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§1 Introduction 

Common sense, as well as most traditional and contemporary theorizing, 

distinguishes mental states in terms of distinct qualitative and intentional properties.  

According to this taxonomy, some states exhibit intentional content such as a belief’s 

content that the dog barks.  Other states, by contrast, exhibit mental qualities such as a 

visual sensation’s bluish quality.1  And some states, such as perceptions and emotions, 

exhibit both intentional content and mental qualities.  Most theorists hold that if a state 

exhibits intentional content then the state represents things to be a certain way.  The 

belief that the dog barks represents the state of affairs that the dog is barking.  But what 

role, if any, do mental qualities play in our mental lives?   

As Loar observes, most maintain that mental qualities “are not in themselves, not 

intrinsically, representational or intentional” (2003, p. 78).  And though mental qualities 

are typically distinguished from intentional properties, whether and in what ways these 

mental properties are related, and even whether mental qualities exist, has been subject 

to debate.  Many historical figures, such as Aristotle (1968), Berkeley (1948), and Hume 

(1739/2000), sought to build intentional content out of mental qualities.  Kant 

                                                 
1 As Dennett notes, there are various terms for the qualitative dimensions of mental 
states, including “‘raw feels’, ‘sensa’, ‘phenomenal qualities’, ‘intrinsic properties of 
conscious experiences’, the ‘qualitative content of mental states’ and of course ‘qualia’” 
(1991, p. 372).  I use ‘mental qualities’ rather than these more common expressions 
because, as I’ll argue in chapter 5, these terms often tacitly import various undefended 
assumptions about the phenomena under discussion.  
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(1787/1998) then distinguished mental qualities from intentional properties in the way 

that most contemporary thinkers do (e.g., Nagel 1974, Peacocke 1983, Block and Fodor 

1972).  Recently, so-called intentionalists have argued that all mental properties are 

intentional (e.g., Armstrong 1968, Harman 1990, Tye 1995, Lycan 1996), while others 

have argued that mental qualities are related to intentional properties in various ways 

(e.g., Byrne 2001, Horgan and Tienson 2002, Chalmers 2004).   

Many thus regard questions about the existence and nature of mental qualities to 

comprise some of the most pressing issues in the philosophy of mind.  Block writes, 

The greatest chasm in the philosophy of mind--maybe even all of 

philosophy--divides... on whether there is anything in the phenomenal 

character of conscious experience that goes beyond the intentional, the 

cognitiveA (2003, p. 533). 

According to the view that I’ll defend in my dissertation, each mental quality 

represents a particular perceptible property.  It is plain that objects exhibit a range of 

perceptible properties such as colors, smells, and tastes.  A red apple, for example, 

exhibits the perceptible color red.  And it is also clear that, if mental qualities exist, they 

are distinct from these perceptible properties.  For one thing, perceptible properties are 

properties of objects, whereas mental qualities are properties of mental states.  For 

ease, I’ll refer to the perceptible properties that objects exhibit as perceptible properties 

and I’ll refer to the corresponding mental qualities that mental states exhibit as mental 
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qualities.2  In my terminology, a sensation of perceptible red is a state that exhibits 

mental red.  And I’ll argue that mental red represents perceptible red.   

Since most have assumed that if mental qualities exist they are 

nonrepresentational, many arguments in favor of mental qualities involve putative 

examples of representationally identical states that differ qualitatively (e.g., Peacocke 

1992, Block 2003, Burge 2003, Millar 2011).  Boghossian and Velleman (1989, p. 94), 

for example, assert that blurry vision and normal vision can represent the same thing, 

though they are qualitatively distinct.  But many, and most prominently many 

intentionalists, have persuasively replied that such states do involve representational 

differences.  Blurry vision, for example, arguably represents things as having indistinct 

contours (e.g., Tye 2003a, pp. 17-20).   

I thus agree with intentionalists who maintain, as Dretske puts it, that “[a]ll mental 

facts are representational facts” (1995, p. xiii).  My view in so doing may seem to 

commit what Block (1990, p. 512) calls the “fallacy of intentionalizing qualia,” which he 

sees as amounting to the elimination of mental qualities.  But Block’s conclusion 

depends on the assumption that all representational properties are intentional.  Though 

most do assume this without argument,3 this assumption is groundless.  Plainly all 

intentional properties are representational, but it hardly follows that all representational 

properties are intentional.  And I’ll argue that this assumption is false in chapter 5.  I’ll 

                                                 
2 Indeed, many argue that the predicates for the perceptible properties such as ‘red’ 
ambiguously refer both to those perceptible properties and the corresponding mental 
qualities (e.g., Moore 1952, Reid 1969, Peacocke 1983).  Reid, for instance, writes that 
‘‘[a]ll the names we have for smells, tastes, sounds, and for the various degrees of heat 
and cold, have a like ambiguityA. They signify both a sensation, and a quality 
perceived by means of that sensation’’ (1969, p. 244).   
3 McGinn, for instance, writes that “[t]he way in which experience represents the world 
constitutes its [intentional] content, the way it makes things seem” (1989, p. 58).  
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argue that mental qualities represent perceptible properties in a way that is distinct from 

the way that intentional properties represent things:  Mental red represents perceptible 

red in a nonintentional and distinctively qualitative way. 

As noted above, there are many extant views about the existence and nature of 

mental qualities.  It is indeed crucial to wonder why has there been so much 

disagreement.  Naturally, one’s position regarding mental qualities and how they relate 

to other mental properties depends on how one initially characterizes these 

phenomena.  What we need first, of course, is a way of understanding mental qualities 

that avoids, as far as possible, begging the very questions that are relevant to deciding 

between the various positions outlined above.  

In my first chapter, I’ll sketch what I believe is an underlying narrative in 

contemporary philosophy of mind.  Those who think consciousness is the only or main 

source of evidence about mental qualities often regard mental qualities as intrinsic, 

resistant to functional or naturalistic explanation, and thus nonrepresentational.  Such 

views, I’ll argue, render mental qualities quite mysterious.  By contrast, those who deny 

that consciousness is the last word about mental properties typically also deny that 

there are any intrinsic or nonrepresentational mental properties.  And since most 

assume if mental qualities exist they are intrinsic, these theorists also typically deny that 

there are mental qualities.  This position, I maintain, throws the baby out with the bath 

water.  In their effort to avoid positing mysterious mental properties, these views deny 

what seems so obvious to most--namely, that we have access to our own mental 

qualities via consciousness. 
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Indeed, many so-called qualophiles think that we can know nothing more 

intimately than our own mental qualities.  Thus Block asks, “[w]hat is it that philosophers 

have called qualitative states?  I answer, only half in jest:  As Louis Armstrong said 

when asked what jazz is, ‘If you got to ask, you ain’t never gonna get to know’” (1978, p. 

