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Perception

There is a view of perception derived from science: an object in the world has an effect on my sense organs, which in turn causes an inner representation. It is this inner representation - certain colours and shapes in geometrical relations - that I am immediately aware of. On the basis of this (‘A circle with two black lines going out from the  centre …..’) I form a judgement about something out there in world (‘It is probably a watch’). Philosophers then manage to convince themselves that this captures the character of our normal experience ie there is an arrangement of patches of colour in my visual field, from which I infer that there is in the world a table, a watch … . [The Descartes passages is a pure statement of such a view.]

M-P describes this as an ‘empiricist / intellectualist’ view. He suggests that if we can strip away the influence of science we will see that it is not at all true to our normal experience. We have described perception as science says it must be, not as we actually experience it. We might say that this is the pure ‘phenomenological’ part of M-P’s project: a careful attention to actual experience. There are also elements of his discussion that are closer to ‘argument’: he tries to show that the scientific account has no basis and doesn’t work – doesn’t explain what it aims to.   

Note two ways science is at work in leading to this account: 
(i) What we learn from science about the mechanism of perception: this involves light rays travelling from the object to our eyes, where they produce physical changes that in turn affect the brain. On the basis of this science, we think of the brain as ‘receiving messages from the outside world via my eyes’. And this leads to the idea that what really sees is an ‘inner man’; and, with that, the idea that my eyes – my whole body – is something distinct from me from which I receive messages. 
(ii) A second relates to a more abstract feature of scientific method: ‘atomism’. The general idea has a long history. Its core is the idea that everything that exists is fundamentally made up of ‘atoms’: minute particles that are the ultimate building blocks of the world. (The 5th century BC Greek philosopher Democritus insisted that, at bottom, what really exists are atoms and the void.) Everything that exists, and happens, can be adequately described and explained in terms of these ‘atoms’ and their movements. It is these descriptions and explanations that capture what is really going on. Thus, things are to be understood in terms of their elements; we are closer to understanding some object, event or process in so far as we grasp it in terms of the elements of which it is composed. A watch is really, at bottom, a bundle of cogs etc in certain spatial relation. (And, of course, the cogs are really, at bottom … . So it seems we need the idea that somewhere we get back to basic building blocks: ‘atoms’. Potentially tricky. Leibniz.) A country is really, at bottom, lots of individual people related to each other in certain ways. So if want to explain, for example, why a country went to war the most fundamental explanation will be in terms of the decisions and actions of individuals. An explanation  that refers to huge inflation or an earlier humiliation of one country by another must be reducible to an explanation in terms of the actions of individual people. (Thatcher: ‘There is no such thing as society.’) 

We can find ourselves so in the grip of this model of understanding that it is difficult to see that it involves any assumption ie fail to see that there are alternative forms of explanation. Here’s one: we understand something, not by breaking it down into its elements, but by seeing its place in a wider setting. An example: a smartly dressed woman is sitting in front of lots of people talking about Ukraine. To grasp who this is, what she is doing, and why we need to grasp, not the elements of which she is composed, or some internal goings on, but the place she occupies in society, and the wider context of an impeachment enquiry. Another example: to grasp that this splash of brown on a canvas is the pupil of a man’s eye one has to see its place in the painting as a whole. I will return to this. I introduced it now simply to highlight the assumption of atomism that we can question. According to atomism understanding must always involve the reverse of what we have in such cases: it involves looking more closely, not standing back. For the whole has the nature it does in virtue of the atoms of which it is composed and the relations between them. And that means that each atom has the nature it does independently of its place in the whole ie we can fully grasp its nature independently of grasping the whole of which it is a part.

The way this atomistic view applies to perception is this. Suppose I am looking at and smelling apple I am holding in my hand. We say that I am aware of the apple. But that, on the atomistic view, is really a compound of three quite distinct experiences: one of touch, one of vision, one of smell. And each of those is in itself a compound. In the case of touch: there is a sensation in this finger, another in this … . In the case of sight: there is a patch of red at this point in my visual field, of blue …. (Atoms of colour, ‘pixels’). These individual elements – sensations – are what really is given; and each of these is fixed by the external stimulus. On the basis of these I form the judgement that this is an apple. MP presents [2] 

