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Abstract

This thesis is about the nature of seeing material objects and the role of spatial perception
in seeing material objects. I argue that seeing a material object doesn’t require the
object to be visually differentiated (or differentiable) from its surroundings, as some have
supposed. What is required is that the object looks some way to one. Although visual
differentiation isn’t involved in the way an object must look to one in order that one see
it, spatiality is. I argue that if one sees an object then one must see its generic spatial
properties. What this amounts to is that if one sees an object it must appear to one to
have generic spatial properties, such as being shaped, extended, and located. That is, one
must see it as having generic spatial properties (in a non-conceptual sense). This view of
the role of spatial perception in object seeing is contrasted with the recent views offered
by Cassam. I also discuss whether seeing objects requires belief or knowledge. I argue
that seeing objects is non-doxastic in Dretske’s sense. Roughly, for one to see a material
object doesn’t require that one form any belief about the object seen. It is left open,
though, whether object seeing requires some primitive non-doxastic knowledge about the
object seen, specifically knowledge about the generic spatial features of objects. One way

of thinking of the nature of such primitive knowledge is sketched in the conclusion.
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Introduction

If one wants to reach a full understanding of what it is for a being to be minded, or
conscious, then, given the way in which beings typically are minded and conscious, one
has to understand the nature of aspects of mentality such as perception. An attempt
is made in this essay to understand the nature of one kind of perception: the visual
perception of material objects. I discuss the nature of material object seeing and the
way in which spatial perception is necessary for material object seeing. I relate the issues
to the roles that belief and knowledge might be thought to play in seeing material objects.
Before giving a brief outline of what’s to come, some remarks on ‘object seeing’ to get
the phenomenon into focus.

As noted by G. J. Warnock ‘in the actual employment of the verb “to see” there
appears at first sight to be a mere chaos of constructions and indeed of categories’ (1954,
p. 201). One of those categories is object seeing. But what, in intuitive terms, is it? As
I’ll be understanding the phenomenon here object seeing is a perceptual—specifically,
visual—state in which an individual sees an object. Such seeing is usually contrasted
with factive seeing: my seeing a book is a case of object seeing (a state in which S sees
D), but my seeing that the book is blue is a case of factive seeing (a state in which S
sees that D is F).

The distinction between factive seeing and object seeing seems to be marked linguis-
tically in English: the verb ‘sees’ can take a clausal complement (‘S sees that p’). If
a sentence of this form is used to ascribe a state of seeing, then this suggests that the
seeing state is factive. But ‘sees’ can also take an objectual complement (‘S sees x”). If
a sentence of this form is used to ascribe a state of seeing, then this suggests that the
seeing state is a state of object seeing.

However, it is not obvious that the precise nature of a state of seeing will correspond
to what is suggested by the surface grammar of a sentence used in stating that S sees.
This is partly because lots of different kinds of things can be seen. For example we say
that we see ordinary material objects (books, chairs, tables etc), people, shadows, events
(happenings, performances, e.g. the car crash, the recital), qualities, relations, states,
conditions, and this list isn’t exhaustive. The point is that it is not obvious that all true

statements of the form ‘S sees =’ need report states of affairs with the same structure,



given that the kind of thing assigned to the variable z can differ. In any case I will
restrict attention, for the most part, to the seeing of ordinary material objects and parts
(or portions) of those objects, where the structure of such states is captured by sentences

where ‘sees’ takes an objectual complement.

Outline

In Chapter 1 I evaluate and discuss Dretske’s thesis that object seeing is non-epistemic.
I argue that Dretske has a strong case for thinking that object seeing doesn’t require
belief (object seeing is non-doxastic). Chapter 2 considers the positive nature of object
seeing and whether it involves visual differentiation. I argue that it is necessary to see an
object D that D looks some way to one, but that the way D looks to one need not involve
it being visually differentiated from its surroundings. In Chapter 3 I consider Cassam’s
view that spatial perception is necessary for object seeing. I argue against Cassam’s
understanding of the view and his attempts to support it. Still, I argue that spatial
perception is necessary for object seeing. I argue that this is because when one sees D,
D must be seen as having generic spatial features (such as being shaped, extended, and
located), where this ‘seeing-as’ is a non-conceptual state of affairs. This is explained in
terms of what it takes for an object to occupy one’s visual field. In the Conclusion I
relate the views advanced about the positive nature of object seeing back to the question
of whether object seeing is epistemic or non-epistemic. I remain neutral on the matter,
but sketch a way in which one might think that it is epistemic without it being non-
doxastic. The sketch involves taking it that seeing an object requires some primitive

non-conceptual knowledge.



Chapter 1
Is Object Seeing Non-Epistemic?

In his (1969) Fred Dretske argues that our object seeing is a primitive kind of seeing
which is non-epistemic. In this Chapter I address two questions: What does it mean
to say that object seeing is non-epistemic? And, is Dretske right? I think that Dretske
establishes that (a) we shouldn’t over-intellectualise object seeing, and (b) object seeing
is non-dozxastic. However, Dretske doesn’t establish that object seeing is non-epistemic

(T take this last theme up in the conclusion of this essay).

1.1 Non-Doxastic Seeing

Dretske thinks that object seeing is non-dozastic. In Dretske’s terms object seeing is
devoid of positive belief content (pp. 5-6). What this means is that the truth of a
statement of the form ‘S saw/sees D’ (where ‘S’ names an agent, and ‘D’ refers to or
picks out a material object) doesn’t entail that, for any p, S believes p. (This will be
qualified shortly). In arguing that seeing is non-doxastic, Dretske can be read as arguing
against belief-theories of perception (e.g. Armstrong (1968)). However, there are nuanced
versions of such theories that are consistent with Dretske’s non-doxasticism, as long as
the latter is understood in a certain way (for discussion see Sibley (1971a) in Sibley
(1971b) and Smith (2001)). In this Chapter I shall only consider how to understand
Dretske’s view and whether Dretske has supported it (I won’t be concerned with the
details of a belief based theory). For Dretske it is a consequence of non-doxasticism that

seeing is non-epistemic:

By [non-epistemic] I mean that the state of affairs described by saying S sees,,
D is a state of affairs whose realization does not depend on S’s knowing any-
thing in particular, either about D or about anything else. This non-epistemic

character of seeing is a consequence of the fact that it lacks a positive belief



content. For I accept as a condition of S’s knowing that P...that he accepts
the truth of [believes| P (p. 30)

So, for Dretske seeing is non-epistemic because it is non-doxastic. In the conclusion
of this essay I shall return to the issue and discuss a conception of object seeing that
is epistemic since it involves knowledge, but not thereby doxastic (since the knowledge
it involves doesn’t entail belief). For now, let’s consider a more precise formulation of
Dretske’s thesis.

The thesis that seeing is non-doxastic, as outlined above, requires qualification since
one might think that in order to be a seer at all—to be the kind of sentient agent that is
a seer—one must have some background beliefs. As such it will logically follow from the
fact that I see D that I have some beliefs. However, Dretske takes it that his thesis that
seeing is non-doxastic is compatible with the view that to be a seer requires background
beliefs (p. 17, n. 2), so how, more precisely, are we to understand the thesis that seeing
is non-doxastic?

We need to restrict the beliefs in question to beliefs about what is seen (see Dretske
(1979) in his (2000)). So the thesis that object seeing is non-doxastic is to be understood
as follows: the truth of a statement of the form ‘S saw/sees D’ doesn’t entail that, for any
proposition p about D, S believes p. For example, there is a way of seeing a book such
that, the fact that I see the book doesn’t entail that, for any p about the book, I believe
p. When I see a book, of course, I may well believe some p about the book in a way
that is linked specifically to my seeing the book. But Dretske’s point is that such belief
is not logically or conceptually entailed by my seeing the book. A strong psychological
connection between seeing D and believing some p about D does not contradict Dretske’s
thesis that seeing is non-doxastic (see p. 10 and p. 13).

There is, however, a further complication about what exactly Dretske’s thesis is,
discussed by Close (1976). Dretske can be read as claiming either (A) or (B):

(A) It is not the case that S’s seeing D entails that S has some belief or
other about D

(B) It is not the case that S’s seeing D entails that S has some particular
belief about D

In what follows I will read Dretske as claiming (A). This seems to accord with Dretske’s
claim that seeing D is logically compatible with having no beliefs at all about D (1991,
p. 182, in McLaughlin (1991)). This issue will re-arise in section 1.3.

What does Dretske offer by way of argument for the claim that our object seeing is

non-doxastic? In what follows I reconstruct some of Dretske’s arguments.



1.2 Dretske’s Arguments

1.2.1 Cases

Immediately after stating the thesis about seeing D being non-doxastic, Dretske proceeds
to discuss various examples from which we are supposed to see the appeal of the thesis.
I want to regiment the discussion somewhat and see what we can get out of it by way
of an argument for the thesis. To do this I talk in terms of cases. Let a particular case,
¢, be a pair consisting of a state of seeing D and a state of believing p (where p is about
D). Token cases are distinguished according to the values of ‘D’ and ‘p’. ‘D’ stands
for a material object, and so the believing state will involve the concept of the material
object seen (e.g. the object table, and the concept table). Here are three types of cases

(drawing on pp. 7-9 of Dretske’s book):

(C1) S sees D, S believes that what they are seeing is D
(C2) S sees D, S believes that there are D’s

(C3) S sees D, S believes that D is ...

Since each type involves the same type of seeing state, they are distinguished by the kind
of content the believing state involves (no doubt one can distinguish further types than
those considered here). Particular instances of these types will specify what values the
variables take. So an instance of C1 might be the pair consisting of my seeing a horse,
and my believing that what I am seeing is a horse (or less demandingly a believing state
with the following content: this, or it, is a horse). A particular instance of C2 might
be the pair of my seeing a horse, and my believing that there are horses. Finally, a
particular instance of C3 might be the pair of my seeing a horse, and my believing that
it is an animal. (The ellipsis in type C3 is to be filled by some characterising predicate.
Case type C3 is discussed further below, see 1.3).

Let’s now consider some of Dretske’s examples, which I will outline, utilising the

above framework, as cases. To begin let’s consider instances of case types C1 and C2.

1.2.2 Arguments from Cases
Screwdriver Cases

Consider a particular instance of C1, ¢1: S sees a screwdriver, and S believes that what
they are seeing is a screwdriver (p. 7). Is it possible for S to see a screwdriver yet not
believe that what they are seeing is a screwdriver? Dretske thinks it is possible. So, ¢;
is, according to Dretske, a case where the seeing state and the belief state are logically

independent. It is not hard to imagine other such instances of C1.
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Consider a particular instance of C2, co: S sees a screwdriver and S believes that
there are screwdrivers. Is it possible for S to see a screwdriver yet not believe that there
are screwdrivers? Dretske thinks it is. So, ¢3 is, according to Dretske, a case where the
seeing state and the belief state are logically independent. It is not hard to imagine other
such instances of C2. (One might ask whether case type C2 is quite to the point since
the belief involved is not in a straightforward way about the D seen in the seeing state.
The belief state is, rather, about the kind of thing the D is. But I take it that Dretske
would want to say that not only does seeing D not entail any belief about D, but also
any belief about the kind (or kinds) that D belongs to.)

Dretske’s Verdicts

Are Dretske’s verdicts on cases ¢; and co correct? That is, can one see a screwdriver
without believing that what one is seeing is a screwdriver, or that there are screwdrivers?
I think it is clear that Dretske is right here.

The first argument to consider, suggested by Dretske’s writings, is what we might call
the argument from conceptual deficiency. Consider c¢;. We take it that infants or animals
(in particular non-human animals) without much conceptual sophistication can see things
in their surroundings (I am not talking of a creature that doesn’t have any concepts—
whatever that would be—just a creature without much conceptual sophistication). It is
hard to deny that if one placed a screwdriver before such a creatures’ eyes, then (assuming
the visual and physiological conditions were suitable, etc), the creature would see it (the
screwdriver). It is plausible that the creature (a) sees the screwdriver and (b) owing to
its lack of conceptual sophistication lacks the concept screwdriver. Given that we are
talking about a non-human animal or an infant it should be obvious that it lacks the
concept screwdriver. If one takes it that to possess the concept screwdriver requires
that one has a (public) language, then given that the creature lacks such a language,
it will lack the concept screwdriver. But even without this controversial assumption
it is plausible that the creature lacks the concept in question. To possess the concept
screwdriver, one might think, involves some understanding of what a screwdriver is
and does, which a creature of the kind in question surely lacks.

Given that the creature lacks the concept screwdriver it doesn’t believe that what
it is seeing is a screwdriver. This is because it is plausible to hold that it is a necessary
condition on S believing p that S possesses the concepts that characterise (or constitute)
p. So if p is the proposition what I am seeing is a screwdriver, or even more basically
this is a screwdriver, then a condition on believing p is that one possess the concept
screwdriver. As such it seems that seeing a screwdriver doesn’t entail believing that
what one is seeing is a screwdriver, even if for many of us we will have such a belief when
we see a screwdriver. Such a belief is not entailed since there are creatures which can

(and do) see screwdrivers, but which lack the concept screwdriver, and hence the belief
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that p.

There is perhaps a deeper reason for why we have no problem with the idea that a
creature of the kind considered can see a screwdriver without believing that what they
are seeing is a screwdriver. This is because part of what can be involved in acquiring the
concept of a screwdriver is seeing a screwdriver. That is, one might think that in many
cases of the acquisition of the concept of a screwdriver one sees the screwdriver before
one acquires the concept of what it is, and the antecedent seeing is part of what explains
how, in such a case, one acquires the concept of a screwdriver (that is not to say that
acquiring the concept is necessarily linked to seeing it, the conjecture is only that this
will be a quite ordinary way of acquiring the concept). But more on this in section 1.2.3.

It seems then that Dretske is right about token case c;: seeing a screwdriver doesn’t
entail that one believes that what one sees is a screwdriver. A similar story—in terms of
conceptual and cognitive sophistication—could be told of ¢;. Does seeing a screwdriver
entail that one believes that there are screwdrivers? It is hard to see how one could have
such a belief without having the concept screwdriver or some primitive conception of
existence (or things existing). Now, it may be plausible to suppose that our creature
has some primitive conception of existence (perhaps it has (non-verbal, non-linguistic)
beliefs involving the primitive conception of existing or existence). But it is, for the
reasons given above, implausible to suppose that it has the concept screwdriver. As
such, Dretske is right about case token co, being in the state of seeing D doesn’t entail
that one is in the state of believing that there are D’s (or, given how I’'m understanding
‘there are’, believing that D’s exist).

The case for Dretske’s verdicts on ¢; and ¢ might seem stronger when we consider
what one might call the argument from disbelief. The argument is as follows: Where p is
the proposition of the believing state, and it is supposed to be that S seeing D entails S
believing p: since S might see D and thereby believe that not-p, S seeing D doesn’t entail
that S believes p. For instance, S—an adult human being—might be utterly convinced
that there are no screwdrivers, owing to some conspiracy theory they believe. S is so
influenced by this theory, and thinks that people are out to trick them by pretending that
certain objects are screwdrivers when they are not, that when you present S with any
object whatsoever (including a genuine screwdriver) S thereby believes that it is not the
case that the object presented—perhaps thought by S under the demonstrative this—is
a screwdriver. Presumably in such a case S still sees what is in front of them, that is, .S
sees a screwdriver. But since S, on seeing the screwdriver thereby believes that it is not
the case that it is a screwdriver, S doesn’t thereby believe that it is a screwdriver (and S
doesn’t thereby believe that there are screwdrivers). If this argument is correct, what it
shows is that case tokens c; and ¢y are case tokens where the seeing state doesn’t entail
the believing state.

There is, however, a problem with the argument. Let it be understood that S seeing

12



D (the screwdriver) is supposed to entail S believes p (where p is this is a screwdriver).
The kind of case considered involves S seeing the screwdriver but thereby believing that
not-p (that is, believing that it is not the case that this is a screwdriver). Does this show
that S seeing D doesn’t entail S believing that p? No, because it might be that S has
inconsistent beliefs, that is, S might be such that when they see D they thereby believe
p, and they thereby believe not-p (note: this is different to the more problematic state
of S believing the contradiction formed by the conjunction of p and not-p). There is
no obvious reason why we should rule against the possibility of inconsistent beliefs (and
indeed some would think inconsistent beliefs are necessary to explain certain kinds of
irrationality). Obviously this would be a strange state of affairs, and some story about
how a mind can, as it were, house inconsistent beliefs would have to be told, but it is
not incoherent.

So, it might be possible for S to see D and not thereby believe p (and hence for it
to be the case that S seeing D does not entail S believes p), but this isn’t shown by the
mere fact of S seeing D and thereby believing not-p.

