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COGNITIVE PENETRABILITY AND HIGH-LEVEL PROPERTIES IN PERCEPTION: UNRELATED PHENOMENA? BY



BERIT BROGAARD AND BARTEK CHOMANSKI Abstract: There has been a recent surge in interest in two questions concerning the nature of perceptual experience; viz. the question of whether perceptual experience is sometimes cognitively penetrated and that of whether high-level properties are presented in perceptual experience. Only rarely have thinkers been concerned with the question of whether the two phenomena are interestingly related. Here we argue that the two phenomena are not related in any interesting way. We argue further that this lack of an interesting connection between the two phenomena has potentially devastating consequences for naïve realism. Finally, we consider the possibility of a disunified view of experience that takes perceptual experience to be a matter of both being directly perceptually related to mind-independent objects and property instances as well as consciously representing these entities.



1. Introduction There has been a recent surge in interest in two questions concerning the nature of perceptual experience. One is the question of whether perceptual experience is sometimes cognitively penetrated (see, e.g., Pylyshyn, 1984, 1999; Raftopoulos, 2009; Lyons, 2011; Siegel, 2012; Stokes, 2013; Briscoe, 2015; Brogaard and Gatzia, in press). The other is that of whether high-level Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 96 (2015) 469–486 DOI: 10.1111/papq.12111 © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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properties are presented in perceptual experience.1 Some have argued that only low-level properties, such as brightness, shape and texture for visual experience, are presented in experience (see, e.g., Tye, 1995; Dretske, 1995; Smith, 2002; Lyons, 2005a, 2005b, 2009; Price, 2009; Byrne, 2009; Carruthers and Veillet, 2011; Brogaard, 2013; Reiland, 2014).2 Others have held that high-level properties, such as being an elm and being a corkscrew are presented in perceptual experience (see, e.g. Searle, 1983; Peacocke, 1992; McDowell, 1994; Siewert, 1998; Johnston, 2004, 2006; Bayne, 2009; Fish, 2009, 2013; Masrour, 2011; Nanay, 2011; Siegel, 2006, 2012). It is often implicitly assumed that the two phenomena are two sides of the same coin (see, e.g., Crutchfield, 2012). Only rarely have thinkers been concerned with the question of what distinguishes the two, both in terms of their nature and in terms of the reasons philosophers have been interested in exploring these issues (however, see, Macpherson, 2012; Siegel, 2012, for brief discussion). Here we aim at exploring how the question of cognitive penetrability is related to the question about whether high-level properties are presented in perceptual experience. We look at whether cognitive penetration is necessary, sufficient, or both, for high-level properties to be presented in perceptual experience and whether one can reasonably assume that there are any general regularities between the two phenomena. We argue that the two phenomena are not related in any interesting way. We further argue that this lack of an interesting connection between the two phenomena has potentially devastating consequences for naïve realism, the view that being perceptually related to mind-independent objects and property instances is a fundamental aspect of perceptual experience. Finally, we consider the possibility of a disunified view of experience that takes perceptual experience to be a matter of both being directly perceptually related to mind-independent objects and property instances and consciously representing these entities. A disunified view would allow its defenders to hold that perceptual awareness of low-level properties is a matter of being directly perceptually related to mind-independent property instances, whereas perceptual awareness of high-level properties is a matter of consciously representing these properties as being instantiated.



