
Philosophy of Perception!
Professor James C. Olsen!!

Philosophy 156-01!
TR 3-4:15 in Healy 104!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
! ! ! ! ! Office Hours: TR by apt!
! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
jco34@georgetown.edu!!
Course Description:!
Right now you’re staring at a computer, though probably not paying attention to it. In 
fact, until just now, it’s not likely that you attentively noticed the computer at all, let alone 
the blurry, indeterminate visual field surrounding the computer screen. You’re not even 
likely to have paid attention to the fact that you’re eyes are scanning over black squiggly 
lines. Physically, what is happening is that light is reflecting off of the objects in in your 
immediate vicinity, striking your cornea, and reflecting two small, fuzzy, upside-down 
images on your retina. Your experience, however, is radically different. You’re perceiving 
a rich and vivid world, familiar and meaningful, detailed and complex. Immediately—at 
least, before I got you to start reflecting on it, but probably even now—you’re experience 
is not even one of seeing words, but rather one of reading or taking in meanings. !!
Perception is transparent to us, normally we don’t see it; but it somehow opens us up 
onto the meaningful world that we do see. How does that happen? And what is it that is 
happening? Are you actively doing something or are you a passive bystander, 
perceptually assaulted by the world? How does perception relate to beliefs and 
knowledge, thought and language? How do we distinguish and how do our different 
senses relate? In what ways is our perceptual experience similar to or different from that 



of non-human animals? And how do we theoretically account for what takes place when 
we perceive (or when we misperceive by hallucinating or being “tricked” by an illusion)?!!
By quickly scanning your eyes over this paragraph, not only have we somehow entered 
into a conversation, but this conversation has led you to both reflect on and experience 
perception in a different way than you otherwise would (at least normally). The 
continuation of this conversation will make up the content of our semester together. !!
More specifically, we’ll talk about what perception is, what a theory of perception is and 
tries to do, and about a number of contemporary debates in philosophy of perception.!!
Course Goals!
Through your participation in this class you will!

• Gain a more thorough understanding of contemporary issues and debates in 
philosophy of perception and a whole host of issues over which you can spend 
the rest of your life puzzling.!

• Along the way, gain a greater understanding of the overall context and some of 
the animating issues in modern philosophy.!

• Improve your ability to analytically read, deliberate on, and write about these 
issues, enabling you to better recognize and craft arguments, academic and 
otherwise.!!

Disclaimer!
Philosophy is hard. Contemporary philosophy, like philosophy of perception, is often 
even more difficult. If you want to understand and keep up, you’ll have to go through the 
readings carefully, think and talk about them, and then go through the readings again. I 
can’t get away with a quick, cursory reading, and neither can you. In other words, if 
you’re hoping for an easy way to fulfill your requirements, this course isn’t the one 
you’re looking for (and good luck finding it). While the course requirements attempt to 
take into account the level of difficulty you’ll experience in reading and understanding 
the material, there is no getting around this basic fact. I do, however, find the effort 
incredibly rewarding, and so do most students who persevere. Regardless, your efforts 
should at least result in a satisfactory fulfillment of the third course goal.!!
Required Texts!

• Philosophy of Perception: A Contemporary Introduction Ed. William Fish!
• Other readings are available on Blackboard (BB) or the internet (I)!

Recommended!
• Vision and Mind: Selected Readings in the Philosophy of Perception Ed. Alva 

Noe and Evan Thompson!
• Perceiving the World Ed. Bence Nanay!
• Perception Ed. Robert Schwartz!
• Phenomenology of Perception by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Trans. Donald Landes!!!

Assignments & Grading!



! Participation:!! 20% (5% class, 15% small group)!
! Unit Summaries! 45% (15% each)!
! Reflection Papers! 10% (5% each)!
! Final! ! ! 25%!!
Participation!
I’m a philosopher with certain philosophical biases. One of them (taken from Socrates) 
is that philosophy (and learning in general) requires active dialogue and argumentation. 
Additionally, the material for this course is difficult, and I can’t see how you will be able 
to understand it if you’re not reading in advance and actively participating both in and 
outside of class. So I’m grading you on it. !

