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1.  The philosophical problem of what we see

My topic revolves around what is apparently a very basic question.  Stripped of all additions and in its leanest, most economical form, this is the question:  "What do we see?"  But in this most basic form the question admits of at least three different interpretations.  In the first place, one might understand it to be an epistemological question, perhaps one with skeptical overtones.  "What do we see?", on this reading, is short for something like "What things in the world are we justified in believing we see, given the possibility of evil demon scenarios and all the other impedimenta to genuine sight that have become the working tools of epistemologists over the last 350 years?"  I shall not be concerned with the question in this skeptical sense.  I intend the parenthetical addition to the question, "What do we see (when we do)?", along with the bald-faced assumption that the condition so specified at least sometimes obtains, to rule out discussion along these sorts of epistemological lines, at least for the purposes of this paper.  Whether or not this condition in fact obtains, of course, will not effect the position I'm defending.

Another, perhaps related
, way one might understand the question focuses on what the proper objects of perception are.  This is one traditional interpretation that modern philosophy has given to the philosophical problem of perception, and on this interpretation the question "What do we see?" leads eventually to debates about whether we perceive the things of the world directly or only indirectly and by means of some perceptual intermediary.  A subsidiary question in this traditional debate focuses on what the "things in the world" really are anyway, so we might call this a metaphysical interpretation of the question.  Although I won't be primarily interested in this interpretation of the problem of perception either, at least not for the purposes of this paper, I will take a more or less undefended position with respect to it.  Let me say, very briefly, then, what some of the going positions are.

In the first place, the ordinary person, who is sometimes called a "direct or naïve realist", is generally thought to believe that our perceptual experiences, if not infallible, are nevertheless generally to be trusted, and so on the whole to believe that we are in a kind of direct or unmediated relation to the objects of perception.  Furthermore, such a person is committed to the view that the proper objects of perception are just the familiar objects in our everyday world - the "moderate-sized specimens of dry goods" that Austin so famously discussed.
  Berkeley, by contrast, extended the ordinary notion of direct perception to the more radical view that the proper objects of perception (or at least of perception proper, what Berkeley sometimes calls "immediate perception") are things about which the perceiver could not be mistaken.
  But this leads him rather quickly to the peculiar brand of idealism that he advocates, according to which physical objects - the "things in the world" - are just collections of sensible ideas. Finally, both Berkeley and the naïve realists might be contrasted with a kind of Lockean position that is sometimes called indirect realism.  According to the indirect realist, the proper objects of perception are internal things - ideas or sensations - but by means of these perceptual intermediaries we are able to come into indirect perceptual contact with the familiar objects we take ourselves to be perceiving.  There are of course a wide variety of other possible positions, many of which have been staunchly defended.  I shall not attempt to enumerate them here.  Rather, for the purposes of this paper I intend to side somewhat dogmatically with the naïve realists, the people who believe both that we have a direct, unmediated relation to the objects of perception and that the proper objects of perception are just the familiar objects of the world.   I shall not attempt to defend this naïve realism, but I will highlight some passages that indicate it is a natural position for a phenomenologist to hold.  

A third interpretation of the question "What do we see?" understands it to be a question about the contents of perception.  This is the interpretation that I shall prefer.  To ask about the contents of perception is different than to ask about the objects of perception  because often merely to say what object or property one is perceiving does not fully specify the way one's experience is.  If I see the wall to be white, then in some sense it seems right to say that the object of my perception is the whiteness of the wall.  But the very white that I see the wall to be seems to me different in different lighting contexts - now shady, now more shady, and now brightly lit - and although all of these are perceptions of the whiteness of the wall, they are qualitatively (and hence with respect to content) distinct.  To put it in a phrase, I believe that our normal perceptual experience consists not only of seeing the world to be a certain way (properly specified in terms of the objects we perceive), but also of its seeming to us a certain way when we see the world to be however it is.  To give a complete and accurate description of the way the world seems to us throughout a variety of different experiences of our seeing it to be a certain way - that project just is, as far as I can tell, the project of specifying the content of perceptual experience.  

I want to take up that project here, albeit in a very limited form.  In particular, I want to talk about what the relation is in our perceptual experience of them between (as one normally says) the objects we see and the properties we see those objects to have.  By object and property, here, I mean nothing fancier than what we normally call things (tables, chairs, books, and the like) and what we normally understand to be their features (size, shape, and color, to name a few).  In talking about how these are presented to us in perceptual experience I will be giving an account of what's sometimes referred to in the analytic philosophical literature as "perceptual content".  Christopher Peacocke's paper of the same title forms perhaps the locus classicus for the discussion.
  My main technique for approaching the problem, however, will be phenomenological; I take my clues here form the work of Heidegger and above all Maurice Merleau-Ponty.


The starting point for my project, and indeed for (almost) any phenomenological project, is found in what might be called the anti-Cartesian belief that our primary relation to the ordinary world is direct and unmediated.  This is the undefended naïve realism I mentioned earlier.  It can sometimes seem difficult to find a philosopher who actually holds this view (despite the fact that it was against this view that Berkeley and especially Russell and Ayer rebelled), but I believe the phenomenologists are sympathetic to at least some form of naïve realism.  As Martin Heidegger says in Being and Time, it is clear that when I experience an object, "[I have] in view the entity itself and not, let us say, a mere"representation" of it."
  And this is what Maurice Merleau-Ponty means when he says, "I aim at and perceive a world. ... the world is what we perceive."
  