2. What is cognitive penetration? Cognitive penetration has traditionally been understood as a semantic phenomenon. If experience is cognitively penetrated, the phenomenology or content of the experience is sensitive in a semantically-coherent way to the agent’s cognitive states and can be altered in a way that bears a logical relation to the agent’s knowledge or reasons (Pylyshyn, 1984, 1999; Raftopoulos, 2009; Siegel, 2012; Brogaard and Gatzia, in press). © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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It is important to draw a distinction here between top-down influences on experience and cognitive penetration. When experience is affected by topdown influences, a cognitive or higher-level brain state is causally exerting influence on the perceptual experience in a way that may alter the content or phenomenology of the experience. Attention is one such top-down influence that can alter experience, yet this influence is not considered a form of cognitive penetration. For a top-down influence to be a case of cognitive penetration, there must be a semantically-coherent chain of steps that begins with the cognitive state and eventually results in an alteration of the experience. Consider the following example of a top-down influence on experience. Izzy is attending a difficult biochemistry lecture on migraines. Her thoughts about the difficult theories about the nature of migraines activate her amygdala, yielding a stress reaction. The activation in the amygdala causes her to develop migraine auras. Her thoughts about migraines thus resulted in an alteration of her visual experience, yet it cannot rightly be considered a case of cognitive penetration. This is because the steps in the chain from the cognitive state to the alterations in her visual experience are not semantically coherent. There is no inferential relation between her thoughts about migraines and her stress reaction or between her stress reaction and her visual experience. So, even though her thoughts of migraines exert some top-down influence on her visual experience, this influence is not an instance of cognitive penetration. Similar points can be made with respect to other more widely discussed types of top-down influences, such as attention, intention, expectations, etc. For example, if you shift your attention overtly or covertly to an object in the periphery of your visual field, the phenomenology of your experience changes. The minute-hand on the clock, for instance, that you were unable to see prior to the shift in attention may become discernible as a result of the shift. But there is no inferential relation between attention shifts and the presentational or representational features of experience. Hence, changes in experience as a result of attention shifts are not a case of cognitive penetration. The main reason it is important to draw this distinction is that a failure to pay attention to it makes it difficult to see why philosophers and cognitive scientists have been interested in the phenomenon of cognitive penetration in the first place and in particular, why some have been radically opposed to it (see e.g. Pylyshyn, 1999). One reason philosophers and cognitive scientists have been interested in the phenomenon turns on the widely held belief that experience is not generally reason-responsive. You cannot simply wish for a pink elephant to appear in front of your eyes on the grounds that this would be a good experience to have and then expect to have a visual experience of a pink elephant as a result of this desire. But if visual experience were subject to massive cognitive penetration, something like this could happen. © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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For example, you might choose to think about John, whom you rather like, in negative ways on the grounds that it would be beneficial for you to dislike him and thereby immediately come to visually experience him as having facial features that indicate that he is a vicious person. This sort of reason-responsiveness of perceptual experience is generally thought to be implausible. A second reason that philosophers have been interested in cognitive penetration turns on the widely held belief that sensory experience, at least in some circumstances, can serve as a prima facie justifier of belief. Your experience of a yellow mug on the table may serve as a prima facie justifier of your belief that there is a yellow mug on the table. But if visual experience is subject to large-scale cognitive penetration, then serious problems arise for this simple view. If Mary irrationally believes John is angry with her, and her beliefs can cognitively penetrate her experiences of his facial expression to a degree where she comes to experience him as angry-looking, then her irrational belief is thereby justified. This form of bootstrapping would undermine the view that sensory experience can serve as a prima facie justified of belief (for discussion, see Siegel, 2012; Lyons, 2011; Raftopoulos, 2009; Fodor, 1984).



