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Abstract
According to the received view in the philosophical literature on pictorial perception,
when perceiving an object in a picture, we perceive both the picture’s surface and
the depicted object, but the surface is only unconsciously represented. Furthermore,
it is suggested, such unconscious representation does not need attention. This poses a
crucial problem, as empirical research on visual attention shows that there can hardly
be any visual representation, conscious or unconscious, without attention. Secondly,
according to such a received view, when looking at a picture aesthetically, one both
consciously represents and visually attends to both the depicted object and the pic-
ture’s surface simultaneously. Thus, contra the empirical research on attention, only
conscious visual representations are coupled, by such current view, with attention.
And this clearly poses a second problem, as this philosophical account is not in tune
with what vision science tells us about the functioning of our visual system. Further-
more, this raises another crucial problem, namely, that of explaining why aesthetic
experience of pictures does not feel odd or conflicting, since, as previously noted in
the philosophical literature, and contra the received view, if we are simultaneously
consciously perceiving both the picture’s surface and the depicted object, there seems
to be two things, at the same time, in the foreground of one’s visual consciousness.
But, if so, as suggested, this would lead to a conflicting spatial visual experience. This
paper offers a new description of the role of visual attention in picture perception,
which explains the difference between the usual and the aesthetic way of perceiving
a depicted object, without facing the problems reported above. A crucial role in our
new account is played by the notion of unconscious attention, the distinction between
focal and distributed, as well as top-down and bottom-up visual attention and the rela-
tionship between visual attention and visual consciousness. The paper, thus, offers the
first theory concerning the exercise of visual attention in pictorial perception that is
both philosophically rigorous and empirically reliable.
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Perceiving an object in a picture is a common everyday experience. However, there are
important phenomenological, neural and behavioural differences between perceiving
an object in a picture and perceiving a real object.1 In this respect, a full understanding
of the nature of such a perceptual state still demands a coherent explanation, capable
of satisfying both cognitive scientists and philosophers.2 A fundamental problem in
developing such an explanation is that of understanding the role of visual attention in
pictorial perception. This topic, however, has been poorly investigated in the literature,
with the notable exception of a discussion concerning the exercise of attention in
aesthetic appreciation of pictures (Nanay 2016, 2017). In this article, we start from
this attempt, and propose a new theory of visual attention in picture perception. Before
cashing out our theory, however, we need to briefly review the state of the art about
this subject matter.

1 Picture perception: the state of the art

Investigating the nature of picture perception is one of the most important challenges
for those interested in the study of visual experience.3 The central and broad question
in the literature is the following:

What kind of visual state are we in when we see an object in a picture?
Most philosophers agree that one of the crucial characteristics of picture perception

is that we see not one, but two things: the depicted object, i.e. the pictorial content,
and the picture’s surface, i.e. the vehicle conveying the pictorial content.4 Now, it
seems intuitive that, when the depicted object is, for example, a cherry, we see it just
because we are visually representing specific visual properties of the surface in which
the depicted cherry is visually encoded: we see the depicted cherry by seeing the
marks realized across the surface, e.g. red brush marks in the case of a painting, which
convey the pictorial content. Such marks are grouped by our visual representations
into a cherry-shaped visual object. In this respect, the way in which the marks on the
picture’s surface are realized, and consequently visually represented, will shape the
way we visually experience the cherry in the pictorial space.5

At this point, one might be tempted to conclude that one sees the surface simply
because one sees what it encodes, i.e. by seeing the portion of it where the object
is depicted. However, such a material dependence of the pictorial content on the

1 Nanay (2011, 2015a, b, 2017); Lopes (2005), Ferretti (2016a, b, 2017b, 2018a; b, 2019, 2020a, b,Matthen
(2005), Hopkins (2003, 2010) and Kulvicki (2006).
2 See Ferretti (2016b, 2017b, 2018a, 2020a, b).
3 Kulvicki (2006), Hopkins (2003, 2010), Nanay (2010b, 2011, 2015a, 2017), Newall (2011), Voltolini
(2015), Chasid (2014), Aasen (2014), Gregory (2012) and Ferretti (2016b, 2017b, 2018a).
4 For recent reviews see Nanay (2015a, b, 2017), Ferretti (2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b).
5 Voltolini (2013).
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pictorial vehicle, despite its intuitive plausibility, does not entail any sort of perceptual
dependence: from the notion that one perceives the depicted cherry because it is
visually encoded in the surface, whose properties can be cherry-grouped, we cannot
infer, ipso facto, that one also perceives the surface as such. As Nanay notes: “[…]
just because the picture surface is right in front of us, this does not mean that it is
perceptually represented. An alternative would be to say that we only represent the
depicted object perceptually—the picture surface is not perceived at all” (Nanay 2017:
footnote 5; see also 2016: p. 41). Similarly, Lopes contends that: “It is only in virtue
of seeing the configuration of marks on its surface (…) that we see anything at all in
the picture. However, seeing a pictorial design face to face does not entail seeing the
design as a design” (Lopes 2005: p. 28).

All this suggests that one’s being in front of the surface does not entail that she also
perceives it as the vehicle that conveys the pictorial content. We need an argument in
order to defend the idea that, on top of visually representing the depicted object, we
also visually represent the surface.6 If so, provided that, during picture perception, we
visually represent the depicted object, the fundamental question is whether we also
always visually represent the surface.

Several philosophical and empirical arguments havebeen recently offered to suggest
a positive answer to this question.7 One for all, if we were not visually representing the
presence of a surface at all, we would enter the pictorial illusion fostered by trompe
l’oeils, in which the depicted object looks like a present object we can motoricaly
interact with (Ferretti 2018a, 2020a, b). But the idea that we always visually represent
the surface is crucially related to the question on whether the visual representation of
the depicted object and the visual representation of the surface occur simultaneously,
or, instead, our visual system alternates between these two visual states. The literature
about this problem mirrors the venerable dispute between Wollheim (1987, 1980,
1998), who defended the idea of simultaneity, and Gombrich (1960), who argued for
the alternation of these visual states.8 At the moment, most philosophers hold that we
simultaneously visually represent both the surface and the depicted object.9

So far so good. However, things become more complicated when one wants to
avoid talking in general terms of ‘seeing’, as well as of the notion of ‘visual rep-
resentation’.10 Indeed, seeing can be conscious or unconscious11—for example in
blindsight (Kentridge 2004; Kentridge et al. 2008) or hemispatial visual neglect (Ro
and Rafal 1996). At this point, however, one should specify whether one means con-

6 For a review of this crucial point in the literature, see Ferretti (2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2020a, b).
7 For a review see Nanay (2011, 2015a, 2017), Ferretti (2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b).
8 For a recent review of this debate see Nanay (2011, 2015a, b, 2017), Hopkins (2012), Briscoe (2016,
2018), Ferretti (2018a,b, 2019, 2020a, b).
9 For a review see Nanay (2011, 2015a, 2017), Ferretti (2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b).
10 ‘Seeing’ and ‘visually representing’ can be used interchangeably in this specific literature. For a general
and recent review of the different committments to these notions see (Ferretti and Glenney 2020).
11 See, Cattaneo and Vecchi (2011), Ferretti and Marchi (2020), Ferretti (2017c), Ferretti and Glenney
(2020).
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sciously or unconsciously ‘seeing’, or ‘visually representing’, the depicted object and
the surface simultaneously.12

As the reader can note, the questions investigated in the literature on picture per-
ception get more specific depending on how rich our notion of ‘vision’ is. In this
respect, the question about whether we can have, during picture perception, simul-
taneous conscious or unconscious visual representations is, at the moment, the most
relevant question in the literature investigating the nature of pictorial experience.13

Crucially for the point at stake in this article, the most recent investigation of
this question about simultaneity has been offered by Nanay, who has suggested that,
while usual picture perception (henceforth: UPP) requires that we simultaneously
consciously see the depicted object while unconsciously seeing the surface (see also
Ferretti 2018a, 2020a, b), aesthetic appreciation of pictures, or aesthetic picture per-
cepion (henceforth: APP) depends on the possibility of consciously seeing, i.e. having
a conscious visual experience of, both the depicted object and the surface simultane-
ously. In this respect, the latter would be visually represented as the vehicle of the
pictorial content (Nanay 2011: pp. 461–464; 2015b: p. 192; 2016, 2017: Sect. 2).14

If Nanay’s story is true, the possibility of entering a visual state of simultaneous
visual consciousness marks the difference between those cases of picture perception
in which we have aesthetic appreciation, i.e. APP, and those in which we do not, i.e.
UPP: only in APP we simultaneously consciously visually represent both the depicted
object and the surface.

