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12 Perceptual Misrecognition: A Kind of Illusion? Jérôme Dokic



Introduction We have the ability to recognize, immediately and effortlessly, complex properties and kinds on the basis of perception. For instance, I can recognize a kind of animal, tree or car when I see an exemplar of it. Our perceptual-recognitional abilities also extend to particular persons, as when I see my friend Mary approaching. The issue I would like to address in this chapter concerns the psychological and epistemological explanation of perceptual misrecognition, especially with respect to familiar persons. When I seem to recognize Mary, who is an old friend of mine, while in fact I am facing her twin sister, Jane, whom I have never met, do I suffer from a kind of perceptual illusion or am I just making a cognitive error – a false judgment? I shall suggest, on the basis of both conceptual analysis and empirical models and results, that the dichotomy between perceptual illusions and cognitive errors is not exhaustive, and that we have to take into account a third category, namely epistemic presuppositions or “hinge” propositions that pertain to the “perceptual frame of reference”, and whose falsity is responsible for the relevant cases of misrecognition.



12.1 Illusions, cognitive errors, and false presuppositions On a traditional epistemological picture, there can be only two kinds of explanation of the falsity of an ordinary judgment made on the basis of one’s perceptual experience. The first kind of explanation is that the perceptual experience itself is illusory and the subject has been misled in accepting its content as true. For instance, a naïve subject is looking for the first time at some optical illusion, say a Müller-Lyer figure, and 225
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falsely judges that the perceived parallel lines are unequal in length. The second kind of explanation locates the problem at the level of background or ancillary beliefs that are supposed to be rationally involved in the formation of the subject’s judgment as further premises themselves in need of justification. On at least some interpretations, this is what happens in the venerable case of the stick half immersed in water. The naïve subject falsely judges that the stick is bent, not because her experience is illusory (after all, she is seeing a straight stick half immersed in water), but because she has the wrong background beliefs or cognitive expectations about the properties of the media (air and water) involved. One problem with this traditional picture is that it is notoriously difficult to draw a neat boundary between perceptual illusions and cognitive errors.1 To begin with, it is not clear whether and how far the class of perceptual illusions extends beyond the well-known optical illusions. We take ourselves to perceive natural kinds such as cats and trees, functional artifacts such as cars, and in general solid, threedimensional things with occluded parts. But if someone is looking, say, at a car façade (under a particular angle), which has none of the functional properties of a car, does she have a perceptual illusion (surely her experience need not involve any optical illusion), or does her judgment involve some cognitive error? Questions of this kind will surely appear pointless if we can get rid of the idea that the traditional dichotomy between perceptual illusions and cognitive errors is exhaustive. Indeed, ordinary perceptual knowledge can also rest on “hinge propositions” (Wittgenstein, 1969) or “primitive certainties” (Mulligan, 2006), namely propositions that are taken for granted or presupposed in the formation of the perceptual judgment without being either based on evidence or justified by background beliefs.2 The point is that some perceptual judgments rest on false presuppositions in a way compatible with there being no perceptual illusions or cognitive errors, properly speaking. More generally, Harman and Sherman (2004) have observed that we take for granted the truth of various propositions that as they say we do not believe “fully”. These propositions work as epistemic presuppositions, which must be true in order for other judgments to count as knowledge. For example, when Peter forms in February a judgment about where he is going to spend the summer, he takes for granted that he won’t die beforehand, or that the lottery ticket he has purchased is not the winning ticket (otherwise, he would go for a longer vacation, and to a more exotic place). In general, Harman and Sherman
