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Abstract
Does a penny viewed at an angle in some sense look dliptica, as though projected on a
two-dimensiona surface? Many philosophers have said such things, from Maebranche
(1674/1997) and Hume (1739/1978), through early sense-data theorigts, to Tye (2000)
and Noé (2004). | confessthat it doesn’'t seem this way to me, though I’m somewhat
baffled by the phenomenology and pessmigtic about our ability to resolve the dispute. |
conjecture that, maybe, projectivist views draw some of their gpped by over-andogizing
visud experience to painting or photography. Theorists writing in contexts where vison
is analogized to less projective media— Sgnet ring impressons in wax in ancient Greece,
stereoscopy in introspective psychology circa 1900 — seem subgtantialy lesslikely to

attribute such projective distortions to visua appearances.
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Do Things Look Flat?
i

I’ve put a penny on my desk, and I'm viewing it a an angle. I’'minclined to think it
looks circular. What do you think? Giveit atry. Doesit look circular to you, too? Or,
ingtead, do you only know or judge that the penny is circular, while the figure it presents
to your Sght — its actud visua appearance —isan dlipse? | gaze out my window and see
arow of dreetlights. Does it look like they shrink asthey recede into the distance? Or
do they dl look the same Sze?

AlvaNoé (2004) and Sean Kdly (thisissue) join along line of philosophers
(stretching at least from Malebranche 1674/1997 [81.7] through Michagl Tye 2000) in
saying that there’ s a sense in which the penny looks dliptical and the distant streetlights
look smdler and a sense in which they don’t. According to Alva, we “experience [the
penny’q circularity inits merely dliptica [goparent] shape’ (p. 166-167): Part of
experiencing the penny as circular, given its angle rdative to us, is Smultaneoudy
experiencing itsdliptical visud gppearance. Sean says, in contradt, that we normaly see
the penny smply as circular; only by exception do we experience its “ goparent shape’, its
dlipticdity. We don’t experience both the circle and the dlipse smultaneoudy, Sean
suggests, but rather flip between the two much as we flip sequentidly between seeing an
ambiguous figure one way and seeing it another.

Now who'sright? | stare at the penny confounded. Inwhat senseisits * gpparent
shape’ an dlipse? I'm not sure | agree with either Alvaor Sean. I’'m not surel can seeit
asdlipticd at al. Maybe| can in some sense see the far streetlights aslooking smaller

than the close ones, but | don’t think | experience Gestalt switching of the sort Sean
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describes. I've drawn a duck-rabbit and set it next to my penny. It seemslikewhat's
going on when | shift from seeing the duck to seeing the rabhit is different from anything

| can muster with the penny or the Streetlights. On the other hand, when | look at the rim
of my coffee cup, abit farther awvay and a amore oblique angle, it seems| can get a bit
into the mood of seeing the rim asdliptica, especidly if | unfocus my eyesalittle.
Maybe ther€ s even a Gestdt switch?

How much of my confusion and uncertainty is merely confusion and uncertainty
about labels, about how best to describe my experience in words, and how much is
genuine confusion about the phenomenology itsdf?  What do “looks” and “ appears’
mean? Arewe al usng these termsin exactly the same way, or might we be talking a
Cross-purposes? I’'m not entirdy sure. But I’ d guess that the dispute isn't entirdly
linguigtic. When | look at the penny, at the Streetlights, at the mug, | fed different
impulses that accord or conflict differently with what Alva and Sean have said; but my
use of words, my understanding of the key termsin the dispute, hasn't changed. Rather, |
fed like I'm reaching variable judgments about, and find difficult to fathom, the
phenomenology itsdf. You too, or no? Many philosophers seem to think it’ s rather
difficult, or even impossible, to be mistaken in sSincere and careful judgments about
currently ongoing visud experience. Perhaps, then, they’d say that Alva'sand Sean’'s
disoute is entirely linguigtic or purely theoreticd, that the phenomenology itself,

consdered smply on its own, is absolutely obvious?

Schwitzgebel August 1, 2005 Do Things Look Hat?p. 3



Here' s one possibility: Alvaand Sean have each captured an agpect of an immensely
complex and variable phenomenology of vision, and they're just too enthusiastic about
generdizing. Heré s another: The phenomenology of vison isfairly conssent and
systematic, and one or more of usis Smply mistaken about it. And another: Despite what
| said above, the phenomenology is plain and indisputable, and underneath linguigtic
differencesweredly dl agree.