The reader may be tempted to suppose, at this point, that not only do we already
have a complete account of the nature of UPP, as well as of its difference with APP, but
also a complete answer to the question about how we simultaneously see, or visually
represent, both the surface and the depicted object consciously and/or unconsciously.
However, things are not so easy.

Recall that a complete answer to the question about simultaneous visual represen-
tations in picture perception requires disambiguating the broad sense of ‘seeing’ and
of ‘visual representation’, thus specifying whether vision is meant to be conscious or
unconscious. But, crucially, the same disambiguation is needed when it comes to the
definition of ‘conscious’ (and ‘unconscious’).Unfortunately, concerning such a disam-
biguation, the current debate is affected by the same crucial problem that plagued the
original dispute between Wollheim and Gombrich: the notions of ‘visual awareness’,
‘visual consciousness’, ‘visual attention’ and ‘visual experience’ used in the literature

12 Note that, if one does not accept the presence of simultaneous conscious representation, one also needs
to specify which component of the picture, either the depicted object or the surface, we visually represent
in a conscious manner.
13 See Hopkins (2012), Briscoe (2018), Nanay (2011, 2015a, 2017), Ferretti (2018a) and Voltolini (2015).
14 In line with Nanay’s discussion, we use the term ‘consciousness’ as to refer to a subject’s ‘phenomenal
experience’: “I treat aesthetic experience as a specific kind of experience and, like in the case of other kinds
of experiences, attention plays an important role in determining its phenomenal character” (Nanay 2015b,
p. 96). Again, “The general idea is that, to put it simply, aesthetic experiences ‘feel’ different: what it is
like to have aesthetic experiences is different from what it is like to have non-aesthetic experiences. The
question then is: what is th,is phenomenal character that is proprietary to aesthetic experiences?” Nanay
(2016, p. 20). In the case of vision, phenomenal experience refers to the ‘what it is like’ (Nagel 1974) to
see something, sometimes called its phenomenal character. This is what is at stake when investigating the
distinction between UPP and APP.
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on ‘simultaneity’ are often not clearly defined and, thus, ambiguous.15 Indeed, the
most afflicting issue for the philosophical literature is that the notion of ‘awareness’ is
often used as a near synonymof ‘consciousness’, which, in turn, is not properly defined
with respect to the notion of ‘attention’, for as we shall see, ‘visual consciousness’
and ‘visual attention’ are sometimes used interchangeably.

To an extent, this use is maintained also in Nanay’s account. For example, when
talking about the distinction between attending and not attending, Nanay (2017, foot-
note 2) explicitly states: “We could also use the conscious/unconscious distinction, as
long as we take the unattended stimulus to be unconscious (as we should in the light
of empirical evidence (…)”.

From this use, it follows that attention and consciousness entertain a special relation
during visual processing. Although Nanay (2017) acknowledges the possibility that
attention is not necessarily conscious, the theoretical shortcut of using these terms
interchangeably leads him to overlook the important role of ‘unconscious attentional
visual phenomena’ in picture perception. This is, however, very problematic in the
light of the specific fact that parallel literatures from vision science and philosophy
of perception are more and more sharply defining the differences between ‘visual
attention’ and ‘visual consciousness’, the presence of unconscious attention, as well
as their interplay in visual perception.16

If so, our best theory of picture perception and our best answer to the question about
simultaneity have to take into account such a distinction between ‘visual attention’ and
‘visual consciousness’, aswell as the role of unconscious attention in visual perception.
Otherwise, there is the risk of misconstruing the real role that visual attention plays
in constituting the basis of both conscious and unconscious visual processing in gen-
eral and, specifically, during picture perception. Indeed, without a careful distinction
between consciousness and attention, a theory of ‘simultaneous visual consciousness
in picture perception’ will not offer a rigorous account of how visual consciousness,
visual (conscious and unconscious) attention and unconscious visual processing allow
the viewer to really distinguish between UPP and APP.

For this reason, in this article we argue that, when it comes to discussing the role
of visual attention in picture perception, there is still room to offer a more adequate
explanation of the nature of the representational simultaneity at play in both UPP
and in APP, with respect to the most promising theories of picture perception we
have at the moment. Such an explanation provides a more exhaustive and philosophi-
cally satisfying account by explaining the phenomenological peculiarities of pictorial
experience in a way that is more faithful to what vision science taught us about the
mechanisms of visual attention and their relation to the nature of visual consciousness.

In particular, our account of the nature of picture perception acknowledges, to a
full extent, the role of unconscious attentional processes by explaining their relation
with conscious visual processing, thus providing a neater demarcation concerning the
distinction between UPP and APP, with respect to the role attention plays in both the
perception of the surface and of the depicted object.

15 See Nanay (2011), Ferretti (2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b) and Hopkins (2012).
16 For a review see Prinz (2012), Wu (2011), Watzl (2011a, b), Carrasco (2011), Van Boxtel et al. (2010),
Ferretti and Marchi (2020).
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The most important implication of our account is the following. If attention is not
always coupled to consciousness, but it is crucial also for unconscious visual repre-
sentations, the fact that we are not simultaneously consciously visually representing
both the surface and the depicted object does not entail that we are not simultaneously
visually attending to both of them. But this means, in turn, that while consciousness is
not always simultaneously exercised on both the depicted object and the surface, dur-
ing both UPP and APP, attention may indeed be so exercised. Therefore, our account
suggests a new theory of attention in pictorial perception, which starts from Nanay’s
proposal, but moves forward: in our view, the excercise of visual attention cannot be
the unique crucial factor determining the difference between UPP and APP.

Here is the plan for the article. We first discuss Nanay’s view on pictorial attention
in more details (Sect. 2) and analyze its problems (Sect. 3). Then, we propose an
alternative account (Sect. 4) that does not encounter these problems.

2 The received view on pictorial attention

As we mentioned, our primary target in this article is the view advocated by Nanay
(2017). Nanay offers a theory that tries to explain the way visual consciousness and
visual attention operate in picture perception, with respect to the notion of representa-
tional simultaneity described above, and with the ambition of clarifying the nature of
UPP and APP. This proposal is the most recent and comprehensive attempt to address
such problems and, for this reason, we consider it to be the received view on pictorial
attention. As a starting point, such a view provides a perfect critical target for our
discussion.

