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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Perspectival content of visual experiences
Błażej Skrzypulec

Institute of Philosophy, Jagiellonian University, Kraków, Poland

ABSTRACT
The usual visual experiences possess a perspectival phenomenology as they
seem to present objects from a certain perspective. Nevertheless, it is not
obvious how to characterise experiential content determining such
phenomenology. In particular, while there are many works investigating
perspectival properties of experienced objects, a question regarding how
subject is represented in visual perspectival experiences attracted less
attention. In order to address this problem, I consider four popular
phenomenal intuitions regarding perspectival experiences and argue that the
major theories of perspectival experiences do not account for all of them.
Relying on these observations, I show how a theory which accommodates all
these intuitions can be developed by (a) recognising that visual perspectival
experiences are, in fact, multimodal visuo-bodily experiences and (b)
distinguishing between egocentric and structural contents.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 7 December 2022; Accepted 4 May 2023

KEYWORDS Perspectival experiences; vision; representational content; phenomenal character;
perceptual structure

A common conviction regarding visual experiences is that they possess a
perspectival phenomenal character. This means that in usual visual
experiences, objects are experienced from a certain perspective, i.e.
they are experienced as positioned at some egocentric distance and
direction within the spatial structure of the visual field. For instance, an
object may be perceived as being far away and being to the right in
such a manner that it is close to edge of the visual field. However,
another object may be experienced as also being to the right but as
being closer and in proximity to the centre of the visual field. Similarly,
two objects may be experienced as positioned at the same distance
and in the same relation to the centre of the visual field, but one is experi-
enced as being to the left and the second as being to the right. From a
representationalist perspective, which assumes that the phenomenal
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character of experiences depends on their representational content (e.g.
Cutter and Tye 2011; Green 2016; Siegel 2010; Wu 2011), it is interesting to
ask what the content of visual experiences which determines the perspec-
tival phenomenology is.

In particular, if objects are represented as positioned at some ego-
centric distance and direction, it may be asked whether they are rep-
resented as being at a certain distance and direction from some entity.
Intuitively, it seems that to account for the perspectival phenomenology,
the content of visual experiences should be characterised in relational
terms such as X is in R to Y, where X is an object-element, i.e. a perceived
entity, R names some relation characterising distance and direction, and Y
is a subject-element, i.e. the perceiver or its location. In the contemporary
philosophical literature, there is a significant number of works concerning
the nature of the object-element. Such works discuss the status of percep-
tual properties responsible for perspectival looks of seen objects (e.g.
Bennett 2012; Green and Schellenberg 2017; Jagnow 2012; Weksler
2016) and investigate whether we simultaneously see things as having
both view-point dependent and intrinsic properties (e.g. Noë 2004;
Kelly 2008; Schwitzgebel 2006).

In contrast to these works, this paper focuses on the subject-element of
perspectival content, i.e. content which determines the perspectival
phenomenal character of experiences. I start (Section 1) by distinguishing
four important intuitions regarding the phenomenal character of visual
perspectival experiences, relying on contemporary discussion about the
perspectival character of perception. Further (Section 2), I discuss the
major theories of perspectival experiences and argue that the way in
which they characterise the subject-element does not allow for satisfac-
tion of all phenomenal intuitions discussed in the paper. It should be
noted that my goal is not to show that any of the main theories of per-
spectival experiences is false. I merely aim to argue in favour of a con-
ditional claim that if we want to accept all relevant phenomenal
intuitions, then a distinct theory is needed, as the main theories of per-
spectival content do not accommodate one or more of them. Due to
these factors my main focus is not on justifying the intuitions discussed
in the paper, but on observing that such intuitions are present in the lit-
erature and developing a proposal which accounts for all of them. Fur-
thermore, I do not want to claim that my theory is the only one which
is able to accommodate all phenomenal intuitions or that it is impossible
to modify the current theories of perspectival experiences such that they
accommodate more of these intuitions than they currently do. I merely
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want to (a) show that the most popular versions of the current theories of
perspectival experiences do not accommodate all popular phenomenal
intuitions and (b) develop a theory which accommodates them.

This discussion allows me to present two main dilemmas which are
faced by representational theories of perspectival experiences. The first
concerns the tension between a conviction that there is no visual
phenomenal character associated with the subject-element and an intui-
tion that there is a phenomenal difference between object-motion and
self-motion. The second dilemma involves the question of how to
specify the representational content in order to account for those
aspects of perspectival phenomenology which are determined by the
bodily posture in addition to those which are not.

I propose that these dilemmas can be solved by two theoretical moves,
and it is possible to formulate a plausible theory of perspective content
which satisfies all four popular phenomenal intuitions. First (Section 3), I
argue that visual perspectival experiences are, in fact, multimodal
visuo-bodily experiences in which the subject-element is a bodily struc-
ture represented in virtue of bodily awareness. Second (Section, 4), I pos-
tulate that objects in perspectival experiences are represented as related
not only to the bodily subject-element, but also to structural elements of
the visual field.

1. Four phenomenal intuitions

In this section, I describe four important phenomenal intuitions which can
be frequently found in the rich philosophical literature regarding the per-
spectival experiences. As stated in the introduction, intuitively, the per-
spectival content of visual experiences has the following form: an
object-element X stands in a distance and a direction relation to a
subject-element Y. Nevertheless, it seems that while there is visual
phenomenal character corresponding to the object-element, this is not
the case with the subject-element. For instance, an object-element is
experienced as an entity having a certain colour and shape. However,
the situation is different with the subject-element. The subject-element
is not one of the visible objects within the boundaries of the visual
field, rather it is positioned in the location from which the visible
objects are perceived. In consequence, it does not seem to be experi-
enced as having visual phenomenal properties like colours or shapes.
This general idea has been expressed in various terms by several
authors, for instance by claiming that the subject-element is not
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perceived directly (Schellenberg 2007), that a subject is not in its own field
of vision (Perry 1986), that the content of visual experience leaves the per-
ceiver out of the picture (Brogaard 2010; Brewer 1992), or that there is
nothing corresponding to ‘I’ in a perceptual experience (Evans 1982,
232–233).

Relying on these observations, I propose the first phenomenal intuition
which denies that visual perspectival experiences possess visual phenom-
enal character corresponding to the subject-element.

(PI-1) Visual perspectival experiences do not possess visual phenomenal charac-
ter corresponding to the subject-element.

Nevertheless, it would be too quick to state that changes in properties of
the subject-element do not influence the phenomenal character of per-
spectival experiences in any way. In particular, it has been noted that
there is a phenomenal difference between experiences of self-motion
among stationary objects and experiences of moving objects around
the stationary self. A vivid example, provided by Schwenkler (2014), con-
cerns an illusion of self-motion induced by being positioned in a rotating
drum. When a person is stationary in a rotating drum, at first a veridical
experience occurs representing a moving surface around the motionless
subject. However, after a while an illusory experience occurs representing
that a subject is spinning in a stationary drum. Another example concerns
the phenomenon of ‘visual kinesthesis’ (see Gibson 1986, 183; Smith 2002,
145). When a person is moving through the environment, for instance
walking or driving, the perceived objects uniformly expand in the visual
field as a person is approaching them. This constitutes a visual cue
which leads to experiences, sometimes illusory, of self-motion in the
stationary surrounding.