That our perception of the ordinary world is direct and unmediated is something the phenomenologist believes on strictly phenomenological grounds, which is to say, in this case, strictly on grounds of descriptive accuracy.  For there is no doubt that it would be a grossly inaccurate description of my experience to deny either that I often see, for instance, tables, or that I often see those tables to be, for instance, square.  To paraphrase the English philosopher J. J. Valberg, when I look carefully at my experience I find nothing that defines it as an entity separate from the thing that it's an experience of; indeed, when I look carefully at my experience I find nothing but the ordinary world.


But even if one accepts this kind of naïve realism, there's still an important question about the way it seems to us to perceive the things in the world we do.  This problem is especially important in the case of the so-called perceptual constancies, because different descriptions of the experience of these phenomena lead to widely varying psychological accounts of the mechanisms of perception.  Merleau-Ponty's treatment of the perceptual constancies is guided by the intuition that perceptual experiences are in many cases richer than the ordinary words we use to describe them.  The exact nature of perceptual experience is often difficult to ascertain, however, since we can only describe our ordinary, non-reflective experiences at the expense of continuing to experience them in the ordinary, non-reflective way.  Both the empiricist and the cognitivist accounts of the mechanisms of perception, according to Merleau-Ponty, are based on inaccurate descriptions of the phenomenon of perceptual constancy.  In this paper I would like to try to give some sense to Merleau-Ponty's claim that perceptual experience is often richer than our reflective ways of describing it, and thereby to explain his criticisms of the empiricist and cognitivist accounts of perception.  In doing so, I hope to do justice to Merleau-Ponty's observation that, "Nothing is more difficult than to have a sense for precisely what we see."


The project that Merleau-Ponty sets himself with respect to the problem of perceptual constancy is simply to give the most complete and accurate description of what we see.  It seems obvious that this kind of descriptive account should be an essential pre-requisite for any psychological explanation of perceptual constancy.  Even so, it's often the case that psychological explanations of perceptual constancy have made use of the theoretical tools at their disposal without concern for whether those tools were fit to explain the phenomenon as it occured.  Merleau-Ponty considers in detail two such influential but inadequate explanations of perceptual constancy in order to point out the importance of the perceptual phenomena they neglect.  What exactly these phenomena are, however, is a difficult problem both for Merleau-Ponty exegetes and for perceptual theorists.  


In this paper I will try to develop an answer to this question that satisfies both types of audiences.  The first explanation that Merleau-Ponty considers is an empiricist account of perceptual constancy based on memory substitution; I will argue that this account fails to recognize the dependence of a perceived property on the context in which it's seen.  This interpretation will make sense of a puzzling distinction that Merleau-Ponty emphasises between a color and the way the color looks.  The second explanation he considers is a cognitivist account of perceptual constancy based on unconscious inference; I will argue that this account fails to recognize the dependence of a perceived property on the object it's seen to be a property of.  This interpretation will make sense of the puzzling way in which Merleau-Ponty characterizes the perceptual constancies:  rather than understanding constancy as the maintenance of a constant property, Merleau-Ponty describes it as the phenomenon whereby an object maintains its color, its shape, and its size.  This sense of the belonging of the property to the object, I will argue, is central to Merleau-Ponty's account of what we see.  In what follows I will try to present and clarify these observations against the background of some updated or more familiar versions of the traditional psychological views that Merleau-Ponty considers.


So what, exactly, is the phenomenon of perceptual constancy?  The phenomenon of perceptual constancy arises for a variety of perceptible properties like size, shape, color, and many other properties that we see as constant for a given object throughout a variety of different perceptual contexts.  A common example of perceptual constancy is found in the fact that there are many different viewpoints from which I see a table as square, for instance, even though the image projected from the table onto my retina from each of these perspectives is different, and in fact is rarely itself a square image.  Similar examples can be found in the perception of color under various lighting conditions, and in the perception of the size of an object as viewed from a variety of distances.  A typical example in the case of color is that coal looks black even in sunlight, and chalk looks white even in shadow, and this is true even though in these conditions the eye may receive much stronger light from the coal than it does from the chalk.  Likewise, in the case of size constancy, a man continues to look the same size as he walks away from me, even though the size of the image his body casts onto my retina decreases with distance.  To see more clearly the problem presented by the phenomenon of perceptual constancy, let me consider a little more carefully two examples.


Suppose I see two trees that are both in fact 60 feet tall, but one of them is 100 yards away from me and the other is 200 yards away from me.  What is the most complete and accurate way of describing these experiences?  The question appears trivial on the face of it, but we'll soon find that it's trickier than one might expect.  We can start with three preliminary observations.  To begin with, even though one tree is twice as far away as the other, they both look to be the size of big trees rather than the size of, say, human beings or ants.  Moreover, I'll probably even say that they look to be big trees of the same size.  They are, in fact, big trees of the same size, and it's not uncommon for me to see them as such.  Finally, though, there's an important sense in which the trees don't look the same size.  Namely, when I close one eye and line the trees up against my thumb, then the closer tree actually looks much bigger, the size of my entire thumb, say, instead of just the size of my thumbnail.  


