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The theory of direct perception holds that percep-
tion, in an sensory modality, is a form of noninfer-
ential awareness of the sorts of things we normally
take ourselves to perceive. This view rejects the
idea, common to many philosophical and scientific
approaches to perception, that our only immediate
contact is with sensations, impressions, or mere
patterns of stimulation of the sensory receptors.

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS DIRECT
PERCEPTION?

The claim that perception is direct has been
advanced by a small but distinguished minority
of philosophers and psychologists, including
J.L. Austin, J. Gibson, J. McDowell, Ulrich Neisser,
Hilary Putnam, Peter Strawson, and perhaps also
Aristotle, William James, and Thomas Reid. Per-
ception, it is argued, is a form of noninferential
awareness of the sorts of things that we normally
take ourselves to be aware of when we perceive,
such as everyday objects and events. Supporters of
direct perception reject the idea that in perception
we are aware only of mental intermediaries — sense
data, impressions, appearances — and that it is only
thanks to our direct awareness of these that we can
be said to be aware (indirectly) of the world. They
accept that perception is a form of direct access to
the world, and, therefore, that the world is very
much the way it seems to us in perception. For
this reason, defenders of direct perception are
sometimes known as naive or direct realists.

In fact, there is nothing naive about the theory of
direct perception. Although it attempts to defend
something like ‘the standpoint of common sense’, it
is in fact a sophisticated response to the widely
held view that perception could not be, in the rele-
vant sense, direct. For this reason, the best way to
understand direct perception is to examine the
family of arguments to which it is a response.

ARGUMENTS AGAINST DIRECT
PERCEPTION

We can identify a basic line of argument against 00170003

direct perception which runs as follows. When you
see (say) a round plate held out at an angle, you see
that it is round. But its roundness is, strictly speak-
ing, inaccessible to your visual point of view. What
is really given to you visually, at least as far as
shape is concerned, is a glimpse of an elliptical
profile. From the fact that the plate presents you
with an elliptical profile, however, it cannot be
deduced that the plate is round. From this it
would seem to follow that perception is, in the
first instance, a form of contact not with things as
they are, but rather with mere glimpses, or impres-
sions, or appearances of things. Our perceptual
contact with the plate itself, so continues this line
of thinking, is mediated by our more direct contact
with the plate sense datum (or appearance, impres-
sion, etc.). Perceptual judgements, then, must go
well beyond what is actually given in experience
and must be thought of not so much as immediate
records of how things are, but as the results of
conjecture or speculation.

Philosophers refer to this general line of argu- oo170004

ment as the Argument from Illusion (Ayer, 1955). It
purports to show that we are, in perceptual experi-
ence, immediately aware not of what we think we
perceive, but of mental intermediaries that in some
way stand for or refer to those things. According to
the Argument from Illusion, when you see a red
tomato, for example, you are aware not of the
tomato itself, but of a red, tomato-like sense
datum. The reasoning is as follows. When you hal-
lucinate a red tomato, you are not aware of a red
tomato, but merely of a tomato-like sense datum.
After all, it is an hallucination. However, the ex-
perience of actually seeing a red tomato and merely
hallucinating one are qualitatively indistinguish-
able. If this were not so, then we would never
be deceived by our hallucinations. But if the
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experiences are qualitatively indistinguishable,
then you are aware of one and the same thing
when you see a red tomato and hallucinate a red
tomato. Hence, when you see a red tomato, you are
aware not of a tomato but of a tomato-like sense
datum.

That perception is in this way indirect appears to
gain support from basic facts about the physics of
perception. When you see a tomato you do not
make direct contact with it. At best you make con-
tact with the tomato only as mediated by a compli-
cated causal process — the tomato affects the light
which gives rise to a pattern of stimulation of the
receptors in the eyes which in turn produces activ-
ity in the optic nerve and brain. At the terminus of
this process there is the visual experience as of a
tomato. The tomato, it should be clear, enters the
process only as a more or less remote cause of the
experience one eventually undergoes. Similar
points can be made in the case of other sensory
modalities, such as touch, which might seem to be
direct in precisely the way that vision is not. For
example, when you hold an object (a bottle, say) in
your hands, you do make contact with the bottle,
but all that is recorded in your immediate experi-
ence of the bottle is a pattern of nervous stimulation
in your hands (or a pattern of sensation). Just that
pattern could be produced by something other
than a bottle. That it is produced by the bottle is
not something your bottle-experience itself can
guarantee. The direct object of your tactile experi-
ence is not the bottle, then, but a bottle-like tactile
impression.