All these examples suggest that (a) there are visual perspectival experi-
ences which represent that an object-element is moving and the subject-
element is stationary, (b) there are visual perspectival experiences which
represent that an object-element is stationary and the subject-element is
moving and (c) these experiences have differing phenomenal characters.
In particular, the phenomenal character of self-motion is such that a
person experiences that the movement is attributed to her and not to
some other object. It is worth noting that such phenomenal distinction
does not require any further differences in representational content.
Two phenomenally distinct experiences may represent the same object-
element, the same subject-element, and the same pattern of changes
in the visual field (e.g. the object crosses the left border of the field of
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view), while differing only in the respect that one attributes movement to
the object-element and second to the subject-element.

These observations lead to the second phenomenal intuition:

(PI-2) A visual perspectival experience representing self-motion among station-
ary objects has a phenomenal character different to a visual perspectival experi-
ence representing movement of objects around a stationary subject, since in
the self-motion case a subject is experienced as an entity to which the move-
ment is attributed.

According to the intuitive idea mentioned earlier, perspectival experi-
ences represent that an object-element stands in some distance and
direction relations to the subject-element. In consequence, it seems
that visual perspectival experiences have a ‘directional phenomenology’
concerning whether an object-element is, for instance, in the front and
to the right or in the front and to the left of the subject-element (later,
for short, I write simply ‘to the left’ or ‘to the right’). Let’s consider a situ-
ation in which an object is perceived as positioned 10 centimetres from
the centre of the visual field. It seems that in most cases we visually
experience not only that the object is in some location within the visual
field (i.e. 10 centimetres from the centre), but also that the object is, in
some direction, relative to our position (for instance, to the left). The
phenomenal differences regarding representing something in some
directions from the subject-element are the difference in the directional
phenomenal character.

The precise description of the directional phenomenology depends on
the accepted approach to the subject-element. For instance, if a subject-
element is a simple entity without internal structure, then every object
will be in a single directional relation to such subject-element.
However, if the subject-element is, for example, a body made of parts,
then every object may be in many distinct directional relations to
various bodily parts. The specific pattern of such relations may then deter-
mine whether an object is experienced as being, for instance, to the left or
right, to the whole structured subject-element.

The presence of directional phenomenology establishes a link between
perceived objects and the subject’s bodily structure. A common obser-
vation made in the philosophical works is that the perspectival experi-
ences represent objects in such a way that it may be determined what
actions can be conducted towards them (e.g. Alsmith 2017; Brewer
1992; Zahavi 1999). For instance, an experience that an object is in the
direction labelled ‘left’ allows the most efficient way to grab it to be
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determined. This way is distinct than in the case of an experience of being
to the ‘right’. It seems that to help in determining the appropriate actions,
the directional phenomenology should concern the way in which an
object is related to the subject’s body. For instance, the direction labelled
as ‘left’ represents a different object–body relationship to the direction
labelled ‘right’ (see Briscoe 2009; Smith 2014; Thompson 2005).

Relying on the proposed relation between the directional phenomen-
ology and the body, the third phenomenal intuition can be formulated in
the following way:

(PI-3) A visual perspectival experience has a directional phenomenology which
represents an object’s relationship to the subject’s body in a way that helps to
determine the appropriate actions towards an object.

It should be noted that PI-3 does not entail a thesis that objects are rep-
resented as subjects of some possible actions or as having action-related
properties sometimes known as ‘affordances’ (see Alsmith 2017). For
instance, it is coherent with PI-3 that the bodily aspects of directional phe-
nomenology help in determining the appropriate actions in virtue of pro-
viding a prima facie justification for beliefs regarding actions that can be
conducted. Furthermore, endorsing PI-3 does not require a postulation
that the bodily aspect of directional phenomenology is particularly
salient in usual experiences. It is sufficient to accept that, as commonly
pointed out in works regarding the awareness of the body, the body is
merely peripherally present in consciousness (e.g. Elder 2013; Hochstetter
2016; Kinsbourne, 1995; Lana 2018; Marcel 2003).

The intuitions PI-2 and PI-3 suggest that there is a perceptual phenom-
enology regarding self-motion and a perceptual directional phenomenol-
ogy having a bodily aspect. Nevertheless, one may alternatively propose
that phenomena characterised in PI-2 and PI-3 can be, in fact, described
by referring merely to having certain beliefs without postulating a percep-
tual phenomenal character. One of the major indicators of perceptual
phenomenal character discussed in the philosophical works is the inde-
pendence from background knowledge and additional propositional
information (e.g. Bayne 2009; Block 2014). While beliefs are likely to
change when new propositional information is provided, the perceptual
phenomenology tends to be insensitive to such additional information. I
believe that such independence is present in the case of phenomena
described in PI-2 and PI-3 and due to its presence, the perceptual
status of self-motion phenomenology and bodily aspect of directional
phenomenology should be treated at least as a serious hypothesis. In
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particular, the self-motion illusions, such as the rotating drum illusion,
happen regardless of whether a person knows that only the drum is
moving (see Schwenkler 2014, 11). This suggests that the possessed prop-
ositional knowledge does not affect the self-motion phenomenology, as
information that a subject is stationary does not change a self-motion
experience into an experience of an object-motion. A similar independency
seems to be present in the case of directional phenomenology. For
instance, if one experiences that an object is closer to the left than right
side of the body, this perception is likely to remain even if one obtains
an information that it is an illusion caused by some placement of mirrors.

Furthermore, I do not assume that necessarily the phenomenology
described in PI-2 and PI-3 occurs in the case of all perspectival experiences.
For my purpose, it is enough to accept that it seems to occur in common
cases of such experiences, so it is worthwhile to develop a theory of per-
spectival content which accounts for these phenomenal aspects.
However, I believe it is likely that PI-2 and PI-3 can be applied to typical
cases of perspectival experiences, as in such experiences the subject is rep-
resented as either moving or as being stationary among objects, and
objects are represented as related to a subject in a way which helps in
determining the appropriate bodily actions aimed towards them.

While the directional phenomenology represents a specific relation-
ship between an object and the body, it is not the case that all phenom-
enal character associated with visual perspectival experiences represents
objects in this way. The visual field is often characterised as a structure
composed of visual directions which stand in certain topological relations
(see Chomansky 2018; Gregory 2013, 33; Jagnow 2012). Some directions
are connected to each other such that there is no other direction between
them, and some are separated by a chain of connected directions. Fur-
thermore, visual directions are organised in such a way that they meet
at a ‘starting point’ of the visual field in a place close to our eyes. These
topological relations create a stable structure of the visual field which
stays the same even if, due to changes in directional phenomenology
related to changes in bodily posture, the way in which visual directions
are labelled is modified. For instance (see Peacocke 1992, 62 for the
famous Buckingham Palace example), initially an object may be experi-
enced as being straight ahead, but after rotating the torso it may be
experienced as being slightly to the left.1 Nevertheless, both before and

1Here, I left in neutral whether ‘to the left’means left from the subject taken as a whole or left from some
of its parts.

INQUIRY 7



after the bodily movement the object can be experienced as occupying
the same position within the structure of visual field, for instance as
being at distance D1 from a visual direction P lying on the edge of the
visual space and in a distance D2 from the ‘starting point’ of the visual
field.

In consequence, there seems to be an aspect of visual phenomenology,
which may be named ‘topological phenomenology,’ regarding the topo-
logical structure of the visual field, which is unaffected by changes in the
directional phenomenology. This stability of topological structure may be
expressed by the fourth phenomenal intuition:

(PI-4) A visual perspectival experience has topological phenomenology which
remains the same regardless of the changes in directional phenomenology.

In the next section, I discuss the major theories of perspectival content.
I argue that none of them accommodates all described phenomenal
intuitions.

