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BELIEF IN REID’S
THEORY OF PERCEPTION

Adam Pelser

gainst external-world skepticism, Thomas Reid famously argued

that sense perception involves prima facie justified belief in extra-
mental material objects. In fact, according to Reid, perception just is
conception of and belief in a material object, occasioned by sensation.
Similar, though importantly non-Reidian, doxastic analyses of perception
have been recommended in the contemporary philosophical literature by
D. M. Armstrong and John Heil, among others.! Recent work has shown,
however, that there appear to be cases of full-fledged perception that do
not include belief.? Interestingly, Reid seems to have been aware of this
problem for his view—a point that has, as yet, gone virtually unnoted.
In what follows I evaluate Reid’s treatment of this problem, suggesting
various replies to the purported counterexamples on behalf of Reid’s
theory. I then propose a modification of Reid’s theory in which I replace
his belief component with a kind of “seeing-as” mental state, which I call
construal. I argue that this modified Reidian theory of perception has
the advantage of better handling the proposed counterexamples without
sacrificing any of the antiskeptical force of Reid’s theory.

1. BELIEF AND PERCEPTION IN REID

Belief lies at the heart of Reid’s theory of perception. He affirms the
central role of belief in perception in both his early and late philosophi-
cal writing on the topic. In his discussion of the distinction between
mere sensation and perception, Reid testifies, “I know this also, that
the perception of an object implies both a conception of its form, and a
belief of its present existence” (Inq VI xxii, 168).2 In the conclusion to
his Inquiry, Reid writes, “We have shown . . . that every operation of the
senses, in its very nature, implies judgment or belief, as well as simple
apprehension. . . .When I perceive a tree before me, my faculty of see-
ing gives me not only a notion or simple apprehension of the tree, but
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a belief of its existence, and of its figure, distance, and magnitude; and
this judgment or belief is not got by comparing ideas, it is included in
the very nature of perception” (Ing VII, 215).

In his later work, Reid defines perception as “First, Some conception
or notion of the object perceived. Secondly, A strong and irresistible
conviction and belief of its present existence. And, thirdly, That this
conviction and belief are immediate, and not the effect of reasoning”
(IP 1I v, 111-2).* Likewise, Reid explains, “In perception we not only
have a notion more or less distinct of the object perceived, but also an
irresistible conviction and belief of its existence” (IP II v, 107).?

Despite the centrality of belief in his theory of perception, Reid no-
where analyzes belief by giving a strict definition. In fact, he contends
that belief is unanalyzable in this way. Early on in the Inquiry, he
unapologetically explains that “the belief which accompanies sensation
and memory, is a simple act of the mind, which cannot be defined. . ..
[E]lvery man that has any belief, and he must be a curiosity that has
none, knows perfectly what belief is, but can never define or explain
it” (Inq II v, 31). Reid does, however, provide a working definition of
the closely related term judgment in his later writing. He suggests
that judgment “is an act of the mind, whereby one thing is affirmed or
denied of another.” At least, writes Reid, “this is as good a definition of
it as can be given” (IP VI i, 532). Later, he explains, “That I may avoid
disputes about the meaning of words, I wish the reader to understand,
that I give the name of judgment to every determination of the mind
concerning what is true or what is false” (IP VI i, 539).

Reid’s view of the relationship between judgment and belief is not
entirely clear. In some passages, he uses belief and judgment interchange-
ably, as though identical. For example, he writes that “a man who feels
pain, judges and believes that he is really pained. The man who perceives
an object, believes that it exists, and is what he distinctly perceives it
to be; nor is it in his power to avoid such judgment” (italics added).
Later in the same paragraph, however, he treats belief as a mental act
or state that accompanies judgment. He explains that the operation
we call judgment “is a mental affirmation or negation . . . accompanied
with the firmest belief” (IP VI i, 536). On the basis of this and similar
passages, including one quoted in the following paragraph, it appears
that Reid distinguishes judgment and belief in the following way. While
judgment is the momentary mental act of initially affirming or denying
some proposition, belief is the mental state that follows immediately
upon judgment as its natural consequence and, as it were, completes
the judgment.® In other words, judgment is the activity of beginning to
believe (or disbelieve).”
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In light of this intimate relationship between judgment and belief,
Reid’s discussions of judgment can help illuminate the role of belief in
his theory of perception. One observation worth noting, for example, is
that Reid suggests in one passage that judgment and its consequent
belief might not be a necessary ingredient in perception, but rather a
necessary correlate (or, “concomitant”) of perception: “Whether judgment
ought to be called a necessary concomitant of these operations, or rather
a part or ingredient of them, I do not dispute; but it is certain, that all
of them are accompanied with a determination that something is true
or false, and a consequent belief” (IP VI i, 536).8 It is thus worth noting
that the cases of apparent perception without belief considered below
are intended as counterexamples to the claim that belief is a necessary
ingredient in perception, as well as to the claim that belief'is a necessary
concomitant of perception.