We have been considering a philosophical line of
argument, but it is one that has been entrenched in
scientific theories of perception. The central prob-
lem for perceptual science has traditionally been
that of explaining how it is that we perceive what
we do — the three-dimensional world of independ-
ent objects, etc. — on the basis of the information
available in the form of stimulation of the sensory
organs. What makes the problem a difficult one is
the fact that, strictly speaking, the data for percep-
tion, in the form of the pattern of stimulation of the
sensory organ, are highly limited and impover-
ished. In general it is not possible to infer the char-
acter of the environmental layout from the pattern
of stimulation of the sensory organ. This comes out,
for example, in the fact that a small tomato nearby
and a large tomato farther away may project a
qualitatively indistinguishable retinal image. The
dominant strategy for addressing the traditional
problem of perception — what Fodor and Pylyshyn
(1981) have called the ‘Establishment View’ — is to
suppose that the brain produces the perceptual

experience by engaging in a constructive process
of inference or conjecture. A perception, in the
phrase of Helmholtz, is an “unconscious inference’.
Empirical research on perception focuses on under-
standing the mechanisms, neural and psycho-
logical, that make up the brain’s ability to perform
this constructive feat. (See, for example, the import-
ant work of Marr, 1982.) Much work on perception
undertaken in cognitive science since the 1970s is
constructive in this way and rests squarely on a
conception of perception as indirect.

Note, the upshot of these criticisms of direct per-
ception is at once epistemological and also meta-
physical. Epistemologically, the argument casts
perception as enabling us to have immediate know-
ledge of how things are with us perceptually, but
not with how things are outside of us. This ap-
proach to perception is thus at one with the so-
called Cartesian conception of mind, according to
which the domain of the mental, of consciousness,
is that domain within which we have a certain kind
of immediate self-knowledge. The metaphysical
upshot concerns the nature of perceptual experi-
ence itself. Perceptual experiences are internal
states whose fundamental character is independent
of how things are in the world.

DEFENCES OF DIRECT PERCEPTION

For the remainder of this article we shall review
two main lines of defence of direct perception, one
philosophical and one scientific.

Criticisms of the Conception of
Experience Implicit in the Argument
from lllusion

Several authors have attacked the conception of
experience implicit in the Argument from Illusion
and in related lines of argument against direct per-
ception. These attacks fall into roughly three group-
ings.

J.L. Austin’s criticism

Austin (1962) argued that from the fact that we are
sometimes deceived by a hallucinatory experience,
it does not follow that the hallucinatory experience
and its veridical counterpart are qualitatively in-
distinguishable. So, for example, one might mis-
takenly judge a straight stick partially submerged
in water to be bent. A straight stick in water, after
all, may look bent. But it does not follow from this
that there is no qualitative difference between the
experience of a genuinely bent stick and that of a

00170007

00170008

00170009

00170010



00170011

00170012

Galley: Article - 00170

Direct Perception 3

bent-looking stick standing partially submerged in
water. In the one case, but not the other, for
example, there is the difference owing to the pres-
ence of water! But if there is no qualitative identity
between the experiences, then there is no reason to
suppose that the object of awareness is the same for
both experiences, and so the argument collapses.
Austin further remarked that the assumption that
we are aware of anything, when having an outright
hallucination, is itself quite gratuitous. So, for
example, in the case of the sticking standing par-
tially submerged in water, there is nothing bent of
which we are aware.

The highest common factor conception
Snowdon (1980-1981) and McDowell (1982, 1986),
developing an idea first proposed by Hinton (1973),
propound a line of criticism very similar to that of
Austin. Like Austin, they challenge the assumption
that there is a single experience common to both a
perception and its corresponding hallucination.
They reject what McDowell has called ‘the highest
common factor conception’ of perceptual experi-
ence. It is true that perceivers may not be able to
tell, by mere introspection, whether they are per-
ceiving or merely hallucinating. But from this it
does not follow that perceivers and hallucinators
are in one and the same experiential state. At best
all that follows is that, for all they can tell by intro-
specting, they might be in the same state. In the
veridical case, they undergo an experience of some-
thing’s looking a certain way to them (let’s say). But
in the hallucinatory case they are not in that state.
Rather they are in the state of its merely seeming to
them as if something looks a certain way to them. In
rejecting the highest common factor conception,
McDowell and Snowdon reject, like Austin, the
grounds for believing that what we are aware of
when we perceive is just what we are aware
of when we undergo the corresponding hallucin-
ation. This line of criticism of the Argument from
Illusion is noteworthy because it breaks with the
Cartesian idea that the contents of consciousness,
including our experiential states, are immediately
and certainly available to our introspection. McDo-
well and Snowdon break with this enduring epi-
stemological notion by embracing a so-called
externalist metaphysics of mind according to
which perceptual experiences (and other mental
states) are constituted by relations between per-
ceivers and their environments.

