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Attention and the New Skeptics
Abstract: 

In response to new research into the phenomena of inattentional blindness and change-blindness, several philosophers and vision researchers have proposed a novel form of skepticism: they contend that we do not have the conscious experience that we think we have. I will show that this claim is not supported by the evidence usually cited in support of it, and I expose what I believe to be the underlying error motivating this position: the belief that consciousness is either focal (what occupies the focus of attention) or non-existent. Once we appreciate the phenomenology of the periphery of attention, we see that we have the resources to place the problematic phenomena in our peripheral experience.

My purpose in this paper is to examine the arguments put forward by a group of philosophers and vision researchers that have come to be called ‘the new skeptics’
 (taking Daniel Dennett, Susan Blackmore and Eric Schwitzgebel as representatives of the position), intended to establish that we are all radically mistaken about part of our conscious experience, and given that fact, we should not believe that we have infallible certainty about any part of our conscious experience. The new skeptics hold that we can be wrong about any element of our conscious perceptual experience (or even the whole thing) in the very moment that we are having it
. This is a very strong, and puzzling claim. They are not merely contending that we are not completely infallible about our conscious experience (which would be falsified by even a single kind of error, for instance, the inability to reliably tell veridical memories from those that aren’t – I discuss the sorts of error that we can fall into, and that should not bother anyone, below). They claim that we cannot be certain of anything about our conscious experience. 

Imagine someone asking you this question: “Do you know what your experience, right now, is like?” I believe that most people would answer, “Yes” (or rather, they would ask, “What do you mean?” since it is a peculiar question to ask out of the blue, and once clarified, the “Yes” answer would be most likely forthcoming). The new skeptics hold that the correct answer is “No”. For the bulk of the paper, I will be concerned with demonstrating that we do not make the sort of mistake that the new skeptics attribute to us, turning at the end to consider whether any types of claims we could make really would be infallible or not. 

Since much of the debate turns on the interrelations between vision and attention, a lot of confusion can be avoided if we carefully and consistently distinguish the focus of attention and the periphery of attention from the visual focus and the visual periphery.  I don’t want to beg the question against the new skeptics, so this is the way that I will be using the terms, leaving the arguments about the periphery of attention for the main body of the paper. The content of the focus of attention is whatever you are most aware of at any time (in any sensory modality), while the content of the periphery of attention would be all the rest of the things of which you are aware to some lesser degree.  There are degrees of attention in the periphery, from those near the focus to those things of which we are barely aware at all.  I contend that any moment of conscious experience is structured into a focus of attention and a periphery.  The content of the visual focus is the part of the world that is reflecting or producing the light that strikes the fovea, while the content of the visual periphery would be the parts of the world that are reflecting or producing the light that strikes the parafovea. We can distinguish the visual focus from the focus of attention by fixing our eyes on some object and then paying attention to the experience at the edge of our visual field. We don’t do this very often, but the experiments to come will rely heavily on this distinction. 

The paper is organized this way:

In Section 1, I spell out the new skeptics’ position (taking Daniel Dennett and Susan Blackmore as exemplars of this view) and distinguish it from several similar-sounding views in the nearby conceptual space. 

Dennett and Blackmore rely on evidence from experiments in inattentional blindness and change-blindness, and I will focus on those experiments in Section 2. For the moment, this quick sketch will have to do: Inattentional blindness occurs when something well within a person’s visual field does not register in that person’s experience at all; change-blindness occurs when a change to an item well within a person’s visual field goes wholly unnoticed.

In Section 3, I present the unstated assumption needed to make the new skeptical argument work and present reasons for rejecting that unstated premise. 

In Section 4, I turn to Eric Schwitzgebel’s arguments from our experience of visual imagery. These do not turn on change blindness or inattentional blindness, but the argument is similar to the prior new skeptical argument in relevant ways, and I believe that it contains a similar problematic unstated assumption. If that presupposition is not warranted, then neither version of the new skeptical argument will go through.

In Section 5, I conclude and return to the issue of infallibility regarding our conscious experience. I contend that a very limited type of claim about our occurent conscious experience can be defended as infallible, but the rest of the critique of the new skeptics will stand even if one rejects the claim of limited infallibility.

Section 1: The New Skeptics 

In the more familiar forms of skepticism, we are given some reasons for doubting a category of knowledge claims (about other minds, or the external world). The new skeptics believe that we can be mistaken about our own conscious experience. Their ultimate goal is to show that there is no claim regarding our conscious experience about which we could not be wrong, but the arguments that they construct on the evidence of inattentional blindness and change blindness must be more narrowly focused on a particular kind of error, which the new skeptics attribute to nearly everyone. I will draw their position primarily from the articles collected in Noë, 2002, Is the Visual World a Grand Illusion? (The new skeptics’ position is often referred to as “the Grand Illusion Hypothesis”.) 

We must be clear about the main goals of the new skeptics, because their position may sound paradoxical, and accordingly it can easily be misconstrued. The new skeptics believe that we can be, and often are, mistaken about our own conscious experience in the moment that it occurs. This claim must be distinguished from several similar sounding claims:

1. We can be mistaken about the proximate causes of our experience (as with the bent stick illusion, holograms or hallucinations). I would certainly grant that the person wandering in the desert who sees the mirage of an oasis over yonder sand dune is making a mistake. But she is not mistaken that it seems to her as though there is an oasis over yonder – and it is just this sort of internal “how it seems to me” claim that the new skeptics want to call into question.

2. We can be mistaken about how our biology produces experience. I’m told that there was a time when some people thought that the liver was the seat of conscious experience. They were making a mistake, and I have no problem admitting it. From within our first person experience, we get no reliable clues about the processes that generate our conscious experiences.

3. We can make mistaken categorical judgments when we try to classify our conscious experiences. Is that particular moment of unpleasant emotion envy or jealousy? Or, to stick with vision, is that particular hue of green that one is looking at Kelly Green or Lime Green? But even admitting that we might not know exactly what category to place a particular moment of experience in, one could still contend that we are not mistaken that this moment of emotion feels just like this, or that the shade of green looks just that way, regardless of how we may later come to categorize it. The new skeptics would have us doubt that we are having the visual experience of a shade of green that looks just that way, even in the moment that we are looking at the very green thing and think that we are having just that sort of visual experience.

4. Our memories are fallible. Our recollection of an experience may not be an absolutely faithful duplicate of the original experience. However, when we are consciously remembering an experience, there is a way that memory seems to be to us in the moment when we are recalling it. Could we be wrong about that? The new skeptics think we could be.

I am perfectly happy to allow that the preceding four sorts of errors are possible, and I believe that all defenders of first-person experience should be similarly pleased to admit the general possibility of, and plenty of actual occurrences of, those kinds of errors. These kinds of errors do not deny the existence of first person conscious experience, nor do they diminish its importance. If the new skeptics were arguing for any, or all, of error types 1-4, there would be no dispute.

