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Abstract

Charles Travis influentially argued in “The Silence of the Senses” that the representa-
tional theory of perceptual experience is false. According to Travis, the way that things 
look cannot index the content of experience as the subject of the experience cannot 
read the content off from the way things look. This looks indexing is a central com-
mitment of representationalism. The main thrust of Travis’ argument is that the way 
things look is fundamentally comparative, and this prevents the subject from reading a 
single content off from the way things look. If content were looks indexed, the subject 
would be able to do this. I argue that Travis’ argument rests on an illicit transition from 
an argument about the way objects look in themselves—i.e. an argument about the 
visible properties that they have—to a conclusion about the way that objects look to 
subjects in experience.
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1 Representationalism and Looks Indexing

It is my goal in this paper to rebut a central element of Charles Travis’ argument 
against the representational theory of perceptual experience put forward in his 
influential paper “The Silence of the Senses”.1 Representationalism comes in 
many forms, but we can understand it for the purposes of this paper in terms of 
its core commitment. According to this core commitment, per ceptual experi-
ence has representational content in the same way as belief is standardly taken 
to have representational content, and the phenomenal character of experience 

1 See also Martin (2010) for a discussion which is similar to Travis’.
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supervenes on, or is identical to, this representational content. Most represen-
tationalists favour the stronger view on which the phenomenal character is 
identical to the representational content. According to representationalism, 
then, s having an experience as of x is analysed as s standing in a sui generis 
experiencing relation to a content which features or picks out x.

This content gives, in Travis’ terminology, the ‘face value’ of the experience 
which s can then accept or reject in judgement. A crucial component of the 
view is, again in Travis’ terminology, that this content is looks indexed. Accord-
ing to Travis, for representationalism to be true ‘the representational content 
of an experience can be ‘read off ’ the way, in it, things looked’ (Travis 2004, 69.) 
In experience, then, x looks some way to s. The way that x looks is the phenom-
enal character of the experience, and therefore its content according to repre-
sentationalism. That s can read this content off the way things look essentially 
means no more than that s is aware of the way things look in experience and 
therefore that they are able to read the content of the experience off this way 
that things look; and this is a commitment that very few, if any, representation-
alists would deny.

Travis takes aim at this central commitment. There are two types of look, 
Travis argues, and neither type can index the content of experience in the way 
just described. Combined with the argument that illusions provide no support 
for representationalism, Travis concludes that experiences do not have content 
and offers an alternative view on which perception involves only a sui generis, 
non-representational, dyadic relation. Commentators have noted, though, that 
Travis neglects to discuss in detail a third type of look, the non-comparative 
look. Hence, one could argue that even if Travis’ arguments are otherwise suc-
cessful, this type of look could index content. However commentators have 
either adopted this argument without detailed defence (Schellenberg 2011) 
or argued that it does not succeed (Byrne 2009). I will argue that it does suc-
ceed. After briefly discussing Travis’ view of illusions in §2 and his two types 
of look in §3, I will argue in §4 that there is a non-comparative type of look 
which, contra Byrne (2009), can index content. I will argue in the remainder of 
§4 and in §5 that Travis illicitly draws a conclusion about the way that things 
non- comparatively look to a subject from a feature of the way that things look 
in themselves.

