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A Note on the Phenomenal Sorites*

Peter Pagin

Croatian Journal of Philosophy 12:519-24, 2013

Abstract

Is observational indiscriminability non-transitive? This was once an accepted

truth, and it was used by philosophers like Armstrong and Dummett to argue against

the existence of appearances (sense data, sensory items). It was objected, however,

early on by Jackson and Pinkerton, and more recently by vagueness contextualists

like Raffman and Fara, that the case for non-transitivity is flawed. The reason is the

context dependence of appearance. I argue here that if we take context dependence

properly into account, we still have (a modified version of) non-transitivity, and that

therefore we still face the problem of appearances.

Keywords: Phenomenal sorites, Raffman, disriminability, transitivity, color.

The following, suitably understood, is recognized to be an inconsistent triad:

(1) There are definite appearance properties.

(2) Appearance properties are what they seem to be.

(3) Sameness of appearance is non-transitive.

The idea of non-transitivity of appearances is exemplified in what has come to be called

the phenomenal sorites. For instance, suppose you have a sequence of five wooden chips,

each uniformly colored. Placing chip #1 and chip #2 next to each other they look the

same; they appear to be of the same color. Placing chip #2 next to chip #3, they too appear

*This paper is based on a talk given at the workshop on color within the Philosophy of Science confer-
ence at the Inter-University Center of Dubrovnik, in April 2011. The talk contained a discussions of papers by
Delia Fara, Diana Raffman, and Leon Horsten, and some constructive proposal for the semantics of ‘looks’.
In the summer, Keefe 2011 appeared, rendering my discussion of Fara largely superfluous. I decided even-
tually to restrict this contribution to some remarks on the phenomenal sorites, focusing on Raffman’s work.

I am grateful to comments from the audience, especially to Jonathan Cohen, Joshua Gertz, Kathrin Glüer,
Mohan Matthen, Barry Maund, and Barry Smith.
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to be of the same color. Likewise, #3 and #4, as well as #4 and #5. However, placing #1 next

to #5, they do not look the same; they appear to be of different color. Nobody denies this

phenomenon. It is often said it shows that indiscriminability, or indistinguishability, is

non-transitive. Of course, the discriminability in question here concerns discrimination

by direct observation.

We can produce a contradiction by (1)-(3) is follows. Firstly, by (1), there are defi-

nite appearance properties. Therefore, the function the appearance of is well-defined

for many arguments, in particular for uniformly colored chips. Therefore, there is such a

thing as the appearance of chip #1, which is the color it appears to have. Likewise for the

others.

Secondly, because, by (2), appearances are what they seem, if it seems that two chips

are of the same color, then the appearances of these two chips are the same. The colors

may differ, but so little that we, or the subject in question, cannot detect this by means

of unaided observation. Also, when two chips seem to be of different color, then the

appearances of these two chips do differ.

Thirdly, because of non-transitivity, and because of the transitivity of identity, a phe-

nomenal sorites sequence like the one imagined, yields a contradiction:

(4) a) A(#1) = A(#2)

b) A(#2) = A(#3)

c) A(#3) = A(#4)

d) A(#4) = A(#5)

e) A(#1) 6= A(#5)

Because of the transitivity of identity, (4a)-(4d) contradicts (4e).

David Armstrong (1968, p. 218) uses an argument of this structure against the exis-

tence of sense data (“sensory items”). And Michael Dummett (1975) argues the same

way. So, in their view, and in the present terms, it is (1) that should be given up.

Jackson and Pinkerton (1973) object to Armstrong’s argument. According to them,

(1) and (3) are both fine, and the problem is with (2). They say

This mistake is the assumption that the sensory item corresponding to B which

we have when we look at A and B is identical in colour to the sensory item corre-

sponding to B which we have when we look at B and C (Jackson and Pinkerton 1973,

p. 270.)

In present terms, the appearance of #2 when compared with #1 is not the same as the

appearance of #2 when compared with #3. Hence, the reference of the appearance terms

is not constant across the argument, and hence the appeal to the transitivity of identity

is a fallacy.
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On this view, the appearance function A must really be a two-place function, with

a context or a time as the second argument. Since we don’t need to decide here what

matters with respect to contexts, I shall simply let the second argument be the time of

observation. We can therefore recast the argument as follows:

(5) a) A(#1, t1) = A(#2, t1)

b) A(#2, t2) = A(#3, t2)

c) A(#3, t3) = A(#4, t3)

d) A(#4, t4) = A(#5, t4)

e) A(#1, t5) 6= A(#5, t5)

It is plain here that no appearance term occurs twice in these five sentences, and so we

cannot appeal to the transitivity of identity.