3. High-level properties in perception Whether high-level properties are presented in perceptual experience may be thought to turn in part on what we take to be high-level properties. One might take high-level properties to be all properties beyond very low-level properties, such as brightness, shape and texture for visual experience, volume, pitch, and timbre for auditory experience, shape, texture and solidity for tactile experience, and so on (see e.g. Reiland, 2014, for brief discussion). Given this distinction, high-level properties include natural kind properties (e.g. being an elm), artificial kind properties (e.g. being a cork screw), semantic properties (e.g. the meaning of ‘bachelor’), mental state properties (e.g. being sad or trying to do something), aesthetic properties (e.g. being gloomy), moral properties (e.g. being a virtuous agent), personal taste properties (e.g. being attractive), and some events (e.g. being the car accident that occurred this afternoon). If the distinction between low-level and high-level properties is so understood, however, then there will be little dispute about whether at least some high-level properties are presented in experience.3 Certainly, there is a very good case to be made for the view that a wide range of motion properties (e.g. is moving), spatial relations (e.g. being to the right of and being in front of), and temporal properties (e.g. is present) are presented to us visually. Since, on the above construal, such properties would count, somewhat © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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implausibly, as high-level, we might need a different way to distinguish between high-level and low-level properties. One way to draw the distinction between high-level and low-level properties that will yield an interesting debate about whether high-level properties are presented in experience is to take low-level properties to be those that are the output of computations in the brain’s sensory regions within the sensory modality under consideration. For example, motion is processed in V5/MT, a part of the brain’s visual cortex. Accordingly, on this way of drawing the distinction, many motion properties are low-level. Visually perceptible properties of faces such as facial expressions, by contrast, are processed in brain regions beyond the visual cortex. Accordingly, these properties can reasonably be counted as high-level. Although this way of drawing the distinction certainly can serve as a helpful heuristic, it cannot serve as a defining principle for several reasons. The most pertinent is that where a property is computed in the brain doesn’t always neatly line up with whether or how it is presented in experience. The prefrontal cortex is arguably part of the minimally sufficient neural basis of awareness of any visually perceptible property, yet that doesn’t make all visually perceptible properties high-level properties. Or take hue, one dimension of color. There is good evidence for believing that hue isn’t processed in the brain’s visual cortex but most philosophers would take it to be an indisputable fact that hue is a low-level property that is presented in visual experience (Brogaard and Gatzia, in press). Another reason that a neurologically grounded distinction between lowlevel and high-level properties is unfortunate is that it doesn’t have any bearing on why we are interested in the question of whether high-level properties are sensorily presented to us in the first place. Many philosophers and psychologists are interested in the question only insofar as it has bearing on perceptual learning.4 When we learn to perform new tasks, it seems initially plausible that this is sometimes a result of a change in our perceptual abilities. For example, a chess player may through learning develop the ability to quickly perceive highly complex chessboard configurations and later regenerate those configurations. Assuming that highly complex chessboard configurations are high-level properties, it could be argued that what changes during learning is (among other things) the nature of the content of the visual experience that the chess player has when looking at chessboard configurations. If, however, high-level properties are not presented in visual experience (and chessboard configurations are high-level properties), we would need a different explanation of what so-called perceptual learning consists in. Presumably the best way to understand high-level properties is in relative terms. Some properties are high-level compared to quintessential low-level properties in the sense that the awareness of the former depends on neural © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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processing of the latter, for instance our awareness of the high-level property of being a face or the property of gazing in a particular direction depends on neural processing of lower-level properties, such as shape, texture, direction and brightness. Likewise, our awareness of wanting the peanut butter cup rather than the chocolate bar or trying to look trustworthy may depend on neural processing of lower-level properties, such as gazing in a particular direction or simultaneously smiling and frowning (see Lyons, 2005b, for an account along these lines).