Some version of that is the dominant view of perception in philosophy and psychology since Descartes, at least up to MP’s time. It derives in part from science. In part from the hold that mind-body dualism has on us: the picture of a person as a compound of two elements. Those go well together. The causal facts lead us to the idea that we should think of perception as an ‘inner man’ receiving messages from ‘the outside world’. So we have two connected ideas: 1. What sees is an ‘inner man’; 2. What we are directly aware of is, not an object in the world, but an effect the object has on me: an ‘inner picture’. 
This fits into a wider story of this form. Suppose that I see and reach out for a flower. On this account, three steps are involved: (i) The perception itself. This is a purely passive stage: the apple acts on my mind. The ‘inner picture’ is something given to me. It is a piece of neutral data: like marks on a camera plate. A camera doesn’t take this to be a flower. All there is is marks on the plate: an arrangement of colour patches. We are different of course. The difference is that we are conscious of the marks on our mind. And this leads to the second stage. (ii) I bring the marks under concepts. That is, on the basis of the marks, along with my previous experience of colour patterns like this, I form the judgement: ‘It’s a daffodil’. (iii) On the basis of this judgement I reach out to pick the flower. 
The introduction to the PP contains a critique of this account. MP draws on Gestalt psychology to emphasise that human experience is not reducible in this way to a sum of atomistic parts. Before we come to the critique, I want to stress how the atomism is crucial to the view. The bit that is ‘given’ is the uninterpreted splodges of colour: this is what the intellect works on in coming to see this as a tree, or forming the judgement that it is a tree. ‘Atomism’, in the sense I have explained, is crucial to this: for on this story, each element (patch of colour) has the nature that it does independently of its place in the whole (eg independently of its being part of a tree.) It is the arrangement of these elements, combined with my memory of previous encounters with patterns of this kind, that enables me to judge that I am seeing a tree. And that suggestion requires that how I perceive each element is independent of what ‘surrounds’ it eg that it is an element of a perceived tree. (This is the ‘constancy hypothesis’ ie our experience of each of the elements remains constant through – is unaffected by – changes in what surrounds it: the place it has in a perceived whole.) In opposition to this, MP argues that what is basic in our normal perception is an experience of objects in the world as significant wholes. We do not start with ‘determinate qualities’ - eg certain individual patches of colour in geometrical relations - and work out on the basis of this that it is an apple. At the most basic level we experience it as an apple, a table, a watch, a human face.
A first thing one might say about this is that MP’s story feels right: seems true to our experience. But the philosophers MP is criticising tend not to be too impressed by that kind of point. They may say: it all happens so fast you don’t notice the complexity of the process. So MP does not stop with an appeal to our everyday experience of perception. He backs his criticism up with arguments. He has two basic arguments:
Chapter 1. There are no atoms in the sense the traditional account requires ie no elements that have the nature they do independently of the whole of which they are parts: [3] 8y. How we perceive the ‘elements’ is crucially determined by the context. The Muller-Lyer illusion (MP p 6). Suppose we think of the ‘elements’ as the individual straight lines. But now, how we see those is dependent on the context – their place in the whole. (Ponzo illusion.) According to atomism, how we see the whole picture is determined by how we see each of the elements. But for that to be true, it would have to be the case that how we see each element is independent of its place in the whole; and that is manifestly not so. In a similar way, how I see the colour of a patch depends on its context. Adelson illusion: we see the colour of the two squares as different, not because of any intrinsic features of the patches (each patch has the same impact on the retina), but because of its place in the wider context. What we take the whole to be determines the way we see the individual elements. That is to say, the ‘constancy hypothesis’ is false. And that means it cannot be the case that our experience of the whole is determined by our experience of the elements,

Chapter 2. MP here sets aside the point he has made in chapter 1. Even if there was no problem there, the empiricist account of the move from the perception of elements to a conception of the whole fails. Consider our visual experience of a room. We experience it as divided into objects: a piece of paper, a table it is lying on, a chair behind the table…. On the empiricist story what I am directly aware of is colour patches eg a trapezoid patch of white on a brown background …. This leads to the question: how, on the basis of these patterns of colour, do I carve up what I see into distinct objects? The empiricist answer is this. “In the past I have found that certain patterns of colour patches indicate discrete objects eg where I have experiences the cluster that I now associate with the perception of a book, it has turned out that there was a discrete object ie an object that can move about  independently of its surroundings, that, by touch, I feel to be an independent whole. In my present visual experience I find a cluster – a pattern - that resembles this. It is on that basis that I pick this out as a unit. It is the resemblance of this cluster that I am now experiencing to those I have experienced in the past that leads me to identify this as the experience of a discrete object: a book.”

