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Higher-Order Representation theories of consciousness—HORs—seek to explain
a mental state’s being conscious in terms of the mental state’s being represented by
another mental state.' First-Order Representational theories of
consciousness—FORs—seek to explain a property’s being phenomenal in terms of the
property being represented in experience.” Despite differences in both explanans and
explananda, HORs and FORs share a reliance on there being such a property as being
represented. In this paper I develop an argument—the Unicorn Argument— against both
HORs and FORs. The gist of the Unicorn is that since there are mental representations of
things that do not exist, there cannot be any such property as being represented.

While I think many varieties of HORs and FORs are vulnerable to the Unicorn, in
this paper I target just a few exemplars: David Rosenthal’s Higher-Order Thought theory
(HOT) and the FORs developed by Fred Dretske and Michael Tye. In sections 1 and 2
spell out the targeted HORs and FORs, respectively, emphasizing their main motivations
and their reliance on the notion of being represented. In section 3 I spell out the Unicorn
Argument and offer some brief defenses of its more controversial premises.

In sections 4 and 6, I examine and reject proposals that HORs and FORs may save
themselves from the Unicorn by embracing the Direct Reference hypothesis (DR).
According to DR, there exist representations such that they have representational content
only if that which they represent exists. The gist of my complaint against wedding HORs
and FORs to DR is that the most plausible representations for consciousness and
phenomenality are the least plausible candidates for DR.

In sections 5 and 7, I examine and reject proposals that HORs and FORs may save
themselves from the Unicorn by rejecting their reliance on the notion of being
represented and embrace instead the notion of representing. The gist of my complaint
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against these proposals is that they are inconsistent with the primary motivations of
HORs and FORs. In a concluding section I speculate as to the role a notion of
representing will have in future theories of consciousness.

1. HOR: HOT

Central to all HORs 1s acceptance of what Rosenthal calls the Transitivity
Principle, and what I shall call simply, Transitivity.

(TRANSITIVITY): A state is conscious only if one is conscious of this state.’

Transitivity is supposed to be an independently plausible principle concerning
which mental states are the conscious ones.

One of the main lines of reasoning in favor of HORs is that such theories
constitute proposals for how Transitivity is implemented. HOR theorists regard
representation as a way in which someone can be conscious of something. Being
conscious of something is (or is a kind of) representing something. Thus
TransitivityOs requirement on conscious states that their possessors be conscious
of them is implemented by HOROs proposal that conscious states are ones that are
appropriately represented.

According to Rosenthal’s HOT version of HOR, when, as Transitivity says, one is
in a conscious state by being conscious of it, for Rosenthal this leads to the view that one
is in a conscious state by thinking about it. According to HOT, a state's being conscious
consists (in part) in its being thought about. I include the parenthetical "in part" because
there is slightly more to Rosenthal's theory than simply having a thought about
something. But I am unconcerned with the something more here. I question whether
thinking about a state has anything to do with its being conscious. For simplicity of
discussion, then, I shall simplify the core claim of the HOT theory as the view that a
state's being conscious consists in its being thought about.

The key ideas of HOT that make it vulnerable to the Unicorn include the
following. (1) Some mental states have the property of being conscious. (2) According to
Transitivity, a mental state comes to have the property of being conscious in virtue of one
coming to be conscious of that state. (3) One comes to be conscious of a state in an
appropriate way by having an appropriate thought about the state.

To see Rosenthal’s commitment to (1)-(3) consider the following quoted material
We see a commitment to (1) and (2) expressed in the following:

Intuitively, itOs a distinguishing mark of conscious states that whenever a
mental state is conscious, we are in some way consgftligt state. To

avoid confusion, 10Il refer to our being conscigismomething, whether a
mental state or anything else tassitive consciousness. And 10l call the
property mental states have of being consciaus conscious.*

And we see a commitment to (3) (and (2) as well) here:
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Conscious states are simply mental states we are conscious of being in.
And, in general, our being conscious of something is just a matter of our
having a thought of some sort about it. Accordingly, it is natural to
identify a mental stateOs being conscious with oneOs having a roughly
contemporaneous thought that one is in that mental®state.

