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PERCEPTION AS ACTION

MATTHEW D. CONDUCT

Abstract

In this paper | take seriously the idea that perceptual éspees,
the sensory experiences that we enjoy when perceiving, angain
actions. | provide a picture that identifies them as a spexibasic
action and in so doing combine disjunctive accounts of égpee
and action. Disjunctivism about sensory experience isllyspat
forward to defend naive realism and | argue that a view ofgyeion
as a form of action can help the naive realist position. lisde®
in three ways. First, it offers an account of the determoraibf
phenomenal character that is in accord with the key comnmitsne
of naive realism but that is less susceptible to the argurinent
illusion. Second, it provides an account of the relationveen
hallucinatory experience and perceptual experience.dThitakes
two different debates about disjunctivism as a thesis abotibn,
and disjunctivism as a thesis about perception, and redbedatter
to just a special case of the former.

Introduction

It is becoming increasingly popular to emphasise the cdiorex between
perception and action. Indeed, on some enactive accoupsroéption the
sensory experiences that we enjoy when perceiving (peraegxperiences)
are a kind of action.

Enactive theories of perception are intended to challenggrtain picture
of the nature of perception, and its relation to bodily acti®®erception is
not to be conceived of as a mental state that is underpinnguidogsses in
the brain that serve to represent the environment. Whilgetmeay indeed
be involved in visual perception, it is the dynamic inteimctbetween brain,
body and world that is the physical basis for our conscioymegnces. We
are to reject a view of the relation between perception atidrathat sees
them only as instrumentally related. Rather than percéptages causally
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260 MATTHEW D. CONDUCT

affecting bodily actions, which can then in turn bring aboliénges in per-
ceptual states, perceptual states themselves involvéylzadivity.

As well as this account of the physical basis of perceptioth percep-
tual experience, enactive theories also try to tell a stbguathe nature of
perceptual experiencegia psychological episode in the experiencing sub-
ject’s conscious life. According to this account, the cotgeof the sensory
experiences that we enjoy when perceiving cannot be umderstithout
appeal to action. More specifically, we cannot understaadwys in which
the world appears to us in sensory experience without ajpjgetl our un-
derstanding of how our actions can bring about changes isetisensory
experiences. So, for example, for something to visuallyeapgpherical to
a subject is for that subject to understand how their seresqugriences will
change with movement of the object, viewing point or sensogans:

This is a very brief outline of the enactive theory of percaptbut | take
it that what | have sketched above represents the basic Elgadit. The
account of the determination of experiential content atdiogr to which it
involves essential reference to action is sometimes gloasahe view that
our visual sensory experiences are actions of ours; thgtarethings that
we do, rather than have done to us. We enact the ways in whictvainld
appears to us in experienteUpon reading the authors who talk like this,
however, it is not at all clear that the details of their actozopmmits them
to the view that sensory experiences are actions, rathefjilsaoccurrences
that essentially depend upon capacities for action. Indéede is not much
said at all about what they take actions to be, or what thendigin between
action and non-action consists in.

In this paper | want to take seriously the idea that percégix@eriences,
the sensory experiences that we enjoy when perceiving, argainactions
(for if they are actions at all, they must surely be mentaheathan bod-
ily, actions.) | also want to try and combine disjunctive @aats of expe-
rience and action. Disjunctivism about sensory experigaagsually put
forward to defend naive realism, which regards perceptagérences as
having worldly objects as their constituents, which are edrately present
to the mind of the experiencing subject. My hope is that a voéwercep-
tion as a form of action can help the naive realist positidrcah do so in
three ways. First, it offers an account of the determinatibphenomenal
character that is in accord with the key commitments of nadadism but
that is less susceptible to the argument from illusion. Sdcit provides an

LFor more details on this enactive approaches to perceptidrparceptual experience
see Noé (2004).

2Here are some sample comments to this effect: ‘Perceptinatisomething that hap-
pensto us, orin us. It something we do.” (Noé&, 2004, p. 1)e'$ensory feel of an experience
is not a thing that happens to us, but a thing we do: a skill veease.” (O’Regan, Myin &
Noé&, 2005, p. 369)
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account of the relation between hallucinatory experiemtke@erceptual ex-
perience. Third, it takes two different debates about digjuism as a thesis
about action, and disjunctivism as a thesis about percepind reduces the
latter to just a special case of the former.