Highlighting the centrality of belief in Reid’s theory of perception,
A. D. Smith paraphrases Reid in the following way: “perception is a
matter of occurrently having, or acquiring, immediate (that is, non-
inferential) beliefs about the physical world. Perception is judgment.™
As Smith notes, however, Reid is best interpreted not as defending a
reductive doxastic analysis of perception according to which perception
is solely constituted by judgment or belief, but rather as defending a
nonreductive, or dual-component theory (DCT) of perception according
to which perception involves a sensory component as well . 11

Although he emphasizes the role of conception and belief in his official
definition of perception, Reid nevertheless maintains that sensations
play an integral role in human perception as the “natural signs” that
direct our minds to awareness of material objects. Reid explains that
“[t]he external senses have a double province; to make us feel, and to
make us perceive. They furnish us with a variety of sensations . .. ; at
the same time they give us a conception, and an invincible belief of the
existence of external objects” (IP II xvii, 265). To give a full Reidian ac-
count of perception, one must, therefore, mention the important role of
sensations in suggesting the conceptions and beliefs about extramental
objects that are constitutive of perception. As Smith puts it, for Reid “sen-
sation is an ingredient in the total perceptual situation for us humans,
given our frame.”*? The reason that sensation does not enter into Reid’s
official analysis of perception is that it is not metaphysically necessary
for perception, though it is nomically or causally necessary that sensa-
tion accompany and occasion perception in human beings, given our
(contingent) constitution.!® Reid writes, “For anything we know, we might
perhaps have been so made as to perceive external objects, without any
... of those sensations which invariably accompany perception in our
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present frame” (IP II xx, 289). This is, as Smith points out, one of Reid’s
reasons for excluding sensation from his analysis of perception.!4

I will not rehearse any further the reasons for reading Reid as a
dual-component theorist. The evidence presented here is sufficient for
present purposes to conclude that, according to Reid, human perception
essentially involves belief (and conception) and, given our constitu-
tion, perception is initiated in sensation. We might, therefore, without
doing injustice to Reid, broaden Reid’s official definition of perception
to highlight the important but metaphysically contingent role of sen-
sation. The result would be a definition according to which, given our
contingent constitution, it is a necessary condition for perception that
the conception of and belief in a physical object be caused in the right
way by sensation.!?

While it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the full
Reidian story of perception must make reference to sensation in ad-
dition to conception and belief, my primary intent here is to highlight
the important place of belief in Reid’s DCT. Many more passages could
be added to those enumerated above to demonstrate the strength of
Reid’s conviction that belief in the existence of extramental objects of
perception is essential (either constitutively or concomitantly) to per-
ception. It might seem, therefore, that any analysis of perception that
does not involve belief as an essential cognitive aspect of perception
is not, in fact, a Reidian analysis at all. Nevertheless, in section four, I
will show that the dual-component structure of Reid’s theory, together
with its antiskeptical resources, is not inextricably tied to its doxastic
aspect. I argue that, given the plausibility of counterexamples to strict
doxastic analyses of perception, Reid (or the Reidian) should replace
belief with another kind of mental state—construal—as the essential
cognitive component in perception.! In fact, as we will see in the next
section, a nondoxastic analysis of perception finds support in some of
Reid’s own reflections.

2. PERCEPTION WITHOUT BELIEF

According to Reid’s analysis of perception, every instance of perception is
partially constituted by belief in the existence of the extramental object
of perception. Yet, there seem to be cases of perception that do not involve
belief'in the existence of the perceptual object. Here I will consider four
types of cases, two that Reid himself suggests as possible examples of
(some kind of) perception without belief and two further examples that
represent a development of the problem Reid’s cases suggest.
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2.1 Dim Perception

First, take cases of what Reid refers to as “faint” and “indistinct” percep-
tion. Immediately following one of his statements of the essential role
of belief in perception, Reid suggests, in the only passage in which he
takes up the question, that there might be (momentary) dim perception
without belief:

