Chapter #
COLOR IN THE THEORY OF COLORS?
OR: ARE PHILOSOPHERS' COLORS ALL WHITE?

Berit Brogaard

1. Introduction: White Theories of Color

Let’'s say that a philosophical theory is white junstase it treats the perspective of
the white (perhaps Western male) as objectividhe potential dangers of proposing
or defending white theories are two-fold. Firknat all of reality is objective, a fact
which | take to be established beyond ddutbien white theories could well turn out
to be fals€. A white theory is unwarranted (and indeed favglegn it treats non-
objective reality as objective. Second, by propgsir defending unwarranted white
theories one thereby treats the perspective afidnewhite as faulty, and this in turn
serves to perpetuate the distorted representatishites as superior to non-whites.

As David Owen puts it,

[whiteness] serves to underwrite perceptions, wtdedings,
justifications and explanations of the social ortthet perpetuate
distortions in the social system that are a legdaur nation’s history
...what is associated with whiteness becomes deaseathtural, normal or

mainstreant.

In this chapter | will focus on a particular clagphilosophical theories, viz.

philosophical theories of color. | argue that iggheories of the objectivist variety



(and indeed some non-realist theories) are uniaistyf white: They aim at explaining
away cross-ethnic (and cross-gender) variatiomlorgerception and cognition by
attributing unwarranted and oppressive color visleficiencies to people of color
and women.

The first part of the chapter is concerned witbvging that objectivists must
subscribe to the following three hypotheses: @yéhs a perceptual norm, (ii)
perceivers who do not satisfy the perceptual narffesfrom color vision
deficiencies, and (ii) non-whites and females sufi@m color vision deficiencies.
The second part of the chapter is concerned witkvsty that these hypotheses are
unwarranted. At the end of the chapter | draw soamelusions as to how whiteness
is embedded within the conceptual tools of theasfgserception more generally.

My argument runs as follows. Objectivists holdtttieere is a perceptual
norm. The perceptual norm is satisfied only bysthevho do not suffer from color
vision deficiencies. Some perceivers plausibi§esdrom color vision deficiencies.
Blind people might fall into this categofyBut matters a bit more complicated than
this. As we will see below, evidence indicateg thites and people of color
perceive colors differently. But if this is so,danbjectivism is right, then perceivers
in at least one of the two groups fail to sati$fg perceptual norm. But if people who
do not satisfy the perceptual norm suffer from celsion deficiencies, then either
people of color or whites suffer from color visidaficiencies. Some color scientists
hypothesize that chronic exposure to UV-light caubke eye to age. If these UV-
caused changes in the eye are passed down thioeigienerations, and if people of
color descend from perceivers living in areas ctosthe equator, then people of color
are likely to have an “aged” eye. As far as trerhentioned color scientists are

concerned, an “aged” eye is a deficient eye. t3s8,concluded that people of color



suffer from color vision deficiencies. It is naffatult to conjure up similar
arguments in support of attributing color visioridencies to women. So, itis
tempting to conclude that the perceptual normtisfead only by white males.
However, for reasons | will get into below, these$ of argument are unsound.
Hence, attributions of color vision deficienciegople of color and women are
unwarranted.

Attributions of color vision deficiencies to peomécolor and women are also
oppressive because, by taking white males to datstihe perceptual norm, one
thereby implicitly endorses a distorted world viagsociating the natural, normal and
well-functioning with whiteness and maleness. Afge Yancy puts it for the case
of whiteness, “Whiteness is that according to whittat is nonwhite is rendered
Other, marginal, ersatz, strange, native, infetiacivilized, ugly”® Objectivists
inadvertently attribute unwarranted and oppressoler vision deficiencies to people
of color vis-a-vis those (white males) who consétthe perceptual norm. | say
“inadvertently”, because it is not normally the e€a&lsat objectivists intend to endorse
a distorted world view associating the naturalmarand well-functioning with
whiteness and maleness. In many cases objectilostet even recognize that these
sorts of attributions follow from their view. Daspbeing inadvertent, however, the
implicit division of human beings into perceptuadlyperior white males and
perceptually inferior people of color and femalestill highly problematic
philosophically, ethically and socially. Just bhs tnadvertence of the sort of male
favouritism that is common practice in our professiloes not make male favouritism
reasonable or just, so the inadvertence of attabstof color vision deficiencies to

people of color and women does not render thesslohattributions unproblematic.



The consequences of endorsing a distorted world &ssociating naturalness,
normality, and optimality with whiteness and matesare far-reaching. The
consequences needn’t just amount to inequalitiiseimistribution of social and
economic goods but can also amount to differencé®w women and people of
color are perceived, approached and evaluatednrstef intelligence or moral
character. George Yancy, for example, describasHie skin color gives rise to
inadvertent misperceptions of his moral charattBue to the negative value
associated with the color of his skin whites somes inadvertently respond to him as
if he were threatening or wicket. As Yancy pufsihiteness comes replete with its
assumptions for what to expect of a Black bodyn@r-white body), how dangerous
and unruly it is, how unlawful, criminal and hypexsial it is"® Associating the white
body or, what is more relevant to the topic of tthapter, the white visual system

with the normal, superior and well-functioning Brpaps rarely intentional but may

have deeply regrettable consequences nonetheless.

