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Preface

				This volume originated in a conference entitled ‘Non-Conceptual Aspects of Experience’ held at Melbu, Northern Norway, 5–7 July 2000. The meeting brought together philosophers of different persuasions, thus making for a philosophically enriching dialogue which, we are sure, was much enjoyed by all the participants, not only during the scheduled sessions, but also in the informal discussions that carried on into the Arctic sunlit nights. The essays collected here are revised versions of the papers presented at the conference, modified as a consequence of the highly stimulating discussions they generated at the time.

				The editors would like to extend their gratitude to the Nordland Academy of Arts and Sciences, both for backing the conference financially, and for the immensely efficient way in which they set it up. Their considerable effort in arranging ‘Summer-Melbu’, of which our conference formed only a part, must also be mentioned. We would also like to thank the Department of Philosophy at the University of Oslo, who provided crucial economic support for the conference, and the Norwegian Research Council, for making this publication financially possible. The editors would finally like to thank the authors, who have all been gratifyingly conscientious when it came to their deadlines and, even more gratifyingly, patient when deadlines that were not their own threatened to extent too far into the future.

				Hallvard Fossheim

				Tarjei Mandt Larsen

				John Richard Sageng

				Oslo, 1 April 2003
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Introduction

				The essays collected here all deal with problems related to the idea that perceptual experience must be viewed as having non-conceptual aspects. They do not, however, all deal with the same problems, a fact indicative of the rich variety of perspectives from which this idea is seen to be of philosophical interest. As even a brief survey of the contemporary literature reveals, it is seen as important not only in relation to central issues in epistemology, the theory of perception and the philosophy of mind, but also to problems in areas such as the theory of rationality, the theory of concepts, the philosophy of language and the philosophy of art and aesthetic experience. Instead of placing the essays within this broad context, however, in this introduction we shall, as far as possible, attempt to relate them to certain themes that we take to be particularly central. It is our hope that the consequent loss of breadth will be compensated for by a gain in systematic focus. 

				In talking about non-conceptual aspects of perceptual experience, what might one be talking about? As we shall primarily employ the concept, it encompasses two notions: the notion of non-conceptual experiential contents, and the notion of what we might call non-contentual conditions of the relevance of experience to reason. To elucidate the former notion, it may be useful to begin with its opposite, the notion of conceptual experiential contents. Let us call what is cognitively available to a person undergoing an experience the representational content of that experience. The notion of conceptual experiential contents can then be seen as equivalent to the notion of propositional experiential representational contents, that is, experiential representative contents expressible by assertive sentences. And the general notion of non-conceptual experiential contents can, correlatively, be equated with the notion of experiential representational contents that are not thus expressible. 

				The distinction between conceptual and non-conceptual experiential contents sets the stage for a host of problems, the respective weights of which vary with the perspective from which one approaches them: Should experience be credited with non-conceptual contents, or should experiential contents be seen as conceptual through and through? If experience should be credited with non-conceptual contents, should it also be credited with conceptual contents? And if so, how should the relation between the two be specified? 

				Considerations suggesting that experiential contents must be conceived as at least partly non-conceptual come from many quarters. Some would want to say that animals, or perhaps persons not in possession of the concepts we have, still have representational contents that they share with us when they experience the same things as we do, contents that must therefore be non-conceptual. Some will also point to the putative fact that any experience appears to have an infinite richness of meaning that goes far beyond any propositional content we could attribute to it. Yet others might point to certain experiences with respect to which the conceptual content seems insignificant compared to the non-conceptual part.

				An important reason for regarding experiential contents as at least partly non-conceptual is furnished by the desire, shared by many, to uphold what John McDowell calls a ‘minimal empiricism’, a view of the relation between our empirical judgements and the world characterisable in terms of three theses: 

				(1) Empirical judgement, or the fixation of empirical belief, is a matter of the free exercise of conceptual capacities.