Simple actions

The account of perceptual experience that | will be sketghiakes use of
the notion of a simple action. To introduce the idea, | wili¢fly) describe
how simple actions come to be appealed to in explaining lzasions. Basic
actions are those actions of an agent that are not brought higghe agent
doing anything else. The notion of a basic action is invokedrder to stop
a worrisome infinite regress from developing. The regregeierated the
following way.

An intrinsic event, or action result, is an event whose ao@nae is neces-
sary for the occurrence of an action. So for example if Smilththe Queen,
then the Queen must die. Events that are intrinsic to actbasertain kind
can, however, occur without any action of that kind occuyyyriar, indeed,
any action at all occurring. The Queen can die without theiadhany ac-
tion for which this event is the result, or intrinsic eventheScould have a
heart attack.

When an agent performs an action, and that action has aniatrémic to
it, we can often ask how it is that the agent brought this eabott. If Smith
kills the Queen, then Smith brings about the death of the Qua® we can
ask how it is that Smith brought about this death. And we wabilcally
respond by citing another action of Smith, such as, say,husting of the
gun. And it looks like this action has an event intrinsic toriamely, the
bullet leaving the barrel of the gun at extreme velocity. Avelcan ask how
Smith brought about this event. And we might again site agrotiction of
Smith’s such as his pulling of the trigger, which again hagwaent intrinsic
to it, of which we can again ask how he brought it about.

If an infinite regress is not to develop, resulting in an inémumber of
actions being involved in Smith’s shooting of the Queenntheere must
be actions of Smith of which we cannot say that they have tesuht are
brought about by other actions of Smith. There are somerecttmat are not
done by doing anything else; there drasicactions. They are basic either
because:

1) These actions have no intrinsic events/results
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2) These actions have intrinsic events, but these eventscateought

about by any action of the agent — they are either caused by the

agent themselves or some state or event in the agent

| am not going to take a stance upon which model of basic axi®oorrect.
But what | am going to make use of is the idea ofimple actionthat is
appealed to by advocates of the first strategy in order tote®pegress. Ac-
cording to this strategy basic actions are simple, in that thave no internal
causal structure. (Ginet, 1991) What this means is thataheyot the caus-
ing of anything. So for example volitionists, who adopt thigategy, claim
that basic actions are mental actions of willing, which apé themselves
the causing of anything. If Smith wills to move his finger, rinés no event
intrinsic to this act of willing, of which it can be asked hown$h caused it.
Of course, while acts of will, or volitions, do not have ewetiat are their
results, they can cause things to happen. And so, ordin&ihjth’s willing
to move his finger will cause a movement of his finger, whicH b the
event intrinsic to the action of Smith moving his finger.

It is not my intention to advocate this view of basic actiomst | want to
appeal to the idea of there being simple actions.

A disjunctive theory of basic actions

David Ruben has recently advocated a disjunctive accoubodify move-

ments, which he takes to be basic actions in the sense dedaifilove. That
is, he takes the act of moving one’s body to have no intringgne If some-

one raises their arm this is not to be understood as theilingatiseir arm

to rise. Rather, there is no event that occurs when some@es rheir arm
which is the same kind of event that occurs when their arm lsimgpes up,

say as a consequence of someone stimulating their brainaVetWo situa-
tions, each of which can be correctly described as a caseighwbmeone’s
arm went up, but there is nothing fundamentally in commorh&tivo sit-

uations which makes it correct to say this. One is a raisindn@farm, the
other is an arm’s rising, and they are fundamentally difiekends of occur-

rence. The first is an act, while the latter is a ‘mere’ eventmAre’ event is

passive, in the sense that its occurrence is not sufficietihéooccurrence of
any action. And, according to Ruben, it is false to say theh®vents occur
for basic bodily movements — movements of the body that atdrought

about by any other bodily movement.

