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CAROLYN SUCHY-DICEY ON ‘INDUCTIVE SKEPTICISM AND THE 

METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENT’. 

BY JOHN CAMPBELL 

 

 

1.  A Review of the Plot 

 

I begin with a quick review of the plot of Carolyn Suchy-Dicey’s intriguing paper, and 

then I’ll explain my own reaction to it.  I expect most people at this conference have 

already had repeated exposure to the video of someone in a gorilla suit wandering around 

in a group of people throwing a ball to and fro, and we know that when attention is 

distracted from the gorilla by some other task (‘see how often the ball is passed by a man 

to a woman’), people often fail to report seeing a gorilla, even though the thing was 

manifestly there in their field of view.  Suchy-Dicey is, I think, defending the idea that in 

this kind of case, if you did not attend to the gorilla, you were not conscious of the 

gorilla.  As she puts it, her thesis is that ‘attention is necessary for conscious perception’ 

(p. 1).  In particular, she defends the thesis against a particular objection that has been put 

forward by Christopher Mole.  As she explains Mole’s main point, it is that methods of 

testing for perception of the gorilla here leave out unobservable types of conscious 

perception that do not require experience: 

 

‘current methods of testing for the presence or absence of conscious perception rely 

on the subject being able to observe his or her perceptions; if subjects are only 
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sometimes able to observe their conscious experiences then our current methods of 

testing leave out their unobservable conscious perceptions’ (p. 3) 

 

Attention may be needed for access-awareness, or for propositional reference, even 

though it is not necessary for the having of a phenomenally conscious experience.  The 

underlying point here is Ned Block’s Methodological Puzzle: 

 

‘It does not seem that we could find any evidence that would decide one way or the 

ther [whether the neural correlate of consciousness necessarily includes the 

correlate of a-consciousness] because any evidence would inevitably derive from 

reportability of a phenomenally  conscious state, and so it could not tell us about the 

phenomenal consciousness of a state which cannot be reported.’ (Block, quoted at 

p. 6) 

 

The cautious reaction, Mole concludes, is to hold off from the conclusion that attention is 

necessary for conscious perception.  All we can say is that attention is required for there 

to be access to, or reference on the basis of, a conscious perceptions.  Perhaps attention is 

required for there to be a conscious perception in the first place, but that isn’t yet justified 

by the evidence.  Suchy-Dicey has a forceful response.  She argues first, that there is no 

evidence for the existence of phenomenal consciousness in the absence of access 

consciousness, and second, that Mole’s objection is just an indefensible form of inductive 

skepticism. 
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2.  Problematic Inductions 

 

I think Suchy-Dicey is raising an important question for the Mole/Block style of 

argument, and it is valuable to have it set out.  Unlike her, however, I think the question 

can be addressed, and I will try to explain how.  Let me say first that I do not believe 

Mole’s argument is merely an indefensible version of inductive skepticism.  Consider the 

following argument: 

 

All emeralds observed so far have been observed. 

Therefore, all emeralds have been observed. 

 

This argument is of the form, ‘All F’s observed so far have been G; therefore, all F’s are 

G’.  So it has the same general structure as many inductive arguments that we do want to 

accept.  But it plainly isn’t a legitimate induction.  It is not trivial to explain what’s wrong 

with it, but plainly it isn’t right.  Resisting this kind of argument is not merely a general 

and indefensible inductive skepticism. 

 Mole’s point is about the argument: 

 

All conscious perceptions (of an object or property) reported by the perceiver 

involved attention to the object or property. 

Therefore, all conscious perceptions (of an object or property) involve attention to 

the object or property. 
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The key point here is that attention to the object or property is a necessary condition for 

one being able to report that one has had a perception of that object or property.  The 

problem with this argument is just like the problem with the first inductive argument.  A 

condition on the observation of the phenomenon is being generalized to be true of all 

instances of the phenomenon itself. 

 It is not quite obvious to me whether Carolyn accepts that attention to the object or 

property is a necessary condition for one being able to report that one has had a 

perception of that object or property.  At one point she says: 

 

‘However, the difference between accessible and inaccessible (or referential and a-

referential) perception does not seem to rely on attention.  In fact, the difference 

between these is generally accepted to be due to working memory, and not 

attention.’  (p. 14). 

