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Abstract: The phenomenology of perceptual experience is shaped by attention. There is a difference in your visual phenomenology between a case where your visual attention is focused on the speaker giving his presentation, and one where you pay attention to the fly on the neck of the person next to you (possibly without having moved your eyes). Often attention is said to highlight a certain part of our perceptual experience, or to make it more prominent. Yet while speaking of such highlighting or perceptual prominence trips of the tongue, it is not easy to understand what this highlighting or prominence actually amounts to.

In my presentation I argue that the phenomenology of perceptual attention consists in an awareness of our own mental activity of attending. Reflection on how the phenomenology of experience is shaped by attention shows that we are perceptually aware of ourselves and our own active mental life – in contrast with what many philosophers going back to Hume have thought.

The phenomenology of attention – I argue – thus cannot be understood in terms of a particular way our environment appears to be. It doesn’t consist in the presentation of certain, as I call them, environmental contents. The phenomenal shaping of experience by attention consists in an experience of attention: our own mental activity of attending is presented in the content of perceptual experience. I end by making some suggestions for how to think of that mental activity as a process of structuring the content of our overall experience around a particular target.