Ok, so much for the preliminary observations.  But now, what's the most complete accurate way to describe this odd juxtaposition of facts about my experience?  Is it right, for instance, to say on the basis of these observations that the trees look to be both the same size and different sizes?  If so, does this mean that the content of my experience is paradoxical?  And if not, what is the relation between the sense in which the trees look to be the same size and the sense in which they look to be different sizes?  And what about the different distances?  Do I somehow see the one tree as farther away than the other, and if so, what's the right way to describe that?  Do I see them to be determinate distances, 100 yards and 200 yards, say, or do I see the distance in some other way?


Or consider another example.  Suppose that one part of my carpet is brightly lit while the other part remains in shadow.  It would seem odd to the layperson if I claimed in this situation that I see the two parts of the carpet to be different colors.  On the other hand, one part of the carpet is certainly darker than the other, and what is this change if not a change in color?  Am I forced, then, to say that I see the two parts of the carpet as both the same color and different colors?  Or maybe I just see that one part is brightly lit and the other poorly lit, and somehow take this into account.  But what do I see when I see that?  Do I see the surrounding illumination as 10 foot-candles, or do I see the illumination in some other way?  What's the best way to describe what I see?  


In each of these cases of perceptual constancy we say that we see the property of the object as constant.  But, of course, what is physically presented to the eye, the so-called retinal image, is not constant.  This indicates that the features of the retinal image, which are themselves measurable and determinate, are not equivalent to the features of the perceptual experience.  But what, then, are the features of the experience?  And in particular, how are we to describe the experience of a property, given that we say it remains constant throughout a variety of perceptual contexts?  The simple claim that there is a phenomenon of perceptual constancy still leaves open a problem about the nature of the constancy that obtains.  It leaves open, in other words, the problem of how we should describe what we experience when we see a property of an object as constant throughout a variety of perceptual contexts.  This phenomenological task is the one still left uncompleted when the empiricists and cognitivists give their explanations of perceptual constancy.  So it is not surprising that they each miss important aspects of the phenomenon.  I turn, now, to these accounts and the phenomenological criticism of them.

2.  The empiricist account of perceptual constancy


The empiricist account of perceptual constancy fails to recognize a simple fact about perceptual experience.  This fact is relatively easy to formulate.  It's motivated by the idea that we always see an object from a particular perspective and under particular observational conditions, and that these affect the way we perceive the thing.  Taken together I will call these conditions the perceptual context.  Important elements of the perceptual context include, for instance, the distance from me to the object, the orientation of the object with respect to me, and the intensity of the surrounding illumination.  I think the best way to characterize Merleau-Ponty's first observation about what we see is to say that we cannot completely and accurately describe the feature we see an object to have unless we include in the description some reference to the context in which the experience takes place.  Merleau-Ponty spells this claim out in the case of color by arguing that there is an important distinction between the color we see an object to have, and the experience of that color as it is presented in a given lighting context.  To get a sense for what this distinction amounts to, I will present it against a traditional empiricist account of color perception that fails to recognize the difference between a color and the way the color looks.


The early sense-data views, like the one that Russell presents in the first chapter of The Problems of Philosophy, are not so much accounts of the phenomenon of perceptual constancy as they are denials of it.  Or at least they are denials of it as a strictly perceptual phenomenon.  Rather, the empiricists aim to explain perceptual constancy in terms of a certain kind of mental process.  That is why Russell insists that I don't see the table to be a constant color, I only believe it to be so.  As he says,

Although I believe that the table is 'really' of the same colour all over [brown, in the example that Russell chooses], the parts that reflect the light look much brighter than the other parts, and some parts look white because of reflected light.

On Russell's account, then, the color we actually see the table to have can change dramatically depending upon the lighting context.  If the light is very bright, then even a brown table may look white; if the light is very low, then even a white table may look black.  Furthermore, different parts of the table may be lit differently, and if this is the case, then each part will look like it's a different color.  


Russell admits that "for most practical purposes these differences [across context] are unimportant,"
 but he thinks that for the philosopher they point toward a crucial insight about what we see when we see the color of the table.  "It is evident from what we have found," he says, 

that there is no colour which pre-eminently appears to be the colour of the table, or even of any one particular part of the table - it appears to be of different colours from different points of view...


Of course, this is not the way we ordinarily perceive the color of the table, and Russell admits that one has to "learn the habit of seeing things as they appear"
, in order to see the color of the table this way.  But nevertheless, he thinks that the way things appear in this detached perspective tells us something important about what we really see, and therefore when he does talk about ordinary perception he describes it as derivative of what we perceive from this detached perspective.  The color we normally see the table to have, according to Russell, is just the color we see it to have from the detached perspective when the perceptual context is normalized.  Russell writes:

When, in ordinary life, we speak of [seeing] the colour of the table, we only mean the sort of colour which it will seem to have to a normal spectator from an ordinary point of view under usual conditions of light.