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defend the following principle (where “assumptions” has been replaced by “presuppositions”): (EP) What one knows can and usually does rest on presuppositions one takes for granted without knowing them to be true. Harman and Sherman specify that these presuppositions can be justifiably taken for granted, but it is best not to think of epistemic presuppositions as being themselves directly justified. On the contrary, as Wittgenstein emphasized in On Certainty, a peculiar feature of epistemic presuppositions is that they are not epistemically grounded on anything else: (EP1) Epistemic presuppositions are not empirical. They are not based on reasons. Even if epistemic presuppositions have the form of empirical propositions, they play a quite different role in our belief system. There is a sense in which we accept them as true, even though they “lie apart from the road travelled by inquiry” (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 88). They belong to the “frame of reference” relative to which we play the game of confirmation and refutation (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 83). They are fixed points in our theoretical and practical reasoning and, more generally, in our activities of asking for and providing reasons. A second feature of epistemic presuppositions is that they make sense only against a substantial body of empirical knowledge. At least in a normal context, they are “epistemically fertile”: (EP2) Taking something for granted should enable the acquisition of substantial empirical knowledge, which it would be difficult or impossible to acquire by other means. As Harman and Sherman observe, one cannot know something just by deciding to take it for granted. 3 However, the subject who takes something for granted should be able to acquire substantial knowledge about something else. For instance, I know that Nicolas Sarkozy is now the President of France because I take for granted that he is alive as I am writing. I do not have independent reasons to convert my belief that he is alive to knowledge (I do not have real-time information about his state of health), but the presupposition that he is alive can, in an appropriate context, maintain in memory a substantial
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piece of empirical knowledge, that he is still in charge of the French presidency. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein insists that hinge propositions are not gratuitous hypotheses, from which the rest of one’s beliefs are supposed to follow. In this respect, he agrees with classical foundationalism: if one’s beliefs essentially depended on unjustified hypotheses, the very possibility of empirical knowledge would be in jeopardy. However, Wittgenstein turns the image of knowledge resting on foundations on its head. If hinge propositions constitute the “foundation” of knowledge, the foundation walls do not stand up by themselves, but only because they are “carried by the whole house” (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 248). Like hinges which exist only to the extent that a door turns on them (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 341), they depend on the epistemic fertility of the system of beliefs that they make available. A third feature of epistemic presuppositions has to do with their cognitive dynamics: (EP3) The status of an epistemic presupposition can vary across contexts of enquiry. An epistemic presupposition can become an empirical belief in need of justification. Reciprocally, at least some empirical beliefs can become epistemic presuppositions. Although they cannot be used to justify other beliefs any more, taking their truth for granted leads to substantial new knowledge. As Wittgenstein puts it: It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were not hardened but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and hard ones became fluid (1969, p. 96). The dynamics of hinge propositions depends on something like their level of generality. It is difficult, perhaps impossible, for a high-level hinge proposition such as “There are physical objects” to become empirical. In contrast, a low-level proposition can be framework in one context and empirical in another context. Wittgenstein gives the example of “I have two hands”, which is framework in a normal context (I don’t have to check whether I have two hands), but empirical in a context in which I am the victim of a bomb’s explosion (then it might be urgent to make sure that my hands have not been severed from my arms).
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The fact that epistemic presuppositions are not grounded on reasons does not entail that they are unconcerned by rational, critical evaluation. To begin with, one can criticize someone else on the ground that one of his or her presuppositions is false. Wittgenstein suggests in On Certainty that having as part of one’s framework an obviously false proposition is not an error but rather a special kind of mental disturbance (Geistesstörung, p. 71). For instance, if I sincerely denied that I have lived in Paris for many years, my friends would have serious doubts about my mental health. On the other hand, we can certainly take for granted false propositions without being mentally disturbed. Indeed, we can discover the falsity of some of our own epistemic presuppositions, and revise our beliefs accordingly. In general, the fact that the formation of a judgment takes for granted the truth of various propositions creates epistemic commitments. The subject should be sensitive to the coherence of his presuppositions with respect to the rest of his beliefs and cognitive attitudes. He should be able to detect potential areas of epistemic sterility, which are symptoms of false presuppositions.



