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24.09x Minds and Machines 

Michael Tye, ‘The puzzle of transparency’ 
Excerpts from Michael Tye, ‘The puzzle of transparency’, in The Norton Introduction to Philosophy, edited 
by Gideon Rosen, Alex Byrne, Joshua Cohen, and Seana Shiffrin (Norton, 2015).1 

Sit, facing a red apple in good light. In front of you is a particular thing—an 
apple. You see the apple. In doing so, you have a visual experience caused 
by the apple—an experience as of a red, round, bulgy shape before you. 
That visual experience is also a particular thing, but unlike the apple it is 
mental. There is, then, or so it is standardly assumed, the external thing (the 
apple), an internal thing (the experience), and a causal relationship between 
the two.  

Your experience, being an experience, has a phenomenology. There is 
something it is like for you subjectively in seeing the apple. What it is like for 
you is different from what it is like for you to see a banana or an orange in 
good light. What it is like for you, as you see the apple, is radically different 
from what it is like for you to undergo certain other experiences. Think, for 
example, of the experience of sharp pain caused by accidentally stepping on 
a thumbtack. What it is like to undergo an experience is sometimes called 
the “phenomenal character” of that experience. One natural way to think of 
the phenomenal character of an experience is as a quality of the experience.  

Since what it is like to see a red, round shape has something in common 
subjectively with what it is like to see a red, square shape, it is also natural to 
suppose that in many cases, the overall phenomenal character of an 
experience is made up of a number of different subjective qualities. The 
subjective qualities of which the overall phenomenal character of the 
experience is composed are often called “qualia.” There is, then, the external 
thing (the apple) and its qualities, and there is also the internal thing (the 
experience) and its phenomenal character (or qualia). Whether the 
experience has further qualities not connected to its phenomenal character, 
as the apple has further qualities not accessible to your eyes (for example, its 
weight or cost), is something on which we need take no stand for present 
purposes.  

Now I want you to attend carefully to the apple you are viewing. As you do 
so, you will likely notice some variations of color that had not stood out 
before; or you may notice an irregularity in the shape. Next, place a banana 
                                            
1 Full text at http://www.michaeltye.us/PuzzleOfTransparency.pdf. 
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to the left of the apple, some distance away but still visible to you from your 
viewing position, and look again. You can choose to attend to the apple or to 
the banana or to both. You can switch your attention from one to the other. 
When you do this, you can attend to the color of the apple or the shape of 
the banana, for example.  

Now I want you to switch your attention from the apple to your visual 
experience of it. Are you able to do so easily? As easily as you can switch 
your attention from the apple to the banana? If you think you can, do you 
notice any new quality of the experience? If these questions puzzle you, well 
and good. For reasons that will become clear shortly, they should puzzle you.  

I am not asking you here to fixate your eyes upon your experience in the way 
that you can fixate your eyes on the apple and then on the banana. 
Obviously, an experience, being a mental entity, is not the sort of thing upon 
which you can train your eyes.2  

I am not asking you to do these things because even in the visual case I take 
it that attention is not the same as eye fixation. To appreciate what I am 
getting at here, fixate your eyes upon the plus sign in the center of figure 1. 
As you continue to fixate your eyes on the plus sign and also to focus 
mentally upon it, you can tell which rectangles are grey and which are black. 
However, you cannot tell which rectangles have longer vertical sides. To find 
that out, you need to switch your attention, that is, your mental focus. 

 

Figure 1  

                                            
2 Of course, if experiences are brain states then they can be viewed through cerebroscopes 
while the experiences are occurring. But this is not relevant to the points being made here. 
[Tye’s note.] 
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focus. As you vary your mental focus, you can attend to the rectangles, one by one, while 
still fixating on the plus sign, and as you do so, you can determine which have longer 
vertical sides. Attending to something typically (perhaps always) reveals new qualities of 
the thing or at least qualities you experience the thing as having, qualities of which you 
were not aware beforehand. 

Returning to the apple and your experience of it, I can only say that in my own 
case I find that I cannot switch my attention from the apple to my visual experience. 
Indeed, I find that I cannot attend to my visual experience at all. Moreover, I cannot 
attend to any of its qualities.2 When I try to follow the instructions given above in my 
own case, my very strong belief is that nothing at all changes except perhaps that, in 
trying to do what is asked, I come to notice new qualities of the apple of which I was 
not aware before.