2 Illusions

One prominent argument for representationalism is that illusion supports the 
view (Byrne 2009). According to representationalism, an illusory experience 
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of x will involve a content which is inaccurate as to the nature of x—i.e. mis-
represents x. On Travis’ view, any mistake as to the nature of x is cognitive. The 
error resides in judgement, not experience. Imagine, for example, that I mis-
take a soap bar lemon for a real lemon. Representationalism accounts for this 
by the property of being a lemon featuring in the content of the experience. 
On this view, my experience has misled me through its having an inaccurate 
content rather like a newspaper might mislead me by running an inaccurate 
article. On Travis’ view, in contrast, it is the soap bar that has misled me in that 
its properties have misled me into taking it to be a lemon. My taking the soap 
bar to be a real lemon pertains, for example, to the soap bar’s shape, size, co-
lour, texture, and presence in the fruit bowl—properties which my experience 
merely makes available to me—and not to any properties of my experience. 
Illusion, according to Travis, involves the notions of factive meaning and in-
dication. Something factively means something else when this fact entails the 
other. Some fact indicates another fact to me if I take that fact to factively mean 
the other. I may take the colour, shape, presence in the fruit bowl, and so on, of 
the soap bar to factively mean that it is a lemon. If so, these properties will have 
indicated to me that it is a lemon. Nothing, including my experience, needs to 
have represented lemonhood to me in order to explain this. Thus there is a view 
of illusion which analyses misleading experiences non-representationally and 
the representationalist therefore cannot take the phenomenon of illusion to 
be an argument for the view. The notions of factive meaning and indication 
will presently play a further role in Travis’ argument.

3 Two Types of Look

After arguing that illusion provides no support for representationalism, Travis 
attempts to undermine the necessary component of the view whereby the way 
that things look indexes the content of experience. According to Travis, there 
is no understanding of the way that things look upon which this is possible. He 
distinguishes between visible/demonstrable2 looks and thinkable looks. Vis-
ible looks are visible properties. Obvious examples include colour, shape, size, 
orientation, and relative location. Obviously non-visible properties include 
atomic structure and causal history. Problem cases include natural kinds, such 

2 Travis uses the former terminology in the 2004 version and the latter in the 2013 version. 
All quoted passages here are from the 2004 version. The substance of the argument is not 
changed in the 2013 version.
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as being a tree or a lemon, and properties such as being a particular person. 
Travis’ argument covers both the obvious examples and the problem cases, as 
well as simple visible properties, such as shape or colour, and complex visible 
profiles or gestalts, such as those shared by duplicates and similar (enough) 
things. This means that we can set aside the vexed question of which proper-
ties it is that are the visible ones. As Travis does, I will use both low and high-
level properties as examples.

Every visible property of an object, and every visible profile or gestalt, can be 
shared by more than one object. Hence, as Travis puts it, these visible proper-
ties ‘point in no one direction’. It is therefore impossible to ‘read off ’ the con-
tent of an experience from the visible properties presented in that experience 
(both Travis 2004, 72):

Looks on this first notion might make representational content recogniz-
able, even bear it, were there any. They are visible features, not features 
of the content as such (such as requiring such-and-such for truth). The 
trouble is that they are unfit to index content. For as to that they point in 
no one direction.

In looking like her sister Pia shares a look with countless other things – 
herself, a wax replica of herself in Madame Tussaud’s, a good hologram, 
a body double, an actress made up to play the role of her, a Pia-clone, and 
so on ad infinitum. For each of these there is a way things should be to 
be what they thus look like: Pia should be, respectively, herself, her sister, 
a wax dummy, a hologram, an actress, a clone, and so on.

Imagine that my brother rushes past the window at dusk and as he does so he 
looks very much like my cousin would do in this scenario. But, then, to whom 
or what does the way that he looks ‘point’? Does it point to my brother, or my 
cousin? Or indeed to a dummy being carried past the window? And so on. 
To move to the lower property level, consider a white wall under blue light 
and a blue wall under white light. If you see a wall that has the colour appear-
ance that these walls both share, to which wall should the way things look here 
point? In other words, which of these would, or should, be the content of an 
experience of either wall?