Nanay’s account includes the idea that, in UPP, we visually represent both the
depicted object and the surface (Nanay 2011: p. 463; 2017 Sect. 2).17 This idea is
accepted in the literature about UPP (cfr. Sect. 1), as it suggests that, in UPP, we
simultaneously visually represent, just in a general sense of visually representing,
which can be conscious or unconscious, both the surface and the depicted object
(Sect. 1). So, this does not entail that we simultaneously consciously see both of them.
Indeed, this notion is accompanied by a specification (see Sect. 2.2): that, (most of
the time) in UPP, we consciously visually represent the depicted object, while we
unconsciously visually represent the surface (2011: p. 463, 2017: Sect. 3; see also
Ferretti 2018a).

This construal of UPP can be defended on several grounds, which we cannot review
in full details here.18 The basic idea is that, most of the time, we indeed are conscious
of the depicted object, while completely ignoring the surface from the point of view of

17 Nanay sometimes uses the notion of ‘awareness’ instead of ‘attention’. This is because he follows the
Wollheimian terminology (1998).
18 For a review see (Nanay 2011, 2015, 2017; Ferretti 2018a, b, 2020a, b). As anticipated (Sect. 1), the idea
that, in UPP, we must visually represent, at least unconsciously, the surface – while consciously seeing the
depicted object—has been recently defended on the basis of the evidence for the perceptual fact that, when
we do not (because we cannot) visually represent the surface, even if unconsciously, we enter the illusion
that the object is present for real motor interaction, as in the case of pictorial illusions à la trompe l’oeil
(for a review see Ferretti 2016c, 2018a, 2018b, 2019, 2020a, b).
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visual consciousness.19One compelling motivation for the claim that, in UPP, we
consciously visually represent the depicted object, while we unconsciously visually
represent the surface, is articulated by Hopkins (2012). According to Hopkins, we do
not consciously visually perceive the surface, along with the conscious perception of
the depicted object, because we can’t, for the pictorial space we perceive is different
from the perceived space occupied by the surface, which is a real space. In this respect,
Hopkins (ibid.) notes that if both these perceptions were simultaneously part of our
visual conscious experience, picture perception would be a very odd experience, in
which several visual-spatial features would clash with each other.20

At this point, according to the received view, and on the basis of its general com-
mittments to the relation between visual attention and visual consciousness, in UPP,
we consciously visually represent and attend to the depicted object, while we uncon-
sciously represent and do not visually attend to the surface. We can summarize these
claims about UPP as follows:

a. We consciously visually represent the depicted object.
b. We visually attend to the depicted object.
c. We unconsciously visually represent the surface.
d. We do not visually attend to the surface.

Importantly, (d) follows from (c), plus the assumption that unconscious visual repre-
sentations do not require attention. As Nanay (2017) explicitly adds, this should not
be problematic, as (p. 166): “Crucially, priming studies show that even unattended
objects (like the gorilla) can prime us (that is, it disposes us to be quicker to recognize
stimuli that have something to do with gorillas Mack and Rock 1998).” We shall focus
on this point and its problems in (Sect. 3, see esp. 3.1). For the moment, let us focus
on APP.

From UPP, APP can be construed by modifying the claims (c) and (d) as follows:

a. We consciously visually represent the depicted object.
b. We visually attend to the depicted object.
c1 We consciously visually represent the surface.
d1 We visually attend to the surface.

Given the above characterization, according to the received view, consciousness and
attention are always coupled, while it seems that unconscious representations do not
need or entail attention (as in UPP). In the next section (see esp. 3.1), we address some
major problems with the received view, precisely stemming from its characterization
concerning the relation between consciousness and attention.

We must acknowledge that Nanay (2016, 2017) endorses a distinction between
focal and distributed attention and suggests that, during APP, focal attention concerns
the depicted object, while distributed attention pertains to the properties of both the
surface and the depicted object. We will discuss this idea below (Sect. 4, see esp.

19 See Levinson (1998), Lopes (1996: 464), see also the analysis by Nanay (2011: 463, 2015a, 2017) and
Ferretti (2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b).
20 See also (Nanay 2017) and (Ferretti 2018a, 2019, 2020a, b) for a discussion.Of course, we can sometimes
be conscious of the surfacewhile patently ignoring, from the point of view of our consciousness, the depicted
object (Nanay 2011; Ferretti 2018a, b). But this is not an interesting case of picture perception.
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Sect. 4.2), and suggest an alternative account of how these characteristics of attention
(its conscious and unconscious nature, its focal and distributed use) are in play in
both UPP and APP in a way that avoids several theoretical problems, we will report,
encountered by Nanay’s proposal. Our alternative account has the merit of being more
in tune with the empirical evidence from vision science, and alsomore philosophically
consistent.

3 Problems for the received view

Here we suggest that a commitment to a broad notion of attention that does not capture
the important relation between visual attention and conscious or unconscious visual
representation is inadequate. Furthermore, as we will show, by focusing on conscious
visual attention exclusively, the received view offers, at best, only a partial theory of
picture perception, which does not fully capture what we know from vision science
and from philosophy of perception.

3.1 The problem of assimilation of visual consciousness and visual attention

As we saw in (Sect. 2), in the received view the difference between APP and UPP
depends on a tight coupling of ‘visual consciousness’ with ‘visual attention’. When
one ‘consciously visually represents’ the depicted object, one, ipso facto, also ‘visually
attends to’ the object. Conversely, when one ‘unconsciously visually represents’ it,
one also ‘lacks visual attention to it’. This commitment determines how we can cash
out the main differences between UPP and APP. Nanay explicitly specifies that he
uses the notions of ‘attention’ and ‘conscious attention’ interchangeably for a simple
reason (2016: p. 474; 2017: Sect. 3): since the debate on the relations between visual
consciousness and visual attention is open at the moment, Nanay claims that he does
not distinguish between ‘attention’ and ‘conscious attention’ because he does not take
any stance on whether attention is necessary and sufficient or, rather, only necessary
for consciousness (2011: footnote 4; 2017: Sect. 2). Furthermore, in his writings on
pictorial perception and aesthetics, Nanay recognizes the presence of unconscious
attention, but does not refer to unconscious attention when analyzing the nature and
the differences between UPP and APP, as he states that it is conscious attention that
plays a crucial role in his account of (pictorial and non-pictorial) aesthetic experience.
So, though the presence of unconscious attention is recognized in his writings, Nanay
does not seem to admit any distinctive role for it in picture perception, when explaining
the difference between APP and UPP (we will get back to a critical examination of
Nanay’s use of these notions with respect to our new account and its technical details
in Sect. 4, see esp. Sect. 4.2).21

21 A few additional clarifications about Nanay’s position on unconscious attention and about the fact that he
focuses on conscious attention. He writes: “I need to emphasize that what I mean by attention is conscious
attention. This is not to deny (or endorse) that attention can be unconscious, but it is conscious distributed
attention that I take to be an important feature of the aesthetic domain” (2015b: footnote 6). And: “I need to
emphasize that what I mean by attention here and throughout the book is conscious attention. This is very
different from the way I have been using the concept of attention in my work in philosophy of perception,
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However, as we shall see, this is problematic in the light of empirical results
from vision science. Indeed, though the debate concerning the relations between
visual attention and visual consciousness is open, there is plenty of evidence that
both conscious and unconscious forms of attention play a significant role in one’s
visual economy, including, as we shall see, the visual representation and appreciation
of pictures, something rarely addressed in the literature. This means that also uncon-
scious attention plays a crucial role in visual processing.We need to focusmore slowly
on this point.