What does this show? Well, if you accept the claims of the previous paragraph in your 
own case (and I think that they are very hard to deny, though not everyone agrees3), 
at a minimum they should make you extremely puzzled. If you cannot attend to your 

Figure 1 

2. The first philosopher to comment upon this phenomenon was G. E. Moore, “The Refutation of Ideal-
ism,” Philosophical Studies (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1922). He remarked, “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.” See also Gilbert 
Harman, “The Intrinsic Quality of Experience,” Philosophical Perspectives 4 (1990): 31–52. [Tye’s note.]

3. See Ned Block, “Inverted Earth,” Philosophical Perspectives 4 (1990): 53–79; and Ned Block, “Mental 
Paint,” in Martin Hahn and B. Ramberg (eds.), Reflections and Replies: Essays on the Philosophy of Tyler 
Burge (Bradford Books: MIT Press, 2003). [Tye’s note.]
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As you vary your mental focus, you can attend to the rectangles, one by one, 
while still fixating on the plus sign, and as you do so, you can determine 
which have longer vertical sides. Attending to something typically (perhaps 
always) reveals new qualities of the thing or at least qualities you experience 
the thing as having, qualities of which you were not aware beforehand.  

Returning to the apple and your experience of it, I can only say that in my 
own case I find that I cannot switch my attention from the apple to my visual 
experience. Indeed, I find that I cannot attend to my visual experience at all. 
Moreover, I cannot attend to any of its qualities. When I try to follow the 
instructions given above in my own case, my very strong belief is that nothing 
at all changes except perhaps that, in trying to do what is asked, I come to 
notice new qualities of the apple of which I was not aware before.  

What does this show? Well, if you accept the claims of the previous 
paragraph in your own case (and I think that they are very hard to deny, 
though not everyone agrees), at a minimum they should make you extremely 
puzzled. If you cannot attend to your visual experience, then there is an 
inherently conscious thing—namely, your experience—that is not accessible 
to your attention. Further, if you cannot attend to any of your visual 
experience’s qualities, then the phenomenal character of your experience is 
something to which you cannot attend either. How can that be?  

 

Figure 2  

To appreciate why this should be puzzling, look at figure 2 and fixate your 
eyes on the man resting on an elbow at the bottom in the middle. I predict 
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visual experience, then there is an inherently conscious thing — namely, your experi-
ence — that is not accessible to your attention. Further, if you cannot attend to any of 
your visual experience’s qualities, then the phenomenal character of your experience 
is something to which you cannot attend either. How can that be? 

To appreciate why this should be puzzling, look at figure 2 and fixate your eyes 
on the man resting on an elbow at the bottom in the middle. I predict that, as you do 
so, you will be unable to mentally focus upon the writing implement or the notebook 
or the beard of the man leaning in on the far left. For you, it will be as if these items 
are not there, and likewise for their qualities, for example, their shapes. Because you 
are unable to attend to these things as you fixate on the man in the middle, they are 
hidden from you. You are blind to them.

Here is another example. Fixate on the plus sign in figure 3. As you do so, you 
won’t be able to focus upon or attend to the fifth vertical bar away from the plus sign. 
If you think otherwise, tell me how many bars there are on the right without moving 
your fixation point. I predict that you won’t be able to do so. The reason is straightfor-
ward: it is not the case that each and every bar on the right is clearly and individually 
marked out in the phenomenology of your experience. The fifth bar is one of the 
bars not so marked out. It is effectively hidden from you, given your fixation point. 
That’s why you can’t count the bars. This is not to say that the bars (plural) are hidden 
from you. Obviously, they aren’t. You are certainly conscious of the bars. But there are 
individual bars of which you are not conscious. (Compare: you can weigh a bunch of 
marbles without weighing each marble. Having weighed the marbles, you may still 
have no precise idea of how much the fifth marble in the bunch weighs.)

Figure 2 
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you. You are blind to them.  