 

However, a page later she says: 

 

‘access and reference may require attention, but so does the internal verification of 

conscious perception.  Thus, there is no way of determining whether attention is 

necessary for perception or for the subject’s access/reference to their conscious 

perceptions, because we cannot obtain data about states of consciousness that the 

subject cannot access/reference.’ 

(p. 15) 
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The contrast between an appeal to attention and an appeal to working memory seems to 

me overdrawn:  ‘availability to working memory’ is not a bad working definition of 

‘attention’, though it probably needs qualification for the cases in which visual attention 

is guiding action without going through working memory.  On balance I suspect that she 

would think that attention to the object or property is a necessary condition on the 

reportability of a perception.  The argument would be that a verbal report of one’s 

perception requires the exercise of attention – something has to be selected to control 

one’s verbal report.  But in vision at any rate, often the only way we have of selecting the 

right object or property to control our verbal reports of our perceptions is to attend to the 

object or property perceived – the gorilla or the ball-passing or whatever.  So attention to 

the object or property is a condition on our reporting the perception.  In that case, though, 

the problem with the inductive argument remains:  a condition on the observation of the 

phenomenon is being generalized to all instances of the phenomenon itself. 

 

 

3.  Suchy-Dicey’s Challenge 

 

Nonetheless, as I said, it seems to me that there is an important challenge raised by 

Suchy-Dicey’s argument.  In the case of the emerald, we have a clear conception of  ‘the 

emerald itself’ as opposed to the conditions of observation of the emerald, and it is 

because that distinction is so obvious that there is manifestly something wrong with an 

induction that generalizes from the conditions of observation of the emerald to a claim 

about how emeralds themselves generally are.  If we are to apply this parallel to the case 
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of perception, we need to have a firm grip of the distinction between the conscious 

perception itself and the ‘conditions of observation’ of the perception.  Suchy-Dicey 

plainly thinks the thing is hopeless.  But it seems to me that common-sense does actually 

work reasonably well with this distinction, even though there are of course difficult cases.  

We usually think of the phenomenal experience itself as one of the factors, but only one 

of the factors, influencing verbal report.  Consider the following extract from a letter to 

an audiophile journal: 

 

‘After further reflection I wish to note that blind testing of power amplifiers has 

uncovered some rather important information about the response bias of 

audiophiles (in addition to showing that properly designed amplifiers operated 

within their power limits really do sound the same). In every test that used the 

Same/Different scoring format, listeners had a strong tendency to report Different 

when an amplifier was compared to itself.  Approximately 35% of the time, 

subjects in these tests heard differences when there were none. This is an important 

finding: a person with a strong interest in audio will tend to hear differences about a 

third of the time even when the devices being compared are level-matched and 

sound exactly the same. If things sound different to us even when they are the 

same, think about the tremendous bias toward "hearing things" when you have a 

coach, such as a salesman.’ 

 

When the audiophile reports, perhaps under the influence of the salesman, that one 

amplifier produces a ‘deeper, rounder bass’ than another, or that the ‘soundstage is 
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wider’, it would of course be possible to maintain that the salesman’s patter has indeed 

affected the quality of the phenomenal experience itself, and that the subject really is 

seeing deeper into the music as a result.  But such ideas are in principle testable, we can 

find out whether the subject’s auditory resolution is better in one case than in another by 

finding what discriminations they can make between sounds of slightly differing pitches 

or at slightly different locations.  The alternative hypothesis is that the phenomenal 

experience is only one of the factors influencing the subject’s judgments, and that the 

salesman’s patter, or their desire to find differences, is also affecting their judgments.  A 

similar point applies to Suchy-Dicey’s response to Block’s appeal to Sperling’s 

experiments.  One hypothesis is that the subject has a phenomenal experience of each of 

the 12 letters in the Sperling display; Suchy-Dicey can find no basis for distinguishing 

between that hypothesis and the hypothesis that the phenomenal experience is of 4 

chunks of degraded letters.  But of course, there are auxiliary phenomena that might 

allow us to make that distinction, such as the question whether the subject of such an 

experiment can report any arbitrary one of the lines of letters presented.  As I said, I think 

she raises an important challenge, but I find plenty of materials in our ordinary thinking 

about conscious experience to allow us to meet it. 

 