The nature and scope of attentional processes has raised a long-running and intense
debate. Different models have been proposed aimed at explaining how attention
unfolds, what sort of process it is, and where in the hierarchy of cognitive and percep-
tual processing it should be located. Recent research has focused on different aspects
of attention and has highlighted that various kinds of inputs and tasks can capture a
subject’s attentional resources (Carrasco 2011: Sect. 1). The kinds of attention that are
most widely discussed include, among others, spatial attention, feature-based atten-
tion and object-based attention (Chun et al. 2011). The evidence about a multiplicity
of attentional phenomena points to a gradual notion of attention, i.e. a process that can
be directed to various targets, and located at different stages of cognitive processing.

That said, it is widely accepted in the empirical literature that both conscious and
unconscious visual processing require visual attention. The most fundamental reason
for accepting such a claim is that human cognition is implemented in a system, the
brain, with limited processing resources. As a matter of fact, we know that neural
processing has high metabolic costs (Kastner and Ungerleider 2001; Lennie 2003).
For this reason, our visual brain needs to be selective toward what it processes, at all
stages of processing, at any given time. Researchers have identified the function of
attention with the required selection process that filters out information that is deemed
not relevant for the system’s current task, in order to spare resources (Carrasco 2011;
Sect. 2; Watzl 2011a). In other words, attention is often taken to be a mean by which
the system optimizes allocation of its limited resources.

This idea has inspired prominent theories of attention such as the early filter
view (Broadbent 1958), the late selection view (Deutsch and Deutsch 1963) and,
more recently, the biased-competition view (Desimone and Duncan 1995; Duncan
1998, 2006). Thinking of attention as resource optimization in a system with limited

Footnote 21 continued
where I allow for unconscious attention (...). I do hold that attention can be conscious or unconscious, but I
take conscious distributed attention to be an important feature of the aesthetic domain” (2016: footnote 10).
The references to unconscious attention do not suggest that it plays any relevant role in UPP or APP, as,
again, the main target is conscious attention: “[…] attending to a property of an object triggers unconscious
attention to other properties of the same object. But what is at stake in the fourfold distinction I made in the
main text is conscious attention. While unconscious attention does, as a matter of course, spread to a large
number of the properties of the perceived object, we have no reason to believe that conscious attention does”
(2016: footnote 13). And even when Nanay recognizes the notion that unconscious perception can rely on
unconscious attention, which he takes, however, to be a rather controversial view, he does not consider the
importance of unconscious attention for unconscious visual processing during picture perception: “I am
assuming in this discussion that ‘seeing’ here is understood as conscious seeing. I myself am committed
to the view that even unconscious perception is systematically influenced by the unconscious allocation of
attention, but I am not relying on this (somewhat controversial) view here. I take the claim that conscious
perceptual experience depends systematically on the conscious allocation of attention to be not controversial
at all (at least not since the inattentional blindness experiments)” (2016: footnote 7).
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resources is compatible with the evidence of a multiplicity of attentional mechanisms
at different stages of cognitive processing and with different selection-targets. If one
considers that the metabolic costs of neural computation remain high throughout the
system, it follows that a selection or optimization mechanism could be in place at
virtually every stage of processing that occurs in that system (West et al. 2011; Mather
and Sutherland 2011; Duncan 2006). This idea is widely accepted in psychological
research and suggests that—and this is crucial for the point made in this article—what
is not selected by visual attention is not fully processed, or, otherwise the required
resources would not be spared (Chun et al. 2011).

If, following the above considerations, visual attention is conceived as resource
optimization, we may motivate the following two assumptions:

1. In a systemwith generally limited processing resources, such as the human (visual)
brain, attentional mechanisms are required at virtually all stages of processing.

2. Whatever potential target or property of a target (e.g. spatial location, object fea-
tures, etc.) is not selected by visual attention, is not fully processed by the visual
system.

For the purposes of this article, from these two assumptions we can derive that visual
representations require attentional selection mechanisms at every stage.

As we noted, assumption (2) is in line with the tenets of much recent research on
attention. However, it is hard to find conclusive empirical evidence that what is not
visually attended is not visually processed. At the end of this section, we discuss an
experiment on inattentional-blindness that clearly supports this point. For themoment,
let us highlight that our second assumption stems from the theoretical considerations
we offered above on the resource limitations of the system. Since processing resources
are limited, the cognitive system has to be selective toward what is currently processed
andwhat is not.22 To give a concrete example, the prominent biased-competitionmodel
of attention originates form the observation that functional units of the neuronal system
respond preferentially to only one stimulus when two or more stimuli fall into their
receptive field (Desimone and Duncan 1995). Attentional processes have the role of
performing this selection at every stage of the cognitive architecture. This clearly
supports assumption (2). Furthermore, if it is indeed hard to find empirical evidence
that ‘what is not visually attended is not visually processed’, the same difficulties hold
in finding evidence showing that ‘what is visually processed is not attended’.

In this respect, an important additional distinction, to be made here in line with the
psychological literature, is the distinction between top-down and bottom-up attention,
often referred to as endogenous and exogenous attention respectively (Chun et al.
2011). The notion of top-down (endogenous) attention typically refers to a selection
that is operated according to the subject’s goals and task demands. Bottom-up (exoge-
nous) attention is, instead, typically used to refer to attention driven by properties of the

22 This is not to say that attention may be devoted only to one visual item at a time (object, property, spatial
location, etc.). Several items could be concurrently selected and allocated processing resources to different
degrees. This adds a modulatory role to attention on top of its selective role. However, under the resource
limitation assumption, it is still plausible to hold that what is not selected at all is not processed at all.
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stimulus.23 Crucially for our argument, the contention that visual processing requires
attention clearly suggests that attention of either kind is necessary for a stimulus
to be fully processed, and this holds at any level of visual processing. The distinc-
tion between top-down and bottom-up attention, however, does not directly map onto
the distinction between conscious and unconscious attention. Indeed, while bottom-
up attention is typically thought to work unconsciously and automatically, top-down
attention need not always be voluntary and conscious.24 We believe that attention of
both kinds is generally involved in both UPP and APP.

With this distinction in place, one might think that, for what concerns UPP and
APP, since the stimulus remains the same, the difference between the two is mainly a
difference in top-down attention. In this respect, concerning the relationship between
attention and consciousness, a point on which we shall return shortly, it has been
claimed that consciousness may arise in the absence of top-down attention. This raises
a worry for our proposal: plausibly, being visually conscious of x implies that x is
visually processed. But, if this can happen in the absence of top-down attention, our
assumption would be untenable, with respect to the kind of attention relevant for the
present discussion.25

However, this is not the whole story. Van Boxtel et al. (2010) offer a review of
the main line of evidence that there could be (visual) consciousness in the absence of
top-down attention. The evidence they report is mainly related to so called ‘dual-task
paradigms’ in which a subject’s spatial attention is cued to the fixation point within
a cognitively demanding task. A target stimulus is presented in the periphery. The
subject is typically asked to report about some properties of the peripheral stimulus,
e.g. gender, orientation or colour. If the performance of the subject in discriminating
the peripheral stimulus is not impaired by the central task, it is then possible to claim
that the peripheral stimulus is visually processed and consciously perceived in the
absence of attention.