In perception we not only have a notion more or less distinct of the
object perceived, but also an irresistible conviction and belief of its
existence. This is always the case when we are certain that we perceive
it. There may be a perception so faint and indistinct, as to leave us in
doubt whether we perceive the object or not. Thus, when a star begins
to twinkle as the light of the sun withdraws, one may, for a short time,
think he sees it, without being certain, until the perception acquires
some strength and steadiness. When a ship just begins to appear in
the utmost verge of the horizon, we may at first be dubious whether
we perceive it or not: But when the perception is in any degree clear
and steady, there remains no doubt of its reality; and when the reality
of the perception is ascertained, the existence of the object perceived
can no longer be doubted. (IP I1 v, 107)

2.2 Infant Perception

A second case of apparent perception that does not seem to involve
belief is the perception of infants and some nonhuman animals. Reid
acknowledges this possible exception to his theory and sets it aside,
opting to focus solely on the way that belief functions in adult human
perception:

In persons come to years of understanding, judgment necessarily
accompanies all sensation, perception by the senses, consciousness,
and memory, but not conception.

I restrict this to persons come to the years of understanding,
because it may be a question, whether infants, in the first period of
life, have any judgment or belief at all. The same question may be
put with regard to brutes and some idiots. (IP VI i, 536; cf. IP 11 v,
117-8)

As Reid here suggests, it might seem that infants are capable of some-
thing in the neighborhood of perception prior to developing the cognitive
capacity to form beliefs.

2.3 Unattended Perception

Even if the examples considered above fail as counterexamples to a
doxastic analysis of perception, they suggest a potential problem for
Reid’s analysis that is better demonstrated by cases Reid himself does
not consider. One such case concerns unattended perception. It seems
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that we do, at least occasionally, perceive objects or situations without
forming any beliefs about them due to a failure to attend to them. Think,
for example, of cases in which one fails to attend to some object in her
perceptual field and, when asked whether she saw it, initially answers
that she did not or otherwise behaves as though she did not, indicating
that no belief was formed, but then, after further prompting, remembers
that she did see it, despite apparently forming no beliefs about it at the
time. Reid acknowledges that we regularly fail to attend to the opera-
tions of our own mind, though we are nonetheless conscious of them (IP
1v,57).17" Why not think that we are likewise conscious of, in the sense
of really perceiving, objects in our perceptual fields even while failing
to attend to and, hence, form beliefs about them? I admit such cases are
not conclusive on their own, since they reasonably can be interpreted as
cases of a forgotten perceptual belief, as opposed to cases of perception
without belief.!® Taken together with other cases they do, nevertheless,
increase the plausibility of perception without belief.

Contrast unattended perception with cases of Dretske-style “sim-
ple-seeing” in which perceivers are unable to (re)call any perceptual
experience/images to mind, despite the previous unnoticed clarity of the
objects in their perceptual fields. Fred Dretske’s primary example is of
a man who “must have seen” a cufflink in his drawer despite failing to
notice it and being unable to recall having seen it.’ In simple-seeing
cases, it is plausible that the perceiver experiences only the sensation
and does not have the cognitive component of perception at all (and so
is not actually possessed of a full-fledged perception). As Heil notes, we
vacillate between referring to the objects in such cases as “seen” and
“unseen” depending on the context.?’ The fact that we loosely refer to
some cases of unattended visual sensation as seeing does not require
that we treat all such cases as full perceptions. Simple-seeing cases,
therefore, do not cause trouble for the Reidian analysis of perception.
In the case of unattended perception I've described, though, it is not as
plausible to deny that the perceiver experienced a full-fledged percep-
tion, including the essential cognitive component(s) of perception, due
to her ability to recall the perception to mind later. There must, then,
be some difference between the simple-seeing case and cases of unat-
tended perception. The most plausible candidate for the difference, it
seems, is that simple-seeing is missing an essential cognitive component
of perception while unattended perception is not.

2.4 The Oasis Case

Lastly, consider the following case, versions of which have been suggested
in the recent literature on perception.?! After several days traveling in
the desert, a veteran desert traveler seems to see an oasis not too far
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off in a region she believes to have no oases. Despite the astounding
clarity of her visual sensation, including such details as green plants,
small trees, and a small pool of still water, our traveler, knowing the
likelihood of hallucination in such environments to be high and believing
this region of desert to be barren, does not believe in the existence of the
oasis. Unbeknownst to the traveler, however, this oasis is real. Perhaps
it sprang up by some uncommon natural process in the time since the
traveler’s last journey through this patch of desert, or perhaps it is a
man-made oasis fed by well water—the work of a committee of green-
thumbed nomads for desert beautification. Whatever the explanation
for our traveler’s lack of belief in the existence of the oasis, this seems at
least a prima facie plausible case of perception without belief. It seems
a strained account of the situation, to say the least, to claim that the
traveler does not perceive the oasis on the grounds that she does not
believe it to exist or to be the cause of her sensation.