If one adds the premise, or stipulates, that S doesn’t have inconsistent beliefs about
D, then that fixes the argument. But one would need a case where the stipulation is
warranted. Perhaps the screwdriver cases are such cases, but here is another: consider
S who sees a boomerang in lighting conditions such that it looks to S as if it (the
boomerang) is a banana. On seeing the boomerang S forms the belief that this—what
they see—is a banana. The fact of S forming this belief (call it ¢) doesn’t entail that S’s
doesn’t also form the belief that this is a boomerang (call it ), nor does it entail that S
doesn’t also form the belief that not-q (that it is not the case that this is a banana). But
if we also assume that S doesn’t on seeing D—the boomerang—form inconsistent beliefs
about what they see, then since r and not-q are both inconsistent with ¢, in virtue of
the fact that S believes ¢ upon seeing D, it follows that it is not the case that S believes
r, and it is not the case that S believes not-g. In a case such as this there is no reason
whatsoever to attribute to S inconsistent beliefs about what they see. Therefore, it is not
the case that S seeing the boomerang entails that S believes that this is a boomerang.
We have, therefore a counter-example to the view that S sees D entails that S believes
that what they see is D.

A General Conclusion?

We have so far considered only token cases of types C1 and C2. These cases involve seeing
a screwdriver, and belief states the being in of which requires posession of the concept
screwdriver. How might we utilise these “screwdriver cases” to argue that seeing is
non-doxastic? Perhaps all that reflection upon the cases considered (and others) reveals
is that there are some states of seeing D that don’t entail some states of believing p.

Obviously it doesn’t logically follow from the fact that some belief states about D are
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not entailed by the associated states of seeing D that no belief states about D are entailed.

What we need is a more general conclusion, and the question is, how do Dretske’s
arguments regarding the token cases help us with that? We would take a step in the
right direction if Dretske’s reflections allowed us to say something about the case types
C1 and C2, not merely the case tokens ¢; and c¢o. That is, if the conclusion were that no
token cases of case types C1 and C2 are such that the belief state is entailed by the seeing
state. Such a conclusion would deliver: seeing D is non-doxastic in that seeing D doesn’t
entail believing p, for any p that is a belief state of the type specified by case types C1
and C2. Although not as general as Dretske’s thesis as considered in section 1.1, it is a
step in the right direction. But do Dretske’s reflections allow for such generalisation?

Dretske might be understood as issuing his opponent with a challenge along the
following lines: come up with a case ¢, (of type C1 or C2) such that it logically follows
from S’s being in the seeing state of ¢, that S is in the believing state of ¢,. The point
is that this is a difficult challenge to meet and Dretske has shown us why.

First, what the opponent needs to supply is a case where the D in question is an
object that cannot be seen unless (a) one possesses the concept of it (the concept D),
and (b) forms a belief about it utilising D (a belief of the kind dictated by types C1 or
C2). Dretske has shown us that the opponent cannot make progress if the D in question
is a screwdriver, since that is not something for which posession of the concept of that
object (posession of the concept screwdriver) is required in order to see it, a fortiori
not something the seeing of which requires beliefs of a kind dictated by types C1 and
C2. Now, one might say “just because this holds where D is a screwdriver, what reason
have we for thinking that we have hit upon a quite general fact about seeing D?” The
reply to this is that the screwdriver case is representative or typical, and in no way
special or peculiar. So if the point holds for the object: screwdriver and the concept:
screwdriver then it will hold for other object/concept pairs that are not sufficiently
different. The challenge to Dretske’s opponent is to supply us with a sufficiently different
object/concept pair, one where S can see the object only if they possess the concept
of it. By providing representative cases, which we have no reason to suspect as being
abnormal, where one can see D even though one doesn’t possess the concept D, Dretske
is warranted in drawing a more general conclusion, at least tentatively, and challenging
his opponent to show that he is wrong.

There is a further argument, that delivers the general conclusion we are after (or

something like it), which I turn to now.

1.2.3 An Argument from the Possibility of Concept Acquisition

Here is a different argument that one might put on behalf of Dretske, hinted at in the

discussion of the creature lacking the concept screwdriver above:
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i. If it is possible for the process of one’s acquiring the concept D to involve seeing

D, then seeing D doesn’t entail that one possess the concept D

ii. For all if not most D, it is possible for the process of one’s acquiring the associated

concept D to involve seeing D
Therefore,

iii. For all if not most D, seeing D doesn’t entail that one possess the associated concept
D

Furthermore,

iv. It is a condition of one being in a belief state of the kind specified by case type C1,
and case type C2 that one possess the concept D

Therefore,

v. For all if not most D, seeing D doesn’t entail that one be in a belief state of the

kind specified by case type C1, or by case type C2

If it is possible for one to acquire the concept D (partly) on the basis of seeing D, then
seeing D doesn’t entail that one possesses the concept D. This follows from the fact that
the acquiring of a concept (partly) on the basis of seeing the object in question requires
prior seeing of the object, the result of which (given other factors) is the acquisition of
the concept. If seeing an object entails possessing the concept of it, then that prior seeing
is a state in which one already has the concept, and hence can’t figure in the process
of one acquiring it. So, if it is possible for seeing D to figure in the acquisition of the
concept D, then there must be such a thing as a seeing state (where one sees D) that
doesn’t involve or require the concept D, and hence seeing D doesn’t entail posession of
the concept D.

But if seeing D doesn’t entail possessing the concept D then it doesn’t entail having
beliefs of the form specified in types C1 and C2 (since such beliefs require posession of
the concept D | since the concept D characterises (or partially constitutes) the content
of the beliefs). So, if it is possible for one to acquire the concept D partly on the basis of
seeing D then seeing D doesn’t entail that one has beliefs of the kind specified by case
types C1 and C2.

It is plausible to suppose that for a vast amount, if not all D’s (material objects that
can be the objects of object seeing), it is possible for one to acquire their associated
concepts partly on the basis of seeing those objects. If this is so, then for a vast amount,
if not all D’s, it is possible to see D without possessing the concept D. So, for a vast
amount, if not all cases of the types C1 and C2, the believing state will not be entailed
by the seeing state.

15



For example, it is metaphysically possible (though not necessary) that part of the
basis of my acquiring material object concepts like screwdriver, table, chair, book,
and so on, is my seeing those very material objects. It follows, from the above argument,
that seeing such objects doesn’t entail my possessing the concepts of the objects they
are. It follows, therefore, that being in seeing states in which I see such objects doesn’t
entail being in any believing state about the object which is characterised by the concept
of that object (e.g. tokens of case types C1 and C2).

That is not to say that I can see such objects without possessing any concepts under
which they fall, the conclusion is more restricted, the concepts in question are concepts
of the objects in question.

So far we have considered how seeing is non-doxastic with respect to case types (and
hence restricted belief types) C1 and C2. It is at this point that we can see how seeing
D is non-identificatory in a certain sense. That is to say, it is not a necessary condition
on seeing D that one identify it as the object that it is. This follows, from the above
discussion and the plausible assumption that to identify D as the object it is involves
posession of the concept D (also the fact that mis-identification and mistakes are possible
rules in favour of taking seeing D to be non-identificatory). Similarly, it is not a necessary

condition on seeing D that one recognise it as a D.

Summary

To summarise, if the arguments considered above are any good then there is support for
a restricted version of Dretske’s claim that object seeing is non-doxastic. The restricted
version is that seeing D, for all if not most D’s, doesn’t entail a belief about D of the
form specified by types C1 and C2.

But this conclusion is far from Dretske’s aim which was to establish that seeing D
doesn’t entail believing p for any p so long as p is about D. The problem here is that it
is unclear that granting the restricted conclusion itself amounts to any interesting form
of non-epistemicism about object seeing. That is to say, there might be important states
of belief and/or knowledge which are necessary for seeing an object, but which stand
unimpugned by the restricted conclusion arrived at (these will be, of course, beliefs that
don’t involve the concept of the material object seen, the concept D). We haven’t yet
considered case type C3; one might think that further reflection on cases of type C3 will

get Dretske the unrestricted claim. Let’s consider this now.

1.3 Case Type C3

A case of type C3 involves a pair which includes a state of seeing D and a belief state of the
form: ‘S believes that D is ...’ (where the ellipsis is filled by a characterising predicate

of some sort, e.g. I see my aunt, I believe she is my aunt). Dretske is committed to the
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claim that there are no cases of type C3 such that the seeing state entails the believing

state. We should at this point split type C3 into two types, as follows
(C3A) S sees D, S believes that D is ...
(C3B) S sees D, S believes that that (it, him/her, this) is ...

Suppose the characterising predicate is F'; what I am trying to mark here is a distinction
between a case where one believes of something D that it is F' ounly if one knows (or at
least believes) that that something is a D, and hence possesses the concept D (case type
C3A), and a case where one believes of something D that it is F' even if one doesn’t know
that the something in question is a D, and so might have access to, and form a belief
about it, by referring to it with a pure demonstrative such as that (or it, or him/her, or
this) (case type C3B).

A case of type C3A where the seeing state entails the belief state, is a case in which
in order for one to be in the seeing state one must—given the nature of the belief state
involved in cases of type C3A—possess the concept of the object seen. This just means
that the above arguments (regarding C1 and C2) will apply here. So we can put aside
C3A and focus on C3B.

Dretske needs the conclusion that there is no case of type C3B such that the belief
state is entailed by the seeing state. But how can this general conclusion be supported?

First, the argument from conceptual deficiency seems to have application here (see
1.2.2). The argument would be that for many characterising predicates (call them F’s)
under which a particular D in question falls one need not have the concept F in order
to see D. This is because it is plausible to suppose that for many F’s a conceptually
unsophisticated creature can see D without possessing the concept F. For instance, where
the F' is ‘an aunt’, or ‘a human being’, or ‘a woman’, or ‘a physical object’. Surely a
conceptually unsophisticated creature lacks the concepts aunt, human being, woman,
and physical object. But it is implausible to suppose that it cannot see something
which falls under those concepts merely because it lacks the concepts. So a conceptually
unsophisticated creature is not barred from seeing D just because it lacks concepts of
some of the predicates that characterise D, and hence seeing D doesn’t entail that one
forms beliefs involving those concepts.

This delivers the conclusion that for many token cases of CB3, being in the seeing
state of such a token case doesn’t entail being in the believing state of that token case.
This can be supported also by applying a version of the argument from the possibility of
concept acquisition (see section 1.2.3), but this time not to D concepts but F concepts.
The argument would be that to be in the belief state characteristic of case type C3B
requires posession of the concept F. But if F is a concept which it is possible to acquire
partly on the basis of seeing D, then, seeing D cannot entail that one possess the concept

F, and hence cannot entail that one is in a belief state involving the concept F. It is
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plausible that one can learn many F concepts partly on the basis of seeing objects. Just
as one can learn the concept of a screwdriver partly on the basis of seeing a screwdriver,
one can learn the concepts of say a human, or an animal, and many more concepts
partly on the basis of seeing objects (specifically, objects which fall under those concepts).

This is all very well but Dretske needs it that for any F' seeing D (where D is F')
doesn’t entail posession of the concept F (that would deliver the conclusion that for any
belief state of the type CB3 (which are all concept F involving states) being in such a
state is not entailed by being in the seeing state of the type CB3). But the arguments
considered thus far don’t deliver a conclusion that general, since we don’t have the
conclusion that a conceptually unsophisticated creature can see D without possessing
any F, nor that for any F it is possible to acquire F partly on the basis of seeing D. The
conclusion is restricted to many F'’s.

A further argument comes from application of the argument from disbelief. Consider
now an instance of C3B which involves the pair, S sees his aunt, and S believes that she
(it, that) is a woman. Are these states logically independent? Dretske thinks so, as he

says

not only could S see his aunt and not believe that she was his aunt, but he
might not believe that she was a woman, nor even that she was a human
being. Depending on the lighting conditions, his attentiveness, and a host of
other variables, he might mistake her for a mannequin, a shadow, or any one

of a number of things...(p. 7)

This is a case where S seeing D doesn’t entail that S believes that D (picked out demon-
stratively) is a woman. (Even though D is a woman). This is because S sees D and
thereby believes: it is a mannequin. That S believes that it is a mannequin doesn’t itself
mean that S doesn’t also believe that it is a woman, but we are assuming that being
a mannequin is incompatible with being a woman, and that S doesn’t have (or form)
inconsistent beliefs about what they see.

But does this generalise to other F’s? Is it the case that for any F' under which D
falls, if S sees D, then S might believe that D (picked out demonstratively) is G (where
D being G is incompatible with D being F), and S thereby (owing to the fact that
they don’t have inconsistent beliefs about what is seen) lack the belief that D (picked
out demonstratively) is F'? If this generalisation holds then we get: for any F' under
which D falls it is not the case that S sees D entails that S believes that D (picked out
demonstratively) is F. And this is just to say that for any case token of type C3B, the
seeing state doesn’t entail the believing state.

It is not obvious that the reasoning does generalise; perhaps there are some F’s that
are in some way special, or at least quite unlike physical object or aunt. But this remains

to be seen. However, even if we grant that the reasoning generalises, there is a problem for
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the role of it in Dretske’s overall project of establishing that object seeing is non-doxastic
(I draw here on Close (1976), p. 163).

Let’s suppose for the moment that the argument from disbelief does generalise, so
that we have the conclusion that for all D, and F', where D is F: it’s not the case that
S seeing D entails that S believes D is F. Now, consider how the argument works.
It works by it being possible in any case of seeing D that S (a) doesn’t have or form
inconsistent beliefs about what is seen and (b) believes that D is G, where D being G is
incompatible with D being F'. Even if we accept the argument from disbelief we might
still think that seeing D does entail that S has some belief or other about D of the form
‘Dis ...” or ‘that is ... . Since the argument from disbelief relies on S having some
belief or other about D (of the forms mentioned) it cannot be used to support Dretske’s
non-doxasticism which says that it’s not the case that seeing D entails that one has some
belief or other about D (of the forms mentioned).

Dretske can say, on the basis of the argument from disbelief (assuming it generalises):
there is no particular belief b about D (of the form ‘S believes that that is ...’) such
that if S sees D, then S must have b. However, it doesn’t follow from this that it is
not the case that if S sees D, then S must have some belief about D (of the form ‘S
believes that that is ...’). Compare: there is no particular egg e such that if S makes
an omelette S must use e. However, it doesn’t follow from this that it is not the case

that if S makes an omelette they must use some particular egg.

Summary

By considering case type C3B the most that Dretske could hope for would be to establish
that in no token case of type C3B is it the case that seeing D entails the belief state of
that type. This would be to say: it is not the case that S seeing D entails that .S believes
that that is F, for any F where D is F'.

I argued that if Dretske argues by reflecting upon the concept of the characterising
predicate in question, the most that can be established—in the absence of further gener-
alising considerations—is that it is not the case that S seeing D entails that S believes
that that is F, for many F’s (where D is F'). This falls short of the general conclusion
required: it is open, on this restricted conclusion, that there are characterising concepts
(which apply to D) the posession of which is necessary for seeing D.

I considered also an application of the argument from disbelief. I argued that even if
we grant that this argument can generalise, so we get the result that no particular belief
b about D (of the form ‘S believes that that is ...’) is such that if S sees D, then S
must have b, this falls short of supporting Dretske’s non-doxasticism which (restricted to
case type C3B) requires: it’s not the case that S seeing D entails that S has some belief
or other of the form ‘S believes that that is ...".
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1.4 Seeing and Not Noticing

Thus far my remarks on Dretske’s case for the view that seeing is non-doxastic have been
critical: One strand of my argument has been that a conclusion of the generality Dretske
desires is not obviously supported by the arguments considered. But that is not to say
that Dretske’s considerations don’t contain an important insight: viz. that we should
not over-intellectualise object seeing.

But what is it to over-intellectualise object seeing? It is not simply to hold that be-
liefs or concepts are involved in object seeing, since it is not obvious that we would have
to think of the having of beliefs and concepts as in any sense an overly-intellectualised
achievement. Rather, to over-intellectualise object seeing is to think of it as involving
beliefs and concepts of a relatively sophisticated kind, say, beliefs by which we recog-
nise, identify, sort, and compare objects. It is plausible to suppose that whatever the
shortcomings of Dretske’s argumentation this basic insight is well supported.

There is, however, a further argument of Dretske’s which I think tilts the balance
in his favour, and provides support for the general conclusion he desires. This involves
pointing out that one can see D and form no belief at all about D. If such a case is
possible, then it can’t be that S seeing D entails that S has some belief or other about
D. So, such a case supports Dretske’s non-doxasticism.

The case that Dretske highlights involves S looking in a draw for a cuff link (Dretske
(1969), p. 18, see also Dretske (1993) for a case along the same lines). We are to suppose
that S looks in the draw and sees the cuff link, where S’s seeing the cuff link is simply
a matter of the cuff link looking some way to S. However, S overlooks the cuff link and
comes away from the situation without realising that the cuff link was in the draw (we
might suppose that S was looking for the cuff link and didn’t find it, despite seeing it,
he simply missed it, or didn’t spot it). The question is, in this case of seeing D (the cuff
link), did S form any belief about D? Dretske thinks it is plausible to suppose that S
formed no belief about D because S did not notice D.

Dretske notes: ‘He may have seen the cuff link without noticing it; he may have seen
it without it looking to him as though there was something in the drawer’ (p. 18). One
reply to this example is to insist that in the circumstances described S didn’t see the
cuff link (because he didn’t notice it), so we don’t have a case of non-doxastic seeing (e.g.
Close (1976), but cf. Smith (2001)).