Strictly speaking, it's clear that Russell's account entails the denial of the phenomenon of perceptual constancy as a perceptual phenomenon, since if we're considering what we actually see, according to Russell, then we don't see the table to have a constant color in different lighting contexts.  But since he admits that his account does not accord with what we normally take ourselves to be seeing, Russell has to postulate a relation between detached and ordinary perception.  By postulating that the ordinarily perceived color of the table is just the color of the table as seen in the detached perspective under normalized conditions, Russell independently discovered the basic principle behind the empiricist explanation of perceptual constancy that Merleau-Ponty considers.  


The empiricist account was first proposed by the German psychologist Hering, writing at the end of the 19th century.  At the center of the account was a concept of "memory color" that is very much like the ordinarily perceived color of an object as Russell understood it.  The memory color of a thing, according to Hering, is just the color we see the thing to have in normal perceptual circumstances, where the normal circumstances are the ones in which we've most often seen the object's color.  Hering claimed that using the concept of memory color, along with the fact that we have clues for determining whether the current perceptual context is a normal one, he could explain how it is that we are able to see the color of an object as constant throughout a variety of perceptual contexts.  If the context is normal, he claimed, then we experience the color as it's presented to us currently.  But if the context is perceivably abnormal - it's too dark, say, or too light - then we substitute our memory of the color of the thing as seen in the normal context, for our current perceptual experience of the color.  In this way, Hering argued, we see an object to have its memory color even in situations where, from the detached perspective, it doesn't appear to have that color at all.  That's to say, the color is seen as constant throughout perceptual contexts, because in every case it turns out to be the memory color that, in the end, we experience.

3.  Criticism of the empiricist account

This is an ingenious but, in the end, an inaccurate account of color constancy.  The central problem with the account is that it depends on an inaccurate description of what we see when we see the color of an object as constant.  In particular, it wrongly tries to separate out the experience of the object's color from the experience of the lighting context in which it is seen.  In doing so, it fails to recognize a crucial, if puzzling, distinction, that is insisted upon by Merleau-Ponty.  This is the distinction between, as I will say, a color and the way the color looks.  Let me try to clarify this distinction.


Color constancy is the phenomenon whereby an object looks to be the same color throughout a variety of different lighting contexts.  Hering's explanation of color constancy, on the other hand, depends on the preservation of a certain kind of experience - the experience of seeing the object's color in normal lighting circumstances.  If Hering's account were right, then whenever we see the color of an object we would see it the way it looks in the normal lighting context.  That's what the memory color is.  So on Hering's account, to see a piece of paper as white would be, in every lighting context, to see it the way it looks when the lighting is good.  What we actually see, however, at least according to my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty, is that the object is a certain color, and this color will look different depending upon the light.  For instance, a white piece of paper looks to be the same color whether it's seen in the shade or in the light, but even though it looks to be the same color, the color looks different in the two lighting contexts.  


If we can really make sense of the distinction between a color and the way the color looks, then I think we will have the resources to explain some puzzling passages in Phenomenology of Perception.  For instance, Merleau-Ponty says, somewhat mysteriously, "The alleged constancy of colours does not prevent 'an indubitable modification during which we continue to receive in our vision the fundamental quality'."
  If the distinction I am suggesting holds, then we can easily see that the "indubitable modification" to which he refers is the change in the way the color looks - different in the shade, for instance, than in the light.  But to say that we continue to receive the same "fundamental quality" throughout is simply to say that even though the color looks different in different contexts, it continues to look like it is the very same color.  To see this distinction more clearly, consider the following example.


Consider the situation in which a reasonably light shadow in the shape of a solid square is cast upon a white wall.  Now, it is obvious that the shadowy part of the wall looks different from the lighted part; if it didn't, the square wouldn't be identifiable.  But it seems odd to say that this difference is a difference of color.  Does it look like a different color paint was used for the square part of the wall than for the rest?  No.  Is there a sharp lack of continuity between the square part of the wall and the rest, like there would be if the two had actually been different colors?
  No.  Isn’t it rather that the same wall, covered with the same paint, and therefore having the same color, looks in one place shadowy, and in another place lit?  The best way to describe what we see seems to be to say that the shadowy part is not seen as a different color; it's seen as the same color but with a different look, a different, as we might say, qualitative appearance.  And this difference in qualitative appearance is the contribution of the lighting context.


How would the empiricist respond to this claim?  You might think he would just deny that the shadowy square and the white wall look to be the same color.  Perhaps every change in lighting really does correspond to a change in color; if so, then it would be true to say that the shadowy square looks grey, not white.  But it's important to recognize that this response isn't open to the empiricist.  Remember that the empiricist goal was to give an explanation of the phenomenon of color constancy, not to deny that constancy occurs.  Even Russell doesn't think that we ordinarily perceive things the way they're seen in the detached perspective; he thinks we can explain our ordinary perceptual experience in terms of the detached experience, but he doesn't think that we ordinarily perceive in the detached mode.  Likewise, the whole point of Hering's concept of memory color was that it gave us something that remains constant throughout contexts.  Memory color was meant to be the core concept in an explanation of perceptual constancy.  So the empiricist can't deny that the white wall and the shadowy square look to be the same color - that's what she's trying to explain.  But the problem is, the explanation that she gives of that fact forces her to insist that they don't look any different from one another either.  Since this fact is clearly false, the empiricist explanation of color constancy fails.  