3. REPLIES ON BEHALF oF REID’S DOXASTIC ANALYSIS

3.1 Perceiving, Asserting, and Believing

One might reply to the above counterexamples by suggesting that it
would be inappropriate to assert “I see x, but I do not believe that x ex-
ists.” The inappropriateness of such an assertion, so goes the reply, is
explained by the fact that belief is somehow entailed by perception.

The problem with this reply is that it fails to distinguish adequately
between one’s perceiving x and one’s appropriately asserting and, hence,
at least in the normal case,?? believing that one perceives x. Perception
is veridical. Assuming that appropriate assertions ordinarily entail
that one believes what one asserts, the assertion that I perceive x,
therefore, carries the conversational implicature that I believe that I
(truly) perceive x and, hence, that I believe that x exists. Believing that
x exists is entailed by believing that I perceive x; however, it does not
follow from this that believing that x exists is entailed by perceiving
x.23 S0, it is ordinarily inappropriate to assert that one perceives x while
denying or withholding belief that x exists, but nothing follows from this
about the appropriateness of denying or withholding belief that x exists
while perceiving x. The oasis and unattended perception cases reveal
that some perceptions are attended neither by belief in the existence of
the perceptual object nor by belief (nor assertion) that one is having a
veridical perceptual experience.

This observation reveals the important difference between the oasis
case, of which Reid addresses no analogue, and cases of illusion, which
Reid does address (see IP II xxii). In cases of illusion (e.g., phantom-limb
cases), the would-be perceiver does have a conception and belief as of
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a physical object, but there is no physical object causing the sensation
that, in turn, occasions the conception and belief. Hence, something like
a truth or causal condition for perception (i.e., a condition according to
which there must be a physical object in the world that is appropriately
causally related to the sensation that occasions the perception) allows
Reid to escape the problem of illusion. The so-called fallacies of the
senses are not problems with the senses at all, but rather they are due
to misguided judgments on the part of our cognitive operations. In the
oasis case, however, all such causal conditions are satisfied; the oasis
really is there and is the cause of the sensation.

3.2 “But There is a Belief!”

A second strategy for replying to the above counterexamples is to at-
tempt to explain how it is that, far from being nondoxastic, they do, in
fact, all involve beliefs constitutive of perception. One might think, for
instance, that in the oasis case the desert traveler, upon having the
sensation as of an oasis, immediately forms a belief in water vapor or
chemical misfiring in the brain as the cause of the sensation. In such a
case, so goes the objection, the traveler would be perceiving but would
be doing so inaccurately, the inaccuracy being explicable in terms of
the misfiring of acquired perceptions as described by Reid in IP II xxii.
Or, according to a stronger version of this reply, perhaps her sensation
of the oasis immediately suggests a belief in an unknown extramental
cause of a known sensation—“Something (out there) is causing this
oasis sensation.” Here, her belief is not inaccurate but rather cautious
(perhaps overly so). She believes herself to have a defeater for the
would-be perceptual belief that there is an oasis in her visual field—in
Michael Bergmann’s terminology, she has a “believed defeater”*—but
that defeater is, unbeknownst to her, misleading.

The problem with the weaker version of this objection (i.e., according
to which the traveler forms a belief in some distinct physical cause of
the sensation, e.g., water vapor or neurological events) is that it results
in an unwelcome dilemma for the defender of the doxastic analysis;
that is, in such a case, either the object of perception is not the object
of perceptual belief, or the object of perception is not the extramental
cause of the sensation occasioning the perception. Either the traveler’s
perception is of the oasis, despite the fact that the belief constitutive of
her perception is about nonexistent water vapor or neurological events,
or her perception is of water vapor or neurological events, despite the
fact that the cause of the sensation occasioning her perception is an
oasis.

The stronger version of the reply (i.e., according to which the traveler
forms a belief in the existence of an unknown cause of her known sen-
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sation) seems to lend itself more readily to the claim that the traveler
believes in the existence of the oasis under a conception that is merely
less complete or information-rich than is warranted by her perceptual
experience. For, were our traveler to form a belief in the unknown cause
of her sensation as of an oasis, this would be tantamount to believing in
the existence of the material object cause of her perception, despite her
lack of knowledge that the cause of her sensation is the oasis she seems
to (and, in fact, does) see. In other words, to borrow Todd Buras’s helpful
terminology, while the conception involved in her belief is not about an
oasis with respect to its descriptive content, it is about the oasis with
respect to its referential content, and this is sufficient to satisfy the belief
condition of Reid’s analysis.?’ So, while she might hold the inconsistent
beliefs that the unknown cause of her sensation exists and that no oasis
exists in her visual field, this is not the same as holding the obviously
contradictory conjunctive belief: there both exists and does not exist an
oasis in my visual field.