2. FORs

While HORs are most directly concerned with explaining state consciousness,
FORs are concerned with state consciousness only indirectly and they account for it as a
consequence of their account of what they are most directly concerned with: qualia AKA
phenomenal properties. Tye and Dretske embrace the wide-spread view that phenomenal
properties are those properties in virtue of which there is something it is like to have
conscious states.® Central to FORs is their further embrace of the transparency thesis or,
as I shall call simply, Transparency.

(TRANSPARENCY): When one has a conscious experience all one is
conscious of is what the experience is an experience of.

Like Rosenthal, Tye and Dretske interpret ‘conscious of” as indicative of
representation: being conscious of something involves mentally representing something.
Thus, according to FOR, the properties determinative of what it is like to be in an

experiential state are the properties represented by the state. When experiences are

veridical, the properties determinative of what itOs like just are the properties of the
objects as they are correctly perceptually represéredfor example, as Dretske puts
it:

[Q]ualia are supposed to be the way things seem or appear in the sense
modality in question. So, for example, if a tomato looks red and round to
S, then redness and roundness are the qualia of SOs visual experience of
the tomato. If this is so, then E if things evete the way they seem, it
follows that qualia, the properties that define what it is like to have that
experience, are exactly the properties the object being perdeiveden

the perception is veridicél.

Thus are qualia a certain kind of Orepresented properties,C) that is, qualia are defined as
Ophenomenal propertiesNthose properties thatEan object is sensually representedEas

havingO and as properties of the experience itself.
Regarding this latter point, that phenomenal propertiescangroperties of
experiences, Tye writes:

Visual phenomenal qualities or visual qualia are supposedly qualities of
which the subjects of visual experiences are directly aware via
introspection. Tradition has it that these qualities are qualities of the
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experiences. Tradition is wrong. There are no such qualfties

experiences. 10

What FORs are a theories of, then, is the second-order property of being
phenomenal. What distinguishes phenomenal properties from non-phenomenal properties
is that only phenomenal properties are represented in a certain way. A ripe tomato has
lots of properties, but when one of them gets represented in a certain way, it goes from
being a mere property to being a phenomenal property. When | correctly represent in
experience the redness of a red tomato, the property determining what it is like to have
this experience is a propewdythe tomatoNthe rednessNand it (the redness) takes on the
second-order property of being phenomenal by being represented in a certain way. More
precisely, for FORs, being phenomenal just is the property of being represented in a
certain way. What Oa certain wayO means for FORSs is of little consequence for present
purposes since my concern is with whether being phenomenal is identicahtay of
being represented and it is an aim of the upcoming Unicorn argument to show that it is
not.

We can distill from the above remarks the following key ideas of FORs that make
them vulnerable to the Unicorn: (1) Some properties have the property of being
phenomenal (that is, the property of being determinative of what it’s like to have a
conscious experience). (2) It follows from Transparency that the only properties we are
conscious of when we have a conscious experience are properties that the experience is
an experience of, not properties of the experience itself. (3) One comes to be conscious of
properties in ways relevant to what it’s like by having an appropriate experiential
representation of those properties.

3.The Unicorn

The Unicorn Argument is as follows:

P1.HOR is true if and only if the property of being a conscious state is the
property of being a represented state. (True by definition.)

P2.FOR is true if and only if the property of being phenomenal is the
property of being a represented property. (True by definition.)

P3.Being conscious is a property of some mental states and being
phenomenal is a property of some properties. (Assumption.)

P4.We represent things that détrexist. (Assumption.)

P5. Things that do6t exist doitX instantiate properties. (Assumption.)

P6. There is no such property as being represented. (From P4 and P5.)
C1. Representing a state does not suffice to confer the property of being
conscious to that state (so HOR is false). (From P1, P3, and P6.)

C2. Representing a property does not suffice to confer the property of
being phenomenal to that property (so FOR is false). (From P2, P3, and
P6.)
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In the remainder of this section, I discuss briefly some of the more controversial
premises of the Unicorn Argument.