73).  Block claims, and many agree, that we know about our own mental qualities via 

consciousness, and that there may not be much more that we can say about them. 

But though it is not often openly admitted, many assume that we only know about 

mental qualities via consciousness.  Horgan and Graham, for example, explicitly claim 

that “[p]henomenal character, of course, is something that directly manifests itself only 

from within a first-person perspective on the world” (forthcoming, p. xxx).  If how mental 

qualities appear in consciousness exhausts our knowledge of them, it follows that “in 

the case of phenomenal consciousness there is no gap between appearance and 

reality, because the appearance just is the reality: how the phenomenal character 

seems, to the agent, is how it is” (Horgan, forthcoming, p. xxx).  Since many claim that it 

appears from the first-person perspective that mental qualities are intrinsic, if the way 

mental qualities seem is the way they are, mental qualities are nonrepresentational.   

Whatever its credibility at first blush, the view that mental qualities are only 

known from the first-person perspective is a consequence of many commonly held 

intuitions about mental qualities.  And many hold that the starting point of any account of 

mental qualities is to accommodate these sorts of intuitions.  For instance, many 

maintain that undetectable quality inversion (e.g., Locke 1700/1975, Block 1990), so-

called philosophical zombies (e.g., Chalmers 1996), or the scenario involving the so-

called super-scientist Mary (e.g., Jackson 1982) are possible or at least conceivable.  
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These considerations motivate what Chalmers (1996) calls the hard problem and what 

Levine (2001) calls the explanatory gap--issues which form the core of what is known as 

the mind-body problem.  Many take these considerations to show not only that mental 

qualities are only directly apprehensible from consciousness, but also that mental 

qualities lack causal powers or resist functionalist or physicalist explanation.   

But the sorts of intuitions that I discussed above are questionable and several 

deny that the scenarios they characterize are possible or even conceivable (e.g., 

Harman 1996a, p. 12; Tye 2002, p. 452).  Many even deny that the first-person 

perspective is a good guide to mental properties at all.  Instead, they hold that the only 

considerations relevant to explaining mental properties are the third-person data 

relevant to explaining and predicting behavior.  According to one such view, Dennett’s 

(1991, chapter 4) so-called heterophenomenological approach, we need not take 

people’s reports about mental qualities at face value, but rather leave open the 

possibility that people may make inaccurate reports about their own minds.  And, on 

Dennett’s view, we can explain and predict peoples’ behavior without positing any 

intrinsic or nonrepresentational mental properties at all.  

But both proponents and opponents of mental qualities typically define mental 

qualities as those mental properties that are intrinsic and nonintentional (e.g., Dennett 

1988, p. 229; Block 2007a, p. 501).  And since most assume without argument that all 

representational properties are intentional, defining mental qualities in these ways 

effectively assumes that mental qualities, if they exist, are nonrepresentational.  But the 

question remains whether this is the most neutral way to characterize mental qualities. 
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After discussing in chapter 1 some introductory issues about the debate over the 

nature of mental qualities, I’ll argue that proponents of mental qualities are correct to 

deny that all mental properties are intentional.  This is the mistake of intentionalism, 

which I’ll argue is problematic in chapter 2.  But, like intentionalism, the view that I'll 

defend in chapter 5 renders undetectable quality inversion without misrepresentation 

impossible.  And in chapter 3 I’ll show that several views that hold that we can 

accommodate both the possibility of undetectable quality inversion as well as the idea 

that mental qualities are somehow representational cannot be sustained.  I’ll argue in 

chapter 5 that the right thing to conclude is that quality inversion is impossible.   

If, however, inversion is possible or mental qualities are nonrepresentational for 

some other reason, then we require some account of the role they play in our mental 

lives.  And many argue that mental qualities function in our cognitive economies by 

being related to a special class of representations, so-called phenomenal concepts, 

which are constituted by or depend on mental qualities for their instantiation.  In chapter 

4, I’ll argue that several versions of this approach are unworkable.   

In chapter 5, I’ll argue that the most neutral way to characterize mental qualities 

arises from our commonsense folk-psychological claims about them.  I’ll argue that 

though the folk understanding is silent regarding whether mental qualities are 

representational, it is consistent with that possibility.  I’ll then propose several reasons to 

think mental qualities are representational and develop a theory that best captures 

these facts.  And I’ll conclude that this account of mental qualities enables us to do 

justice to our first-person impressions of them, understand their roles in our mental 

lives, and see how they fit in nature.  
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§2 Chapter 1:  The Problem of Qualitative Representation 

In this introductory chapter, I’ll begin by discussing some distinctions that are 

relevant to the question of whether mental qualities are representational.  I’ll then 

catalogue several ways in which many have denied that mental qualities represent 

perceptible properties.  As stated in my Introduction, I’ll argue that the disagreement 

over mental qualities stems from disagreement regarding the proper way to determine 

and describe the phenomena that we seek to explain.  

First, what does it mean to say that mental qualities, or any mental properties, 

are representational?   Adapting a proposal from Siegel (2010, p. 30), I hold that a 

mental property is representational if it is assessable for accuracy.  And I’ll argue this 

notion of representation is preferable over several theories of representation.  Dretske 

(1981), for example, claims that something is representational if it carries information.  

But this proposal is problematic because all representation requires the possibility of 

misrepresentation.  And, as Fodor (1984) argues, some things can carry information 

and yet cannot misrepresent.  