In more recent years, both Delia Fara (2001) and Diana Raffman (2000a; 2000b) have

argued very much like Jackson and Pinkerton (1973). Their purpose have not been to

defend sensory items but to apply their respective contextualist theories of vagueness to

the phenomenal sorites. Here I shall focus on Raffman’s views.1

Raffman’s main target is (3), the non-transitivity claim. She does not claim that same-

ness of appearance is transitive, but wants to defend a view that permits transitivity, and

holds that such a view is preferable, given the difficulties of non-transitivity (Raffman

2000a, p. 155).2

However, since each term only occurs once in (5), transitivity is satisfied degener-

ately, whatever the truth value of the five sentences (cf. Keefe 2011, p. 339). Raffman

proposes to bridge the gaps by means of distinguishing between the occurrent and the

dispositional sense:

Since we will make use of the term ‘look the same (different)’ in our discussion of

(in)discriminability, we had better keep in mind the distinction between what I will

call its dispositional and occurrent senses. What I have discussed so far is the dispo-

sitional sense: two stimuli look the same (different) to S in the dispositional sense,

in a given context, just in case S would make a judgment of sameness (difference)

were he to compare the stimuli in that context. In contrast, two stimuli look the

same (different) to S in the occurrent sense, at a time t , just in case S is making

a judgment of sameness (difference) of the stimuli at t . Crudely: stimuli look the

1For a criticism of Fara, see Keefe 2011.
2Raffman literally speaks of the transitivity of “indiscriminability”. However, she accepts “the philoso-

pher’s” conception of discriminability: “two stimuli are discriminable by a subject S, in a given context, just
in case (i) they are relevantly physically different, and (ii) S would make an unbiased judgment of difference
in any same/different comparison in that context; and stimuli are indiscriminable by S just in case S would
make a judgment of sameness in any same/different comparison in that context.”
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same dispositionally just in case they would look the same occurrently were the

subject to be comparing them (Raffman 2000a, p. 159).

It is not completely clear what ‘context’ amounts to here. One possibility is to take the

context to be specified by the observation conditions, including the mental state of the

observer. But since we don’t have much of a basis for maintaining that two observations

are ever made under exactly the same observation conditions (so understood), we can

simply reduce talk of context to talk of observer and time of observation.

The appearance of an object at a time corresponds to Raffman’s occurrent sense of

looking the same or different. The appeal to the dispositional sense looks like it bridges

the gap for non-transitivity by fixing the time across the appearance judgments. The

problem is that the dispositional sense is stated by means of a counterfactual, and as a

consequence, we may have a variation of worlds rather than time.

It may be true, for the subject S, that

(6) a) If S were to compare #1 and #2 at t1, they would appear the same to S.

b) If S were to compare #2 and #3 at t1, they would appear the same to S.

c) If S were to compare #3 and #4 at t1, they would appear the same to S.

d) If S were to compare #4 and #5 at t1, they would appear the same to S.

e) If S were to compare #1 and #5 at t1, they would appear the same to S.

Now, by the Stalnaker-Lewis semantics for counterfactual, even if it were possible to com-

pare all patches at the same time, the truth of each of (6a)-(6e) does not entail that if

the patches were all compared at t1, they would all look the same. This is because the

Stalnaker-Lewis semantics evaluates a counterfactual as true just in case the consequent

is true in (all) the closest world(s) where the antecedent is true. The closest world where

S compares #2 and #3 at t1 may well be different from the closest world where S com-

pares #3 and #4, and the closest world where both comparisons are made at t1 (if there

is such a world) may be different from both of those. So, instead of the problem that the

appearance of an object has to be relativized to time, we now have the problem that the

appearance has to be relativized to time and world. If we cannot fix the world parameter

across comparisons, too, appealing to the dispositional sense does not help.