The way to avoid this failure is to recognize that the phenomenon of color constancy, properly described, requires a distinction between a color and the way the color looks in a context.  What we recognize in making this distinction is that, for instance, a white piece of paper never merely looks white; it looks like a white-piece-of-paper-in-the-shade or a white-piece-of-paper-in-the-light, and these are different but equally viable ways of looking like it is the very same color.  It's this distinction that Merleau-Ponty is pointing to when he says, "We shall not succeed in understanding perception unless we take into account a colour function which may remain even when the qualitative appearance is modified."
  What we see, then, is never merely the color of an object, it's always the color as it looks in the context.  

4.  The cognitivist account of perceptual constancy

We have seen that in order to give a complete and accurate description of what we see when we see an object to have a property, we have to include in the description something about the perceptual context in which the object and its property are seen.  In the case of the perception of colors, we need to include something about the lighting context, and, though I didn't explicitly talk about these, it should be obvious that in the case of the perception of size, we need to include something about the distance to the object, and in the case of the perception of shape, we need to include something about the orientation of the object with respect to the viewer.  In general, you might say, we need to take the perceptual context into account in order completely and accurately to describe our experience of an object and its properties.  One popular cognitivist explanation of the phenomenon of perceptual constancy is based on an interpretation of what it is to take the context into account, and the failure of this explanation points out our second important observation about what we see.


This second observation is a little harder to formulate than the first one was.  The basic idea is that in normal perception we always see a property to be a property of a particular object, and that this belonging of the perceived property to the perceived object creates a peculiar intimacy between them that isn't normally recognized.  It is often difficult to follow Merleau-Ponty on this obscure point, but I think that this intimacy is most easily expressed in the observation that we can't completely and accurately describe a perceived property of an object without some reference to the object it's perceived to be a property of.  In the case of color, as Merleau-Ponty says, "A colour is never merely a colour, but the colour of a certain object, and the blue of a carpet would never be the same blue were it not a woolly blue."
  


If this is right then strictly speaking, I think, it means that we don't in normal perception see properties as such, at least not if properties are independently specifiable attributes that can be found in many different objects.  But this doesn't mean that we never see the color of the carpet.  In order to clarify this point, I'll say that we see the carpet under its color aspect, or that we see the color aspect of the carpet.  In general, I'll use the term "aspect" to indicate that the color we see isn't completely and accurately describable independently of the fact that it's the color of a particular  object, not some other.  That we see aspects instead of properties is the central component of my second observation.  I think the so-called Unconscious Inference explanation of perceptual constancy that Merleau-Ponty considers neglects this fact, so let me turn to that explanation now.


The Unconscious Inference explanation of perceptual constancy originated in the late 19th century with the German physiologist Helmholtz.  Recently it's been revived by the late American psychologist Irvin Rock, and some version of this explanation is accepted by many perceptual psychologists for at least some of the perceptual constancies.  It's easiest to get ahold of the general approach of this explanation if we consider the case of size constancy, so let's begin there.  


The central claim of the explanation of size constancy by unconscious inference is that the brain unconsciously infers the perceived size of an object on the basis of information about how far away the object is perceived to be and how big the size is of the retinal image it casts.  The motivation for this claim is the observation that the information directly available to the brain is given by the size of the retinal image, but that by itself this information doesn't tell us anything about how big the object is:  it could be an object that's 6 feet tall and 10 yards away, or it could be an object that's 600 feet tall and 1,000 yards away.  Each of these would cast a retinal image of the same size.  [Diagram 1]  Unless we take into account the distance, the theory argues, the brain doesn't have enough information to calculate any perceived size at all.


Given this general view about perceived size, an explanation of size constancy follows directly.  Think of the two trees I mentioned at the beginning of the talk:  both trees are 60 feet tall, and one is 100 yards away while the other is 200 yards away.  If the visual angle of the object (a measure of the size of the retinal image) were the only factor governing the perceived size of the tree, then the farther tree would appear to be half as tall as the closer one, since it subtends a visual angle that's half the size.
  But if we take the perceived distance into account then this diminution is exactly compensated for.  [Diagram 2]  By defining perceived size as the product of perceived distance and visual angle, the Unconscious Inference theory explains how the perceived size of the tree remains the same despite changes in the size of the retinal image it casts.  


It should be clear that the general approach of the Unconscious Inference theory could be applied to the problems of color constancy and shape constancy as well.  The details aren't important for our purposes here, but the basic idea in the case of color constany would obviously be to calculate the color of the object as a function of the surrounding illumination and the amount of light it's giving off, while the idea in the case of shape constancy would be to calculate the shape of the object as a function of shape of the retinal image and the orientation from which the object is seen.


I said before that this kind of explanation is based on a particular interpretation of what it is to take the perceptual context into account in determining the perceived properties of an object.  The characteristic feature of this interpretation is that it implicitly understands the elements of the perceptual context to be seen as determinate, measurable quantities on the basis of which we can infer, in accordance with a simple algorithm, the perceived property of the object, also understood to be seen as a determinate, measurable amount.  Merleau-Ponty claims, however, that in perception, "We must recognize the indeterminate as a positive phenomenon."
  I want to try to say now what I think this means.