In response, we can set up the thought experiment so that the traveler,
having the sensation of an oasis, forms no belief in any (even unknown)
extramental cause of her sensation. Perhaps she believes that mirages
are caused not by mind-independent objects or phenomena but by purely
mental events alone, say by imagination.?® In such a case, the traveler
would form no belief in the existence of an unknown (material object)
cause of her sensation. She would, rather, maintain her negative belief
about the external world—“there is no oasis over there”—and perhaps
form the introspective belief—“I’'m just imagining an oasis.” It never-
theless seems that our traveler perceives the oasis even without any
corresponding belief in an extra-mental cause.

Another version of the “but-there-is-a-belief” reply might go like this.
The desert traveler does have a belief relevant to the perceptual object
and about the objects in her perceptual field; namely, that they do not
include an oasis.?” Once again, however, such a belief fails to satisfy
the belief condition of perception for Reid because it is not a belief of
the right sort. The belief, assuming there is one, that her visual field
does not include an oasis is not caused by the traveler’s sensation of
the oasis. Such a belief cannot therefore be constitutive of the traveler’s
perception of the oasis. What about the fact that the desert traveler likely
would have believed in the existence of the oasis, as many novice desert
travelers do, had she not been aware of defeaters for such a belief? One
might think that Reid could argue simply, as David Armstrong has,
that perception is always an inclination toward belief (i.e., perception
is “essentially belief-inducing”), even in those fringe cases in which the
belief normally accompanying perception is not formed due to other
overriding beliefs.?® For Reid to do so, however, would be to concede my
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point, modifying his view by making (occurrent) belief a nonessential
ingredient in perception. Moreover, the background beliefs of the desert
traveler in the oasis case not only preclude belief; they also plausibly
preclude any inclination to believe.

Another response that Reid might have taken to this line of argument
is to claim that, in cases like the oasis case, there is an immediate belief,
but that belief is quickly overridden by conflicting beliefs. If this were
the case, while we might say that perception involves belief in the sense
that a belief is always formed at some point in the process of perceiv-
ing an object, it would not be right to claim with Reid that perception
involves belief as an essential ingredient or concomitant, for one could
continue perceiving without continuing to believe in the existence of the
perceptual object.

3.3 Heil on Seeing and Believing

Finally, consider John Heil’s arguments for his thesis that “seeing is
always a matter of belief-acquisition.” Heil’s main argument is two-
pronged. First, he considers and offers reasons to reject what he takes
to be the two most fundamental types of cases offered by “non-epistemic
theorists” in support of their view. He then offers some suggestions
concerning the nature of belief, specifically concerning its connection to
intelligent behavior, in an attempt to show that all seeing is connected
with intelligent behavior in the way uniquely characteristic of belief
and, hence, that all seeing is believing.

The two fundamental cases of purportedly nondoxastic (or, in Heil’s ter-
minology, “non-epistemic”) seeing are (1) cases in which X looks P to S, but
S does not believe that X is P and (2) cases of unattended, or “unnoticed,”
visual perceptions. Concerning cases of the first type, Heil argues that
even in such cases S believes something about X, though the particular
belief that X is P is only contingently connected to the particular visual
experience of X’s appearing to be P. Concerning seeing-without-noticing,
Heil contends that some such cases seem to involve belief, as evidenced
by the intelligent behavior we exhibit in response to our environments
(e.g., when we avoid “unnoticed” obstacles while driving and talking),
while other such cases (e.g., Dretske-style simple-seeing cases) do not
seem to involve belief, but neither does it seem right to call these cases
of seeing—“we routinely speak of things unnoticed as unseen.”°

Heil roughly characterizes perceptual experiences as “those experi-
ences that arise in the process of one’s extracting information about one’s
surroundings (that is, acquiring beliefs about those surroundings) by
means of the senses.”®! He suggests that the role of the senses in per-
ception might be contingent, as evidenced by the apparent perception
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without perceptual experience that occurs in the phenomenon of blind-
sight. By contrast, he argues that the extracting of information from
one’s environment, which is logically tied to behavior that is appropriate,
or “intelligent,” given such information, is essentially constitutive of
all seeing. Hence, where one fails to extract information concerning, or
“take account” of, some object in one’s environment, one cannot be said
to have seen it.