But it is not obvious that we should in general take noticing D to be a condition
on seeing D. Surely Dretske is right in that we often overlook things, and it doesn’t
obviously (or at least obviously always) follow from this that we didn’t see them. What
reason do we have to think that specifically in the cuff link case S fails to see D because
S doesn’t notice D? It is not clear. Furthermore, the following extension of Dretske’s
example offered by Martin (1992a) (in Gunther (2003)), works in Dretske’s favour:
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Suppose that someone, Archie, is looking for a cuff link. He looks in a drawer
but fails to notice it and continues searching the room. Eventually he gives
up and leaves for dinner. On the way to dinner, he agitatedly thinks back to
his search of the room. Having a relatively good visual memory, he recalls
how things looked as he searched. Suddenly he realizes that the cuff link was
in the drawer but that he had failed to notice it (p. 240).

Might we suppose that Archie simply recollects a belief he formed at the time of looking

in the draw? This is implausible, since

Had he [formed a belief at the time|, barring some explanation in terms of
suppressed belief, he would not have continued his search. At some later
time, on the way to dinner, he comes to acquire the belief that the cuff link

was in the drawer (Martin, p. 240).

What is important for our purposes here is that Archie’s memory experience reveals that
Archie saw the cuff link. As Martin notes ‘One’s memory experiences typically derive
from one’s past perceptions, so the memory experience is evidence of how things looked
to Archie when he carried out his search. .. we have evidence that it then looked to him
as if the cuff link was in the drawer’ (p. 240, for further elaboration see pp. 240-242). In
Chapter 2 I will argue in more detail that the conditions for seeing D are quite minimal,
and don’t require noticing D. At the end of that Chapter I will return to the cuff link
case.

If the verdict arrived at regarding the cuff link case is correct, then Dretske is right
that S seeing D doesn’t entail that S believes something or other about D, since S may
see D and fail to notice D, and hence not form any belief at all about D. Dretske’s
non-doxasticism seems to be well supported after all.

One reservation that I will return to in the conclusion of this essay is this: from the
fact that seeing D doesn’t entail that S has some belief or other about D it doesn’t follow
that S doesn’t have some primitive knowledge about D, non-doxastic, non-conceptual
knowledge. This is so for at least two reasons: (1) there are kinds of knowledge other that
those of the form ‘S knows that p’ that might be relevant, and (2) Dretske’s assumption
that knowledge entails belief can be questioned when it comes to primitive perceptual
knowledge. I remain neutral about whether object seeing is epistemic in some non-
doxastic sense, but I shall briefly sketch a way in which it might be thought to be.
Since that sketch draws on what I argue in Chapter 3 I shall have to postpone further

elaboration until the conclusion of this essay.
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Chapter 2

Visual Differentiation

In this Chapter I consider whether visual differentiation is necessary for object seeing. I
argue that it isn’t. I argue that object seeing requires that the object seen occupies one’s
visual field and looks some way to one, but the way it looks to one need not involve it
being visually differentiated from its surroundings. Furthermore, what emerges is that
object seeing is a primitive—i.e. conceptually and cognitively undemanding—state of
affairs, and this supports the conclusion of the previous Chapter, that object seeing is

non-doxastic.

2.1 Dretske on Visual Differentiation

Dretske offers what he takes to be a definition of object seeing in terms of visual differ-
entiation, (1969, p. 20):

S sees D = D is visually differentiated from its immediate environment by S

The aspect of this proposal that I am concerned with is whether D being visually differ-
entiated from its environment by S is necessary for S to see D. In trying to understand
visual differentiation one might be put in mind of Wiggins’ notion of singling out: to sin-
gle out an object x is ‘to isolate x in experience; to determine or fix upon x in particular
by drawing its spatio-temporal boundaries and distinguishing it in its environment from
other things of like and unlike kinds’ (1980, p. 6, quoted in (Cassam, 2007, pp. 93-94,
fn. 9)). However, if this is supposed to indicate something done by S, then it is too
demanding for what Dretske has in mind.

Visual differentiation, for Dretske, corresponds to how things must look in order to
be seen. For D to be visually differentiated from its environment is for it to look some
way different to its surroundings. It is more accurate, therefore, to speak in terms of D

being visually differentiated for S, or looking some way different (from its surroundings)
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to S. From pp. 20-21 it seems that Dretske has in mind the following three features as

being constitutive of visual differentiation, and hence of S seeing D

1. D occupies a portion of S’s visual field
2. D looks some way to .S

3. D looks to S different than D’s (immediate) environment looks to S

(This is qualified by Dretske, see section 2.3 below). It seems that (3) is doing the
work with respect to visual differentiation (call it the ‘visual differentiation condition’),
and that necessarily, if (3) is satisfied then so will (1) and (2) be. Since satisfaction of
(1), (2) and (3) is necessary and sufficient for S to see D, and since satisfaction of (3)
necessarily entails satisfaction of (1) and (2), satisfaction of (3)—the visual differentiation
condition—is necessary and sufficient for S to see D, according to Dretske.

Since satisfaction of (1) and (2) doesn’t entail satisfaction of (3), D can occupy S’s
visual field, and look some way to S and not be seen. We might wonder whether this is
correct, Dretske aims to show that it is by consideration of various examples where D
can’t be seen owing to lack of satisfaction of condition (3), even though (1) and (2) are
satisfied (see section 2.2). I will turn to these shortly, but first some further remarks on
the conditions.

The third condition can be regarded as requiring that if S sees D then D looks some
way different to its (immediate) surroundings (to S)—its surroundings include other
objects, the background, etc. However, quite what this means is unclear. For instance,
imagine a blue background and a blue patch set against the background. The patch is a
different shade of blue to the shade of blue that the background has, but the difference is
so subtle that one simply cannot visually detect the difference. So the question is, do we
have here an example of something which looks some way different to its surroundings,
and do we thereby have an example of something which is visually differentiated? The
patch, in virtue of the shade difference, looks some way different to the background, and
in that sense one might think that the patch is visually differentiated—the patch has a
blue look which is ever so slightly different to the blue look that the background has.
We might even suppose that, when S views the patch set against the background, there
is a sense in which the patch looks some way different to its surroundings for, or to,
S (though see the paragraph after the next paragraph), it’s just that the difference is
not noticeable or detectable by S. So here we have a case which seems to be a case of
visual differentiation where it is not possible in the circumstances for S to distinguish
(to actively pick out), by means of detecting a shade difference, the object from its
environment (assume also that nothing else visually differentiates the patch). T take it
that for Dretske the difference in look between an object and its background need not

be noticed for the object to be visually differentiated (since, to return to an example of
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the previous Chapter, Archie doesn’t notice the difference in look that the cuff link has
to its background, since he doesn’t notice the cuff link). So, one might think that the
blue patch is not barred from counting as visually differentiated from its background, for
Dretske, since something can be visually differentiated for S even when the difference
goes unnoticed.

However, it is unclear that even on Dretske’s account we need to say that the blue
patch is visually differentiated. But since the blue patch does, in the sense outlined,
look some way different to its surroundings, we had better clarify, on behalf of Dretske,
what it means for D to be visually differentiated. There is a sense in which the shade
difference between the blue patch and the blue background is not wvisible to S, and this
contrasts with the cuff link case since even though Archie doesn’t spot the cuff link the
difference is still visible. One might require that for D to be visually differentiated it
must look some way different to its surroundings and the difference(s) in look must be
visually noticeable or detectable or distinguishable, and hence visible to S. The difference
in shade between the blue patch and the background is a genuine difference in the way
the patch looks to how the background looks (it is, as it were, an objective difference
in visual appearance), but the difference isn’t visible to S, and S couldn’t notice (etc)
the difference since S’s powers of shade detection are not that powerful. So we might
qualify the proposal as follows: D is visually differentiated from its background only if
D looks some way different to its background no matter how subtle the difference is, and
even when the difference isn’t noticed, so long as the difference is in principle visually
detectable or noticeable by S, hence visible to S.

Part of the point of Dretske qualifying the visual differentiation condition with ‘to S’
is that if we want visual differentiation to be a condition on S seeing D then it had better
be that D is visually differentiated to or for S. However, the above discussion, I think,
allows us to give a richer content to the ‘to S’ qualification, which is as follows: If D
looks some way different from its environment to S (and is hence visually differentiated
for S), it is not enough that S visually perceives a scene which exhibits differences in the
visual appearances (looks) of the objects (and background) comprising the scene, those
differences must also be visible to S, only then will D look some way different from its
surroundings to S, rather than merely looking some way different from its surroundings.

Regarding the first condition, it is not obvious how we are to understand the notion of
‘visual field” at play. There is an intuitive sense according to which D merely occupying
S’s visual field is alone sufficient for for S to see D, even if D’s occupation of S’s visual
field doesn’t entail that D looks different to its environment (this and other conceptions
of ‘visual field’ are discussed in Clark (1996)). In other words, intuitively it seems that
(1) can be satisfied and D can thereby be seen even if (3) is not satisfied. If the meaning
of ‘visual field’ gives us this, then it can’t be what Dretske wants. But then what notion

of visual field is in play?
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Dretske needs a notion of the visual field that allows that D can occupy one’s visual
field yet not be seen. Martin (1992b, in Crane (1992)) has a notion of the visual field
according to which something can be in one’s visual field—and this I take to be equivalent
to it occupying (a portion of) one’s visual field—even if it can’t be seen. On this notion it
wouldn’t follow from satisfaction of (1) that D is seen. However, on Martin’s conception
of the visual field D can be in one’s visual field and not be seen when it is, say, occluded.
But really what Dretske needs is a conception of the visual field such that something
can occupy one’s visual field and look some way to one and still not be seen. Since on
Martin’s conception of the visual field the occupants of it that can’t be seen don’t also
look some way to one (since they are occluded, and hence look no way to one at all),
it is not the conception that Dretske needs. That is, Dretske needs a conception of the
visual field such that it is possible that both (1) and (2) are satisfied and yet D is not
seen. But Martin’s conception doesn’t in itself give us that, but only a conception such
that it is possible that (1) is satisfied and D not seen so long as (2) is not satisfied.

It is unclear that we have the conception of the visual field that Dretske needs. I
don’t think we will get any further by trying to find a specialised notion of the visual
field. So let’s stipulate the sense of ‘visual field’ in play here is such that: a D being in
one’s visual field doesn’t entail that D is seen, not just because, if we agree with Martin,
D might be occluded, but, importantly, even if D looks some way to one and condition
(3) happens not to be satisfied. So in this Chapter we are understanding ‘visual field’
with those caveats.

Since visual differentiation is the key to Dretske’s positive account of seeing, we might
ask why D looking some way different to its environment is a useful way of understanding
visual differentiation of D? We can understand why, I think, by considering two extreme
cases of visual differentiation, cases where the objects occupying my visual field really
stand out for me: When looking at a crowd, the most visually beautiful person among
others really stands out for me, when walking down a grim, busy, and architecturally
bleak London road—the Euston Road—the St. Pancras building really stands out for
me.

Part of what’s involved in these objects really standing out for me will be what I am
sensitive to, my interests and perhaps my history. The point I want to make, however, is
that, intuitively, part of why these objects really stand out for me is that they look (to
me) very or in some other way significantly different to their surroundings. Part of what
explains these cases of visual differentiation is satisfaction of the above conditions, where
the degree or kind of difference in look corresponds to the extent to which the objects
stand out for me.

Let’s look now at some examples to help us get a better grip on what visual differen-

tiation involves, and eventually to evaluate whether it is necessary for object seeing.
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2.2 Examples

Let’s start with three cases in which Dretske takes it that the object in question isn’t
seen due to failure of visual differentiation (the following examples are adapted from pp.
23-28 of Dretske’s book).

a. Beige:

A piece of beige paper is attached to a beige wall (assume that the paper and the wall
share exactly the same shade of beige) and the lights are dimmed until the paper appears

(from S’s visual perspective) as an undistinguished portion of the wall.
b. Square

Consider nine cubes in the form of a square (fig. 2.1, below). Once again, consider that
the lights are dimmed and that S retreats to a sufficiently great distance so that the
ensemble of blocks appears to S as a uniform mass without distinguishable parts (i.e.
as a square). Consequently, cube #5 is not visually differentiated—it doesn’t look some

way different from its surroundings to S.

Figure 2.1: Nine cubes in the form of a square, see Dretske, p. 24.

c. Astronaut

Suppose an astronaut looks down from their orbiting satellite and the portion of the
Earth beneath them looks uniformly green. They know (say, from studying a map) that
there is a hill beneath them in the region that they are visually taking in. But there
is no pattern or differentiation in the landscape. The hill doesn’t in the circumstances
look some way different to its surroundings to the astronaut—the hill is not visually
differentiated for the them.

The conclusions from these cases that Dretske draws are that S cannot see (a) the

beige paper (when the lights are dimmed), (b) square #5 (when the lights are dimmed),
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and the astronaut cannot see (c) the hill. The explanation of why these are not seen
is the same in each case, they are not occupants of S’s visual field that are visually
differentiated for S from their respective surroundings. That is, in each case, the objects
do not look some way different to their surroundings to S given the conditions of S’s
visual perception.

The paper, the square and the hill all make some contribution to S’s seeing—to what
S actually does see. This is so both with respect to visual processing and with respect
to the nature of the visual experience S has. In the first instance the light reflected from
each of these objects stimulates S’s visual receptors, and this is part of what generates
S’s visual experience.

The nature of S’s visual experiences in these examples is in some way determined
by the objects which, according to Dretske, are not seen (quite how the nature of an
experience is determined at all will depend on what view of the nature of perceptual
experience is correct). This is especially clear with respect to cube #5 since if one took
away that cube then the square that one sees would have, and look to have, a hole in the
middle of it.

The point is that even though in these cases the objects make contributions to one’s
seeing and (somehow) the character of one’s visual experience, since they are not visually

differentiated, for Dretske, it is not the case that the objects are seen.

Summary

To summarise: for Dretske, seeing an object D is constituted by D being a visually
differentiated occupant of S’s visual field. For D to be visually differentiated for S is for
it to look different from its background and surroundings, to S (in such a way as the
difference is visible, even though it may go unnoticed). This involves D appearing in
S’s visual field to be distinct or distinguished from its surroundings (in extreme cases D
might really stand out for S). Even if D makes a significant contribution to S’s visual
experience, insofar as it enters into the visual process by which S comes to have a visual
experience, and itself contributes to the character of S’s visual experience, it doesn’t
follow, Dretske thinks, that S sees D unless D is visually differentiated for S. This is
why in the examples considered above S does not see the objects in question despite
them looking some way to S.

Now I want to consider some qualifications that Dretske makes to his proposal, I will

then consider whether Dretske is correct with the verdicts he offers for (a)—(c).

2.3 Qualifications

In this section I consider two potential counter-examples to Dretske’s proposal. Dretske’s

strategy in the face of these is to qualify and restrict his proposal. I argue that the
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first qualification is unjustified. I note that the second qualification restricts Dretske’s
proposal in such a way as to reveal that his account doesn’t get to the heart of what’s
involved in object seeing. Later I argue that even with the qualifications in place—which
weaken the proposal—Dretske’s account of object seeing is subject to further counter-

examples (section 2.4).

2.3.1 Qualification 1

The first potential counter-example (from pp. 24-25), which leads to the first qualifica-

tion, we can call
d. Wall

Suppose that S visually scans the entire surface of a wall—a wall which presents a uni-
form appearance, e.g. has the same colour throughout and has no distinctive features, it
is just a very plain boring wall. The question will arise if S saw this part of the wall for
any arbitrary portion of the wall (say, the portion one might sketch out as the central

portion, or the left hand portion, or whatever).

This case presents an example where intuitively, for any particular portion of the
wall, S saw that portion of the wall, S did, after all, as Dretske notes, ‘run his eye’ over
the entire surface of the wall (p. 24). What is clear, however, is that no portion of the

wall is visually differentiated:

at the time he saw the wall...there was nothing distinctive about that [cir-
cular| section of the wall [i.e. some arbitrary section which one can, after S
has scanned the wall, sketch out and ask of S whether they saw it], nothing
which gave it an identity, nothing which set it off from the thousands of other
arbitrary shapes and sections which we can subsequently trace on the surface
of the wall. . . S saw,, that [circular| section of the wall simply on the condition
that that part of the wall looked some way to him at the time he saw the wall
(pp. 24-25).

So it seems that Wall is a case where S can see D yet (3) from the above conditions,
the crucial visual differentiation condition, is not satisfied. The question naturally arises,
given that in Wall S can see D—some arbitrary portion of the wall—without visually
differentiating it, why does the lack of visual differentiation in the other cases entail that
one cannot see the objects in those cases? Why is the visual differentiation condition
inoperative in Wall, yet not in the other cases? What is so special about Wall? Dretske

answers as follows
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[Visual] Differentiation is unnecessary when the individuality of what is seen
rests solely on such arbitrary tracing operations or exclusively on its relative

spatial location and configuration (p. 25).