There is, on this view, a sense of ‘event’, and of specific eden
scriptions (like, ‘the moving of his hand’), in which axclusive
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disjunction is true in the case of basic actions: either aggemoves
his hand or his hand moves. The first is an action; the secoad is
(mere) event. So if | move my hand, it is false (in one sensa) th
my hand moved or that it changed place, only true that | moved i
that | changed its place. (Ruben, 2003 pp. 178-9)

Regardless of whether we find this account credible for poalitions, it
seems much more plausible when considering mental actions.

It seems reasonably clear that there are such things aslraetibas (even
if we can’t provide clear criteria for deciding what is aniantand what is
not.) So | can think about a maths problem, reminisce abousumymer
vacation, imagine what the Eiffel Tower looks like in the enh@and say a
word in my head. All of these appear, on the face of it, to beghithat are
genuine actions of miné.They do not happen to me. But things are not as
simple as this. | will focus here on the act of imagining. Whilis true to
say that sometimes imagining the Eiffel Tower is an actiomife, on other
occasions it is not at all clear that it is such. Sometimesntagining of the
Eiffel Tower can just happen — sometimes an image of the [Eitferer can
just pop into my head.

We must be careful, however, to distinguish between thosegiinmgs of
the Eiffel Tower that we can think of as happening to me, aongddtthat just
happen. Actions can be spontaneous, or unbidden, seentiogiing from
nowhere even for the agent of that action. Someone can jusbething,
spontaneously, on the spur of the moment. It may be the caisexample,
that | just suddenly raise my leg, and in response to the quedvhy did
you do that?’ give the answer ‘I don’t know.” In so doing | amt mom-
mitting myself to having performed no action. Spontanestpat conclusive
evidence for there not being an action in such a case. Smaat&n ‘just
happen. What is distinctive of actions is not that they ddguo'st happen’
but that they do not happda me

| propose, then, that a distinction can be made between timdmyed act
of imagining, the spontaneous act of imagining, and the teefan image
coming before my mind’s eye. (I should point out that | am mirig any
particular stance here on how we should understand the ssipne‘an im-
age of x in the mind’s eye’, as either pictorially or desavigly.) Just as a
distinction can be made between the considered act of mygamy leg,
the spontaneous act of my raising my leg, and the event of giidang.

3Some philosophers disagree over whether all of these cases as genuine action.
See, for example, Mele (2009) and Strawson (2009). | redaddilure to acknowledge
these phenomena as being at least sometimes cases of notioratabe a point against the
conception of action that these philosophers are operatitig If our account of action has
the consequence that imagining a person’s face or remengtiié name of a capital city are
not actions, then so much the worse for our account of actions
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Actions such as imagining can certainly be basic. When Velgtimagine
something | need not do this by doing anything else. And saherview
of basic actions according to which they are simple, merib@s such as
imaginings will lack a causal structure — they will not haweiets intrinsic
to them that are necessary but not sufficient for their oetze.

And then if we accept that there are imaginings that are rimracof ours,
we will accept that there are imaginings that are ‘mere’ &ven events that
are not the results of any action.

And so we will end up with a disjunctive conception of the na¢mhe-
nomenon of imagining. States of affairs that are truthfulgscribed as
imaginings of the Eiffel Tower need not have the same fundaaheature.
Some may be simple acts, lacking any intrinsic event, andsoay be mere
events. Some occurrences of mental images (whatever tlsghare acts,
and others are just mere occurrences — mere events. Butrtfereeevents
are not components of the occurrences of mental imagesrtéhatts. For if
they were, such acts would not be simple. (I realise, of eyutsat people
will take issue with the thought that basic actions are biasiirtue of being
simple. | am assuming this for the purpose of combining disjirisms of
perception and action.)

Some reasons to think of perception as a form of action

| want to sketch here some reasons for why it is at least giuthiat percep-
tion is a mental action. More precisely, | want to give reasfor thinking
that it is at least plausible thperceptual experiends a mental action. If we
think of perception as the relation that holds between aestilaind things in
the world such that those things are available for the subethink about
and act towards, perceptual experience is the subjectpectsf this rela-
tion in virtue of which the world is made available — it is thgpearance of
the world to the subject. So it is perceptual experiencepdwiliar way in
which we are appeared to by things in the world, that | wanalioabout.