It is worth noting that P4 is fully consistent with the following combinatorial view
of the representation of non-existents. According to this view, the representation of non-
existents like unicorns involves either a combination of representations of existing things
or a representation of a combination of existing things. Either way of construing what it is
that is combined, it involves at some level the representation of things that do exist. So, in
the case of unicorns, the actually existing things referred to in this combinatorial view
will be horses and horns.

Whatever the merits of this combinatorial view of the mental representation of
non-existents, it is fully consistent with P4. Suppose we formulate the combinatorial view
as the view that one can think of some thing u, say a unicorn, only if one bears some
relation E to some (existing) set s of (existing, actually instantiated) properties P, to P,
such that if P, to P, were co-instantiated, then u# would exist. This view might qualify as a
kind of empiricism. However, this view would entail neither that E is the representing
relation nor that u is identical to s. Thus, it would not entail that one can think about u
only if u exists, and thus the combinatorial view is consistent with P4. In brief, the
combinatorial view says that having a thought entails the existence of something.
However, it remains to be shown that, contra P4, when I have a so-called thought about
something that doesn't exist, what I'm really doing is having a thought about only
something that does exist.

One might attempt to oppose P35 stating a case in terms of a notion of truth in
fiction. One might embrace the following pair of views:

(1) There literally is no such person as Sherlock Holmes and it is no more true of

Holmes that he does coke than that he smokes pot.

(2) There is a sense of “true” whereby it is more true of Holmes that he does coke

than that he smokes pot.
One might hold that the “truths” about Holmes in (2) hold in virtue of it being true in the
literal sense, true in sense (1), that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote stories about Holmes
doing coke but not true in sense (1) that Doyle wrote stories about Holmes smoking pot.
There is thus a sense, then, in which Holmes, in spite of not existing, instantiates
properties.

Note, however, how little this will help HORs and FORs. Those theories need it
to be true (in sense (1)) that there is such a property as being represented. HORs want to
explain, among other things, what it means for a mental state that exists to be conscious.
And their explanation will be one that includes, among other things, that it is true in sense
(1), that the state in question is represented. Mutatis Mutandis for FORs and their
explanations of being a phenomenal property in virtue of being a represented property.

However, when things are represented, it is infrequently true of them in sense (2)
that they are represented. Consider Holmes again. While it is true (2) of Holmes that he
does coke, since it is part of Doyle’s story, it is not true (2) of Holmes that Doyle wrote a
story about Holmes, since that is not part of the story. (I must confess to not having read
many Sherlock Holmes stories, but I'm relatively confident in guessing that Doyle did
not engage in the kind of self-referential meta-fiction that might constitute an exception
to my claim.) Whatever sense might be made of the instantiation of properties by non-
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existents in terms of truth in fiction, it is not going to be the kind needed to block the
inference from P4 and P5 to P6.

P6 is a crucial argument of the Unicofime way of defending P6, the view that
there’s no such property as being represented, is by the following argument by analogy.
The idiom “kick the bucket” means “die” and implies no relation to any bucket. One can
kick the bucket in the idiomatic sense with out there literally existing a literal bucket.
Kicking the bucket, in the idiomatic sense of the phrase, never entails a relation to a
bucket and this is true even in cases in which one dies while literally kicking a bucket or
even dies because of literally kicking a bucket. (One might literally kick a bucket while
barefoot and have the misfortune of connecting with a sharp poison-coated burr on the
bucket’s rim.) We can summarize this by saying that since, in the idiomatic sense of
kicking the bucket, kicking the bucket is something you can do even though no bucket
exists, then kicking the bucket in the idiomatic sense is not something you do to a bucket
even in situations in which there happens to be a bucket. Another way to summarize this
would be to say that when one kicks the bucket in the idiomatic sense, there is no such
thing as the bucket that is thereby kicked, where “thereby” is used in a logical, not a
causal sense and the latter uses of “bucket” and “kicked” are their literal uses. And this is
true even in situations in which one idiomatically kicks the bucket while also literally
kicking a literal bucket. A final way that we can summarize this is by saying that there is
no such thing as the property of being the (literal) bucket that is (logically) thereby
(literally) kicked when one (idiomatically) kicks the bucket. By analogy, then, there is no
such property as the property of being represented.