4. Cognitive penetrability is not necessary for high-level properties being sensorily presented Let’s turn now to the question of potential connections between cognitive penetrability and high-level properties being sensorily presented. We begin with the question of whether there are any interesting logical connections between the two phenomena. Cognitive penetrability may be necessary, sufficient or both for there to be high-level properties in visual experience. Susanna Siegel (2012) has recently offered two brief arguments against there being a logical connection between the two phenomena. According to Siegel, some high-level properties may be perceived as a result of hard-wiring.5,6 Siegel’s particular example involves causal relations. If we grant that causal relations are presented in experience, and that causal relations are high-level, then the following argument suggests itself, Siegel argues: (1) Causal relations are high-level. (2) The ability to perceive causal relations is hardwired. (3) If (1) and (2) are true, then some instances of perceiving high-level properties are a result of hardwiring. (4) If some instances of perceiving high-level properties are a result of hardwiring, then they are not a result of cognitive penetration. (5) So, some instances of perception of high-level properties are not a result of cognitive penetration. One could, perhaps, question premise (4): after all, it might be that a hardwired capacity only becomes activated once some particular belief is acquired. But we can stipulate (and this seems to be Siegel’s point) that the ability to perceive causal relations does not need any additional contributions from the cognitive system to become activated. It may be questioned whether causal relations are high-level in an interesting sense. Simple causal relations, such as that presented in an experience of © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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one ball hitting another, do not appear to be high-level in any interesting sense. There do appear to be interesting cases of visually perceptible causal relationships that are high-level. Consider a politician giving a speech. She may learn which effects her words have on members of the audience by studying their facial expressions or changes in their behavior. She may, for example, learn that bringing up her rival’s gaffes causes the audience to roar with laughter. Or she may learn that mentioning the economy is making them appear uncomfortable. These kinds of causal relations seem fairly high-level. The problem, though, is that if there are interesting cases of high-level causal relations, then the ability to perceive them is unlikely to be hardwired and could arguably be a result of cognitive penetration. Or to put it differently, if premise (1) in Siegel’s argument is true, then premise (2) is likely to be false. There is, however, an argument in the vicinity that seems to establish that cognitive penetrability is not necessary for high-level properties being sensorily presented. Even young (neurotypical) children have the capacity for face perception, suggesting that it is either hardwired or the result of brain development. The property of being a face or that of instantiating a particular gaze depends on low-level properties, such as shape, brightness and direction. Hence, these properties are arguably relatively high-level. So, cognitive penetrability is not necessary for high-level properties being sensorily presented. A different argument for this conclusion follows from considering known illusions that are cognitively encapsulated from knowledge that the experience is inaccurate. Consider the case of ventriloquism (see, e.g., Alais and Burr, 2004). Ventriloquism effects occur when you misperceive the spatial location from which the sounds you’re hearing are coming. For example, it might seem to you as though it is the puppet’s lips that produce speech, when the sounds are actually produced by the puppeteer. However, despite the fact that you are fully aware that the puppet’s lip movements don’t produce any sounds, you still experience the puppet’s lip movements as producing the speech. In this case, the experience is not cognitively penetrated by your knowledge that the puppet isn’t producing speech, but relatively high-level properties (viz. semantic properties) could nonetheless be presented in the experience as a result of exposure to speech during the maturation of the auditory system. Another case that could be cited to show that high-level properties can be represented in the absence of cognitive penetration is one described by Schyns and Oliva (1999). Schyns and Oliva present a hybrid image of a face. When looked at in sharp focus the face is seen as angry and male. However, when you defocus, you begin to see the very same image as of a female face with a neutral expression. This effect remains even though you know what the face looks like in sharp focus. So it appears that the © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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experience is not cognitively penetrable. Yet, face perception is arguably high-level.7