The new skeptics aim to impeach our authority over any aspect of our own first-person experience of the present moment, as it occurs (going far beyond the kinds of errors we just surveyed). For Daniel Dennett, the position is not really new at all. It is a part of his long war against taking first person reports of consciousness at face value and as authoritative
. 

There is no proposition about one’s own or anybody else’s conscious experience that is immune to error, unlikely as that error might be. I have come to suspect that the refusal to accept this really quite bland denial of what would be miraculous if true lies behind most if not all the elaboration of fantastical doctrines about consciousness recently defended. This refusal fuels the arguments about the conceivability of zombies, the importance of a ‘first person’ science of consciousness, ‘intrinsic intentionality’ and various other forms of hastily erected roadblocks to progress in the science of consciousness.

You can’t have infallibility about your own consciousness. Period. (Dennett, 2002, p. 13, italics in the original). 

When responding to an objection from Alva Noë, Dennett shows how he uses surprising features of consciousness (change blindness and inattentional blindness would fit into this category, though in the actual article that Noë is critiquing, ‘Surprise Surprise’ (Dennett, 2001), he is referring to the fact that our retinas don’t have many color-sensitive cells outside of the fovea).

Then why do normal perceivers express such surprise when their attention is drawn to facts about the low resolution (and loss of colour vision, etc.) of their visual peripheries? Surprise is a wonderful dependent variable, and should be used more often in experiments; it is easy to measure and it is a telling betrayal of the subjects’ having expected something else. (Dennett, 2001, p. 982)

I agree that surprise is important, and in what follows, I hope to give an adequate account of it. Dennett is arguing that, from the fact that we are often surprised by features of the visual periphery (inattentional blindness and change-blindness certainly belong to the category of “surprising features”, as we will see), we ought to be skeptical about the whole of our conscious experience. 

Since Dennett is responding to Noë, and since I am entering a debate already in progress, I want to explicitly state where I agree with Noë and where I do not. I am building on part of Noë’s own critique of the new skeptics (Noë, 2002). He notes that the new skeptics are not always clear about their position, and that some might read the new skeptics as making the following argument:

1. Most people believe that visual experience is like a snapshot, uniformly detailed from the visual focus all the way out to the visual periphery (Noë calls this “the snapshot conception”).

2. Research into inattentional blindness and change-blindness proves that we do not have uniformly detailed visual experience from the visual focus to the visual periphery.

3. Therefore, we are all wrong about our occurent conscious experience (we think it conforms to the snapshot conception when it does not).

Noë argues, persuasively, that the snapshot conception of experience is phenomenologically false (as a few moments of reflection show) and that most people do not subscribe to it. A position that only targeted such a radically false view of our experience would hardly merit much attention. In order for the new skeptics to make any headway, the first stage of their argument must present a claim about conscious experience that most people really would endorse. As Noë goes on to show, the new skeptical view can and should be interpreted as attacking the claim that our conscious experience includes more than the focus of attention. That claim, unlike the snapshot conception, really is widespread. Noë explains:

But this version of the skeptical worry is stronger, for it does not rely on the misattribution to us of the phenomenologically inadequate snapshot conception of experience. All that it requires is that we acknowledge that we are perceptually aware, sometimes, of unattended detail [I take this to mean: we seem to experience more than whatever we are currently focusing our attention upon]. And who could deny that?

We can sharpen the worry. One of the main upshots of work on change blindness is that the brain does not produce a detailed world model corresponding to perceived detail
. The skeptical problem then becomes: how can we enjoy experiences of the world as richly detailed when we lack internal representations of all that detail?” (Noë, 2002, p. 8, the footnote is mine)

How rich is “richly detailed”? Well, since we are not foisting the snapshot conception on anybody, the “rich detail” should be read as “as much detail as we think we experience in the moment we are having the experience, upon reflection and bearing the distinction between focus and periphery in mind”. The skeptics want to deny that we have any such experience, and they want to use inattentional blindness and change-blindness to bolster that denial. So the error that they ascribe to us must pertain to the part of our experience to which inattentional blindness and change-blindness experiments are relevant, namely, the periphery of attention. 

Section 2: The Empirical Evidence regarding Change-Blindness and Inattentional Blindness


In order to see how the empirical evidence fits into the new skeptical argument, I’ll give a brief description of change blindness and inattentional blindness.

Change blindness: Take two photographs, one of which has a significant detail altered (for example, two pictures of troops boarding a transport plane – in one picture an engine on one wing is missing). Present them to the subject: first the unchanged picture, then a grey screen for a split second, then the changed picture, then the grey screen again
. Most people will not notice the altered feature until after many repetitions (if at all). Without the intervening grey screen, people immediately spot the altered feature on the first or second cycle. In another set of experiments, Simons and Levin (1998) set up a real-world situation that introduced something like the interruption of a grey screen. He had one of his experimenters ask a subject for directions on the Cornell campus. While the subject is in the process of giving the requested directions, two people carrying a door rudely walk between the experimenter and the subject. While the door blocks the subject’s view of the initial experimenter, the initial experimenter takes hold of the door and walks off with it, leaving behind a completely different experimenter (of the same gender, dressed similarly but not identically). Only half the subjects noticed the switch. Those who didn’t, quite naturally carried on giving directions. If the subject had focused their attention on the face of the person they were helping when the door-carriers intervened, then they noticed the switch. If their attention was focused on the giving of the directions (recalling directions, visualizing locations, etc.), or perhaps on the rudeness of the door-carriers, so that the person’s face was only peripherally attended to across the door-interruption, then the switch was not noticed.

It is important to note that change blindness only occurs for items that are in the periphery of attention. If subjects are told what to look for, or where in the picture (or the world) to look for the change, the alteration is spotted almost immediately. This is true in both types of experiments, the picture switching on a computer screen and the door-based interlocutor swapping in the more familiar context of providing directions.

Next, we turn to inattentional blindness. Consider this experiment (Simons and Chabris, 1999): The subject is given the task of counting the number of times that a team of three people, wearing white shirts, passes a basketball from one to another. Also present is a team of three people wearing black shirts, who pass their own basketball from one to another. The two teams circle and weave together while passing their respective basketballs. About 30 seconds into the video clip, a person in a gorilla suit saunters into the middle of the circling teams, thumps her chest in standard movie gorilla fashion, and strolls off screen. Of the subjects who didn’t lose count of the passes, only 42% spotted the gorilla (Simons and Chabris, 1999, p. 1068). When allowed to watch the film clip and not instructed to count any ball passes, everyone saw the gorilla almost immediately, and were very surprised that they missed the gorilla the first time around
. 