The failure of being represented to be a property goes hand in hand with the
failure of representation to be a relation to that which is represented. I assume here that
representing is a relation to that which is represented only if it requires the existence of
that which is represented. Representation thus fails to be a relation insofar as it is possible
to represent things that do not exist.

Someone might object that we bear relations to unicorns on the grounds that there
exist unicorns in non-actual possible worlds. On such a view, thinking about unicorns
would relate one to unicorns after all, but the relations in question are inter-world, not
intra-world. At this point we need to just change the example from something like
unicorns to something like square circles. There can be thoughts about square circles
insofar as we grasp thoughts like the thought that necessarily, there are no square circles.
Thus can there be thoughts about square circles even though there are no possible worlds
in which square circles exist. Even if there are non-actual possible worlds and relations
between thinkers in one and horned horses in others, no such relations would obtain
between thinkers here and square circles anywhere, since there are no worlds populated
by square circles. The failure of thinking about to be a relation in the square circle case
will allow us to see that thinking about fails to be a relation in all cases. "Thinking about"
has the same sense in "thinking about square circles" and "thinking about unicorns" and if
thinking about is not a relation in the square circle case, then it is not a relation in the
unicorn case either.

Someone might object that thinking about is a relation in certain cases, namely the
cases in which the thing thought about actually exists. If this objection succeeds, then
thinking about will be a property instantiated in cases in which the thing thought about
exists. The main problem with this objection, however, is that existence is not a property.

6
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If being represented is not a property in the general case, then combining it with
something else that isn't a property (namely existence) is not going to yield something
that is a property. Two non-properties don't make a property.

A slightly different objection embraces the theory of direct reference and says
that, for some representations at least, they have representational content at all only if that
which they represent exists. I will examine this sort of idea at greater length in connection
with HOR in §4 and in connection with FOR in §6.

4. HOR + DR

The direct reference hypothesis (DR) holds that there are certain mental
representations such that (a) two or more of these representations are about the same
object if and only if they have the same cognitive significance and (b) these
representations have representational content only if that which they represent exists."'
The most promising aspect of DR with respect to defeating the Unicorn is (b). Combining
HOR with DR entails postulating that all of the higher order representations relevant to
explaining consciousness have representational content only if the states they are
representations of exist. If HOR could be combined with DR it would be immune to the
Unicorn.

However, at least in the case of HOT, HOR cannot be plausibly combined with
DR. This is due to troubles that arise in connection with part (a) of DR. When we
examine the most plausible examples of attributions of consciousness-conferring higher-
order thoughts, we find that they give rise to opaque contexts inconsistent with DR.

To see these points, consider an example. Suppose that Jones has some mental
state that is a candidate for state consciousness. Suppose, then, that Jones sees that x is
red. In order for the state of Jones seeing that x is red to be a conscious state, according to
HOT, Jones must have a higher-order thought about that state. It is useful to consider
what attributions of that thought would look like. We might attribute the HOTSs by saying
that

(1) Jones believes that he sees that x is red.
or

(2) Jones believes of himself that he sees that x is red
Either way, by the time we get to “he sees that x is red” we are well into an opaque
context.

Suppose that seeing that x is red is identical to having neural activity pattern
number 67 in area v4 of cerebral cortex. Consider that if we replace ‘sees that x is red’ in
(1) and (2) with ‘has activity 67 in area v4’ then we wind up with sentences that may very
well have the opposite truth values of (1) and (2). This is not because seeing that x is red
is not identical to having activity 67 in area v4. This is because Jones may very well lack
appropriate neurophilosophical sophistication to believe of himself that he has activity 67
in area v4. DR requires the intersubstitutability salvae veritate of co-referring terms for
the alleged relata. If the defender of transparent HOTs were to insist on the possibility of
the above substitutions as salva veritate, then the following problem arises. If the
meaning of a term is purely referential, and HOTs determine what it is like, and ‘sees that
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x is red’ and ‘has activity 67 in area v4’ are co-referring, then Jones’s perceptual
experiences would seem to him to be the neural activity pattern 67 in area v4. I suppose,
however, that while Paul Churchland's experiences may seem neural to Paul Churchland,
Jones’s experiences need not seem neural to Jones.'