In response, it is worth noting that Heil does not consider any parallel
of the oasis case I offer here. Concerning the related case he does consider,
I agree with Heil, as with Reid, that cases in which we do not believe
things to be the way they appear, but nevertheless believe something
about them, at the very least that they exist, are not counterexamples
to doxastic analyses of perception. Moreover, I have already argued in
agreement with Heil that Dretske-style simple-seeing is not perception,
but rather mere sensation absent the additional cognitive component
of perception.

Concerning Heil’s example of unnoticed perceptions that involve belief,
namely, those that occur when one avoids obstacles in the road while driv-
ing distracted by conversation, I contend that these are not truly unnoticed
perceptions. Were the obstacles in the road really unnoticed by the driver,
she would not intentionally avoid them. In fact, as explained above, I take
it that the primary evidence of unattended perception is behavior that is
not “intelligent,” to use Heil’s terminology, given the informational content
of the perception, coupled with the ability to recall the perceived image
to mind later. I am, indeed, sympathetic with Heil’s claim that all seeing
(and, by extension, all perception) essentially involves the extracting of
information from and “taking account” of one’s environment. I simply
disagree that such cognitive activity is logically tied, in the way Heil takes
belief to be, to “intelligent” behavior in keeping with the informational
content of perception. I contend that belief is thus neither the only, nor
the most plausible, mental state that we can identify with this cognitive
aspect of perception. In other words, I agree with Heil’s thesis that all
seeing is epistemic in the sense that perception essentially involves in-
formational content, but, pace Heil, this does not entail that all seeing is
believing since, as I will argue in the following section, there is another
mental state operative in perception that can account equally well for the
informational (propositional) content of perception.

4. MoDIFYING REID’S DUAL-COMPONENT THEORY

4.1 Perception as Construal

In order to account for cases of apparent perception without belief, such
as those cataloged above, Reid could have modified his theory of percep-
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tion by excluding belief from his formal definition, adopting instead a
definition according to which construal of a physical object is the es-
sential cognitive component of perception. This analysis substitutes a
different mental state—construal—for belief as the cognitive component
of perception caused by sensation, thereby preserving the dual-compo-
nent structure of Reid’s theory. The present analysis also allows for an
intimate relationship between perception and belief. For, this analysis
is compatible with the addendum that construal naturally, immediately,
and normally suggests beliefin the existence and qualities of a physical
object—given the principles of the constitution of our nature.

A sense perceptual construal is an apprehension, a “seeing as” or a
“taking” of a physical object in terms of certain (material object) con-
cepts that is connected causally to concurrent sensations.?? Consider, for
example, the famous duck-rabbit Gestalt figure. Without gaining any
new sensations, one who initially can see the drawing only as a duck
can learn to construe the duck-rabbit drawing as a rabbit. Moreover,
once one believes that the drawing is a duck-rabbit, one gains no new
beliefs when one switches between construals. That it is possible to
switch between construals without a change in sensation and without
the generation of any new beliefs reveals that there is another mental
state operative in perception besides belief and sensation. This is the
mental state I am calling construal and which I identify as the essential
cognitive component of perception.

Although construals do not always generate beliefs, construals are
presentations of their objects or aspects thereof. In the language of re-
cent defenders of phenomenal conservatism, construals are a subclass
of propositionally structured “appearances” or “seemings.”® Perceptual
construals are thus true or false or, perhaps more precisely, apt or inapt
insofar as they present their objects accurately. On this analysis, then,
perceptions, while not to be confused with the beliefs to which they
give rise, are propositionally structured and characterized by a kind of
inherent alethic affirmation or denial.

Construals thus resemble the sort of conceptions that Reid refers
to as “copies.” About copies, Reid explains that “they have an original
or archetype to which they refer, and with which they are believed to
agree: and we call them true or false conceptions, according as they
agree or disagree with the standard to which they are referred” (IP IV
i, 392). Notice that Reid does not say that beliefs corresponding to cop-
ies are said to be true or false, but that the conceptions themselves are
said to be true or false. The same can be said of construals. It would be
a mistake, however, to conclude that construals are copies. Construals
differ from Reid’s copies in the sense that construals are propositionally
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structured, whereas copies need not be, and construals present their
objects with a kind of forcefulness or assertiveness that copies may lack.
Given the propositional structure of construals and the way that they
present their objects (i.e., the way that they affirm or deny things about
their objects), it is not difficult to see the intimate relationship between
construals and beliefs. Perceptual beliefjust is assent to the affirmation
or denial inherent in perceptual construal.

