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Merleau-Ponty on perception (Wittgenstein on ‘seeing as’)

I think everyone will agree that we do not perceive objects exter​nal to us by themselves. We see the sun, the stars, and an infinity of objects external to us; and it is not likely that the soul should leave the body to stroll about the heavens, as it were, in order to behold these objects. Thus, it does not see them by themselves, and our mind's immediate object when it sees the sun, for exam​ple, is not the sun, but something that is intimately joined to our soul, and this is what I call idea. Thus, by the word idea, I mean here nothing other than the immediate object, or the object clos​est to the mind, when it perceives something. [Malebranche, The Search After Truth, 217]

The perceptions we refer to things outside us, namely to the objects of our senses, are caused by these objects, at least when our judgements are not false. For in that case the objects produce certain movements in the organs of the external senses and, by means of the nerves, produce other movements in the brain, which cause the soul to have sensory perception of the objects. Thus, when we see the light of a torch and hear the sound of a bell, the sound and the light are two different actions which, simply by producing two different movements in some of our nerves, and through them in our brain, give to the soul two different sensations. And we refer these sensations to the subjects we suppose to be their causes in such a way that we think that we see the torch itself and hear the bell, and not that we have sensory perception merely of movements coming from these objects. [Descartes, Passions of the soul, 23]

Merleau-Ponty

Sense experience, thus detached from the affective and motor functions, became the mere reception of a quality, and physiologists thought they could follow, from the point of reception to the nervous centers, the projection of the external world in the living body. The latter, thus transformed, ceased to be my body, the visible expression of a concrete Ego, and became one object among all others. (PP, 64/55)

The objective world being given, it is assumed that it passes on to the sense-organs messages which must be registered, then deciphered in such a way as to repro​duce in us the original text. Hence we have in principle a point-by-point correspondence and constant connection between the stimulus and the elementary perception. But this 'constancy hypothesis' con​flicts with the data of consciousness, and the very psychologists who accept it recognize its purely theoretical character. For example, the intensity of a sound under certain circumstances lowers its pitch; the addition of auxiliary lines makes two figures unequal which are object​ively equal; a coloured area appears to be the same colour over the whole of its surface, whereas the chromatic thresholds of the different parts of the retina ought to make it red in one place, orange somewhere else, and in certain cases colourless. [PP, 8]
Inevitably science, in its general effort towards objectification, evolved a picture of the human organism as a physical system undergo​ing stimuli which were themselves  identified by their physico-chemical properties, and tried to reconstitute actual perception on this basis, and to close the circle of scientific knowledge by discovering the laws governing the production of knowledge itself, by establishing an objective science of subjectivity [PP, 12]

Figure 1
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Figure 1 is not recalled by Figure 2, or rather it is so recalled only if one has first seen in Figure 2 'a possible Figure 1', which amounts to saying that the actual resemblance does not relieve us of the necessity of asking how it is first made possible by the present organization of Figure 2. The 'prompting' figure must take on the same .meaning as the induced figure before it can recall it [PP, 22]
If the moon on the horizon appears to me no bigger than at the zenith, when I look at it through a telescope or a cardboard tube, the conclusion cannot be drawn that in free vision equally its appearance is invariable. This is what empiricism believes, because it is not concerned with what we see, but with what we ought to see, according to the retinal image. ….. When I look quite freely and naturally, the various parts of the field interact and motivate this enormous moon on the horizon, this measureless size which nevertheless is a size. [PP, 36]
Ordinary experience draws a clear distinction between sense experience and judgement. It sees judgement as the taking of a stand, as aneffort to know something which shall be valid for myself every moment of my life, and equally for other actual or potential minds; sense- experience, on the contrary, is taking appearance at its face value, without trying to possess it and learn its truth. This distinction disappears in intellectualism, because judgement is everywhere where pure sensation is not. [PP, 39]
To perceive in the full sense of the word (as the antithesis of imagining) is not to judge, it is to apprehend an immanent sense in the sensible before judgement begins. The phenomenon of true perception offers, therefore, a meaning inherent in the signs, and of which judgement is merely the optional expression. Intellectualism can make comprehensible neither this phenomenon nor the imitation which illusion gives of it. More generally it is blind to the mode of existence and co-existence of perceived objects, to the life which steals across the visual field and secretly binds its parts together. [PP, 40]
I may, through sight or touch, recognize a crystal as having a “regular” shape without having, even tacitly, counted its sides. I may be familiar with a face without ever having perceived the colour of the eyes in themselves.  The theory of sensation, which builds up all knowledge out of determinate qualities offers us …. the ideal rather than the real themes of knowledge. (PP, 13)

