

should be clear, however, it is fully compatible with weak transparency—in fact, the intuitions 

that are sharpened by these thought experiments complement the transparency thesis understood 

in terms of weak transparency.  According to weak transparency, it is difficult for us to avoid 

seeing through our experiences to the objects of such experiences; we can thus view the thought 
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experiments as helping us surmount this difficulty by bringing the non-intentional features of 

experiences themselves into view. 

 

IV.  The significance of the ambiguities 

So where are we?  The first cracks in the transparency consensus began to appear when 

we took a closer look at Moore, and I suggested that there are two notions of transparency, weak 

and strong, present in the literature.  As we then attempted to settle the question of whether the 

phenomenology is better captured by strong or by weak transparency, we saw that the ambiguity 

about the strength of the transparency thesis is intimately related to an ambiguity about its scope.  

Insofar as there is any consensus about strong transparency, it is at most a consensus about 

ordinary perceptual experience.  Intuitions are much weaker and, correspondingly, seem more in 

line with weak transparency when we look at other examples of phenomenal experience. 

These cracks in the consensus directly bear on the representationalists’ appeal to 

transparency.  In Section II above, I suggested that Tye’s argument from transparency to 

representationalism requires strong transparency.  Now, however, it becomes clear that it is not 

just a particular argument for representationalism that requires strong transparency.   Weak 

transparency does not just undermine the representationalists’ attempt to use the transparency 

thesis to motivate their theory; it undermines the theory.  For if weak transparency is true, then 

we can, at least in principle, become introspectively aware of properties of our experiences 

themselves.  This would mean that properties of an experience itself, rather than just what is 

represented by the experience, figure in the phenomenal character of the experience.  Thus 

representationalists’ reduction of phenomenal character to representational content would fail. 
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Are the properties of which we can, according to weak transparency, become aware 

intrinsic properties of the experience?  Here it seems unlikely to me that the phenomenology is 

going to be decisive.  Even if the weak transparency thesis is correct, and properties of an 

experience itself are introspectively accessible, I doubt that introspection will reliably tell us 

much about the metaphysical status of such properties. 

But now we are faced with something of a puzzle.  If the properties of which we are 

introspectively aware need not be intrinsic properties of experience, then it might seem that they 

can be representational properties after all.  Consider a property of experience that plays a role in 

representing the object of experience, such as Block’s “mental paint.” (Block 1996)  To use one 

of Block’s examples, when someone is looking at a tomato, we can distinguish the intentional 

content of her experience, part of which is to represent the tomato as red, from whatever mental 

properties of her experience represent the redness of the tomato.  These latter properties 

constitute the mental paint of an experience.  Given that these properties play a role in 

representing the object of experience, it seems that they can be reasonably said to be 

representational. 

This in turn might seem to show that I was wrong to claim that representationalism 

requires strong transparency.  The properties constituting mental paint, while not intrinsic 

properties of experience, are properties of experience nonetheless.  Thus, for all that we have 

said, these mental paint properties might well be the properties of experience to which we have 

introspective awareness.  If we had introspective access to mental paint, then although strong 

transparency would have to be rejected, we could accept weak transparency.  But because on this 

suggestion the properties to which we have introspective access are representational, this 
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suggestion seems like something that should be agreeable to the representationalists.  In other 

words, doesn’t this show that representationalism is compatible with weak transparency? 

This question, however, is easily answered.  The problem for the representationalist is 

that he is committed to denying the existence of mental paint.18  For the representationalist, what 

makes a property representational is that it is a property of the object represented by the 

experience, rather than a property of the experience itself.  Thus, although weak transparency 

does not preclude that the properties of which we have introspective awareness are 

representational properties in some sense, it does preclude that they are representational 

properties in the sense intended by the representationalists.19   

Representationalism thus requires that that the transparency thesis be understood as 

strong rather than weak.  Similarly, it also requires that the transparency thesis have the widest 

possible scope (i.e., for the full range of our phenomenal experiences).  One quite general 

desideratum that we might place on a theory of phenomenal character is that it should be general.  

Representationalism, in other words, should be unrestricted.20  A theory of phenomenal character 

that applies just to perceptual phenomenal character and not to phenomenal character generally 

at least ought to explain why we cannot account for nonperceptual phenomenal character in the 

way that we can account for perceptual phenomenal character.  Moreover, for any such 

explanation to be persuasive, it will have to invoke phenomenal differences between perceptual 

and nonperceptual phenomenal character.  Specifically, the representationalist cannot usefully 

rely on purported representational differences between perceptual and nonperceptual 

phenomenal character to carry this explanatory burden; to do so would be question begging. 