MP argues that that doesn’t work. It gets things the wrong way round. It is not that seeing a resemblance to past experienced patterns that underpins my seeing a distinctive structure in this now. It is, rather, only because I now perceive the distinct structure that I see the resemblance: [5] 22x. I think this is a decisive point beautifully made. Another example. On the traditional view of perception I see this face as angry / happy / friendly because I notice a resemblance between the arrangement of elements in it (eg the angle of the lips, the wrinkles round eyes etc) and previous faces that are angry etc. But on reflection, this is clearly false. It is the other way round. I see the resemblance because I see (eg) the anger. The experience of significant wholes is primary.

Summary. On the traditional, atomist view of perception, identifying what I perceive - in the normal sense (eg identifying it as a smiling face, a book etc) – is dependent on a more primitive stage of identification (lines and colours in my visual field). On the basis of the arrangement of colours I conclude that I am seeing a smiling face….. . MP has two objections: (i) How the elements appear – the patches of colour – depends on the place that they have in the whole; so the perception of the whole can’t be dependent on a prior identification of them; (ii) The identification of the relevant pattern in these elements is dependent on identifying what this is; so it can’t be that the latter depends on the former.

MP suggests that one of the factors that pushes us towards the mistaken view is the way we divide a person into ‘mind’ and ‘body’. Thus, we divide what we normally think of as perception into two stages: 
(i) An object acting on my body. This is the actual ‘seeing’. It is like the operations of a camera: marks being made on my retina, and so on my mind. 
(ii) My mind forming a judgement on the basis of that. 
In considering this idea of ‘two stages’ it will be helpful to turn to Wittgenstein

[bookmark: _Hlk26201310]Wittgenstein
Wittgenstein distinguishes two ways in which we can describe what we see at a particular time:
(i) As a geometrical arrangement of lines and colours in our visual field.
(ii) As a smiling face, a table, person a long way off.
The traditional philosophical view of perception insists that (i) is the correct description of what we actually see. (ii) is always the result of interpretation: it is a judgement about what is there based on what we see in sense (i). As I suggested, this traditional account may draw on the idea that light rays from an object effect my eyes, creating a geometrical pattern within the eye. It is tempting to think of seeing as an inner awareness of this pattern. This idea of an ‘inner awareness of this pattern’ is linked with the idea that my primary relation with the world around me is passive: it acts on me. If I then go on to respond to what I see that is a secondary matter. So my relation to the world can be divided into a purely passive bit ([6] p 199x), and an active bit that results from that. 
In considering this, Wittgenstein suggests that it is helpful to consider cases in which, while what I see in sense (i) remains the same, there is a change in what I see in sense (ii). Duck/rabbit (p 194). Double cross (p 207). Recognising a face: [7] 197x. Another kind of case we could bring in here is that of two people looking at a face, one of whom sees sadness in it, while the other doesn’t. How are we to describe the difference between the person who sees the face one way and one who sees it the other way? Again, what takes place if I shift from seeing it in one way to seeing it in the other? Do I see something different; or do I see the same but interpret it differently? Wittgenstein ask: "Is it a genuine visual experience?" He is torn two ways, but is inclined to say that we 'see something different’: [8] 212x. 
In phenomenological terms, we might say there is a strong sense in which it feels that way. But a further consideration reinforces that reading. We need to keep a distinction between ‘interpreting’ and ‘seeing’; for there is a clear sense in which I may, for example, interpret a picture in a certain way and yet not be able to see it that way. Thus, a switch in how I see something is not in itself a change in my interpretation – in my judgement of what this is. (cf the duck/rabbit). Again, I might see the two lines to be of different length, and yet judge them to be the same length. I might see the moon as hanging just over the hills, and yet judge it to be much further away. I might see the sun as moving across the sky, and yet judge that it is the Earth that is moving. So we must allow that (ii) really is a kind of seeing. The traditional account leaves no place for this.
I want to go back to the duck/rabbit. When I switch from seeing it one way to seeing it in another way, there need be no change in my judgement of what is there. It is a change in what I see. But what is that change. What is the difference between seeing it one way and seeing it the other way? The question can produce a mental cramp. We may be tempted to do what Wittgenstein warns us against: look inwards. We think: 'There is no change in the lines on the paper (eg duck/rabbit) so the change must be in the inner impression'. PI p 199: ‘”What I really see must surely be what is produced in me by the influence of the object”’. But then it seems that there is no change there either; for if I describe the lines in my visual field it is clear that there is no alteration there either. And then we might feel that there must be some special quality attached to the experience, but we can't pin it down. 