2. Color Objectivism

Before stating my argument to the conclusion tlositphg a perceptual norm has
unwarranted consequences | shall begin with a queekview of the philosophical
commitments of objectivist theories of color. Gitjeism is committed to the view
that, relative to the world as a whole and the husgecies as a whole, there is a fact
of the matter as to which perceivers and viewingdittons are normal. Given
objectivism, then, there is a perceptual norm,thede are human perceivers that
satisfy the norm, and human perceivers who dofftose who don’t are often

mistaken about the colors of objects.



Here are three examples of objectivist theoriegativist reflectance
physicalism, objectivist dispositionalism, and abipast primitivism. Objectivist
reflectance physicalism takes the colors to beadigions to reflect certain
proportions of the incident light or, more plaugil®quivalence classes of these, for
instance, disjunctions of those reflectances thag gse to certain phenomenal effects
in normal human perceivers in normal viewing coodi® Objectivist
dispositionalism takes the colors to be dispos#titingive rise to certain phenomenal
effects in normal human perceivers in normal vignéonditions:’ And objectivist
primitivism takes the colors to be primitive nonateonal and non-disjunctive color
properties that are possessed by objects and eglvdakctly in the color perception
of normal perceivers in normal viewing condition&’hen revealed they are the
representational equivalertsphenomenal color propertiés

Even setting aside the evidence for variationolloicperception across
different groups of perceivers, difficulties arisben we attempt to get clear on what
the perceptual norm is. What exactly is a norneat@ver? Some cases are perhaps
clear enough. If you can’t see, you don’t sattbky perceptual norm. A tree doesn’t
satisfy the perceptual norm. A blind person migbit satisfy it either. However,
beyond the more obvious cases, it is hard to sat Wwkakes to satisfy or fail to
satisfy the norm. A normal perceiver presumablyasone who is sufficiently
similar to perceivers in a uniform majority groupirst off, it is highly doubtful that
there is a uniform majority group. Supposing thate is seems to evade the question
to some extent. Second, even if there is a unifoagority group, it is doubtful that
one satisfies the perceptual norm in virtue of gg@irmember of that group. Suppose
that due to a nuclear event only 5% of the glole@utation survives, including the

8% of the male population who are color blind. ptsthe fact that the number of



color blinds would exceed that of non-color blimalshis scenario | suppose
objectivists would not want to say that a normatp#er in the envisaged scenario is
a color blind perceiver.

Rather, normality is somehow linked to non-defeatiess in humans. To a
first approximation, a normal perceiver is a pereewhose color vision works
optimally for a human. The color vision of coldimils, for example, does not work
optimally for humans, so they do not count as nopeeceivers. This is a first
approximation only. As we will see below, it istrad all clear that there are any
optimal perceptual systems. There is too muctatian in color perception for that
to be the case.

In the next section | will review some of the ewnde for variation in color
perception. | will then move onto the questiorhoW objectivists might attempt to

accommodate this evidence.

3. The Objection from Color Variability

Variations in Color Perception

It would be rather surprising if there were no &tidn in the color experiences of
individuals who pass tests for color vision norrtyaliThe number of cones
(photoreceptors) in the human retina is not condtaometimes they are present in
large numbers, and sometimes they are barely pgregenl this difference occurs in
so-called normal individuals who react in the samag to color stimuli. This
suggests that there are mechanisms in the brarhvgbbimehow automatically adjust
the input from the retina, and hence that variationcolor perception are not purely a

matter of the nature and number of the cones imgtiga. It is not hard to imagine



that the automatic calibration of input from th&ma is not constant among different
individuals, thus giving rise to different colorptiences relative to the same input.

One approach to test for variation in color visi®to test for variations in
color judgments and color discrimination abiliti€Such tests have demonstrated vast
variation in color vision across perceivers expasetthe same stimulus. Gokhan
Malkoc, Paul Kay and Michael Webstérfor example, report vast individual
differences in which stimuli are chosen as thevidials’ best examples of a unique
hue (e.g. red) or a binary hue (e.g. orange). Slinaulus chosen as one individual’'s
best example of orange, for example, was chosathgy individuals as their best
example of red.

Malkoc et al tested only for individual differendashue settings and not for
how hue settings line up with gender, nationaliarigr ethnicity. But others have
conducted experiments showing variations acrosdegenational origin, and
ethnicity. I. G. H. Ishak, M. L. Daley et al and Dbbuanna Furbee et al, for example,
report a difference in spectral sensitivity in ghort-wavelength (blue) regions of the
color spectrum between Africans and Caucasianss we will see below, these
differences happen to correlate with differencethelexical entries of languages
spoken by the individuals’ ancestors.