So there is a difference between cases of seeing objects whose individuality rests solely
on arbitrary tracing operations, or exclusively on their relative spatial locations and
configurations, and cases of seeing objects whose individuality is not determined in this
way. But the question is what is it about the difference such that in the first kind of
case visual differentiation isn’t required for seeing D, and in the second kind of case it
is? Dretske doesn’t offer much here, so let’s try and provide some argument on his behalf
for why one might think that the visual differentiation condition is inoperative in cases
like Wall—argument that doesn’t carry over to cases like Square.

We can capture when we should have a difference in the conditions for seeing a
D, when we have a difference in the nature of the D, in the following terms: when
the conditions for being an object are loosened (in a particular way), then so are the
conditions for seeing that object. So, an arbitrarily traced out portion of a wall is not
naturally thought of as an object at all (unlike a brick). However, we can think of an
arbitrary portion of the wall as an object in a loose sense, where what this means is
that its individuality is determined solely by an arbitrary tracing operation not some
previously existing feature of the wall which individuates it. For instance, I can just

imagine, or perhaps trace a circle on the bottom left of the wall, as in (fig. 2.2).

O

Figure 2.2: Wall: the circular portion is not visibly marked when the wall is scanned.

Such an operation determines the individuality of the circular portion (call it the c-
portion). One can pose the question: “did you see it?” of the c-portion once it has been
determined and after someone has looked at the wall. Call objects such as the c-portion
whose individuality is determined in this way ‘objects in the loose sense’. The question
then, is why should this difference in objecthood make a difference to seeing? Why is
it that the conditions for seeing objects in the loose sense are different to the conditions
for seeing ordinary objects?

One thing that Dretske might say is that purely visual differentiation simply isn’t
possible in Wall. So, the reason why seeing objects in the loose sense doesn’t require
visual differentiation is because it is not possible to visually differentiate objects in the

loose sense (which contrasts with objects in the ordinary sense). I want to consider
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different ways in which one might understand this alleged impossibility, I argue that on
the ways considered it doesn’t help Dretske’s case.

Let it be understood that the c-portion is not marked at all. S runs their eyes over the
entire surface of the wall and thereby sees the c-portion, even though it is not marked
out as such. So S can see the c-portion without it being visually differentiated. The
reason that visual differentiation isn’t required here, that we are currently considering,
is that in the circumstances it is not possible for S to visually differentiate the c-portion.
Why not? There is no visible marking of the c-portion. The c-portion doesn’t look at
all different to its surroundings (let’s assume that all that is seen is pure wall—the wall
itself doesn’t appear against a background), it is not marked out as different in any way.
So, there is no visible difference between the c-portion and its surroundings for S’s visual
system or visual experience to exploit or manifest. Accordingly visual differentiation just
isn’t possible.

It is no good to reply that S can visually distinguish the c-portion by imagining it
being marked (that is, by picturing the c-portion on the wall). This reply is no good
for a number of reasons. (1) this wouldn’t be visual differentiation in the sense in play
here. It is visual in one sense, since it requires an operation of what one might call
visual imagination, but it is not visual in the sense that the object occupying one’s visual
field looks to be distinct—it doesn’t, even if one imagines otherwise. But also (2) let’s
say that S doesn’t imagine the c-portion, we are still inclined to think that S sees it.
And finally (3) what about all of the other arbitrary portions that S sees, it is hardly
plausible to suppose that S sees them only if S imagines them all being marked out.
(Indeed, this might be thought impossible if some of the arbitrary portions are formed
by shapes that—due to overwhelming complexity—it is impossible to imagine.)

So, the claim, on behalf of Dretske, is that because loosening the conditions for the
objecthood of D make it impossible for S to visually differentiate D from its surroundings,
visually differentiating D is not a condition on seeing D, where D is an object in the
loose sense. Let’s understand this impossibility, for now, in an active way, that is, as
saying that it is impossible for S to do a specific thing: The claim, then, is that if visually
differentiating the c-portion were something that S were set to do—when scanning the
wall—then S simply couldn’t do it. There is nothing visible on the basis of which S might
perform the task. It is impossible.

Is this a convincing reason for why visual differentiation is not an operative condition
in cases involving objects in the loose sense that doesn’t carry over to cases involving
ordinary objects?

One reply here is that the c-portion is visually differentiated since it appears on the
left of the wall, rather than on the right, and it appears on the bottom rather than
at the top, and so on. The possibility being entertained is that visual differentiation

doesn’t require seeing of marked difference. So the role that considerations of relative
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spatial location and configuration are playing in this reply is to say that it is simply
not true that visual differentiation isn’t possible in the cases involving objects in the
loose sense. And hence, the claim that it is not possible to visually differentiate in such
cases, cannot be used as a reason for deeming visual differentiation inoperative in cases
involving objects in the loose sense, since the claim is false.

But what if we were to rule out relative spatial location and configuration as being
among the class of relevant facts according to which some portion of the wall is visually
differentiated, would Dretske’s position look secure? It is unclear that the case I have
been making on behalf of Dretske is convincing. Think back to Square. In this case it is
not possible—in the sense under consideration—for S to visually differentiate cube #5
at the point at which the lights are dimmed. That is, visually differentiating cube #5 is
not a task, given the conditions, that it is possible, at the time, for .S to perform. So we
are faced, again, with the question of why in Square visual differentiation is required yet
in Wall it is not? If Dretske replies: in Wall the c-portion is an object in the loose sense,
then we are faced again with the question of why this difference in objecthood makes
a difference to the conditions for seeing? And now the answer can’t be that it is not
possible for S to perform the task of visual differentiation in cases involving objects in
the loose sense, since this modal difference doesn’t distinguish between Wall and Square.

Perhaps, then, we should try to understand the modal difference in another way so
as we can get a distinction between Wall and Square that will help Dretske. Here is one
line of thought. In Square it is possible to change the circumstances such that cube #5
is visually differentiated for S (that is, if S is closer to the square and the lights aren’t
dimmed), but it is not possible to change the circumstances so as the c-portion of the
wall, in Wall, is visually differentiated for S. So now we have the difference we need:
in the sense under consideration visual differentiation is not possible in Wall, but it is
possible in Square. Since visual differentiation is not possible in Wall, it is not a condition
on seeing the c-portion that it is visually differentiated. And since it is possible in Square
it is a condition on seeing cube #5 that it is visually differentiated—or so Dretske claims.

This is perhaps a better way of framing the issue. For a start, it doesn’t rely on the
active way of understanding the possibility. Now we are saying that visual differentiation,
which can be understood entirely in terms of D being visually differentiated for S (rather
than actively by S), isn’t possible for objects whose individuality is determined solely
by arbitrary tracing operations. In other words, it isn’t possible for an object whose
individuality is solely determined by an arbitrary tracing operation to look different to
its surroundings, unlike with cube #5.

One might reply that it is possible for the c-portion to be coloured, and hence it
is possible for it to look different than its surroundings. However, if this were so, it
would no longer be the case that the c-portions’ individuality were determined solely by

some arbitrary tracing operation, it would be partially determined by being coloured.
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So this isn’t a counter-example. To obtain a counter-example we need to hold constant
the determination of the individuality of the c-portion as being effected solely by an
arbitrary tracing operation, and still have it that the c-portion looks different to its
surroundings. It seems that any visible alterations one might make to the wall such
that the c-portion looks different to its surroundings would be alterations that ipso
facto effected the determination of the individuality of the c-portion—they would be
alterations which, as it were, made the c-portion more of an object than it would be were
its individuality determined solely by an arbitrary tracing operation.

But is this true? One might reply that it is possible for the c-portion to be visually
differentiated, since all one has to do is trace on the c-portion—that is, draw the circle on
the wall. Once this is done, then the c-portion is visually differentiated, and it is not the
case that its individuality consists in anything other than the arbitrary tracing operation.
So it is simply not true that it is not possible—in the sense under consideration—to
visually differentiate objects in the loose sense.

So, the claim that it is impossible—understood in either of the senses considered—to
visually differentiate objects in the loose sense is false. And hence such a claim cannot
be used to support Dretske’s qualification that visual differentiation is inoperative in
cases involving objects in the loose sense. Perhaps there is some other support for the

qualification, but in the absence of it, the first qualification is unjustified.

2.3.2 Qualification 2

Consider now another case which prompts Dretske to qualify the proposal further:
e. Nose

S touches their nose to a large smooth wall and stares fixedly at the area of the wall in
front of them. Does S see the wall?

In Nose it seems clear that S does see the wall. But as Dretske notes it is not visually
differentiated from its immediate surroundings (to S), since in the position S is in it
doesn’t appear to have an immediate environment—that is, its immediate environment
doesn’t occupy S’s visual field, only the wall does. Dretske describes this as a ‘limiting
case’, since usually we see things in an environment. Dretske, therefore, qualifies his

proposal as follows:

when everything that appears to S is a part of D, when D is seen under
conditions which do not provide it with an environment, then a necessary
and sufficient condition for S to see D (or a portion of D) is that D (or that
portion of D) look some way to him (pp. 26-27).
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In other words, when D is in S’s visual field without its environment, background or
surroundings (and hence everything that appears to S is a part of or feature of D) the
visual differentiation clause is not operative. That is to say, Dretske’s proposal that object
seeing requires visual differentiation is a proposal that applies only to objects which are
seen against a background, objects which appear to have an immediate environment.

This weakens Dretske’s proposal quite substantially. The proposal is now about seeing
objects with backgrounds, surroundings etc, not about seeing objects simpliciter. It can’t
be, then, that Dretske’s position gets to the heart of object seeing, since object seeing
itself isn’t restricted to seeing things against backgrounds—even if this is how we usually
see things. One might be prompted to re-consider the role of visual differentiation even
in cases where things are seen against a background. That is, the following question
arises: if visual differentiation is not required for object seeing in cases where the object
has no environment, then why is it required for object seeing in cases where the object
does have an environment?

The answer, it seems, will be that if the object in the latter kind of case is not visually
differentiated then it is not seen. Whether we should accept this answer depends upon
how strong Dretske’s verdicts are for the above examples (a)—(c). I turn to reconsider
those examples in a moment and argue that there is a way of considering the above
Square case such that the D in question does occupy S’s visual field with its background,

and surroundings, yet is not visually differentiated, yet still seen.

Summary

In this section two potential counter-examples to Dretske’s account of seeing objects
were considered, Wall and Nose. Wall clearly involves seeing D in the absence of visu-
ally differentiating D. Instead of taking this to show that visual differentiation isn’t a
necessary condition on seeing objects, Dretske takes it to show that his account requires
qualification in the following sense: in cases where what is seen is an object in the loose
sense, visual differentiation isn’t required. What justifies the qualification? That is, why
is it that with objects in the loose sense visual differentiation is not required? I have
considered two routes that Dretske might take in answering this question. Both routes
say that for such D’s it is not possible for D to be visually differentiated, and this is why
visual differentiation of D is not required for seeing D.

According to the first route the modal claim was understood as a claim about it being
impossible for S, actively, to visually differentiate D in the circumstances. However, ac-
cording to the first route, we don’t get the required contrast with other cases, where the D
in question can’t—according to Dretske—be seen, owing to lack of visual differentiation.
This is because in those other cases it is likewise not possible in the circumstances for .S
to visually differentiate D. So, it can’t be that visual differentiation being impossible—in

the sense specified by the first route—is the reason for why the visual differentiation
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condition is inoperative in cases like Wall, since by parity of reasoning, we would have
to say it is inoperative in cases like Square .

According to the second route the modal claim was understood as a claim about it
being impossible for D to be visually differentiated in cases like Wall (in the sense of
looking some way different to its surroundings), even with say, some change in circum-
stances. It is possible, in cases like Square, to change the circumstances so as the object
in question is visually differentiated. But, I argued, it is also possible in cases like Wall.
So the second route fails.

With respect to Dretske’s second qualification it was noted that this weakens the
proposal so as that it only applies to cases of seeing objects that have a background, or
surroundings.

Having considered the qualifications that Dretske makes, we can now re-state the
proposal. For Dretske what constitutes S seeing D is satisfaction of the following condi-

tions:

1. D occupies a portion of S’s visual field
2. D looks some way to .S

3. D looks to S different than D’s environment looks to S
so long as

4. D is not an object in the loose sense

5. D is an object which occupies S’s visual field along with some kind of surrounding,

background or environment

Now I want to put pressure on the proposal, even given the qualifications.

2.4 Against Visual Differentiation

Let us reconsider Square. In this case, it will be remembered, .S having seen nine distinct
cubes, due to changing visual conditions, comes to be in a position of seeing simply a
uniform mass, one large square. In this example it is supposed to be the case that S
ceases to see cube #5. Is this plausible? Well it depends on the circumstances. The case
as Dretske presents it is somewhat straightforward and lacks details. If we change the
circumstances, add some details, but hold constant the fact that cube #5 is not visually
differentiated for S, it is not obvious that we will be inclined in all such versions of the

case to take it that S doesn’t see cube #5. Here is one version.
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Jasper

Suppose that we have constructed a large square composed of nine cubes, as in Square
(see fig. 2.1, above). The cubes are all white. We ask a friend, Jasper, to help us out, we
seat him in front of the large construct of nine cubes. We project numbers onto them,
so that Jasper knows which square is which. Then we turn off the projection. We let
Jasper know exactly what we are going to do: “We are going to (a) seat you in front of
the construct, (b) alter the lighting conditions, and (¢) move the construct back from
where you are seated until the cubes don’t appear to you to be distinct (aren’t visually
differentiated), we will then (d) reverse the procedure until once again the cubes appear
to you to be distinct”. We then ask Jasper to stare directly at cube #5 (in other words,
stare into the middle of the construct) for the duration of the procedure.

The whole procedure can be thought of as involving three periods. The beginning
period where the cubes look distinct to Jasper, the middle period where the cubes don’t
look distinct to Jasper, and the final period where once again the cubes look distinct
to Jasper. (Of course, there is a gradual transition from one period to the next, but
this doesn’t matter for our purposes). Dretske is committed to denying that Jasper sees
cube #5 in the middle period, and can allow that Jasper sees it in the other periods.
The reason that Jasper can’t see cube #05 in the middle period is that it is not visually
differentiated for him. So as soon as the transition has been made to the middle period
Jasper stops seeing cube #35.

The following considerations, I think, put pressure on the claim that Jasper doesn’t

see the cube during the middle period.
Visual Activity

Jasper seems to be engaged in two related kinds of perceptual activity with respect to
cube #5 throughout the whole procedure: staring at it, and watching it. Let’s make
the following assumption (i.): If one is engaged in visual perceptual activity, of those
kinds (i.e. staring at, watching it), specifically directed at object D then while one is
engaged in such activity one sees (is seeing) D. (Note that this principle is only intended
for visual perceptual activities of the kinds mentioned (but cf. Crowther (2009)). It is
perhaps true for other visual activity (e.g. looking at), but not other kinds (e.g. looking
for, I can look for John without seeing him).)

Given the assumption, we have the following options: (ii.) Jasper sees cube #5
throughout the whole procedure (since the assumption just mentioned holds, and he is
engaged in visual perceptual activity throughout the whole procedure) or, (iii.) Jasper’s
visual perceptual activity ceases in the middle period (since his seeing ceases in that
period, owing to lack of visual differentiation).

These options present Dretske with a dilemma, assuming the assumption holds. Of

course if Dretske were to deny (ii.) then that would be to give up his position, Dretske’s
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position commits him to the view that the object isn’t seen during the middle period,
and hence it cannot be seen throughout the whole procedure as (ii.) says.

What about option (iii.)? Might Dretske deny that there is visual activity throughout
the whole procedure? I take this to be a difficult thing to maintain. When Jasper exits
the room after the experiment suppose his partner asks him “What have you been doing?”
It seems that it would be completely unproblematic (though not maximally informative)
for Jasper to say simply: “staring at a cube!”. And of course, he is referring to cube
#5. And likewise it would be unproblematic (but more informative) for Jasper to reply:
“watching a cube move backwards and then remain stagnant for a period, and then move
forwards, while some guys altered the lighting conditions”. This is just to note that it
would be natural for us to describe Jasper, and for him to describe himself, as having
been staring at or watching the cube. This might be denied, but then we would need to
be told why it seems natural to view things in this way in the first place.

Perhaps one could work out a story according to which these replies are appropriate,
but strictly false. However, we then face the question of what exactly Jasper was doing
for 5 minutes (assume the experiment lasted that long)? Perhaps he was engaged in
various activities: watching and staring for a while, until cube #5 ceased to be visually
differentiated, at which point Jasper stopped staring and watching, and then, began
staring and watching again when #5 appeared once more as visually differentiated. But
what was Jasper doing specifically when the cube ceased to be visually differentiated? He
seemed to be staring and seemed to be watching? The point is that there is a challenge
here, to account for Jasper’s activity in such a way as it doesn’t entail that for the whole
5 minutes he was seeing cube #5, since on the face of it, this is exactly what Jasper is
doing.

What certainly would put an end to Jasper’s visual activity directed on the cube is
removal of the cube from Jasper’s view. If one took cube #5 out of the construct, and
took it into the next room, and Jasper did not alter his position or gaze, could Jasper
still be said to be watching the cube? Or staring at the cube? Obviously not, since the
cube isn’t there, and hence isn’t seen. Removing the cube puts an end to visual activity
with respect to the cube in a way that is obvious. But it is far from obvious that the
cube being in a position where it cannot be visually differentiated puts an end to visual
activity with respect to the cube in the case as described—where the cube still makes a
contribution to the character of one’s visual experience, and where it seems like Jasper
is directing visual activity on it.