				(2) On pain of being recognisable as nothing but ‘moves in a self-contained game’, free exercises of conceptual capacities must be seen as rationally constrained by what they are fixations of beliefs about, that is, by how the world is.

				(3) How the world is becomes available to us, in a way capable of rationally constraining our empirical beliefs, only in experience.

				Affirmation of these theses has been seen by many to imply that experience must be credited with non-conceptual content: If experiential contents were purely conceptual, that is, if undergoing experiences was solely a matter of exercising conceptual capacities, how could one’s experiences serve to constrain one’s exercise of these selfsame capacities?

				Despite the apparent force of considerations such as these, the idea that experience must be credited with non-conceptual contents is not uncontroversial. In recent years, much ink has been spilt on a problem formulated by John McDowell in his Mind and World. Drawing on motifs from Wilfrid Sellars and Donald Davidson, McDowell argues that the very thing that would seem crucial to the rationally constrictive function of experience, namely the non-conceptuality of experiential contents, is in fact ruinous to it: if Sellars and Davidson are right in holding that rational relations can obtain only between propositionally structured items, then, obviously, to conceive experience as lacking conceptual content is to conceive it as unable to enter into rational relations with our beliefs. The attempt to see experience as providing a rational constraint on our beliefs, then, would appear to land us in a dilemma. To be rationally relevant to our beliefs, experience must have conceptual content. But to serve as an external constraint on our beliefs, experience cannot have conceptual content.

				Regarding the first horn of the dilemma as incontestable, McDowell’s own response is to reject the second. That is, he argues that possession of conceptual content does not, appearances notwithstanding, disqualify experience from constituting an external constraint on belief. In the first contribution to the present volume, Tarjei Mandt Larsen in effect questions McDowell’s entitlement to this claim. His discussion takes its point of departure from a basic premiss of McDowell’s minimal empiricism: the idea that experience can be conceived as a mental state or process by way of which the world itself becomes directly available or manifest to subjects. This idea becomes problematic once it is assumed that experience must have conceptual content in order to be rationally relevant. For if the contents of experience must be of the same kind as the contents of belief, in what can their character of making the world manifest to subjects consist? McDowell’s response to this problem turns on the idea that in experience our conceptual capacities operate passively, rather than actively as they do in judgement, and that this endows them with a receptive function, by virtue of which they serve to manifest the world. In his initial formulation of this response, McDowell takes the passivity of the experiential operations of our conceptual capacities to be simply a matter of their involuntary actualisation. However, as he later recognises, this is not sufficient, since involuntary actualisations of conceptual capacities also occurs with other kinds of mental episode, which are not receptive. He attempts to overcome this problem by arguing that the involuntariness with which conceptual capacities are actualised in experience is of a special kind, which is sufficient for their functioning receptively. The concluding paragraphs of Mandt Larsen’s essay are devoted to an argument designed to show that this attempt fails, the upshot of which is that the idea that experience can have a content that is both conceptual and revelatory of the world appears questionable.

				McDowell, as we have seen, responds to the dilemma he formulates by rejecting its second horn, the idea that in order to serve as a constraint on our beliefs, experience cannot have conceptual content. Another response is to reject the first horn, that is, to insist that relevance to reason is not conditioned by propositionality. This is the sort of response presupposed by Kevin Mulligan in his contribution to this volume. The most basic kind of experience, Mulligan has argued elsewhere,[1] is one that does not involve propositionally articulated belief or conceptualisation. Rather, simple seeing is a matter of perceptual, non-propositional knowledge, whose most elementary type is acquaintance. To see a table, to see its brownness, to see a table as a table, for its brownness to look brown - all these he thinks can occur without judgement and conceptualisation and, in particular, to see a table as a table can justify judgements and assertions. Now if to see is not always to judge or believe, it is important to give a positive account of such seeing. This is the task to which Mulligan’s essay is devoted.