2. Theories of perspectival content

I start by analysing the monadic theories which, in order to accommodate
intuition PI-1, deny that the content of perspectival experiences contains
a subject-element (Campbell 1994; Evans 1982; Perry 1986; Schellenberg
2007). Second, I investigate the self-location theories which, relying on
intuition PI-2, propose that perspectival experiences represent objects
as related to the subject (Schwenkler 2014) or its location (Mitchell
2021). Finally, I refer to agentive theory proposed by Alsmith (2017)
who accommodates intuition PI-3 by characterising the subject-element
as a body composed of spatially arranged parts.

2.1. Monadic theories

Intuition PI-1 expresses the idea that the perspectival experiences do not
have phenomenal character corresponding to the subject-element. A
straightforward way to accommodate this claim is to propose that
visual perspectival experiences simply do not represent the subject-
element. Further, I use the term ‘monadic theories’ to refer to theories
which do not include the subject-element as a part of the content of per-
spectival experiences.

In the contemporary philosophy of perception the monadic solution
has been proposed by Evans (1982, 232–233) who believes that while
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perspectival experiences justify beliefs such as ‘I am in front of the door’, it
does not happen because the subject is represented in her own percep-
tual experience, but in virtue of combining the perceptual content with a
wider framework of knowledge and beliefs. Furthermore, the monadic
view has been argued for by Campbell (1994, 119–121), and more
recently by Schellenberg (2007), by utilising the notion of monadic
spatial representations (see also Peacocke 2001, 219–220 for a similar
concept). According to this approach the content of perspectival experi-
ences does not have the form: an object-element stands in distance and
direction relations R to the subject-element. Instead, the content is simply
object element stands in distance and direction relations R. The subject-
element is not represented and the spatial relation is ‘monadic’ as it
does not connect two relata.

The monadic approaches obviously account for intuition PI-1: If the
perspectival content does not involve a subject-element, then it is not sur-
prising that there is no visual phenomenal character associated with this
element. Similarly, such approaches have resources which allow intuition
PI-4 to be accommodated as it may be proposed that the organisation of
monadic directions creates a structure with stable topological features.

Nevertheless, the monadic accounts have problems accounting for
intuitions PI-2 and PI-3. Intuition PI-2 concerns the presence of phenom-
enal difference between situations of object-motion and self-motion. If
the perspectival content contains both an object-element and a
subject-element, the difference between the two types of motion can
be explained by postulating that when object-motion is experienced,
the motion-related properties are attributed to the object-element, and
when self-motion is experienced they are attributed to the subject-
element. However, as a consequence of denying the presence of the
subject-element, proponents of the monadic conceptions have problems
explaining the phenomenal differences between self-motion and object-
motion in terms of differences in the representational content.

The problems of monadic theories with self-motion have been ana-
lysed in detail by Schwenkler (2014), who uses the rotating drum illusion
as an example. When a stationary person is positioned in a rotating drum,
at first she veridically perceives a moving drum, but after a while she
experiences an illusion that she is rotating in a stationary drum. A propo-
nent of the monadic conception may propose, without postulating a
subject-element, that in the case of the initial veridical experience the
content is: there is a movement from left to right and the drum is
moving, while in the case of the subsequent illusory experience the
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content is: there is a movement from left to right and the drum is stationary.
Nevertheless, as observed by Schwenkler, such a proposal does not grasp
the phenomenal difference between the self-motion and object-motion.
In an illusory experience of self-rotation in a stationary drum, it seems that
one does not merely experience that the drum is stationary and that there
is some motion: this motion is experienced as happening to her. In fact,
from the perspective of a monadic theory it may be more plausible to
reject intuition PI-2 and argue that there is no specific phenomenology
of self-motion which is distinct from the phenomenology of object-
motion. The rejection of PI-1 may be then supplemented by an alternative
explanation of examples such as the rotating drum illusion which does
not refer to the phenomenology of self-motion. For instance (see Richard-
son 2017), it may be postulated that a phenomenal transition occurring in
the rotating drum illusion does not concern changes in experiential
content but consists in a fact that motion starts to be attributed to the
visual field itself. Nevertheless, such alternative accounts are not
without their own complications. For instance, an ontological question
arises regarding whether the visual field is such an entity that in percep-
tual awareness motion may be attributed to it and not only to entities
figuring in the content of an experience. Furthermore, while an attribu-
tion of movement to the visual field may seem plausible in the case of
rotating self-motion, such a move is possibly less obvious in the case of
forward self-motion, as in such a case the borders of the visual field
seem to be stable. However, as my goal is to develop a theory which
accommodates PI-2 together with other phenomenal intuitions, detailed
considerations about possible developments of theories which reject PI-2
are outside the scope of this paper.

Regarding intuition PI-3, the monadic theories do not offer a character-
istic of content which would be able to determine that objects seem to be
directionally related to the subject’s body. Of course, a monadic content
may specify that one object is in some direction D1 and another one is in
distinct direction D2. They may also accept that information provided by
the bodily senses at least partially determines whether a given direction is
D1 or D2. However, to represent that the direction D1 is such that an
object located in this direction is closer to the left than the right hand,
additional content is required which carries information about the
current arrangement of bodily parts. Hence, the monadic theories do
not accommodate intuition PI-3, rather they reject it by denying that per-
spectival experiences represent objects as related to the body and its
parts.
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In consequence, while the content proposed by the monadic theories
is able to explain the lack of visual phenomenology associated with the
subject-element (intuition PI-1) and the presence of stable topological
phenomenology (intuition PI-4), monadic theories do not offer content
which accommodates intuitions PI-2 (phenomenal difference between
self-motion and object-motion) and PI-3 (bodily character of directional
phenomenology).

2.2. Self-location theories

According to self-location theories visual, perspectival experiences have
content involving both an object-element and a subject-element.
Usually, the subject-element is named by an indexical term such as ‘I’
or ‘me’, or is characterised as ‘self’, and the proposed perspectival
content is like an object-element stands in a distance and direction relation
to me (e.g. Schwenkler 2014; Peacocke 1992, 30–40; Smith 2002, 145;
Zahavi 1999, 90–110). Due to the inclusion of a subject-element, self-
location theories can easily accommodate intuition PI-2. The content of
experiences representing object-motion is distinct from the content of
experiences representing subject-motion, since in the first case move-
ment is attributed to the object-element and in the second one to the
subject-element. Similarly, the self-location theories have no problems
in accounting for PI-4 as nothing in their formulation suggests that the
topological organisation of visual directions is not stable.

On the other hand, the self-location theories have difficulties in
accommodating intuition PI-1 as it seems that if a subject-element is
present in the content of a visual experience, then it should be associ-
ated with the visual phenomenal character. Some authors propose (in
particular, see Peacocke 2001; 215–220 and also Recanati 2012) that a
subject-element is present within the content of a visual perspectival
experience, but it does not contribute to its phenomenal character.
While such a position technically satisfies intuition PI-1, as there is no
visual phenomenal character corresponding to the subject-element, it
also runs into a problem concerning intuition PI-2. If the phenomenal
character of self-motion represents the subject as a moving entity, a
question arises of what determines this phenomenal character.
However, if the subject is a part of content but does not influence phe-
nomenology, then it cannot be the element which accounts for the fact
that the phenomenal character of self-motion represents the subject as
moving.
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Alternatively, as proposed by Sebastián (2022), it may be the case that
an experience represents, for instance, ‘I am moving’, but the particular
object to which the indexical ‘I’ refers does not figure in content. This pro-
posal can be interpreted in two ways: (a) that subject does not figure in
content, or (b) that the particular subject (like Mary) does not figure in
content, but the subject-related content is a general content which
involves ‘a subject’. If (a) is chosen, then it is not obvious how content,
which does not contain a subject-element, determines the phenomenol-
ogy of self-motion in which a moving subject is represented. If (b) is
selected, then a subject-element of content may determine the phenom-
enology of self-motion by being associated with visual phenomenology
(but this entails the rejection of intuition PI-1) or may figure in content
without influencing the phenomenology (but then it cannot determine
the subject-involving phenomenology of self-motion). Another option
inspired by Sebastián’s (2022) framework is to weaken the intuition PI-2
by denying that in the self-motion case the subject is experienced as
the entity to which the movement is attributed. This opens a possibility
for postulating, consistently with intuition PI-1, that when self-motion
occurs, the content such as ‘I am moving’ is realised by representing
some movement-related property without additionally representing the
subject-element to which the movement-related property is attributed.
Similarly, as in the case of Richardson’s (2017) proposal, I believe that
such an option may be worth developing, but in this paper, I focus on for-
mulating a theory which satisfies PI-2 in its stronger form proposed in
Section 1.