I’ll also explore other issues concerning the nature of representation.  For 

example, many hold that the only genuinely representational things are intentional 

mental states and that if anything purports to be representational (e.g., a painting) it is 

only derivatively representational in virtue of being suitably related to intentional states 

(e.g., Searle 1992, Haugeland 1998).  But I’ll argue that, since most assume without 

grounds that all genuinely representational properties are intentional, the question 

remains whether any nonintentional mental properties are also genuinely 

representational.  
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As noted in the Introduction, there are several kinds of reasons why one might 

deny that mental qualities represent perceptible properties.  I’ll discuss not only the 

issues I discussed there, but also explore additional ways in which people deny that 

mental qualities are representational.  Some, for example, deny mental qualities 

represent perceptible properties not because they deny that mental qualities exist, but 

because they deny that perceptible properties exist.  Since it seems to many from the 

first-person perspective that properties such as colors are irreducibly qualitative, many 

claim that colors cannot be identical to physical properties such as the reflectance 

properties of surfaces.  Thus many subscribe to the so-called primary/secondary quality 

distinction, on which primary qualities such as shape and number are properties of 

objects, whereas secondary qualities such as color and taste are properties of mental 

states, which only seem to be properties of objects (e.g., Locke 1700/1975, Hume 

1739/2000, Boghossian and Velleman 1989).  Common sense, however, holds that 

perceptible properties are mind-independent properties of objects.  Thus it would be 

preferable to accommodate perceptible properties if we can do so.   

Those who deny mental qualities exist, by contrast, typically do hold that 

perceptible properties exist.  Many thus claim that the difficulty (if there is one) for this 

kind of view is explaining how perceptible properties, which seem irreducibly qualitative, 

can be identical to physical properties.  As Byrne puts it, using Sellars’ famous terms, 

on this view “there is no “mind-body problem,” or “hard problem of consciousness;” if 

there is a hard problem of something, it is the problem of reconciling the manifest and 

scientific images” (2006, p. 223). 
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In chapter 5, I’ll argue that the problems about perceptible properties or mental 

qualities can be diffused if we understand that mental qualities and perceptible 

properties are distinct kinds of properties and that the mental qualities represent the 

perceptible ones. 

§3 Chapter 2:  Intentionalism 

Intentionalism is the view that mental states exhibit intentional properties only 

(e.g., Armstrong 1968, Harman 1990, Lycan 1996, Thau 2002, Jackson 2006) or the 

view that mental qualities supervene on intentional content (e.g., Byrne 2001).  

Intentionalism thus threatens my view that mental qualities are representational in a 

nonintentional way.  In this chapter, I’ll undermine intentionalism by challenging three 

prominent arguments in support of it.  I’ll conclude by arguing that intentionalism is 

problematic for several reasons. 

At the onset, it is important to note that intentionalists are split on the issue of 

whether all intentional contents are conceptual.  Some maintain that states like 

perceptions exhibit so-called nonconceptual content in addition to whatever conceptual 

content they may exhibit (e.g., Dretske 1995, Tye 1995, Crane 2009).  In this chapter, 

I’ll thus focus only on versions of intentionalism that hold that all contents are 

conceptual (e.g., Harman 1990, Mandik forthcoming) and I’ll discuss views that 

countenance nonconceptual content in chapter 5.   

Perhaps the most common argument for intentionalism is what I will call the 

Argument from Transparency (cf. Lycan 2006, §3.3).  Following Moore (1903), many 

claim that experience is “transparent” or “diaphanous” (p. 446 and p. 450 respectively).   

As Harman (1996b, p. 75) puts it, we’re never “directly” or “introspectively” aware of 
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mental qualities.4  The only qualities we are aware of, Harman claims, are qualities of 

what our experiences are experiences of.  If our only or main source of evidence for 

mental qualities is our first-person awareness of them, and if experience is transparent 

in this way, then it seems there no mental qualities. 

Naturally, if one shifts from a perception of red to a perception of green, there is a 

change in the perceptible properties of which one is aware.  Harman claims, by 

contrast, that when one shifts from a perception of red to the introspection of one’s 

perception of red, there seems to be no change in the qualities of which one is aware.  

The introspection of one’s perception of red results in one’s awareness that one 

perceives red.  But Harman maintains that this is to become introspectively aware only 

of the perception’s intentional properties, not of any mental qualities.   

Harman’s claim, however, depends on several implicit assumptions for which he 

gives no argument.  First, Harman assumes that, if there were mental qualities, the shift 

from a perception to the introspection of that perception would be akin to the shift from 

one perception to a qualitatively distinct perception.  But this assumes that we’re aware 

of mental qualities and perceptible properties in the same way.  This in turn assumes 

that mental qualities are the same kind of properties as perceptible properties.   

But these assumptions are groundless.  Common sense holds, for instance, that 

perceptible colors are properties of objects.  But mental colors, if they exist, are 

properties of states.  Moreover, if mental qualities exist, they arguably figure in the 

                                                 
4 Harman glosses this as saying we’re never noninferentially of mental qualities, which 
I’ll interpret as at least seemingly noninferentially.  Rock (1997), for instance, defends 
the notion that nonconscious inference is ubiquitous in perception.  According to this 
view, even if it appears as though we have noninferential awareness of anything, it 
could be that such access is mediated by inferences of which we are unaware. 
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perception of perceptible properties.  But since mental qualities and perceptible 

properties are distinct, it remains an open question whether the way we are 

introspectively aware of mental qualities is or is not perceptual.  If we are aware of 

mental qualities and perceptible properties via distinct kinds of mental processes, then 

we cannot be aware of both kinds of properties simultaneously in order to distinguish 

them.  And the fact that we can never simultaneously compare a perceptible property to 

a mental quality via the same mental process may mislead one into thinking there’s only 

one kind of property.  So The Argument from Transparency fails to show that we are 

never directly aware of mental qualities.   

Byrne (2001) develops another common argument for intentionalism, which I’ll 

call the Argument from Seeming (cf. Lycan 2006, §3.4; for a similar argument, see also 

Thau 2002, pp. 32-33).  Byrne observes that whenever one’s perceptions change, the 

way things seem to one changes as well.5  And Byrne assumes that how things seem to 

one is a matter of how one represents things to be and that all representational 

properties are intentional.  Byrne concludes that there can be no change in one’s 

perceptions without a change in the contents of those perceptions.  Byrne’s view thus is 

compatible with the existence of mental qualities--if they exist they supervene on 

content.  If so, however, things’ seeming a way to one can be due only to one’s contents 

and not the mental qualities that supervene on that content.  The argument therefore 

suggests either that mental qualities do not exist or that they are not representational. 