The intentionality of perception
Sellars (1956) and Strawson (1979) have developed
a Kantian line of criticism of the Argument from

[lusion based on the observation that perceptual
experiences are intentional (in the philosopher’s
sense). Perceptual experience, they reason, is always
and essentially experience as of things being this
way or that, and only a creature in possession of
the concepts needed to capture in thought how the
experience represent things as being could be said
to have full-fledged perceptual experience. We
have no acquaintance with our experience, they
hold, other than as experience as of things being
this way or that. Hence, we can make no sense of
the idea that experience, properly described, per-
tains not to the world but only to our sensory
impressions. This Kantian line of criticism attempts
to undercut the Argument from Illusion by depriv-
ing its proponents of the needed conception of
experience as an awareness of something less than
the mind-independent world. The criticism rests, at
base, on a phenomenological claim. We misdescribe
what our experience is really like if we attempt to
describe it in a merely sense-datum idiom. The line
of criticism has an important epistemological
upshot. It is only by recognizing the conceptual,
articulate, propositional character of perceptual ex-
perience that we can appreciate the fact that our
experiences give us reasons for judgement and
belief.

J.J. Gibson’s ‘Ecological’ Approach

Gibson’s (1966, 1979) defence of direct perception
takes as its start the rejection of the way traditional
theorists frame their basic problem. Vision, Gibson
argued, is not something that takes place in the eye
and brain of a perceiver. We misdescribe vision if
we think of it as a process whereby the brain builds
up an internal model of the environment on the
basis of limited sensory stimulation. Such a concep-
tion of the nature of vision, Gibson argued, is
pitched at the wrong level. The perceiver is not
the brain, but rather the whole animal embedded
in an environment. The function of perception is
not the production of experiences or representa-
tions but rather the enabling of the animal to func-
tion appropriately in the environment. The seeing,
Gibson argued, takes place in the environment
thanks to the engagement of the whole animal
with its surroundings. The information available
to us in vision, then, is not the pattern of irradiation
encoded on the surface of the retina. It is the envir-
onment itself — the animal’s habitat — that is the
repository of information about it. Vision, on this
proposal, is a way of acquiring information about
the environment by coming into direct contact with
the environment thanks to active exploration.
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Gibson’s bold claim is that if we reformulate our
analysis of the basic visual predicament this way,
the puzzling character of how we see disappears.
Reconsidering our example of the plate, we can
notice that although it is true that the round
and the elliptical plate might look the same when
contemplated from a certain stationary point of
view, their different natures will be readily appar-
ent to the active, moving animal.

In this way Gibson believed that many of the
great puzzles of visual science — such as that of
how we perceive three dimensions — are in fact
artefacts of a misdescription of what vision is.

DIRECT PERCEPTION IN
CONTEMPORARY PHILOSOPHY AND
COGNITIVE SCIENCE

The debate about direct perception is ongoing. It
takes place at the foundations of contemporary
thought about perception. For science, as we have
seen, what is at stake is our basic analysis of what
vision is and our account of the level at which
perceptual phenomena are to be studied. For phil-
osophy, what is at stake is our understanding of the
nature of experience, and of the role experience can
play as a source of knowledge. Beyond technical-
ities, the basic question of direct perception — what
do we perceive, really? — is important because it
gives expression to an enduring problem for phil-
osophy: how are we to reconcile what science
teaches us with what we know, or seem to know,
on the basis of experience?
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Glossary

Argument from lllusion An influential argument on
behalf of the claim that we do not directly perceive
objects and events at all. What we directly perceive,
so runs the argument, are mental intermediaries called
sense data.

Cartesian conception of mind The idea that the domain
of the mental is the domain of consciousness, a domain
to which the subject has immediate access. A concep-
tion derived from Descartes’ view that it is possible to
know, immediately, on the basis of introspection, one’s
own conscious states.

Direct perception The doctrine that we directly perceive
the sorts of objects and events we naively believe that
we perceive.

Ecological approach to perception The theory of J.J.
Gibson that perception is a phenomenon of the whole,
active, environmentally situated animal. To study per-
ception, one needs to look at what the perceiver does in
the context of its ecological niche.

Externalism The doctrine that mental states are not in-
ternal states of an individual but are partly constituted
by relations between the individual and items in the
world.

Highest common factor conception of experience
The doctrine that an act of perception, and its corres-
ponding hallucination, involve the occurrence of one
and the same perceptual experience.
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Intentionality When philosophers say that some mental Sense data Mental items that are supposed to be the

states (such as beliefs, desires, and perceptual experi- direct objects of perceptual awareness. In philosophical
ences, but not sensations) are intentional, they have in literature, several other terms have been used as
mind the fact that such states are representational. loosely equivalent or even synonymous, e.g. ‘sense
They have a content that refers to a possible state of impression’, ‘idea’, ‘image’, ‘appearance’.

affairs. Brentano held that intentionality is the defining
feature of the mental.
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