Another way is to weaken intuition PI-1 by postulating that while there
is no usual visual phenomenal character associated with the subject-
element, such an element has some special visual phenomenology. For
instance, it has been proposed that the subject-element has phenomen-
ology characteristic for amodal completion (Schwenkler 2014, 17). In the
typical case of amodal completion, for instance when a circular figure is
partially occluded by a rectangular figure, we still experience that the cir-
cular figure continues behind the occluder. In consequence, it may be
proposed that there is some visual phenomenal character associated
with perception of the circular figure even if its obscured fragments are
not associated with the usual colour or shape phenomenology. Neverthe-
less, it is unlikely that the perception of the subject-element such as ‘I’ or
‘me’ can be characterised in terms of the amodal completion. In visual
experiences, the phenomenon of completion relies on the presence of
visible fragments of an object. It is their arrangement which allows the
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perceptual system to predict how the nonvisible fragments of the object
looks like. However, such information is not available if the subject-
element is simply characterised as ‘self’ or ‘me’ as such subject-element
is not composed of some visible and some nonvisible fragments.

An attempt to avoid this problem is made by proposing that the
subject element is not simply ‘self’ but rather ‘my body’ or ‘bodily self’
(see Cassam 1994, 52–53; Schwenkler 2014, 16). This actually makes refer-
ring to the idea of amodal completion more plausible. We are able to visu-
ally perceive fragments of our body, so it may be proposed that we also
experience the rest of the body by amodally completing the visible frag-
ments. Nevertheless, while this approach may help the self-location the-
ories to accommodate intuition PI-1, it introduces a new problem related
to intuition PI-2, because a visually represented body is not phenomenally
represented as ‘my body’ but is simply perceived in the same way as any
other object in the visual space, i.e. as something occupying some frag-
ment of space, having colour, shape and size. For instance, in the
rubber hand illusion experiments (see Longo et al. 2008), in order to
evoke a feeling that a rubber hand belongs to a person, it is not
enough to visually present a participant with plausibly positioned and
realistically looking hand. What is required is the additional tactile input
provided to the real hand hidden out of sight which is correlated with
the visible stroking of the rubber hand.

In consequence, the visual phenomenology associated with the visual
body perception is unlikely to be the right one to account for the differ-
ence between object-motion and self-motion. If the subject-element of a
perspectival experience is a visually represented body, then the phenom-
enology of self-motion is not in an important way distinct from the phe-
nomenology of object-motion, as in both cases the motion is attributed to
an object presented in the field of vision. Nevertheless, an important intui-
tion regarding the phenomenology of self-motion, is that during self-
motion we experience that we are moving and not merely that the move-
ment concerns one of the visible objects.

Similar problems occur when the subject-element is characterised in
spatial terms as the ‘location of the self’ (Schwenkler 2014, 18) or
simply as some location L which, in fact, is the location of the perceiver
(Mitchell 2021). As with the body, while it may be the case that a location
is perceived by means of amodal completion, attributing motion to a
location does not seem to adequately determine the phenomenal charac-
ter of self-motion experiences in which motion is felt as regarding the
subject itself. In fact, the situation with location is more problematic
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than with the body as it is less plausible that vision represents that
locations are moving.

Furthermore, the self-location theories have limited abilities to accom-
modate intuition PI-3 even if they characterise the subject-element as a
body or a bodily self. It is so because to actually help in determining
the appropriate actions towards objects, the directional phenomenology
cannot simply represent that an object is related to the body, but should
characterise relations between an object and bodily parts which can be
used in conducting actions. In other words, accommodating intuition
PI-3 requires postulating that perspectival experiences not only represent
that there is a body, but that parts of the body are arranged in a certain
way. Differences in such arrangements can, in fact, determine the direc-
tional phenomenology. For example, the same object in the same pos-
ition within the visual field may be represented as being to the left in
virtue of representing relations to the arrangement of bodily parts occur-
ring when a person stands on her feet. However, when a relation to the
arrangement of bodily parts changes as a person stands on her head,
the same object in the same position within the visual field may be rep-
resented as being to the right.

Overall, the self-location theories are developed in two directions.
According to the first one, they characterise the subject-element simply
as ‘I’ or ‘me.’ This accommodates intuition PI-2, but leads to a problem
with intuition PI-1, as it is unclear why an element of visual content is not
associated with visual phenomenal character. To solve the problems with
intuition PI-1, a different approach can be developed in which the
subject-element is specified in terms of a body or a location. Nevertheless,
this reverses the problem, since while intuition PI-1 may be accommodated,
a problem concerning intuition PI-2 occurs. Furthermore, self-location the-
ories do not characterise content in a way that fully accommodates intuition
PI-3. On the other hand, they do not run into difficulties with intuition PI-4.

2.3. The agentive theory

A theory specifically tailored to account for intuition PI-3 has been pro-
posed by Alsmith (2017). The main intuition guiding his conception is
that the presentation of the subject-element in perspectival experiences
is connected with the abilities for conducing actions towards objects.
Hence, I refer to Alsmith’s theory as the ‘agentive theory.’ While this
theory has not been developed to specifically address visual perspectival
experiences, it can be easily applied in this context.
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Relying on the empirical state of the art, Alsmith demonstrates that
representing an object as positioned in an egocentric, perspectival
space, which is required for successful conduct of actions, involves utilis-
ing information regarding its position in multiple reference frames
(Alsmith 2017, 2021; see also Briscoe 2009, 2021). These frames are
‘embedded’ in various bodily parts, such as head, torso, or a hand. A
frame is embedded in a bodily part if its point of origin is positioned in
this part and movements of the part influence the perspectival properties
of an experience (e.g. whether an object is to the left or right).

Relying on these observations, Alsmith proposes that a perspectival
experience represents an object-element as standing in egocentric
relations to various bodily parts in which the appropriate reference
frames are embedded. Nevertheless, these bodily parts are not represented
as separate but as parts of the single bodily structure. This allows the state-
ment that while an object-element is represented as related to a variety of
bodily part, it is also related to a single, complex subject-element: the
whole body. To express this idea Alsmith uses the notion of ‘partial iden-
tity’: when, for instance, an object-element is represented as related to a
hand, it is also represented as related to the body itself, as the body is par-
tially located where the hand is. To summarise, according to the agentive
theory, a perspectival experience has a content of the following general
form: there are bodily parts P1,… ,Pn such that an object-element X stands
in some distance and direction relation to each of P1,… ,Pn, and parts P1,
… ,Pn compose the subject-element that is the whole bodily structure.