As with change blindness, the important thing to note is that when the items go unnoticed, those features usually occur in the periphery of experience. When those features are in the focus of attention (which can be distinct from the visual focus), they are noticed
. So what sort of error do the new skeptics contend that this evidence reveals? They claim that most of the experimental subjects thought they were aware of the whole screen that the video clip was playing on to some degree (most of it peripherally with the focus of attention tracking the ball -- surely enough to spot a gorilla), but the subjects were mistaken about their own conscious experience. The new skeptics seem to hold that because some subjects did not report seeing the gorilla, those subjects had no peripheral experience of the gorilla at all. I think that claim is too strong, and not warranted by the experimental results. Just to foreshadow, we have to ask the question, “What would it be like to peripherally experience a gorilla in this situation?” A plausible answer would be: a black human-shaped thing. In the context of this experiment, we already have a lot of other black-garbed human-shaped things moving around (the trio of basketball passers wearing black), we already know what they are, and we know that they will distract us from our appointed task if we pay attention to them. So when the gorilla strolls on screen, she is seen, peripherally, as a person in black – a potential distractor, and so not to be focally attended to
.  If I am right about this, then the surprise of the subjects does reveal an expectation that was violated: We underestimate the impact that attentionally demanding tasks have on the degree of detail presented in the periphery of experience. But that sort of error will not ground any skeptical conclusions, nor should it be surprising once we reflect on it. During attentionally demanding tasks the detail and vibrancy of the periphery of experience may be diminished from what it normally would be, but we would not notice that difference precisely because we are focusing our attention with more-than-usual discipline on whatever is in the focus of attention. Under conditions of normal attention, everybody spots the gorilla, and because we are not normally aware of the impact that attentionally demanding tasks have on the periphery, we maintain our standard expectations about what we would and would not notice. Those are the expectations that fail, and that generate our surprise. 

Even if the new skeptics were correct in assuming that inattentional blindness shows that there is no representation of the item to which the subject is inattentionally blind, it would only be the first step. If this step stands, it establishes that we can believe that we are having peripheral experience when in fact we are not, despite our confidence to the contrary
. Further argument would be needed to establish the potential for error about the things that are consciously experienced in the focus of attention. Since the evidence from change-blindness and inattentional blindness only applies to the periphery of attention, I will take issue with the first stage – the claim that we believe we have peripheral experience where we actually have none.

To show that the new skeptics take the change-blindness and inattentional blindness evidence doing the job as I described above, I would also like to consider these passages from Susan Blackmore, 2002. First, consider her goals in that paper, which should be enough to locate her in the new skeptical camp.

When I say that consciousness is an illusion I do not mean that consciousness does not exist. I mean that consciousness is not what it appears to be. If it seems to be a continuous stream of rich and detailed experiences, happening one after the other to a conscious person, then this is the illusion. (Blackmore, 2002, p. 17)

…I suggest that there is no stream of consciousness. And there is no definite answer to the question ‘What am I conscious of now?’ Being conscious is just not like that. (Blackmore, 2002, p. 19). 

Next, let us consider why Blackmore holds that change-blindness is evidence against the existence of the stream of visual experience.

There is no stream of vivid pictures that appear in consciousness. There is no movie-in-the-brain. There is no stream of vision. And if we think there is we are victims of the grand illusion.

Change blindness is the most obvious evidence against the stream of vision… That the findings were genuinely surprising is confirmed in experiments in which people were asked to predict whether they or others would notice the changes… (Levin et al., 2000, quoted in Blackmore 2002, p. 21)

…What do these results mean: They certainly suggest that from one saccade to the next we do not store very much information; for if we did we would surely notice the change. So the ‘stream of vision’ theory I described at the start has to be false. The richness of our visual world is an illusion. (Blackmore 2002, p. 22)

…[T]here is no doubt about the basic phenomenon and its main implication. Theories that try to explain the contents of the stream of vision are misguided. There is no stable, rich visual representation in our minds that could be the contents of the stream of consciousness. (Blackmore, 2002, p. 23).


Now, to reconstruct the new skeptical argument. It must be something close to the following form, if it is to make use of the evidence from change-blindness and inattentional blindness. First, the skeptics need a claim about our conscious experience that nearly everyone would assent to, but which will be called into question by change-blindness and inattentional blindness. Since that evidence only pertains to the periphery of attention, the claim about conscious experience must be about the periphery of attention. It must also be quite general, in order to strike at the periphery of attention, regardless of whatever might be thought to be in the periphery of attention at any given time. So, it seems their best choice would be to target the claim that we experience anything outside the focus of attention. Let us call that the Consciousness Claim, for convenience. For instance, in the gorilla experiment, the surprise expressed by most people who missed the gorilla shows that people expect to be able to catch something as dramatic and unusual as a person in a gorilla suit strolling across the screen, which indicates that they take themselves to have more in conscious experience than the focus of attention (which was on the basketball). An error of that magnitude might also allow a foothold for the ultimate new skeptical goal, to call any claim about our occurent conscious experience into doubt.


Next, the new skeptics need to interpret the findings of the change-blindness and inattentional blindness experiments. Blackmore, as we just saw, holds that these findings establish that the brain is not producing representations for the items that we take to occupy the periphery of attention. Noë also interprets the inattentional blindness and change blindness experiments in this manner. The new skeptics hold that we think that we build up an inner representation of everything that is part of our conscious visual perception (both the focus and the periphery). If that were true, the new skeptics argue, then when we are presented with the gorilla experiment, we would all spot the gorilla. When presented with a change-blindness experiment, we would be able to compare two of these representations to see if they are different, and if so, what that difference is. Since some people miss the gorilla, and subjects often do not spot change-blindness changes immediately, the new skeptics would have us conclude that those people did not represent the gorilla, or the changing feature, in their brains. For clarity’s sake, I’ll adopt the term “n-representation” to mean whatever neural structure and activity serve to represent some feature of a state of affairs – some of these will be conscious, some will not, and some may never even be possible candidates for consciousness. I’ll also adopt the term “c-representation” for conscious experience
. I suspect that the neural activity needed for any conscious experience will be quite complex, so I will refrain from making any claims about the specific details of n-representations. The new skeptics take change-blindness and inattentional blindness to show that we do not have n-representations for the periphery of attention. If the subjects had an n-representation of the person in the gorilla suit, it would have been strange enough to attract their attention. Likewise, if change-blindness subjects had n-representations of the peripherally presented changing items preserved across the intervening grey screen, they would be able to compare those n-representations and immediately detect the change.