5.  Criticism of the cognitivist account

The central problem with the Unconscious Inference theory is that it fails to recognize, when it treats perceived distance determinately, that not all perceived distances ought to be treated equally.  The Unconscious Inference theory assumes that there will be no perceivable difference at all between what I see when I see the size of an object that's 100 yards away, and what I see when I see the size of the same object at 10 yards, except that one of them will be perceived to be 10 times farther away than the other.  To see the object at 100 yards is no better or worse than to see it at 10 yards since, in both cases, according to this theory, I will perceive the object as having the same determinate, measurable size - that's what size constancy amounts to on this view.  


But of course intuitively, at least, there is an important difference between what we see in these two cases, since a man that's 100 yards away, although he appears to be a constant size, is nevertheless, as Merleau-Ponty says, "not real and present in the sense in which [he] is at 10 yards."
  The extremest example of this lack of reality and presence is seen from high up in an airplane when the cars below look like inanimate dots.  This is not exactly the kind of example I want to consider, since at this enormous distance the phenomenon of size constancy breaks down altogether.  But it does give a sense for the phenomenon that Merleau-Ponty is pointing out.  Even when a person is close enough for me to be able to see that she's person-sized, so to speak, say at 100 yards, she may nevertheless still be too far away for me to see her as well as I want to, i.e., to see her in the most real and present sense.  


This fact leads Merleau-Ponty to claim that each object has its own optimum viewing distance, the distance one ought to stand from the object in order to see it best.  Merleau-Ponty's presentation of this claim is helpful.  He says:

For each object, as for each picture in an art gallery, there is a privileged distance from which it requires to be seen, an orientation viewed from which it vouchsafes most of itself:  at a shorter or greater distance we have merely a perception blurred through excess or deficiency.

The claim, then, is that there's a right context in which to view an object, and when the object is seen in a context that's not the right one, you won't be able to see its features as well as you might.  Notice, incidentally, that there's no single context that will allow you to see all the features, perfectly since seeing some better means seeing others worse.  If I want the best look at the texture of my sportscoat, then I can only do this at the expense of getting a proper look at its shape.  Merleau-Ponty thinks that this is one of the important ways in which being embodied viewers is essential to the way we see things, but I don't want to say more about this here.


The important thing I want to point out about the privileged perceptual context is that it's not just a descriptive norm - it's not just, as in Hering's view, the context in which we have in fact most often seen the object.  Rather, on my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty's view, this privileged context has a normative component to it - it's the distance one ought to stand from the object, the orientation in which the object ought to be with respect to the viewer, the amount of surrounding illumination that ought to be present.  This privileged perceptual context is in fact the one in which the size, shape, and color of the object are best seen, but it's more than that too - I experience it as the context in which the object ought to be seen, a context particular to that very object.


This normative component also separates Merleau-Ponty's view from the Unconscious Inference view, since it shows the sense in which not all perceived distances are to be treated equal.  Perceiving someone at 100 yards is not just perceiving them as ten times further away than they were when they were at 10 yards.  Perceiving someone at 100 yards is not as good as perceiving them at 10, and so to say that I perceive their distance from me simply as a determinate, measurable amount doesn't properly describe the experience.  Rather, according to Merleau-Ponty, I perceive this distance as a deviation from a norm.  What he means by this, I think, is that I perceive that the distance I'm now at gives me a less good view of the person than it might, but if I move this way it'll be a little bit better, and some other way will make it better still.  What I perceive when I perceive the distance to an object is the need to move closer or farther away in order to see the object better.  Distance is perceived not as an amount, but, as Merleau-Ponty says, "in terms of the situation of the object in relation to our ability to get a grasp on it."
  And in another place, "The distance from me to the object is not a size which increases or decreases, but a tension which fluctuates round a norm."
  


The idea that the distance to an object is experienced in terms of how conducive it is to seeing the object properly is an idea that holds for the other contextual factors as well.  About orientation, for instance, Merleau-Ponty says, 

An oblique position of the object in relation to me is not measured by the angle which it forms with the plane of my face, but felt as a lack of balance, as an unequal distribution of its influences upon me.

And we can imagine a similar claim about lighting.  


If this is right, then what we take into account when we perceive the distance to an object is not that it's a distance of 200 yards, but that it's not a very good distance to see the object well and that I'd have to do this (move closer, say) in order to see the object better.  As Merleau-Ponty says, 

One can only say that the man 200 yards away is a much less distinguishable figure, that he presents fewer and less identifiable points on which my eyes can fasten, that he is less strictly geared to my powers of exploration.

And in particular one cannot say, he might have added, that he is 200 yards away.  


(Perhaps this is a good place to note in passing that the fact that we don't perceive distance as a determinate measurement is central to Christopher Peacocke's work on perceptual content as well.  He seconds Merleau-Ponty's observation when he says, 40 years later, 

It seems that there is a way of perceiving distance, and a way of thinking of distances based on perception of them, neither of which are captured by specifications of distance in feet and inches.