However, what has to be noted here is that these authors are careful in speaking
of near absence of attention to the peripheral stimulus in the dual task paradigm,
rather than of complete absence. Indeed, the authors are clearly aware that alternative
explanations are available. A very reasonable one is that the central task does not
exhaust attentional resources, some of which may still be allocated to the peripheral
stimulus. Furthermore, it is the case that different types of attention (e.g. feature-

23 This strict dichotomy has recently been challenged (see, for example, Belopolsky and Thewes, 2012;
Thewes, 2019). However, we shall accept it here for the sake of the argument and because it is still widely
accepted in psychology.
24 For example, in their famous experiment on blindsight, Kentridge et al. (1999, experiment c) showed
that performance in a visual target detection task would improve for a blindsight subject when presented
with an unconscious peripheral cue (i.e. in the blind-field) that would reliably appear at the opposite location
from the target, of which the subject was informed. Since the cue would not appear at the same location
of the target, the performance increase cannot plausibly be interpreted as an effect of exogenous attention
to a spatial location, but rather as an effect of endogenous attention driven by the subject’s knowledge of
the cue-location likelihood. This clearly shows that unconscious top-down attentional cues can speed up
detection performance, and that top-down attention need not be conscious.
25 We are grateful to an anonymous referee for asking to technically consider these aspects of attention.
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based) may be allocated to the periphery.26 Thus, empirical evidence of consciousness
in the near absence of top-down attention does not suffice to undermine our second
assumption and, ipso facto, does not represent a problem for our analysis of UPP and
APP.

As a further note on this point, van Boxtel et al. (2010) also report evidence of
top-down attention in the absence of consciousness (on top of the already discussed
evidence for consciousness in the near absence of attention). This implies that, even
if the main difference between UPP and APP is a difference in top-down attention, it
can still be a difference in unconscious top-down attention.

Now, we agree with Nanay that the matter of the relationship between attention
and consciousness is far too wide and controversial to be treated properly in a single
article. However, we can still point out that the view that attention is required at all
stages of visual processing is in principle compatible with most stances about the
relation between attention and consciousness, albeit with different consequences. If
attention is necessary and sufficient for consciousness,27 which is the strongest and
most radical among the available positions, what follows from the attentional resource-
optimization view outlined above is that every stage of visual processing that requires
optimization underlies a conscious state. This view may be considered implausible on
several grounds, but there is no inconsistency between the optimization view and the
necessity and sufficiency view.

A fortiori, there are no inconsistencies between the optimization view and weaker
stances on the relation between attention and consciousness. If attention is sufficient
but not necessary for consciousness, then the same conclusion as before follows:
consciousness embraces each stage of the visual processing hierarchy in which opti-
mization is required. However, on this view, the notion that in systems with unlimited
resources consciousness may arise without attention is left open. If attention is neces-
sary but not sufficient for consciousness, from the optimization view it follows that, in
the human brain, something other than attention is required to determine at which pro-
cessing stages consciousness actually arises. In this article, we endorse the latter view,
which is supported by studies on blindsight (Kentridge 2004; Kentridge et al. 2008)
inattentional blindness (Simons and Chabris 1999) and hemispatial neglect (Driver
and Vuilleumier 2001).

On this point, Bressan and Pizzighello (2007) performed a series of five experiment
finding, in linewith other inattentional blindness studies, that, if engaged in an attention
demanding task (e.g. counting the “bounces” of white letters off the borders of a
screen), the majority of subjects fail to notice an irrelevant object presented in a
display. However, when such an object is present, even if not consciously perceived,
performance in the attention-demanding task is reduced. This suggests that attentional

26 Jennings (2015) also expresses similar worries about extant evidence of consciousness in the absence
of attention, for gist perception, imagistic consciousness and phenomenal consciousness. However, she
suggests a form of consciousness, conscious entrainment, which can happen in the absence of top-down
attention. We believe that there are ways to resist the claim that conscious entrainment requires no attention,
as it may instead involve an automatization of attentional patterns or attentional habit (Jiang and Sisk, 2019).
That said, further discussion of specific aspects of this debate would be beyond the scope of the present
paper. The considerations we offered should suffice, for the purposes of the present article, to defuse the
worry about the possibility of having any consciousness without attention.
27 As held, for example, by Prinz (2012).
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resources are indeed limited, in line with the optimization view, and that some of them
are still allocated to the non-consciously perceived object, which despite not surfacing
to consciousness, has an impact on the concurrent attention-demanding task. This
brings us back to the point concerning the possibility of visual representation without
attention. Nanay (2017. p. 166) uses inattentional blindness to motivate the claim that
vision can occur in the absence of attention, since a subjectmaybe primedby a stimulus
that is not consciously perceivedwhen attention is engaged in a different task.However,
the experiment we have just presented suggests a different interpretation. Indeed, the
stimulus appears to be visually processed by the subject, as it exerts a priming effect.
But this is so because some attentional processing resources are detracted from the
central task, which is clearly shown by the performance interference. Finally, this
seems not to be enough to make the stimulus conscious, this being in line with the
necessity, but not sufficiency, of attention for consciousness.28

Research on attention, as we have seen, suggests that both conscious and uncon-
scious visual processing compete for the same attentional resources. If this is correct,
then there are serious reasons to doubt that in UPP we do not visually attend to the sur-
face (Sect. 2). At the very least, thus, the proponent of the received view has to offer
additional support for the claim that there is no (unconscious top-down) attention
exercised on the surface in UPP. Otherwise (d) cannot be convincingly maintained
anymore. But if one abandons (d), the distinction between UPP and APP becomes
weaker, as in both of them we are committed to (d1): we attend to the surface. Thus,
the distinction rests only on the difference between (c) and (c1). As we shall see, the
difference would be that, in UPP, we unconsciously visually represent the surface,
while in APP we consciously visually represent the surface. Having that said, as we
will proposewith important specifications, it is possible to show that in both of themwe
attend to the surface, but stating that we unconsciosly attend to the surface in UPP,
while consciously attending to the surface in APP. We will come back to this point in
(Sect. 4). Before doing so, we need to address another problem for the Received View.

3.2 The problem of an odd visual experience in APP

As we saw, the received view endorses a special equation between consciousness and
attention. The account also seems to embrace Hopkins’ view and the related worries
about conscious simultaneity (cfr. Sect. 2) and, thus, it wants to avoid the problems
related to the claim about simultaneity of visual consciousness of both the surface and
the depicted object (Nanay 2017: Sect. 2).

An important point is the following: Hopkins (2012) only talks about the notion of
‘visual experience’. And it is reasonable to suppose that whatHopkins has inmind, like
most philosophers, is ‘conscious visual experience’, i.e. visual consciousness—and,
arguably, not attention, which is never mentioned. In this respect, Nanay observes

28 The view that attention is necessary but not sufficient for consciousness has the advantage of allowing for
a constraint on the scope of consciousness in the processing hierarchy, which seems plausible when taking
into consideration both neurophysiological and behavioral data (Koch, 2004; Boyer et al. 2005), as well
as evidence related on introspection (e.g. disaggregated object features processed at early levels of visual
processing do not seem to figure among the introspectively available contents of conscious experience).
See also (Jackendoff 1987; Prinz 2012).
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that Hopkins’ worry holds only if by ‘seeing’ we mean ‘having visual experience’,
this being equated with ‘having visual consciousness’ But in the received view, visual
consciousness is equated to visual attention, to ‘visually attending to’ (Ibid.). Thus, if
consciousness and attention are equated, Hopkins’s worry arises with ‘simultaneous
visual attention’, this being equated to ‘simultaneous visual consciousness’.

For this reason, the received view holds that, during UPP, we consciously visually
experience and attend to the depicted object, while unconsciously seeing the surface,
this implying exercising no attention on it (cfr. Sect. 2). Indeed, according to the
received view, there seems tobeno simultaneous consciousness, or conscious attention,
during UPP:

if we are simultaneously attending to both the depicted scene and the picture’s
surface, then there seems to be something contradictory or disjoint about our
simultaneous experience of both of these. But, crucially, this objection does not
apply if pictorial twofoldness is understood not as simultaneous attention, but
as simultaneous (conscious or unconscious) representations (Nanay 2015a, 192;
see also 2017: Sect. 2).