The new skeptics also presume that we cannot have a conscious experience without some underlying neural activity in the brain that serves to ground or produce the conscious experience. I agree with that premise, but it may be worth noting that Noë does not, and this is the basis of his disagreement with the new skeptics (Noë and Thompson, 2004). Whatever the level of resolution of the corresponding conscious experience is, or what the ultimate nature of the n-representation that supports the conscious experience is, that n-representation must be determinate. (That is, we should not infer the presence of any peculiar sort of “vague” neural state from a vague conscious experience. I include this on the new skeptic’s behalf in order to block a possible objection: Peripheral experience is vague, so the n-representations underlying it must also be vague, and the inability to compare vague n-representations in change-blindness fails to establish the non-existence of those n-representations. If the new skeptics stipulate that n-representations are determinate and not “vague” or indeterminate, then their argument may continue unscathed.) That is, regardless of how the c-representation appears to us, or what neural structures and activity truly underlie the c-representation, the brain really is in some particular state at a given time
. In short, without an n-representation of some item or feature, there cannot be a c-representation (a conscious experience) of that item or feature.


With those steps in place, the conclusion follows. We may think that we have conscious experience of things in the periphery of attention, but the evidence shows that we don’t have n-representations for such things. So we cannot be conscious of the periphery of attention. Since we think we are, we are all mistaken about the peripheral part of all of our conscious experience. We think our conscious experience includes a periphery, when in fact, it does not.

To summarize, the new skeptics’ main argument goes like this:

1. The Consciousness Claim: We all think we have conscious experience of some things that are outside of our focus of attention.  

2. The inattentional blindness and change-blindness experiments show that we do not have n-representations of things outside the focus of attention.

3. If something appears in consciousness, then we must have an n-representation of that thing in our brains. 

4. If there are no n-representations for anything outside the focus of attention, there can be no c-representations of anything outside the focus of attention.

5. Therefore, we are all mistaken about our own normal everyday conscious experience. We think we have conscious experience of things in the periphery of attention when, in fact, we do not. The Consciousness Claim is false, and the groundwork is laid for the larger skeptical goal.

With this reconstruction, the skeptics’ argument becomes an instance of Modus Tollens. So what could be wrong with that? It requires an unstated assumption, which I will show to be problematic.

Section 3: The Unstated Assumption.

The new skeptics assume that if something is part of our conscious experience (focally or peripherally) then we should have the ability to answer detailed questions about it, or make certain sorts of detailed discriminations regarding it. For instance, all of the change-blindness experiments are interpreted (in the new skeptical position, using the language I’ve introduced in hopes of making things clearer) in this manner: If we had n-representations of the changed items in the two pictures, we would be able to spot the change immediately. We cannot make an immediate conscious discrimination between the two pictures (until the changed item comes to occupy the focus of attention). So we do not have n-representations for items outside the focus of attention. More formally, I contend that the new skeptics buy into an unstated premise, 1.5: If we have a determinate brain state that represents some item or feature in our perceptual field at a time (an n-representation) and that brain state causes or grounds part of our conscious experience at that time (the n-representation is causing or grounding a c-representation), then we would have the ability to make detailed judgments about the conscious experience that n-representation grounds or generates, whether the item in question is in the focus or the periphery of attention. Without that added premise, the inattentional blindness and change-blindness experiments do not provide evidence for the absence of n-representations for the items that we take ourselves to be experiencing in the periphery of attention. As I will shortly demonstrate, there is an alternative interpretation of many of the inattentional blindness and change-blindness findings, which will preserve our pre-skeptical phenomenological judgments.

With that premise added and the appropriate alterations to premise 2, the new skeptics’ argument must go like this, if it is to draw on the empirical evidence of inattentional blindness and change blindness:

1. The Consciousness Claim: We all think we have conscious experience of some things that are outside of our focus of attention.  
1.5 If we have a determinate brain state that represents some item or feature in our perceptual field at a time (an n-representation) and that brain state causes or grounds part of our conscious experience at that time (the n-representation is causing or grounding a c-representation), then we would have the ability to make detailed judgments about the conscious experience that n-representation grounds or generates, whether the item in question is in the focus or the periphery of attention.

2. The inattentional blindness and change-blindness experiments show that we do not have the abilities that n-representations of peripherally presented items would confer (noticing changed items, spotting gorillas, etc), so we do not have n-representations of things outside the focus of attention.

3. If something appears in consciousness, then we must have an n-representation of that thing in our brains. 

4. If there are no n-representations for anything outside the focus of attention, there can be no c-representations of anything outside the focus of attention.

5. Therefore, we are all mistaken about our own normal everyday conscious experience. We think we have conscious experience of things in the periphery of attention when, in fact, we do not. The Consciousness Claim is false.

If I am correct about the logic of the new skeptical argument, the question now becomes, should we accept premise 1.5? I believe not. My counter-proposal is that we should take the periphery of attention seriously, and consider it a genuine part of our conscious experience. To do so, I will try to describe the periphery of attention, and provide some independent reasons for holding that it really exists, and is not a confabulation or illusion.

Once we attend closely to attention, we note that all experience has a focus and a periphery and there exists a range of degrees of awareness within the periphery (from near the focus to the barely-present, beyond which things really are completely unattended—outside of conscious experience). The things we are most aware of, and most likely to remember later, are those things that we focus our attention on. But whatever occupies the focus of our attention at any given moment occurs within a varied periphery of objects, features and relations that are also present in consciousness, peripherally. Imagine playing basketball. Your focus is on the game, the ball, and the other players. But you probably would say that you are peripherally aware of the people watching the game and the feel of the ground under your feet as you run and jump about the court, and the exhilaration of the game, among other things. 

Getting at the periphery directly is an almost impossible task, for when we try to grasp more about something in the periphery of attention, the only way that we can do so is by shifting the focus of attention to it. Doing that changes the experience as a whole, and shifts the character of that previously peripheral aspect of experience from peripheral to focal. We can never focus on the periphery as peripheral, so it is perhaps unsurprising that the new skeptics, and some of their critics, place an unfair burden on the periphery.

Part of the character of the periphery of attention is just that we cannot say, in detail, what it is like. We can say, with full confidence, that the periphery is not focally experienced. Being vague, nebulous, uncertain, is what the periphery is like. The mistake that the new skeptics make is to ask for abilities that demand a level of accuracy and resolution that the periphery does not possess, and to make the possession of those abilities the necessary condition for conscious experience. 

This description of the periphery of attention depends on our first person experience, and that is just what the new skeptics called into question – so I won’t treat it as evidence just yet. Instead, I would now like to present two independent lines of evidence that support the existence of a genuine periphery of attention.

