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In a series of papers Nanay has defended the old Gibsonian thesis that perceptual 
experience represents affordances, possibilities that objects provide for action.1 I am in full 
agreement with Nanay when it comes to the claim that perceptual experience represents 
affordances. But his primary aim in this paper is not to defend this claim. Rather, he 
wants to advertise a method for arguing that perceptual experience has rich 

representational content. His argument to the effect that perceptual experience represents 
affordances serves as an illustration of this method, a method that has the alleged merit of 
being based on empirical studies and is also described as “the right methodology for 
drawing the distinction between perceptual and non-perceptual phenomenology.” 
 

Nanay describes his method as follows:  
 
“… if we find patients who are capable of experiencing property P without being capable of 

experiencing the low level properties of shape, size and color, then we have good reasons to 

conclude that property P is part of our perceptual phenomenology. If we want to know which 

properties are part of our perceptual phenomenology, we need to look for empirical studies of 

patients with brain lesions.”  

 

Nanay claims that unilateral neglect satisfies the requirements for the application of this 
method. He claims that unilateral neglect patients are incapable of experiencing low-level 
properties of shape, size and color although they can experience affordances. So we have 
good reasons to conclude that affordances are part of perceptual phenomenology.  
 

My guess is that most proponents of thin views of perceptual phenomenology would 
object that there is no such thing as the phenomenology of representing affordances. I 
agree with Nanay that there is such a phenomenology and this phenomenology is 
perceptual. But I have two worries about Nanay’s argument. The first worry is about his 
claim that unilateral neglect satisfies the conditions of his method. The second one has to 

do with the general method that he advertises.  
 
Nanay claims that patients with unilateral neglect do not have conscious experiences of 
shapes and colors on their neglect side. Nanay provides support for this claim at two 
places in the paper. He appeals to “personal communication with Glyn Humphreys”, one 

of the authors of the main study that Nanay’s claims are based on. He later adds that 
unilateral neglect patients  “say” that they are not conscious of shape and “we have no 
behavioral reason to believe that they are wrong.”  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Nanay uses ‘action properties’ in place of affordances. I’ll use ‘affordances’ to preserve continuity 

with the empirical literature.   



I happen to be slightly familiar with literature on unilateral neglect, but I have never 
encountered the evidence that Nanay cites in support of his claim. What we see in 
unilateral neglect is what the name of the problem implies. Patients with this problem 

ignore or neglect information on the contra-lateral side of their lesions. For example, if 
you ask a unilateral neglect patient with a lesion in the right parietal lobe to draw a 
picture of the scene in front of her, she will ignore the left side of the scene. But there 
seems to be a consensus among psychologists that unilateral neglect results from damage 
to brain areas that are responsible for functions such as monitoring, search and attention 

disengagement. This is based on at least two bodies of evidence. First, neglect patients 
exhibit similar symptoms even when asked to draw what they imagine. Second, 
experiments that facilitate search mechanisms show improvement in neglects signs. For 
example, if you ask neglect patients to scratch boxes on a sheet of paper they ignore the 
boxes on the contralateral side of their lesion. But if you ask them to erase the boxes, they 

will eventually erase all the boxes. A theory that has wide support among psychologists 
explains this result by the hypothesis that the basic dysfunction in neglect patients is a 
dysfunction in disengaging attention. Neglect patients cannot disengage attention from 
representations on the ipsilateral side of their lesion and as a result can hardly attend to 
objects on the contra-lateral side. The reason they perform better in the erasing task than 

the scratching task is that in the erasing task they gradually remove the objects that would 
otherwise lock their attention.  
 