                                                 
5 This is a reconstruction of Byrne’s argument because he puts the argument in terms of 
noticing one’s perceptions’ changing.  Unless noticing is factive, I argue that Byrne’s 
version needlessly complicates things.   
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Some have objected that Byrne’s argument equivocates because phrases like 

‘how things seem’ or ‘how things look’ are ambiguous between an intentional sense that 

tracks the way the state represents things to be and a qualitative sense that tracks the 

state’s mental qualities (e.g., Block 2003, pp. 560-561; Crane 2007, pp. 484-486).  But 

whether or not phrases like ‘how things seem’ are equivocal in this way, Byrne’s 

argument succeeds only on the assumption that all representational properties are 

intentional.  But Byrne offers no reason for this assumption.  Things’ seeming a way 

arguably can be due to states’ mental qualities and mental qualities thus need not 

supervene on content.   

 I may consider other arguments for intentionalism as well, such as what I’ll call 

the Argument from Grounding.  As Pautz (2010a, p. 266) observes, perception grounds 

thought--that is, perceptions enable us to form perceptual thoughts about the things we 

perceive.  And Pautz argues perception can do this only if it exhibits the same kind of 

content as thought.  But I’ll argue that Pautz’s argument, like Byrne’s, succeeds only 

given the baseless assumption that mental qualities are not representational and thus 

cannot ground representational states.   

Intentionalism is thus unsupported.  But I’ll also argue that it is problematic in 

various ways.  First, intentionalism arguably cannot give an explanation of the difference 

between perception and thought.  Consider, for instance, the belief and the perception 

that there’s something red.  Traditional theorizing holds that both states exhibit the 

content that there’s something red and that the difference between them is that only the 

perception exhibits mental qualities.  Intentionalists, by contrast, typically argue that the 

perception but not the belief exhibits additional content such as that red occupies some 
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of one’s visual field (e.g., Pautz 2007, p. 509).  But this proposal fails because arguably 

any intentional content can figure in any kind of intentional state; a belief can exhibit this 

or any content without thereby being a perception (e.g., Sellars 1975, pp. 306-307; cf. 

Coates 2007, pp. 14-16).   

Since most agree that intentional states exhibit both contents and mental 

attitudes towards those contents, many intentionalists maintain that perceptions but not 

thoughts exhibit sensory attitudes towards their contents.  Since there are no words in 

English for such relations, Byrne (2009, p. 437), for instance, calls these attitudes ex-ing 

relations and Pautz (2010a, p. 258) calls them the sensorily entertaining relations.   

But whatever these sensory attitudes are, they are presumably assertoric.  When 

one asserts some content, however, that content is typically open to revision in light of 

one’s other attitudes.  But, as examples of various visual illusions such as the Müller-

Lyer figure or the so-called waterfall illusion (e.g., Mather et al 1998) illustrate, there are 

aspects of perception that are immune to revision by one’s beliefs (cf. Crane 1992, pp. 

149-154).  Moreover, the mental attitudes of thoughts in general correspond to the 

illocutionary forces of the speech acts that express those thoughts (e.g., Vendler 1972, 

Searle 1983).  It is unclear, however, what distinctive illocutionary forces could 

correspond to the sensory attitudes.  Without an informative account of these sensory 

attitudes, this proposal is at best an effort to save intentionalism.  

Lastly, I argue that intentionalism not only cannot distinguish thought from 

perception, but also cannot distinguish perception from sensation.  Intentional contents 

are typically described with sentence-sized descriptions such as ‘that a is F’.  An 

intentional state therefore represents that something is the case.  And perceptions, such 
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as the perception that there’s a red apple, are typically described with these sorts of 

sentential descriptions--and so arguably always do exhibit at least some intentional 

content.  But suppose one has a brief hallucination of something red when awakening 

from sleep.  Unlike a perception, we do not describe this kind of sensation of red with 

any sentential description.  Rather, we describe it with term-sized predicates 

corresponding to the predicates for perceptible properties such as ‘red’ or ‘reddish’.  The 

sensation thus arguably does not represent that anything is the case and so does not 

exhibit any content.  Though such sensations might be rare, the intentionalist cannot 

explain them.   

§4 Chapter 3:  Undetectable Quality Inversion 

Many believe that any account of mental qualities must accommodate the 

possibility, or at least the conceivability, of undetectable quality inversion without 

misrepresentation.  Because intentionalists hold that all mental properties are 

representational, they typically deny quality inversion without misrepresentation is 

possible (e.g., Harman 1996a, p. 12; Tye 2002, p. 452).  And according to the view of 

mental qualities that I’ll defend in chapter 5, undetectable quality inversion is 

inconceivable.  Some, however, believe that we can accommodate both the possibility 

of undetectable quality inversion as well as the idea that mental qualities are somehow 

representational.  In this chapter, I’ll argue against three such proposals:  Block’s (1996, 

2003, 2007a, 2007b, 2010), Shoemaker’s (1994, 2000, 2001, 2006), and Chalmers’s 

(2004, 2006a, 2010). 

Block hypothesizes that certain mental qualities, which he calls mental paint, 

represent perceptible properties in a way that accommodates undetectable inversion.  
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Consider the following standard example of inversion:  Luke and Leia both represent a 

red apple as being red, but the apple looks red to Luke and looks green to Leia.  That is, 

the apple looks to Leia the way a green lime looks to Luke.  Block explains this sort of 

scenario by claiming that Luke represents the apple’s redness by a kind of mental paint, 

mental red, whereas Leia represents it by a different kind of mental paint, mental green.  

Luke and Leia represent the same perceptible property, but via distinct mental qualities.     

One might think that Block holds that any kind of mental quality can represent 

any perceptible property.  But Block denies this.  Block (2007a, p. 227) argues that 

reflection on, for example, one’s mental square qualities reveals that perceptible 

squares exhibit what he calls packability, which means they can be fit together without 

gaps.  Perceptible circles, by contrast, are not packable.  But if one can tell 

introspectively that one’s sensation is of a packable perceptible shape, then one’s 

mental shape quality cannot represent a nonpackable perceptible shape or a nonshape 

perceptible property.  Block concludes that inversion applies only to mental qualities of 

secondary qualities such as color and not to primary qualities such as shape.   