Now how are we, as adiscipline, to decide among these dternatives? And if we
decide in favor of the second of them, how are we to assess the competing views? Sean
worries that disputes of this sort often become irresolvable foot- somping matches: “this
is the phenomenology!” (stomp, ssomp), “no it'snot!” (somp, stomp). | share this
worry. Infact, | think it's nearly insurmountable.

To dispd his concern, Sean suggests a reaction-time experiment. Alvawill
probably, in his reply to Sean, provide reasons to think the results of such an experiment
could at best be only suggestive (without getting into details, let me recommend the
literature arising from Cooper et d. 1992). But generdly, let me say, it seemsto methat
inferences from quantitative behaviora results to conscious experience are dways
somewhat speculative — and will remain so until we have a clearer genera grasp of the
relationship between consciousness and behavior (if ever we do).

My overdl atitude about such mattersis near despair. | am, as Alvaputsit, a“new
skeptic” about our ordinary, everyday understanding of conscious experience. But unlike
most of the new skeptics Alva describes, I’'m not sanguine about our ability to resolve
questions about consciousness through third- person methods. The whole business, |

think, is a disastrous mess.
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il
Let's congder an issue on which Alvaand Sean evidently agree: that the “apparent
shape’ of the coinisan dlipse. Now, I’'m not sure exactly what Sean means when he
saysthis, snce he dso inggsthat ordinarily the coin doesn't “look” dliptica and that we
don't generaly “experience’ the dlipse— but let’s assume that Sean intends his phrase
non-vacuoudy, that on his view thereis some red sense in which the coin “ gppears’
eliptica, and that we can, on occasion at least (as he seemsto say) experience that
dlipticdity.

Many philosophers have said smilar things— even people, like J.L. Austin, you
might think wouldn’t (see his 1962, p. 26). Sean and Austin may be speaking somewhat
in the spirit of concession, but il they say it: In some sense the coin appears dliptical.
Now isthisright? Isthisaconcesson they should be making?

There are severd waysto transform acircle into an dlipse, but the most naturd in
this context seemsto beto project it obliquely onto atwo-dimensiond plane—
presumably a plane perpendicular to the line of sght. We might be tempted, then, to say
that “gpparent shape” in generd is defined by planar projections, and thus— does this
follow? — that there sakind of two-dimensondity to visud gppearances (in the rlevant
sense of ‘gppearance’). | suspect some of the people who say the coin looks dliptica
might balk at this last suggestion, but it isn’'t obvious where to put on the brakes.

I’m aso not sure planar projection explains the lightposts smdling off into the
disance. Thefar oneswill be smdler if we project dong lines coming to avertex a the

eye, but any projections from the sde will intersect the plane obliquely, and thus appear
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condderably larger in the plane than their sraight-ahead counterparts — weirdly larger if
projection onto the plane is supposed to represent visual experience (seefig. 1). It seems,
thus, that we should project appearances not onto a plane but rather onto a sphere
centered at the eye. (Thiswould aso capture the idea that gpparent Sze normally varies
with visud angle subtended.) But of course, technically, the projection of acircular

region onto apherica surfaceisn't dlipticd: The dlipseisaplanar figure. Should we
say, then, that the apparent shape is, most accurately, a concave dlipse-like figure
projected asif on aspherica surface? Well, ashard atime as | have seeing the shape of
the coin asdlipticd, | have an even harder time seeing it as concave! (Thisistrue even

if I exchange the penny for a quarter and bring my very nearsghted |eft eye about three

inchesfromiit.)

fig. 1
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Maybe this discussion is too technica and picayune. Maybe I’ ve missed the spirit
of No€ sand Kdly's (and so many others') view in saying that the apparent shape of the

coinisandlipse If s, | invite them to explain the geometricd transformation involved.

iv.

Isit just obvious and undenigble that the coin gppears or looks (in some sense) dliptical,

in away that no geometrica cavils can touch? It's not obviousto me. But of course
that’ s just confessond, just me, and maybe I’ m being obtuse or willfully blind. Quite
possibly so!

However, I'll tdl you what | suspect. | suspect that our inclination to regard the
gpparent shape of the coin as an dlipse and the farther lightpost as smdler — our
inclination to atribute to visua appearances or visud experience what I'll henceforth call

projective digortions — is due to over-andogizing visud experience to flat mediasuch as

paintings or snapshots. Alva himsdlf thinks theorists have often over-andogized visud
experience to sngpshots, mistakenly attributing to visua experience photographicaly rich
detail from the center far into the periphery. What I’'m suggesting isthat Alva (and to a
lesser extent Sean, and many others) over-andogizesto picturesin adifferent way, taking
visuad experience to be, in some sensg, flat like a picture: The coin “looks’ dliptica
because that’s how we' d paint it.