Perhaps a different way of attempting to wed HOT and DR is by construing
consciousness-conferring higher-order thoughts as referring demonstratively. Such a
construal would entail that Jones' state of seeing x as red is conscious only if Jones has a
Higher Order demonstrative thought expressible by "this is a state of seeing that x is red"
where the demonstrative "this" refers, if at all, to a state Jones actually has. If the
demonstrative "this" fails to refer, then "this is a state of seeing that x is red" fails to
express a consciousness-conferring higher order thought because it fails to express any
thought.

One consequence of a direct reference theory of demonstrative thoughts is that
any difference in reference of “this” gives rise to differences in thought. Two occasions
of thoughts expressible by “this is an umbrella” would be occasions of thoughts with
different contents if the two occasions of the demonstrative “this” referred to numerically
distinct umbrellas. We might summarize this point by saying that directly referring
demonstrative thoughts are object-involving.

The object-involvement of demonstrative thoughts does not fit well with the HOT
theory. The main problem arises because, on Rosenthal’s HOT theory, the contents of
HOTs are supposed to be responsible for determining what it’s like to have conscious
states. Rosenthal states the relation between HOT and what it is like as follows:

What itOs like for one to be in a qualitative state is a matter of how one is

conscious of that state. If | am conscious of myself as having a sensation

with the mental quality red, that will be what itOs like for me, and similarly
for every other mental quality. And how we are conscious of our
qualitative states is a matter of how our HOTs characterize those states.

There being something itOs like for me to be in a state with a particular

mental quality is a matter of my having a HOT that characterizes a state |

am in as having that mental quality.

In other words, what itOs like to be in a conscious state is one and the same as how oneQOs
state appears to one. Further, how the state appears to one is a matter of how the state is
represented by a higher-order thoutjht.

The appearance-determining aspect of consciousness-conferring higher-order
thoughts is the aspect that makes them so poorly modeled by demonstrative thoughts.
Mere numerical differences can suffice to give rise to differences in demonstrative
reference. However, mere numerical differences do not suffice to give rise to differences
in appearance.

My physical doppelganger who lived on a physical doppelganger of the planet I
live on, with a physically similar life history would, I take it, have conscious states such
that what it is like for him to be in those states is like what it is like to be in mine. His
object-involving thoughts, however, would differ from mine insofar as his ‘this’’s pick
out a distinct umbrella from mine, his ‘here’’s distinct places, his ‘I’’s a distinct person.

But just as his umbrella may very well appear just as my umbrella does, so will his lower-
order mental states appear to him as mine do to me. Thus, in spite of diverging in the

8
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contents of our demonstrative higher-order thoughts, what it’s like to be me may very
well be just like what it’s like to be my physical doppelganger.

5. Altered HOT and What It’s Like

In previous sections, I have considered ways in which HOT advocates might try
to argue against the Unicorn argument. They could attack the premises or they could
make minor adjustments to HOT, such as wedding HOT and DR. In this section I
consider possible major revisions to HOT.

One such revision is as follows. Perhaps HOT advocates can say that when one
has a HOT one is thereby in a conscious state, regardless of whether there exists some
target state to bear the property of being thought about. Such a move may result in a
theory that is immune to the Unicorn. However, switching to such a theory may be ad hoc
if it cannot be given an independent motivation.

One such independent motivation for this revision begins by embracing what I
shall call ‘the what it is like principle’ or just WIL:

(WIL): A conscious state is a state of a creature in virtue of which there is
something it is like to be that creature.

WIL is very closely related to Nagel’s view that “an organism has conscious mental
states if an only if there is something that it is like to be that organism.”" Rosenthal
thinks that HOTs are the states in virtue of which there is something it is like to be that
creature. If Rosenthal were to accept WIL, it would turn out then that HOTs are the
conscious states.

Another route to thinking that HOTs are the conscious states would be to say that
whatever properties are instantiated in virtue of there being HOTs, they are properties of
the HOTs, not properties of what the HOTs are about (because being thought about is not
a property).

