PHILOSOPHY

What1s a shadow?

The perception of absences raises issues beyond the confines of philosophy and for
readers who are not philosophers

magine a child playing in the afternoon

sun, suddenly jerking her arm one way

then the other, trying to catch her

shadow out. The game, the child soon
learns, is one that she can never win. Her
shadow moves the moment she does. Such
childish games father common sense wis-
dom; when things move, so do their shadows.
Or do they? A spinning sphere casts a
shadow. But does its shadow also spin? The
question takes you by surprise. Surely not,
you think. But then again, why not? This is
the trope of Roy Sorensen’s work. A seem-
ingly simple phenomenon is probed in just
the right way and, without warning, you are
unsure what to say.

Another example. Imagine first a sus-
pended cone, illuminated from above, casting
a shadow throughout a truncated conical vol-
ume. Now imagine that someone moulds a
black brick with the exact dimensions of this
truncated cone, painting its surface to make it
look just like the shadow. Viewed alone and
under the right conditions, both shadow and
brick are perfectly visible. But what do we
see if the brick is moved so that it precisely
fills the shadow volume? On the one hand, by
sliding the brick completely into the volume
it occupies, the shadow appears to have been
destroyed, or at least blocked from view. On
the other hand, the brick is perfectly engulfed
in shadow, and no light reaches it. How then
can it be visible?

Such conundrums are the cornerstones of
Seeing Dark Things. Its theme is our percep-
tual encounter with absences, first and fore-
most shadows, but also other related phenom-
ena. Thus, the book opens with Sorensen’s
justly celebrated eclipse riddle. Imagine view-
ing a double solar eclipse where two planets,
Near and Far, intervene between you and the
Sun. Far is further away but this is exactly
compensated for by its greater size, so that
the scene would look just the same to you if
either one of the planets were annihilated.
Intuitively, we see one of the planets. But
which? Near, Sorensen argues, is “causally
idle and therefore invisible”. How though can
Far be seen when it is blocked from view by
Near? Sorensen’s ingenious answer is that
you can see Far by seeing its silhouette. This
really is to see Far since silhouettes, accord-
ing to Sorensen, are the back-surfaces of
backlit objects, visible in virtue of the light
that they block. Not all vision involves light
transmission.

Another chapter considers whether there
can be coloured shadows. No, says Sorensen,
coloured shadows are really “filtows”, bodies
of filtered light, and shadows are not bodies
of light. The book closes with a number of
other absorbing questions about absence in
perception. Is the world of a colour-blind
person presented in shades of grey? Or, as
Sorensen claims, must you see in colour
to see black and white? Can we see anything
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in the pitch dark or hear anything when
engulfed in complete silence? Yes, argues
Sorensen, we can see the darkness and hear
the silence, and both in ways which go
beyond merely lacking visual or auditory
experience.

Sorensen is an extraordinarily fertile and
imaginative philosopher, drawing widely on
philosophy, physics, biology and vision
science to mine his chosen quarry. His argu-
ments, anecdotes and examples are always
engaging. Add to them his effortless style and
you have that rare commodity — a book of seri-
ous philosophy that many non-professionals
will enjoy.

One might, of course, wonder how puzzles
about shadows or silences could constitute
serious philosophy. The sceptic should
remember that a moral theory can hardly be
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satisfactory if it fails to explain how omis-
sions no less than actions can be the objects
of blame or praise. Similarly, a philosophical
account of what it is to perceive something
will fail if it accounts only for our perception
of presences. As Sorensen puts it, “When a
theory of perception predicts that you cannot
see something that you do see, then you
ought not to believe the theory”. Traditional
models of hearing only allow for the hearing
of sounds. They stumble if we can hear
silence. There is no sound of silence.
Sorensen thinks of his method as distinc-
tively “bottom-up”, in that he does not begin
with a general account of absences but
instead meets each case on its own terms.

07.03.09 Charleston, East Sussex

May Day at Oxford is now a time

for police to prevent students from
throwing themselves from Magdalen
Bridge and “breakfast-binge-drinking”
in the streets. A new exhibition of work|
by the ninety-six-year-old British
photojournalist Thurston Hopkins
recalls a calmer time, in 1952, when
undergraduate punters contemplated
silently and exclusively (or so he makes
it seem) the dawn chorale of the singers
on the college bell tower.

Hopkins’s photographs form a
record of post-war Britain, published
in the magazine Picture Post between
1950 and 1957. His subjects ranged
from young women with long-
suppressed enthusiasm for clothes
shopping to slum-dwellers of Liverpool
for whom deprivation lasted years
after the war was over. The punt poles
in the Cherwell and the concentration
in the faces seem almost like a thanks-
giving for survival in battle.

In the words of the curators at
Charleston, the East Sussex shrine
to the Bloomsbury Group, Hopkins’s
images “represent a time of simple
pleasures gratefully taken, a time
of relative innocence and unself-
consciousness”. Open till May 10:
www.charleston.org.uk
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He is certainly keenly alive to the diversity
of phenomena. Nonetheless, he consistently
approaches them bearing substantial prior
theoretical commitments. A truly bottom-up
approach would try to tailor theory to data
rather than reinterpreting the data to fit the
theory. We can see this by returning to the
two puzzles we began with.

In order to think about the perception of
shadows, we need to know what shadows
are. The puzzle of the spinning sphere’s
shadow can help us start to answer that ques-
tion. However, Sorensen’s way with the puz-
zle is to begin with a metaphysical theory of
shadows and then defend what it has to say
about the puzzle. According to Sorensen, a
shadow is a wholly objective but causally
derivative creature, an absence of light whose
identity is dependent on the light-blocker(s)
causing it. So conceived, Sorensen sees no
reason to deny that a perfectly round shadow
can inherit its caster’s spin. Consequently, he
takes his task to be one of explaining away
opposing intuitions.

What kind of theory emerges if we place
greater trust in the sensitivity of our ordinary
ways of thinking? Counterintuitive spin can
be avoided by simply identifying shadows
with absences of light. However, as Sorensen
points out, this theory is too simple to capture
all our intuitions. For one, if an elliptical hole
is made in the spinning sphere, the whole
shadow can be perceived as spinning. Yet if
shadows are just absences of light, this must
be an illusion. In themselves absences do not
spin, they merely deform. For another, it is
hard to see how the simple theory can avoid
making mere contact a sufficient condition
for shadow unity. Yet the shadows cast by an
aeroplane and a cloud may slightly overlap
while remaining distinct shadows.

One account that seems to accommodate
all our intuitions holds that shadows are
essentially subjective phenomena; their
natures being essentially linked to the nature
of our visual system, in the same way that the
nature and existence of rainbows or the vault
of the sky might be thought to be so linked.
What follows is that shadows have only those
intrinsic properties which are, in principle,
distinguishable by vision. The spinning
sphere’s shadow does not have spin among
its visible properties, so spin is not among its
intrinsic properties.

Wedded to the objectivity of shadows,
Sorensen does not take this kind of subjective
view as seriously as it deserves. He dismisses
a crude version, accusing it of amounting to
the (clearly false) claim that shadows have
just those properties that they appear to you
to have. However, he fails to appreciate the
availability of a more sophisticated theory,
one which points out that a shadow that does
not look to you to be moving may nonethe-
less be moving, so long as its motion is, in
Continued on page 4