This move apparently saves Nanay’s account from Hopkins’ argument. Why appar-
ently? Because in the same pages in which Nanay considers the objection to UPP and,
indeed, also tries to take into account it when analyzing UPP, he does not consider,
however, this problem when analyzing APP. Indeed, he points out that:

We have seen that one way of making the proposal about simultaneous seeing
work when it comes to understanding picture perception (not appreciation) is to
bring in the concept of attention and to argue that while we do simultaneously
see both the surface and the depicted scene, we do not simultaneously attend
to both— we are only attending to the latter. But those special cases in which
we are aesthetically appreciating pictures are different. Then, in addition to
simultaneously seeing both the surface and the depicted scene, we also attend to
the surface and the depicted scene simultaneously. Each time we see something
in a picture, we see both the surface and the depicted scene. We can attend to
either—although we normally attend to the latter only. But we can direct our
attention to the picture surface as well as to the relation between the two. And
this is what happens when we appreciate pictures aesthetically. The aesthetic
appreciation of pictures is a form of picture perception where our attention is
exercised in a special manner. (Nanay 2017: p. 7).

The conclusion is that, following the received view, UPP is different from APP in that,
“in order to appreciate a picture aesthetically, one needs to exercise twofold attention:
attending to both the picture surface and the depicted object” (2017: p. 8), as we
reported in (Sect. 2).

The shrewd reader may note, however, that such a construction of APP constitutes
another problem for the received view, precisely in the light of Hopkins’ point (cfr.
Sect. 2): ‘simultaneous visual attention’, this being equated, by the received view, to
‘simultaneous visual consciousness’ to both the depicted object and the surface, during
APP, would lead to an odd visual experience. This means that, if we enter such a
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simultaneity during APP, then APP should lead to an odd visual experience—we’ll
come back to this point more carefully in (Sect. 4).

Since, as noted, whenNanay talks about ‘simultaneous attention’, hemeans ‘simul-
taneous conscious attention’, as ‘attention’ and ‘consciousness’ are equated, the
received view cannot hold, at the same time, (i) that Hopkins is right in denying
simultaneity of conscious visual experience, and, thus of visual attention to, both the
surface and the depicted object inUPP, and (ii) that we simultaneously attend to both of
them in APP, this implying, contra Hopkins, that we simultaneously consciously visu-
ally experience (and attend to) both of them in this second case. If so, the received
view falls prey of the problem raised by Hopkins (2012) about the ‘oddity’ of visual
experience, arising from the commitment to ‘simultaneous visual attention’, which is
equated to ‘simultaneous visual consciousness’, when it comes to a definition of APP.

In the next section, we offer an alternative account that is capable of facing the two
problems afflicting the received view outlined in this section.

4 Beyond the received view

We saw that Nanay’s account faces two main problems, which are related.

1. Both conscious and unconscious visual processing require attention. This is a
problem for the definition ofUPP, aswell as for accurately describing the difference
between APP and UPP (Sect. 3.1).

2. The problem of oddity in ‘simultaneous visual consciousness’ raised by Hopkins
(Sect. 3.2), concerning the explanation of APP.

Here we offer an account that does not face these problems. Let us start with (1).

4.1 Attention, consciousness and UPP

In (Sect. 3.1), we saw that attention is always involved in both conscious and uncon-
scious visual processing and that this is a problem for the received view. Indeed, there
are several reasons to seriously doubt that, in UPP, (d) is the case, i.e. that we do not
visually attend to the surface (Sect. 2). At this point, the definition of UPP can be
renewed.

Indeed, the reader should note that we accept the idea about simultaneity proposed
by the received view, and the literature (Sect. 2), that in UPP we consciously see the
depicted object while we do not need to consciously see the surface. However, drawing
on evidence that both conscious and unconscious visual processing require attention,
we propose a complementary view concerning the role played by attention in picture
perception, which, differently from the received view, posits a role for visual attention
even in UPP. The view we obtain is the following.

In UPP, we always need to have visual attention attuned to both the surface and
the depicted object, even if only the latter is consciously visually perceived and
attended, while the former is attended, but unconsciously visually perceived (i.e. it
is unconsciously attended). We can go more slowly on this point. First:
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(i) Both conscious and unconscious visual representations require visual atten-
tion—from (Sect. 3.1).

Second, in UPP:

(ii) We consciously visually represent the depicted object – in line with the received
view, from (Sect. 2).

And:

(iii) We visually represent, unconsciously, the surface—(c), from (Sect. 2).

From the conjunction of these three points, we have that, contra the received view, in
UPP:

(iv) We visually attend to both the depicted object and the surface. However, only the
former is consciously visually represented. The latter is unconsciously visually
represented. In other words, we consciously see and attend to the depicted object,
while we unconsciously see and attend to the surface.

We saw that (ii) and (iii) are accepted by the received view, as well as in the literature
on UPP, and are compatible with the results from vision science. So, as the reader
can see, (i) sets the first difference between our view and Nanay’s. If (i) is true, as
suggested by research on attention (Sect. 3.1), then it implies the falsity of (d) and,
thus, of the received view’s construal of UPP.29

Aswe saw, (Sect. 3.1), the rejection of (d) leads to the conclusion that the distinction
between UPP and APP is weaker. Indeed, in both of them, we are committed to (d1):
we attend to the surface. Thus, the difference between APP and UPP rests only on
the difference between (c)—i.e. we unconsciously visually represent the surface—and
(c1)—we consciously visually represent the surface. In other words, the difference is
the following: in UPP, we unconsciously visually represent the surface, while in APP
we consciously visually represent the surface.

At this point, one may argue that, while our move includes the results from vision
science in our philosophical theory of picture perception, as to avoid (d) in the light
of (i), and this leads to a renewal of the definition of UPP, we still need to describe
our committment to the idea that, in APP, we consciously visually represent both the
depicted object and the surface. Indeed, this is a problem in the light of Hopkins’
objection, which constitutes a serious shortcoming of the received view, and which
a new theory should be able to overcome. In the next section, we suggest how our
account can avoid this problem.

29 We need to acknowledge that, for its philosophical purposes, the received view exemplified by Nanay’s
book (2016) explicitly focuses on conscious attention, without addressing the role of unconscious attention
in picture perception. His article follows this methodological stance (2017) as well. That said, and though
we are not against this methodological decision, it remains true that not considering the role and the nature
of unconscious attention in picture perception rules out several important differences between the APP and
UPP. Thus, it seems we cannot avoid taking unconscious attention into consideration. Starting fromNanay’s
account, and being aware of these considerations, our move wants to fill the gap concerning the presence
of unconscious attention and its peculiar role in picture perception.
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4.2 Why APP is not odd

We suggested that vision always requires attention. Thus, ipso facto, and contra the
received view, in UPP, as well as in APP, the visual representation of the surface
always requires attention. However, as anticipated in (Sect. 3.2), another problem for
the received view is to account for APP without falling victim of Hopkins’ objection.
Since our renewal of the notion of UPP does not free us from this problem, as, from
the received view we inherit the idea that, in APP, we consciously visually represent
both the depicted object and the surface, here we need to explain how our account can
overcome this problem of accurately defining the nature of APP without falling prey
to Hopkins’ objection.

