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Philosophers and psychologists talk about perceptual states as representations. One of the most important questions in philosophy of perception is whether and in what sense could perceptual states be considered representations. A further crucial question is in what way perceptual representations are different from non-perceptual mental representations, such as beliefs or thoughts. 

Representations 

There are various kinds of representation. Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa represents a woman: it is a pictorial representation. If you are thinking about Paris, your thought represents Paris: it is a mental representation. Representations refer to things that may be far away (like Paris) or that may not even exist (or, does not exist any more, like the sitter of Mona Lisa). They refer to something, they are about something, and what they are about is the object of the representation. The same object could be represented in different ways. The represented object as represented in a representation is called the content of the representation. 

There are also objects that could be said to represent something without being representations per se. The number of tree rings may be said to represent the age of the tree, for example. The number of tree rings is indeed a reliable indicator of the age of the tree, but it does not literally represent anything. It is a necessary feature of representations that they can misrepresent. Leonardo could have misrepresented Mona Lisa. Your thought about Paris may misrepresent Paris (if you have not been there and you confuse it with Rome). The number of tree rings, in contrast, cannot misrepresent the age of the tree. If there are 20 rings and the tree is only 10 year old, then the number of tree rings does not represent the age of the tree, nor is it a reliable indicator thereof. It does not misrepresent the tree’s age. It just fails to represent it. 

Some of our mental states are representational. Most of our emotions are about something: we are afraid of a lion, for example. The same goes for beliefs, desires and imaginings. It seems natural then to suppose that perceptual states are also representations: when you see a cat, your perceptual state is about this cat: it refers to this cat. The content of your perceptual representation is the cat. 

Talking about perceptual representations has some important explanatory advantage. Two of the most important philosophical questions about perception are: (a) what is the difference between perception and sensation?, and (b) what is the difference between perception and belief? According to the standard picture of perceptual processing, mere sensation, that is, the stimulation of our sensory organs, at some point in the processing gives rise to perception and perception then (sometimes) gives rise to beliefs. In order to know what perception is, we need to have a good way of delineating it from sensation on one hand and beliefs on the other. 

If we think of perceptual states as representations, then there is a (relatively) simple way of drawing these lines. Perception is representational, but sensation is not. The stimulation of our sensory organs (of the retina, for example) does not have content: it does not represent anything (it may be a reliable indicator, like the tree rings though). But our perceptual states represent the perceived object as having certain properties. So a clear division line could be drawn between sensation on the one hand, which does not have content, and perception and belief on the other, which do. And as perception and belief supposedly represent the world differently, this representational difference between the two kinds of mental state may be used to draw the line between perception and belief. 

Perception vs. Belief

But what is this representational difference between our perception and our beliefs? We know how thoughts or beliefs represent the world: If you think that Paris is the capital of France, then you represent something, Paris, in a certain way, as being the capital of France. The question is whether perceptual states represent the world differently. There are a number of proposals about the differences between the way beliefs and perceptual states represent the world. One popular suggestion is that while perception represents the world in a very fine grained manner, beliefs do so in a rather coarse grained fashion: an image is worth thousand words, as they say. This suggestion was criticized as the content of beliefs can be very fine grained and the content of some of our perceptual states is very course grained indeed. 

Another interesting potential difference concerns the indexicality of these representations. Some of our beliefs have indexical content, which means that the correctness of the belief depends on the context of the tokening of this belief. Your beliefs that today is Sunday or that you are now in Vancouver have indexical content as the correctness of these beliefs depend on when (and where) you have these beliefs. Some other beliefs have non-indexical contents: the belief that Paris is the capital of France does not have indexical content: the correctness of this belief does not depend on when or where you have this belief or even who has this belief. Thus, some but not all beliefs have indexical content. But one could argue that the content of perceptual states is always indexical. If you see a cat, you always see it as being in front of you or on your left or on your right: as being localized in your egocentric space. If Bill is sitting across the room from you, he may also see the same cat, but if you see the cat as being on your right, he’ll see it as being on his left. Thus, although Bill and you see the same cat, the content of his perceptual state is different from that of yours. The content of one’s perceptual state, the argument goes, is always indexed to the person who has this perceptual state. 