My aim here is not to provide conclusive reasons for thinkihgt per-
ceptual experience is an action. It is notoriously diffi¢alprovide criteria
for demarcating actions from non-actions. Instead, whaintvto do is give
reasons for why it is not at all obvious that perceptual epee isnot an
action, and that it is at least possible to think of it as aioact

When philosophers try and make clear the distinction betveetions and
those things that just happen to us, it is common to find péauekgxpe-
rience listed amongst the latter. From an internal persmecperceptual
experiences seem to ‘just happen.” They are unbidden. Inyrhead, open
my eyes, and in so doing enjoy incredibly rich and detailexli@i experi-
ences of the world around me. | do not need to intend for thisajgpen,
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nor to want, desire or believe that this will happen — it juses. It may be
the case that our beliefs, memaries, expectations and sfieat tae way in

which the world appears to us, but this does not change thehatcl have

no choice in the matter of whether the world appears to me hat appears
to me. And so we should think of perceptual experience asygass some-
thing that happens to us. We can, however, be sceptical avawing this

conclusion from these observations.

First, the accepted spontaneity of perceptual experieoes ot guarantee
that it is not an action. As has previously been mentionetipras can be
spontaneous, or unbidden, seemingly coming from nowhesa & the
agent of that action. Experience certainly has the progédy, from our
perspective, it just happens. It is not up to us whether werspce the
world. But there can be actions even if it is not up to us thas¢hactions
occur — even if they are unbidden. For an action to take pladeas not
have to be the case that whether we acted or not was up to us.

Second, perceptual experience bameof the properties that we associate
with paradigm examples of agency. Perceptual experiernséhieahallmarks
of trying, of striving, and we can be more or less succesdfitl @lusory
experience and so on). If my mind is on other things | can ceiepy fail
to see things that are right in front of me, and are presumalgcting light
that impacts upon my sensory organs. | ¢aihto experience things. The
same thing can happen when | attend to certain regions ofisuaifield
and not others. With conscious effort | can change my expeeiavithout
changing the stimulus to my eye, as in cases of aspect sghifficantry
to experience the world in different ways. | can get bettegxgteriencing
things. When | purchase a pair of spectacles with a new ppgiser things
appear slightly distorted. This distortion disappears tivee. Were | to be
given left-right inverting goggles the world would at firgigears a chaotic
mess, but | would gradually master my experience and startake sense
of the world agairf. | can getbetterat experiencing the world.

In experiencing the world we could think of ourselves asnigyto have
the world available to us in thought and action. A successtplerience is
one which results in the world being so available. And so wddthink of
the difference between illusion and veridical perceptisthe difference be-
tween a successful and a non-successful action (ratherghgran accurate
rather than an inaccurate representation.) Experiencgaamong

| do not have control over whether | experience things whepdnomy
eyes in the right circumstances, and | do not have contral et | ex-
perience when | look at the world. But this is compatible witrceptual
experience not being passive, as not being something jush gb me, as it

4See Noé (2004, pp. 7-10).
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were, by the world. The fact that we can experience badly,vtieacan im-
prove our experiences, and that our experiences can go ywgivas some
support to the idea that it is something we do, as these alaldharks of
agency.

Nothing that | have said demonstrates that perceptual exmer is an ac-
tion. All of the claims | made above can be denied, and anrdt&e con-
strual given in which my experiences are just somethinghbapen to me,
once | orient my head, open my eyes, and focus. But as longeasiter-
pretation | gave has some support, and is not straightfaliyat odds with
what we know about perception, then | propose that it is atiposihat can
be appealed to in theorising about wider issues in the piplog of percep-
tion. 1 will argue that itcould play important work in naive realist accounts
of perception and perceptual experience.