But I’ll argue that the kinds of consideration that Block adduces in favor of 

thinking that mental qualities of primary qualities represent only particular properties 

also apply to mental qualities of secondary qualities.  It’s well-known that the perceptible 

colors vary along the dimensions of hue, saturation, and brightness (see, e.g., Hardin 

1993).  And just as reflection on mental square reveals that perceptible squares are 

packable, I’ll argue that reflection on one’s mental color qualities reveals that a certain 

perceptible color has a particular level of saturation or brightness.  Thus it is reasonable 
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to think that mental saturated blue represents a saturated color and so cannot represent 

an unsaturated perceptible hue such as perceptible unsaturated red. 

To accommodate undetectable inversion, then, I’ll argue that Block must hold 

that any mental quality can represent any perceptible property.  If Block accepts this, 

then he owes an account of what makes a mental quality represent a perceptible 

property on a given occasion.  But Block offers no good explanation of why mental red 

represents perceptible red, let alone why mental square could not represent perceptible 

red.  Indeed, besides his desire to accommodate the possibility of undetectable 

inversion without misrepresentation, Block offers no other reason to think that mental 

qualities represent perceptible properties in the first place.  Block hence renders 

mysterious the role mental qualities play in our mental lives. 

Shoemaker attempts to develop a view that accommodates both Harman’s claim 

that we’re never directly aware of mental qualities and the possibility of quality inversion.  

Shoemaker argues that Luke and Leia each represent a red apple not only as being 

red, but also as having distinct properties in addition to its perceptible color.  Shoemaker 

calls these additional properties appearance or phenomenal properties, which he claims 

are the ways things look to observers under certain viewing conditions (for other 

accounts of appearance properties, see, e.g., Kriegel 2009 or Hill 2009).  The red apple 

looks red to Luke because he also represents it as having phenomenal red and the red 

apple looks green to Leia because she represents it as having phenomenal green.  

Because Shoemaker claims that how something looks is distinct from its perceptible 

color, Shoemaker maintains that “we see the color of a thing by seeing a phenomenal 
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property it presents” (1994, p. 35).  Leia sees that the apple exhibits perceptible red in 

virtue of seeing that it exhibits phenomenal green. 

Shoemaker has offered several different proposals about how to understand 

phenomenal properties.  Roughly, Shoemaker holds that phenomenal properties are the 

properties that cause experiences with certain kinds of mental qualities.  Though we are 

never directly aware of mental qualities, Shoemaker thinks we have a sort of displaced 

access to them by reflection on the possibility of inversion (cf. Dretske 1995, p. 41).   

But I’ll argue that Shoemaker’s account renders it impossible to give any 

informative account of perceptible properties such as colors.  We typically fix the 

reference of our perceptible-color terms by how a perceptible color looks under normal 

lighting conditions to normal perceivers.  Since Shoemaker rejects this commonsense 

idea, he owes an account of how to individuate the perceptible colors--at least because 

he must explain how it is that one sees an object’s perceptible color in virtue of seeing 

its phenomenal color.  And though Shoemaker himself does not offer any positive 

proposal about how to identify the perceptible colors, the most promising route is to 

explain the perceptible colors in terms of the phenomenal colors.  I’ll argue, however, 

that there is no relationship between an object’s phenomenal colors and its perceptible 

color on any of Shoemaker’s successive accounts of the phenomenal colors.   

Shoemaker’s (1994) proposal is that phenomenal red is the property of currently 

causing mental red in some perceiver under some lighting conditions.  But this entails 

that objects do not have their phenomenal colors when unseen.  And since objects have 

perceptible colors even when unseen, this account entails there is no relationship 

between an object’s perceptible color and its phenomenal colors.  Because Shoemaker 
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found the idea that objects do not possess their phenomenal colors when unseen 

independently objectionable, his (2000) proposal instead holds that phenomenal colors 

are the dispositional properties of objects to cause the corresponding mental colors in 

some perceiver under some lighting conditions.   

One natural suggestion, then, is that perceptible red is the categorical base of 

phenomenal red, which is the disposition to cause mental red in some perceiver under 

some lighting conditions.  But since any object has the disposition to cause mental red 

in some perceiver under some circumstances, this view entails that every object exhibits 

every phenomenal color.  Presuming that objects exhibits only one perceptible color, 

this view also entails that there is no relationship between an object’s phenomenal 

colors and its perceptible color.  And I’ll argue that similar problems plague 

Shoemaker’s (2001) and (2006) accounts of phenomenal properties.  Since Shoemaker 

requires but cannot provide an account of the perceptible colors, his view is unworkable. 

Chalmers argues that a state’s mental qualities determine what he calls Fregean 

contents, which are descriptive conditions that are the perceptual analogues of Frege’s 

senses or modes of presentations of terms.  Suppose Luke sees something perceptible 

red and his perception exhibits mental red.  Chalmers claims that Luke’s mental quality 

determines that his perception has the Fregean content that, roughly, there is the 

property that normally causes perceptions with mental red in him.  If that property is 

perceptible red, then Luke’s perception is veridical; otherwise, it is misrepresentational.  

Similarly, if Leia perceives something perceptible red and her perception exhibits mental 

green, Leia’s mental quality determines that her perception has the Fregean content 

that there is the property that normally causes perceptions with mental green in her.  If 
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that property is perceptible red, then Leia veridically represents the same perceptible 

property as Luke, despite the fact that their mental qualities are inverted. 

The main problem with Chalmers’s view is that he offers no reason to think that 

one’s mental qualities and Fregean contents cannot come apart.  For instance, why 

couldn’t mental green determine the Fregean content that there is the property that 

normally causes perceptions with mental red?  Chalmers (personal communication) 

asserts that it’s plausible that two states with the same mental quality will have the 

same Fregean content, but he provides no reason to think so.  Moreover, Chalmers’s 

account entails that mental qualities at best accompany representational properties--

that is, the Fregean contents--but are not themselves representational.  The 

representational work is done by the Fregean content, and the mental quality functions 

only as a property mentioned in the content’s description (cf. Levine 2010, p. 214).  

Chalmers thus smuggles in mental qualities without giving any informative account of 

their role in our mental lives (cf. Shoemaker 2003, p. 260).   

None of the above accounts is capable of explaining how undetectable quality 

inversion works.  The best explanation is that no informative account of mental qualities 

accommodates this possibility.   