12.2 The perceptual frame of reference Let’s see how the foregoing account of epistemic presuppositions applies to the sphere of perception. The claim is that ordinary, “basic” perceptual judgments can rest on epistemic presuppositions or primitive certainties. To begin with, as Wittgenstein pointed out, visible states of affairs seen in a normal context, where there is no obstacle and the lighting conditions are optimal, correspond to primitive certainties rather than empirical beliefs: I believe that there is a chair over there ... But is my belief grounded ? (1969, p. 173). My having two hands is, in normal circumstances, as certain as anything that I could produce in evidence for it. That is why I am not in a position to take the sight of my hand as evidence for it (1969, p. 250). Of course, what our perceptual judgments take for granted in a given context might become empirical in another context. For instance, if the environment changes and chair façades become more common than whole solid chairs, our epistemic presuppositions and perceptual judgments will change accordingly. Perhaps we will only take for granted the fact that there is an object which looks like a chair from our current
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perspective. Mulligan discusses another example of a dynamic adjustment between tacit presuppositions and empirical judgments: If naïve, visual certainties are not justified and do not justify, what account should be given of the case where, when asked whether it is raining outside on returning from a walk, I reply in the affirmative, and to the question ‘How do you know?’ I reply ‘I saw that it was raining’? Presumably, the naïve visual certainties I enjoyed in the rain become critical certainties when I reply to the question (2006, p. 17). In this example, the subject’s self-ascription (“I saw that it was raining”) now provides a (very good) justification for an empirical or critical belief (“It was raining”), even if the content of the latter used to be primitively certain. By making an epistemic presupposition explicit, the subject transformed it into a justified empirical belief. Of course, reflective self-ascriptions of the form “It visually seems to me as if p” can also be made in the absence of any perceptual judgment. For instance, it can seem to me as if it is raining while I do not believe that it is raining (perhaps I believe that I am hallucinating). This might seem to raise a problem. As defined here, an epistemic presupposition is relative to the formation of a judgment. How can a self-ascription of experience then reveal an epistemic presupposition, for instance that it is raining, while the subject does not make any judgment that takes this fact for granted? The answer is that self-ascriptions reveal inclinations to believe on the basis of the subject’s experience, whether or not these inclinations correspond to actual beliefs. I judge that it visually seems to me as if p in cases in which my experience inclines me to judge that p, even if I hold a contrary belief. Now suppose I make perceptual judgments that rely on the primitive certainty that it is raining. For instance, I spontaneously judge that walking on the main road is safer than on the dirt track, which I usually take when the weather is fine. What happens if I suddenly go into a paranoid mood and judge that I am hallucinating? By definition, the fact that it is raining ceases to act as an epistemic presupposition (for there is no perceptual judgment that takes it for granted), but I might still be inclined to believe that it is raining, or at least to make judgments that trade on the fact that it is raining. This is why I continue to judge that it seems to me as if it is raining. This shows that epistemic presuppositions tied to experience have a feature that is not shared by other kinds of epistemic presuppositions.
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Suppose for instance that I revise my earlier judgment that Sarkozy is the current President of France because I discover that an epistemic presupposition of my judgment is false; let’s imagine I learn that he has just died of a heart attack due to overstress. In this case, the relevant epistemic presupposition, that Sarkozy is alive, does not survive as a cognitive impression; I now believe that he is dead, but I may have no inclination to believe that he is alive. In contrast, epistemic presuppositions of perceptual judgments that are discovered to be false can persist as cognitive impressions or inclinations to believe, as our ordinary selfascriptions of experiences testify. This shows that the rational transition from experience to judgment is quite different from other kinds of rational transitions. The suggestion that a demonstrative content such as “There is a chair over there” is primitively certain has a surprising consequence. It entails that one’s perceptual experience (in the relevant context) cannot confirm that one is seeing a whole solid chair as opposed to a chair façade, or a set of spatially separate parts as in the case of Ames’s room. One can argue that this captures a well-entrenched intuition, namely that one’s experience when one sees a chair is exactly similar, in respect to what is properly speaking visible, to the experience of seeing a chair façade (viewed from the right perspective). However, it does not follow that there is any epistemic obligation to restrict one’s perceptual judgments to facing surfaces or visual appearances. On the contrary, ordinary perceptual judgments can take for granted the fact that there is a whole solid chair over there. For instance, one can judge that there are four chairs in the room, in response to an epistemic query as to whether there are enough chairs for one’s guests to sit on. In a nutshell, ordinary perceptual judgments can seem to be spontaneous, i.e. directly based on perception, even if they are the result of a process of informational enrichment relative to what is perceived properly (that is empirically) speaking. However, the point about epistemic presuppositions is that such enrichment need not be independently justified by explicit background beliefs. Rather, the relevant epistemic presuppositions belong to the “perceptual frame of reference”. Although they usually remain tacit or unnoticed, they can survive and manifest themselves as felt inclinations to accept a content which is actually rejected because of a better judgment. In what follows, I shall use the claim that ordinary perceptual judgements involves epistemic presuppositions within the perceptual frame of reference in an analysis of person recognition, focusing on the case in which one visually recognizes, or misrecognizes, a familiar person.
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12.3 Literalism vs. inferentialism Among ordinary perceptual judgments are what I shall call “recognition judgments”, namely judgments of the form “Mary looks sad”, “Peter is approaching” or “Look, here is Sam!” These judgements are based on perceptual experience, but what is the relationship, in such a case, between what is judged and what is perceived, properly speaking? In other words, what is the psychology and epistemology of person recognition? We might consider two views of person recognition. The first one is Literalism. This is the view that at least some recognition judgments simply endorse the contents of perceptual experience. For instance, I judge that this person, whom I am seeing, is Mary because I literally see her as (being identical with) Mary. The content of my judgment is, or includes, the content of my visual experience.4 According to Literalism, the rational transition from the perceptual experience to the recognition judgment need not involve any informational enrichment. Person recognition is already achieved at the perceptual level. As a consequence, the recognition judgment need not rely on substantial background beliefs. The recognition judgment is prima facie justified in the absence of background beliefs to the contrary. What happens when misrecognition occurs, for instance when I judge “This is Mary” in front of a woman who looks just like Mary, but is not (perhaps she is Jane, Mary’s twin sister)? In such a case, the blame lies in my perceptual experience, which should be conceived, on the Literalist view, as a perceptual illusion, although perhaps not of the optical kind. My recognition judgment (“This is Mary”) is false because, unbeknownst to me, my experience is illusory. It seems to me as if Mary is physically present, while in fact I am seeing Jane. Another view of person recognition is Inferentialism. In contrast to Literalism, this view states that the transition from the perceptual experience to the recognition judgment must involve some informational enrichment. Properly speaking, no one can see Mary as Mary. The content of perceptual experience cannot be of the form “This person is Mary”. As a consequence, the recognition judgment always goes beyond what is perceived, strictly speaking.5 According to Inferentialism, person recognition occurs when the content of perceptual experience is enriched by suitable background beliefs. The recognition judgment is then conceived as the conclusion of an inference or deliberation from perceptual and non-perceptual
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premises. The form of this inference will vary depending on the version of Inferentialism at stake, but here is a typical example: (1) (2) (3) (4)