				Mulligan’s notion that the most basic form of experience is thoroughly non-conceptual is mirrored in an interesting (and perhaps surprising) way in the contribution of Eyjólfur Kjalar Emilsson. While most contemporary authors favourable to the concept of non-conceptual cognitive states regard sense-perception as its only possible instance, Emilsson, through a consideration of Plotinus, suggests that the highest and most elaborate form of intellectual insight might, at least in certain important respects, provide another. In ancient philosophy, the ultimate justification of knowledge is generally derived from intuitive thought (nous). More specifically, Plotinus denies both that the objects of intuitive thought are ‘premisses or propositions or sayables’, that is, that they are propositional, and that these same objects are undifferentiated or non-complex. Rather, intuitive thought is an ‘all-at-once’ grasping, of an articulated whole, which is not propositional but of the things themselves. In the same way that a gaze allows one to take in many things at once, including a complex variety of spatial relations, intuitive thought makes logical relations present. Thus, the logical complexity dealt with in thought is not ultimately a matter of propositions, but of immediate and direct access. Such intuitive insight into wholes, however, is not the privilege of the mystic. It forms the (if not common, then at least) experientially recognisable vision of a topic, or part of reality, that is enjoyed whenever one ‘gets the picture’. Moreover, according to Plotinus, intuitive knowledge is not a vision of greater wholes that remains unrelated to our everyday, discursive thinking, but is the very foundation of that ordinary kind of thought. Discursive thinking remains dependent, at every turn, on the presence of the whole through which it moves piecemeal. In Plotinus, then, we have a thinker who interprets the highest justificatory part of intellectual activity as crucially non-conceptual, to the extent that the conceptual is thought of in terms of what is propositional.

				Yet another form of response to McDowell’s problem is to accept that experience must have conceptual content in order to be rationally relevant, but insist that this content does not exhaust its rationally relevant features, which also include certain non-conceptual aspects by reference to which its rationally constrictive function can be accounted for. This is the approach chosen by Frode Kjosavik. He argues, first, that experiential contents cannot be conceived as purely conceptual, and, second, that the non-conceptual aspects of experience are crucial to its relevance to reason. Kjosavik adduces two arguments in support of the first claim. In the first place, he points to the fact that what is given in perception appears to have a richness of detail that far transcends our capacities for conceptualisation. Part of Kjosavik’s discussion of this argument consists in a polemic with McDowell who, in Mind and World, denies that the richness of perceptual contents implies their non-conceptuality. In the second place, Kjosavik observes that in trying to conceptualise what is given in perception we routinely have an experience of ‘conceptual inadequacy’, an experience, that is, of our inability to grasp what is perceptually given by means of our established concepts. And this experience, Kjosavik suggests, points to the presence of a non-conceptual component in perception, as that which explains its occurrence. Concerning the rationally constrictive function of experience, Kjosavik regards it as a function of the dual nature of experiential contents. In virtue of its conceptual aspects, perceptual experience fulfils Davidson’s propositionality condition on evidence; and in virtue of its non-conceptual aspects, it provides a rational constraint on belief from outside the conceptual sphere.