§5 Chapter 4:  Phenomenal Concepts 

As noted in the Introduction, it is a consequence of the conceivability of 

undetectable quality inversion, as well as many other intuitions about mental qualities, 

that mental qualities are only known from the first-person perspective.  And even if one 

does not accept that strong claim, many do hold that we have some sort of special 

knowledge--so-called phenomenal knowledge--of our own current mental qualities.  But 
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if mental qualities are not or need not be representational, then how do they function in 

our mental lives?  How do we know about our own mental qualities, even from the first-

person perspective?    

Recently, many have argued that mental qualities function in our cognitive 

economies by being related to a special class of representations, which are known as 

phenomenal concepts (“p-concepts”) (e.g., Loar 1997, Hill and McLaughlin 1999, Perry 

2001, Papineau 2002, Chalmers 2003, Tye 2003b, Carruthers 2004, Aydede and 

Güzeldere 2005, Block 2006, Levin 2006, and Balog forthcoming).  P-concepts are a 

special class of concepts, which are unusual insofar as they refer to one’s own current 

mental qualities in a direct and nondescriptive way because the qualities they refer to 

are somehow partially constitutive of the p-concepts themselves.  On this sort of view, 

we acquire phenomenal knowledge by forming thoughts involving these special 

concepts, which are constituted by or depend on mental qualities for their instantiation.6 

These accounts of p-concepts present an alternative understanding of the role 

that mental qualities play in our psychological functioning to the account that I’ll develop 

in chapter 5.  In this chapter, I’ll argue that none of the major theories of p-concepts 

successfully explain how p-concepts refer to mental qualities and so do not constitute 

viable alternatives--and I doubt a viable account of p-concepts can be developed.  

There are various ways to unpack the proposal that we conceptualize our mental 

qualities via p-concepts.  Loar (1997) holds that p-concepts are a subclass of what he 

                                                 
6 P-concepts are typically posited to protect physicalism from various antiphysicalist 
thought experiments such as Jackson’s Mary.  According to what Stoljar (2005) calls the 
phenomenal-concept strategy, physicalism is safe because we deploy p-concepts that 
we could not deploy unless we have been in states with those qualities.  Some posit p-
concepts and nonetheless hold that physicalism is false (e.g., Chalmers 2006b).   
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calls recognitional concepts, which are “type demonstrativesA grounded in dispositions 

to classify, by way of perceptual discriminations, certain objects, events, situations” (p. 

600) (for similar theories, see, e.g., Tye 2003b, Carruthers 2004, Levin 2006).  When I 

see a dog, I possess a recognitional concept of it if am disposed to recognize it as being 

of that type (i.e., dog) as opposed to some other type.  Loar’s recognitional p-concepts 

similarly demonstratively pick out a particular current mental quality as being of the type 

that it is and do so because that very quality is also the concept’s mode of presentation.   

There is considerable debate regarding whether there are recognitional concepts 

to begin with.7  But a serious difficulty for Loar’s account is that there is no way to 

specify the mechanism by which a p-concept refers to the relevant mental quality.  In 

the case of linguistic demonstratives, there are at least two ways to explain how they 

might refer:  One might fix the reference of a linguistic demonstrative by either 

perception or by background beliefs.  If I say, “that is red,” the referent of ‘that’ might be 

determined by the fact that I am currently perceiving whatever is red; I point 

perceptually to the referent of ‘that’.  But perception cannot explain how p-concepts 

demonstratively refer because, as noted in chapter 2, we arguably do not perceive our 

mental qualities.  It may be, then, that the referent of the demonstrative is determined by 

my background beliefs about the referent.  But background beliefs cannot be what fix 

the referents of p-concepts because p-concepts by hypothesis refer directly, whereas 

background beliefs would determine the referent of a p-concept descriptively.  Thus it is 

unclear how p-concepts refer directly on Loar’s account. 

                                                 
7 Fodor (1998), e.g., argues that there are no recognitional concepts because concepts 
are compositional, whereas recognitional capacities are not.  For replies, see, e.g., 
Horgan 1998 and Recanati 2002.  I cannot settle this issue here; I merely note that it is 
not obvious that there are recognitional concepts.   
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Several theorists attempt to explain how mental qualities function both as the 

mode of presentation and the referent of p-concepts on the model of linguistic quotation 

(e.g., Papineau 2002, Papineau 2006, Block 2006, Balog forthcoming).  If we quote a 

word in order to mention it but not to use it, it would seem the word literally constitutes 

the quoted expression.  Some theorists argue that a p-concept likewise refers to a 

quality by involving that quality in a manner somehow analogous to quotation.   

But it is unclear how linguistic quotation works (cf. Cappelen and Lepore 2007), 

and therefore how these p-concepts refer.  Papineau adopts something akin to 

Davidson’s theory of quotation; Papineau writes that “[l]inguistic quotation marks, after 

all, are a species of demonstrative construction:  a use of quotation marks will refer to 

that word, whatever it is, that happens to be made salient by being placed within the 

quotation marks” (2006, p. 121, emphasis his; cf. Davidson 1979, p. 90).   

Balog, by contrast, argues that a p-concept refers to the quality it quotes because 

of the conceptual role of that concept.  In other words, a p-concept refers to the quality 

of an experience because users of that concept are disposed to accept instances of 

disquotational schemas such as:  “M1: *experience x* REFERS-TO experience x” 

(forthcoming, p. xxx), where ‘M1’ refers to a thought about an experience x (or quality of 

the experience x), ‘*experience x*’ refers to a p-concept quoting the experience (or 

quality of the experience), and ‘experience x’ refers to the experience (or quality of the 

experience) itself.  

But there are problems with appealing to quotation to understand p-concepts.  

Quine, for instance, held that quotations are syntactically atomistic.  Quine claims that 

“[f]rom the standpoint of logical analysis each whole quotation must be regarded as a 
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single word or sign, whose parts count for no more than serifs or syllables” (1940, p. 

26).  So it is equally unclear that a quoted mental quality is constituted by a mental 

quality at all.  Unless mental qualities literally constitute these p-concept mental 

quotations, as Papineau’s and Balog’s accounts require, it is not obvious that a mental 

quotation refers directly to a particular mental quality. 

Elsewhere Papineau (2006) offers an account of p-concepts which differs from 

his initial proposal.  Papineau argues that p-concepts are a subclass of so-called 

perceptual concepts, which are “stored sensory templates” that refer to whatever they 

are templates of because they have acquired the functional role of doing so (2006, p. 