Naive realism and disjunctivism

Naive realism is a view about the nature of perceptual egpees according
to which they are, in some sense, presentational of the tshggqercep-
tion. In enjoying a perceptual experience a subject stamdgelation to the
thing that they perceive, such that the subjective aspeittedf experience,
the peculiar way in which the subject is appeared to on suaiteasion, is
constituted by that which they perceive.

Here are some descriptions of this conception of the natusech experi-
ence:

That which gives sensory character to perceptual consoessss a
public quality of some physical object. (Smith, 2002, pp-448)

The core claim of naive realism is that, when we see, extabal
jects and their properties “shape the contours of the stibjean-
scious experience.” (Fish, 2009, p. 6)

It is frequently argued that this naive realist view of the&una of perceptual
experience requires one to adopt disjunctivism about éxpez. In order
to accommodate the possibility of hallucinatory experenthat are sub-
jectively indiscriminable from perceptual experiences tiaive realist must
maintain that such experiences are of a fundamentallyrdiffenature to
those that occur when perceivihg.

5See, for example, Martin (2004).
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The accounts combined

The disjunctive conception of experience takes it thatettame two quite
different sorts of thing that we refer to as ‘experience.efiehis perceptual
experience, which is the presentation of the world to thegieing subject
in some sort of immediate and direct way. And there is hailaigiry expe-
rience, which does not put us into contact with anything i world, and
is of a different nature. The nature of perceptual expedaamot such that
it is just whatever the nature of hallucinatory experiergplils some other
factors.

A disjunctive conception of some type of occurrence, G,sakthat there
are two quite different sorts of thing that we can refer to @G There is
the act of Ging by some agent, and there is the mere event @f. Gihe
nature of the act of Ging is not such that it is just whateverrtature of the
mere event of Ging iplussome other factors.

If we think that perceptual experience is a form of actionj are think
that it is as the naive realist conceives it, and so of a furdaatly differ-
ent nature to hallucinatory experience, we can combine weforms of
disjunctivism in the following way.

Perceptual experience is a mental act, albeit one that isru#r our con-
trol. It is a simple act, in that it has no event intrinsic to It is not the
causing of anything, although, of course, it may have effétte formation
of beliefs, bodily actions, onsets of emotional states andrs) It is the act
of making objects in the world available to the subject iruigjiat and action.
The phenomenal properties of such experience, those piegtrat charac-
terise the peculiar way in which a subject is appeared toéh sxperience,
are properties of this act.

Hallucinatory experience, on the other hand, is not a mext#bn, but a
mere mental event. It is something that happens to a subjgictan never-
theless be confused by the subject with the mental act okparal experi-
ence. The phenomenal properties of such experience arerpegpof this
mental event.

Benefits

Given that there are not compelling reasons to treat parakpkperience as
a form of action (my purpose was just to show that there areomwipelling
reasons to reject such a view), such a picture of the natuseabf experience
as sketched above must have some other reasons motivatidgat is being
encouraged is a shift in perspective, from viewing expegesis something
passive that we undergo, to viewing it as something that wigehg do.
What benefits could such a view have?
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| am coming at this whole issue from the perspective of theenegalist.
There are a number of problems that can be solved from thgpeetive, if
we regard perceptual experience as an action.

Understanding naive realism

The account given here provides an understanding of thepimataised by
naive realists to describe their positive conception of@giual experience
— that of the external world ‘shaping the contours’ of a sat§econscious
life when perceiving some object. The external world doggust impress

upon our minds in a causal way, such that how things appeas twauthe

effects of this world acting upon us. The contours of our camss life are

shaped by the world in the way the contours of a landscapehaged by

the features of the landscape itself.

One way to understand this metaphor is to think that the phenal prop-
erties of experience consist simply in the awareness ofgutiés of objects
in the world. The properties of things in the world ‘give’ expence its char-
acter, or ‘shape’ its character, by simply being presenkpesgence. Noth-
ing more is needed to account for the phenomenal characexpafrience
than the properties of the things we see and our standingeiaglpropriate
relation of awareness to them.