This problem generalises. Hence, we cannot read the content of any experi-
ence off from the way things look. In saying that x looks some way, we have 
not said, and indeed cannot say, in which single way it thus looks, which single 
thing it thus looks to be, as in looking like y or like an F it also looks like z or 
like a G. We cannot say how it should further be given the way it looks. Should  
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the shape at the window be my brother, cousin, a wax dummy, and so on; 
should the wall be a white or a blue wall? But this is precisely what the content 
of an experience should be: that the shape at the window is my brother or that 
it is my cousin; that the wall is white or that it is blue. According to representa-
tionalism, my experience must have one such content. But as it is not possible 
to read a single content off from the way things look—which it would be were 
there such a single content—these type of looks cannot index content.3

The second type of look that Travis discusses is what he calls a thinkable 
look. We move from visible properties, properties of things experienced, to 
properties of mental states. For Travis, however, these are not properties of ex-
periences but of mental states which are drawn from experience. And here the 
notions of factive meaning and indication come into play once more. An exam-
ple is a car looking as if it has been repainted. What this means is that one can 
draw from the visual evidence the conclusion that (it is likely that) the car has 
been repainted. Now we are back in the territory of factive meaning and indica-
tion. And, as we saw above, this does not entail that experiences have content. 
Commentators, however, have noted that there is a third type of look that one 
finds discussed in the literature, one which Travis does not discuss in detail.

4 Non-Comparative Looks

Travis’ discussion of looks corresponds to Chisholm’s (1957) discussion of 
what he called the comparative and epistemic uses of appearance words. The 
canonical form of the former use of “look” is “It looks like x/an F”, the latter 
“Things/It look/s as if p”. Comparative looks reports express that something 
has a visible similarity to something else. The white wall under blue light, for 
example, looks like a blue wall under white light. Epistemic looks reports func-
tion in the way that Travis describes of his thinkable looks. If I say that the car 
looks as if it has been repainted, I am reporting a conclusion that I have drawn 
from some visual evidence. Chisholm’s non-comparative use, however, reports 
neither a visual comparison between objects nor a conclusion that has been 

3 A possible option may be that experience has a disjunctive content. This can be ruled out 
for two reasons. One, the disjunction may have, even if not an infinite number, then at least 
a problematically large number of disjuncts. Two, it seems, to me at any rate, false just as a 
matter of descriptive psychology. This is obvious for very large numbers of disjuncts, but no 
less false for smaller numbers. My experience never represents x as F or G. Here, the line taken 
by Travis applies. Some object looks some way to me, and then it is a matter of cognition that 
I am unsure as to whether it is an F or a G.
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reached on the basis of visual evidence. Rather, it reports the way that some-
thing looks to a subject simpliciter.

An epistemic use, as with Travis’ thinkable look, reports a conclusion drawn 
about the object of experience. A comparative use reports that the object ex-
perienced has some visible properties in common with other objects. A non-
comparative use reports neither of these things. It reports the subject’s basis 
or ground for making a report of one of the other two kinds. What evidence 
is the basis for drawing a conclusion that one reports through an epistemic 
use of “look”? And how is one able to make a comparison between the object 
of experience and another object? The non-comparative look provides the 
answer in both cases. The object of experience non-comparatively looks F, 
and thus allows the subject to draw a conclusion that it is also G, for example, 
and allows them to state that the object shares an appearance with other F 
objects.

The non-comparative use has been well-established by Chisholm and Jack-
son (1977). If I say that the wall non-comparatively looks blue, then I am not 
saying that it looks to me like a blue thing. To say that is to say something else. 
Indeed, on pain of regress, we must admit the non-comparative use in order 
to make sense of the comparative use. If I say that something looks like an 
F and you enquire as to in what way it thus looks, I cannot give you another 
comparative statement ad infinitum. At some point, things must bottom out in 
a statement of the way it looks simpliciter. And this means how it looks sim-
pliciter to me.4 Further, perhaps I know that the wall is white but illuminated 
by blue light in which case I am not saying that it epistemically looks as if it is 
blue. Indeed, we also require a non-comparative sense to ground the epistemic 
use for I must be able to tell you which visual evidence I have drawn upon 
in reaching my conclusion about the object (and this cannot be comparative 
for the reasons just given). Thus we have a third type of looks report, which 
presumably reports something distinct from whatever the comparative and 
epistemic uses report. What this reports, again, is neither a conclusion about 
an object of experience nor a comparison between an object of experience 
and another object or type of object, but the way that the object of experi-
ence looks  simpliciter to the subject in experience. The epistemic use reports 
the content of a judgement and the comparative use a comparison between 