This person (whom I am seeing) is V. Mary is V. No two persons have V in this part of the world. Thus, this person, whom I am seeing, is Mary.



Here, V is a complex visible property which constitutes a characteristic visual appearance. However, it is a general property, which can be shared, at least in principle, by several persons: Mary, her twin sister, her Doppelgänger, or indeed anyone cleverly disguised as Mary. Premise (1) is directly based on my visual experience, while premises (2) and (3) are background beliefs. The conclusion (4) is the recognition judgment. On this view, misrecognition is an error of judgment (broadly speaking) rather than a perceptual illusion. There would be nothing wrong with my visual experience if someone other than Mary were actually present. If my judgment of recognition is false, the blame lies either in premise (2) (my memory about Mary’s visual appearance is unfaithful) or in premise (3) (Mary is not the only one with her visual appearance in the relevant part of the world). A version of Inferentialism seems to be implicit in John Perry’s analogy between perceptual recognition and a three-storey building. At the top level are “detached” mental files, which Perry calls “notions”. Notions consist in stored pieces of information about things and persons (including factual and episodic memories). At the bottom level are temporary mental files, which Perry calls “buffers”. Buffers contain only information gained from the perception of objects while they are perceived. Here is how Perry describes the intermediate level: The middle level is full of informational wiring. Sockets dangle down from above, and plugs stick up from below. The ideas in the first-floor perceptual buffers and in the third-floor files are constantly compared. When there is a high probability that they are of a single person or thing, recognition (or misrecognition) occurs. The plug from the buffer is plugged into the socket for the notion. Information then flows both ways. The information flowing up from the perception adds new ideas to the file associated with the notion. [ ... ] The information flowing down to the bottom level enriches the perceptual buffer, and guides my action towards the objects I see and
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hear, in ways that would not be supported just by the ideas picked up from perception (2001, p. 121). At least if we assume that it is the subject who compares the contents of the perceptual buffer with the contents of the notions, Perry’s description naturally leads to the view that the recognition judgment is the conclusion of a (probabilistic) inference from what is perceived.