However we arrive upon the imagined revised HOT theory, we run into trouble.
The main motivation for the HOT theory is that it provides an implementation of
Transitivity. Transitivity says that one's mental state is conscious only if one is conscious
of it. The ‘of” of ‘conscious of” is interpreted as the ‘of” of intentionality —the ‘of”, for
example, of ‘thinking of’. If the HOT theorist is going to respond to the Unicorn
argument by stating that the HOT's are themselves conscious, then we do not have an
implementation of the transitivity principle. An implementation of the transitivity
principle would have states of a subject being conscious in virtue of the subject being
conscious of them. But HOTs are not about themselves, nor are they necessarily
represented by anything else. Conscious unrepresented HOTs do not implement the
transitivity principle.

It will not do for the HOT theorist to change their theory to have the
consciousness of a state consist in its representing instead of its being represented. If a
state’s consciousness consists in its representing then it is not an implementation of the
transitivity principle, but instead an implementation of something like:

(C): A state 1s conscious only if it makes one conscious of something.

9
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But C is a long way from Transitivity. It more closely resembles remarks that FOR
defenders such as Dretske have made against Transitivity. Dretske, in objecting to
Transitivity, says that conscious states are states Owe are consciawis, not states we are
consciou3)f(')?6 Principle C identifies a state's consciousness with its being a state we are
conscious with.

6. FOR + DR

In § 4, I examined and rejected the proposal that maybe a kind of direct reference
can save HOR theories such as HOT from the Unicorn. I want to do a similar thing here
for FORs. The proposal of uniting FOR with DR raises special issues. One issue is that
FORs concern representations of properties, not particulars. The second issue is that
FORs concern representation in experience, not thought.

Recall that, in § 4, DR was described as holding that there are certain mental
representations such that (a) two or more of these representations are about the same
object if and only if they have the same cognitive significance and (b) these
representations have representational content only if that which they represent exists. The
question arises: what is the most straightforward way of adapting DR to fit with a theory
of the representation of properties in experience? I think that (a) and (b) can serve as
useful models. We can attempt to make suitable alterations, (a+) and (b+). The
transformation of (a) into (a+) will obviously involve replacing “object” with “property”.
Not so obvious is what to do with “cognitive significance” although “experiential
significance” might suffice. Or, more to the point of a discussion of phenomenal
consciousness, we may work with “what it’s like,” where sameness and difference in
experiential significance may be regarded as sameness and difference in what it’s like.
Thus we have

(a+): Two experiences represent the same property if and only if they are

the same with respect to what itOs like to have them.

Moving on to the modification of (b), the main problem to deal with is how to
apply the exists/doesn’t exist distinction to properties instead of objects. Two suggestions
immediately arise. The first is to identify it with the instantiated/uninstantiated
distinction. The second is to identify it with the possibly instantiated/ necessarily
uninstantiated distinction. I will focus on the second option, since I intend to present
counter examples to FOR+DR and counter-examples to FOR+DR in terms of necessarily
uninstantiated properties are a fortiori counter-examples to FOR+DR in terms of
uninstantiated properties. Thus, part of what is entailed by combining direct reference
with FOR is

(b+): An experience represents a necessarily uninstantiated property if and

only if there is nothing it is like to have the experience.

In what follows I will argue against the wedding of FOR and DR by arguing that there
can be experiences for which there is something it is like but the represented property is
necessarily uninstantiated.

10
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We see (that is, visually represent) necessarily uninstantiated properties whenever
we look at certain pieces of art by M. C. Escher. In many of Escher’s artworks, we see
what at first glance seem to be three dimensional objects and their arrangements, but on
further reflection couldn’t possibly exist. For example, in Escher’s 1960 lithograph,
“Ascending and Descending,” we see (and thus visually represent) a finite set of stairs,
each one of which is higher than some other.

Now, it is open for the FOR theorist to hold that what is paradoxical in viewing
such a picture is restricted to what concepts one brings to bear on the experience and that
the contents of the experiences themselves contain nothing contradictory because, for
example, the contents of the experiences themselves concern only the representation of a
distribution of shades of gray in the visual field. I don’t think this response is particularly
plausible, but I won’t pursue this further here, for I think there are bigger and much more
interesting problems for the FOR theorists, problems that arise from experiences with
paradoxical contents not obviously attributable to any coinciding conceptual states.