4 We could include cases where you tell me that x looks F, in which case my basis or ground 
for saying that x looks like an F is your non-comparative experience. We may work out that 
something looks some way without actually seeing it. In such a case, we might say that it will 
look this way when it is seen. This is a description of the visible properties that we predict 
that it will have, i.e. the way that it will non-comparatively look.
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objects in themselves; the non-comparative use reports the way that the object 
looks to the subject in experience. It is the only report which directly expresses 
something about experience, and this is what allows the subject to draw a con-
clusion or make a comparison.

The non-comparative look is how experience presents its object as being. 
Jackson famously argued that the non-comparative use in the end signifies 
a special phenomenal way that things look in experience which is associated 
with basic properties such as colour and shape (see Jackson 1977, §2.3). For 
Jackson, these are the properties of sense-data with which we are acquainted 
in experience. As an F phenomenal look is the F of a sense-datum, it is clear 
that these phenomenal looks index, so to speak, the properties of sense-data. 
Now we can raise the possibility that phenomenal looks index not properties 
of sense-data, but the contents of experience. Jackson’s particular phenom-
enal use and his understanding of what it reports is an optional elaboration of 
the basic non-comparative use. And our concern is with the non- comparative 
look. Given that we have established that there is a way in which things 
non-comparatively look to the subject in experience, if we were to gloss this 
representationally would this allow for looks indexing? It seems to me that  
non-comparative looks can be glossed representationally, at least in so far as 
this would allow for looks indexing (any further question about whether or not 
representationalism is correct is outside the scope of this paper).

As non-comparative looks concern experiences, i.e. relations between sub-
jects and objects of experience, this is quite different from a look understood 
as a visible property. What we are discussing now are properties of objects qua 
experienced properties not these properties qua their being visible properties of 
objects. Our question, then, is whether this non-comparative look, the way that 
something looks simpliciter to a subject in experience, could index the content 
of experience. That is, can a subject read off the content of an experience from 
the way that the object of experience non-comparatively looks in that experi-
ence? If so, then when one says that x non-comparatively looks F, one is simply 
reading off the content <… F …> from the way that x looks in experience, ex-
actly as one might say that Jackson’s phenomenal look indexes the properties 
of the sense-data in experience.

Even though we have established that there is a non-comparative look, how-
ever, Byrne (2009, 445) argues that it is not up to the job of looks indexing.

Is this claim true: if o looks [non-comparatively] F to S then S [visu-
ally experiences], of O, that it is F? No, because perceptual content, 
if there is such a thing, goes with the way things look when they look 
[ non-comparatively] F, which need not include Fness. If a naked mole rat 
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looks [non-comparatively] old to S, then S [experiences], of the rat, that 
it is wrinkled, pink, etc. not that it is old. In other words, naked mole rats 
can be as they look [non-comparatively] without being old (in principle 
anyway).

But it can be questioned that this shows that non-comparative looks could not 
index content. If we say that x non-comparatively “looks old” to s, then there 
are two ways to understand this. One, x does indeed just look wrinkled, etc. to 
s, in which case x looking old to s really just means that x looks wrinkled, etc. to 
s (Jackson 1977, §2.4 makes this point, namely that what we mean here is that x 
looks like an old thing (stereotypically) looks—and now we run the regress 
argument to get to wrinkled, etc. and then further, for Jackson at least, until 
we get to the most basic properties; as noted at the beginning of §3, though, 
we need not confine ourselves here to only the most basic properties). Two, x 
looks non-comparatively old to s. There are many ways to look old in the sense 
of having visible properties which go with being old, as age goes with differing 
groups of features in different circumstances. For example, a certain type of 
very early avant-garde sculpture may be said to look old in this sense if, in addi-
tion to other properties perhaps, it is gleaming and sleek—features we do not 
normally associate with being old. Here, Travis and Byrne are correct that there 
is no way to read off from a given visible feature or set of visible features whether 
or not something is or ought to be old. However, our interest here is with per-
ceptual experience of visible properties not the visible properties themselves and 
the objects that have them.