12.4 Recognitional concepts Literalism is probably our naïve view of person recognition. When I see Mary approaching and suddenly recognize her, it does not seem to me as if I am reasoning to the conclusion that the person I am seeing is Mary. Does it follow that the content of my visual experience is or involves “This is Mary”? Consider the following two-step argument in favor of Literalism. The first step introduces the notion of a recognitional concept. Here is how Brian Loar defines it: Given a normal background of cognitive capacities, certain recognitional or discriminative dispositions suffice for having specific recognitional concepts, which is to say, suffice for the capacity to make judgments that depend specifically on those recognitional dispositions. Simple such judgments have the form: the object ... a is one of that kind ... It is a basic fact about our cognitive set-up that recognitional dispositions can suffice for mental predicates with specific conceptual roles, and in that way create cognitive content (1990, p. 87). For instance, I have the ability to recognize a car when I see one. My recognitional ability can be tied to a general concept, in the sense that the exercise of the ability relative to an instance of the relevant kind (car) quasi-automatically activates the concept. As Loar suggests, recognitional concepts are first and foremost demonstrative concepts: I see the car as an object of that kind. However, recognitional concepts can also be tied (perhaps derivatively) to non-demonstrative concepts: I see the car as such, namely as a car. (There is an important difference, of course: someone can have the concept of a car without having the visual ability to recognize cars, whereas the possession of the demonstrative concept being of that kind requires the possession of the corresponding recognitional ability.)
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I shall assume that, whenever a recognitional concept is activated, it enters the (conceptual) content of experience, and so must be used in a complete specification of what is perceived. If my answer to the question “What are you seeing?”, in a situation in which I see something as a car, does not use the concept of a car, it is misleading – it fails to capture the (relevant part of the) phenomenology of my visual experience. I see the car as a simple Gestalt rather than by seeing its various component properties. Indeed, I may not be aware of the features of the visual stimuli that causally activate my recognitional concept. The second step of the argument for Literalism starts with the suggestion that some recognitional concepts are singular rather than general. For we seem to have the perceptual ability to recognize particular objects, and not merely objects as they belong to kinds. More to the point, we seem to have the perceptual ability to recognize particular persons. For instance, I can recognize my friend Mary when I see her.6 These perceptual abilities can be tied to singular concepts. These concepts are first and foremost demonstrative (“This car”, “This person”), but they can be non-demonstrative. For instance, my seeing Mary can activate the singular concept Mary, which corresponds to a stable mental file (what Philip Gerrans in the present volume calls a “person file”) containing various pieces of information about Mary, including episodic memories. Any specification of the content of my experience which does not use this concept is incomplete. Now Literalism can argue that since I have the perceptual ability to recognize Mary when I see her, the content of my experience should be “This person is Mary”, rather than any logically weaker content, such as “This person looks just like Mary”. The activation of the recognitional concept expressed by “Mary” exhibits the characteristic “passivity” of experience; in particular, it does not depend on background beliefs. Even if I did not believe that the person in front of me is Mary, my concept of Mary would still be activated. I would still have to use that concept in order to specify the apparent content of my experience. Is this argument cogent? One might object that it trades on an ambiguity of the phrase “recognizing Mary”. In one sense, recognizing Mary means recognizing her physical presence in front of me, which at least inclines me to judge that the person whom I am seeing is Mary. In another sense, recognizing Mary just means that perceptual recognitional abilities relative to Mary are triggered. Now these abilities are typically triggered in the actual presence of Mary, but they can also be triggered in the presence of anyone looking just like her. Indeed, as



9780230_347908_14_cha12.indd 235



2/4/2012 5:59:08 PM



PROOF 236



Jérôme Dokic



some philosophers from the field of cognitive aesthetics have argued, they may well be triggered by realistic depictions of Mary, for example as seen in a photograph or in a film.7 Now recognition in the second sense does not entail recognition in the first sense (even though the converse is true). The mere fact that perceptual recognitional abilities relative to Mary are triggered does not entail that Mary herself is seen as present. What Literalism must show, then, is that recognizing Mary in the first sense is a purely perceptual achievement, rather than the result of a judgment. For Inferentialism can acknowledge the existence of singular recognitional concepts while insisting that the content of my experience falls short of being of the form “This person is Mary”. For instance, Inferentialism can argue that the recognitional judgment is the conclusion of the following kind of inference: (1) This person, whom I am seeing, looks just like Mary. (2) No two persons look like Mary in this part of the world. (3) Thus, this person, whom I am seeing, is Mary. Premise (1) can be directly based on visual experience. Indeed, Inferentialism now acknowledges that my concept Mary is recognitional and that it must be used in order to specify what I see. When I see someone who looks just like Mary, this concept is automatically triggered. But the content of experience must still be enriched to get to the identity content “This person is Mary”. According to Inferentialism, the relevant enrichment comes from the background belief constituted by premise (2).