We have proposed to distinguish between visual attention and visual consciousness.
We have also assessed the way in which attention is responsible for both conscious
and unconscious visual representations. But this is not the whole story, if we aim to
meticulously follow what vision science has taught us about the mechanisms of atten-
tion. We can, indeed, further distinguish between two kinds of visual attention: focal
and distributed attention. Both these forms of visual attention can be conscious. We
already introduced the widespread assumption that attention optimizes the allocation
of limited processing resources (Sect. 3.1). Now, these resources can be allocated to
the same visual object, as well as to several visual objects in the visual field. In case of
all resources devoted to only one object, attention is focal. In case of resources devoted
to several different objects, attention is distributed (De Brigard and Prinz 2009; Cohen
and Dennett 2011; Eriksen and Hoffman 1972; see also Ferretti and Marchi 2020).
However, and crucially for the point at stake in this paper, visual attention can be
focused on one property or distributed to several properties of the same or different
objects - as also Nanay (2015b) recognizes.

If so, it follows that focal and distributed attention can be both in play during the
samevisual experience, andflowseamlessly into one another. Tounderstand how, think
about fireworks. Before the show starts, the spectator is looking and visually attending
to an extended and roughly delimited spatial location. In this case, attention is dis-
tributed to the whole area. Once the show starts, however, single shots will initially be
fired and the visual attention devoted to each of them will be focal. Towards the end of
the show, multiple shots will be fired at the same time and visual attention will, again,
be distributed to several of them at the same time. In this example, visual attention
optimizes allocation of resources in a different manner: firstly, to an entire extended
spatial location; secondly, to individual items at that location; thirdly, to multiple items
at that location. Given the limited processing resources constraint (Sect. 3.1), change
in optimization will correspond to changes in visual resolution and detail in the three
conditions.

Accordingly, we know that, in distributed attention, targets are detected or experi-
enced in less rich details or resolution (Cohen and Dennett 2011), whereas in certain
cases of focal attention, very salient targets that are outside of the focus are not even
detected (Simons and Chabris 1999). Furthermore, a crucial thing to note is that, in
distributed attention, it is not the case that limited resources must always be distributed
equally among all the targets of attention. Even if attention is distributed to more than
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one object, or property, some of these objects, or properties, may still be experienced
in greater resolution. How does this further analysis of visual attention apply to our
definition of APP in a way that leads us to overcome Hopkins’ problem?Well, we just
need to add more details to the notion of visual attention we are coupling to visual
consciousness.

We saw that simultaneous visual consciousness of both the surface and the depicted
object would lead to an odd visual experience, according to Hopkins’ worry. Should
we give up with the idea that, in APP, we consciously attend to both the surface and
the depicted object (as one might argue that this could give rise to an odd visual
experience), or is there a way for us to maintain it without problems? We think that
the distinction between distributed and focal attention can help us to maintain such a
definition of APP, while also permitting to avoid Hopkins’ worry. And this constitutes
a big advantage of our account.

As we saw in (Sect. 3.2), Hopkins talks about simultaneous visual experience.
So, neither he mentions any form of visual attention, nor he mentions any degree of
visual consciousness. Here is, then, a more accurate description of APP. In the case
of APP, it is possible to simultaneously consciously attend to both the surface and to
the depicted object. But, crucially, this is possible only if the visual attention we are
talking about is distributed conscious attention. Of course, in this case, the resolution
of conscious visual experience is slightly degraded. This is due to the limited capacities
of attentional resources. However, this is what opens to a crucial perceptual possibility
in the case of APP (Nanay 2017: p. 7, see also Sects. 3 and 4): consciously attending
not only to the depicted object and the surface, but also to the relation between the
two (Sect. 3.2). This is consistent with the idea that, indeed, in the case of APP, there
is a special attunement of our visual system to the two components of the picture, the
depicted object and the surface, which is not normally achieved in UPP.

This special attunement is given by the fact that distributed conscious attention
relates to both the surface and the depicted object. Why such an attunement does not
lead to an odd visual experience? This is precisely because, inAPP, conscious attention
is distributed, not focal.30 And this is perfectly in line with the idea by Hopkins
that we cannot really have a full conscious visual experience of both the surface and
the depicted object, with respect to their different spatial properties. And this is because
we cannot have conscious focal attention attuned to both. Therefore, simultaneous
visual consciousness of both the depicted object and the surface would lead to an odd
visual experience of overlapping visual-spatial features only if we are talking about
‘simultaneous conscious focal attention’. But this cannot happen because what we can
rely on is, at best, distributed conscious attention.

It isworth noting that conscious focal attention can alternate between the surface and
the depicted object. And, in this case, there is no lack of resolution, as conscious focal
attention can be exercised on one target at a given time, and not simultaneously. Again,
the possibility of relying on conscious focal attention simultaneously attuned to both
the surface and the depicted object, would lead us to have an odd visual experience, as
suggested by Hopkins. However, we never enter such an odd visual experience—we

30 This point demarcates our view from Nanay’s one (2016), who also talks about distributed attention,
but acknowledges that attention can be both focused and distributed at the same time, which we exclude.
Further discussion below.
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cannot even try to do so—because this is not possible given to resource limitations at
the basis of our visual attentional processes.31 This is also in line with the fact that, in
APP, we can visually experience the depicted object that is encoded within the surface,
as well as perceptually appreciate that its visual attributes are related to the properties
of the design as design. In this case, thus, not only do we see the surface, but we also
enter design-seeing: we appreciate the properties of the surface that are responsible for
the way in which the depicted object is (re-)presented. In this respect, mere surface-
seeing permits the viewer to enter UPP and, thus, not to fool one about the object’s real
presence (for a review of this point, see Ferretti 2016c, 2018a, b, 2020a). This is in line
with the fact that mere surface seeing can be unconscious (Nanay 2010b, 2011, 2017;
Lopes 2005; Voltolini 2013; Hopkins 2010; Ferretti 2016c, 2018a, 2018b, 2020a, b).
However, design-seeing permits to enter APP and to appreciate the relation between
the design properties from which the pictorial properties of the depiction emerge, or
are visually encoded (Nanay 2010b, 2011, 2017; Lopes 2005; Voltolini 2013; Hopkins
2010; Ferretti 2018a).

So, our theory of visual attention in pictorial perception is safe, as, thanks to the
possibility of invoking the role played by conscious distributed attention, we can
explain why it is that we do not enter a disjointed and odd visual experience in APP.
Furthermore, such a form of visual attention also allows us to appreciate, in APP, how
the visual characteristics of the depicted object emerge from those pertaining to the
surface.

Summing up, our explanation of the difference between conscious focal and dis-
tributed attention allows us to maintain the definition of APP according to which,
differently from the UPP, we consciously attend to both the surface and the depicted
object, while, at the same time, avoiding Hopkins’ worry: in APP we can only have
simultaneous distributed conscious attention exercised on the surface and the depicted
object. If so, our account also explains why Hopkins’ worry is confirmed by vision
science.

But there is another important point. We introduced the venerable dispute between
Wollheim (1987, 1980, 1998), who defended the idea of simultaneity, and Gombrich
(1960), who argued for the alternation of these visual states, as well as the way
such a debate has been pushed even further in contemporary reflections on picture
perception.32 In this respect, our definition of APP paves the road for a renewal of
the debate between alternation and simultaneity. We now see that alternation and
simultaneity are not just about ‘seeing’ in general terms (Sect. 2), as well as that
they are not only about ‘consciousness’ in general terms (Ibid.). They can be, more
specifically, about visual attention. In particular, about how visually attention can be
distributed or focal. This deepens our story about pictorial perception, explaining how

31 Recall that it has been recently suggested that, in line with the view that, in UPP, wemust simultaneously
visually represent both the surface and the depicted object, but we do not consciously see both of them: we
can either consciously see the depicted object while unconsciously seeing the surface, or consciously see the
surface, while unconsciously seeing the depicted object (for recent reviews see, Ferretti 2018a, b, 2020a).
Our account can extend this view by suggesting that, in APP, we can exercise not only consciousness in
general, but conscious focal attention only on one of these two components of the picture at a given time.
32 Cfr. footnote 8.
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its nature is much more complex, and describing simultaneity in a more accurate and
technical manner.