114).  If I see a particular bird, I form a sensory template of that bird which is reactivated 

upon seeing the bird on other occasions.  The sensory template, my perceptual 

concept, can accumulate further sensory information about that bird because it has the 

functional role of nondemonstratively referring to that bird.  A p-concept, then, is a 

sensory template of itself--a mental quality that has acquired the role of referring to 

qualities of its type.   

It follows from this account, however, that the fact that the p-concept is 

constituted by the mental quality is not what accounts for the concept’s referring to the 

quality.  Rather, it is the functional role of the concept that accounts for its referential 

properties.  It is thus consistent with Papineau’s new view that, as he himself 

acknowledges, “other states with a different or no phenomenology, but with the same 

cognitive function, would refer to the same experiences for the same reasons” (2006, p. 

125).  Since it is possible either for mental red or for a nonqualitative mental item to 

function to represent mental green, it seems that Papineau reduces p-concepts to 
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ordinary, nonphenomenal concepts.  And Papineau provides no reason to think that we 

ever refer to our mental qualities by p-concepts that are constituted by qualities. 

A related view is Prinz’s (2007) proposal that we refer to mental qualities not via 

p-concepts but by “mentally pointing” to them via nondescriptive demonstrative acts of 

top-down attention.  Prinz’s view has in common with the p-concepts approach that we 

refer to mental qualities in a direct way that requires the presence of the mental quality.  

But top-down attention is arguably not sufficient for referring to conscious mental 

qualities because there is significant evidence for top-down attention in the absence of 

consciousness (e.g., Koch and Tsuchiya 2007, van Boxtel et al 2010).  And top-down 

attention is arguably not necessary for being aware of conscious qualities either.  We 

often think about or are aware of mental qualities without attending to them in a top-

down way, such as in the case of the qualities on the peripheries of our conscious 

experience.  Prinz might reply that we do not have phenomenal knowledge of our 

peripheral qualities, but there is no independent reason to think so.   

I may consider some other accounts of or objections to p-concepts as well (e.g., 

Tye 2009).  But I think much of the motivation for thinking that our concepts of mental 

qualities must refer in a direct or nondescriptive way depends on the assumptions that 

mental qualities do not admit of third-person access or of any informative description. 

 But, as I’ll argue in chapter 5, these assumptions are unfounded.  

§6 Chapter 5:  Representational Mental Qualities 

In chapter 2, I argued that several arguments for intentionalism either fail to 

establish it or beg the question against the view that mental qualities are themselves 

representational in a nonintentional way.  I also argued that denying the existence of 
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mental qualities is problematic.  In chapter 3, I argued that no account of mental 

qualities is capable of accommodating both undetectable quality inversion and capable 

of providing an informative account of mental qualities’ role in our psychological 

functioning.  In chapter 4, I argued that the prominent approach to explaining the role 

mental qualities play in our mental lives if they are not themselves representational--the 

p-concepts approach--is unworkable.  So how are we to make progress on the issue of 

mental qualities? 

In this chapter, I’ll develop and defend a view according to which mental qualities 

are representational in a nonintentional way.  As noted in chapter 1, most build into the 

characterization of mental qualities that they are not themselves representational 

because, for instance, it appears from the first-person perspective that they are intrinsic.  

But this follows only given the assumption that the way mental qualities seem from the 

first-person perspective exhausts how they are.  This assumption, however, is a highly 

substantive claim and therefore requires argument--and I’ll argue that no good 

argument supports it.  The intuitions that entail it reflect commitment to this claim, rather 

than provide support for it (cf. Hilbert and Kalderon 2000 on the conceivability of 

undetectable quality inversion).   

Instead, I’ll argue that the most neutral way to characterize mental qualities 

comes from our commonsense folk-psychological claims about mentality.  According to 

the sort of folk-psychological functionalism as championed by Lewis (1972), the goal of 
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an account of mentality is to accommodate as many folk-psychological platitudes as 

possible, although one need not treat any of them as sacrosanct.8 

Folk psychology naturally holds that we often have first-person access to our own 

mental qualities.  But folk psychology also holds that we often have third-person access 

to others’ qualities via their behavior in virtue of the roles those qualities play in 

perception.  Sensations of red, for instance, are typically caused by red stimuli and 

typically cause discriminatory behaviors involving red stimuli.  

Moreover, though we are commonly right about what sorts of qualitative states 

we ourselves are in, folk psychology rejects that how one’s mental qualities appear 

exhausts how they are.  At least in some cases, we are open to being corrected about 

our mental qualities.  This is vividly illustrated by cases such as so-called dental fear, 

wherein dental patients report feeling pain upon drilling even though they lack the 

relevant nerves.  Folk psychology admits of the following reasonable explanation of 

such a case:  From the first-person perspective, it seems to these patients that they are 

in pain, but they are not in pain.  Rather, the patients are misconstruing their fear and 

sensations of vibrations as pain (cf. Rosenthal 2005, p. 209).  

Likewise, though much perception is conscious, there is substantial experimental 

evidence that we can also perceptually discriminate stimuli without being aware that we 

perceive those stimuli (e.g., Breitmeyer et al 2004, Ro et al 2009).  These so-called 

subliminal perceptions play the same kinds of perceptual roles as conscious 

                                                 
8  Though some have argued, for instance, that all folk psychological posits will 
eventually be replaced by a mature neuroscience (e.g., Churchland 1981), I’ll argue that 
all theorists implicitly draw on folk psychology for their initial characterizations of the 
phenomena in question.   
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perceptions and so are arguably cases of nonconscious mental qualities.  And folk 

psychology accommodates both conscious and nonconscious mental qualities. 

Given these folk-psychological facts about mental qualities, what theory of 

mental qualities is best?  It is clear that folk psychology holds that mental qualities are 

systematically related to perceptible properties in perception.  If so, then there are 

arguably spaces of mental qualities that match the quality spaces of their corresponding 

perceptible properties.  So-called quality-space theories of mental qualities capitalize on 

this observation (e.g., Sellars 1963, Lewis 1972, Shoemaker 1975, Churchland 2007).  