12.5



Feelings of (familiar) presence



At this point, we might consider some empirical considerations as relevant to the evaluation of the debate between Literalism and Inferentialism. According to an influential model of visual face recognition (Ellis and Young, 1990), recognizing a familiar person involves two distinct cortical pathways. The qualitative identification of the person’s face activates a purely visual (ventral) pathway, while the emotional response one may produce (implicitly or explicitly) when one sees a familiar face activates a visuo-affective (dorsal) pathway. Consider prosopagnosic subjects, who have lost the ability to identify a person’s face. All faces look the same to them. However, they show implicit (unconscious) signs of affective responses to familiar faces. In contrast, patients
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with Capgras’s syndrome are unable to visually recognize familiar faces. Unlike prosopagnosic subjects, they have an intact face recognition system but lack the affective experience that is normally associated with the perception of one’s relatives. The faces of their relatives “look right” but “feel wrong”. On a plausible account, this is at least part of the reason why they form delusional beliefs like “My spouse has been replaced by an identical-looking impostor”. Another relevant pathology is Fregoli’s syndrome. Fregoli patients show an affective hyperactivity to unknown faces. This is at least part of the reason why they form delusional beliefs like “My sister keeps following me in disguise”.8 When a Capgras patient sees his spouse, the corresponding recognitional concept enters the contents of his visual experience. The person in front of him looks just like his spouse. However, because his visuoaffective system is impaired, it does not feel to him as if his spouse were physically present. He lacks what I shall call a “feeling of presence” related to his spouse. At the same time, he forms the belief that she is an impostor. In contrast, when a Fregoli patient sees a complete stranger whom he takes to be his sister, the corresponding recognitional concept fails to enter the contents of his visual experience. The person in front of him does not look like his sister at all. However, a strong feeling of presence is experienced at the same time as an irresistible inclination to believe that this person is his (cleverly disguised) sister. Inferentialism might try to deal with feelings of presence in the following way. Perhaps the visuo-affective link causally results from an explicit recognition judgment. The absence of such a judgment (“This [seen] person is my spouse”) in Capgras’s syndrome would explain the lack of emotional response. Its presence in Fregoli’s syndrome leads to a (quite irrational) recognition judgment. However, problems for Inferentialism arise when we consider other pathological cases. There are subjects with ventromedial frontal lesions who have similar visuo-affective deficits as Capgras patients but who do not have any delusional beliefs. They believe (indeed, know) that the familiar person is present, but report that their visual experience is quite strange, that it is as if they were seeing an impostor.9 In such a case, all the conditions that should lead to normal recognition according to Inferentialism are met. The plug from the perceptual buffer is plugged into the socket for the relevant person file as the result of an explicit recognition judgment based on background beliefs (which include, in this case, a belief like “Despite my weird experience, this [seen] person must be Mary”). However, something is clearly missing, namely the feeling of presence. An important dimension of the
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phenomenology of normal recognition has been left out. Inferentialism is bound to consider extraordinary cases of person recognition as being on a par with the most ordinary ones. Does it follow that Literalism is right and that recognition judgments simply endorse what is perceived? The answer is negative if a case can be made for the claim that recognition judgments go beyond the sensory contents of experience. Indeed, one can argue that Capgras patients have fully veridical visual experiences. They do not suffer from any kind of sensory illusion. As McLaughlin writes: In Capgras, the way the face of the loved one looks, for instance, in terms of size, shape, color, texture, etc. is the way the loved one’s face is. Indeed, the loved one visually looks like the loved one to the patient—that is, visually looks the way the loved one normally looks to the patient. The patient believes the individual in question looks like her loved one. But the patient does not believe the individual is her loved one because the individual does not feel to her like the loved one. There is no mismatch between the patient’s visual percept and the visual appearance of the loved one. There is no visual illusion (2008, p. 145).



who /?



In the line of our previous discussion of recognitional concepts, the contents of the relevant visual experiences can even be of the form “This person looks like NN”, where “NN” expresses a recognitional concept. These contents are neutral in the sense that they do not entail NN’s physical presence but do not preclude it either. It follows that, in the normal case, the transition from the visual experience to the recognition judgment involves an informational enrichment, which has something to do with the activation of the visuo-affective pathway. At this point, Literalism might give way to what I call “Sophisticated Literalism”. On the latter view, our normal experience of a familiar person has both sensory and affective intentionality. On the one hand, it presents us with a visible state of affairs; for instance, with the presence of someone looking exactly like Mary. On the other hand, it involves a feeling of presence, which has a content of the form “This person is familiar (to me)”. My recognition judgment (“This person is Mary”) is based on both aspects of my experience. It is true if neither is illusory, but it can be false if there is a sensory illusion (the person seen is not how she looks to be), an affective illusion (the person seen is in fact
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unfamiliar), or both. Here is McLaughlin again, who endorses such a view, at least with respect to Capgras’s syndrome: Something can be felt as unfamiliar that is, in fact, familiar. Thus, there can be an illusion of unfamiliarity. In Capgras, there is a mismatch between the feeling of unfamiliarity and its object: The patient’s husband feels unfamiliar to her, but he is in fact familiar to her. (He is, after all, the person about whom the patient is filled with episodic affect-laden memories.) There is thus an affective illusion (2008, p. 145). Sophisticated Literalism is close to what Gerrans (2011, this book) calls “the affective theory”, which gives affect a crucial role in the identification of a familiar person. According to this theory, the feeling of presence would be one of the properties which constitute the familiar person (from the subject’s perspective). Gerrans convincingly rejects the affective theory, and claims that the feeling of presence is a consequence of perceptual recognition of a particular person. In a similar vein, I want to challenge the claim that our ordinary recognition judgments are epistemically based on feelings of presence, or for that matter on any kind of feelings. Feelings are not epistemic intermediaries in the transition from my visual experience of Mary to my recognition judgments.