This suggests that the cube can be seen even if it cannot be visually differentiated,
and this is a counter-example to Dretske’s proposal. What seems evident is that the
cube simply looking some way to Jasper—and hence making a contribution to Jasper’s
visual experience—is necessary and sufficient for seeing the cube. That the cube looks

some way to Jasper even when it is not visually differentiated doesn’t entail that Jasper
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no longer sees the cube, since in such a scenario Jasper can still direct visual activity on
the cube. Were it not to look some way to Jasper such seeing and hence visual activity
would not be possible.

Visual perceptual activity doesn’t require visual differentiation, but entails seeing.

Therefore, seeing doesn’t require visual differentiation. Dretske’s account is false.
Reply to Jasper

One might make the following reply to Jasper. The case as described does not show that
visual differentiation is not necessary for seeing an object, what it does do is force us to
reconsider the precise role of visual differentiation and the way in which it is necessary.
It is still necessary for seeing even in Jasper since Jasper sees cube #5 during the middle
period only because it previously—during the beginning period—looked some way dif-
ferent to him (was previously visually differentiated). The previous visual differentiation
of the cube gives Jasper knowledge of where it is relative to everything else in his field
of vision. So when the construct moves back there is a sense in which Jasper can track
cube #5 and see it for the duration, even though at some point—the middle period—he
cannot visually differentiate it. The point of this reply is that previous visual differenti-
ation of the cube (and what that provides Jasper) is necessary for seeing the cube at the
middle stage.

But is this true? I don’t think so. What the previous visual differentiation does
for Jasper is provide him with knowledge that what he is seeing is cube #5. This is
knowledge which he has during the middle period. But it is not obviously necessary for
him seeing cube #5 during the middle period, here is a further case to illustrate why

such previous visual differentiation is not necessary.
Juliet

Consider Juliet, a security guard at the philosophy lab where Jasper had been watching
cube #5. At the end of the day when everyone has gone home Juliet has to inspect
all of the rooms to make sure that everything is in order. She enters the room where
Jasper had been. The experimental apparatus is left as it was during the middle period
of Jasper’s experiment—so the construct is far back from the chair that Jasper sat on,
and the lights are dimmed. Now, imagine Juliet enters the room, and sees the construct
as she does (assume that from her position entering the room the cubes do not look to be
visually differentiated from each other). Assume that Juliet makes her way to the chair
and sits down. There is a sheet of paper before her on the floor which says: “stare into
the middle of the square construct and watch”. She does this, and nothing happens. She
stares for some time, nothing happens. Curious as she is she presses the green button on
her right hand side (she doesn’t know what it will do). Suddenly the construct moves

towards her and the room gets brighter. She is still staring at the middle of the construct
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and watching as it comes forward. The construct arrives in the position closest to the
chair, and Juliet can clearly see that the construct is composed of nine cubes, all of which
she can visually differentiate from each other. Then the projection comes on and displays
the numbers of the cubes.

When she first sat down and stared did Juliet see cube #57 If the answer is yes,
then it is clear that it wasn’t necessary for her seeing the cube that it previously looked
some way different to her, since she had no previous visual experience of it. Here is
why one might think that Juliet did see cube #b5 all along. When the cubes come
into view such that Juliet can visually differentiate them, Juliet is in a position to realise
something about what she had been doing while sitting in the chair. She is in a position to
realise something about the activity she was engaged in; namely, staring at and watching
cube #5. Suppose then that Juliet realises that she has been sitting staring at cube
#5, watching it come towards her. From the above assumption in Jasper—(i.)—and
from the fact of Juliet’s realisation (which, being factive, entails that she was directing
visual activity on the cube), it follows that Juliet was seeing cube #5. But Juliet didn’t
previously visually differentiate cube #5, so previous visual differentiation of D is not
necessary for subsequently seeing D.

What if Juliet did not realise what she had been doing? This doesn’t show that Juliet
wasn’t staring at and watching cube #5—her being in a position to realise that she was
secures that conclusion—it is simply that she didn’t think about it.

One might reply that in Juliet there is more pressure on the idea that she is engaged
in visual activity directed towards cube #5. This is because when she supposedly sees the
cube in its visually undifferentiated state she is not in a position to realise by reflection
on her position that she is engaged in visual activity directed towards cube #5. So,
unless Juliet is in a position to realise that she is, say, staring at the cube, when she is
staring at the cube, she is not staring at the cube.

However, should we accept that as a condition on performing an action A one can
by reflection on one’s position reveal to oneself that one is performing A7 It is unclear
what general reason we have to accept this, and what reason we might have to accept it
specifically for perceptual activities.

A lot of the time we simply don’t know or understand what we are doing. For example,
I visit what I think is Peter’s house, and bang away on his door. I think about my action,
and reflectively say to myself “I am banging on Peter’s door”. Peter is, I think to myself,
“always in”, since he is agoraphobic. But I get no answer, so I wonder to myself “am I
at the right house?”. As it goes Peter has been forced to sell the house to Smith, and
now lives somewhere else, Smith hasn’t moved in yet. So all along I have been banging
on Smith’s door. 1 can later learn this about myself and my actions. At the time of my
banging, I couldn’t reveal to myself by reflection the precise nature of my action (that

I was banging on Smith’s door), was I therefore not banging on Smith’s door? Clearly
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that doesn’t follow, I was banging on Smith’s door, I just didn’t know it.

Likewise, Juliet is watching, staring at, and hence seeing cube #5, even if she doesn’t
know, or can’t discover on the basis of reflection the precise nature of what she is doing.
She might think to herself “I am staring at the middle of the square”, and then discover
that more specifically she was staring at cube #5. This is like me thinking to myself—to

¢

alter the above example so as I have a less specific belief about what I am doing—*I am
banging on someone’s door”; and then discovering that I was banging on Smith’s door.
Juliet shows, I think, that one can see something without previous visual differen-
tiation since one can, without previous visual differentiation, direct visual activity on
it, even if one doesn’t know that this is what one is doing. That one lacks a certain
higher-order perspective on what one is doing, or the possibility of revealing to oneself
exactly what one is doing at the time one is doing it, doesn’t show that one is not doing

it. One can later come to realise in more detail what one was doing.
Franco

I want now to consider another case, offered by Susanna Siegel (2006), which is supposed
to show that visual differentiation is necessary for object seeing. The case is called

Franco. The case goes as follows (paraphrased from p. 434):

Suppose your friend Franco does stunts in the sky. He uses invisible fibres to
suspend himself in the air, but you can usually see him bobbing about, from a
window in your office (which is in a skyscraper), as he dresses in red. Suppose
one day, when there is a clear bright blue sky, Franco paints himself blue to
match the sky, and does one of his stunts, but just hangs still. You look out
of the window and see a uniform blue expanse. Franco is an occupant of your
visual field, he contributes to the character of your visual experience. But you
don’t see Franco as you can’t visually differentiate him from his immediate

environment.
As Siegel notes

Franco, in this case, is like a chameleon: he blends in with his surroundings
to the point where he is, to S, indistinguishable from them. If Franco were
painted a different colour, or if instead of hanging still he moved around. . . he
probably would bring about a change in S’s visual phenomenology, and S
would be able to see him. But the fact remains: S does not see him in the
world in which he is painted blue and hangs still. .. [Franco is camouflaged,

and| when a thing is camouflaged, you can’t see it (p. 434-435).

But again it is unclear that in this case you do not see Franco. Franco does after all look

some way to you. Franco contributes to the visual experience you are having by entering
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into your visual field. Of course you don’t know that Franco is looking some way to you
when you look out of the window, but it is part of the case that he is looking some way
to you. Perhaps, then, it might be better to think of this case as one in which one sees
Franco but can’t distinguish him, and doesn’t know that one sees Franco.

We might support this conclusion in the following way. One can come to know that
one saw Franco; that is, one can later realise that part of what one was looking at when
looking out of the window was Franco, and hence, that one saw Franco. One can come
to know this in a number of ways: Franco might tell you—"I was hanging still, disguised,
but you were looking right at me!”. Or perhaps the sky becomes grey and gloomy, you
then notice a Franco shaped blue patch. With your background knowledge of Franco’s
stunts you then realise that Franco had been part of what you were looking at all along.

So it is just not true that when a thing is camouflaged, you can’t see it. It is true
that, often, when a thing is camouflaged you cannot recognise it for what it is. This is
often the point of camouflage in military exercises, to prevent identification of a target
that is vulnerable, not to prevent the seeing of the target at the simplest level at which
things can be seen. (This will vary with the kind of camouflage involved, I think the point
holds especially for paint-type camouflage, and so handles Franco. But what about where
camouflage is effected by draping lots of material and matter over something (e.g. leaves,
dirt, green and brown sheets, over a military base?), such cases don’t seem to be cases
where one sees the object camouflaged. But still it cannot be a general condition that if
D is camouflaged, or disguised it is not seen—Siegel is wrong to suggest otherwise).

Isay “simplest” to emphasise just how primitive the kind of seeing under consideration
is. We do, it is true, sometimes say of things that we are looking at that we don’t see
them. For instance, I look for you in a crowd, whilst I am on the phone to you, asking
you where you are. I scan the entire crowd, and at various points in doing that you look
some way to me. But I might say, on the phone, ‘I don’t see you, where are you?’. It is
unclear in this kind of case that what I am saying shouldn’t be understood as reporting
the fact that I can’t spot you in the crowd, I don’t notice you, and I don’t recognise you
from among the faces. But failure of these kinds of higher-level achievement is perfectly
consistent with me actually seeing you, at the simplest level: you enter my visual field
and look some way to me.

Other cases might involve one saying ‘I don’t see them’, of say, a pair of shoes, since
one doesn’t know—is mistaken about—which pair of shoes one is looking for. I might be
looking for your evening shoes in the closet. There are, say, six pairs of shoes, I see them
all, among them are your evening shoes. But I am mistaken about which shoes your
evening shoes are (I think they are the blue pair I've seen you wear, and in the closet I
see 10 blue pair). In such circumstances I might say ‘I don’t see them’, when of course,
I do—I just don’t know that I do. Again, this is a failure at a higher-level than the level

of seeing.
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So, a captain might say to the officers: “we are going to attack, dress so that the
enemy cannot see you.” The captain is instructing the officers to put on camouflage
clothing, and suggests that the point of this is that the officers will not be seen. But does
the captain really mean to suggest that the officers, in such clothing, will literally not be
seen, in the simplest sense? Surely not. The plan is more cunning than that, the plan is
that the officers are not seen for what they are (enemy troops), and are hence in a better
position to attack—since if they were seen for what they are they would be vulnerable.

Here is another example, related to Franco, where it is less plausible to suppose that

when camouflaged one doesn’t see the objects in question:
Franco’s Army

Suppose that Franco has an army, as it were, of like minded risk-hungry sky stunt people.
Suppose there are fifty or so of them and they all hang still in the sky with invisible fibres.
Suppose also that they all paint themselves blue to match the sky. Now, one looks out
of the window and is confronted with what one thinks is the clear bright blue sky—
lovely. As a matter of fact the blue expanse that one experiences is mostly constituted
by Franco’s Army. There are gaps of blue sky in between the members of the army—mnot
noticeable by you, of course, as gaps between Franco’s army—but most of your visual
field is occupied by the army.

Do you see the army? By the above reasoning about camouflage the answer would
have to be no. But this is absurd, of course you see the army, they are right there before
your eyes filling up your visual field! What is true is that you don’t know that you see
the army, you don’t recognise them, you can’t tell what Franco and his army is up to,
you think you see just the bright blue sky. But you are mistaken, you simply don’t know
what it is you see, but it doesn’t follow that you don’t see it. It is unclear that this
isn’t exactly what we should think about not only Franco’s Army but Franco, and also:

Jasper, Juliet, and for that matter Beige, Square and Astronaut.
Reply

I want to consider a reply that Siegel might make to my bringing her position into the

criticisms of Dretske. Consider the following passage from Siegel:

if one sees an object o, one can form a de re mental state about o, or demon-
stratively refer to o, just by exercising whatever general apparatus is needed
for de re mental states or demonstrative reference. No specific background
beliefs about o are needed. The experience of seeing o suffices for forming
a de re mental state or for making demonstrative reference, so long as the

subject has the cognitive apparatus needed for these things (p. 432).

Siegel qualifies (fn., 6, p. 432) that a ‘creature could see objects, even if it lacked the

cognitive equipment needed to form de re mental states other than object-seeing itself.’

41



Perhaps, then, we can frame the issue like this: there is a level of simple seeing which
a creature might have in the absence of any apparatus for higher-level de re mental states
and activities. But the notion of seeing that is of theoretical interest is of a slightly higher-
level—involving greater cognitive sophistication—and has an important connection to de

re thought, hence, Siegel qualifies Franco with the following remark:

Perhaps S sees Franco’s disguised surfaces. But S is not in a position to form
a de re belief about Franco on the strength of her visual experience. So S
does not see Franco in the sense that matters, given the theoretical purpose

of the notion of object-seeing that is at issue (p. 434, emphasis added).

So it seems that Siegel has ezplicitly in mind a more sophisticated level of seeing such
that she might reply to my criticisms of Franco in the following way: yes you can see
Franco at the simplest level, but you can’t see him in the sense that is interesting (the
sense which relates explicitly to de re thought).

I want to make two criticisms of Siegel’s qualified position. The first is that it is
unclear that there are two levels of object seeing. Now, Siegel doesn’t explicitly say
that there are. However, it is a fair conclusion to draw from, on the one hand, the
qualification in note 6 quoted above that a creature without the cognitive equipment for
de re thought could see objects, and, on the other hand, the insistence that in Franco
what is theoretically of interest is the seeing that is linked to de re thought. So one
might think there is primitive seeing of objects (which creatures without the cognitive
apparatus for de re thought have), and more cognitively sophisticated seeing of objects
(which creatures with the apparatus for de re thought are capable of).

Why not think, however, that there is seeing on the one hand, and then there is higher-
level activity on the other? This higher-level activity is not a different more sophisticated
kind of seeing, but involves or presupposes in some sense seeing at the simple level. So,
it is not that in Franco there is simple seeing but no sophisticated seeing; rather, Franco
is seen simpliciter, but there is no higher-level activity. That is, there is a sense in which
it is hard to see how a de re thought would get a grip in such a case; but this isn’t a
failure of higher-level object seeing—there is no such thing.

A further critical point I'd like to make regards the close alignment between visual
differentiation and de re thought that Siegel seems to be committed to. Siegel says,
it will be remembered: ‘The experience of seeing o suffices for forming a de re mental
state or for making demonstrative reference, so long as the subject has the cognitive
apparatus needed for these things’ (p. 432). So the kind of object seeing she is interested
in is higher-level, as noted above. Now, it is visual differentiation that she takes to be
necessary for seeing of this kind; that is, seeing of this kind has a ‘phenomenological
constraint’, a ‘differentiation phenomenology’ (p. 435). However, it isn’t true that visual

differentiation is a necessary condition for object seeing at the “higher-level’—pretending,
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for the moment, that we are admitting the distinction between different kinds of object
seeing. Consider a case discussed earlier, namely, Nose. One puts one’s nose up against
the wall, there is no differentiation phenomenology, does that mean that it is not possible
on the basis of the experience of seeing the wall to form a de re belief about the wall? Of
course not, I can think ‘ That is bright’, or ‘ That is a nice forest green, especially up close
like this’. It seems plausible to think that in Franco a similar de re thought is out of the
question, and perhaps other cases too, but it is far from clear that visual differentiation is
generally necessary for object seeing at the “higher-level”, and it certainly doesn’t follow
from considering Franco.

So not only is visual differentiation not necessary for simple seeing, but it is not
obvious we have a distinct category of seeing which is more cognitively sophisticated.
The claim that visual differentiation is necessary for seeing that is linked to de re thought

cannot be a reason for introducing such a category, since the claim is false.

Summary

The above discussion shows, I think, that it is implausible to require visual differentiation
as a condition on simple, primitive, seeing. It is sufficient for S to see D that D simply
looks some way to one: that D occupies one’s visual field and makes a contribution—
somehow—to the character of the visual experience that one has. In this respect seeing
is similar to touching. Say I place my hand on a wall, or a vase, or some linen (or
some other material thing), my tactile perceptual system is functioning perfectly, and
the thing I place my hand on enters into my tactile experience. Do I thereby touch the
thing? Yes, it feels some way to me. Do I need to tactually differentiate it? No, though
I may want to do this for some purpose or other. Seeing is similar, an object enters into
my visual experience, it looks some way to me, I thereby see it. Visual differentiation
is not necessary (this is not, of course, to deny important differences between sight and
touch, see for instance Martin (1992b), and Klatzky and Lederman (1993) in Eilan et al.
(1993)).