Wittgenstein warns us: ‘Do not try to analyse your own inner experience’ (p 204) We should be looking in a quite different direction. I will introduce the through a question Wittgenstein asks and answers: [9] 198x. Again: [10] 198y. I asked: what is the change when I switch from seeing it as one to as the other? Wittgenstein is suggesting an answer of the form: it is a change in how I spontaneously respond to the picture. To 'see it as a duck' is to be spontaneously inclined to describe it in certain ways, to place it with other pictures of ducks, to wonder what it is looking at up in sky etc. No one of these things is crucial. It is a matter of having certain tendencies within this broad group. Switching to seeing it as a rabbit is a matter of a switch in the spontaneous inclinations in play. With another example Wittgenstein puts it in a slightly different way: [11] 203x. We might say: to see a picture in a certain way – for example, as a duck, is to be at home in treating it as a picture of a duck. 

I noted the inclination to think of ‘seeing’ as an inner, passive, thing: a reception of an unconceptualized pattern of lines and colours. And, with that, we may think of any response I have to what is in front of me – either emotional or in action – as a consequence of the seeing itself. So on this account, a change in ‘how I see’ the duck/rabbit is not really a change in what I see, but in the interpretation I place on what I see. What I really see in all these cases is lines in my visual field – and those don’t change in the switch. I have suggested that there are problems with that way of putting the matter. We might note that there is an additional oddity in the suggestion that what we really see is patterns of lines and colours. There is a clear sense in which we don’t generally notice those: we would generally be quite incapable of describing them, and nothing in our response reflects an awareness of them. Suppose we show someone a picture of a face with a particular expression, and then remove the picture. It is quite possible that they will be able to describe the expression on the face in some detail, but be able to say almost nothing about the geometry of colour patches. (Another example. You see this as the square corner of a room; now describe the arrangement of lines in your visual field. How do you get on?) The suggestion was: it is the second that is ‘given’ ie that is intellect free; the intellect works on that to form the kind of judgement involved in the first. But it seems, in practice, that matters are almost the reverse of that ie it is the second that is an intellectual achievement. (Art: huge achievement to discover perspective.)

[bookmark: _GoBack]There is a philosophical inclination to think of ‘seeing’ as an inner, passive, thing; and any response I have to what is in front of me is a consequence of the seeing itself. If we think of it like this, we should allow that it makes sense to suppose that someone sees nothing – is completely blind – and yet responds to what is in front of him just as we do. Or: a particular person sees just as we do but completely fails to find his way round in world – he can’t cross the room, or dodge a ball. But in the normal course of life we would not take such suggestions seriously. Questions about what a particular person can see can’t be separated from questions about his ability to handle, and be at home with, what surrounds him. So, Wittgenstein suggests, the separation we may make between an inner, passive state and what flows from it is a confusion. We should not think of ‘the seeing itself’ as an inner state that is the  ‘source of’ my responses to what is in front of me, or of the way in which I am at home with certain ways of treating it. 

MP 37-44 MP’s discussion of ‘intellectualism’ closely parallels this. This view divides perception into, on the one hand, what is given and, on the other, an ‘interpretation’ or ‘judgement’ based on that. But that division leaves out what is fundamental to our ordinary notion of sense experience – in W’s terms ‘how we see it’: [12] 39x, [13] 40 x y. Seeing a situation in a certain way is not to judge to be that way. MP calls this bit, that the intellectualist account leaves out, the ‘living nucleus of perception’ (44). The force of the phrase is in part to bring out that what is most basic in my relation to things in the world is not a detached awareness of objects, but an active involvement with them: their having a place in my life. We inhabit the world we experience; so what we perceive necessarily has significance for us. I immediately experience this object as a chair in the sense that I immediately respond to it, treat it, as a chair: something to sit on. I immediately experience what I see in a face as anger in the sense that cower before the person….; see it as a smile in the sense that I respond …. : ‘It is through my body that I understand other people, just as it is through my body that I perceive ‘things’. (216) Perception is not a matter of the world imprinting images on my mind [43: ‘The sensation is not experienced, and consciousness is always consciousness of an object’.]; but the way the person as a whole – the bodily human being – makes contact with the world. On traditional view, the entity that really perceives - to which something is present – is a mind contained within the body. For M-P, the entity to which something is present is the same entity that can act in response to it ie the bodily being.
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