12.6 The heuristics of person recognition In this final section, I would like to suggest that ordinary recognition judgements are products of simple heuristics belonging to what psychologists call “System 1”. According to the influential two-system framework of reasoning and decision-making, cognitive processes underlying judgments and decisions split into two kinds. Automatic, largely nonconscious processes belong to “System 1”, whereas more controlled, conscious processes belong to “System 2”.10 System 1 involves a set of heuristic-like mechanisms which produce spontaneous or intuitive beliefs rather than reflective ones (see Sperber, 1997). Typically, the subject is inclined to make a judgment on the basis of some (perceptual or non-perceptual) data, without having conscious access to the intermediary cognitive processes. From a phenomenological point of view, his judgment appears as an intuitive response to the presentation of the data. Moreover, System 1 heuristics are triggered in a quasi-automatic
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way independently of the subject’s background beliefs, exhibiting at least one central property of modular competences. The heuristics of person recognition operate on the simple rule that a person who looks like NN is NN. It is plausible that they are also sensitive to spatio-temporal constraints. As Gerrans points out, I can be acquainted with identical twins one of whom lives in Paris and the other in Columbia. While I am in Paris, I spontaneously identify the Paris-dweller, perhaps without the intervention of conscious reasoning (which of course might play a role in other kinds of situations). The point is that the rules defining the heuristics of person recognition are implicit. The recognition judgments themselves do not seem to be based on reasons. Rather, they appear as spontaneous or intuitive responses to visual stimuli. In the presence of a familiar person, the heuristics of person recognition generate, at least partly through the activation of the visuo-affective system, appropriate cognitive, affective and more generally bodily predispositions. For instance, when I visually recognize my friend Mary, I immediately adjust my bodily posture and my emotional state, even before I consciously decide to take further actions toward her. This practical orientation also inclines me to make judgments that take for granted her physical presence, such as “Mary is sad”, “Mary changed her hairstyle”, and so on. In normal circumstances, these judgments are actually made, and Mary’s physical presence is presupposed. The proposition “This person is Mary” must be true in order for the judgments to count as knowledge, but it need not itself be known by any other means. In other words, I am primitively certain that Mary is present, which enables me to gain substantial empirical knowledge about her on the basis of visual experience. What is the role played by feelings in this picture? Of course, when I visually recognize Mary, I have many context-sensitive feelings that are appropriate to the fact that she is present. For instance, I am happy to see her or, on the contrary, I am angry because she suddenly disappeared in the middle of yesterday’s party and left me alone. But do I have a specific feeling of presence while I am primitively certain that she is there in front of me? As Frank Ramsey put it in a different context: [T]he beliefs which we hold most strongly are often accompanied by practically no feeling at all; no one feels strongly about things he takes for granted (1990, p. 65).



9780230_347908_14_cha12.indd 240



2/4/2012 5:59:09 PM



PROOF Perceptual Misrecognition: A Kind of Illusion?



241



What Ramsey is suggesting is that what goes without saying goes without feeling, so to speak. When I take for granted Mary’s physical presence, I do not have a conscious feeling of presence. Whether or not Ramsey is right here, it is at least true that no such feeling normally mediates the transition between my visual experience and my judgment that Mary looks sad. Feelings of presence become salient when a genuine doubt is formulated about the real identity of the person seen. This can happen in several circumstances. First, I might see a person approaching from far away, and feel that she might be Mary. In this case, the proposition that the person seen is Mary is clearly empirical. A quite different situation is when the relevant heuristic is automatically triggered, but is consciously inhibited thanks to the executive functions underlying System 2. In this case, I might experience a feeling of presence, that is, a felt inclination to act and to judge as if Mary were physically present, despite the fact that I independently conclude that the person in front of me is someone else who looks just like her. In still other circumstances, the relevant heuristic is not inhibited as the result of conscious intervention, but somehow fails to give rise to a feeling of presence relative to a particular person with whom the subject is acquainted. I feel that the person seen is familiar, but I am unable to retrieve any known information about her. I have a vague feeling of familiarity, but it is insufficient to link what I see with any of my person files. Of course, in all these circumstances, recognition judgments can be epistemically based on feelings. These feelings can give rise to judgements of the form “This person is Mary” or to explicitly metacognitive judgments of the form “I know this person”, or more carefully “I feel I might know this person”. This much should be conceded to Sophisticated Literalism. But the point is that recognition judgments need not be epistemically based on feelings, but can be directly grounded on one’s visual experience, through a heuristic-like, non-conscious process of informational enrichment. As this chapter is really about normal person recognition, I cannot give here a detailed account of the visual experience of Capgras patients (however, see Gerrans’s contribution to the present volume). One might speculate that, while the patients studied by Tranel et al. (1995) merely lack the normal heuristics of person recognition, and so do not spontaneously identify persons by their visual appearances, Capgras patients possess “anti-heuristics” operating on the odd rule or epistemic presupposition that the person who looks like NN is not NN. Now, whether
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this is enough to explain the latter’s delusional beliefs is a different issue.11