In a longer version of this paper I would hope to address the relation between Merleau-Ponty's characterization of perceptual experience as indeterminate, and Peacocke's characterization of perceptual content as non-conceptual.)


Ok, so let's assume that Peacocke and Merleau-Ponty both are right to say that in taking into account the distance to an object we don't perceive that distance as a determinate amount.  And further, let's assume that Merleau-Ponty is right to say that what we do experience is a deviation from a norm.  How does this affect our description of what we see when we see an object to have a certain property throughout variations in context?  How should I describe what I see, for instance, when I see a man 200 yards away to be the same size I see him to be at 5 yards away?


Well, to begin with, on this view, it can't be the size itself that I see to be constant, at least not if size is considered as a determinate property independent of the man.  After all, as Merleau-Ponty and Peacocke both insist, the perceived size of an object is no more determinate than the perceived distance to it.  In normal vision, as Merleau-Ponty says, the man "is neither smaller nor indeed equal in size:  [the way I perceive his size] is anterior to equality and inequality"
.  Perceived size is not a determinate quantity at all.  But I do, nevertheless, see the man to be the same size at both distances.  How is this possible?


Well, there is one thing that remains constant in the two experiences, namely, that they are experiences of a person as a person who ought to be seen in a particular, privileged, context.  But doesn't this tell us something about his size?  After all, the reason he ought to be seen in that context is because that's the context that gives me the best view of him, given that, among other things, he's the size he is.  So my experience of the right context in which to view him is at the same time an experience of his size (along with an experience of his other aspects).  But it's not an experience of some determinate property size that any object could have; it's an experience of the size of the guy I'm looking at now, given that I'd have to do this (move closer, turn up the lights, stop him from standing on his head, etc.) to see him better.  It's an experience of his very particular kind of tallness or shortness, an aspect of him as a perceptible object that's not identifiable outside of my experience of him as that visual object.  


When I emphasize that I experience him as that object, I mean to be pointing out something beyond just the fact that I don't experience his aspects determinately.  I mean to be pointing out further that I don't experience his aspects separately, because after all, there's a whole privileged context in which I ought to see him, not just a privileged distance at which I ought to stand.  So to see him as that object is not just to see him as the object having that size, experienced non-determinately; it's also to see him as having, inextricably, a bunch of other aspects as well.  Therefore, for example, if I see the man as tall, it's because I see him as tall the way tall is manifested in him, and this will be different if he's tall and skinny, or tall and hefty, or even tall and handsome.  In perceptual experience these aspects of him are not clearly separated.  


As an aside, I'll just point out briefly that if this is right, then it explains a puzzling fact about perceptual experience that Christopher Peacocke notices.  Peacocke says that (changing his example slightly), even if I see a tall skinny man to be the same height as a tall hefty man, I can always rationally wonder if they are in fact the same height.  We now see that the reason for this is that what I really see is not that they are each a particular height, but that they each manifest tallness in the way that's appropriate to them.  Even if they are the same height, they'll manifest that height differently given that one is skinny and the other fat.


The upshot of all this is that the perceived size of an object is indeterminate in the sense that the object is seen to have the size that's proper to it, given that it has all its other aspects too.  A perceived object has  its shape, its size and its color, rather than a constant determinate shape, a constant determinate size, and a constant determinate color.  That's why, when Merleau-Ponty describes the phenomenon of perceptual constancy he doesn't say that an object maintains a constant property, he says, "A thing has in the first place its size and its shape throughout variations of perspective."
  But then, if this is right, the proper explanation of perceptual constancy follows immediately:  insofar as I see a constant thing, I see it as having all the aspects proper to it, no matter what context I see it in.  I see the man at 200 yards to be the same size I see him to be at 5 yards because I see the same man in both instances, first at a distance and then close up, and in each case I see him as having the size proper to him, the size proper to the very guy I'm seeing.  Perceptual constancy, then, is not a matter of seeing properties to be constant, it's a matter of seeing objects to have the aspects they should.  As Merleau-Ponty says, 

The constancy of colour [, shape, and size] is only an abstract component of the constancy of things. ... It is ...  in so far as my perception is in itself open upon a world and on things that I discover constant colours, [sizes, and shapes].

6.  Conclusion

Let me summarize briefly, and then conclude.  Merleau-Ponty is concerned with the problem of how properly to describe what we see when we see an object's features as remaining constant throughout a variety of perceptual contexts.  In approaching this problem I have identified two important observations about what we see in these circumstances.  I think that Merleau-Ponty develops these observations in the context of psychological explanations of perceptual constancy that fail to notice their importance.  In the first place, Hering's empiricist explanation of perceptual constancy failed to recognize that we cannot accurately describe the property we see an object to have unless we include in the description some reference to the context in which the experience takes place.  The Unconscious Inference theory is an advance on Hering because it explicitly recognizes the important role that the context plays in my perception of an object's properties.  But the Inference theorist assumes that we see the contextual factors as determinate, measurable quantities, and therefore that perceptual constancy is just a matter of seeing an object's property to have the same determinate measurement throughout contexts.  By making this assumption the theory misses the important normative component of the privileged perceptual context, and in doing so it fails to recognize that we can't accurately describe a perceived property of an object without some reference to the object it's perceived to be a property of.  Merleau-Ponty's explanation of perceptual constancy, I have argued, is that we see an object, throughout contextual variations, to have the aspects appropriate to it, given that it's an object that ought to be seen in a given perceptual context.  