The agentive theory is well-suited to accommodating intuition PI-3.
The proposed perspectival content specifies that an object-element
stands in spatial relations to various bodily parts, and that these parts
stand in various relations to each other, so it can plausibly determine
the directional phenomenology representing the way in which an
object is related to the body. Nevertheless, accounting for the other intui-
tions is more problematic for the agentive theory if it is applied to visual
experiences. The problems with intuitions PI-1 and PI-2 are similar to
those observed in the context of self-location theories. First, it is not
obvious how the agentive theory is able to combine the presence of a
complex subject-element of visual content with intuition PI-1 stating
that there is no visual phenomenology corresponding to the subject-
element. Second, if the subject-element of a visual, perspectival experi-
ence is characterised as body, then, as observed in the previous
section, a problem with intuition PI-2 arises, because body is visually rep-
resented in a similar way to any other object in the visual field so it is
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unlikely that attributing motion to such subject-element can account for
the phenomenology of self-motion.

However, the agentive theory also has some specific problems related
to intuition PI-4. According to this theory, an object-element is rep-
resented as related to various bodily parts, each with its own embedded
frame of reference. Because these frames of reference are embedded in
distinct bodily parts, and many of these parts may, to some degree,
move independently, the spatial relations between distinct frames of
reference can change from moment to moment. In the context of intui-
tion PI-4 this creates a problem, as the topological structure of perspecti-
val experiences becomes unstable. For instance, let’s consider two
reference frames: Fa embedded in part A and Fb embedded in part B.
At one moment, due to the relative position of A and B, frames Fa and
Fb partially overlap such that some egocentric directions constituting
them stand in topological connectedness relations. However, at a distinct
moment, parts A and B may be further away such that their embedded
frames of reference are disjoint, so the same directions are not connected.
Such possibilities make it difficult to accommodate intuition PI-4 which
states that the topological phenomenology, determined by connectedness
relations between egocentric directions, is stable and is not modified by the
changes in the directional phenomenology. In contrast to intuition PI-4, the
content postulated by the agentive theory suggests that topological phe-
nomenology supervenes on the way in which objects are represented as
related to various parts of the bodily structure. Alsmith (2021) suggests
that his proposal provides a form of unity of various reference frames as
all of them are related to a single agent. However, while such unity may
allow successful action to be conducted regardless of the dynamically chan-
ging relation between reference frames, it is less clear how it can explain the
stability of the topological structure of visual perspectival experiences.

Overall, the agentive theory does not have a problem in accommodat-
ing the intuition PI-3. On the other hand, the agentive theory cannot
easily account for intuition PI-4 – a difficulty which is not present in the
context of monadic and self-location theories. Furthermore, the agentive
theory faces similar complications with intuitions PI-1 and PI-2 as self-
location theories.

2.4. Two dilemmas

The above analyses of the major theories of perspectival experiences
allows formulating the two main dilemmas which make it difficult to
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propose a theory which accounts for all the major phenomenal intuitions.
The first concerns the tension between intuitions PI-1 and PI-2. Monadic
theories, by denying the presence of the subject-element of content
easily satisfy intuition PI-1, but have a problem in accounting for intuition
PI-2 as it is unclear how content without a subject-element determines
the phenomenology of self-motion. On the other hand, the self-location
theories introduce the subject-element characterised as ‘I,’ which allows
the phenomenal difference between object-motion and self-motion to
be explained, instead they have problems with intuition PI-1 as the
absence of visual phenomenology associated with the subject-element
is not explained. This problem may be resolved by characterising the
subject-element in terms of a body or a location and referring to the
idea of amodal completion, but such solutions reintroduce the difficulties
related to intuition PI-2, as these alternative accounts of the subject-
element are not suited to explaining the phenomenology of self-
motion. Overall, the first dilemma concerns the conflict between a
requirement to explain the difference between the object-motion and
self motion (intuition PI-2), which can be plausibly done by introducing
the subject-element of content, and the intuition that there is no visual
phenomenology associated with such a subject-element (intuition PI-1).

The second dilemma concerns the tension between intuitions PI-3 and
PI-4. The monadic and self-location theories do not have problem accom-
modating intuition PI-4 as they may explain the presence of a stable topo-
logical phenomenology by postulating a stable structure constituted by
visual egocentric directions. On the other hand, these theories do not
characterise the perspectival content in a way which is able to fully
account for the directional phenomenology postulated by intuition PI-3.
This problem is solved via the agentive theory by proposing that an
object element is represented as positioned in various egocentric frame-
works embedded in distinct bodily parts. However, while this allows intui-
tion PI-3 to be satisfied, it leads to problems with accounting for the
stability of topological phenomenology postulated in intuition PI-4.

In the subsequent sections, I offer a characterisation of the content of
visual perspectival experiences which is able to resolve both the above
dilemmas. My solution may be treated as an extension of Alsmith’s agen-
tive theory. I accept the core claim of Alsmith’s proposal that a perspecti-
val experience represents that an object-element stands in spatial
relations to various bodily parts, and I supplement it with two other
claims: that the complex bodily subject-element is experienced in virtue
of bodily awareness (this is explained in Section 3 in the context of
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tension between PI-1 and PI-2), and that there is a distinction between
egocentric and structural contents (this is explained in Section 4 in the
context of tension between PI-3 and PI-4).

3. Subject-element as bodily structure

It seems that accounting for the intuition PI-2 requires postulating a
content of visual perspectival experiences containing a subject-element.
However, according to the intuition PI-1 there is no visual phenomenal
character associated with this element. I believe that the dilemma can
be resolved by postulating that there is a phenomenal character related
to the subject-element, but this phenomenal character is not visual.
This has been earlier suggested by Zahavi (1999, 90–100), who proposed
that in a perspectival experience the body is accessible through kinesth-
esis (see also Bermúdez 1998 for an idea that proprioception allows for
differentiating self from non-self). Below, I develop this idea by postulat-
ing the bodily content of perspectival experiences and argue that it can
plausibly resolve the tension between intuitions PI-1 and PI-2.

By bodily content I mean content provided by the mechanisms of
bodily awareness, such as proprioception, kinesthesis, and sense of
balance, which represent the body ‘from the inside’ (see de Vignemont
2014). Such mechanisms, utilising, inter alia, information gathered by
receptors in joints, muscles and tendons, provide us with a sense of
bodily position and arrangement of bodily parts (see Longo 2010;
Schwoebel and Coslett 2005). For instance, even without visual input, in
virtue of bodily awareness, we are able to recognise whether our arm is
straight or bent, and whether our head is turned towards the left or the
right. In the literature regarding bodily representations, such mechanisms
are often treated as relevant for creating structural representations of the
body which specify how bodily parts are connected to each other and the
current spatial relations between them (see Hochstetter 2016; Longo and
Haggard 2010; Proske and Gandevia 2012; de Vignemont 2010).

Relying on the above observations, I propose that the subject-element
of visual perspectival experiences is the represented bodily structure
characterising the relations between bodily parts. The bodily characteris-
ation of this structure allows the problem which threatens the variants of
self-location theories which characterise the subject-element as amodally
completed, visual representation of the body to be resolved. The problem
is that, in vision, the body is represented as any other visual object, so
such a representation cannot account for the phenomenology of self-
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motion, which suggests that motion is attributed to us and not to some
perceived object. This difficulty does not arise if the representation of the
body is provided by bodily awareness, because except for specific cases
of deficits regarding bodily ownership (see de Vignemont 2020), phenom-
enal character associated with bodily awareness represent its objects not as
some external objects, but as fragments of our body. In consequence, such
characterisation of the subject-element allows intuition PI-2 to be satisfied.
In the case of object-motion, movement is attributed to a visually rep-
resented, external object, and in the case of the self-motion, movement
is attributed to the body which is experienced in virtue of bodily awareness.
The proposed characterisation of perspectival content also accommodates
intuition PI-1: There is no visual phenomenology associated with the
subject-element, as such phenomenology is nonvisual.