In the course of defending a representationalist view, Byrne persuasively makes the point 

that representationalism should be unrestricted.21  As he argues: 
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Restricted intentionalism [i.e., representationalism] is hard to defend.  Suppose that 

bodily sensations, like paradigmatic perceptual experiences, have propositional content.  

Then it is quite unclear how it could be simultaneously shown that the supervenience of 

character on content held in the case of, say, visual experiences but failed in the case of, 

say, itches.  If there were an argument for intentionalism about visual experiences, why 

couldn’t it be adapted to the case of itches?  Conversely, if a convincing counterexample 

to supervenience were produced for itches, that would raise the suspicion that 

counterexamples concerning other experiences with propositional content (visual 

experiences, as it might be) are waiting in the wings.  Failure to find a counterexample 

would not allay the suspicion. (Byrne 2001, pp. 205-06) 

If the weak transparency thesis is true for any kind of phenomenal experience, then 

representationalism fails to be true for that kind of experience.  Thus, insofar as these sorts of 

considerations suggest that representationalism must be unrestricted in order to be plausible, it 

looks like representationalism requires not just strong transparency, but strong transparency for 

the full range of phenomenal experiences. 

At this point, however, it might seem that representationalism emerges from the 

discussion of this paper essentially unscathed.  Although I have brought these two ambiguities in 

the transparency thesis—strength and scope—to light, I have not as yet explicitly answered the 

phenomenological question whether strong or weak transparency better captures the 

phenomenological data.  I think, however, that we find support for an answer in the discussion 

thus far, for the very existence of the ambiguities themselves is instructive for answering the 

phenomenological question.  Earlier I mentioned that, once we recognize these ambiguities, 

when we then try to talk about the phenomenology, we seem to have a clash of intuitions.  But 
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perhaps there is less of a clash than it might appear.  Insofar as weak transparency can capture 

much of the phenomenological data that drive us toward strong transparency but can also 

accommodate the intuitions of the opposition camp, I think we have at least an indirect reason to 

think that it better captures the phenomenology. 

Further support for weak transparency comes from some key figures in the history of 

philosophy.  In addition to Moore, whom we have already seen is best interpreted as endorsing 

weak transparency, Thomas Reid too can plausibly be interpreted as a proponent of weak 

transparency.22  Treating sensations as “signs” of the objects signified, Reid compares them to 

“the words of a language, wherein we do not attend to the sound but the sense.”  (Reid 

1764/1970, p. 45)  As he notes: 

We are so accustomed to use the sensation [of hardness] as a sign, and to pass 

immediately to the hardness signified, that, as far as appears, it was never made an object 

of thought, either by the vulgar or by philosophers…  There is no sensation more distinct, 

or more frequent; yet it is never attended to, but passes through the mind instantaneously, 

and serves only to introduce that quality in bodies, which, by a law of our constitution, it 

suggests.  (Reid 1764/1970, pp. 61-62) 

Reid’s comment here that we never attend to the sensation itself might seem to suggest that he 

would accept strong transparency.  But the very next passage clearly shows that Reid thinks that 

we can indeed attend to the sensation itself.  While in normal cases, one cannot attend to the 

sensation “without great difficulty,” there are other cases 

wherein it is no difficult matter to attend to the sensation occasioned by the hardness of 

the body; for instance, when it is so violent as to occasion considerable pain: then nature 
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calls upon us to attend to it. … The attention of the mind is here entirely turned toward 

the painful feeling.  (Reid 1764/1970, p. 62) 

The analogy to language also makes clear Reid’s commitment to weak rather than strong 

transparency, for even if we usually do not attend to the sound of words when we hear them, we 

clearly can—as is brought out when hearing someone speaking in an unfamiliar foreign 

language.23 

 Although I do not take the discussion in this section to settle the matter in favor of weak 

transparency, I do think it gives us good reason to interpret the phenomenological evidence 

suggestive of transparency as favoring weak rather then strong transparency.  Correspondingly, 

there is good reason to doubt that experience is transparent in the way that is required by 

representationalism.  At the very least, these considerations deprive the representationalists of 

any entitlement to take strong transparency as a phenomenological datum.  It may be 

phenomenologically unquestionable that we typically attend to our experience by attending to the 

objects of our experience.   It may also be that we find it difficult to do otherwise.24  But the 

representationalist needs to derive a conclusion that is considerably more controversial.  Given 

the above considerations favoring weak transparency, this task threatens to be quite difficult to 

discharge.25 
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Notes 

 
1 In Kind 2001, I referred to this view as ‘representationism,’ following Block 1996.  I here adopt 

‘representationalism,’ which seems to have displaced ‘representationism’ as the standard name 

for this view.  (But see Byrne 2001, who himself uses ‘intentionalism’ and lists several other 

names for the view found in the literature.) 