•Class: You’re expected to attend class and participate. The objective part of your 
grade here will be decided by whether or not you attend. You’re allowed three 
absences for any reason whatever. Unless I have a note from your Dean, your 
grade will drop one level for each absence thereafter (e.g., from a B+ to a B). 
On the subjective side, I reserve the right adjust your grade should I deem such 
reasonable based on the quality of your overall class participation.!
•Small Groups: You will arrange yourselves in groups of 3-4 (email me if you 
have any difficulties). You will then meet once each week (with the exception of 
Thanksgiving week) starting the first week of September for at least 30 minutes 
to discuss the week’s readings and anything else you find directly relevant. 
You’re allowed two absences from these small group meetings - every absence 
thereafter will drop your overall grade 2%. Keep a log of your meetings. Each 
week’s entry should include four things: !

! ! 1. the date and time of your meeting;!
! ! 2. who attended;!
! ! 3. one or two sentences on what was discussed;!
! ! 4. whether you completed that week’s readings!!
Unit Summaries!
This is the largest portion of your grade and (outside of the readings) what I assume you 
will spend the most time on. You need to summarize the main issues, positions and 
arguments involved in each unit’s subsection (i.e., each bolded subsection in the 
Course Plan). For the first unit, you are expected to devote 500-800 words on both 
subsections. For all other units, you are expected to devote 200-500 words on each 
subsection. William Fish and the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy are both good 
examples of the sort of style and tone expected. Because these summaries are the 
main writing assignment, I expect them to be articulate, nuanced, and manifest a good 
grasp of philosophical argumentation. We will discuss and critique these summaries 
throughout the semester. !!
Reflection Papers!
You are expected to watch BBC Horizon’s documentary Is Seeing Believing? (available 
online here), as well as to attend the National Gallery of Art - including it’s East Building. 
After each, you are to write a reflection paper between 400-800 words. In this reflection, 
you are to do the following:!



! 1. give a brief account of your experience;!
! 2. discuss something that you learned or that was re-emphasized to you !
concerning your own perceptual experience;!
! 3. list any questions your experience might have raised about perception;!
! 4. relate your insights, questions, or experience to course readings or classroom !
discussion.!!
Final!
The final will take place at the time set by the registrar. It will be comprehensive and 
consists of short answer and essay questions. It will be administered via Blackboard 
and will be open everything (notes, readings, internet, other humans, etc.). The reason 
for this is not because I’m trying to make the final easy, but because in my experience 
being open everything does not help those who aren’t already prepared while being of 
some benefit to those who are. I will make available a list of study questions in advance, 
but the best preparation will be to write accurate and nuanced Unit Summaries 
throughout the semester.!!!
Course Policies:!
1. All assignments are due at 11:59pm on the listed date. Late assignments are 

automatically reduced to a B (or an equivalent point reduction) and late comments 
will not be counted. Note: because submissions are electronic, I can tell if your 
submission is even 1 minute late. I recommend you set a personal deadline of one 
10:59pm.!

2. My intentions are to make this a tech-savvy course, but one that respects the need 
for face to face, unconnected discussion. Consequently, ALL ELECTRONICS ARE 
STRICTLY PROHIBITED IN CLASS, unless I call for them. This includes using your 
laptop to take notes. THIS ALSO INCLUDES USING YOUR SMART PHONE 
UNDER THE TABLE. You are welcome, however, to bring your laptop/pad with the 
readings on it, and when I ask students to turn to the text you may open up an 
electronic version.!

3. Eating and drinking are welcome, but YOU MAY NOT HAVE DISPOSABLE FOOD 
PACKAGING OR DRINK CONTAINERS IN CLASS.!

4. In the happy event of a campus closure (e.g., on account of snow) or other 
cancellation, we will still have class. During such events I will put a Lecture Capture 
up on Blackboard which you can view at your own convenience and then submit 
written feedback on the course blog.!!