First, there is a phenomenon that occurs rather infrequently, but I believe everyone has had at some time or another: having caught something out of the corner of your eye, or having heard something but not known what it was, and when you looked again or listened more intently, the whatever-it-was was gone and could not be brought into the focus of attention. This shows that something in the periphery of attention did register in consciousness, and that you could register some vague features of it, but nothing more. In their seminal work, Inattentional Blindness, Mack and Rock provided empirical evidence not only for inattentional blindness, but also for the periphery of attention. In most of their experiments, subjects were asked to fix their vision on a point on a computer screen. A large cross was briefly presented, and the subjects were told to try to determine which arm of the cross was longer, the horizontal or the vertical. After the subject performed that task a few times, something else appeared on the screen along with the cross – this was the critical stimulus. Mack and Rock used a variety of items for the critical stimulus in different trials, solid shapes of various sizes, colored shapes, smiley faces, words, and more. After the critical trial, where the critical stimulus was presented, the subjects were asked whether they had seen anything besides the cross. Some subjects saw the critical stimulus and could identify it, some subjects did not see anything extra at all (these subjects were inattentionally blind to the item), but some subjects reported seeing something but being unable to identify what it was (Mack and Rock, 1998, pp. 6-17). Mack and Rock only speak of an item being inside attention or outside of attention, but their findings provide evidence for the periphery, an area of conscious experience that does not have the degree of detail or salience that we find in the focus of attention. If the new skeptics were correct, this third response would not happen at all – subjects would either identify the critical stimulus correctly or they should be inattentionally blind to it. Admitting the periphery as a form of conscious experience that does not confer the ability to make detailed judgments about the item in question falsifies premise 1.5
.

For my second line of independent evidence for the periphery, I will present an aspect of our peripheral experience that is omnipresent, and almost never brought into the focus of attention: proprioception
.

Proprioception is our internal sense of our muscles and joints and their relative positions. If this fails, the body becomes blind to itself, as described by Oliver Sacks (1970) in “The Disembodied Lady”. She suffered a polyneuritis that only affected her proprioceptive nerve fibers, removing her body's automatic sense of her own muscular activity and tone. Sacks relates her condition:


Standing was impossible — unless she looked down at her feet. She could hold nothing in her hands, and they “wandered” ​— unless she kept an eye on them. When she reached out for something, or tried to feed herself, her hands would miss, or overshoot wildly, as if some essential control or coordination was gone.


She could scarcely even sit up — her body “gave way”. Her face was oddly expressionless and slack, her jaw fell open, even her vocal posture was gone.


“Something awful’s happened,” she mouthed, in a ghostly flat voice. “I can't feel my body. I feel weird — disembodied.” (Sacks, 1970, p. 45)


The point that is relevant for us is that proprioception is always active and contributing to every normal conscious experience. Since it is omnipresent, we don’t notice it. Although we rarely focus our attention on our sense of our bodies’ position, this case demonstrates that this sense is always in the periphery of consciousness. If it were ever to vanish, we would notice it immediately. If the new skeptics were correct, and we were never conscious of anything beyond the focus of attention, then the Disembodied Lady would have complained of her inability to stand or sit, of her wandering hands, and so on, but she would not have missed her feeling of her body.

We would also expect dramatic results if any of the aspects of the periphery were to suddenly drop out of consciousness
. It is difficult to even imagine the loss of some peripheral elements of our experience. For example take the context provided by our immediate memory of the moment that had just passed or our expectations of what the immediate moment to come will bring
, without which none of our present experiences would make any sense. Or consider what it would be like to lose the input from all of the sense modalities that we are not currently focusing on. All that and worse is blandly asserted in the new skeptical claim that we are not conscious of peripheral experience. I contend that all these elements (the self-image, sense modalities, associations, etc., whatever goes into the periphery of a particular conscious state) are present in consciousness, but are not present to consciousness in the same way that the things we focus on are present to consciousness. 

To show the practical differences between the new skeptics and my approach, giving the structure of attention primacy of place in consciousness, let us compare the respective interpretations of the empirical results. I’ll begin with the gorilla experiment. Suppose a subject didn’t see the gorilla the first time through (and the subject is savvy enough to state their experience clearly and in a manner that does not leave room for the mistaken snapshot conception). She claims that she saw the whole screen on which the video clip was shown, that she focused on the white team’s basketball and experienced the rest of the screen in the periphery. However, the new skeptics say that she is mistaken, because if she had seen the whole screen, even peripherally, she would have noticed the gorilla. 

Now we can formulate a competing hypothesis, foreshadowed in Section 2. While the subject was focused on counting the ball-passes, she did see the whole scene, most of it peripherally. Because she was focused on the people in white, she was actively ignoring the people in black (so not to be distracted by them when they passed their ball). When the gorilla strolled on, she did see her, but only as a person in black, to be ignored as a potential distractor. So they ignored her. Now, we may well be surprised at how our perceptions are dependent on the structure of attention, but our savvy subject was not wrong about what she saw. To support this hypothesis, note that in Simons’s experiments, if the test subjects were instructed to count the number of times that the black team passed the ball, their odds of spotting the gorilla shot up to 83%. This indicates that, when instructed to watch the people in white, the gorilla is not missing from consciousness entirely, but is seen as a person-in-black, and registered as unimportant to the task at hand. 

Now let us take our savvy subject through the “troop transport” change-blindness experiment. She claims that she does see the whole of each picture when it is presented, but she can only focus on one part of the picture at a time – the rest is seen peripherally. Then the grey screen interrupts her, she struggles to keep her eyes on the same spot (since the grey screen acts as a distractor), and then she compares the part of the picture that she focused on with the comparable part of the current picture to see if something changed. If not (and the odds are good that she won’t hit on the right thing on the first try, since the experiments do not change things that are central to the meaning of the picture), she picks another part of the picture and tries again. The new skeptics claim that her inability to compare the two and locate the change proves that conscious experience is limited to the focus of attention. On my account, our inability to consciously locate the changed feature while it is peripheral is unproblematic. Our peripheral experience is not detailed enough for us to perform the task demanded of us (while focused on the line of troops, looking to see if any of them change, we may see the wing of the plane peripherally as the plane’s wing, but without enough detail to note the missing engine). Once the changed feature is the one focused on across the blank screen interruption, we notice the change. Again, we may be surprised that we cannot easily compare peripheral facets of experience under these attentionally demanding conditions, but that does not cast the existence of peripheral experience into doubt. We are not wrong about what we experience peripherally – it is part of our experience, but vague. Without this step in the argument, the new skeptics cannot proceed to call the rest of our conscious experience into question.