A third potential difference between perceptual content and belief content is that while the content of one’s beliefs is conceptual, that is, it could not have the content it has if one didn’t master certain concepts, the same may not be true of perceptual states. You could not have a belief that Paris is the capital of France if you did not master the concept of capital. But, arguably, you could perceive a cat without mastering any concept at all, including that of cat. You may not see the cat as a cat (which may require some conceptual apparatus), but you see the cat nonetheless. 

Fourth, the content of your belief that Paris is the capital of France is sensitive to the content of your other beliefs. In fact, you would not be able to have this belief unless you had some other beliefs, such as the one that Paris is a city. The same is not true of perceptual states. Our perceptual states can be very insensitive to our beliefs. We know that the two lines in the Müller-Lyer illusion figure are of the same length, but we can’t help perceiving them as having different length. 

Finally, a crucial difference between the content of beliefs and of perceptual states is the nature of represented properties. Beliefs can represent their objects as having pretty much any property. Perceptual states, in contrast, represent their object as having a limited set of properties: as having a certain shape, size, color and spatial location. The list may be extended but it is unlikely to encompass all properties. You do not perceptually represent the object in front of you as a laptop made in 2006 in Seattle. The question is then which properties are represented in perception and which one are not. 

One way of bringing out the relevance of this question is this. Suppose that you are looking at the duck-rabbit figure: an ambiguous figure that can be seen as a drawing of a duck or of a rabbit, but not both. Suppose that you experience a Gestalt-switch (you saw the figure as a rabbit before, but you see it as a duck now), is this change a perceptual change? Does the content of your perceptual state change? Or is the content of your perceptual state the same and it is the belief you attach to this perceptual state that changes? If we opt for the former position, then we have to say that the property of being a rabbit is represented perceptually. Another important candidate for a perceptually represented property is the property of affording a certain action. It has been argued that we perceive objects as affording a certain action: we do not just infer that they do, we literally perceive this property. 

Perceptual Representation or Perceptual Relation? 

Our beliefs can misrepresent and so can our perceptual states. You may hallucinate that there is a cup of coffee on the desk. In this case, you have a perceptual state that misrepresents. It represents a cup of coffee in front of you but in fact there is no cup in front of you. Hallucinations and illusions on this view are considered to be perceptions that misrepresent their objects. 

Although considering perceptual states to be representations may be a natural way of describing our perceptual system and this assumption dominated both the philosophical and the psychological research on perception, some have recently questioned this entire framework. The proposal is that perceptual states are not representations: perception is a genuine relation between the perceiver and the perceived object (and not between the agent and some abstract entity called ‘perceptual content’. This recent anti-representationalist view of perception is often called the ‘relational view of perception’. 

One of the arguments in favour of this ‘relational view’ is that if we assume that perception is representational, then we lose the intuitively plausible assumption that the object of perception is always a specific token object. According to the relationalist, if you see Liz and then you see Liz’s twin sister who looks exactly alike and wears the same outfit, your perceptual state is still different: your first perceptual state is of Liz and the second is of her twin sister. You may not be able to distinguish these two perceptual states, but they are nonetheless very different. Most versions of representationalism denies this and says that the two perceptual states are the same: they have the same content. 

According to the relationalist view, there is no such thing as perceptual misrepresentation as there is no such thing as perceptual representation. Our perception is always veridical. But then what happens when we are hallucinating? The relationalist answer is that hallucinating Liz and perceiving Liz may appear very similar but in fact they are very different: they belong to different ‘fundamental psychological kinds’ – one is constituted by a genuine relation to Liz, the other is not. These two mental states may be subjectively indistinguishable, but this only means that there are limits to our subjective self-knowledge. Hence, it follows from the relational view that perception and hallucination have little in common – this consequence is often labelled ‘disjunctivism’. 
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