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Philosophical investigations of the mind have a long history, from the foundations in Plato and
Aristotle to the 20th-century establishment of philosophy of mind as a distinct discipline. Though
philosophy established much of the intellectual base on which modern psychology and neuro-
science rely, philosophy of mind has declined in its productivity and in its relationship to other
fields. With hundreds of professors, thousands of students and millions of dollars/pounds/euros
invested in the discipline annually, not a single new idea useful to other disciplines has emerged
from it in the past half-century.

How did a whole intellectual tradition slide into irrelevance? Part of the answer lies in the
history of philosophy in general. Originally defined to encompass knowledge about the world in
general, philosophy spawned scientific disciplines over several centuries, beginning with physics
and continuing with chemistry and biology. By the late 19th century not much was left except
thoughts about the mind and experience, content that departed with the establishment of psychol-
ogy as a distinct discipline. Philosophy was left with just a methodological shell, which Russell,
Wallace, Popper, and others exploited in the early 20th century.When this thin vein of productivity
was exhausted, philosophers were left to approach the content of psychology without the scien-
tist's tools of experimentation and mathematical analysis. Without those tools, philosophers of
mind are condemned to a secondary existence, commenting on the contributions of others
without making any of their own. They remain forever trapped behind the state of the art. These
trends can be seen particularly clearly in Schwartz's volume Perception, a review organised by a
philosopher.

Partly because of the philosophers' legacy, the volume is misnamed. It is more about the
history of knowledge of perception than about the contemporary state of perception research.
Though the volume reviews perception as a contemporary enterprise, and begins with a separate
section on historical background, all but one article dates from 1990 or earlier. The most recent
contribution is dated 1996, meaning that most contributions are at least 14 years old, some
much older. A lot has happened in experimental psychology and neuroscience in that timeö
almost all of the knowledge emerging from fMRI, for example, has appeared after the book's
contributions.

The contrast between scientists producing and philosophers commenting is particularly clear
in the historical section.Well-selected contributions from Aristotle, Berkeley, and Reid set the stage
with some of the centuries-old ideas defining Western thought about perception and the relation
between the outside world and the inside world. All modern psychologists stand on the shoulders
of these philosophical pioneers. A peculiar choice is a review by Ernst Cassirer. In an edited
volume one expects primary sources, not secondary ones, but Cassirer reviews older ideas and
data without adding new content.

The big break in this section comes from Johannes Mu« ller, a breath of fresh air after the
speculations of the philosophers. Mu« ller's 1838 writing projects a freshness, even today, because
he knows from observation what others before him did not know. He links the nerves with
experience, establishing the program of the neurosciences even while defining lacunae that still
bedevil us. Similarly, Helmholtz invokes the physiology that he discovered to put colour on a
scientific basis, not as what seemed a `secondary quality' to Berkeley, but as a concrete corre-
spondence between definable stimuli and definable responses, linked by knowable physiological
mechanisms. (There is a lapse in scholarship here; nothing in the book indicates that Helmholtz
wrote in 1866, not 1950.) A lengthy excerpt from Kurt Koffka brings us into the 20th century.

In his introduction to each section, Schwartz reviews the upcoming contributions. Introducing
`̀ The Senses'', he cites `̀ contemporary worries on the topic'' (page 68); apparently philosophers
worry while neuroscientists investigate. There follows a passage in which Schwartz worries about
which philosopher has what opinion of a primary source, in this case J J Gibson. The philoso-
phers have beliefs, take positions, form alliances, but unfortunately nobody outside is listening.

The section begins with Gibson defining perceptual systems as opposed to an anatomical set
of modalities. The systems are verbs, varieties of visual attention, five things that people do to
collect information: seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, smelling. It's a revolutionary clarification,
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distinguishing what a system does from what its anatomical components are. In a sense Gibson
pushes Johannes Mu« ller into the 20th century.