Whereas Reid claims that perception is essentially accompanied or
constituted by belief, the counterexamples to doxastic analyses cataloged
above provide reason to think that it is possible to have construals (e.g.,
of the oasis or of the objects of unattended perception) without corre-
sponding beliefs in the existence of their objects. In other words, one
cannot account for the full range of human perception without allowing
for cases in which we do not believe our eyes, so to speak. It is worth
noting here, however, that my construal analysis might not account for
Reid’s cases of dim or infant perception better than Reid’s own theory.
In other words, I remain open to the view that construal is no more
present in such cases than belief. I am thus willing to deny that such
cases are perceptions, as opposed to mere sensations, without belief.
However, I take the Reid-inspired cases of unattended perception and
oasis-type cases to be decisive. I contend that Reid could have allowed
for such cases, thereby treating the full range of human perception with
his analysis, by identifying construal, rather than belief, as the cognitive
component of perception.

4.2 Construal Analysis and Reid’s Antiskepticism

The foregoing statement of a Reidian construal analysis of perception,
while brief and in need of further development, is sufficient for my
present purpose of demonstrating that Reid could have enjoyed the
primary philosophical benefits of his DCT while avoiding the counter-
examples to doxastic analyses of perception considered herein. Reid, in
fact, could have revised the cognitive component of his DCT in the way
I am suggesting while maintaining his primary argument against the
skepticism-motivating “theory of ideas”—his experimentum crucis. In
a brief passage in Inquiry V, Reid boldly risked his entire case against
the theory of ideas (or “ideal system”) on the success of one thought
experiment:

This I would therefore humbly propose as an experimentum crucis by
which the ideal system must stand or fall; and it brings the matter to
a short issue: Extension, figure, motion, may, any one, or all of them,
be taken for the subject of this experiment. Either they are ideas of
sensation, or they are not. If any one of them can be shown to be an
idea of sensation, or to have the least resemblance to any sensation,
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I lay my hand upon my mouth, and give up all pretence to reconcile

reason to common sense in this matter, and must suffer the ideal

skepticism to triumph. But if, on the other hand, they are not ideas

of sensation, nor like to any sensation, then the ideal system is a rope

of sand, and all the laboured arguments of the skeptical philosophy

against a material world, and against the existence of every thing

but impressions and ideas, proceeds upon a false hypothesis. (Inqg V

vii, 70)

As Buras explains, “Reid’s target in the experimentum . . .is the claim
that all our conceptions of material things are ideas of sensation or like
sensation.”* Reid’s aim was to pull up by the roots the central claim of
the theory of ideas that all of our ideas/conceptions in perception must
resemble what they are about. As George Berkeley famously argued
in his Dialogues, ideas obviously cannot resemble material objects. It
follows that belief in material objects is not possible, since we can form
no conception of material objects.?® Moreover, since all our immediate
knowledge of material objects must, on this account, be of sensations,
it follows that belief in the existence of (extramental) material objects
is grounded in irrational inferences from our ideas of sensations.?¢ Reid
refutes the resemblance thesis that underlies such skepticism with a
thought experiment—his experimentum—in which he demonstrates that
our concepts of primary qualities (e.g., extension, figure, and motion) are
not of sensations, nor do they resemble sensations. Reid encourages us
to reflect on the sensation we experience when we press against a hard
surface and compare that to our conception of hardness. Reflection re-
veals that the conception in no way resembles the sensation that causes
it. Reid thus rejects the resemblance thesis, together with the theory of
ideas that all our ideas/conceptions and, hence, immediate knowledge,
in perception are of sensations.

The relevance of this for our present discussion is that the neo-Reidian
construal analysis of perception proposed herein does nothing to un-
dermine the antiskeptical force of Reid’s experimentum crucis. Even if
we fail to believe in the existence of the material objects we form ideas/
conceptions of in perception, Reid’s experimentum loses none of its force
against the skepticism he sought to refute. Hence, removing belief from
the analysis of perception does not undermine Reid’s primary argument
against the theory of ideas and the correlative resemblance thesis.

Of course, Reid’s experimentum does not yet explain the justification
of perceptual belief in the material world. Reid thus offers a further
antiskeptical argument that (noninferential) perceptual belief in the
existence of material objects is justified since it is natural and, in some
sense, irresistible—a “principle of common sense.” Reid argued that, as
a principle of common sense, perceptual belief in the external world is
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of equal epistemic authority with the deliverances of reason and other
epistemic sources, having come as they did “out of the same shop” and
having been made as they were “by the same artist” (Ing VI xx, 169).37
Along with his experimentum, Reid could maintain this argument on the
modified theory of perception I propose by demonstrating that, although
belief is not a constituent element of perception, belief in the existence
of material objects nevertheless follows immediately (i.e., noninferen-
tially) upon perceptual construal in most cases and this by an original
principle of our constitution. On this account, therefore, while belief
in material objects may be resistible in some particular instances of
perception, it is not wholly resistible. In fact, an analysis of perception
in terms of construal provides a compelling explanation of the intimate
relationship between belief and perception since, as explained above,
perceptual construals have propositional content and contain within
their very structure a kind of affirmation or denial.?