Now, as anticipated (Sect. 3.1), we must acknowledge that the distinction between
focal and distributed attention is already present in the received view. Nanay (2016)
argues that, in pictorial experiences, attention is focused on one object and distributed
to several properties of that object,33 for focal attention concerns the depicted object,
while attention pertains to the properties of the surface. However, our account is bene-
ficial because it points out something about pictorial attention which is not mentioned
in Nanay’s account, and which is crucial for having a coherent account of APP and
UPP. Let us go more slowly on this.

First, Nanay does not aim to offer a comprehensive account that explains the relation
between conscious and unconscious visual attention, as well as of the relation between
focal and distributed attention, when it comes to defining the difference between UPP
andAPP. This is, however, whatwe aim to do here. Indeed,Nanay does not focus on the
role of unconscious attention in pictorial perception, and despite his mention of both
focal and distributed attention, his account heavily relies on the notion of conscious
attention, and in particular of conscious distributed attention, not focal (cfr. the quotes
reported in fn 21). This makes his account very different from the theory proposed in
the present paper.

Second, Nanay does not explicitly apply the distinction between focal and dis-
tributed attention as a solution to Hopkins’ worry, as we do here—thus, his account
falls prey of this big problem.

Furthermore, it is not the case that, as suggested by Nanay, in APP we have focal
attention exercised on the depicted object and distributed attention exercised on the
surface. Indeed, once we have distributed attention to one visual scene (object plus
surface) we cannot have, at the same time, focal attention on a special portion of
it. Conversely, when we have focal attention, we cannot have distributed attention
exercised on other parts of the scene. Curiously, this latter point seems to be supported
by findings reported by Nanay himself (2015b: p. 21) about different looking patterns
on the same images between advanced art-school students and artistically untrained
subjects: experts have much more distributed attention when looking at pictures when
compared to naïve observers (Vogt and Magnussen 2007). The idea that such results
show a subject’s attentional deployment is controversial, as Nanay himself notices.
Attention can be exerted covertly, i.e. without moving one’s eyes, and these results
are, at most, relevant to a subject’s overt attentional pattern. Furthermore, it is not
clear whether these patterns really reflect aesthetic vs. non-aesthetic experience of
the picture. But assuming, for the sake of the argument, that a subject’s attentional
pattern, related to aesthetic experience, is really reflected in these measurements, the
significantly different looking patterns, where the naïve observer’s pattern is limited

33 Nanay basically defends the claims about APP exposed in his (2015b) and in his (2017a) even in his new
book (2017b, see Sect. 3, esp. Sect. 3.4). Note that someone has recently criticized Nanay’s general view
about aesthetic attention (Fazekas 2016). However, this critic does not aim to take into account Nanay’s
theory of depiction. Differently, here we just aim to propose our view about the importance of unconscious
attention in picture perception and, ipso facto, we suggest how we should conceive the difference between
normal and aesthetic pictorial experience. But this is not in contrast with Nanay’s overall view of aesthetic
experience.
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to a small portion of the image and the expert’s pattern covers most of the image,
strongly supports the view that attention is either focal or distributed.

So, here we propose that, in APP, one only has distributed attention exercised
on both the surface and the depicted object. This point differentiates our view from
Nanay’s one.While the amount of resources that are ‘distributed’ to the surface and the
depicted object may be different, in APP one target, namely the depicted object, can
still be visually experienced in greater resolution then the surface. However, neither
will be experienced with the same resolution as when focal attention is deployed to
one or the other. This is in line with Nanay’s (2010a) earlier view about visual attention
modulating the degree of determination of the properties we visually perceive.

Summing up, even if the distinction between distributed and focal attention and
its role in aesthetic experience is already partly addressed by the received view, some
aspects of the relation between focal and distributed attention were not clear at all,
and such a distinction was not employed as a possible solution to the problem of the
odd visual-experience raised by Hopkins. In this respect, our view takes into account
these two points and, in doing so, it offers a new theory of pictorial attention, which
represents an improved version of the received view, and which is now completely
immune to these problems.

We want to conclude by discussing how our proposal that in UPP one is always
deploying unconscious attention to the surface may be further supported. First, it has
been suggested that visual attention has the role of guiding action (Wu 2011; Watzl
2011a, b). Second, as we have seen, in UPP we need to visually represent, at least
unconsciously, the surface as an object for motor interaction, because, when we can-
not visually track the presence of the surface, we are fooled, at the conscious level,
that the depicted object is a present object we can interact with, as in the case of
trompe l’oeil pictorial illusions (we do not discuss this case here, for a philosophi-
cal review see Ferretti 2016b, 2017b, 2018a, b, 2019, 2020a, b; Briscoe 2016 2018; see
also Vishwanath 2011, 2014, Vishwanath and Hibbard 2010, 2013). This is because
the unconscious perception of the surface can modulate our conscious perception of
the depicted object (Nanay 2017; Sect. 2; Ferretti 2016b, 2017b, 2018a, b, 2020a, b).
If we couple this second notion with the first point that visual attention has the role to
guide action and with the claim that all visual processing needs attention, we cash out
the idea that unconscious visual attention is crucial for us to visually represent, at least
unconsciously, the surface as an object for motor interaction. Without unconscious
attention, we would fall into the pictorial illusion of presence of the depicted object,
as in the case of trompe l’oeils.

Second, our view permits to avoid what is called the ‘refrigerator light illusion’
also in the case of picture perception. According to the ‘refrigerator light illusion’,
“we are mislead, because we become conscious of something as soon as we focus
on it, just like someone might naively think that the refrigerator light is always on
because it is on as soon as he looks” (Watzl 2011b: p. 723). Accordingly, in picture
perception, we think that we visually consciously attend to the surface only when
we are visually conscious of it. But, as we suggested, this is not the case: we always
project our unconscious visual attention onto the surface. Thus while we do not always
need to simultaneously visually experience the depicted object and the surface at the
same time, during picture perception, we can divide our visual attention between them
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(see also Briscoe 2018: 76; Voltolini 2013, 2015 for a similar point) All this seems
to suggest that our claim that even UPP needs visual attention exercised on both the
surface and the depicted object is a crucial claim about the nature of UPP. A claim not
considered by Nanay, but that can still be in tune with his account.

5 Conclusion

We discussed the received view on picture perception and its problems. The two basic
problems encountered by the received view are the following: such a view does not
adequately consider the role of unconscious attention in picture perception, and it
does not explain how we can reach APP without entering an odd visual experience,
as described by Hopkins.

We proposed an alternative account capable of overcoming these two problems.
For this reason, our account is beneficial for the current debate on picture perception,
as it offers a new perspective on pictorial attention. Our theory, indeed, is the first
which, at once, (a) explains the complete role of visual attention (and makes justice to
the role of unconscious attention) in picture perception; (b) does that by considering
visual attention in all its complexity (conscious and unconscious, focal and distributed,
top-down and bottom-up) and by considering its relation with visual consciousness;
(c) provides a coherent account of UPP, of APP, as well as of their respective visual
differences in the light of such a complexity; and (d) explains how consciousness and
attention work during APP, without, however, leading the viewer to an odd visual
experience.34
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