By focusing on this difference, we can see where Travis’ argument is vulner-
able. We cannot draw the conclusion that Travis reaches about the way things 
look to subjects from his argument about the way things look in themselves. 
Travis’ argument about his first type of look does not establish that experienc-
es could not have a content which is looks indexed, and representationalism 
about perceptual experience is therefore not endangered by Travis’ observa-
tions about visible properties and the relations among them.

Continuing with Byrne’s wrinkled mole rat as an example, the representa-
tionalist view will be that if it looks non-comparatively wrinkled, etc. to s then 
the content of s’s experience features the properties wrinkled and so on, and 
if it genuinely looks non-comparatively old, then the content of s’s experience 
features the property old—regardless of what further properties feature in the 
content. If it looks old then the content is <… old … >; if it looks wrinkled,  
< … wrinkled … >; if it looks old and wrinkled, < … old, wrinkled, … >; and if it 
looks young and wrinkled, < … young, wrinkled, … >. All combinations are pos-
sible. Looking old and stereotypically old diverge here, as indeed in principle do 
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 looking wrinkled and looking stereotypically, as it were, wrinkled. But this gives 
us no reason to reject the representational view of experience just outlined.

Let me draw this out. Ask in what sense our hypothetical sleek and gleaming 
statue from, say, the fourteenth century could be said to (non-epistemically) 
look old. In one sense, Travis’ first sense of having visible properties, it is for it 
to have the visible property of being old. As noted, being old can go with many 
further properties—sleek and gleaming, dusty and neglected, etc. Assuming 
that being old is a visible property, we have a one-many relation between this 
visible property and the other visible properties that it can go with. Now, it is 
further true that these other visible properties can go with many other vis-
ible properties, including being new. This is obvious with respect to sleek and 
gleaming. Travis is therefore correct that these properties all pull in different 
directions. Sleek and gleaming can pull towards old or new; old can pull to-
wards sleek and gleaming or dusty and neglected; and so on. Hence, in having 
the properties sleek and gleaming, an object neither need, nor ought to, have 
either of the further properties of being old or being new. Likewise, in being 
old an object need neither be, nor ought to be, either sleek and gleaming or 
neglected and dusty. All of these properties do pull in no one direction, and 
hence in merely specifying that an object is, say, sleek and gleaming, we cannot 
be said to be automatically further specifying that it is, or ought to be, old or 
new. Were one to be simply made aware that an object is sleek and gleaming— 
in any manner including perceptual experience—one could therefore not de-
duce, absent any further information, whether or not it is, or ought to be, old 
or new.

However, in none of this have we mentioned non-comparative looks. All we 
have mentioned is the visible properties that things have in themselves and the 
relations among them. Non-comparative looks are ways that things look to a 
subject, and there is no reason why visible properties pulling in many direc-
tions in the sense just discussed shows that non-comparative looks cannot in-
dex the content of experience. Just because old pulls towards both sleek and 
gleaming in one case, and towards dusty and neglected (which themselves all 
pull in different directions) in another, it does not follow that experiences do 
not have determinate contents which can be read-off. What went for experi-
ence of the mole rat (if it looks old then the content is <… old … >; if it looks 
wrinkled, < … wrinkled … >, etc.) goes for experience of the statue, and indeed 
for everything else. Whatever applies to the relations between, for example, 
the properties old, new, dusty, neglected, sleek, gleaming, etc., it does not follow 
that the same, or indeed anything, applies to these properties as they feature 
in representational contents. On the one hand we have a matter that concerns 
the properties of objects which happen to be visible and what relations hold 
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among them as they are exemplified by objects, and on the other a matter that 
concerns properties as they feature in representational contents and the rela-
tions that hold among them as they feature in these contents. As a matter of 
logic, nothing about the latter follows from the former. That merely specifying 
that x is F does not tell us whether x is, or ought to be, G or H, given that some 
Fs are G and others H, does not entail that a representation of x as F cannot also 
as a matter of fact represent x either as G or as H.