It seems that visual differentiation has more of a role to play in higher-level activity,
or achievement—but even there it can’t be taken, as the discussion of Siegel shows, as a
general necessary condition. Such activities or achievements include noticing, spotting,
knowing. . . (in various senses, but see the Conclusion for discussion of a primitive sense
of knowing), telling, recognising, making out, identifying, pointing, referring, and so on.
The simplest level of seeing is consistent with failure at this higher-level.

Although primitive seeing is consistent with lack of visual differentiation that is not
to say that visual differentiation is itself a higher-level activity or achievement. This
can’t be right, surely one can see a scene in a very simple and straightforward way where
things look different to one another. This need not involve higher-level activity, and need

not itself be a form of higher-level activity: it is just seeing and things looking a certain
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way to one.

Finally, how does what I have said in this Chapter link to the discussion of the cuff
link case in the previous Chapter? It should be clear that if what I have argued in
this Chapter is correct then we should have no problem thinking that Archie saw the
cuff link, when he looked in the draw, even though he didn’t notice it. Whether or not
the cuff link looks some way different to its surroundings is irrelevant, given that visual
differentiation isn’t necessary for object seeing (although, given that Dretske thinks that
the cuff link is seen, he must take it that it looks some way different, but at the time
Archie doesn’t notice the way it looks different). What’s important is that in looking in
the draw the cuff link enters into Archie’s visual field and looks some way to him. Even
though Archie doesn’t notice the cuff link he still sees it, in the way that one can still
see Franco (without noticing him) or his army (without noticing them) in the strange

circumstances described.
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Chapter 3

Spatial Perception

In this Chapter I argue that visual spatial perception—that is, perception of either space
or the spatial properties of objects by sight—is necessary for seeing objects. I begin by
discussing the role spatial perception plays in seeing objects that are visually differenti-
ated. But since visual differentiation isn’t a condition on seeing objects I go on to discuss
the role of spatial perception in seeing objects more generally. I consider some recent
arguments by Cassam for the conclusion that spatial perception is necessary for object
seeing and find them wanting. In the final section of this Chapter I propose my own view
of what it means to say that spatial perception is necessary for object seeing, and why

this is the case.

3.1 Visual Differentiation and Spatial Perception

Why might one think that spatial perception is involved in visual differentiation? Con-

sider what Cassam says, one might think that

in order to perceive two objects as numerically distinct from each other at
a given time it’s necessary to perceive them as being at different spatial
locations, and this is clearly a form of spatial perception. So, for example,
to perceive the cup into which I am pouring coffee as distinct from the cup
next to it is to perceive the two cups as being in different places; perceiving
the two cups as being in different places is not just a means of distinguishing
them but a necessary condition for [perceptually| distinguishing them (2007,
p. 96).

To take the specific modality of vision: seeing objects as being at different spatial loca-
tions is not only a means of distinguishing, but a necessary condition for distinguishing

those objects by sight.
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But is this true? Cassam considers a potential counter-example where one can dis-

tinguish two objects by sight on the basis of qualitative differences:

Suppose that I can see that (at a given time) a is pink and b is not pink. Am
I seeing that a and b are numerically distinct without seeing them as being in
different places? The idea would be that I see a and b as numerically distinct
by seeing them as qualitatively different rather than by seeing them as being
in different places. (p. 99).

Cassam’s reply to this alleged counter-example is that it is not a counter-example to the
claim that seeing things as being in different places is a necessary condition of visual
differentiation. This is because ‘one couldn’t see a as pink and b as not pink without
seeing them as being in different places; it isn’t possible to perceive both pinkness and
its absence in the same region of space at the same time’ (p. 99). However, Cassam
claims, what the example reveals is that seeing things as being in different places need
not be a means of visually differentiating them; in this case, the means is seeing them as
qualitatively distinct.

The role that spatial perception—seeing the objects as being in different places—
plays in this case, Cassam suggests, is that it makes possible one’s visual differentiation
of the objects, spatial perception serves as a background enabling condition for visual
differentiation (p. 100).

Cassam considers another potential counter-example:

suppose that the cup into which I'm pouring coffee is standing on a saucer. 1
don’t in any ordinary sense see the cup and the saucer as being in ‘different
places’ but I still see them as distinct things. In general, we don’t have any
trouble perceiving the distinctness of adjacent objects yet it’s hard to believe
that this has much to with perceiving a difference in location. In such cases,
given the proximity of the objects, we rely on other factors to differentiate

them, factors such as colour differences and figural goodness (p. 99).

If the point is that the objects being adjacent and in close proximity means that seeing
them as being in different locations is not a means of visually differentiating them (even
though it is still a background necessary condition), then it is not obvious that we should
accept this—at least not for all cases.

One might think it is plausible for the cup and saucer example, since there is a sense
in which we see them as in the same location [, that is to say, we see where they are
(namely, 1). But even so, we see both of them as visually different, and it is unclear
that this doesn’t happen by means of seeing them as occupying different places within [.
So they are visually differentiated by means of seeing them—individually—as located at

different places within a certain region of space where we see them—collectively.
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Consider also a row of terraced houses, part of what’s involved in seeing each house
as visually differentiated is seeing the houses as in different spatial locations. One might
run ones eyes along a row of such houses and take in region of space r, the individual
houses are visually differentiated despite the second being adjacent to the first, and so
on: one sees the houses as occupying sub-regions of 7, and this is part of how—the means
by which—one visually differentiates them.

Just as one sees the cup and saucer—the collection of things—at one location, [, one
sees the houses—the group of houses—at one location, in one region of space r. But
visual differentiation happens, as it were, internal to [ and r. Part of the means of such
differentiation is seeing the individual objects as occupying distinct internal locations.

Objects being adjacent is a fact about the relative spatial locations of those objects,
when we take in the scene our visual differentiation is a result of our seeing them as
in different—but connected—places. As Cassam admits ‘adjacent objects must be seen
as being in different places in order to be seen at all’ (p. 106). The point I’'m making
is that even in the cases considered it is not obvious that spatial perception must be
thought of as a “background” condition, it can be a means of visual differentiation, and
considerations of adjacency and proximity do nothing to impugn this claim.

But this is not to say that we don’t visually differentiate by means of colour differences,
and figural goodness—and other Gestalt principles. It is just to admit that even if spatial
perception is a necessary condition, it need not be in the “background”, it could enter into
the various means by which we visually differentiate objects on a particular occasion.
To take the houses, we differentiate them by means of seeing them as in different places,
and other features such as seeing where one roof ends and the other begins (or more
basically, seeing certain boundary differences), and what not. (No doubt in this case,
and others, there is also a more cognitively sophisticated level of differentiation which
enters into the picture (schema-based), to do with our knowledge of how houses look in
some part of the world.) Given that there are a number of features which we can see and
which visually differentiate the objects on a given occasion, perhaps we should view the
means of differentiation as variegated: objects are visually differentiated on the basis of
various visual factors.

I don’t claim to have established that spatial perception is involved in visual differen-
tiation always as a means of visual differentiation. What I have tried to do, in opposition
to Cassam, is suggest that when it seems like our means of visual differentiation is, say,
qualitative, it is not obvious that it follows that visual differentiation isn’t also achieved
by means of spatial perception. It is also not obvious that considerations of adjacency and
proximity preclude spatial perception from being a means of visual differentiation. How-
ever, there may be other considerations in favour of the view that there are cases where
although spatial perception is necessary for visual differentiation it is not functioning as

a means. It is not clear to me what those considerations are, though.
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Whatever we think of the precise function of spatial perception in every case, it is still
privileged. This is partly because it has the modal honour of being necessary for visual
differentiation, which other means (e.g. specific qualitative means) lack. So if spatial
perception always functions as a means then it is a necessary means. If it only sometimes
functions as a means then it will still be a necessary condition of visual differentiation,
but sometimes a background condition. It seems to me that it is consistent with spatial
perception always functioning as a means, and hence never as a background condition,
that it still makes possible visual differentiation. This is because it is necessarily part of
what makes it the case, on any given occasion of genuine perception that exhibits visual

differentiation, that objects are visually differentiated for one.

3.2 Perception of Location

Considering visual differentiation makes salient the fact that spatial perception is im-
portant for seeing objects when those objects are visually differentiated. The kind of
spatial perception emphasised was the perception of the relative location of an object:
Visual differentiation requires spatial perception insofar as it requires the perception of
certain elements in a scene (say, an object and its surroundings) as being in different
places—as being in different locations. This is required even when the different locations
are sub-regions of a more inclusive location which is salient and perceived.

In Chapter 2 however, it was argued that visual differentiation is not necessary for
object seeing. Still, one might think that there is an important role for spatial perception
and indeed perception of location to play in object seeing. I think that spatial perception
is necessary for object seeing and will spell out what I mean by this in the next section. In
this section I want to consider the more specific proposal that the perception of location
is necessary for object seeing.

Once again I shall anchor my discussion around some recent views offered by Cas-
sam. Cassam argues that spatial perception and specifically perception of location plays
a fundamental role in object perception, and hence object seeing (See Cassam (2005),
in Bermudez (2005)). Cassam’s discussion of spatial perception comes in the context of
a discussion of Evans’ commentary on Chapter 2 of Strawson’s Individuals (see Evans
(1980) in Straaten (1980), and Strawson (1959)). The key question that Cassam is ad-
dressing is a question about the necessary conditions for objective experience. Following
Allison (1983) Cassam refers to these as ‘epistemic conditions’: such conditions are nec-
essary for the representation (or experience) of an object or objective state of affairs (see
Cassam (2005) pp. 258-259). The necessary condition that Cassam considers is what he
calls the Spatiality Thesis (p. 259). This thesis says that space is a necessary condition
for objective experience. But how are we to understand this epistemic condition? Cassam

discusses various interpretations of it. On one reading of Evans, discussed by Cassam,
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Evans thinks that the idea of space is necessary for objective experience. Cassam argues
that Evans is unsuccessful in his attempt to establish this conclusion. Instead, Cassam
defends the following Kantian version of the spatiality thesis: the perception of space
is necessary for objective experience (see Kant (1787), especially the ‘Transcendental
Aesthetic’).

As outlined thus far Cassam’s view is quite general: it is about objective experience.
In his (2005) Cassam’s view is that perception of space is necessary for the perception of
material objects generally (this being a kind of objective experience). This is modified
in Cassam (2007) where it is argued that it is the capacity for spatial perception that
is necessary for material object perception generally. Note the focus is on the general
category of perception. Cassam argues that only the capacity for spatial perception is
necessary for perception generally because although actual spatial perception is required
for perception by sight and touch, it is not obvious that it is required for perception
of bodies in other modalities (e.g. arguably I can hear some material objects without
perceiving any of their spatial properties). However, Cassam claims that if other modali-
ties do provide genuine perception of objects—rather than, e.g. sounds (for audition), or
smells (for olfaction) etc—those objects must be perceptually accessible by sight and/or
touch, and hence one must be capable of perceiving their spatial properties (Cassam
(2007), p. 121, for discussion see Campbell (2009)).

However, on Cassam’s view—in both works considered—uvisual perception requires
actual spatial perception, that is, the perception of the spatial features of objects. Let’s
consider Cassam’s position specifically as it applies to visual perception.

Cassam (2005) not only takes spatial perception to be necessary for object perception,
and hence object seeing, but takes it that perception of location is privileged (I say
more about this privileging below). Consider the following passage where Cassam places

emphasis specifically on location:

one might see an object glinting in the far distance without seeing what shape
it is or perceiving its solidity. One might believe that the object is shaped
and solid, but that is a different matter. On the other hand, there is no
question of the glinting object being seen without its being seen as located in
relation to the perceiver and, perhaps, other objects. One might sometimes
misperceive the locations of the things which one sees, but this is not to say
that bodies can be seen without being seen as having a spatial location (p.
280).

Cassam then goes on to ask ‘[w]hy is the perception of location necessary for the per-
ception of bodies [for object seeing]?’ (p. 282). This question is what Cassam earlier
described as the question of foundations: a question that concerns ‘the ultimate basis or

foundation of what is claimed to be necessary for objective experience [in this case, what
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is necessary for object seeing]’ (p. 259). In asking this question we are asking why and
what makes it the case that perception of location is necessary for seeing objects?

Cassam offers a broadly Kantian answer to the question of foundations. In offering
this answer Cassam puts forward a certain view of Kant’s claim that space is the form
of sensibility. According to Kant a given perception (an ‘appearance’) has matter and
form. So my seeing the book right now is an experience which has matter and form.
Matter, Kant says, is what corresponds to sensation (A20/B34). As Cassam notes what
‘corresponds to sensation consists of various sensible features of material objects such as
shape and colour’ (p. 283). What of the form? According to Cassam the form is the ‘way
in which, when one perceives a material object, its various sensible features are given to
us in experience’ (p. 283). What it means to say that space is the form of appearance
is to say that the sensible features given to us in experience are given to us as spatially
ordered and hence as spatially located. So, Cassam concludes ‘The fact that perception
of bodies requires the perception of location can then be seen as a consequence of the
independently intelligible fact that space is, in this sense, the form of appearance’ (p.
283).

Various questions naturally arise here. One is about the reading of Kant, which I shall
leave aside. Other questions arise about what the proposal means and why we should
accept it. For instance, what exactly is the distinction between matter and form, and
how do matter and form cooperate, as it were, in such a way as to produce perceptual
experience? What is crucial for Kant in answering the second question is his theory of
“synthesis”, and hence ultimately the involvement of the categories. Rather than consider
Kant’s own story, let’s consider how Cassam aims to explicate the proposal in terms of
recent work in cognitive psychology and neuroscience.

The recent work that Cassam highlights concerns the so called “binding problem”
that the visual system has to solve so as to produce conscious visual perception. The
binding problem is a problem about how the visual system produces unified perceptions
of objects given that it processes visual information about the features of single objects
in independent streams. As Campbell notes, drawing on Zeki (1993), ‘there is much
converging evidence that different properties of an object, such as colour, shape, motion,
size, or orientation are processed in different processing streams’ (Campbell (2002), p.
30). So, to deliver the perceptions it does the visual systems needs to bind, as it were,
properties in the right way, a ‘specific colour and shape, for example, have to be put
together as the colour and shape of a single object, just when they are the colour and
shape of a single object. We do not have perception of an individual object until this
Binding Problem has been solved...’ (Campbell, p. 30. The problem that the visual
system has to solve is actually not as straightforward as this presentation suggests, it
will serve our purposes here, but for a more detailed discussion, and a distinction of

seven types of binding, see Treisman (1996), the discussion contains useful summaries of
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psychological research and discussion of different hypotheses regarding solutions to the
binding problems.)

But why is this problem relevant to Cassam in trying to establish that the perception
of location is necessary for the perception of objects, and hence object seeing? The answer
is that one well supported hypothesis—Treisman’s Feature Integration Theory—about
how the visual system solves the binding problem has it that there is a fundamental
role for perception of and attention to location (see especially Treisman (1993), but also
Treisman and Gelade (1980)). Campbell offers a helpful summary of the aspects of

Treisman’s theory relevant to us in the following passage:

[Treisman’s theory holds that| there is in the visual system a ‘master map’ of
locations, which is scanned by a window (variable in size) of attention. .. When
the window selects a particular location on the master map, the features cur-
rently found at that location on all the various specialized feature maps are
selected, put together to constitute an ‘object token’, and compared to stored
representations so that the object can be categorized. .. Spatial attention in
Treisman’s sense involves the singling out of a single location on the master
map of locations, so that all features at the selected location can be bound
together as features of a single thing. There is no very evident reason to
think that spatial attention in this sense must be a phenomenon of conscious-
ness. .. This kind of spatial attention is a precondition of consciousness [e.g.,
seeing] of an object. The features must be bound for there to be experience
of the thing. But the spatial attention itself may be a relatively low-level
phenomenon (Campbell (2002), p. 31. See also Campbell (1997) and Martin
(1997) for an earlier discussion of the role and nature of attention in this

context).

So, one basic aspect of Treisman’s theory, to put it roughly, is that the features processed
independently by the visual system are assigned implicit location information, that is,
information about where in the environment they are located. This allows the visual
system to solve the binding problem by binding together features found at the same
location as features of a single object. As Campbell notes ‘if, in one stream, redness is
found at a particular location, and, in another stream, squareness is found at that place,
then the redness and squareness would be put together, so that you have perception of
a red square’ (2002, p. 31.)

Evidence for Treisman’s theory is summarised in Martin (1997), pp. 83-89, see also
Robertson (2003a) and Robertson (2003b), especially Chapter 6, for discussion of how
evidence from patients with Balint’s syndrome supports Feature Integration Theory;
see also Campbell (2007). One thing to note before continuing is that the fact that

object seeing requires binding doesn’t force a visual differentiation condition in the sense
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considered in the previous Chapter on object seeing. One might think it does because
selective attention is required, and isn’t selective attention to an object a way of singling
it out, and in that sense differentiating it? Perhaps, but it is not clear that we have
selective attention to an object rather than the location of the object and its features
before binding (for a discussion of this distinction see Robertson (2003b), pp. 8-16). But
what about when binding has happened and one has a perception of an object, given
that the visual system has selected the location of the features of a single object, does
this not show that in order to have conscious visual perception of an object one has to
single it out and differentiate it? In a sense yes, but not in the sense of the previous
chapter. This is because such singling out by the visual system is consistent with the
lack of visual differentiation in the essentially phenomenological sense considered in the
previous Chapter; as requiring that things look differentiated from their surroundings.