As a speculative concluding note, I'll mention briefly an apparent connection between Merleau-Ponty's view of perception and a famous problem concerning language.  The problem I'm thinking of is the so-called problem of the unity of the proposition.  Recall that the problem of how to get a subject and predicate glued together is particularly difficult for Russell, because he insists that each of the elements of the proposition must be capable of being named, and therefore must be understood as independent logical entities.  Frege gets around the problem of unity, but he does so only at the cost of admitting an "incomplete" or "unsaturated" concept.  I think this manoeuvre leads him to a conception of the relation between concepts and objects in philosophical logic that is closely allied with Merleau-Ponty's conception of the relation between objects and aspects in perception.  In particular, like Merleau-Ponty's perceptual aspect, the defining feature of Frege's logical concept is that it so depends upon its object for completion that it can never, as such, be named itself.  


When Merleau-Ponty claims that the blue of the carpet would never be the same blue were it not a woolly blue, he is saying, essentially, that the perceived color blue is, by itself (in Frege's terms) unsaturated.  I think that this points to an important connection between the content of our perceptual experiences and the content of our linguistic utterances, although this connection hasn't been my central concern today.  It's interesting to note, however, that the relation between perception and language is a problem that's been at the center of the phenomenological movement almost from the start, and it has become an important area of research in recent analytic philosophy as well with the work of people like Strawson, Evans, Peacocke, and McDowell.  The issues I have discussed today seem to me to be a pre-cursor to the adequate study of that difficult issue.  

� John McDowell, for one, seems to see a relation between the question about what we are justified in believing we see and the question about what the proper objects of perception are.  I see this concern both in Mind and World (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1994), and in the earlier paper " Singular thought and the extent of inner sense," [get ref.].


� John Austin, Sense and Sensibilia, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 8, et passim.  Austin, of course, argues that an analysis of our ordinary use of language shows how much more sophisticated the ordinary person is than the philosopher generally gives him credit for being.


� This is at least one standard interpretation of Berkeley's view.  For an argument against this interpretation, see George S. Pappas, "Berkeley and immediate perception", in Essays on the philosophy of George Berkeley, ed. E. Sosa, (Boston:  D. Reidel Publishing Co., 1987), pp. 195 - 213.  Pappas argues (p. 202) that the so-called "epistemic interpretation of immediate perception" for Berkeley is not general enough to account for all the details of Berkeley's theory of vision.  Whether this is Berkeley's view or not, however, such a position has held an historically important place in the philosophy of perception.  The sense-datum theorists, of course, are often understood to hold a view related to this one, and its basic motivations are typically taken to derive from Descartes.  Interestingly, Cheryl Chen has recently pointed out to me a passage in the second (?) of Descartes' Meditations where Descartes switches from an ordinary or naïve use of the verb "to see", according to which seeing is fallible, to a more radical use of the same verb, according to which it must be infallible.  Descartes, therefore, seems to be genuinely conflicted about the issue.


� Christopher Peacocke, "Perceptual Content," in Themes from Kaplan, ed. Almog, Perry, and Wettstein, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1989).


�Heidegger, Martin, Being and Time, tr. Macquarrie and Robinson, (New York:  Harper and Row, 1962), p. 196/154.


�Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, Phenomenology of Perception, (London:  Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962), p. xvi.  Italics added.


� See J. J. Valberg, "The Puzzle of Experience," in Tim Crane (ed.), The Contents of Experience, (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1992).


�Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology p. 58.


�Russell, Bertrand, The Problems of Philosophy, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 8.


�ibid., p. 9.


�ibid., p. 9.


�ibid., p. 9.


�ibid., pp. 9-10.


�What I've presented here is an application of Hering's idea to the problem of color constancy, but it's interesting to notice that nothing in this account depends on the fact that color is the property being preserved throughout perceptual contexts.  Similar accounts could be given, and were given, of the phenomena of size and shape constancy as well.  In these cases we simply need to define a memory size, which is the size of the object as seen from a normalized distance, and a memory shape, which is the shape of the object as seen in a normalized orientation.  Then, we can explain the fact that the property is experienced as constant throughout perceptual contexts by postulating that in non-normal contexts the memory of the property as seen in the normalized context is substituted in.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 305.


�Think about the sharp contrast engendered by difference of color, even when the shades of color are relatively close, in the experimental color paintings of [guy at SF MOMA] or in the dichromatic paintings of Ellsworth Kelly.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 305.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 313.


�Half as tall because, as a little bit of simple geometry will confirm, the visual angle of an object is inversely proportional to distance, so an object that's 200 yards away will subtend a visual angle that's half the size of an object that's 100 yards away.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 6.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 302.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 302.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 261.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 302.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 302.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 261.


�Peacocke, Christopher, "Analogue Content," p. 1.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 261.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 299.


�Merleau-Ponty, p. 313.
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