Next in line, Hamlyn (a philosopher) makes us feel as though we're back in the 18th century,
with arguments that ring more of Reid than of modern perception. Like Reid, but unlike Gibson,
he argues that sensations deserve a prominent place in perceptual research. His evidence is that
it seems reasonable to him, and to other philosophers whom he quotes for backup. Here lies
the fatal flaw in the program of the philosophy of mind, for, in using as evidence what seems
reasonable or persuasive, philosophers ultimately rely on their own introspections. They look
inside themselves in an attempt to discover the design of the mind. This technique, though
tantalising, is ultimately inadequate, as psychology discovered over a century ago. Famous dis-
putes, such as whether thought could proceed without images, blew up in psychologists' faces,
because there was no way to resolve the disputes with the introspective method. Data must be
public, not hidden in the minds of the researchers. The discovery that most of the work of the
brain is done unconsciously made the technique impractical as well as scientifically untenable.

Modern philosophers seem unaware of this blowup that drove introspection from psychology
(I've asked several of them). This is why philosophy of mind cannot progress much beyond where
psychology was a century ago. Ideally non-experimental scholars could still contribute to advanc-
ing knowledge of perception by performing more analyses of data than psychologists are often
willing or able to do, including meta-analyses that use sophisticated statistical techniques to
compare and combine results from many experiments. But they don't go there. With neither data
nor techniques, they remain forever on the sidelines, sagely commenting but producing nothing.

This is not to say that introspection has no place in modern science. It can be a rich source
of hypotheses, hunches, starting points for experimental programs.When I have new data in hand,
I get to be a philosopher for a few hours, until I come across a problem that I can't resolve without
an experiment. Then I'm a psychologist for six months, after which I can be a philosopher for
a few hours again. Psychology has learned the hard way that introspection alone cannot be a
basis for acquiring knowledge about the mind.

To get back to the issue of sensation, laboratory experiments have found that it doesn't exist
in the pure form that philosophers such as Hamlyn assume. A `sensation' is always connected
with a place, an object, an event. Gibson points out that human subjects are aware first of
objects and surfaces in the environment, not of sensations of redness or hardness, and not of the
myriad recordings of sensory information in the afferent sensory systems. This is what he means
by `direct perception'önot that physiological processing of sensory information does not exist,
only that we are not aware of it. As a psychologist concerned with experience, Gibson simply
isn't interested in physiology, and must push it away to avoid being distracted from his program
in the psychology of perception. We can create stimulus situations in which a perception has
minimal meaning, such as a white dot on a black Ganzfeld, but it's still perceived. To Gibson
this is the most complicated stimulus that one could imagine, because the job of the visual system
is not to transmit sensations but to create a world from what is coming in through the eyes.
If you have only a single dot to go on, it's a tough job. Extended surfaces, textures, object layout
and meaning make the job much easier.

The next two philosophers, Heil and O'Schaughnessy, also get tangled in the obsolete concept
of sensations. They don't see Johannes Mu« ller's solutions because they don't know physiology,
and O'Schaughnessy comes to wrong conclusions partly because his physiological optics is wrong.
The chapters show how even intelligent, well-informed scholars can go astray if they lack the
scientific and technical base of empirical methodology. The formidable Ernst Mach seems to fall
prey to the same misconceptions, but the impression comes partly from a mistranslation of the
title of his book Analyse der Empfindungen. The word `Empfindungen' can be also translated
as `sensitivities', and in fact the brief selected passage is about perception. Again, there is no
indication that Mach wrote in 1905, not 1959.

So it goes throughout the book's 26 contributions, with philosophers speculating, introspecting,
and worrying, while the scientists struggle to understand the basis of the brain processes that
support perception and experience. The most surprising and perhaps most significant contribu-
tion in the whole book is that of Elizabeth Spelke, who identifies the major approaches to the
question of how humans organise the world into objects. Helmholtz, following Berkeley, emphasises
a bottom ^ up view of construction; James and Eleanor Gibson posit that perceivers apprehend
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properties of the world relevant to action by detecting invariants, while Marr and the com-
putationalists see a set of visual modules that transform the optic array into a succession of
representations. Spelke maintains that none of the dominant ideas about perception is correct.
She rejects the efforts of philosophers of mind with the statement that ``Intuition does not
provide ready answers to these questions'' (page 330). In a series of ingenious experiments on
babies, she shows how the object concept develops from an interaction of structured sensory
input and inborn cognitive capabilities. The object concept arises from an intuitive theory of
the physical world, and is present in an impoverished form near the beginning of life. This is
perceptual mind-science at its best, an empirical program that builds on both the previous work
of others and on a carefully constructed program of experiments, to probe fundamental questions
about the relation between the outside world and the inside world.
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