5. Cognitive penetrability is not sufficient for high-level properties being sensorily presented Siegel (2012, p. 207) also presents an argument purporting to establish that cognitive penetration is not sufficient for high-level properties being presented in experience.8 The argument runs as follows: 1. There might be limits as to what properties may be represented as a result of cognitive penetration. 2. If there might be such limits, then it’s possible for there to be cognitive penetration without high-level properties being presented in experience. 3. So, it’s possible for there to be cognitive penetration without highlevel properties being presented in experience. A lot depends on how one understands premise (2). Whether it is true depends on which high-level properties are presented in experience. It may well be that some high-level properties are sensorily presented but not others. For instance, it may well be that high-level properties such as being a house, or being a face are sensorily presented, but that highlevel properties such as being expensive or having tiger DNA are not. The truth of premise (2) thus stands and falls with which high-level properties are presented. There is, however, an argument in the vicinity that establishes the same conclusion: 1. If experiences containing low-level properties could be cognitively penetrated, then it’s possible for there to be cognitive penetration without high-level properties being presented. 2. Low-level experiences can be cognitively penetrated. 3. So, it’s possible for there to be cognitively penetrated experience without high-level properties being presented in experience. Here, premise (1) seems incontestable, and the argument hangs on premise (2). Fiona Macpherson (2012) has provided an argument that, if sound, confirms (2). Macpherson’s claim is that hue experience is, in fact, cognitively penetrated. In particular, she argues that our beliefs about what colors things typically have can make a difference to color experience. Her argument relies on empirical findings to the effect that the typical color of an object affects our visual experience of the object.9 In the © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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empirical experiments claiming to show that there is this type of effect, the changes in experience appear to be based on color associations we acquire during the early development of the visual system (Brogaard and Gatzia, in press). For example, Hansen et al. (2006) presented subjects with digitized photographs of natural fruit such as bananas, which were placed against a gray background. Subjects were asked to adjust the color of the fruit until it appeared gray. As a control, subjects were also asked to adjust uniform spots of light and random noise patches. The difference between the controls and the fruit settings were found to be significant: subjects adjusted the color of the banana (but not the random noise patches) to a slightly bluish hue—the opposite of yellow—in order to make it appear gray. Hansen et al. (2006) argue that these results suggest that long-term memory has a top-down effect on color experience since objects such as bananas that are characteristically yellow continue to appear yellow to subjects even when they are actually achromatic (i.e. gray). Specifically, long-term memory continuously modulates incoming input changing color appearances. If this is right, then it follows that color experience is significantly affected by longterm memory. The question is whether these findings lend support to the hypothesis that color experience is cognitively penetrable. Macpherson (2012) would maintain that they do. This argument has recently been challenged (Brogaard and Gatzia, in press). The evidence on which Macpherson’s argument hinges does not show that our beliefs about the color of objects cognitively penetrate our color experience. For example, we learn in early childhood that hearts are red and that Nivea creme bottles are blue. But it is to be expected that this type of developmental learning via various associative processes affects visual experience without involving any type of cognitive penetration. A more plausible case of cognitive penetration of experience that is interestingly low-level is that of multisensory experience (Brogaard and Chudnoff, m.s.). A multisensory experience of seeing lip movements produce speech involves a relation of production that appears to be presented perceptually. You literally see the lip movements produce the sound. However, in the case of a multisensory experience of a cup of coffee that involves an attribution of a coffee smell to the coffee, the relation of production is not perceptually presented. You don’t see the coffee produce the smell, and hence the production relation isn’t presented perceptually. Yet it also does not seem that the visual and the olfactory experiences are merely bound together in thought. Rather, it seems that a thought or mental imagery of the cup producing the smell cognitively penetrates the experience, so that the cup and the smell are phenomenally bound together but not in the very sensory way in which the visual experience of the lips moving are perceptually bound together with the sound that is produced. © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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If, however, there can be cognitive penetration of experience that is interestingly low-level, then cognitive penetration of an experience is not sufficient for high-level properties being sensorily presented.