We over-anaogize the mind quite often, | suspect, casting what' s difficult and
reconditein terms of better-known outward media and technologies, then misattributing
features of those technologiesto the mind. If you're a Searle fan or aconnectionist, you

might think we did thet in the 1980s, andogizing thought to classca computation.
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(Earlier philosophers anaogized the mind to awatch or hydraulic device) My favorite
example of over-andogizing, however, isthe over-andogizing of dreamsto movies.
Thiswent so far that in the 1950s the overwhel ming mgority of North Americans sad
they dreamed in black and white! (Now we say we dreamin color. I’'m not surethat’s

true either. See Schwitzgebd 2002, 2003; Schwitzgebd & Huang submitted.)

V.
I”’m not sure how to establish what I’ ve just suggested. Maybe it can't be established.
But here s a conjecture which, if true, may support the idea: Theorists writing in contexts
wherevison ign't typicaly andogized to two-dimensond, projective mediawill be

subgtantidly less likely to attribute projective distortions to visua experience than those

andogizing vison to painting or photography. Two historical periods are especidly
relevant to this hypothesis ancient Greece, where the dominant analogy for visua
perception was impressing asgnet upon wax, and introgpective psychology circa 1900,
where the dominant analogy (for binocular vision) was the stereoscope.

If asignet ring is correctly applied, the impression in the wax will accurately match,
in complement, the entire shape of the signet, with a correspondence part-for- part that
does't vary with the circumstance of gpplication. Unlike photographs or paintings, wax
impressions don't reflect different parts of their subject, or take on a different
arrangement of shapes, depending on the conditions of creation (though, of course, we
may see signet from different pergpectives, or asignet may be engraved, incidentdly,
with a perspectivally represented scene). Now perhaps this absence of perspectiveisa

weakness in the wax-9gnet analogy: Clearly, in some sense, perception — vison

Schwitzgebel August 1, 2005 Do Things Look Hat?p. 8



epecidly — is perspectival. Maybe, indeed, thisiswhy the andogy to painting or
photography has been so compeling historically, since these media are perspectivd ina
way that undeniably resemblesvision in at least one respect: A picture will portray (and
omit) amost exactly the same parts of its subject as a viewer would see (and not see)
from that Sde. But of course the truth of the projectivist view does't follow from this
aone.

Aridotle and Plaio famoudy employ the signet ring andogy for perception and
memory in De Anima (424a; 435a; see also De Memoria 450a where he employs both the
sgnet ring and the picture andogy) and the Theaetetus (esp. 191c-194d), respectively.
And indeed in these works, and in related works | have reviewed, neither ever speaksina
projectivist way about visua appearances, though they do discuss other puzzles about
perception, and Plato discusses differencesin intdlectud perspective a length. Epicurus

embraces the Sgnet ring analogy (see Letter to Herodotus 49 [note the word

e?ap?sf?a?3a??] and Plutarch’s Brutus) and positively asserts that our impressons are
the same shape as the objects perceived (i.e., not, apparently, projective distortions).
Sextus Empiricus, though critica of the Sgnet andogy in some places (e.g., Againd the
Logicdans 1.228, 250-251, 372, 11.400), appears to employ it uncriticaly in others (AL

1.293; Outlines of Skepticism 1.49) and never to my knowledge ana ogizes perception to

having apicture in the mind. He s a particularly interesting case because he repeatedly
emphasizes variation and distortion in sensory gppearances, offering extensive catalogues

a, eg., 0S1.44-52, 100-127; AL 1.192-209, 414. None of these discussions contain any
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clear examples of projective distortion.® But it’s hard to imagine that Sextus would leave
off hisligtsthe kinds of cases that dominate later projectivist discussions, like the penny
viewed obliquely or the row of columns receding into the distance, had they occurred to
him.