And I’ll argue that the version of quality-space theory that best captures our folk 

psychological conception of mental qualities is a view I’ll call QST (e.g., Clark 1993, 

Clark 2000, Rosenthal 2005, Rosenthal 2010).9   

According to QST, creatures’ discriminatory capacities determine quality spaces 

for the perceptible properties that reflect the similarity-and-difference relations in which 

the properties of the same modality stand.  For instance, the perceptible colors form 

what is often known as the color solid (e.g., Clark 1985, p. 433).  To explain those 

discriminations, QST theorizes that spaces of mental qualities are extrapolated from 

and match these spaces of perceptible properties.  QST holds that mental qualities are 

identified and individuated by their locations within spaces of mental qualities 

homomorphic to the corresponding spaces of perceptible properties. This view fits 

comfortably with common sense and is supported by many recent experimental 

findings.  For instance, there is evidence that there are distinct spatially-organized 

                                                 
9 I am happy to discuss the ways in which these various quality-space theories differ.  
For instance, Rosenthal’s (2005) account holds, whereas Clark’s (2000) feature-placing 
account rejects, that there are spatial mental qualities. These distinctions, however, are 
not crucial for my general claim that mental qualities are representational. 
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neural maps for each of the various modalities in sensory cortex (for olfactory qualities, 

see, e.g., Howard et al 2009; for tactile qualities, see, e.g., Heed 2010; for taste 

qualities, see, e.g., Chen et al 2011).   

Though both the folk notion of mental qualities and QST are silent about whether 

mental qualities are representational, they are both consistent with that possibility.  And 

there are various reasons to think that mental qualities are representational.  First, 

common sense holds that there’s typically no difference between, for instance, seeing 

perceptible red and having a sensation with mental red.  Similarly, since mental qualities 

figure in perception, mental qualities arguably enable perceptual discriminations.  The 

most natural explanation is that a mental quality represents the property located at the 

corresponding location in the space of perceptible properties. 

And I’ll argue that what I’ll call qualitative representation is different than 

intentional representation.  As some argue, a mark of intentionality is mental attitude 

(e.g., Searle 1979, p. 81).  Mental qualities, however, exhibit nothing like mental 

attitude.  Additionally, intentional contents exhibit a sentence-sized character and so 

represent things like states of affairs.  Contents thus can be true or false and can 

represent things as existing or as not existing.  Moreover, they stand in implication 

relations to other contents.  By contrast, mental qualities exhibit a term-sized character.  

Mental qualities thus represent perceptible properties only as existing and can be only 

either accurate or inaccurate.  Likewise, they cannot stand in implication relations.  

Lastly, intentional contents are amodal insofar as any intentional content can figure in 

any kind of state such as a belief or a perception.  Mental qualities, however, are 
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modality specific; mental red, for instance, is tied to vision and thus can only figure in 

visual sensations and visual perceptions of red.   

If mental qualities are representational in the way I propose, then we have the 

beginnings of explanations of many phenomena.  First, we clearly have an explanation 

of the role mental qualities play in our psychology:  Mental qualities are those mental 

properties that enable perceptual discrimination among perceptible properties by 

representing those properties.  And unlike intentionalism, this view permits ready 

explanation of the distinctions between thought, perception, and sensation.   

Moreover, since QST explains mental qualities solely in terms of a creature’s 

discriminatory capacities, the view is compatible both with third-person access to mental 

qualities as well as with mental qualities’ occurring both consciously and 

nonconsciously.  Thus we need not posit p-concepts to account for any special first-

person access to mental qualities.  We can also explain, among other things, why 

changes in one’s experiences result in changes in the way things seem (cf. Byrne 

2001), how experiences ground perceptual beliefs (cf. Pautz 2010a), the existence of 

erroneous perceptual thoughts (cf. Sellars 1967, ch. 1), why some aspects of perception 

are inferentially isolated (cf. Crane 1992), and perceptual constancies.   

§7 Conclusions  

I’ll close chapter 5 by replying to some putative objections to this account of 

representational mental qualities and discuss how my view clarifies several debates in 

the contemporary philosophy of mind.  First, one might think that such an account of 

mental qualities is false because of the conceivability of undetectable quality inversion.  

But such inversion would only be possible were the spaces of perceptible properties 
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symmetric (cf. Shoemaker 1975, Clark 1985).  Such symmetrical spaces are 

impossible, however, because otherwise corresponding perceptible properties on each 

side of the axis of symmetry would be indistinguishable from one another.  Undetectable 

quality inversion is, in any case, only conceivable in the absence of an informative 

account of mental qualities.  Once we have this informative account in hand, it is clear 

that undetectable quality inversion is inconceivable.   

Second, recall that many argue that perception exhibits so-called nonconceptual 

intentional contents in addition to whatever conceptual contents they may exhibit.  If 

nonconceptual contents do not exhibit any of the hallmarks of conceptual states, such 

as mental attitude, then some may object that nonconceptual contents are simply 

representational mental qualities by another name.  I’ll thus discuss a few accounts of 

nonconceptual content and how they differ from my view.  Tye (1995), for instance, 

argues that a perception exhibits nonconceptual content if it has acquired the biological 

function of representing a perceptible property.  I’ll argue, however, that such 

teleosemantic accounts of nonconceptual representation are problematic (cf. Pautz 

2010b, Ford 2011).  I’ll also argue that representational mental qualities on their own 

better explain what Peacocke (1992) posits both nonrepresentational mental qualities 

and two varieties of nonconceptual content to explain (cf. Meehan 2002). 

I’ll also address other objections in the dissertation, including any objections that 

may come up during the prospectus examination.  For instance, does qualitative 

representation face an analog of what Fodor (1987, p. 102) calls the disjunction problem 

for intentionality?  That is, why does mental red represent perceptible red and not 
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perceptible red or perceptible blue?  But I’ll argue this kind of objection is diffused by 

understanding how QST individuates qualities via their locations in quality spaces.   

I’ll then discuss how this view clarifies several debates in the contemporary 

philosophy of mind.  For example, consider the debate over the so-called contents of 

perception, which concerns which properties are represented in perceptual experience 

and which properties are represented downstream in perceptual thoughts (e.g., Siegel 

2006).  QST enables us to make headway on this issue by distinguishing the class of 

properties that are qualitatively represented from the properties that are represented 

intentionally.  I may discuss other applications as well, such as how QST applies to the 

debate over what is known as enactive perception (e.g., Noë 2004).
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