				Like Kjosavik, Arnt Myrstad believes that the rationally relevant aspects of experience are not exhausted by its conceptual content. But in contrast to Kjosavik, who focuses on the alleged justificatory role of the non-conceptual features of experience, Myrstad emphasises what he takes to be their role as necessary conditions for the conceptual features of experience, and for conceptual contents in general. Myrstad pursues this idea by way of an attempt to delineate a basic form of perceptual organisation that he calls ‘modelling’, which, he claims, must be taken into account if we are to be able to solve certain basic problems in the recent philosophies of mathematics and physics, and in modern theories of indexicality. For perception to be modelling in Myrstad’s sense is for it to be what Russell Hanson refers to as a ‘seeing-as’ and a ‘seeing-that’: a seeing of something as something (for example, as an apple), and, intimately related to this, a seeing that if the position of the perceived object relative to the perceiver were to change the object would display a different, more or less determinate aspect (for example, that if the apple were to be turned around it would display its stalk). Equating this form of organisation with what Kant, in his theory of experience, calls ‘synthetic unity’, Myrstad sees perceptual modelling as accounting for the unity of experience. In virtue of the seeing-as aspect the ‘manifold of perception’ is given with a specific form or gestalt, and in virtue of the seeing-that aspect the actual perception is connected with an unlimited number of possible perceptions of the same object. This unity is conceptual in so far as the seeing-as aspect is an organisation of the manifold of perception in accordance with a concept (for instance, the concept of an apple); but, Myrstad insists, it should not therefore be conceived as the result of an interpretation of the perceptually given. Myrstad’s discussion of modelling in perception is oriented towards establishing that perceptual modelling, and hence perception as such, is conditioned by a certain experientially given non-conceptual structure, namely, space conceived as three-dimensional, directional and perspectival. An important part of this effort is an attempt to take issue with two accounts of space that Myrstad sees as failing to do justice to its fundamental role: physical and mathematical theories that deny the three-dimensionality, directionality and perspectivity of space, and theories of perception that attempt to derive it from the interpretation of two-dimensional sense-data. With respect to the issue of the relevance of the notion of perceptual modelling for the philosophy of science, Myrstad argues that the fashioning of models and formulation of laws in science must be seen as sophisticated developments of the ‘seeing-as’ and ‘seeing-that’ aspects of perception respectively, and that scientific explanations will therefore be intelligible only to the extent to which we refer them back to perception. As for the relevance of the notion in relation to theories of indexicality, he suggests that reference to the synthesising function of the ‘seeing-that’ aspect makes it possible to establish an internal connection between the mode of presentation of a singular proposition and its truth-conditions, without sacrificing the independence of the latter vis-à-vis the actual mode of presentation of the object perceived.

				Like Kjosavik and Myrstad, Arild Pedersen maintains that experience is characterised by a certain interplay between the conceptual and the non-conceptual. Unlike Kjosavik, however, he does not centre his attention on how the latter becomes rationally relevant in terms of justification of the former, but tries instead to look at the origin of this distinction within the nature of rationality. This allows him to explain how the conceptual and non-conceptual aspects as a matter of fact become integrated in an experience. Pedersen claims that the content of musical experience is particularly well suited to showing how this integration comes about. He takes his point of departure from the psychologist David Bakan’s idea that human existence consists of an irreducible duality of striving: one striving is towards the individual’s mastery of the surrounding world, and another striving is towards communion with the world and other people. Pedersen thinks that if this duality of aims is put in the context of Michael Polanyi’s epistemology, it can account for the duality of the conceptual and the non-conceptual in the experience. One of Polanyi’s examples is that of a blind man experiencing an object with the help of his stick. In this experience, cues given tacitly by the stick through the hand get integrated into a focal knowledge of the object. A similar integration of cues, which ends in focal knowledge of an object, characterises both language and experience in general. This integration can, however, take two different forms. One is the self-centred form, in which the focal object is constituted as something merely outside the subject. This is a form of integration that gives rise to denotative meaning and conceptual knowledge. By contrast, the other kind of integration has a self-giving form, and Pedersen suggests that it is this form of integration that primarily accounts for the meaning of a musical piece. 

				His utilisation of Davidsonian motifs notwithstanding, McDowell charges Davidson with embracing a conception of experience (and of the relation between experience and belief) the implication of which is that the relation between our beliefs and the world, indeed, the very possibility of empirical belief, becomes mysterious. According to Davidson, experience is as such devoid of conceptual content, and the relation between our experiences and our beliefs is purely causal, not rational. From McDowell’s point of view, this deprives the active exercise of conceptual capacities involved in the fixation of belief of rational constraint from the world, and effectively turns it into a ‘frictionless spinning in a void’, something not recognisable as the fixations of beliefs about the world. 