I’'m no cdasscd scholar, but in the ancient Greek literature I ve managed to review
thusfar, I've found very few explicit comparisons of visua perception, or even visud
imagery, to pictures or paintings, despite some trandations that mideadingly interpolate
the word ‘picture into ancient discussions of imagery. (We may be even more prone to
comparevisud imagery to flat mediathan visud sensation. Cdling images “pictures’
amogt doesn't seem metaphorica. | wonder why thisis. Areimages actudly flat? Or
does their seeming insubgtantialy discourage comparison to more robust media
regardless of their two-dimensondity or lack of it?) And I'vefound no clear case of any
ancient Greek philosopher attributing projective distortions to visua appearances —

though one begins to see projectionist distortion, aong with adecline of the wax anaogy,

! Sextus does say that from a distance a square tower may look round or alarge
thing amdl (OS 1.118; AL 1.208, 414), but | read these as cases of genuine misperception
rather than projective digtortion. He aso mentions that a column viewed from one end
appears to taper but not when viewed from the middle (OS 1.118). I'm inclined to read
this as reference to illuson in the perception of columns, well known to the Greeks. (A
genuine projectivist would say that the column appears to taper at both ends when viewed

from the middle)
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if one goes to ancient Rome (L ucretius De Rerum Natura IV, circal. 430) and Egypt

(Ptolemy’ s and Eudlid’s optics).2

Stereoscopes, which enjoyed avogue in late 19 century parlors, served asthe
preferred andogy for binocular vison among some of the early introspective
psychologists (e.g., Helmholtz 1867/1925; Mach 1886/1959; Wundt 1897/1897;
Titchener 1901-1905, 1910). A stereoscope holds two photographs, taken from dightly
different angles, and presents one to each eye. If the perceiver succeedsin “fusing” the
two pictures, she experiences alively three-dimensiond effect. Although stereoscopes
are perspectival as Sgnet impressions are not, the stereoscopic image is not a two-
dimensond projection.

In accord with my conjecture, I’ ve generdly found that psychologists favoring
stereoscopy as an andogy for sight aso tend to avoid saying (except in cases of outright
illuson) thet “apparent Sze’ varies with distance or that a circle viewed from an angle
“looks’ dliptica — though Heimholtz is a notable exception. Conversely, authors not as
swept up in stereoscopy (e.g., Dewey 1886), or who seem generdly to prefer the picture
analogy (e.g., James 1890/1981), more frequently attribute projective distortions to

experience.

2 The term “impression”, which seems derived from the signet metaphor,
continued, of course, to have a prominence in philosophy into the modern period — but |
suspect that the metaphorica force, the power of the suggestion of impressed wax,
declinesin those later uses. Likewisefor contemporary psychologica use of

“gtereoscopic” in reference to binocular vison.
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Psychologists analogizing vision to stereoscopy tend to stress the difference
between monocular and binocular vison. Mach, for example, in presenting the sketch
reproduced in Noé (2004, p. 36), emphasizesthat aflat picture can only adequately
represent monocular vison; “ stereoscopic” vision, he says, can't be respresented by a
sngle plane drawing (1886/1959, p. 18). Would he, then, have been willing to say that a
circle viewed a an angle looks like an lipse monocularly but not binocularly? To
contemporary sensihilities this may seem drange: It seems—to me at least — that
monocular vison jugt isn't that different from binocular vison (though see
O’ Shaughnessy 2003). Binocular disparity (as late 19'"-century psychologistswell knew)
isonly one among many depth cues. The world doesn't go flat and then puff out as|
open and close one eye, | think. But of course in stereoscopy, the difference between
monocular and binocular views is essentid.

Psychologists fond of the stereoscope andlogy aso seem readier than others to find
doubling in visua experience, like the doubling of an unfused image in a Sereoscope.
Titchener writes, for example:

[T]hefidd of vison ... showsagood ded of doubling: thetip of the cigar in
your mouth splitsinto two, the edge of the open door waversinto two, the
ropes of the swing, the telegraph pole, the sem of another, nearer treg, dl are
doubled. Solong, that is, asthe eyes are a rest, only certain objectsin the

field are seen Sngle; the rest are seen double (1910, p. 309).
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That most peoplefail to notice this, Titchener remarks, is* one of the curiosities of

binocular vison” .3

Hume writes:
‘“Tis commonly alowed by philosophers, that al bodies, which discover
themselvesto the eye, appear asif painted on aplain surface (1739/1978, p.
56).

And G.E. Moore says [after holding up an envelope:
Those of you on that Sde of room will have seen arhomboida figure, while
thosein front of me will have seen afigure more nearly rectangular (1953, p.
33).

| supposeit isn’'t as obviousto me asiit has been to many others that thereis any sense—

no, that’ stoo strong — any fundamentd, culturdly invariant sense in which these remarks

aretrue. But I'm not sure how to go about resolving this question. Staring longer &t the

penny leaves me only more perplexed.*
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