5 Visible Properties and Non-Comparative Looks

Travis (2004, 72) argues that because of the relations between visible 
properties— the relations that hold between old, new, sleek and gleaming, for 
example—we lack a way of fixing how an object would further look were it to 
look one of these ways.

One cannot move from the various ways things should be to be the vari-
ous ways they look to the way things should be to be the way they look. 
For those various ways move in mutually exclusive directions: things 
could be some of them only in not being others. For looks to identify 
a content, one needs a principled way of ignoring some of the specific 
ways things look, and attending only to others. That would be a policy for 
fixing, in terms of looks, what is so according to an experience, so when 
it would be deceptive, non-veridical, or misleading in the sought-for fur-
ther way. If representational content is to be looks indexed, the question 
becomes when looks – the way things look – would be deceptive, false or 
misleading, so when a specific way things look would contribute to mak-
ing them so.

But Travis’ point about visible properties being comparative in the sense dis-
cussed does not show, as Travis appears to think that it does, that there could 
not be non-comparative looks, does not show that the way something looks to 
a subject could not be non-comparative.

All objects have a complete set of visible properties. As stressed, however, 
there is no relation of co-occurrence between each property or subset of these 
properties and any other. Thus, in saying, that for example, an object objec-
tively looks—i.e. is—sleek and gleaming in that it has these visible properties, 
we cannot say that it further so looks or ought to look—i.e. that it is or ought 
to be—old, new, or somewhere in between. Thus, there is no policy for fixing 
the way that something further is, or should further be, given that it is sleek 
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and gleaming. However, it does not follow from this that if something which 
looks—i.e. is—sleek and gleaming is perceived as so, that there is no policy 
for fixing what the content of any experience of any such object is or, indeed, 
ought to be. We have moved now to enquire as to the relation between proper-
ties in the putative contents of visual experience. That these very same prop-
erties qua properties of perceivable objects pull in many different directions, 
does not entail that the same is true of these properties qua their featuring in 
putative contents of experience. This seems clear, but the representationalist 
need not rest their case on this strict lack of entailment for they can explain 
how and why experiences have the content that they do.

An argument that in experience we merely confront properties—as if expe-
rience were merely a matter of having some subset of experiencable properties 
served up to us—is to beg the question against representationalism. If expe-
rience is assumed to be merely confrontational, then the way things look in 
experience might in some way inherit the feature, pointed out by Travis, that 
the particular ways things look in themselves gives no pointer as to how they 
otherwise do, or ought to, so look. But Travis cannot assume that experience 
is merely confrontational as this would be to beg the question against repre-
sentationalism. Rather, we must take Travis as arguing that representational-
ism is false because the putative contents of experience, were there any, would 
inherit the feature that the properties of objects have in pulling apart from 
each other and pointing in no one direction. But this argument is flawed, as 
this does not follow. Furthermore, the representationalist has an explanation 
as to why, even given this problem, experience will have one content rather 
than another.