This is not to identify the phenomenal properties of experéewith prop-
erties of the things that we perceive. The phenomenal pliepest experi-
ence cannot be simply identified with properties of the ekobjects, be-
cause properties of experience are simply not propertiebjetts. The ob-
jects in the world could exist with all their same properiiedependently of
our or any experiencing subject’s existence. There cammet fimple iden-
tity between phenomenal properties and properties of shinghe world,
because properties of things in the world are not propedfiesperiences.
Rather, the phenomenal properties of experience are agahi, or ‘ac-
guaintance with’ properties of objects in the world.

The naive realist must make clear how the phenomenal prepat sen-
sory experiences can be tied to the objects of perceptidmeinight way for
us to be able to say that they constitute the phenomenal atkaraf such
experience, or shape the contours of our conscious lives.atbount given
above isoneconception of how objects and their properties could featisr
constituents of sensory experience and its phenomenahatlar It is open
to the naive realist to try and explain their commitment tacpptual expe-
rience being immediately presentational of the world in sasther way’

6This is not widely appreciated. See Conduct (2008).
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And, indeed, one might think that it would be sensible for tiaéve real-
ist to do so, given the difficulties that the possibility dtigory experiences
presents. In anillusory experience things appear otherttiey actually are.
If the phenomenal properties of experience are just prasens of things in
the world and their properties to the experiencing subjebft can explain
the illusory phenomenal character of the experience? Ifetoimg appears
black, but is in fact red, what explains how the property afchkhess gets
into the picture?

On the account being presented here, objects in the worldotistand
external to our perceptual experiences because such expesi are acts in
which these objects are made immediately available to ubéarght and ac-
tion. The experience is the act of bringing into consciossra the external
world. And this is an intrinsic, essential feature of the adte phenomenal
properties of experience are the properties of the mentairaof making
objects in the world available for thought and physical @tti This action
cannot take place in the absence of external objects. Preradmproperties
of experience are properties of the act of experiencingatdjand the act of
experiencing objects cannot take place in the absence bfahjects. But
if the phenomenal properties of experience are properfies act that es-
sentially involves the objects that we perceive, then wewaterstand how
they are tied to such objects in the right kind of way. The aotaiven
here explains why perceptual experience is relational. rdvides an un-
derstanding of the notion of ‘acquaintance’ or ‘presentdtor ‘immediate
apprehension.” Perceptual experience is a simple mertakageen subject
and world. And it also allows the naive realist to accommedhé possi-
bility of illusion. The act of experience itself contribstéo the phenomenal
character of experience, and so when something appearstiotimeit is, its
so appearing can be explained in terms of properties of th&ahact of
awareness of it.

The characterisation of hallucination

The disjunctivist must give some sort of explanation of tlvedamental dif-
ference between perceptual and hallucinatory experiaffeecould think of
hallucinatory experiences as standing in the same redtiprio perceptual
experiences as imaginings that are ‘mere’ events standdgiimimgs that are
acts. Hallucinatory experiences are genuinely passiiehby can have the
appearance of activity, and so can be confused for perdegitsa

Can mere mental events be mistaken for mental acts? It isnehk to
believe that they can be. The following scenario seems Viawysible. We
know that it is possible to produce mental images throughipodeation of
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the brain. The occurrence of such mental images will caristian imag-
ining that is just a mere event. Now imagine that we were gskomeone
to imagine all sorts of things while we had them on the opegatable with
their head cut open and our neuroscientist ready to stientiaise areas of
the brain sufficient for the occurrence of mental imagesednss very plau-
sible to me that, given the existence of spontaneous, oddehiimagining
acts, that such a subject would confuse some of the imageasepmduced
within him for such mental acts.

A simplification of the debate

Disjunctivism about sensory experience can be seen as dispestance
of disjunctivism about action. If some basic mental actssargle acts, in
having no internal causal structure, and some of these aetg@iscrim-
inable from some kind of mental happening, then we will hadésainctive
account of this type of action. This simplifies the debatdHerdisjunctivist.
Instead of there being disparate disjunctive accounts afgpéion and ac-
tion there is just a disjunctive account of action, and petca experience
will just be one amongst a number of basic mental acts.

Durham University
United Kingdom
E-mail: m d. conduct @lur. ac. uk
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