It should be noted that the above characterisation of the subject-
element does not entail that a person who has lost some abilities that
were provided by bodily senses cannot have visual experiences with
any perspectival character. First, the bodily awareness is partially provided
by stable, offline representations which may be present even if sensory
input in unavailable (e.g. Hochstetter 2016; Longo and Haggard 2010;
de Vignemont 2010). Second, in order to resolve the tension between
intuitions PI-1 and PI-2 it is not necessary to claim that there is no perspec-
tival phenomenology which can occur without representing the subject-
element. For instance, some such phenomenology may occur in virtue of
the presence of certain patterns of changes regarding the visible objects.

Furthermore, I do not aim to provide a detailed description of the
specific parts and relations composing the subject-element, but merely
to propose that the subject-element is a bodily structure experienced
‘from the inside’ (see Bermúdez 1998 for a philosophical approach to
such structure and Longo et al. 2020 for results regarding the role of
head and torso in perspectival experiences). In addition, my proposal
does not require that the body is particularly phenomenally salient in per-
spectival experiences. A common observation in the literature regarding
bodily awareness is that in the usual cases the body is only peripherally
present in our consciousness (e.g. Elder 2013; Hochstetter 2016; Kins-
bourne, 1995; Lana 2018; Marcel 2003). Its presence becomes more
central only when something attracts attention to the body, for instance,
when our intended movement fails for some reason. Nevertheless, such
peripheral presence is still a form of the consciousness of the body
which helps, for instance, in initiating the correct actions towards the per-
ceived objects.
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The above remarks show that bodily content is a suitable tool for resol-
ving the tension between intuitions PI-1 and PI-2. However, it still may be
asked whether it is plausible to postulate that perspectival experiences
have such content. In particular, one may propose that while information
from mechanisms constituting bodily awareness causally influences the
content of perspectival experiences, such experiences do not have
bodily content. In this context, it is worth observing that the intuition
PI-3 already states that the directional phenomenology involves a relation
to the subject’s body. To account for this intuition, the content of perspec-
tival experiences should determine the phenomenal presence of the
body. Of course, introducing bodily content can easily serve this task.
However, it is less obvious how it can be done if the mechanisms of
bodily awareness only causally affect the perspectival content. In particu-
lar, if such causal influence merely leads to a presence of a visually experi-
enced body or does not involve the introduction of any element of
content at all, then it would be difficult to combine intuitions PI-1, PI-2
and PI-3. This is because if the bodily subject-element is visually experi-
enced then PI-1 is rejected, and if no element of content is introduced
it is unclear what determines the subject-involving phenomenology of
self-motion and the bodily aspects of directional phenomenology (see
p. 14).

Nevertheless, even if the introduction of bodily content seems plaus-
ible given the acceptance of intuition PI-3, there may be other reasons
which justify rejection of the postulate that perspectival experiences
involve bodily content. Below, I consider five such reasons and argue
that they do not significantly threaten the postulate regarding the pres-
ence of bodily content. The first reason is about the access to bodily infor-
mation. The second concerns the possibility of the presence of bodily
content in visual experiences. The third suggests that instead of postulat-
ing that visual perspectival experiences have bodily content it may be
accepted that contents of purely visual and purely bodily experiences
are somehow coordinated. The final two reasons are related to arguments
formulated by Schwenkler (2014) in the context of the rotating drum
illusion.

First, there may doubt as to whether the processes involved in the cre-
ation of perspectival experiences have access to and use information pro-
vided by mechanisms related to bodily awareness, which allows the
subject-element to be represented as a structure composed of bodily
parts. Nevertheless, currently, it is well-established that representing ego-
centric locations of visually represented objects requires information
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regarding not only information obtained by visual mechanisms from
retinal receptors, but also regarding the position of the body to be utilised
(see Alsmith 2017; Briscoe 2009, 2021). For instance, without combining
visual and bodily information it would be difficult to experientially dis-
tinguish between cases in which a retinal input changes due to move-
ment of an object in the visual filed or due to a movement of the head
when the object is stationary.

Similarly, without utilising both visual and bodily information in the
creation of a perspectival experience, it would be unclear why such an
experience serves as a basis for successful bodily actions regarding per-
ceived objects. Such actions, such as grabbing an object, seem to
require information about the current spatial relation between an
object and bodily parts such as hand, arm, and torso. However, one
may propose that information regarding visually guided actions is
mainly processed by the dorsal stream and content related to such infor-
mation is likely to be unconscious (see Brogaard 2011; Gallese 2007;
Kozuch 2015; Wu 2014 for discussion regarding relations between con-
sciousness and the dorsal stream). Nevertheless, I believe that one does
not have to assume that bodily content of perspectival experiences is
solely the unconscious dorsal content. First, while fine-grained control
of visually guided actions may be unconscious, such actions have also
conscious aspects related to, for instance, initiating and planning
general course of actions as well as recognising the actions’ success or
failure (e.g. Kinsbourne, 1995; Wong 2015). It seems likely that such con-
scious elements of actions may be conducted relying on conscious bodily
content. Second, the bodily information relevant for conducting visually
guided actions may be partially provided by representation, such as
‘body image’, usually associated with conscious bodily perception (e.g.
Carruthers 2008; de Vignemont 2010). For example, such representation
may inform about the general structure and the current position of
bodily parts, which allows determining the general pattern of action
that is suitable given the position of an object. In fact, it is not uncommon
to propose that there is no strict division between bodily representations
associated with unconscious action guiding and conscious bodily percep-
tion, as they may be co-created and share some content (see Pitron,
Alsmith, and de Vignemont 2018).

Second, even if information regarding the bodily structure is utilised
when forming visual perspectival experiences, it may be doubtful
whether some nonvisual content, associated with nonvisual phenomenal
character, can in fact figure in such experiences. One may propose that
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visual perspectival experiences can have only visual content, not bodily
content. In order to resolve this problem, I propose that what we intui-
tively treat as a visual perspectival experience is likely to be a multimodal
experience representing a visual object in relation to the bodily structure.
Such a situation is by no means exceptional, since our perceptual experi-
ences are commonly multimodal experiences in which elements associ-
ated with distinct modalities are combined by intermodal, spatial, or
temporal relations. For instance, many ordinary experiences are audio-
visual, and represent that a visual element is in spatial and temporal dis-
tance from an auditory element (see Briscoe 2017; O’Callaghan 2015;
Richardson 2014). Similarly, everyday experiences often involve binding
relations which combine properties associated with distinct modalities
with a single object or event (see Kubovy and Schutz 2010; Macpherson
2011; O’Callaghan 2017). Hence, characterising visual perspectival experi-
ences as visuo-bodily experiences structured by the presence of spatial
relations does not introduce some strange exception, but in fact charac-
terises perspectival experiences by referring to the type of multimodality
which commonly occurs in the human perception. The acceptance that
visual perspectival experiences are multimodal visuo-bodily experiences
does not mean that we have to abandon an intuitive division between
what is experientially ‘visual’ and ‘bodily’. This is because even if the
majority of our experiences are multimodal they may have aspects or
parts which are unimodal (for instance, see O’Callaghan 2017 for
various ways in which multimodal experiences may be structured).