6. A weaker connection between cognitive penetration and high-level properties being presented in experience? The plausible lack of a logical connection between the two phenomena does not entail the lack of a weaker one to the effect that in many cases, experiences representing higher-level properties are likely to be cognitively penetrated, or vice versa. Macpherson (2012, pp. 31–34) outlines one way in which sensorily presented high-level properties might be connected with cognitive penetrability. The view is that if high-level properties are sensorily presented, then this may well be a result of cognitive penetration. Robert Briscoe (2015, p. 182) summarizes Macpherson’s observations astutely as follows: ‘if psychological findings suggest that high-level properties are represented in the phenomenal contents of visual experience … then this would be seemingly good reason to suppose that visual phenomenal content has been penetrated by information originating outside of the visual system.’ Thus, one argument for the view that high-level properties being presented in experience is a good reason to think that the experience is cognitively penetrated might run as follows: 1. In many cases, high-level properties are presented in experience as a result of learning. 2. If (1) is true, then in many cases high-level properties are presented in experience as a result of newly learned beliefs. 3. If high-level properties are presented in experience as a result of newly learned beliefs, then an experience in which high-level properties are presented is likely to be cognitively penetrated. 4. So, in many cases in which high-level properties are presented in experience, the experience is likely to be cognitively penetrated. One way to challenge this argument is to question premise 2. It is not obvious that what is acquired in learning necessarily takes the form of belief. It might be that what is acquired in learning is a certain set of skills, implicit (subpersonal) memory associations or an enhanced capacity for mental imagery. Suppose perceptual learning consists in acquiring a set of skills, for instance, the ability to discriminate between pine trees and other trees or the ability to visually recognize particular complex chessboard configurations. As argued by John Haugeland (1978), acquisition of skills need not involve © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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the acquisition of a certain set of beliefs or other cognitive states. Hence, it is not obvious that perceptual learning that is the result of skill acquisition is best understood as a case of cognitive penetration. Even if the acquisition of skills does involve the acquisition of a certain set of beliefs or other cognitive states, it is not clear that the beliefs have the right sort of content for this to count as cognitive penetration. That is, premise 3 is questionable. To be a chess expert you need to acquire, for instance, the beliefs that the king moves exactly one square horizontally, vertically, or diagonally, that a special move with the king known as castling is allowed only once per player, per game, that a rook moves any number of vacant squares in a horizontal or vertical direction and is also moved when castling, etc. But there is no semantically-coherent relation between the content of these beliefs and the visual experience of a complex chessboard configuration. So, even if there is top-down influence on experience during learning, this influence likely is not a case of cognitive penetration. Turning now to the converse relationship, it could be that, in many cases, when an experience is cognitively penetrated, high-level properties are likely to presented in the experience. This weak connection between cognitive penetration and high-level properties being presented in experience seems to be the most likely one, in our opinion. Here is one argument one might present in favor of this hypothesis. 1. Cognitive penetration requires semantically-coherent, or inferential, relations between a cognitive state and a perceptual experience. 2. So, if a cognitive state cognitively penetrates perceptual experience and represents a high-level property, the experience also represents that high-level property. 3. In many cases, cognitive states represent high-level properties. 4. So, in many cases, cognitively penetrated experiences represent highlevel properties. This argument, however, is not sound. Suppose that your thought of green and orange University of Miami backpacks cognitively penetrates your experience of a bag, making the bag look green and orange. In this case your cognitive state represents a high-level property, viz. the property of being a University of Miami backpack. But the experience does not represent this high-level property. In general, if cases of cognitive penetration tend to lead to high-level properties being presented in experience, we should expect to find an interesting connection between the contents of the penetrating beliefs and the properties presented in the penetrated experiences. In particular, we should expect to find a mechanism that somehow makes it likely that if a belief that represents high-level properties cognitively penetrate an experience, then high-level properties are sensorily presented as being instantiated, whereas if a belief © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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that represents only low-level properties cognitively penetrates an experience, then only low-level properties are sensorily presented. For this to be the case, experiences would need to reliably inherit the relevant aspects of the high-level contents of penetrating beliefs, and penetrating beliefs with lower-level contents would need to reliably give rise to experiences with high-level contents. But there is no reason to suppose that the inferential relations between the contents of our beliefs and experiences conform to those regularities. Let it be granted for argument’s sake that belief frequently cognitively penetrates experience. Even with this assumption in place, it doesn’t follow that high-level properties are typically presented in penetrated experience. For example, believing that x is a banana (high-level) might cause you to perceive x as yellow (low-level) via cognitive penetration processes without causing the property being a banana to be presented in the experience. A belief with low-level content could in principle bring about a case in which a high-level property is sensorily presented but the mechanism is unlikely to be that of cognitive penetration. For example, believing that Tom’s hair is white (low-level) might cause you to perceive Tom’s movements as gracious (high-level), because you associate white-haired people with graciousness in general. But in this case the top-down influence is not a case of cognitive penetration because it rests on associative principles, which are non-inferential rather than a result of a chain of semantically-coherent inferential steps.10 The multiplicity of properties featuring in our belief content, and the multiplicity of inferential, associative and causal steps they may be subject to makes it unlikely that belief content neatly lines up with what is presented in experience the way that the above-mentioned regularities suppose.



7. Difficulties for naïve realism We now turn to our argument that the lack of an interesting connection between the two phenomena has the consequence that naïve realism is barred from holding that high-level properties are presented in experience. Naïve realism is the view that having a perceptual experience just is to stand in a direct perceptual relation to mind-independent objects and property instances in the external environment (perhaps relative to a viewpoint) (see, e.g., Brewer, 2011). Being perceptually related to mind-independent objects and property instances is a fundamental aspect of perceptual experience. But many high-level property instances seem to depend on mental activity. For example, my dictionary is a doorstopper in part because I intentionally put it there. It is unclear that one can become perceptually aware that my dictionary is a doorstopper simply by being perceptually related to the dictionary and its mind-independent property instances. © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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So, naïve realism seems to entail a rejection of the view that we can perceive ‘higher-level’ properties, for example, perceiving the property of being a shoe as instantiated as opposed to simply perceiving a shoe without perceiving the property of being a shoe as instantiated. One way for naïve realists to resolve this sort of concern is to say that perceiving high-level properties requires possessing the requisite concepts. Mark Johnston, for example, holds something like this view. As he puts it: Conceptual sophistication helps us to use our senses to mine the scene, or more generally the scenario before the senses, for relevant exemplifications — his bluffing, her raising, your having a busted straight (2006, p. 283).