An object looks attractive or repulsive before it looks black or blue, circular or square. (PP, 28)

The light of a candle changes its appearance for a child when, after a burn, it stops attracting the child’s hand and becomes literally repulsive. Vision is already inhabited by a meaning which gives it a function in the spectacle of the world and in our existence. The pure quale would be given to us only if the world were a spectacle and one’s own body a mechanism with which some impartial mind made itself acquainted. Sense experience, on the other hand, invests the quality with vital value, grasping it first in its meaning for us, for that heavy mass which is our body, whence it comes about that it always involves a reference to the body. (PP, 60-1)

I know very little, from inside, of the mime of anger so that a decisive factor is missing for any association by resemblance or reasoning by analogy, and what is more, I do not see anger or a threatening attitude as a psychic fact hidden behind the gesture, I read anger in it. The gesture does not make me think of anger, it is anger itself. (PP, 214)

It is through my body that I understand other people, just as it is through my body that I perceive ‘things’. (PP, 216)

The perceiving mind is an incarnate mind. I have tried, first of all, to re-establish the roots of the mind in its body and in its world, going against doctrines which treat perception as a simple result of the action of external things on our body as well as against those which insist on the autonomy of consciousness. [Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, 4]

Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Part II section xi
And above all do not say "After all my visual impression isn't the drawing; it is this--which I can't shew to anyone."--Of course it is not the drawing, but neither is it anything of the same category, which I carry within myself. (196)

Someone suddenly sees an appearance which he does not recognize (it may be a familiar object, but in an unusual position or lighting); the lack of recognition perhaps lasts only a few seconds. Is it correct to say he has a different visual experience from someone who knew the object at once?
I meet someone whom I have not seen for years; I see him clearly, but fail to know him. Suddenly I know him, I see the old face in the altered one. I believe that I should do a different portrait of him now if I could paint. [197]
What is the criterion of the visual experience?--The criterion? What do you suppose?


The representation of 'what is seen'.


The concept of a representation of what is seen, like that of a copy, is very elastic, and so together with it is the concept of what is seen. The two are intimately connected. (Which is not to say that they are alike.)


How does one tell that human beings see three-dimensionally?--I ask someone about the lie of the land (over there) of which he has a view. "Is it like this?" (I shew him with my hand)--"Yes."--"How do you know?"--"It's not misty, I see it quite clear."--He does not give reasons for the surmise. The only thing that is natural to us is to represent what we see three-dimensionally; special practice and training are needed for two-dimensional representation whether in drawing or in words. (The queerness of children's drawings.)


If someone sees a smile and does not know it for a smile, does not understand it as such, does he see it differently from someone who understands it?--He mimics it differently, for instance. (198)

"What I really see must surely be what is produced in me by the influence of the object"—Then what is produced in me is a sort of copy, something that in its turn can be looked at, can be before one; almost something like a materialisation. [199]
What is the expression of my not merely understanding the picture in this way, for instance, (knowing what it is supposed to be), but seeing it in this way?--It is expressed by: "The sphere seems to float", "You see it floating", or again, in a special tone of voice, "It floats!" (201)

"And is it really a different impression?"--In order to answer this I should like to ask myself whether there is really something different there in me. But how can I find out?--I describe what I am seeing differently. (202)

What does it mean for me to look at a drawing in descriptive geometry and say: "I know that this line appears again here, but I can't see it like that"? Does it simply mean a lack of familiarity in operating with the drawing; that I don't 'know my way about' too well?--This familiarity is certainly one of our criteria. What tells us that someone is seeing the drawing three-dimensionally is a certain kind of 'knowing one's way about'. Certain gestures, for instance, which indicate the three-dimensional relations: fine shades of behaviour. (203)

'Fine shades of behaviour.'--When my understanding of a theme is expressed by my whistling it with the correct expression, this is an example of such fine shades. (207)

It is only if someone can do, has learnt, is master of, such-and-such, that it makes sense to say he has had this experience. (209)

Do I really see something different each time, or do I only interpret X"    what I see in a different way?  I am inclined to say the former.  But why?—To interpret is to think, to do something; seeing is a state. (212)
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Perception overview

I stressed two strands in the view of perception that M-P criticizes:

1. What is directly perceived is something ‘inner’. It is a picture in my mind that is the result of the causal chain running from the object in the world to my eyes, and from there on to my brain and mind. So I am never directly aware of the object in the world, but only of an effect that it has on me. (With this, the being that is aware – I – is, not the bodily human being, but something that resides within the bodily human being.)