Sex differences in color vision have been demotestran several occasiofts.
Recent studies indicate significant variance irasglocated on the X chromosome
which codes for a protein that detects light inlthreg-wavelength (red/orange)
regions of the color spectruth.As women have two copies of the X-chromosome, it
is possible for them to have two different versiohghis gene, and hence it is

possible for them to have a more fine-grained gt discriminate light in the long-



wavelength regions of the color spectrum. Womerntlans potentially in a position
to perceive a broader spectrum of colors in thgJaavelength regions than men.

Kimberly Jameson and her colleagues have takehyihathesis that there are
sex-differences in color vision one step furterThey speculate that up to 40% of
women have tetrachromatic color vision. The lihargument runs as follows. Most
humans have three cone types, which absorb maximadlifferent regions of the
spectrum. So, most humans are trichromats. How8%& males (and an
insignificant number of females) have only two coyyees. They are dichromats
(color blind). Dichromacy results when a geneticatutant red or green
photopigment gene on the X-chromosome fails to@sgretinal photopigment.
Women who carry a deviant photopigment gene nedxdntolor blind but if she has a
male offspring he is highly likely to have some agof color blindness. Now, the
mothers and daughters of dichromats and the mo#imerslaughters of males with
deviant red/green photopigment genes may haveieatyp chromosome and an X
chromosome that carries one of the deviant rede®rgphotopigment genes. If the
normal red and green photopigments and a hightyeadtvariant are all expressed,
together with the blue photopigment (from chromosaf)y then the woman could
have tetrachromatic color vision. Of course, &rdchromacy to be present, the
variant photopigment must constitute a distinctectype, and the brain must be able
to process the color signal coming from the vargmtopigment.

Jameson argues that evidence for the possibflityroale human
tetrachromacy can be found in the animal kingdémmale spider monkeys are
normally dichromats but females possessing extoagpigment gene variants are
trichromats. The gene variants allow some femalek®gs to experience shades of

color which others can't experient® Experiments that test for tetrachromacy in



women with dichromatic offspring have also beendumed*® Though still
preliminary, the results indicate that women whe genetically capable of expressing
more than three kinds of photopigments tend togperfdifferently on tests involving
color categorization, color naming, and color samty judgments, thus suggesting

that some women do have tetrachromatic color vision

Variation in Color Categories across Languages
Variation in color categories across languagesadteer indicator of variation in color
vision. Many languages are so-called “grue langadgThey do not lexically
discriminate blue from green but have only onedaslor term that names stimuli
with dominant wavelengths in the middle- and shkaatrelength (blue/green) regions
of the color spectrum. These include ViethameseuKYalanji (an aboriginal
language), Tswana (a South-African language), and @ South-African language).
Other languages do distinguish between blue arehdvat also have “mixed” color
terms that name stimuli with dominant wavelengththe middle- and short
wavelength regions of the spectrum. These incCitieese, Korean, and Japanese.
Some languages are so-called “dark languages,”dbenot lexically
discriminate blue from gray or black (e.g. Tswamag some languages only have
two words, one for dark and one for light (e.g. DarNew Guinean language and
Lani, the Indonesian language). There are alsguiages that have more color terms
than English. For example, Russian has a terrigiotr blue (“goluboy”) and a
different term (“siniy”) for medium and dark blu&urthermore, the lexical category
boundaries between the colors shift as we movesadiroguistic communities, for
example, in Chinese light blue and green fall m$me category as do dark blue and

black.



Now, linguistic variability by itself does not demstrate variation in color
perception. But it does indicate it. On the agstion that when things go right, color
discourse reflects the content of color perceptibifigrences in color discourse ought
to correspond to differences in the content of cplrception. Of course, differences
in the color lexicon needn’t indicate differenceghe content of current color
perception. But at least one should think thatight have done so at stages at which
the language developed. If the differences inrcpéwception are linked to
differences in the visual system, and these diffegs are passed down through the
generations, then differences in the color lexisoggest variations in color
perception.

We thus have evidence for variation in color pptio& from two sources:
Evidence from tests for variations in color judgrseaind color discrimination
abilities and evidence from differences in thedekientries for color terms in

different languages.

The Objection from Color Variability
Variation in color perception presents a challetzgebjectivism. Objectivism
presupposes that normal individuals detect the sanioe properties when exposed to
the same stimulus in the same viewing conditidBst the empirical evidence
indicates that this is false. If we take the emsplrevidence at face value, individuals
who pass standardized tests for normality detéfgrdnt color properties when
exposed to the same stimulus in the same viewinditons. Call thighe objection
from color variability.

There are several ways for objectivists to resgorttie objection from color

variability. One is to insist that normal indivias are individuals whose color vision
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operates the way Mother Nature originally designeshan color vision to work.

Michael Tye entertains this line in the followingcerpt®°

many of today’s human perceivers are not NormdieiiTcolour
detection systems are not operating as Mother Nataginally
designed. Genetic mutations have resulted infaistsuch humans’
colour experiences. So, where some stimulus loedk$o me and
orange to you, for example, one of us is subjeetwormal error or
misperception, that is, an error or misperceptictuaing under
everyday viewing conditions in a human perceiveo\phsses the usual

perceptual tests for normalify.