That said, there are some inattentional blindness experiments where the most plausible interpretation is that there was no conscious experience at all for the unattended item, not even peripherally. But even there (Mack and Rock, 1998, pp. 115-195), Mack and Rock’s experiments provide strong evidence for the presence of n-representations even for some wholly unattended stimuli (where the unattended items were presented in the fovea – they did not conduct priming experiments for items presented in the parafovea). So, very briefly, Mack and Rock found that for most stimuli (common words, shapes, colored spots) presented at the fixation point (with the distraction-task cross in the parafovea), inattentional blindness averaged 61%. Three kinds of stimuli reliably defeated inattentional blindness: large things (2 degrees or bigger), smiley faces, and the subject’s own name. The last two indicate semantic processing of unattended stimuli.


Mack and Rock compared the subjects’ names with near-misspellings of those names (for me, it might be Jason v. Jeson). Inattentional blindness for the misspelled names was 60%, whereas inattentional blindness for the subjects’ correctly spelled names was 0.5% (Mack and Rock, 1998, p. 121). The entire word must have been processed (hence represented) in order for the real name to attract attention and be consciously experienced, where the misspelled name does not.


Mack and Rock also tested for priming effects, and found them. In a set of stem completion experiments, they presented a word (e.g., Cork), took those subjects who were inattentionally blind to it, and asked them to complete a stem (Co) with the first five words that came to mind. The priming subjects produced the prime word as choice 1 or 2 far more frequently than controls did (34% for subjects who were inattentionally blind to the word, compared with 6% for control subjects) (Mack and Rock, 1998, p. 184).


They also ran a set of forced choice picture experiments. As above, they took the subjects who were inattentionally blind to a presented word, and asked them to choose a picture out of five options (all starting with the same two letters). The picture array for Cork included pictures of a coat, some corn, a coffee mug, a cork and wine bottle, and a couch. The inattentionally blind subjects chose the picture corresponding to the presented word 42% of the time, where control subjects only chose it 12% of the time (Mack and Rock, 1998, pp. 186-191).

These results make a very strong case for the semantic processing of unattended stimuli in the fovea. So even the strongest evidence for true inattentional blindness will not support premise 1.5 – the failure to consciously perceive a word at all does not imply that there is no underlying n-representation for that word. Quite the contrary, Mack and Rock’s evidence for semantic priming is extraordinarily strong.

Summing up: if we do justice to the character of peripheral experience, Mack and Rock’s findings on inattentional blindness, and the existence of things like proprioception, we have good reason to doubt the truth of premise 1.5. But without this assumption, premise 2 (the claim that we lack n-representations of the peripheral aspects of experience) will not follow. The neural correlates of peripheral experience are almost certainly determinate, but that doesn’t translate into an ability to make detailed judgments or discriminations about the peripheral experience that those representations subserve. That argument only gets traction if we assume that everything in consciousness, focus and periphery, is equally available for detailed judgments and comparisons. In fact, the standards that the new skeptics employ are only appropriate to the focus of attention, and that is not where we find inattentional blindness or change-blindness. The periphery contributes to the content in the focus, and it does register as part of our conscious experience, but it does so in a way that we don’t usually notice while it is doing its work. It is no surprise that we cannot reliably spot the gorilla or changed-items. If we acknowledge the unique character of peripheral consciousness, then we won’t ask questions that demand the same level of detail from the focus and the periphery. 

Section 4: Schwitzgebel and Visual Imagery

Now I would like to turn to a new skeptic who does not argue from the empirical findings about change-blindness and inattentional blindness, Eric Schwitzgebel in, “How Well Do We Know Our Own Conscious Experience: The Case of Visual Imagery,” (Schwitzgebel, 2002). I contend that Schwitzgebel’s argument is similar in structure to the one we’ve just examined, and that he also makes a similar mistake: he holds the periphery of attention to standards that are only appropriate for the focus of attention
. When the periphery of attention falls short of those standards, Schwitzgebel concludes that we could be massively wrong about it, and so, massively wrong about our conscious experience tout court.

Schwitzgebel asks the readers to produce and reflect on some conscious experiences that are as normal as normal gets, their own visual imagery in favorable conditions of quiet reflection
. This is the central move in this line of argument, so I will quote it at length. He asks us to perform this thought experiment: 

Let me ask you to reflect, then, on your own phenomenology as you form and maintain a visual image. Form a visual image of some familiar object, such as the front of your house. If you are now visualizing this, you presumably are having a conscious experience of imagery. Let me now ask you some questions about that experience.

How much of the scene are you able vividly to visualize at once? Can you keep the image of your chimney vividly in mind at the same time you vividly imagine (or ‘image’) your front door? Or does the image of your chimney fade as your attention shifts to the door? If there is a focal part of your image, how much detail does it have? How stable is it? Supposing that you are not able to image the entire front of your house with equal clarity at once, does your image gradually fade away toward the periphery, or does it do so abruptly? Is there any imagery at all outside the immediate region of focus? If the image fades gradually away toward the periphery, does one lose colours before shapes? Do the peripheral elements of the image have colour at all before you think to assign a colour to them? Do any parts of the image? If some parts of the image have indeterminate colour before a colour is assigned, how is that indeterminacy experienced –– as grey? –– or is it not experienced at all? If images gradually fade form the centre and it is not a matter of the colour fading, what exactly are the half-faded images like? Are the shapes themselves somehow indeterminate, contra Berkeley? How much is visual imagery experience like the experience of seeing a picture, or having phosphenes, or afterimages, or dreams, or daydreams?

Most people of whom I ask such questions at some point stumble or feel uncertainty. They seem like hard questions – questions one stands a reasonable likelihood of getting wrong, even in circumstances of calm attention… If you think people could easily come to answer them incorrectly – then you are granting the possibility of normal, patient, reflective people in favorable circumstances making significant mistakes about their own current conscious experiences. (Schwitzgebel, 2002, pp. 38-39, emphasis added.)

Schwitzgebel would like us to conclude that the skeptical position is correct – we can be significantly mistaken about our occurent conscious experience, even when there is no rush, no dynamic shifts of attention while trying to track a basketball, no psychological researcher hovering in the background recording our every move, and nothing unusual going on at all. But what kind of “significant mistake” does he think we will concede that we could easily make?


All of the questions that Schwitzgebel asks, and which his subjects find “difficult to answer” are questions about the periphery of attention within the imagery. Here is the way that I would reconstruct Schwitzgebel’s argument, with the unstated premise already inserted:

1. We all think we have peripheral experience, even in our visual imagery.

1.5. If we know what our conscious experience of our visual imagery is like, we should be able to give determinate answers to Schwitzgebel-type questions about our visual imagery, whether they are about the focus of attention or the periphery of attention. 

2. We cannot always confidently answer Schwitzgebel-type questions about the periphery of our visual imagery. They are hard questions.

3. Hard questions are ones that we could easily get wrong.

4. So we could easily be wrong about a significant part of our occurent conscious experience of visual imagery, namely the peripheral part of our occurent conscious experience of visual imagery.