Third, it may be proposed that there is no reason for introducing the
bodily content, as the role of the bodily component in visual, perspectival
experiences can be accounted for by postulating the presence of two
unimodal experiences, one visual and the second related to bodily aware-
ness, which are somehow coordinated. However, an important argument
against such a view was proposed by Briscoe (2021). It states that analys-
ing the perspectival aspects of perception in terms of separate visual and
bodily experiences leads to an implausible conclusion that motion of visu-
ally tracked objects is not perceptually represented. If eyes are tracking a
moving object, its position in the retinocentric frame of reference remains
constant, thus relying solely on visual information, no movement is attrib-
uted to the object. Given that, it may be asked in virtue of what the move-
ment of an object is perceptually represented. It seems that this
additional information has to concern the body. In particular, even if
the retinal position is not changing, the object is experienced as
moving, because there is information that the subject’s eyes are
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moving. In other words, representation of the tracked object’s motion
requires information provided by reference frames other than the retino-
centric frame and these frames concern the position of an object in
relation to some bodily parts.

However, the bodily information about the movement of eyes alone
does not concern the movement of the seen object. Hence, if perception
of a tracked object is analysed in terms of a purely visual experience and a
purely bodily experience, then neither of these experiences attribute
movement to the perceived object. The visual information does not
inform about changes in the object’s position and bodily information
informs only about changes in position of the bodily parts and does
not concern the seen object. In consequence, the object-movement has
to be represented in some postperceptual way, for instance by forming
a belief. On the other hand, if a visual perspectival experience is a multi-
modal visuo-bodily experience, this problem does not arise. Such an
experience, in virtue of combining visual and bodily information, may rep-
resent the movement of an object due to representing changing spatial
relations between the object and the bodily parts.

Finally, there are also two more specific arguments against bodily
content of perspectival experiences formulated by Schwenkler (2014) in
the context of discussion regarding the rotating drum illusion. First, refer-
ring to situations of ambiguous perception, as in the case of the Necker
cube, he states that the same visual stimulus may lead to distinct visual
experiences. Hence, it may be unnecessary to postulate any nonvisual
element to account for the difference between a veridical experience of
a moving drum and an illusory experience of self-motion, as these two
experiences may result from distinct interpretations of the same visual
stimuli. Nevertheless, a proper explanation of the transition between
these experiences has to specify how the representational content
changes, such that it both determines the initial phenomenology of
object-motion and the later phenomenology of the self-motion.
However, as argued in Section 2.2, the self-location theories do not postu-
late the content, which plausibly provides such an explanation while satis-
fying both intuitions PI-1 and PI-2. Depending on the version of self-
location theory, the provided content does not explain the lack of visual
phenomenology associated with the subject-element, or it is not suitable
for accounting for the phenomenology of self-motion. On the other
hand, introducing the bodily content allows these difficulties to be avoided.

Second, Schwenkler argues that if the illusory experience of self-
motion in the drum illusion occurred due to bodily and not visual
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factors, then focusing on the visual aspects of the experience should
make the illusion less vivid. However, this is not the case, as the illusion
becomes weaker when one focuses on her own body and is, in fact, stron-
ger when the focus is on the visual aspects of the experience. According
to Schwenkler, this suggests that the illusion of self-motion happens due
to the visual aspects of an experience, since focusing on them makes the
illusion stronger. Nevertheless, such results can also be accommodated by
the account according to which the visual perspectival experiences
include both visual and bodily aspects. From this perspective, visual
aspects of the considered experience do not constitute the feeling of
self-motion, but are casual factors which contribute to the fact that the
motion is attributed to the body represented in virtue of bodily aware-
ness. Such a situation is not unusual as visual stimuli often – as demon-
strated by the phenomenon of ‘visual kinesthesis’ – serve as a cue
which helps in determining the presence of self-motion. In consequence,
focusing on these visual cues makes the illusion of self-motion stronger.
On the other hand, focusing on the bodily aspects of experience
weakens the illusion as illusion-generating visual data are treated as
less significant while higher priority is ascribed to veridical bodily data
which inform that there is no bodily motion.

The above considerations show that the dilemma between intuitions
PI-1 and PI-2 may be plausibly resolved by characterising visual perspec-
tival experiences as visuo-bodily experiences whose subject-element is
the represented body by means of the bodily awareness. In the next
section, I show how introducing the additional distinction within perspec-
tival content may help in resolving the tension between intuitions PI-3
and PI-4.

4. Structural content of visual experiences

In order to resolve the conflict between intuitions PI-3 and PI-4 one has to
characterise the content of visual, perspectival experiences in such a way
that it determines both the bodily aspects of directional phenomenology
and the stability of topological phenomenology. By treating the visual,
perspectival experiences as multimodal visuo-bodily experiences, as
argued in the previous section, and by using ideas provided by Alsmith’s
agentive theory (Alsmith 2017), one can easily account for intuition PI-3.
According to this approach, a perspectival experience represents that an
object-element stands in spatial relations to bodily parts, experienced in
virtue of bodily awareness, which jointly compose a complex subject-
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element which is the holistic bodily structure. The patterns of relations
between an object-element and parts of the subject-element determine
the directional phenomenology of an experience, for instance whether
an object is experienced as being to the right or left. However, a question
regarding intuition PI-4 remains: How can the content of visual, perspec-
tival experiences guarantee the stability of topological phenomenology,
i.e. that the connectedness relations between directions constituting
the visual space are not influenced by the changes in the represented
arrangements of bodily parts?

In the previous section, when discussing Schwenkler’s (2014) argu-
ments against the bodily content of perspectival experiences, I have
noticed that an experience of self-motion can be evoked by certain pat-
terns of visual input. For instance, in the phenomenon of ‘visual kinesth-
esis,’ the visual cue of self-motion consists in the fact that objects in the
visual field are experienced as uniformly expanding. This suggests that
the subject is moving through the static environment and is passing by
the perceived objects (see Harris, Jenkin, and Zikovitz 2000; Lappe,
Bremmer, and van den Berg 1999; Wexler et al. 2001). Similarly, when a
single perceived object is moving outside the visual field, it does not
serve as a cue of self-motion. However, when all seen objects are uni-
formly moving towards an edge of the field of view, then it constitutes
a cue that the subject has changed position while objects are stationary.
These examples suggest that a visual experience serves as a cue of self-
motion, not only because it represents the changing relations of
objects to the subject’s body, for instance that objects are getting
closer. It also represents relations of objects to the structural elements
of the visual field, for instance that objects are expanding, so they encom-
pass more visual directions, and that they are getting closer to the edges
of the visual field.

Relying on the above remarks, I propose to distinguish between the
‘egocentric content’ of visual perspectival experiences and their ‘struc-
tural content’. I treat these types of content as components of the per-
spectival content which determines the perspectival phenomenology.
More precisely, egocentric content determines the body-related direc-
tional phenomenology characterised in PI-3, while structural content
determines the experiential stability and topological phenomenology
characterised in PI-4.

The egocentric content specifies how object-elements are related to
the subject-element. In the case of my proposal, this subject-element is
the bodily structure represented in virtue of bodily awareness. In
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consequence, egocentric content characterises relations between per-
ceived objects and bodily parts which compose the subject-element.
Such content is able to determine a directional phenomenology which
concerns relations between objects and bodily parts. The pattern of
such relations may determine the directional relations to the whole
subject-element, understood as a structure comprising bodily parts. As
already pointed out in Section 3, I do not aim to postulate a specific
number of parts that compose the represented bodily structure and the
number of egocentric relations that can be simultaneously represented
between such parts and the perceived objects. I believe that the establish-
ment of these quantitative aspects must come as a result of detailed
empirical investigations.