The color vision of a colorblind male, for exampgenot operating as Mother Nature
originally designed human vision to operate. 3othe envisaged view, colorblind
males are not normal. Hence, the deviant coloeegpces of colorblind males are
falsidical.

There are two problems with this way of dividingntans into normal and
deviant perceivers. First, there are differenoase color vision of individuals who
pass standardized tests of normality. These difisgs suggest, not that the color
vision of some of these individuals is not as Motlature designed it to be, but
rather that Mother Nature did not design humanrcakion to operate in just one
way. Second, the envisaged view cannot easilyuatdor cognitive development.
Suppose humans develop tetrachromatic color visMadern humans then can
distinguish colors in, say, the red region of tisble spectrum, which their ancestors

could not distinguish. But Mother Nature origiyalesigned humans to be
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trichromats. So, when human tetrachromats expegiemo ripe tomatoes that have
different reflectance tokens as having differerbizy and trichromats experience
them as having the same color, the experiencdgedetrachromats are falsidical.
But that is odd. After all, the color vision otri@chromats is, by all important
measures, better than the color vision of trichrisma

A different way to justify classifying some indduals who pass standardized
tests of normality as normal and others as devsatiatinsist hardheadedly that there
is a fact of the matter about normality and hermmuaithe colors of objects. Byrne

expresses the view as follows (in response to Banatohen):

Suppose that normal human observers S1 and S2eavmg a chip C

... C looks unique green to S1, and bluish greer2to Bie problem, as
Cohen has it, is to explain “what would (metaphgiyg make it the
case” that S1, say and not S2, is perceiving Gectyt. He purports to
find the explanation “extremely hard to imaginefidaso concludes that
both S1 and S2 are perceiving C correctly. ... what “nsakéhe case”
that S1, not S2, is perceiving C correctly, is thatis representing C as
being unique green, S2 is representing C as bdinghlgreen (no
problem so far), and G unique green, not bluish green (likewise no

problem)?

On Byrne’s view, whenever two individuals disagad®ut what the color of an
object is or whether two objects have the samercatdeast one of them is wrong.
One apparent problem for this view is that it dattiat there are unknowable color

facts?®* For any colored object, there are bound to biiedals who pass
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standardized tests of normality yet disagree abolarr attributions. But if there is
possible disagreement among normal individuals ehibguestions of the form
“what is the color of that object?”, then answerall such questions are unknowable.
So, radical color epistemicism is true. We witura to the problems with this thesis
below.

Probably the best strategy for color objectivist® borrow from defenders of
a currently popular thesis in cognitive sciencegn as “color universalism.”
According to color universalism—a thesis originathade famous by Berlin and Kay
in the late 60s—despite cultural variation in cgderception and cognition there are a
fixed number of basic color categorfé@sBerlin and Kay suggested that there are
eleven basic color concepts corresponding to theevdmerican English color
lexicon (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purplak, brown, grey, black, and white).
This correspondence between the basic color conegpt the basic color terms in
white American English is no coincidence, accordmthem, for, as they argue,
color concepts like other language universalsramate and biologically constrained,
where the biological constraints may, as Furbeg ptt it, “be extended or restricted
by cultural processes®.

The universality thesis started out as a respanteetso-called linguistic
relativity thesis, originally set forth by EdwardSr and Benjamin Whorf
Linguistic relativity is the thesis that color nargiis a relatively arbitrary linguistic
convention, and that linguistic differences affiectv people perceive colors.
However, we are familiar with the challenges te thiew. First, it cannot account for
similarities in color categorization in radicallwdrse communities. Second, it seems

to be undermined by the fact that speakers of laggs with very few color words
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sometimes perform as well as (or better than) Bhglpeakers on prototype
categorization tests.

The universality thesis offers a way of accommioggthe obvious cultural
differences in color categorization while maintagthe idea that there are color
universals. But it does so only by classifying sgmerceivers who pass standardized
tests of normality as suffering from color visiogfidiencies. In a nutshell, the idea
underlying universalism is that while some langsagde not possess separate lexical
entries for blue and green or for blue and blaelogbe who do not suffer from color
vision deficiencies have the innate ability to distnate between the two. Those
who don’t have this discriminatory ability are tleasho suffer from color vision
deficiencies.