Suppose we let our savvy subject have a go at this thought experiment. Schwitzgebel asks, “If you focus on your front door, can you simultaneously be aware of your chimney? What happens to the colours and shapes of the peripheral part of your image?” Her powers of imagery are pretty normal, so she says that her chimney loses some detail as she focuses on her front door. She does have experience of her image outside the focus of attention, but she doesn’t know whether colours fade out before shapes or not. She also can’t tell whether parts of the image have an indeterminate colour before she assigns a colour to them or not. She clearly expresses the uncertainty that Schwitzgebel expects. Suppose that Schwitzgebel presses her to answer the questions. If she were to venture a determinate claim about the peripheral part of her experience, she would run the risk of “being wrong” about her conscious experience because that determinate claim goes beyond the focal range of her conscious experience. Determinate claims would be appropriate for the focus of attention, and if Schwitzgebel asks his questions about the focal part of the visual image, he will get firm answers. If asked about part of the image in the focus of attention, his questions are easy, not hard. So if our savvy subject refuses to answer Schwitzgebel’s questions about the periphery (because the periphery is vague and she cannot make out exactly what features any part of it has while it is peripheral), then she will not make any of the “errors” that Schwitzgebel considers possible, and upon which he builds his brief against introspection. She is doing justice to the phenomenology of her first-person experience, and doing so blocks Schwitzgebel’s argument because she refuses to accept premise 1.5, above. Being right about our visual imagery requires us to refrain from answering Schwitzgebel’s questions about the periphery of attention. 

Since Schwitzgebel’s thought experiment seems to depend on premise 1.5, and since his argument cannot proceed without premise 1.5, I contend that Schwitzgebel does assume the truth of premise 1.5. Once that move is uncovered, we see that Schwitzgebel is holding the periphery of attention to standards of detail and accuracy that would only be appropriate to the focus of attention. This is the very same error made by the other new skeptics, as we saw above. Once we do justice to the phenomenology of the periphery of attention, it is no surprise that we cannot easily answer the sorts of questions that Schwitzgebel asks – but that should not lead us to believe that we are wildly in error about our visual imagery. In fact, when his subjects report that they don’t know exactly whether the periphery of their image of their house lost color or shape first, they were making a true and accurate report—not a mistaken one. I contend that Schwitzgebel has actually shown that attention structures our experience of visual imagery, just as it does with visual perception.

Now, to consider how Schwitzgebel could respond. He would have to argue that it really is appropriate to demand the level of detail that he requires our peripheral experience to deliver. There is a passage in his article which might be read as addressing this worry:

I also want to emphasize that I have no difficulty with the view that there is a level of detail beyond which it is inappropriate to ask questions. There may be no determinate answer to the question of how many speckles are on the speckled hen you are now imagining, just as there is no determinate answer to the question of exactly how tall Hamlet is. My questions are meant to generate uncertainty not about the number of bricks in the imagined chimney but about the higher-level questions, such as exactly how much detail the image specifies – whether there is or is not a determinate number of bricks. (Schwitzgebel, 2002, p. 39, emphasis added.)

First, I want to clear up any ambiguity between the experiential and neural senses of “the visual image”. To remove them, let us recast the dispute over where and how much detail there is in our peripheral visual imagery. I contend that when some c-representation is peripheral, there is some determinate brain state and pattern of neural activity responsible for it. I also contend that if that c-representation subsequently becomes focal, that the very cortical site comes to have an increased firing rate, and that this modulation of firing strength accounts for the difference between focus and periphery
. On such an account, which I trust is at least a possible description of how attention works, the n-representation is always determinate, whether the c-representation is peripheral or focal. So, if we are talking about the n-representation, there is always going to be a determinate answer to what it is representing and how much detail it specifies. But does that mean that we should be able to answer determinate questions about it, while the c-representation is peripheral? Not if we do justice to the phenomenology of the periphery.

That said, let us return to the passage. Note that the “speckled hen” would presumably be in the focus of attention, and so its appearance doesn’t help us here (the speckled hen might even be a red herring). Rather, let us focus on Schwitzgebel’s claim that we ought to be uncertain about “exactly how much detail the image specifies…” and that we suffer from a monstrous failing if we are uncertain about images in the periphery of attention. I think that we should be uncertain about exactly how much detail is presented in the periphery of attention because we do know what our conscious experience is like, not because (as Schwitzgebel would have it) we do not know what our conscious experience is like. 

I think it may be helpful to divide the issue into these two questions: “Do you think you know what your conscious experience is like?” and “Do you think that you can tell exactly how much detail is presented in the periphery of your attention?” I think that most people would answer “Yes” to the first, and “No” to the second, based on their first-person experience, and that they would be correct in doing so. I think it is manifestly unfair to assume that an affirmative response to the first question would, or should, automatically lead to an affirmative response to the second. In fact, most people probably have never explicitly considered anything like the second question. Schwitzgebel’s argument seems to be aimed at establishing that we should answer “No” to the second question, and that doing so would provide evidence in favor of a negative response to the first question as well. That inference just won’t follow – our uncertainty about the periphery of attention is part of what our conscious experience is like.

Section 5: Conclusion

All the versions of the new skeptical arguments that we’ve seen (whether they draw on inattentional blindness, change-blindness or on our own visual imagery) all try to impeach our knowledge of our conscious experience by questioning our awareness of items or features in the periphery of attention. Once we recognize the phenomenal character of the periphery, we recognize that we should be dubious when we make claims about it. Being vague and nebulous just is the way the periphery registers in consciousness. Once we do justice to the periphery, we see that change-blindness and inattentional blindness experiments actually demonstrate the role that attention plays in structuring our conscious experience—they should not raise any doubt about whether we have conscious experience of the periphery or not. 

So, after our examination of the new skeptical arguments, we can see what sort of infallibility might remain. We should have no doubt that some claims we might make about our conscious experience can be wrong. As I mentioned in Section 1, we can be mistaken about the causes of our experience (the proximate cause out in the world, the biological processes involved, or both), we can make mistaken categorical judgments when we try to classify our conscious experiences, and we should recognize that our memories are fallible. To that list, we should add that claims about the content of the periphery of attention should be made very carefully indeed. So what remains?

We can claim that we know what our conscious experience in the focus of attention is like – none of the findings regarding inattentional blindness or change-blindness will touch the focus of attention. If we claim that our peripheral experience is vague and nebulous, that it has some things in it but that we cannot always say what they are exactly, then we can be infallibly right about the periphery of attention too. Whether one accepts that limited form of infallibility or not, the arguments offered by the new skeptics must be abandoned. We are not guilty of the sort of errors that the new skeptics attributed to us. There will doubtless be more challenges raised against the limited sort of infallibility I’ve described above, but they must be new challenges. They must recognize the difference in phenomenal character between the focus and periphery of attention, and so also recognize that different standards of accuracy must be applied to each.
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� The term is coined in Noë, 2002.