				Three of our authors attempt, in somewhat different ways, to take issue with this claim. And they do so by arguing that the relevance of experience to reason resides in its possession of certain non-conceptual aspects of a non-contentual kind. This introduces the second notion of non-conceptual aspects mentioned above, the notion of non-conceptual and non-representational conditions of relevance to reason. To conceive an experience as having non-conceptual aspects in this sense is to conceive it as having certain features that are both cognitively unavailable to the person undergoing the experience (at least at the moment of undergoing it), and partly or wholly responsible for its being relevant to the rationality of her beliefs. 

				Mariann Solberg examines whether Davidson’s conception of experience and content can accommodate McDowell’s criticisms. Solberg shows how Davidson’s epistemology takes its point of departure from an approach to philosophical problems very different from that of McDowell in that it takes the outside view of the interpreter of other people to be the primary source of all attributions of content. Although this change of perspective does not immediately solve the problems McDowell lays out, it gives rise to a very different dialectic. As Solberg sets out the issue, the fundamental role of third-person interpretation leads to the conclusion that the notion of experience as something subjective, mediating the world to the subject, is ultimately incomprehensible. Solberg shows how the concept of error, the failing of propositional content to bear upon the world, is related to the causal interactions between the individual and his or her surroundings, where other speakers are part of those surroundings. She finds that the possibility of error in this way enters as a condition for propositional content, but that it at the same time can only be made sense of from within the intersubjectively based normative system that conceptual content provides. This seems to show that the friction McDowell asks for is provided by the social nature of interpretation from the start. 

				Like Solberg, John Richard Sageng takes as a starting point Davidson’s view that experience only plays a causal role in relation to beliefs, and that the senses cannot provide rational support by traditional inference. But contrary to Davidson’s conclusions, he argues in his essay that the causal interactions between the individual and its surroundings do in fact save much of the basic intuition behind empiricism. Although causal interactions cannot supply an inference-based justification of perceptual beliefs, the rational support they provide is built into their semantic role in individuating perceptual beliefs. Causal interaction between the individual and her surroundings is necessary for the existence of the semantic correctness implied by the rational application of concepts. Sageng claims that causally effective perceptions instantiate perceptual types that are picked out because of the way they calibrate an intersubjective application space for basic perceptual predicates. Because of this process, the causal role of the senses translates into specific epistemic properties for perceptual beliefs which are crucial to the existence of a belief system. The role that perceptions have in interpretation, when it comes to calibrating the difference between the subjective and the objective, explains both that perceptual experience must be taken as the mind’s window to the world, and that it must serve as a foundation for the rest of the belief system.

				Hallvard Fossheim elaborates the idea that the relevance of experience to reason is a function of the causal role it plays in belief-formation by way of a consideration of Aristotle’s theory of perception. Fossheim points out that perception in Aristotle’s writings is identified not only with awareness or consciousness, but also equally with material movement. Each organ must, during perception, be capable of materially receiving or taking on the sensory forms of its objects. And this capacity is to be understood literally, as a movement that is conveyed from the object, through a medium such as air, to the sense-organ in question. During the process, the sense-organ is kinetically altered from being unlike its object into being like it, which implies that the Aristotelian view of perception implies a notion of movements functioning as codes for, say, the colour that is experienced. A key source for appreciating the idea of such complex motion is Aristotle’s theory of generation, where the generation of an animal is described as the transmission of an organised, craft-like movement. These ‘smart moves’ then function as the efficient cause of the new organism. In a like manner, Aristotle’s exposition of perception builds on the notion of a transferring of movements that translate from, and back into, the percept’s form. And this is tantamount to claiming that perception is not, according to this analysis, a mental phenomenon. Rather, it is a material process ensuring a basic openness to the world, irrespective even of the subject’s awareness at the moment of perception. Efficient causality in the form of complex movements provides the basis for all possible conceptualisation. 
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