Cassam draws on the empirical work just discussed to explicate the view that space
is a form of human sensibility (and, it will be remembered, the view that space is a
form of human sensibility is put forward as explaining why perception of location is
necessary for object perception, and hence object seeing). Cassam links the empirical
work with the Kantian thesis in the following way: the information in the different
processing streams corresponds to—in Kantian terms—matter. Cassam concludes that
‘[i]f sameness of spatial location is the basis upon which different properties are put
together as properties of a single object, then we can say that space is a form of human
sensibility’ (2005, p. 284). Since Cassam takes the empirical evidence to support the
truth of the antecedent of this conditional, he takes it that we have support for the
claim that space is a form of human sensibility, and therefore, that spatial perception is
necessary for object perception, and hence object seeing.

There is a problem, however, for this line of reasoning. The claim that space is a
form of human sensibility is understood along the lines of empirical work on the binding
problem. But how is this supposed to support and explain the view that spatial per-
ception is necessary for object seeing? What we have are empirical claims about how
objects are perceived in vision which say that the perception of location is, as a matter
of fact, crucial in our visual system’s achieving perception of objects. If these claims are
to support the view that such spatial perception is necessary for object seeing then we
need the additional premise that things—our visual system’s functioning—couldn’t have
been some other way. But how can this additional claim be supported? It is certainly
not supported or required by the empirical work. Moreover, it is not obvious that in
any possible world in which there is object seeing there is a visual system which solves a
binding problem on the basis of sameness of location of perceived features. This is not
obvious because it is not obvious that for vision there must be a binding problem (even
though for us visual processing does work by solving a binding problem), and also it is

not obvious that spatial attention to location must be involved in the solution to the
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binding problem (even though, if Treisman is right, this is how things are with our visual
systems). What the empirical research does is explain how it is that visual systems like
ours utiltise perception of space and spatial properties in object seeing. It doesn’t ex-
plain why it is that spatial perception is necessary—if indeed this is the case—for object
seeing.

None of this is to say that it is not the case that perception of location is necessary
for object seeing. It is just to say that it is difficult to see how it can be supported by
the claim that space is a form of human sensibility if that claim is explicated in terms of
empirical work on binding. It seems that a stronger understanding of the explanan—that
space is the form of human sensibility—is required.

One might reply that the necessity in the claim that spatial perception is necessary for
object perception needs to be restricted in some way (see Cassam (1999) in Stern (1999),
pp. 99-100 for discussion of such restricted necessities). Might one say: for creatures
with visual systems like ours spatial perception in the form of perception of location is
necessary for the perception of objects? So the claim is rather that given our natures,
perception of location is necessary for object seeing.

This reply, it seems to me, is problematic. On one reading of the restricted necessity

we have a claim involving the current laws of nature:

1. In any world in which we hold the current laws of nature constant, if one perceives
objects, then one perceives the locations of those objects (or the features belonging
to them).

The question now is what would support and explain the truth of this claim? It is hard
to see that the empirical research on binding supports it, since in itself such empirical
research doesn’t indicate that how the visual system actually functions will remain con-
stant in worlds where the laws of nature are constant. Call the claim about how the
visual system actually functions (as discovered by research on binding etc) P. My claim
is that: in itself the empirical research doesn’t show that worlds in which the laws of
nature are constant, and there is object perception, are all P-worlds. This claim seems
to be too strong to be supported by findings about how the visual system actually func-
tions. That is, for all that the empirical research shows, it is consistent with the current
laws of nature that object perception proceeds in some way other than as P says. So, for
all the empirical research shows, we might have evolved different visual systems which
perceive objects but our findings about how they do so are not-P, but, say, . I'm not
saying that this is possible, just that it is not ruled out by current findings on how the
visual system actually operates.

One might reply that however object perception proceeds within the confines of the
current laws of nature, and even if it doesn’t proceed according to P, it will have to

involve spatial perception. So it is not that worlds in which the laws of nature are
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constant, and there is object perception, all need to be P worlds, but they need to
exhibit spatial perception, they need to be SP worlds. What P indicates is just a way in
which spatial perception is involved in object perception which happens to be the way in
which it is involved in the actual world. However, there are other non-P ways in which
spatial perception is involved in object perception. So, the claim of the reply is that
any world in which the laws of nature are held constant, and there is object perception,
will be an SP world. But the question for this reply is what supports the truth of the
claim? It is hard to see how empirical research which delivers P will be strong enough
to support the claim that any world where the current laws of nature hold, and there is
object perception, will be an SP world. This may well be true, but how is it supported
by empirical work on binding? It is not.

Perhaps, then, finally, there is a different understanding of the restricted necessity
that will help:

2. In any world in which we hold the nature of our visual systems constant, if one
perceives objects, then one perceives the locations of those objects (or the features

belonging to them).

The nature of our visual systems, as we have seen from empirical work on binding, is
such that object perception requires perception of the locations of objects and features.
It is trivial that in any world in which one’s perception of objects requires perception of
the locations of objects and features (and this is what it is to hold constant the nature
of our visual systems), if one perceives objects, then one perceives the locations of those
objects (or features that belong to them). So if (2) gives the correct interpretation of
the thesis that spatial perception is necessary for object perception, it turns out to be
trivial. (Of course, it is not trivial that we do perceive objects in the way we do, it is not
trivial, for a start, that the laws of nature are what they are.) This is problematic since
the claim that perception of space is necessary for object perception is supposed to be a
substantive claim.

I have argued that if we want to explain why spatial perception is necessary for
object perception then appeal to empirical research will not help. The claim is more
fundamental than that, and in any case such work has a different explanatory goal.

Let’s take the explanandum—that spatial perception is necessary for object perception—
from now on as involving a metaphysical necessity. This is the most interesting under-
standing of the claim. What we need is a way of understanding the explanan which is
strong enough to support the necessity involved in the explanandum. Cassam does have,
however, a further direct strategy. As he notes Kant would take the fact that space is the
form of human sensibility to be an ‘ultimate and inexplicable fact about our cognitive
equipment’ (p. 284). But Cassam rejects this position and thinks that we can give a

realist explanation of why it is that spatial perception is necessary for material object
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perception. What this means is that one explains this epistemic condition in terms of
the nature of material objects, as Cassam says, ‘epistemic conditions are determined, at
least in part, by the nature of the world’ (p. 286, see also Guyer (1987), p. 340, and
Cassam (2007), pp. 123-128).

Cassam’s argument involves something alluded to earlier, the privileging of perception
of location: that it is specifically perception of location which is necessary for object
perception. This is taken to be a result of the fact that location is privileged with

respect to the individuation of objects. As Cassam says:

Some features of material objects, such as shape, are essential without being
fundamental, but location is both essential and fundamental. A material
object or body cannot exist without a spatial location, and the principle
by reference to which material objects are individuated is that two material
objects of the same kind cannot be in exactly the same place at the same

time.
Cassam relates this fact to the perception of objects:

The proposal that I am now considering is that at least part of what makes
it the case that the perception of location is necessary for the perception of
material objects is the fact that material objects, unlike sounds, are funda-

mentally and essentially spatially located (pp. 285-286).

As Cassam is aware, there is a serious objection to this kind of explanation. The objection
is that it involves an illegitimate move from metaphysics to epistemology. So, even if
spatial location is fundamental and essential to material objects it doesn’t follow that
this is a fundamental aspect of one’s perception of material objects. How does Cassam

respond to this worry? Cassam replies as follows:

It is hard to see how our experience could be said to present us with material
objects without presenting us with discrete material objects; but experiences
that are capable of presenting us with discrete material objects cannot be
ones that do not in any way reflect the basis upon which material objects are
individuated. In Peacocke’s terminology, they must be experiences that are
‘suitably sensitive’...to what makes discrete material objects discrete from
each other (p. 287, see also Peacocke (1993) in Eilan et al. (1993)).

Cassam’s idea seems to be that perception of location is necessary for the perception
of material objects as being discrete, he says an ‘inability to perceive discrete material
objects as being at different locations would amount to an inability to perceive discrete
material objects as discrete’ (p. 287) And ‘an inability to perceive discrete material
objects as discrete would amount to an inability to perceive material objects.” (p. 287).

So Cassam can be understood as arguing as follows:
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1. Our visual experience of material objects requires experiencing material objects as

discrete

2. Our visual experience of material objects is experience of material objects as dis-
crete only if it involves perception of what makes discrete material objects discrete

from each other

3. What makes discrete material objects discrete from each other is their individuation

in terms of relative spatial locations
Therefore,
4. Our visual experience of material objects requires perception of location.

Cassam attempts to explain why spatial perception is necessary for material object
perception in terms of the fact that it is fundamental to a material object (a) being
what it is, and (b) being distinct from other material objects of the same kind, that at
a given time it is spatially located. But this explanation only works if we accept that
visual experiences must be suitably sensitive to this fundamental feature, and this in turn
is cashed out in terms of it being a requirement on visual experience having a certain
phenomenology that one’s visual experience is sensitive to the fundamental feature.

The problem with this line of thought is that it is not true that a visual experience
is of a material object only if it presents that object as discrete, if what this means is
a differentiated element of the visual scene—as I argued in Chapter 2. There are visual
experiences of material objects that don’t present them as discrete. If spatial perception is
necessary for object perception, then it will be necessary for object perception even when
objects are not perceived as discrete. Why is it, then, that for such visual experiences
of material objects the fact that the material objects have the fundamental feature of
being spatially located explains why spatial perception is necessary for object perception?
The answer can’t be that because in perceiving them one must perceive relative spatial
locations (the relative spatial locations of the objects and their surroundings), since one
perceives them without perceiving their surroundings.

It is a mistake to privilege perception of location in this way—a mistake tied to the
mistake of taking it that visual object perception requires perception of the differences
between objects. Although spatial location may be fundamental to distinguishing one

object from another, that objects are so distinguished is not fundamental to seeing them.

3.3 Generic Spatial Features

None of this is to say that spatial perception is not necessary for object seeing, or even

that perception of spatial location isn’t in some sense necessary. So far I have just
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worried about certain ways of explaining this thesis about spatial perception, I have also
questioned the privileging of the perception of location. In this section I want to explain
why I take it that spatial perception is necessary for the visual perception of objects.

Spatial perception is necessary for object seeing in the sense that there is no such
thing as seeing D unless one sees the generic spatial features of D. The generic spatial
features of material objects are features such as their being shaped, extended, and located.
The contrast is with the specific spatial features of material objects such as being shaped
in such and such a way, extended in such and such a way, and located at some point in
egocentric space (I think one can go into more detail about spatial features, but restricting
to these three kinds of generic/specific features will serve my purposes here).

It is important to emphasise that it is the generic spatial features of D that must be
seen in order that D is seen, since one can see D and either not see, or in some sense
misperceive its actual specific spatial features (this is not to be equated with the idea
that one can see something as not having some non-generic spatial nature, this is not
what T am claiming). For instance, I might see something and not see it is as ¢-shaped,
since its shape isn’t manifest on my viewing of it. Or perhaps I misperceive it so that
it appears to me to be, say, ¥-shaped (when it is not). In such cases I either don’t see
or misperceive the specific shape property of the object (which is ¢-ness), yet still see
the object in question. The contrast I want to illustrate is that nonetheless one sees the
object as having generic spatial features, e.g. being shaped.

To illustrate seeing an object yet not seeing the specific shape of it, consider object
(A) in fig. 3.1 (since the diagrams here are depictions of objects, complications arise,
but hopefully the point is clear enough without having to address such complications).
One can see object (A) in fig. 3.1, but because it is partially occluded one cannot see
its specific shape property. One can see a (roughly) square shaped portion of object (A)
but the actual shape of the object is revealed in fig. 3.2, it is arrow-shaped. Upon a
viewing of object (A) in the circumstances depicted in fig. 3.1 one can’t see the actual
arrow shape of the object because the actual shape is not in view.

Still, T can’t fail, in seeing object (A), to see the generic spatial feature it has of being
shaped—that is, I can’t fail to see it as shaped (more below on what I mean by “see it
as”). This helps illustrate the contrast I want to draw between perception of specific and
generic spatial features.

I don’t mean to suggest that occlusion will always prevent one from seeing the ac-
tual specific shape of an object. Things are far more complex than that, especially in
perception of material objects. We often see the shapes of things even when we don’t
see every aspect of a thing from every angle (say, even when we don’t get the chance to
inspect it fully). However, there are cases of material object seeing where occlusion (or
other factors) does prevent one from seeing the shape of an object, even though one still

sees the object. Consider for example the kind of lorry that carries a large rectangular
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Figure 3.1: Object (A) is partially occluded by Object (B).

Figure 3.2: Object (A) when not occluded.



block, and this makes up most of the lorry. Let’s suppose that a rather peculiar lorry
is designed so as the large rectangular block has a point on the end (so, in terms of its
shape, it looks roughly like the Canary Wharf building would look were it on its side,
with its top (the point) forming its back end pointing away from the front of the lorry
where the driver sits). The block is not rectangular when so designed, although it has
a large rectangular portion. One can imagine various viewings of the lorry, where one
sees it from various different—though not all—angles. One sees some of the shadows it
casts, and gets a sense of its size, and so on. Yet due to not getting a proper look at its
behind (the point) one fails to see the actual shape of the lorry. Of course, one sees the
lorry, but doesn’t see its actual shape. Still, one cannot see the lorry without seeing it
as shaped.

Consider also Nose discussed in the previous chapter. One puts one’s nose against a
wall and sees the wall. In this case does one see the actual specific shape of the wall?
The boundaries of the wall—what marks out its specific shape—simply aren’t in one’s
field of vision, and in this sense the wall’s shape is not manifest to one. One cannot,
however, see the wall without seeing it as shaped.

Finally, it is possible to misperceive the shape of an object, as shown by various
experimental research (see for instance Johnston (1991), Todd et al. (1995), Brenner and
van Damme (1999), and Cuijpers et al. (2006)). (By ‘misperceive’ I don’t necessarily
mean to imply that there is illusion in the traditional sense discussed and criticised by
Kalderon (forthcoming).) This means that one can fail to see the specific shape of a
material object due to misperception, yet one still sees the object, and sees it as shaped.
One nice example here is an Ames Room (Ames (1952)). One commentator describes
the design and effect of an Ames room, what is crucial for us is how a room of hexahedral

shape is misperceived to be cubic in shape:

What Ames did essentially was to contrive the cues for a cubic space in a
hexahedral space. Although the far wall of the room is tilted in respect of a
frontoparallel plane, it is trapezial in shape; its far corner is relatively long
vertically and its near corner relatively short. In consequence, the monocular
retinal projection of this wall is the same as that of a cubic room. Likewise,
the lengths of the side walls, the sizes and shapes of the windows, and the floor
pattern are such as to project proximal images identical to those of a cubic
room seen through the peephole. In brief, the stimulus correlates of a cubic
room have been cleverly contrived in a strangely shaped hexahedral room.
The outcome of this ingenious contrivance is that we perceive something that

is not present in reality—a ‘normal’ cubic interior (Day (1993) p. 1008-1009).

Although one fails to see the specific hexahedral shape of an Ames room one still sees it

as shaped.
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Consider now the extent of something. Similarly to shape, the relative extent (size)
of something is something that one might not see when seeing an object. But one cannot
see an object and fail to see it as extended—as having some extent, as having some size.
Nose helps to illustrate this point. When ones nose is against the wall does one see the
wall’s extent, its size? Well, it depends. Assume that the wall is absolutely massive.
One might get a sense of its relative size insofar as one might get a sense of its size
relative to oneself. That is, since one’s field of vision is occupied almost entirely by the
wall (along with, perhaps, the tip of one’s nose, and some shadow, but importantly with
nothing but wall in peripheral vision), one gets a sense of its extent. Yet even in Nose
one doesn’t see quite how big it is (relative to oneself and other things) when one’s nose
is pressed against it (to get a proper sense of the wall’s extent would require altering
one’s perspective, standing back, scanning the wall, etc). One does see it as extended,
though.

There are also misperceptions of relative size such as, for example, the famous Miiller-
Lyer Hlusion and the Ponzo Illusion where the relative sizes (specifically, lengths) of lines
are in some sense misperceived. The lines are still seen, however, as extended. Also,
consider once again an Ames room. If one looks at objects in an Ames room in certain
circumstances (e.g. through a peep-hole) then one will misperceive the relative sizes of
those objects. For example, two people of roughly the same height standing on either side
of the room appear radically different in height. Things even appear to change size when
moved /moving across the room, when in fact, their sizes remain constant. (For video
illustrations see here: http://www.instructables.com/id /Ames-Room-Optical-Illusion/)

So, one can see something without seeing its actual specific size (extent, or relative
size), and one can see something and misperceive its actual specific size, still, one cannot
see something and fail to see it as extended.