Consider, for one such example, experiences of the motion aftereffect, or, more
colloquially, the waterfall illusion. The effect occurs when one has been staring at a
moving stimulus for a while, such as a waterfall, and then directs one’s attention to a
stationary object such as a rock wall. One will then undergo a paradoxical experience
whereby one and the same object, the rock wall in this case, appears simultaneously to be
moving and not moving.

The problem posed by the motion aftereffect is that it is a putative example in
which the property experienced —the property of simultaneously moving and not
moving—cannot be instantiated, for nothing in reality can be simultaneously moving and
not moving. At this point, the FOR theorist may be tempted to re-describe the experience
in question as actually being two experiences, one of which is an experience of
something as moving and the other of which is an experience of the very same thing as
stationary. Such a move would block the attribution of representations in experience of
necessarily uninstantiated properties. However, one might wonder what independent
motivation can be provided for such a move so as to make it not so obviously ad hoc.
Instead of dwelling further on the motion aftereffect, I would like to spend time on a class
of examples even more powerful.

Due to peculiarities of the normal functioning of the visual system, we can
experience colored after-images. Readers are no doubt aware that after staring at a bright
red spot and then directing their gaze at a white wall, they will experience a green
afterimage. FORs provide a natural explanation of such after-images: though no green
object need be present in the room, one undergoes so-called green afterimages in virtue
of mentally representing in experience the instantiation of green in a certain region in
space.

Under certain conditions, there can be induced in normal subjects afterimages
with colors corresponding to no color an object can have. Following Paul Churchland, let
us call such colors “chimerical colors™ for they are “color[s] that you will absolutely
never encounter as an objective feature of a real physical object.”"

The textbook case of an afterimage involves locating the afterimage on a white
background by fixating one’s gaze on a white wall or piece of paper. Chimerically
colored afterimages may be achieved when afterimages are located on non-white and
non-gray backgrounds. For example, if one were to look at a pale-blue-green stimulus

11
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and then position the resultant orange afterimage on a maximally saturated orange
background, the resultant afterimage will be colored what Churchland calls “hyperbolic
orange” an orange which is “more ‘ostentatiously orange’ than any (non-self-luminous)
orange you have ever seen, or ever will see, as the objective color of a physical object.”"®

Locating afterimages on black backgrounds yields afterimages that no objects,
self-luminous or not, could have. If one looks at a saturated yellow stimulus for 20
seconds and positions the blue afterimage on a black background, the resultant afterimage
will still be blue but will be exactly as dark as black. This is especially interesting since,
as Churchland points out, “no objective hue can be as dark as that darkest possible black
and yet fail to be black.”"” Even more interesting is what happens when one starts by
looking at a saturated blue and positions a yellow afterimage on a black background. The
resultant image is still yellow, but a yellow exactly as dark as black. This is especially
interesting because we tend to think of yellow as a light hue. Ludwig Wittgenstein once
asked O[W]hy is there no such thing as blackish yelf3Whé afterimages described by
Churchland show that while there cannot be such a thing as blackish yellow, it may
nonetheless be represented in experience. The representation of blackish yellow involves
the representation of a necessarily uninstantitated color, and as such, cannot be
accommodated by any version of FOR wedded to DR.

Recall the sorts of objections the imagined FOR theorist raised against the Escher
and waterfall illusion counterexamples to FOR+DR and note how ineffective such
objections would be against the case of chimerically colored afterimages. The objection
against the Escher case was that the paradoxical contents were represented in conception,
not experience. Whatever plausibility such an objection had in the case of viewing a
picture of an ever-ascending staircase, it certainly has no plausibility in the case of
colored afterimages. The objection against the waterfall illusion was that perhaps what
was happening was not a single experience of motion and its negation, but two distinct
experiences, one of motion, and one of the lack thereof. Whatever plausibility such an
objection had in the case of the waterfall illusion, it certainly has no plausibility in the
case of colored afterimages. It is quite clear that when one as an experience of a color
patch, even in the case of an afterimage, one is not undergoing three separate
experiences, one each for the hue, the brightness, and the saturation of the color in
question. One is, instead, having a single experience, one which involves the
representation of a single color which, if instantiated, would also instantiate a particular
hue, brightness, and saturation.