Could both the world and time parameter be fixed across comparisons? Raffman

assumes, for the sake of the argument, that it is possible to observe all patches simulta-

neously, but she also argues that this is not enough, for when comparing them pairwise

there will be shifts of attention. Only if we could attend to all at the same time would there

be possibility of violating transitivity, and Raffman claims this is impossible (Raffman

2000a, pp. 167-69).
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Obviously, however, the gap can be bridged, and it can be bridged in a way that

pretty much corresponds to what is taken for granted in the original claims about non-

transitivity, by adding assumptions about sameness of appearance across time:

(7) a) A(#1, t1) = A(#2, t1)

b) A(#2, t1) = A(#2, t2)

c) A(#2, t2) = A(#3, t2)

d) A(#3, t2) = A(#3, t3)

e) A(#3, t3) = A(#4, t3)

f) A(#4, t3) = A(#4, t4)

g) A(#4, t4) = A(#5, t4)

h) A(#5, t4) = A(#5, t5)

i) A(#1, t1) = A(#1, t5)

j) A(#1, t5) 6= A(#5, t5)

Here we have added five statements about the preservation of appearance of a single

patch between each of its two comparisons. And now we have restored the violation of

the transitivity of identity. At least one of the ten sentences on the list must be false.

According to Raffman and others who think there is a change of appearance of single

items between comparisons, the fault lies in some, and probably all, the added sentences

about sameness of appearance across time. However, this conclusion is the result of

reasoning. Judging only from observation, it would seem that there is no change in color

in patch #2 between comparison with #1 and comparison with #3. We can retain this

effect even if #2 is held in view and attended to between these two comparisons, and

likewise for #3, #4, and #5. Raffman (2000a, pp. 166-67) agrees. Therefore, what underlies

the difficulty with transitivity, seems really to be that all ten sentences are believed by

the observer. We have a new relation, that of believed sameness of appearance, and that

relation is non-transitive:

(8) a) B(A(#1, t1) = A(#2, t1))

b) B(A(#2, t1) = A(#2, t2))

c) B(A(#2, t2) = A(#3, t2))

d) B(A(#3, t2) = A(#3, t3))

e) B(A(#3, t3) = A(#4, t3))

f) B(A(#4, t3) = A(#4, t4))

g) B(A(#4, t4) = A(#5, t4))

h) B(A(#5, t4) = A(#5, t5))

i) B(A(#1, t1) = A(#1, t5))

j) B(A(#1, t5) 6= A(#5, t5))
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The relation of believed sameness of appearance should be reckoned as non-transitive

on anyone’s account, at least according to anyone who thinks that there are beliefs with

well-defined contents of this kind.

Now, on pain of contradiction, at least one of these beliefs must be false. The ques-

tion is how this squares with principle (2), that appearances are what they seem. For if

a patch seems not to change in color, doesn’t it follow by this principle that there is no

change in appearance?

It appears that we have an easy way out of this dilemma. For in all sequences of this

kind, there is a weak link. In the present case, the weak link statement (8i), stating that it

is believed that the appearance of patch #1 is the same in comparison with #2 at t1 as it is

in comparison with #5 at t5. Patch #1 has not been continuously observed, or at least not

continuously attended to, between these two comparisons. That the observer believes it

not to have changed in color therefore does not only depend on perception but also on

memory. Memory is weak, and a failure of memory is not in conflict with principle (2).

But this is a solution only formally. It is not credible that the appearance of patch

#1 at t1 really is the same as the appearance of patch #5 at t5. It is not credible that

a patch that appears to look red at t1 really has the same appearance as a patch that

looks orange at, say, t50, even if adjacent patches have looked the same, and individual

patches have looked the same across time. That appearance is highly context sensitive is

experimentally well-attested, and accepted by all concerned. Raffman (2000b) describes

an ingenious experiment that supports this verdict further.

So, if we do have to accept, after all, that color appearances change even when objects

seem to retain their color, what conclusion should we draw? Should we give up the idea of

definite appearance properties after all? Or should we give up the idea that appearances

are what they seem? Neither option is attractive.

It does seem clear that the non-transitivity of believed sameness of appearance can-

not be disputed. Raffman (2000a, p. 167) suggests a way to block it: you shift attention

between pairs #3/#4 and #4/#5, keeping #4 continuously in view. She suggests that #4

itself might then look different between the two alternating comparison, and compares

it to a gestalt switch.

Now, even if that were right, we would still have the old cases of apparent non-transi-

tivity of believed sameness of appearance to deal with. In order to dismiss those cases,

we would anyway have to reject principle (2) in some cases where it would have seemed

to apply: just looking continuously at a patch, and having the appearance that the patch

does not change in color, would not be a sufficient reason for inferring that that there is

no change in the color appearance.
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