According to representationalism, all elements of experience are interpret-
ed. That is, all of the psychological value that experience has supervenes on 
its content. If a property is not a visible property, i.e. is not a property that on 
representationalism can feature in the content of experience, then experience 
is silent on the object in this respect. How the object is in this regard is a matter 
for us to work out cognitively as one does with epistemic looks. If the property 
is a visible property, then according to representationalism how the object is 
in this regard is specified determinately in the content of the experience. Con-
sider a shadowed and unshadowed patch which, so to speak, have the same 
surface appearance. According to representationalism, an experience as of a 
shadowed patch has one content and an unshadowed patch another. The dif-
ference is accounted for by differing elements in the content. The same is true 
of the white/blue walls. If the wall non-comparatively looks white, the con-
tent is <… white … >, and if it non-comparatively looks blue, < …blue … >. We 
are back to the point made above in the discussion of the mole rat. Consider 
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the shadowed and unshadowed patch as opposed to the mole rat, however, as 
this example is perhaps more intuitive. It would be to beg the question against 
representationalism to assert that there is some common, uninterpreted, ele-
ment to the experience of the shadowed and unshadowed patch. There is no 
appearance or look, in the sense of the patch looking or appearing any way to 
the subject, which leaves open how experience specifies the object—be this 
accurate or not. One cannot assume that the patch appears some way to the 
subject which may indicate either a darker colour or a shadow. According to 
representationalism, in all the ways that an object appears to a subject experi-
ence is determinate as regards which properties the object has, and in all the 
ways that it does not appear to a subject (e.g. as having an atomic structure) 
experience is silent. One cannot assume that experience could be merely con-
frontational in this uninterpreted way, one has to show it.5

Now, one may of course dispute this view, but my point is merely that Tra-
vis’ observation about the ways that visible properties pull in many different 
directions does not entail that there is no single, determinate, representational 
content in experience. The visible properties pulling apart is a matter which 
concerns these objects themselves, and nothing follows from this about our ex-
periences of these objects. As noted, this seems sound as a matter of logic. But 
is there a deeper worry that Travis’ observation could raise? I think not. There 
seems to me to be no reason that because visible properties pull in different 
directions a problem could arise regarding how experiences acquire their con-
tents. If we fix the visible properties that an object has, the background con-
ditions, the state of a subject’s visual system and brain, and, if relevant, their 
psychological state (this might be relevant due to cognitive penetration), that 
visible properties pull apart in the way discussed does not give one reason to 
believe that we would be unable to predict the content of the experience that 
would arise—be it veridical or non-veridical. If x is F, then it may be that in one 
scenario x looks F to s, and it may be in another that x looks G to s where this 
renders the experience inaccurate. But we can no more draw out a problem for 
representationalism from this than we could from the fact that visible proper-
ties all pull in different directions. The representationalist can (in principle) 
explain why experiences have the determinate contents that they do, be they 

5 There is, in fact, not really anything in common between the two experiences in this case. 
In one case, the patch non-comparatively looks to have a lighter colour but be shadowed; 
in the other to have a darker colour and be unshadowed. It is an optional extra, indeed an 
unnecessary and unwise one, to hold that there is a further “surface appearance” property 
in the contents of the two experiences, even if one “representationalizes” this in the style of 
Shoemaker (1994).
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veridical or not. At the very least, Travis’ argument does not call this into ques-
tion. Travis’ argument no more shows that this is impossible, than it shows that 
experiences do not have content.

According to representationalism (or at least the basic, fundamental view—
theories differ on the details but we need concern ourselves here only with the 
overall picture), the visual system has evolved the function of detecting the 
visible properties of objects and delivering this result to visual consciousness. 
For the reasons rehearsed above, these visible properties themselves pull apart 
in different directions. But this does not show, nor give one reason to believe, 
that the visual system has not evolved to represent a complete set of visible 
properties, i.e. to represent a single, determinate content which the subject 
can read off.6 It certainly complicates the matter, and indeed one may point 
to the phenomenon of persistent illusion such as the Müller-Lyer lines as evi-
dence of the effect that this pulling apart still has on the visual system. In some 
cases, the visual system is, so to speak, still tricked by certain visible profiles 
into inaccurately co-representing visible properties.