One possible FOR-friendly response would be to say that the necessarily
uninstantiated properties described above are complexes of properties that are
individually instantiable. Such a response would involve modifying FOR so that what it
is like is solely determined by the atomic properties represented, not by their
combination. But such a revision runs into a big problem, namely, that it makes binding
irrelevant to what it’s like. To see this point about binding, consider that there’s a
difference in what it is like to see (1) red squares and blue circles and (2) blue circles and
red squares. However, the possible response under examination would make (1) and (2)
subjectively indistinguishable, for the response under examination would make the sole
determinants of what it’s like the representation of redness, blueness, square-ness, and
circularity.

12



Beware of the Unicorn

7. Altered FOR and More of What It’s Like

In § 5, I examined the proposal that HOR be modified in such a way as to make it
immune to the Unicorn. I argued that whatever alterations might be possible would result
in an account that no longer implements Transitivity, thus removing a central motivating
consideration in favor of monitoring theories. The discussion in the current section will
follow a parallel course where whatever modifications might save FOR from the Unicorn
result in an account that no longer implements Transparency, thus removing the central
motivating consideration for FOR.

One possible revision of FOR is as follows. Perhaps FOR theorists can say that
when one has a certain kind of first-order mental representation, one thereby has a state
that has phenomenal properties, regardless of whether there exists some object or
properties that the state represents. Of course, in order for such a move to not simply be
an ad hoc response to the Unicorn, it will need some sort of independent motivation. One
plausible independent motivation for such a view would involve embracing a principle
similar to WIL from §5:

(WIL*): A phenomenal property is a property of a state of a creature in
virtue of which (that is, in virtue of the property) there is something it is
like to be that creature.

If there is something it is like in virtue of having a first-order mental
representation, but there exists no object or property that is represented, then a natural
suggestion is that the bearers of phenomenal properties are the first-order representations
themselves, that is, the experiences themselves.

Another route to this view is to say that whatever properties are instantiated in
virtue of there being experiences are properties of the experiences.

Whatever route the FOR advocate takes to this proposed revision, serious
questions arise as to whether we still have a theory that implements Transparency, since
Transparency is read by FOR theorists such as Tye and Dretske as entailing that when
one has a conscious experience, one is not conscious of properties of the experience
itself. If these theorists were to change their minds and assert instead that when one has a
conscious state one is conscious of properties of the experience itself, then this would
constitute something very close, if not identical to, an embrace of the transitivity
principle. I take it as pretty obvious that one cannot embrace Transitivity without
abandoning Transparency. And if one embraces Transitivity, it is difficult to see how one
can maintain allegiance to FOR.

8. Conclusion

In this paper | have examined representational theories that have at their core the
notion that being conscious or being phenomenal is to be identified with being
represented. | have argued that since it is possible to represent things that do not exist,
being represented cannot be a property, and thus, cannot be the property that being
conscious (or being phenomenal) is identical to. | have argued that these kinds of
arguments point out crucial flaws in the HOT version of HOR as well as in FORs.
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The question remains of how and whether the notion of representation will play a
role in the final theory of consciousness. While | have argued that the notiein®f
represented Will have very little work to do, it remains open thapresentation may play
a useful role in other ways. One possibility that merits further investigation is that the key
notion will not be the notion dfeing represented, but instead, the notion eépresenting.

One question that will need to be addressed if this topic is to be further investigated is the
guestion of what is to motivate the view that consciousness can be explained in terms of
representing.

In the various views discussed in this paper, there were various appeals to three
main principles claimed to capture what is intuitively involved in having a conscious
mental state: Transitivity, Transparency, and WIL. Due to the sorts of problems raised by
the Unicorn, the worth of the first two principles should be viewed with much suspicion.

It remains, then, to give an account of how the notion of representing can best illuminate
the notion of being in a mental state such that there is something it is like to Be in it.
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