Universalism does not offer a complete explanabiocolor variation. For
example, it does not offer an account of why scamgliages lack the universals that
universalists claim exist. However, the lack aftam color terms in Asian and
African languages has recently been argued to bealphototoxic effects of sunlight
on the eye. The story, which is due to Delwin Isegland Angela Brown, runs as
follows.?® Variations in the lexical entries for color ternesult from differences in
color perception due to an accelerated aging oéyeein populations who have had
chronic exposure to ultraviolet light (UV-B). Lamages that have developed in low-
UV linguistic communities generally have the woldue.” Languages that have
developed in high-UV areas tend not to have thedWolue.” Instead they call short-
wavelength stimuli “green” or “dark.” As Lindsey@ Brown point out, their
hypothesis does not presuppose that all memberdirmjuistic community are or
were at some point visually impaired, but only thafficiently many members of the

population suffer or suffered from color vision idefncy. If sufficiently many
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speakers have difficulties distinguishing two basitors, then there will be no need
for separate lexical entries for the correspondlgr terms, the reason being that
“‘communication of color information requires cotmmpetence in both speakers and
listeners™®

Lindsey and Brown’s UV-light hypothesis, if correekplains why many
Asian and African languages having developed iy areas do not or did not
originally have separate lexical entries for blud green. It furthermore explains
why people from populations farther from the equatake more discriminations in
the blue range of the color spectrum.

Moreover, the Lindsey/Brown UV hypothesis undetegithe universalist
claim that color variability is partially due toloo vision deficiencies. Color
variability at the level of lexical entries maymiay not correspond to underlying
variations in color perception. But the two pheroiam are at least weakly connected.
Languages that lack color terms lack them becass#figiently large proportion of
the original population had a color vision defiagn Current variations in color
perception can likewise be understood in termsegfees of separation from
perceivers with color vision deficiencies perhapgiplly caused by the phototoxic
effects of sunlight.

According to one version of color universalisnerthbrown eyes and non-
white skin are not the cause of color vision defcies. Rather, brown eyes, non-
white skin, and color vision deficiencies have enawon cause: high, chronic
exposure to high UV-light.

The Lindsey/Brown UV hypothesis does not explanations in color vision
that are not linked to variations in UV exposuBut their explanation suggests the

beginning of a general story. Variations are auedior vision deficiencies: some are
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linked to high UV exposure, others might be linkedjenuine aging of the eye, yet
others might be linked to gene mutations normadgponsible for color blindness in
males, etc.

One way for color objectivists to respond to tbecvariability objection
then is to say that perceivers in high-UV locaditiaging perceivers, and a large
number of females fall outside of the range of ralrperceivers/cognizers.
Variations in color perception are due to mutatj@gng, and so on, hence color
objectivism is true.

However, this sort of reply, though less incomglitan the original
objectivist replies, is far-fetched.

Let it be granted, at least for argument’s sakat, skfficiently large
proportions of populations in high-UV localitiesearegatively affected by high,
chronic exposure to UV light. The lack of certalilities to detect certain color
differences which individuals in low-UV localitiesn detect can be understood as a
deficiency only relative to individuals in low-U\¢alities. But what are we to say
about individuals in low-UV localities? Individigain low-UV localities can
perceptually and cognitively discriminate blue frgneen. But unlike some non-
human animals, they cannot perceptually or cogglidiscriminate violet from ultra-
violet. Lizards, goldfish, and ducks, among mather animals, have tetrachromatic
color vision, and so can detect colors which mashéns cannot detect, including in
some cases ultraviolet. So, relative to such dxtraan perceivers, the color vision
of human individuals in low-UV-localities is defemt. Furthermore, in humans
ultraviolet light is normally blocked by the lenBut humans with aphakia, a

condition where the eye lacks a lens, sometimesapp have the ability to detect
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ultraviolet®® So, relative to people with aphakia, people woo'dsuffer from
aphakia might turn out to suffer from color-visideficiencies.

The standard response to the argument from tetratrsm or enhanced
color vision in other species is to insist on twaen we offer an analysis of The
Colors, we are interested only in the human coldhse-eolors humans can detect.
But this sort of response gives non-objectivistgag of responding to the
objectivists. Just as it might make sense tordjsish among human colors, fish
colors and monkey colors, we ought to be able srajuish between low-UV colors
and high-UV colors, aphakia and non-aphakia-colersale and male colors, and so
on. To put the point differently: Just as one rhighist that it doesn’t make sense to
say that human color vision is deficient comparethe color vision of fish, so one
might insist that it doesn’t make sense to sayttiatolor vision of high-UV
individuals is deficient compared to that of low-Uhdividuals or that the color
vision of people who don’t suffer from aphakia efidient compared to that of people
who suffer from aphakia.

There is a further reason to think that the colsion deficiency hypothesis
cannot be correct: If individuals who deviate fr@ime Normal suffer from color
vision deficiencies, then tetrachromatic women ah®tetrachromats in virtue of
gene mutations presumably would classify as devidhey would fail to satisfy the
perceptual norm, which would be satisfied only tighttomatic perceivers. And this
would be so even though tetrachromats are in dipo40 perceive a broader
spectrum of colors in the long-wavelengths (redigeg regions of the color
spectrum. But this conclusion is absurd on itgfalf, on the other hand, the color
objectivists were to admit that women with tetrachatic color vision and others

who have improved abilities to detect differenaethie visible spectrum are normal,
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and that individuals with standard trichromaticarolision are deviant, then the
objectivists might have to accept that the majarsityhe human population are
systematically mistaken when they make color comparjudgments (e.g. “these two
objects have exactly the same color”). This cosiolutoo is absurd on its face (at
least, given realism about colors).