4.3 Reid’s Rejection of Nondoxastic Analyses

In light of plausible counterexamples to a strict doxastic DCT, some less
convincing analogues of which Reid himself seems to have been aware
of and perhaps even mildly troubled by, and in light of the consistency
with his philosophical program of a construal-only cognitive component
of perception, one might wonder why Reid did not opt for the modification
of his view I here propose. He was not, after all, unaware of nondoxas-
tic alternatives to his view. In fact, he identifies René Descartes, John
Locke, Berkeley and David Hume as defenders of a conception-only
analysis of the cognitive component of perception and criticizes them
harshly for it:

Mr. Locke has followed the example given by Des Cartes, Gassendi,
and other Cartesians, in giving the name of perception to the bare
conception of things; and he has been followed in this by bishop Berke-
ley, Mr. Hume, and many late philosophers, when they treat of ideas.
They have probably been led into this impropriety, by the common
doctrine concerning ideas, which teaches us, that conception, percep-
tion by the senses, and memory, are only different ways of perceiving
ideas in our own minds. If that theory be well founded, it will indeed
be very difficult to find any specific distinction between conception
and perception. (IP IV i, 387)

Reid rebuts this view by setting it against the deliverance of common
sense that conception and perception are distinct operations of the mind.
He concludes his discussion in the following way: “To return from this
digression, into which the abuse of the word perception, by philosophers,
has led me, it appears evident, that the bare conception of an object,
which includes no opinion or judgment, can neither be true nor false” (IP
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IV i, 388-89). I hope it is apparent by now that the view Reid criticizes
in these passages, while appropriately labeled a nondoxastic analysis
of perception, is not my own. A construal is not what Reid refers to as
“bare conception.” Reid explains, “In bare conception, there can neither
be truth nor falsehood, because it neither affirms nor denies” (IP IV
i, 385). Unlike bare conception, construal involves a kind of inherent
propositionally structured affirmation or denial, a “seeing-as” that
typically inclines its possessor to assent one way or the other in belief.
The belief-inclining power of construals is indeed strong, but, as I have
argued, it can be resisted.

Of course, oasis-type cases and unattended perceptions are not
paradigmatic perceptual experiences and, as explained above, dim and
infant “seeings” arguably are not perceptions at all. Perhaps Reid was
not interested in devising a theory of perception that would account
for all human mental activity that might legitimately fall under the
name perception, but rather sought an analysis that simply covered all
paradigmatic adult human perception. Reid’s refusal to take up the ques-
tion of whether infants are capable of perception is indicative of such a
circumscribed methodological purpose (see IP 11 v, 117, and IV i, 536).
It might be that we have multiple conceptions of perception® and that
Reid, given his polemical purposes, is focusing in on one—perhaps the
archetypical-—conception, to the exclusion of others. While this sugges-
tion might have some merit, I have already argued how it is that Reid
could have satisfied his polemical purposes while adopting the analysis
of perception proposed herein. Without compromising his critique of
idealist skepticism, Reid could have defended a DCT according to which
construal, rather than belief, is necessary for perception. By doing so,
Reid could have included unattended as well as fringe oasis-type cases,
in his analysis, thus accounting for a fuller range of human perception
than his doxastic DCT allows.

CONCLUSION

Reid’s doxastic analysis of perception is well suited to explain most
paradigmatic adult human perception; however, unattended percep-
tions and oasis-type cases provide good reason to modify Reid’s theory
of perception. I have shown one way that Reid could have modified his
theory to account for these cases of perception without belief. Given that
Reid could have adopted a nondoxastic construal analysis of perception
without jettisoning his commonsense attack on skepticism, I recommend
the analysis to all of his contemporary followers. Of course, there are
some who reject any dual-component (and, hence, Reidian) theory of
perception altogether.?® A full defense of a DCT with construal as the
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essential cognitive component should include a response to such objec-
tors. That task, however, is one for another time. For now, it is enough to
have shown that those already sympathetic with Reid’s DCT have good
reasons, indeed good Reidian reasons, to prefer a modification of Reid’s
theory according to which construal, rather than belief, is the essential
cognitive component of perception.*!

Baylor University
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