� John Searle presents the position that the new skeptics oppose in this way: ‘It can seem to me now that there is a man hiding in the bushes outside my window, when in fact the appearance was simply caused by the peculiar pattern of light and shadow on the shrubbery. But for how things seem to me, there is no appearance/reality distinction to be made. It really does seem to me that there is a man hiding in the bushes. Where intentional mental states are concerned, the states themselves are constitutive of the seeming,’ (Searle, 1992, p 146). The position itself is widely held, appearing in Brentano, James, Husserl, Gurwitsch and many contemporary philosophers of mind.


� Dennett sometimes claims that subjects do have authority over their phenomenological reports, just as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle has authority over the color of Sherlock Holmes’s armchair. Doyle is the author of that fictional world, so what he says goes. Similarly, Dennett claims that phenomenology is a fiction – there is no real phenomenology to get right. If we think there is, then he would contend that we are wrong about our conscious experience.


� Incidentally, Noë accepts that the inattentional blindness and change-blindness experimental results show the absence of representations in the brain that represent the details that we do experience in the periphery. I do not think that the evidence supports this claim at all. I believe that the inattentional blindness literature (Mack and Rock, 1998) actually shows that the brain does produce detailed representations for some unattended stimuli, as I discuss on pp. 26-27. Although Noë agrees with the new skeptics’ interpretation of the inattentional blindness and change-blindness experiments, he does disagree with their conclusion. Noë holds that we do experience things beyond the periphery of attention, but does not think that the brain produces representations for those peripherally experienced items. He deploys his Enactive Account of experience to explain how we can have experience of things for which the brain has no representation. This would still contradict the new skeptics, who claim that we don’t actually have the peripheral experience we think we have. Though he is critical of the new skeptics, and I find his analysis and reconstruction of the issues most helpful, Noë gives too much to the new skeptics. Their argument can and should be challenged at an earlier point.


� Interestingly, the effect also appears if one briefly overlays some grey oval ‘mudsplash’ shapes when the pictures are swapped. The mudsplashes do not occlude the whole picture, and need not cover up the item that changes. Similar results were obtained for changes made during a subject’s visual saccade, or when the whole screen image jumps a bit in a random direction. 


� When I’ve shown this experiment to my classes, and in talks, I’ve occasionally been accused of switching video clips.


� This emerges clearly in Mack and Rock’s landmark work on inattentional blindness. Whenever subjects are told to ignore the initial distraction task (which demands attention to perform), inattentional blindness drops nearly to zero (Mack and Rock, 1998, p. 62). 


� I am claiming that peripheral experience has intentionality, that even something seen in the periphery must be seen as something.


� Charles Siewert and Alva Noë both also reconstruct the initial new skeptical argument in this manner, as being a claim about the periphery of attention (Siewert, 2002; Noë, 2002).


� For a fuller account of my take on attention and what accounts for the difference between the focus and periphery, the conscious and non-conscious, see Ford 2005.


� Theorists who believe that quantum states in the neurons’ microtubules are responsible for conscious experience might reject this premise.


� This line of argument is profoundly different from Dennett’s famous card-identification exercise. When we focus our vision straight ahead and try to determine the color, suit, and identity of a card brought in from the visual periphery, we have shifted the focus of attention to our visual periphery (where there are few color receptors and visual acuity is comparatively poor). Since focusing attention on the visual periphery is something we rarely do, the results are surprising – but this tells us nothing about the periphery of attention.


� In fact, I contend elsewhere (Ford and Smith, 2006) that we normally have a self-representation operating in the periphery of our experience. If I am right about that, then the new skeptics must be wrong. Since we rarely focus our attention on ourselves, the skeptical argument would imply that when we are not concentrating on ourselves, our self-representations drop out of our experience. When an aspect of the self-representation drops out, it has drastic effects. However, for my present purposes, I will only present one omnipresent feature of peripheral experience, and leave aside the larger issues involved in showing that proprioception is part of a coherent and usually peripheral self-image.


� In fact, that is one way of using accounts of brain lesions and pathology to discover just what normally belongs in the periphery of attention. If the victim of an injury or ailment reports that part of their experience is missing or changed, a feature of consciousness which had been present but unnoticed, then that is strong evidence that the bit of experience that was lost belongs to the periphery of normal people. This method has its limits – some parts of experience may not be removed or altered by injury or disease without other significant damage (which might call the accuracy of the subject’s reports into doubt, or prevent the subject from giving any reports at all). I hope that the loss of proprioception provides a clear case in an area where great care is required.


� These should not be thought of as distinct recollections, but rather as peripheral contributions to the present moment of experience. In Husserl’s terminology from The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness (1964), these are called retentions and protentions, respectively.


� Schwitzgebel uses three lines of argument to support his contention that we could be in error about any part of our conscious experience. The first line draws on first-person experience, and that is the threat that I examine in detail in the body of the paper. The second line of argument draws on disputes among introspective psychologists in the early part of the 20th Century. Exploring that territory would take us far a field, so I’ll leave that thread untouched. The third line draws on the disconnection between contemporary self-assessments of the strength and vivacity of visual imagery and many (but not all) psychological tests where those images are presumed to operate. While Schwitzgebel asserts that those areas where self-reports of the quality of visual imagery do correlate with measurable differences in ability on psychological tests are “a disorganized smattering of tasks,” (Schwitzgebel, 2002, p. 47), the argument would be much stronger if there were no correlations at all. So, I will focus on what I believe to be Schwitzgebel’s strongest argument, below.


� One might observe that this sort of reflective directed imagery is different from looking at a real object. However, most defenders of conscious experience would count this sort of visual imagery as a form of conscious experience too, and so just as much in need of defense. So I am happy to consider Schwitzgebel’s contribution to the debate. I owe this observation to Mark Newman.


� I’m keeping this picture of attention rough for the present paper – for the full account of my model of attention, building on David LaBerge’s triangular circuit of attention, please see Ford 2005, or for a quicker sketch, see Ford and Smith, 2006.


� I would like to acknowledge and thank the following people for their helpful questions, comments and critiques. First, I would like to thank Charles Siewert for insightful and helpful comments on several drafts of this paper; also notable are David Cole, Robert Evans, Donald D. Hoffman, Michelle Montague, Mark Newman, Eric Schwitzgebel, David W. Smith, an anonymous reviewer at the Journal of Consciousness Studies, and the audiences who heard various versions of it at the University of California, Irvine, the University of Minnesota, Duluth, the University of Arkansas, Little Rock, St. Cloud State University, and the Towards a Science of Consciousness Conference, 2006, in Tucson, Arizona.
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