What about spatial location? That is, what about the location of something relative
to a pericever, or relative to other objects perceived? As with specific spatial features such
as shape and size one might misperceive the location of something relative to oneself or
other things in one’s egocentric space. Colour and brightness effect distance perception,
so one might see—if colour and brightness conditions are set up in the right way—objects
on a plane to be closer or further from other objects on the same plane. Also, consider
glasses with lenses that invert the visual field (famously designed and tested by Stratton
(1897), and see Kohler (1961, 1964)). As Stratton notes on the first day of wearing such
glasses ‘[t]he entire scene appeared upside down’ (p. 343). So, at least for a period of
time before re-adjustment, one will, when wearing such glasses, misperceive the relative
locations of objects (objects to the left of one will appear to be on the right, for instance).
Still, one sees such objects, and sees them as located.

It is, then, possible to misperceive the relative whereabouts of objects in egocentric

space, in different ways. Yet one cannot fail to see those things as located. When one
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Figure 3.3: The duck-rabbit picture, see Wittgenstein (1953), p. 166

sees something one cannot fail to see it as being somewhere or there (where it is) even if
one misperceives where there is.

The purpose of the foregoing discussion was to illustrate a distinction between the
specific spatial features of things and the generic spatial features of things, and, impor-
tantly, what we can say about the perception of such features in visual perception. There
is a sense in which one can see an object without seeing any of its, or misperceiving its,
spatial properties, as long as we are considering only its actual specific spatial properties.
One can’t see an object without seeing it as having generic spatial properties. In this
sense spatial perception is necessary for object perception, and there is no obvious way,
given what has been said so far, that perception of location is privileged. That is, there
is no privileging at the level of visual perception of the generic spatial feature of being
located. That generic spatial feature must be perceived if an object is to be seen, but
then so must the other generic spatial features of objects.

I have tried so far to give an intuitive sense of the distinction between specific and
generic spatial features and its relevance to visual perception. But what, more precisely,
does it mean to say that one must see the generic spatial features of material objects
in order to see them? Above I put things in the following way: if one sees D then one
must see D as shaped, extended and located. That is, one must see D as having generic
spatial features. But what does this mean?

One thing that I don’t mean to imply by using this terminology is that in seeing things
there must be interpretation, or conceptualisation of what one sees, which is (somehow)
present at the phenomenological level, that is, the level of phenomenal character (or
indeed, any level). Consider, for example, Jastrow’s (1900) duck-rabbit picture discussed
by Wittgenstein (see fig. 3.3). One can see the picture as a duck picture or as a rabbit
picture. There is a lot to be said about what is involved in one’s seeing the picture in
either way, which is not my concern here (for discussion see Budd (1989)). All I want to
do is to make clear that a certain view of what is involved in seeing the picture as a duck
(or as a rabbit) picture is not what I intend to be understood as drawing on in saying
that to see an object one must see it as having certain generic spatial features.

The view I have in mind holds that in seeing the picture in fig. 3.3 as, say, a rabbit
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picture one has an experience which is, in Wittgenstein’s terms, ‘half visual experience,
half thought’ (Wittgenstein (1953), p. 168). What Wittgenstein is getting at, as Strawson
reads him, is that ‘visual experience is irradiated by, or infused with, the concept; or it
becomes soaked with the concept [of, say, a rabbit or rabbit-picture]’ (Strawson (1974a) in
Strawson (1974b) p. 63). On this view the conceptual contribution, as it were, doesn’t
come at some post-experiential level, but itself partially determines the phenomenal
character of one’s visual experience (I don’t myself think that such a story is required to
understand this case, but I note it for comparative purposes).

Now, consider the generic spatial feature of being shaped. I am not claiming that for
one to see D as shaped the concept of that generic spatial feature infuses one’s visual expe-
rience (and thereby contributes, in some way, to (determining) the phenomenal character
of one’s visual experience). What I mean to imply, rather, is, to paraphrase Strawson,
one’s visual experience—specifically the phenomenal character of one’s experience—is
irradiated by, or infused with, the appearance of (generic) spatiality.

So the sense of ‘seeing as’ that I intend is close to the sense in which even Dretske
agrees with the slogan that “all seeing is seeing as” (see Vesey (1965), in Swartz (1965)).
Dretske says

I shall adopt a view somewhat similar, in expression if not in substance, to
that embodied in the above quotation [which includes the slogan “all seeing
is seeing as”...1 am quite willing to admit that, in a certain sense, D must
look some way to S (not to be read as: must look like something to S) in
order for S to see D...I would agree, for instance, that whenever it becomes
true to say of an infant that it can now see its mother, or of a rat that it can
see the lever, it also becomes true to say of the infant and the rat that they
see the mother and the lever as something—the mother looks some way to
the infant and the lever looks some way to the rat (Dretske (1969), pp. 9-10)

So Dretske takes ‘seeing as’ terminology to mark something about how things must look
in seeing them. The use of the ‘seeing as’ terminology to mark how D must look to one in
S’s seeing of D is something I am now endorsing, but what characterises the way things
must look to one, in seeing things, is not visual differentiation, but generic spatiality.
So, to say that to see a thing requires seeing it as extended, located, and shaped is to
make a point about the phenomenological nature of the visual state one is in when one
sees a material object. That is, it is to make a point about how, essentially, things must
visually appear to one when one visually perceives an object. There is no such thing as
a material object visually appearing to one in such a way as its generic spatial features
are not manifest in its visually appearing to one. So, to say that spatial perception—
understood as the perception of generic spatial features—is necessary for object seeing

is to claim that there is a phenomenological constraint on object seeing. Any instance
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of object seeing must have a phenomenal character such that the things seen appear to
one to be extended, located and shaped. Generic spatiality necessarily permeates the
phenomenology of object seeing.

This, it seems to me, is hard to deny. I don’t think we have any kind of grip on
the idea of seeing a material object when the above phenomenological constraint is not
satisfied. One thing we might ask at this stage is what makes it the case that spatial
perception—in the sense specified—is necessary for object seeing? One suggestion is
this: It is partially constitutive of vision that visual perception of objects involves a
visual field. That is to say, there is no such thing as visually perceiving something that
doesn’t appear to one as an occupant of one’s visual field. This is true even for creatures
with very primitive visual capacities. Imagine that a creature can only detect certain
colour changes. If this is to be a genuine visual detection, then those changes must be
detected in a visual field.

That it is partially constitutive of vision that visual perception of material objects
involves a visual field is true regardless of what one thinks the nature of the visual field
is. That is, this is true whether the visual field is to be understood as a subjective 2D
array of, say, colour patches (see for instance Berkeley (1709), in Berkeley (1957), and
for discussion see Smith (2000), and Clark (1996) and (2000), pp. 86-96), or whether it
is to be understood as, say, delimiting a region of physical space, at a given time, where
the region of space delimited depends upon how one is situated (Martin (1992b), for
discussion see Nudds (2001) and Richardson (forthcoming)).

Moreover, regardless of what one takes the nature of the visual field to be the visual
field must be thought to be, as Strawson puts it, ‘necessarily extended at any moment,
and its parts must exhibit spatial relations to each other’ (Strawson (1959), p. 65). That
is to say, the visual field is intrinsically spatial (see Nudds (2001), p. 211).

So, given that the visual field is intrinsically spatial, the things that appear in the
visual field must appear in some spatial way. If a thing didn’t appear to have generic
spatial characteristics then it wouldn’t be possible for it to appear in a visual field, and
therefore it wouldn’t be possible for the thing to be seen. So, given that it is partially
constitutive of vision that it has a visual field, it is necessary for the visual perception of
objects that one sees them as having generic spatial characteristics.

Generic spatial characteristics are characteristics which are essential to material ob-
jects being what they are. That is, there is no such thing as a material object that
lacks generic spatial characteristics. So, is there any sense in which the fact that spatial
perception is necessary for object seeing owes to the metaphysical nature of the material
objects that we see? I think there is, but conditional on it being the case that the ap-
pearance of generic spatiality (the look of being shaped, extended and located that any
material object has) that is necessary for object seeing is wholly constituted by those

material objects possessing generic spatial characteristics. That is, on condition that the
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generic spatial look or appearance of D owes simply to D’s possession of generic spatial
features. The condition is that the generic spatial appearance properties of something are
constituted by their generic spatial properties. (I am influenced by Martin (forthcoming)
in using the idea of some ways of looking being constituted by the ways things are, by
the properties things have without looking some way to a subject—I make no claim that
Martin would agree with the use I put the idea to here).

So, if we accept the above remarks about the visual field and the aforementioned con-
ditional then we can say that what makes it the case that spatial perception is necessary
for seeing D is (a) the fact that it is a condition of the possibility of D being seen by
S that it enter into S’s visual field, and (b) that for D to enter into S’s field it must
have generic spatial appearance properties, and finally (c) for D to have generic spatial
appearance properties, is for it to have generic spatial properties (which it must have).
So part of why spatial perception is necessary for object seeing is that (assuming one

accepts the conditional) material objects have a certain metaphysical nature.

Summary

I have argued that spatial perception is necessary for object seeing in a way that doesn’t
privilege perception of location, and in a way that doesn’t require object seeing to involve
visual differentiation. I argued that in seeing D one must see D as having generic spatial
features. The claim that spatial perception is necessary for object seeing is understood as
the claim that if one sees D then one must see it as having generic spatial features, which
is to say that D must have a generic spatial look which characterises the phenomenology
of one’s visual perception of D.

The visual field is intrinsically spatial, and having a visual field is partially constitutive
of vision. If D must present the appearance of generic spatiality in order to enter into the
visual field, and if D’s entering into the visual field is a necessary condition of it being
seen, then spatial perception is necessary for object perception. I also suggested that if
one takes the generic spatial appearance properties of a material object to be constituted
by its actual generic spatial properties, then that spatial perception is necessary for object

seeing can be partially explained by the metaphysics of material objects.
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Conclusion: Object Seeing and

Primitive Knowledge

In this short conclusion I want to bring together some of the themes I have discussed and
sketch a view regarding knowledge and its connection to seeing material objects. I don’t
claim the view is true, or even plausible, I present it as an indication of the direction of
future research.

In recent philosophy there is an interest in what one might call knowledge-centrism.
What this involves is assigning knowledge a key explanatory role in the explanation
of various phenomena that are of philosophical interest. Why is this relevant here?
Some philosophers take it that knowledge has a key role to play in explaining mind or
consciousness. For instance, Hossack’s view is that knowledge is the ‘essence of mind’
(2008), and, more cautiously, Williamson ‘conjecture[s] that nothing could have a mind
without having a capacity for knowledge’ (2000, p. 48). If these authors are correct, then
one might think that knowledge will have some explanatory role to play with respect to
object seeing, which is a fundamental aspect of our mental lives. I don’t want to consider
what the views of the aforementioned authors might be with respect to knowledge and
object seeing. Rather, I want to sketch a role for knowledge that draws upon and connects
with what I have argued in this thesis.

Assigning knowledge a key explanatory role can take many forms. One might want
to, for instance, explain a phenomenon in terms of its connection with a capacity for
knowledge, or the function it has of producing knowledge (in optimal circumstances).
One may also want to explicate the role of knowledge in terms of being in a position to
know, or actually knowing. There is also variation in what kind of knowledge one takes
to be explanatory. Also the importance of knowledge in an explanation comes in degrees,
according to whether, for instance, it is knowledge alone that does explanatory work, or
whether knowledge is a crucial element among others. Importance can also vary in terms
of whether knowledge is fundamental to a phenomenon, a consequence of a phenomenon,
constitutive of a phenomenon, or definitional of a phenomenon (etc). There is lots more

to be said, the purpose of these remarks is just to make clear that the category of a
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knowledge-centric explanation is unclear. The general desideratum of such explanations,
viz. that knowledge plays a key explanatory role, can be a achieved in many ways.

I want to sketch a view according to which spatial perception as understood in the
previous Chapter is a form of factive knowledge. Since spatial perception is partially
constitutive of seeing an object it follows that some primitive factive spatial knowledge
18 partially constitutive of object seeing.

This might sound like an odd position given what has been said thus far. In the
first Chapter I argued, following Dretske, that object seeing is non-doxastic (it doesn’t
necessarily involve belief). This is supported by an aspect of the view of the second
Chapter that object seeing is a primitive state of affairs. Also spatial perception, as
understood in the previous Chapter, wasn’t taken to be cognitively sophisticated or
conceptually demanding. One might think, therefore, that if actual knowledge is to be
brought in at all here it had better be a non-doxastic form of knowledge, such as object
knowledge. One might think that seeing an object is a primitive form of knowing an
object. Or one might think it better to explicate the role of knowledge in terms of seeing
objects putting one in a position to know things about those objects, or in terms of
contributing to furnishing one with a capacity to know by visual perception.

I want to suggest, instead, that it is not obvious that we shouldn’t think that seeing D
is partially constituted by a primitive form of knowing that. Namely, knowing that D is .S
where ‘S’ stands for shaped, extended, located. Knowing that D is S is itself constituted
by seeing D as S, which is how I understood spatial perception in the previous Chapter.

But isn’t knowledge of this kind dozastic? And hence, doesn’t it entail belief. It is not
obvious that we have to think of all knowledge of the form ‘S knows that p’ as doxastic.
If we think of the metaphysics of states of knowledge in a certain way, then we don’t
have to think (a) that factive knowledge consists in belief, (b) that all factive knowledge
entails belief, or that (¢) having some factive knowledge is anything but a primitive state
of affairs. For a start, we can think of knowledge-that as a basic mental state distinct
from belief (Williamson (2000)). However it is not obvious that in thinking of knowledge
as a mental state we have to think of it as a propositional attitude.

How might one think of the metaphysics of a state of knowledge-that such that (1) it
is not a propositional attitude, and (2) doesn’t entail belief? Part of the answer is that
a mental state of knowing that p is partially constituted by the fact that p. As Travis

says:

Some stances aim at the world: if all goes well, stance and world match. . . Some
stances contain the world: for one to have that stance towards something is
for that thing to be so (or there). Some of these simply contain their object:
taking them is not aiming at their object (which then, happily, is there to
hit). John Cook Wilson saw knowledge (among other things) as a stance of
this last sort (Travis, 2005, p. 288).
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One’s state of mind when one knows doesn’t aim to match the world it is partially
constituted by the world: ‘Knowledge incorporates its object: if I know the toast before
me to be burnt, then its being burnt is part of the frame, or state, of mind I am thus in’
(p. 289).

The aspect of these remarks that I want to use here is the idea that the fact itself is
part of one’s state of mind in knowing that p. (Whether or not knowledge is a stance is
unclear, since it is not clear what that means). Whether one knows that p in having the
fact that p form part of one’s state of mind depends upon the way in which the fact that
p gets to form part of one’s state of mind. My suggestion is that in seeing D as S the
fact that D is S gets to be part of one’s state of mind, and this itself constitutes one’s
knowing that D is S.

One knowing that D—a material object—is S in this way is a state of affairs that
obtains simply in virtue of S seeing D as S which itself is partly understood in terms
of D bearing generic spatial properties. Since seeing D itself is partially constituted by
seeing D as S (as argued in the previous Chapter), seeing D is itself partially constituted
by knowing that D is S.

Given the non-doxastic, non-conceptual state of affairs which is seeing D as S, know-
ing that D is S is itself a non-doxastic, non-conceptual state of affairs. For the fact that
p (D is S) to partially constitute one’s frame of mind it is not required that one grasp
it in any conceptual sense (like one might grasp a proposition), since it enters into one’s
frame of mind in virtue of one seeing. Knowing that D is .S might put one in a position
to believe that this is the case, if one has the conceptual capacities required to believe,
but knowing that D is S itself is not a form of believing that D is S, nor does it entail
that one believes that D is S.

One might think that a state of affairs so undemanding can’t constitute knowledge.
One might think this because knowledge itself is a cognitively sophisticated achievement.
It is not obvious that we should think this of knowledge, though. For a start, we need the
idea of an undemanding epistemnic status, as is evident from recent work on epistemic
entitlement (Wright (2004), Peacocke (2004), Burge (2003)). It is not obvious that
knowledge can’t be an undemanding epistemic status (some kinds of knowledge might
be essentially demanding, but that doesn’t entail that knowledge is always demanding).
Also, it is not clear that our term ‘knowledge’ is such that it is inaccurate to call the state
constituted by seeing D as S a kind of knowledge. Our term ‘knowledge’ has different
uses, and often perceptual states of affairs are talked about in terms of knowledge (not
just those that involve perceiving that, as in S seeing that p, or hearing that p). It is not
obvious, either, that talking in terms of knowing that has to introduce a propositional
content, at the level of the metaphysics of the state of mind of the knower, into the picture.
If T say that “S knows that p”, I might be using concepts (and a proposition, if there
are such things) to say something about S. But it doesn’t follow that the knowledgeable
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state that S is in itself, when that report is true, (partly) consists in a proposition which
is either constituted by concepts or requires S to be conceptually endowed to grasp (or
both).

Some will balk at the idea that knowledge-that be understood in the way I am propos-
ing. But note that [ am talking only about the knowledge-that which partially constitutes
seeing material objects, what I have said should not be understood as proposing a general
account of knowledge-that. Still, the position would require an awful lot of working out

and defence. It is not, however, obviously false.
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