2. What is directly perceived – what is actually given in perception – is an arrangement of lines and colours. A correct description of what we actually see would be of the form: ‘An oblong red patch, getting darker at the bottom end, and with two blue triangles attached …..’. If I identify what I am seeing as ‘a tree’, as ‘a shoe’, as ‘a smiling face’ this is the result of a further step: an interpretation  - a judgement - based on the colours and lines that are actually given to me in perception.

Those two ideas are connected in various ways. But I want to give central place to 2 for now. In opposition to this, M-P argues that what is basic in normal perception is an experience of objects in the world as significant: I experience it as a table, as a watch etc. I do not start with ‘determinate qualities’, eg certain colours and shapes in geometrical relations, and work out what it is I am seeing (‘It is circular, has two black lines on the surface converging on the centre ….. So it’s a watch’). M-P writes:

I may, through sight or touch, recognize a crystal as having a “regular” shape without having, even tacitly, counted its sides. I may be familiar with a face without ever having perceived the colour of the eyes in themselves.  The theory of sensation, which builds up all knowledge out of determinate qualities offers us …. the ideal rather than the real themes of knowledge. (PP, 13)

At the most basic level, I grasp an object in the meaning it has for me - not in geometrical terms. This seems correct as a description of our normal experience. But M-P backs this up with two arguments discussed in the previous lecture. (See discussion in lecture text of ‘Ch 1’ and ‘Ch 2’.) 

A third argument against the view MP is criticising derives from the fact that it will not do to divide the process of perception up into the two stage story: (i) what is given: the arrangement of lines and colours, (ii) a judgement made on the basis of this: it is a table, a duck …. For that division leaves out something fundamental to our normal experience: what M-P calls the ‘living nucleus of perception’. That stage stands out particularly clearly in the cases, highlighted by Wittgenstein, in which, while there is no change in either the arrangement of lines and colours or in our judgement of what we are seeing, there is a change in how we see it. For example, when I switch from seeing a duck in the picture to seeing a rabbit in it there may be no change in my judgement of what this is. (It is a duck/rabbit picture.) Rather differently, while (if I know the illusion) I judge that these two lines (in the Muller Lyer illusion) are the same length, I cannot see them that way. (Much as I cannot hear the French word (close your ears) ‘Merde!’ as the (mild) obscenity that I know it is.) There is no place in the traditional story for this, fundamental, element of experience. 

MP writes: ‘The light of a candle changes its appearance for a child when, after a burn, it stops attracting the child’s hand and becomes literally repulsive. Vision is already inhabited by a meaning’ (PP 60-1). In normal perception I perceive objects in the significance that they have for me. I immediately experience the object as a chair in the sense that I immediately respond to it as, treat it as, a chair ie something to sit on. I immediately experience what I see in a face as anger in the sense that I cower in the face of it; I experience it as a smile in the sense that I respond to it with a smile; and so on. (And I may, on occasion, experience another’s smile in this way even though I know that, on this occasion, there is, in reality, no genuine warmth in it.) ‘It is through my body that I understand other people, just as it is through my body that I perceive things’. (PP, 216) Perception is not a matter of the world imprinting images on my mind; but of the way in which the person as a whole – the bodily human being – makes contact with the world. (And that goes with the fact that the being that perceives – I – is the bodily human being, not something – the ‘mind’, or the brain - that resides within the body. See point 1. at the top of this.)

	





Areas of the image A and B are the same color
	





A rectangle of the same color has been drawn connecting the two areas of the image








An example of the Ponzo Illusion. Both horizontal lines are the same size.

The Ponzo illusion is an optical illusion that was first demonstrated by the Italian psychologist Mario Ponzo (1882-1960) in 1913. He 
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