Here is another example. Fixate on the plus sign in figure 3. As you do so, 
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the plus sign. If you think otherwise, tell me how many bars there are on the 
right without moving your fixation point. I predict that you won’t be able to 
do so. The reason is straightforward: it is not the case that each and every 
bar on the right is clearly and individually marked out in the phenomenology 
of your experience. The fifth bar is one of the bars not so marked out. It is 
effectively hidden from you, given your fixation point. That’s why you can’t 
count the bars. This is not to say that the bars (plural) are hidden from you. 
Obviously, they aren’t. You are certainly conscious of the bars. But there are 
individual bars of which you are not conscious. (Compare: you can weigh a 
bunch of marbles without weighing each marble. Having weighed the 
marbles, you may still have no precise idea of how much the fifth marble in 
the bunch weighs.)  

 

Figure 3  

The conclusion to which we seem driven is that the phenomenal character of 
your visual experience, as you view the apple, is hidden from you, as is your 
visual experience. You are blind to these things. For you, it is as if they aren’t 
there. They are, as it were, transparent to you. You “see” right through them 
when you try to attend to them and you end up focusing on things outside 
you. But surely this cannot be right. Your visual experience is an inherently 
conscious thing. Its phenomenal character—what it is like for you 
subjectively—is inherently conscious. How can these things be hidden from 
you? If you cannot attend to the phenomenal character of your visual 
experience, then it no more contributes to your subjective, conscious life 
than do the shapes of some of the figures on the left of the picture in figure 
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The conclusion to which we seem driven is that the phenomenal character of 
your visual experience, as you view the apple, is hidden from you, as is your visual 
experience. You are blind to these things. For you, it is as if they aren’t there. They 
are, as it were, transparent to you. You “see” right through them when you try to at-
tend to them and you end up focusing on things outside you. But surely this cannot 
be right. Your visual experience is an inherently conscious thing. Its phenomenal 
 character — what it is like for you subjectively — is inherently conscious. How can 
these things be hidden from you? If you cannot attend to the phenomenal character 
of your visual experience, then it no more contributes to your subjective, conscious 
life than do the shapes of some of the figures on the left of the picture in figure 2 as 
you fixate on the pensive man in the middle. In that case, its presence (or absence) is 
simply irrelevant to your consciousness.

Something has gone terribly wrong. But what exactly? One reaction is to say that 
the above considerations show that the phenomenal character of a visual experience 
isn’t a quality at all. Instead it is something else, something that isn’t hidden. Well, 
what is it then?

One proposal is that it is a representational content that the experience has. This 
jargon needs a little explanation. If I have an experience as of a red, round thing 
before me, my experience is accurate if there is a red, round thing before me and 
inaccurate otherwise. So we may say that my experience has accuracy conditions: it 
is accurate in the condition in which there is a red, round thing before me, and in-
accurate in all other conditions. And in having accuracy conditions, it has represen-
tational content — for present purposes, the jargon of “representational content” is 
just another way of talking about “accuracy conditions.” My experience represents 
the world as being a certain way, namely as containing a red, round thing in front of 
me. Philosophers have often supposed that the phenomenology of an experience is 
something entirely distinct from its representational content. But in recent work a 
number of philosophers have argued that the phenomenology cannot be pulled apart 
from the content.4 

Here is an illustration of this view. Consider a visual experience as of a red, round 
thing in front of you and a second visual experience as of a yellow, square thing 
in front of you. Obviously, what it is like for you subjectively to undergo the first 

Figure 3 

4. See, e.g., Alex Byrne, “Intentionalism Defended,” Philosophical Review 110 (2001): 49–90; Fred Dretske, 
Naturalizing the Mind (Bradford Books: MIT Press, 1995); and Michael Tye, Ten Problems of Consciousness 
(Bradford Books: MIT Press, 1995). [Tye’s note.]
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2 as you fixate on the pensive man in the middle. In that case, its presence 
(or absence) is simply irrelevant to your consciousness.  

Something has gone terribly wrong. But what exactly?  

The rest of Tye’s paper is concerned with answering this question. We will not have time 

to examine Tye’s answer in lecture, but if you’re interested, you can read the whole paper 

on Tye’s website (link in note 1). 