The shadowed and unshadowed patch is another example which raises dif-
ficulties with respect to the accuracy of experience, but does not show that 
experience cannot have a determinate content. Considered in isolation, there 
would be a problem in specifying whether a patch is shadowed or whether it 
is a dark colour on the basis of only what we could call its surface appearance 
(for the reasons Travis outlined). However, experience does not work in isola-
tion. It takes in information about not only the patch but also its surround-
ings and context and has been calibrated by evolution to represent objects and 
their properties as successfully as it does. Background knowledge and immedi-
ate previous experience may also play a role. These are empirical questions. 
But there seems to be no problem with the representationalist appealing to 
this overall empirical explanation to explain why in one case the patch looks 
to be a darker colour to the subject and in another to be shadowed. Either the 
patch looks shadowed to a subject or it looks to be darker. Whether or not 
these experiences are veridical does not affect the matter at hand.7 Sometimes 

6 Assuming that it is functioning correctly, and that the conditions do not exclude certain vis-
ible properties as may happen when, for example, it is very dark.

7 One may press the following argument. What happens when one looks through a small open-
ing at a series of patches, some of which are shadowed and some of which are unshadowed, 
and is asked whether the patch looks shadowed or unshadowed. Is experience not silent here 
in precisely the way that Travis argues? I would argue not. I would imagine that the patch will 
always look unshadowed as the contextual factors that result in an object looking shadowed 
(because they tend to be shadowed in these circumstances) are absent. The same general 
view is true for all cases, I submit. Although arguments such as these may push one towards 



doi 10.1163/18756735-000006 | Graham Peebles

grazer philosophische studien (2016) 1-15

<UN>

14

experience is veridical, sometimes not. But this cannot by itself pose a problem 
for representationalism. This shadowed and unshadowed patch is intuitively 
an easier example to grasp, I think, but it is no different in principle to any 
other example—from the blue and white walls right up to my brother and my 
cousin.

My brother looks like my cousin, and so on, in that they share the same visu-
al profile; the blue and white walls share, in some sense, a surface colour (more 
accurately, they share a propensity to induce similar colour experiences), as do 
the shadowed and unshadowed patch; and the early avant-garde statue looks 
like a modern statue in that they are both sleek and gleaming. In specifying any 
of the visible properties that these things share, there is indeed no policy for 
fixing which object has or should have this profile, or which further properties 
any object therefore has or should have. But between these properties and the 
objects that have them, and the non-comparative looks that the visual system 
delivers to our consciousness, is the processing of the visual system. Presum-
ably, the visual system has some such “policy” that it has evolved for sorting out 
a more or less reliable or accurate way of co-representing properties from an 
information set that presents the problem that Travis has diagnosed. The pull-
ing apart of visual properties does not entail that there is no such “policy” that 
the visual system has developed which explains in each case which content an 
experience will have (where this explanation will perhaps include influences 
from background knowledge or previous experience). It makes things more 
complicated. Indeed, the visual system cannot read-off from the light waves 
that reflect from the shadowed/unshadowed patch alone whether is it shad-
owed or darker, but it can interpret this data in light of the overall information. 
No argument has been given that this has not, or could not have, happened. 
There is similarly no problem raised regarding the way an object ought to look. 
In one sense, the most obvious one, it ought to look the way that it is. One may 
object to this that, for example, the Müller-Lyer lines ought to look different 
lengths even though they are not. Whatever one accepts here, however, once 
again no problem is raised for representationalism.

a view on which experience has only low level content, this is not a topic for this paper. How-
ever, to touch on this briefly, my example of my brother rushing past the window seems to me 
to be in principle no different. Perhaps he will look to me to be my brother because I am used 
to seeing my brother as we are at my family home, or perhaps he will look to be my cousin 
as I am visiting my cousin’s home. In each case, the state of the visual system and brain, and 
perhaps context and background knowledge, state of mind, familiarity with the thing seen, 
and so on, will be involved in the explanation of this.
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