The upshot is that color objectivism does not offglausible account of
variations in color perception. Color objectivigims at explaining away variations
by attributing unwarranted color vision deficierscte people of color, women and
others who pass standardized tests of normality.

The attributions of color vision deficiencies topée of color and women are
not only unwarranted but also oppressive. Theyliohly encourage a distorted
world view associating the normal and well-functi@pwith whiteness and maleness.
The white male’s visual system is that according/bich the perceptual norm is
defined. Of course, the objectivist’s implicitatenent of the non-white or female
visual system as deficient is not normally recogdias being oppressive, in most
cases it is not even recognized as a consequertiee view, but the inadvertence of
an unwarranted and oppressive act does not maletisggnificantly less

problematic.

4. Linguistic and Perceptual Relativity

Objectivism, it seems, attributes unwarranted got@ssive color vision deficiencies
to people of color vis-a-vis those (white malespwonstitute the perceptual norm.
This gives us good reason to reject the view. Vghatld we adopt in its place?
Should we resort to linguistic or perceptual reiggl? Should we say that color

categorization is the result of arbitrary convemtiand that color vision is affected by
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this convention? | think not. Linguistic relatiis not a viable thesis. The fact that
English has the lexical entries “blue,” “green,tdiblack” indicates that English
speakers have or have had the ability to percdptaat cognitively discriminate
between stimuli in the blue and green range ovikible spectrum; it doesn’t show
that speakers of other languages sometimes do alat the same discriminations as
English speakers because they possess a diffatenit solor concepts. Perception
probably doesn’t require thpssessionf concepts, though it may require
recognitional or discriminatory abilities. So, pessing different concepts probably
doesn't entail perceiving differently. Which bésethoughts and ideas we have
about the world and which judgments we are abladke on the basis of perceptual
experience, on the other hand, plausibly are atebly which concepts we possess.
And, | believe that it is this latter thesis comgrg our conceptual inner life, together
with popular myths, which underlies the initial pgability of the early linguistic
relativity thesis®*

This is not to say that no version of the lingaiselativity thesis has any
degree of plausibility. Color-emotion relativity lnighly plausible. Color-emotion
relativity, as | will construe it, is the thesisathdifferent cultural attachments of value
to color and traditional use of color can affeciahihemotional experiences exposure
to color stimuli produces. There are familiarlgat cultural variation not only in
color categorization but also in color use andatt@chment of value to colors. In
most North-Western countries wedding dresses adgitvnally white or green, in
India they are traditionally red. In most North $t&rn countries one wears black to
funerals, in South Africa red is the color of manm So, a Dane or an Indian might
experience joy when exposed to a white or a resisgrghereas a person from South

Africa might experience sadness when exposed teahe article of clothing. In
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Northern countries (in America, in particular) gherception of dark skin produces
negative emotions in white perceivers. As anitiatson, George Yancy offers the
following elevator case in which he, despite bewnsdl-dressed and non-threatening,

is negatively seized by a white woman:

Well-dressed, | enter an elevator where a white aomaits to reach her
floor. She ‘sees’ my Black body, though not the eame | have seen
reflected back to me from the mirror on any nuntdfevccasions... Her
body language signifies, ‘LookyeBlack! ... her body language
functions as an insult. Over and above how my hsdjothed, she ‘sees’
a criminal, she sees me as a threat ... It is nagssaey that | first perform
a threatening action. The questiordetdss irrelevant. | need nato
anything. ... It is as if my Black body has alwayseatly committed a
criminal deed... My dark body occludes the presumption of inn@eet
is as if one’s Blackness is a congenital defeag, thiat burdens the body
with tremendous inherited guilt. On this readinge anight say that
Blackness functions metaphorically as original Slilere is not anything

as such that a Black body ne¢dsloin order to be found blamewortts.

Based on first-person experiences Yancy reportdhibalark skin signifies to white
people the original sin, and that this contingat fibout his skin color produces fear
and other negative emotions towards him.

Color-emotion relativity is highly plausible. Bablor-emotion relativity, of
course, is not a thesis about basic color visiors a thesis about how the link

between color perception and emotion is differdiyteffected by social factors.
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As for variations in color vision, | think we sHdwpt for perceptual and
linguistic relativity but not of the old-fashion&thd. Rather, we should reject the
thesis that colors are objective. | propose tratmeat the colors as centered
properties—properties objects can posses onlyivelad a perceptual perspective.
Call this view ‘color perspectivalism’. On thisewy, ripe tomatoes will possess the
property red only relative to a perceptual perdgpgectThis view may seem radical.
However, most objectivists are already committed tweeak form of perceptual
relativity. Objectivists who believe that thereaiplurality of possible worlds, for
example ersatz worlds, must deny that objects sippésess properties. They
possess properties only relative to a possibledvofl ripe tomato does not simply
have the property of being red. It has the prgpefrbeing red relative to the actual
world but relative to a different world it has theperty of being blue. What |
suggest is that some properties, including thersptan be possessed not relative to a
possible world but only relative to a possible wiahd a perceptual perspective. Or
more simply put: | suggest that some propertiesbeahad by objects only relative to
centered worlds; they are centered properties.