William Fish (2009, p. 70) likewise argues that we have the capacity to ‘pick up’ high-level properties such as being a horse, being a shoe or a computer only if we possess the corresponding concepts. Acquiring the relevant concepts alters the way we are perceptually related to the external environment, allowing us to perceive objects as being of a particular kind. It is not entirely clear how possessing concepts puts us in a position to ‘mine’ or ‘pick up’ high-level property instances. The idea that cognitive processes directly determine which property instances get picked out does not seem to be in the spirit of naïve realism. An initially more plausible suggestion is that possessing these concepts somehow causally influences the perceptual relation, which then picks up high-level properties. But any old causal influence won’t do. On the mental file view of concepts (see, e.g., Recanati, 2012), acquiring a concept involves storing information about individuals in its extension in semantic memory. Suppose you learn the concept PERSONAL COMPUTER. You might store information about what a computer is, such as is an artifact that can be programmed to carry out a set of arithmetic or logical operations automatically, consists of a central processing unit and a memory unit, is based on integrated circuits, along with imagistic or propositional information about what computers normally appear and how they are normally used, for instance, has a display and a keyboard, is used to write emails and letters and to record and watch videos. In order for this sort of information to alter experience in such a way as to pick up the high-level property of being a personal computer, it does not suffice that there is merely some top-down influence, such as an attentive shift, on experience. The conceptual information must exert a semantic influence on our ability to ‘mine’ or ‘pick up’ properties, putting us in a position to pick up the property of being a personal computer rather than, say, the property of being a television or the property of being a self-check-in device at the airport. Hence, the conceptual information must cognitively penetrate the perceptual relation, which then puts us in a position to pick up high-level properties. © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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The problem with this proposal, however, is that at least some high-level properties can be sensorily presented in the absence of any cognitive penetration, as we have seen. Properties related to face perception and mind reading are a case in point. The properties such as being a face, gazing in a particular direction, showing interest and trying to open the door are relatively highlevel, yet they are ordinarily hardwired or mentally integrated during the early maturation of the brain’s perceptual systems; they are not acquired. Moreover, they are not mind-independent property instances of the external world. So, it seems that naïve realism fails to account for how we can perceive them.



8. A disunified view? One way to avoid the above challenge is to reject naïve realism in favor of a disunified view of experience that takes perceptual experience to be a matter of both being perceptually related to mind-independent objects and property instances and representing these entities (a view of this sort is endorsed by e.g. Bengson, Grube and Korman, 2011). This sort of view would allow its defenders to account for high-level properties as constituents of the representational content of experience, while maintaining that low-level properties are presented in experience via a direct perceptual relation between the subject and mind-independent property instances. On such a view, awareness of the high-level properties we can discriminate that are not simply a result of top-down influences may well be computed by the brain’s perceptual systems and intra-perceptual principles that govern these systems. The downside of this view, of course, is that it does not allow the naïve realist to bypass the need for perceptual representation and perceptual content and hence may potentially undermine the motivation for adopting naïve realism. This, however, is a question that is best left for future exploration.