On the other hand, the structural content characterises the relations of
an object-element to structural elements of the visual field, e.g. its borders
and various egocentric directions composing the visual field. These two
types of content cannot be identified with each other as they determine
distinct aspects of visual perspectival experiences. For example, the
changes in structural content may determine that an object-element is
getting closer to an edge of the visual field, but they alone do not deter-
mine whether the object is moving left or right as it requires egocentric
content relating the object to the bodily structure. Similarly, changes in
egocentric content may determine that an object-element is moving to
the left, but does not carry information that the object is going to cross
the edge of the visual field and stop to be visible. It is so because ego-
centric content specifies the relations of the object-elements to the
bodily structure but not to the borders of the visual field. In the literature
regarding the philosophy of perception there is disagreement regarding
whether the structural elements of an experience should be included as
elements of the representational content (e.g. Phillips 2013; Soteriou
2011). I believe that the proposed structural content is a form of represen-
tational content as it contributes to the determination of accuracy con-
ditions of perspectival experiences (see Siegel 2010). For instance, in
virtue of such content it may be represented that if two objects are
moving to the left one will go beyond the visual field earlier than the
second one.

Adopting the distinction between egocentric and structural content
allows visual perspectival experiences to be characterised in a way that
can accommodate both intuitions PI-3 and PI-4. To observe this, let’s
start from considering once again the Buckingham Palace example
which may pose a problem for monadic and self-location theories
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because it suggests the directional phenomenology is partially deter-
mined by the content concerning the bodily posture. However, the Buck-
ingham Palace example is also problematic for the agentive theory,
because there are bodily changes, such as rotating torso without
moving head, which may introduce some modifications to the directional
phenomenology that are not accompanied by a change in positions of
objects in the visual field. It is not obvious how the agentive theory can
account for this phenomenal stability despite the occurrence of
changes in spatial properties of bodily parts. For instance, it may be pro-
posed that while the directional phenomenology is determined by
relations to various bodily parts, there is a special frame of reference
(e.g. head-centred frame) which determines the topological phenomenol-
ogy (see Alsmith 2021). Nevertheless, explaining how such a special fra-
mework can determine topological phenomenology requires
postulating something similar to structural content which specifies the
position of perceived objects in relation to the structural elements of
the visual field.

The above problems are not present if a distinction between ego-
centric and structural content is adopted. Changes in egocentric
content concern the changes in relations between objects and bodily
parts. In consequence, egocentric content can determine the bodily-
dependent changes of directional phenomenology. It should be noted
that an acceptance of this characterisation of egocentric content does
not entail that relations to each bodily part equally determine the
phenomenal character of perspectival experiences. In particular, the
impact of relations to eyes and head on the experienced direction of
objects may be stronger than, for instance, the impact of the relations
to the hands.

However, some changes in egocentric content may occur without
changes in the structural content which specifies the relations of an
object to the topological structure of visual directions. In consequence,
it is possible that directional phenomenology changes while the
object’s distance to the edges of the visual field is experienced as being
constant. Similarly, even if egocentric content changes, in virtue of the
structural content objects may be experienced as standing in some
stable relations to the visual field’s ‘starting point’ positioned in proximity
to the eyes.

The Buckingham Palace example provides a specific case of topological
phenomenal stability despite bodily changes. However, intuition PI-4
expresses a more general statement that visual, perspectival experiences
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have a stable topological phenomenology which is independent from
changes concerning the directional phenomenology. The topological
phenomenology regards the fact that the visual field is a structure
made of visual directions and is stable because connectedness
relations between these directions remain the same regardless of
bodily posture. For instance, if two visual directions are positioned
next to each other, then, irrespective of the bodily movements, they
will stay that way and do not become, for instance, disjoint or separ-
ated by some additional directions. As argued in Section 2.3, account-
ing for the stability of the topological phenomenology is difficult
within the framework of the agentive theory. If perspectival phenom-
enal character is fully determined by egocentric relations within
various egocentric frameworks, the bodily movements are likely to
modify the topological phenomenology. On the other hand, the intro-
duction of structural content allows the stability of topological phe-
nomenology to be accounted for, and so satisfying intuition PI-4, by
stating that every perceived object, regardless of the bodily posture,
is experienced as standing in relations to the same topological
arrangement of structural elements of the visual field.

More precisely, according to my proposal, in visual, perspectival experi-
ences, object-elements are represented as standing in two types of
relations. First, an object-element is related to bodily parts comprising a
represented bodily structure. This is egocentric content which determines
the directional phenomenology of experiences characterising what is to
the left or what is higher relative to parts of the body. Second, an
object-element is related to structural elements of the visual field, i.e.
visual directions which compose its topological structure. This topological
structure is stable: Regardless of any bodily movements and changes in
perceived objects, the connected visual directions remain connected.
The structural content determines the topological phenomenology, due
to which it is experienced that objects are positioned in the stable struc-
ture of the visual field.

Overall, according to the proposed theory, a visual perspectival experi-
ence has content of the following general form: An object-element X (a)
stands in spatial relations to bodily parts B1,… ,Bn, which compose a
single bodily structure, and (b) stands in spatial relations to visual directions
V1,… ,Vn which compose, by standing in connectedness relations, a topolo-
gical structure of the visual field. Such characterisation allows all phenom-
enal intuitions to be accommodated. First, intuition PI-1 is satisfied as the
subject-element is not associated with visual phenomenal character. The
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inclusion of such subject-elements also allows intuition PI-2 to be
accounted for: in the case of object-motion, movement is attributed to
an object-element while in the case of self-motion it is attributed to the
subject-element. Furthermore, the bodily character of directional phe-
nomenology, postulated by intuition PI-3, is taken into account because
such phenomenology is determined by the egocentric content specifying
the spatial relations between an object-element and fragments of the
bodily structure. Nevertheless, the stability of topological phenomenol-
ogy required by intuition PI-4 is also accounted for, as it is determined
by the structural content specifying the relations between object-
elements and the visual directions forming a stable topological structure
of the visual field.

As stated in Section 2.4, this solution may be interpreted as an exten-
sion of Alsmith’s agentive theory, as it accepts its core claim concerning
the structured bodily subject-element and adds additional proposals in
order to account for all the phenomenal intuitions. It is also not strictly
incompatible with the self-location theories; however, it requires a signifi-
cant modification consisting of interpreting the subject-element as a
structured body experienced in virtue of bodily awareness. This is not
what self-location theories usually propose, as they claim that a
subject-element is experienced visually or that it is a part of content
which does not affect the phenomenal character. On the other hand,
my proposal is incompatible with the monadic theories: their main
assumption is that the subject-element does not figure in the represen-
tational content, but my theory rejects this proposal.

5. Conclusions

The attempts to provide a characterisation of content of visual, perspec-
tival experiences faces two major dilemmas. First, there is a problem of
how to account for the intuition that there is no visual phenomenal char-
acter associated with the subject-element while allowing for the phenom-
enal difference between object-motion and self-motion. Second, it is not
obvious how the representational content may determine both those
aspects of phenomenology which concerns the current arrangement of
bodily parts, and those which does not have bodily aspects. I argue
that a solution to these dilemmas can be successfully reached via two
steps: (a) recognising that visual perspectival experiences are, in fact, mul-
timodal visuo-bodily experiences and (b) distinguishing between ego-
centric and structural contents.
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