Though there are various different ways in whioh ¢olors can be treated as
centered properties, | prefer a centered versioralist primitivism. | have defended
this view elsewher&’ Here | will just note that the view avoids attrilmg color
vision deficiencies to females and people of coldihe perspectives of females and
people of color are just as valid as the perspestof males and whites. Unlike color
universalism and color objectivism, perspectivalibions does not sanction white

supremacism, androcentrism or Eurocentri3m.
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5. Color Non-Realism

Unlike standard realist views of colors, perspetihieories of color are not white;
they do not assume a white perspective as objec@®gectivist forms of
physicalism, dispositionalism, and primitivism, tve other hand, are unjustifiably
white. They are committed to the view that thera particular white perspective
which is natural, normal and mainstream and whisdukl be considered superior to
other perceptual perspectives. The perspectitratof the white male.

How do non-realist theories fare compared to se#thieories? Are non-realist
theories of colors white? Non-realist theories@amitted to an error-theory about
colors. Strictly speaking, objects are not coldfedNon-realist theories would thus
seem to agree with the centered view of the cal@sno single property is detected
by normal humans exposed to the same color stimalagpropriate viewing
conditions. Non-realist theories, however, cafuiséas white as their realist
counterparts.

Non-realists hold that objects do not instantiatiers. They grant that colors
partially constitute the content of color percept{€halmers}/ or that colors are
instantiated in a visual array (Velleman and Bogim>® But the colors that
constitute the content of color perception or astantiated in a visual array are not
instantiated by the objects of experience. Howesegn though non-realists reject
the idea that human color vision detects coloramgted by external objects, they
could grant that human color vision detesisne properties or othevhich are
instantiated by external objects. It's just thredde properties are not to be equated
with the colors. In fact, non-realists probablpsld grant that this is so. Otherwise,
they cannot account for the difference betweenscasehich perception is falsidical

yet normal and cases where perception is falsigieatleviant. For example, they
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need to account for the difference between a sweimawhich a perceiver is looking
at a piece of regular printer paper illuminatedéy light and comes to believe on
that basis that the paper is red and a scenavwbiich a perceiver is looking at a piece
of regular printer paper in standard lighting caiotis and comes to believe on that
basis that the paper is white. The experienckarfitst scenario is faulty in a way
that the experience in the second scenario is@ae way to account for the
difference is to allow for experiences to be fatsitlyet imperfectly veridical?

There are several ways to cash out the notion péifect veridicality. One
could follow the objectivist’s lead and take a eaaperience to be imperfectly
veridical just in case the experience is of a khmat a normal perceiver would have
when looking at the object in question in normawing conditions. One could then
justifiably say that the perceiver who views a piet paper in normal lighting
conditions and comes to believe on this basistieapaper is white has an
imperfectly veridical experience. The experiersarperfectly veridical because it is
the kind of experience which a normal perceivekiog at the piece of paper in
normal viewing conditions would have. The perceiwBo views a piece of paper
illuminated by red light and who comes to beliewvetlvat basis that the paper is red,
on the other hand, does not have an imperfectigical experience. Her experience
is falsidical through and through. But now the ealist is no better off than the
realist of the objectivist variety. She is fordedsingle out a type of perceiver as
normal. Non-realism by itself, it seems, doessuite the problem of color

variation?°

6. Whiteness and the Conceptual Tools of Theories of Perception
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Philosophical theories of perception, like manyeotbhilosophical theories, aim at
objectivity. Naive realists treat veridical exgerce as a relation to an external fact or
object. Representationalists treat the conteekpérience as composed of objects
and properties and standardly treat propertiesmething an object can possess
relative to the world as a whole. But arguablyeaks are experienced as having lots
of features that cannot be possessed by objeeats/eeto the world as a whole but
which can be possessed only relative to a parti@dperiential perspective. |
experience strawberries as sweet, Indian curryaggnt, my best friend as gracious,
my place in the social world as auspicious, my Ivags as pleasant and my longing
as painful. But strawberries are not sweet, ikeddd the world as a whole.
Strawberries taste sweet to me, but not to my cétslian curry is not pungent,
relative to the world as a whole. It is pungent®, but not to someone who suffers
from ageusia. Still, | experience strawberriesvaset, and not necessarily as sweet-
relative-to-me, and | experience my longing as fohimnd not necessarily as painful-
relative-to-me. The properties which things aree®ed to have are not normally
phenomenologically relational, they are phenomegio&ly non-relational. Yet non-
relational pains, pleasures, sweetnesses and & g1ot the sorts of entities that are
instantiated by objects relative to the world aghale. They are the sorts of entities
that are instantiated relative to centered worntds/hich (varying) experiential
perspectives are marked.