9. Conclusion In this article we have argued that there is no interesting connection between high-level properties being sensorily presented and cognitive penetration. We have also shown that arguments in favor of a weaker connection between cognitive penetration and higher-level representation rely on questionable premises. Finally, we have argued that the lack of this sort of connection makes it difficult for naïve realism to account for how high-level properties can be presented in experience. This problem may be resolved by © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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adopting a disunified view of perceptual experience, according to which experience picks out low-level properties via direct perceptual relations, whereas higher-level properties are consciously represented by a representational component of experience.11 Department of Philosophy University of Miami



NOTES 1



There has been a lot of debate about whether visual seemings just are visual experiences (Ghijsen, 2015; Chudnoff and DiDomenico, 2015) or whether they are distinct from such experiences (Tucker, 2010; Lyons, 2015; Conee, 2013; Brogaard, 2013; Bergmann, 2013; Reiland, 2015). We are not taking a stance on this issue in this article but if it turns out that visual seemings come apart from visual experiences, then ‘visual experiences’ should be read so as not to include visual seemings. 2 Some deny only that high-level properties of a particular type are presented in visual experience. Brogaard (2013), for instance, argues against the proposal that the natural-kind properties are presented in experience. 3 These properties are not as high-level as, say, natural-kind properties but they are still high-level if we draw a sharp distinction between high-level and low-level properties. 4 We follow Eleanor Gibson (1969, p. 4) in taking ‘perceptual learning’ to be ‘an increase in the ability to extract information from the environment, as a result of experience and practice with stimulation coming from it.’ 5 ‘[P]resumably causation falls on the “rich” side of the rich/thin divide, but it is coherent to suppose that experiences represent causation due to hard-wiring, not as a result of cognitive penetrability’ (2012, p. 207). While Siegel is here contrasting hard-wiring with cognitive penetrability, one might think that a more useful contrast to be drawn here is between hard-wiring and perceptual learning. While some might think that perceptual learning and cognitive penetrability should be identified, we consider them distinct. One reason to think that perceptual learning is distinct from cognitive penetration is this: the ability to recognize an image in a random-dot stereogram improves with repeated exposure (see Ramachandran and Braddick, 1973). But the subjects’ beliefs need not have any connection to the contents of the image for that effect to occur (Frisby and Clatworthy, 1975). Another example is the improvement in vernier acuity tasks (discrimination of spatial detail) after practice, as reported in McKee and Westheimer (1978). Hence, perceptual learning can occur without cognitive penetration. 6 One could abandon all talk of hard-wiring and instead opt for the following argument: the ability to perceive causal relations is cognitively impenetrable as it persists in the face of known illusions (see e.g. Michotte, 1963; Leslie and Keeble, 1987, pp. 285–286 especially). Yet, causal relations are high-level. So, there could be high-level perception in the absence of cognitive penetration. The points we raise in reply to the original argument, however, would seem to apply to this version of the argument as well. This is because the kinds of causal relations discussed in that literature do not appear to be high-level either. 7 Interestingly, Schyns and Oliva take their experiments involving hybrid faces to indicate that our experience is cognitively penetrable. But it is unclear that they understand cognitive penetrability in the narrow sense we’re using here. 8 ‘[O]ne might allow that experiences can be cognitively penetrated, while denying that this ever results in “rich” contents, because there are limits to what contents experiences can come to have as the result of cognitive penetration.’ (2012, p. 207) © 2015 The Authors Pacific Philosophical Quarterly © 2015 University of Southern California and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



484



PACIFIC PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY



9



For a range of studies showing this, see Delk and Fillenbaum, 1965; Gegenfurtner et al., 2001; Hansen et al., 2006; Olkkonen, Hansen and Gegenfurtner, 2008: Witzel et al., 2011; Levin and Banaj, 2006. 10 Mere associative principles do not meet the condition for cognitive penetrability that Pylyshyn sets out and we adopt: ‘if a system is cognitively penetrable then the function it computes is sensitive, in a semantically coherent way, to the organism’s goals and beliefs, that is, it can be altered in a way that bears some logical relation to what the person knows … Note that changes produced by shaping basic sensors … (perhaps through focal attention), do not count as cognitive penetration because they do not alter the contents of perceptions in a way that is logically connected to the contents of belief’ (1999, p. 343). In the case we’re describing, it is of course possible to construct a sequence of inferential steps that leads from the belief content to the content of perception. But it’s also possible that the contents are connected by brute association learned, e.g. through conditioning, rather than by a series of inferential steps. It is the latter case we have in mind here. 11 We are grateful to Indrek Reiland and Jack Lyons for helpful comments on a previous version of this article.
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