I do not know of any scientist who thinks that unilateral neglect results from damage to 
early representations. Here is an example from one of the papers that Nanay in fact cites 

in support of his claim. The study describes a patient, MP, who does better in affordance-
based search in comparision to search based on shape and color:  
 
“MP is impaired in using perceptual templates to guide search, perhaps because the 

damage to his right temporal lobe disrupts top-down priming of perception. This impairment, 

coupled with poor allocation of spatial attention to the left due to his right parietal lesion, leads to 

both slow and error-prone performance to left-side targets.”2   
 
What we see in MP is simply a  dissociation between affordance-based search 
mechanisms and search mechanisms based on properties such as shape or object types. It 

would be wrong to conclude from this that MP does not have representations of colors or 
shapes while representing affordances. Moreover, the mere fact that MP can use 
affordance templates in visual search shows that “despite making errors by failing to 
detect targets, MP must have processed the objects enough to enable action templates to 
be activated by affordances.”3 

 
Humphrey and Riddoch are completely aware of this. The conclusion that they draw 
from their paper is about search mechanisms. They even mention that their patient could 
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"!Humphreys, G. W. - M. J. Riddoch (2001), ‘Detection by Action: Neuropsychological 
Evidence for Action-defined Templates in Search’, Nature Neuroscience 4: 84-88.  
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name the target objects (according to Nanay this happens although these objects are not 
consciously seen):  
 
“Our results imply that search can be based on intended actions, and not just on the perceptual 
properties of objects. MP could name individual objects and colors, but he had difficulty 

with these cues in search. This finding suggests an impairment in linking perceptual cues in 

memory to objects, when multiple objects compete for attention. In contrast, MP could detect the 

same targets when cued by action. This indicates that action templates can influence visual search 

and selection independently of perceptual templates of targets. Normally, search based on action 

may be slower than search based on perceptual templates (as in patients MB and GK), but action 

templates may still be useful when other memory templates are made unavailable because of 

brain damage.” (emphasis mine) 

 
 
Of course none of what I have said here establishes that unilateral neglect patients are 

phenomenally conscious of simple properties such as shapes and colors on their neglect 
side. But the point was not to show that they are. The point was to show that given the 
dominant theories of unilateral neglect, we do not seem to have good reasons to assume 
that neglect patients are not phenomenally conscious of the information that they process 
in the early visual stream. So I do not see any convincing reason to accept Nanay’s claim 

that these patients satisfy the requirements for his method.  
 
The above suspicion can be simply removed if Nanay cites the studies based on which he 
claims that unilateral neglect patients “say” that they are not phenomenally conscious of 
colors and shapes on their neglect side. Since I hope to be convinced by his argument 

about affordances, I hope to see this evidence.   
 
Nanay can also appeal to the idea that attention is necessary for phenomenal 
consciousness to support his claim.4 We might accept this, but doing so will take us to the 
general problem for Nanay’s method. The main reason is simple. If we accept any theory 

according to which something more than a first-order representation of a property is 
required for having conscious experience of it, then we have to accept that the neural 
correlate of a conscious representation of a property encompasses a wider area in the 
brain than the neural correlate of a first-order representation of that property. As a result, 
damage to an area other than the area of the first-order representation can block 

conscious representations of that property without blocking first-order representations. 
But if we accept this, then the proponent of the view that representations of affordances 
are post-perceptual can easily argue that Nanay’s method fails to support his goal.  
 
The reason is illustrated in diagram (1.1). In this diagram, the blue squares represent the 

neural correlates of first-order representations of a property and the larger rectangles 
represent the whole neural correlates required for conscious representations of the 
proerty. The dashed line indicates the border between perceptual and post-perceptual 
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)!Any theory according to which higher functions impaired in neglect are necessary for 
phenomenal consciousness would do.!



representations. As the diagram indicates, we can have cases where a patient does not 
possess conscious representations of colors and shapes while she is capable of having 
conscious representations of affordances. This happens if damage to the neural correlates 

of conscious representations of shapes and colors falls outside the area of first-order 
representation while leaving the rest of the informational stream intact. This is fully 
compatible with the fact that representations of affordances are further downstream from 
representations of shapes and colors, and fall on the side of post-perceptual 
representations.  
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To defend his method, Nanay needs to rule out the structure depicted in diagram (1.1). 
But I do not see any reasoning to this effect in his paper.  
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