Perceptual theories that ignore the centerednesspafrience either treat the
properties which objects are experienced as haagngtrinsically relational, thus
getting the phenomenology of experience wronghey treat the properties which
objects are experienced as having as non-relatamthbbjective. It's the latter kind

of theories that risk giving privilege to the perspve of the white (perhaps Western
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male). The latter kinds of theories give privilegehe perspective of the white by
mistakenly treating the perceptual systems of whateeivers as normal and that of
non-whites as deficient.

A philosophical theory can, of course, be objectiithout being white. For
example, an objectivist theory of color needn’atreetrachromatic color vision or a
failure to perceptually discriminate between certaiflectance types in the middle-
and short-wavelength regions of the color speciasra deficiency and hence as
something bad. It is a contingent fact that celeron that deviates from that of the
white Western male comes to be associated withtivegaalue by virtue of being
treated as deficient and abnormal, and as the raetuér of falsidical experience.

Nonetheless objective theories by their very natieed to treasome kindof
color vision as deficient. They could in principfteat trichromatic color vision as
deficient and abilities to distinguish a vast viyief reflectances in the middle- and
short-wavelength regions of the visible spectrurdefgciencies. It is, however,
unlikely that anyone would defend such a theory, irs unclear what its motivation
would be

The objectivist carries the burden of proof to teftne allegation that it
sanctions white supremacism, androcentrism anddéatasm. The objectivist
could, of course, take the epistemicist route amaain silent on the issue of which
perceivers suffer from deficiencies. He can thefend his corner without
sanctioning white supremacism, androcentrism oo&mtrism.

For example, the color objectivist might with Byrjust note that whenever
the color experiences of two normal individuals@sgd to same stimulus differ, then
at least one individual is wrong, and then add ithatnot discoverable by us who is

right (if any) and who is wrong.
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In the case of colors, the problem with the episteshline is that it entails
that there is no knowable fact of the matter ashat an object’s color is. Realists at
least should be puzzled by this consequence. Swmnebo takes an epistemicist line
with respect to ordinary vagueness can say thaigdition to the borderline cases in
which it is unknowable whether or not the term &gmlthere are definite cases in
which we know whether the term appl@sFor example, even if we don’t know (and
couldn’t come to know) whether a person who iséi €eis tall for an American male,
we do know that a person who is 7 feet is talldiorAmerican male. Likewise, even
if we don’t know (and couldn’t come to know) whetls®@meone whose great
grandfather is Greenlandic is Greenlandic, we dmnkthat a person both of whose
parents are Greenlandic is GreenlarffdiSo the epistemicist with respect to vague
terms like “tall” or “Greenlandic” can say that weme to know the meaning of the
term by being exposed to definite cases. Butishmt so if one is a radical
epistemicist with respect to color facts. If osairadical epistemicist with respect to
color facts, then there are no definite cases,ish#tere are no cases in which one can
say with justified certainty what the color of dnject is. So, whereas the standard
epistemicist can say that one comes to know thenimgaf vague terms by being
exposed to definite cases, the objectivist has ayp af accounting for how one comes
to know the meaning of color terms. The objectiigadorced to say that the meaning
of color terms has no bearing on color facts, orseothat meanings too are
unknowable. And the same sort of problem, of ceusslikely to arise also for
radical epistemicism about other experiential terms

There are further problems: even assuming an epistt line, we are left
with an aim of inquiry problem. Even if it is noairrently (or ever) discoverable who

is right and who is wrong about the propertiestgéots, it would be nice if we had
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some guidance when forming beliefs about theseensattyet it seems that there is
none to be had.

A related worry is that until we discover who ight and who is wrong (if
ever), the epistemicist position entitles us toticare believing that people of color,
women, etc., are abnormal and inferior. Of couitss,open to appeal to pragmatic
factors when deciding what to believe. Pragmaotdrs might give preference to
beliefs that reflect a treatment of otherwise peyed individuals as non-privileged.
Western moral codes arguably include the followdiegntic rule: “You should not
commit burglary but if you do, at least leave behime sentimental items.” Likewise,
our list of rules for belief formation could incledetribution or epistemic-
affirmative-action rules of the following kind: “Yoshouldn’t form beliefs about the
colors of objects (as answers to questions ofdhma fwhat is the color of that
object?’ are unknowable), but if you do, at leagedess weight to the judgments of
those who are normally treated as privileged amdesne in modern society.” But
one could, however, also treat the fact that theablvist has to resort to epistemic
affirmative action as a reductio on the vigt.

In conclusion: objectivism aims at explaining aveagss-ethnic and cross-
gender variation in perception and cognition byilaiting deficiencies to people of
color and others who pass standardized tests fonalily. But not only are these
attributions unwarranted, they also serve to pegietthe distorted representation of
whites as superior to non-whites, males as supgrifamales, and Westerners as

superior to non-Westernefs.
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