Conclusion This chapter started with the question of whether perceptual misrecognition should be treated as a kind of perceptual illusion, as Literalism recommends, or as involving some cognitive error, as Inferentialism suggests. We are now in a position to state what is right and what is wrong about Inferentialism and Literalism (including its sophisticated version). On the one hand, Inferentialism’s claim that the transition from the visual experience of a familiar person to the recognition judgment involves an informational enrichment is correct. However, such enrichment does not come from background beliefs. It is based on a simple heuristic device which generally works independently of the cognitive background. Thus, the recognition judgment is not experienced as the result of an explicit inference, but as a perceptual-like judgement, in the sense that it is spontaneously made in response to visual experience. On the other hand, Literalism acknowledges the perceptual-like character of ordinary recognition judgments, but is wrong to claim that the latter are entirely based on the visual contents of experience, as if one could literally see a familiar person as such. Sophisticated Literalism improves on this simple view by acknowledging the existence of nonsensory evidential data, namely specific feelings of familiarity. However, this version of Literalism introduces feelings as epistemic intermediaries, whereas it is best to construe them as accompanying or following natural inclinations to act and judge as if the familiar person is physically present. Recognition judgments need not be epistemically based on feelings – which is not to say that feelings, as they arise in certain circumstances, cannot ground judgments, including metacognitive ones. The notion of primitive certainty is a necessary epistemological addition to the present psychological model of person recognition. For how can ordinary recognition judgments amount to knowledge while involving a process of informational enrichment for which the subject need not possess independent reasons? The answer is that the transition from experience to judgment involves taking for granted contingent truths, for instance the fact that the person seen is the same as the person remembered. Misrecognition, when it occurs, is thus neither a perceptual illusion nor an error of judgment. Rather, it follows from the
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falsity of some epistemic presuppositions underlying the formation of the relevant recognition judgments.



Notes I thank Clotilde Calabi for very helpful comments on a distant ancestor of this chapter. It can be seen as a companion piece to Dokic (2010), with more emphasis here on epistemic presuppositions and new suggestions about their relationship to the System 1/System 2 distinction. 1. As Austin pointed out long ago in Sense and Sensibilia: “That is to say, there is no neat and simple dichotomy between things going right and things going wrong; things may go wrong, as we really all know quite well, in lots of different ways” (1962, p. 13). 2. In addition to Mulligan’s work, my understanding of Wittgensteinian hinge propositions has been greatly enhanced by Stroll (1994) and more recently Moyal-Sharrock (2004). 3. Taking for granted is not a mental action, in contrast to what Cohen (1992) calls “acceptance”. Incidentally, EP2 suggests that the notion of epistemic presupposition must lean back against an independently motivated theory of knowledge, which I can only presuppose here. 4. Here and elsewhere, the phrase “to see x as F” should not be understood in a factive sense, that is, as implying that x is really F. 5. The relevant issue is not whether one can see Mary tout court, and use a demonstrative concept of the form “this person”, but whether one can see her as Mary, in contrast to seeing a particular person as having Mary’s visual appearance. As will become clear below, Inferentialism is not committed to the view that perceptual content is purely general. 6. One important component of our perceptual ability to recognize particular persons is our visual ability to identify faces, through dedicated mechanisms in the brain. Although I shall often focus on this component, one should keep in mind that there are other equally important components, such as our auditory ability to identify voices. 7. See for instance Shier (1986) and Lopes (1996). 8. See Davies and Coltheart (2000), Coltheart (2007), and Gerrans (this volume, Chapter 14) for a much more elaborated story than the one offered here. 9. Tranel, Damasio, and Damasio (1995). See also Davies and Coltheart (2000, p. 11), and Coltheart (2007, p. 1048). 10. See for instance Kahneman and Frederick (2002), Stanovich and West (2000) and Evans (2008). 11. See Campbell (2002) and Eilan (2002) who explicitly uses the Wittgensteinian notion of hinge propositions in order to deal with the Capgras syndrome.
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