2 Shoemaker uses this description in his 1994, p. 224.  (Note that Shoemaker rejects this sort of 

transparency claim.) 

3 The transparency thesis is also endorsed by other representationalists; see, e.g., Crane 2001, pp. 

85, 140-41; Dretske 1995, p. xiii; Lycan 1996, p. 117; Sturgeon 2000, p 9.   

4 McGinn, who endorses the supervenience claim without endorsing the reductive claim 

(McGinn 1991), also endorses transparency (McGinn 1997, p. 14). 

5 See also Shoemaker 1991.  Shoemaker, a former non-representationalist, now endorses a 

version of representationalism, but his commitment to transparency preceded this conversion. 

6 References to Moore can also be found in Block 1996, pp. 26-27; Leeds 2002, p.104; Tye 2000, 

p. 47. 

7 Further evidence that support for transparency bridges the representationalist/ 

nonrepresentationalist divide can be found in the (admittedly unscientific) results of a poll 

conducted by David Chalmers at the NEH Summer Institute on Consciousness and 

Intentionality, Santa Cruz, 2002.  Only 5 of 28 people surveyed agreed that (reductive) 

representationalism is true, while 14 people agreed that experience is transparent.  Poll results are 

available at <http://www.u.arizona.edu/~chalmers/neh/pollresults.html>. 

8 Robinson 1998 also rejects transparency.   
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9 Indeed, Moore elsewhere (Moore 1925, p. 54) gives his readers instructions for how to notice 

one’s sense-data.  Such instructions suggest that Moore must have thought it was possible to 

focus on one’s sense-data and thereby avoid ‘seeing through’ them.   

10 We might draw a further distinction among claims of strong transparency by distinguishing 

different strengths of possibility.  However, I expect that typically when this claim is made, the 

sort of possibility in question is logical possibility. 

11 It is not clear to me whether Shoemaker would still endorse these remarks. 

12 Of course, even if the sense-data theory offers us an explanation of strong transparency, the 

representationalist can plausibly claim to have a better explanation.  The representationalist is 

able to avoid the undesirable claim (a consequence of the sense-data theory) that we are 

systematically mistaken in taking the surface qualities to be qualities of the surfaces of external 

objects.  Thus, representationalism can claim an explanatory edge over the sense-data theory.   

13 See, e.g., Leeds 2002, p. 111; Harman 1990, p. 667; Martin 2001. 

14 See also Scruton 1981, p. 590; Barthes 1984. 

15 See, e.g., Brook 1986; Friday 1996. 

16 This supposition would be contra the claims of many representationalists, e.g., Tye 2001, pp. 

50-1; Lycan 1996. 

17 This supposition too would be contra the claims of many representationalists, e.g., Tye 2001, 

Ch. 4; Dretske 2002. 

18 See Block 1996, esp. p. 30. 

19 For more on this distinction between the two senses of “representational,” see Kind 2001.  I 

have the suspicion (though I do not defend it here) that some of the intuitive appeal of 

representationalism arises from conflating these two senses. 
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20 This terminology comes from Byrne 2001. 

21 Byrne defends only the supervenience claim, not the reductive claim. 

22 I am grateful to Rebecca Copenhaver for pointing me to these passages in Reid. 

23 As Amy Schmitter has pointed out to me, Descartes also uses the analogy to language 

perception in discussing sensations.  This suggests that he too might be interpreted as a 

proponent of weak transparency. 

24 In fact, it is not clear to me that even these claims should be granted.  I explore this issue 

further in Kind 2003. 

25 This paper owes much to my experience at “Camp Consciousness,” the NEH Summer Institute 

on Consciousness and Intentionality (Santa Cruz, 2002).  Thanks to all my fellow campers, 

especially Rebecca Copenhaver and Amy Schmitter for pointing me towards relevant passages in 

Reid and Descartes, and Torin Alter for helpful discussion.  Special thanks also to Brie Gertler, 

Frank Menetrez, Peter Ross, and an anonymous referee for comments on previous drafts. 

 

 

 