Academic Integrity!
I care a great deal about increasing your intellectual capacities and general knowledge 
base and am concerned overall with helping you to flourish as a human being. That 
means I also care very much about your academic integrity and very little about how the 
grade you receive in this one class impacts your future. Hence I won’t hesitate to fail 
students caught plagiarizing on their papers and will not tolerate dishonesty in any form. 
I highly encourage students to review Georgetown’s Honor System policies (found at 
http://gervaseprograms.georgetown.edu/honor/system/), and want you to note that 



plagiarism can be unintentional. We will discuss this more in class. If you have any 
questions please visit with me or the Writing Center.!!
Campus Resources: 
Academic Resource Center (http://academicsupport.georgetown.edu/): Students 
seeking tutoring, study tips, helps with writing, concerns over what constitutes 
plagiarism, or students requiring services on account of disabilities or athletic or other 
sponsored activity accommodation should visit ARC. In particular, all students might 
benefit from the academic skills workshops offered (schedule available on-line).!!
Counseling and Psychiatric Services (CAPS: http://studenthealth.georgetown.edu/
mental-health): Your mental health is just as real and important as your physical health. 
And just as in the normal course of things several of you will likely benefit from our 
medical services this semester, so also some of you will likely benefit from our 
psychiatric services. There is a wide range of services offered, from group to individual 
care, including types of care for those who cannot afford normal counseling services. 
Please take advantage of these as needed to maintain your optimal health.!!
Title IX: Rape and other forms of sexual misconduct are tragically common in our 
society. Please note that there are services available for students who have been 
exploited in any way (http://studenthealth.georgetown.edu/crisis-counseling/sexual-
assault-relationship-violence). Also, please note that I am required by federal law to 
report any indication I receive of sexual misconduct to Georgetown’s Title IX 
coordinator. If you are looking for confidential guidance I recommend contacting Jen 
Schweer (Associate Director, Health Education Services, Sexual Assault Response and 
Prevention ) at jls242@georgetown.edu or 202.687.0323.!!
For additional services related to health and well-being of any kind on campus, 
please see “GU Safety Net Contacts” under “Documents” on Blackboard.!!!
Course Plan:!

DATE READING NOTES

Sep 3 UNIT I: AN ABSURDLY BRIEF HISTORICAL 
OVERVIEW:!
From the history of philosophy:!
•Aristotle: from De Anima (BB)!
•Descartes: from Meditations (I)

For Descartes, go to the 
Oxford 2008 edition, 
Trans. Michael Moriarty on 
ebscohost; read pgs 8-24



5 •Berkeley: excerpt An Essay Towards a New 
Theory of Vision (BB)!
•Reid: excerpt Essays on the Intellectual 
Powers of Man (BB)!
•Muller: excerpt Elements of Physiology (BB)!
•Koffka: excerpt Principles of Gestalt 
Psychology (BB)

Reflection on BBC 
Horizon’s Is Seeing 
Believing? due Sat (7th) @ 
midnight

10 Molyneux’s Question:!
•Molyneux’s Problem SEP (I)!
•Evans: Molyneux’s Question (BB)

12 Gallagher How the Body Shapes the Mind Ch. 
7 (BB)

Unit I Summary due Sat 
(14th) @ midnight

17 UNIT II: THEORIES OF PERCEPTION:!
Sense Datum: !
Fish Chapters 1 & 2

19 Intentional Theories: !
Fish Chapter 5

24 Disjunctivist Theories: !
Fish Chapter 6

26 Causal Theories:!
•Fish Chapter 7

Oct 1 Direct Theories: Gibson: A Theory of Direct 
Visual Perception (BB)

3 Review Museum field trip & 
summary due Sat (5th) @ 
midnight

8 Consciousness: Prinz: When is Perception 
Conscious? (BB)

10 Horgan & Tienson: The Intentionality of 
Phenomenology and the Phenomenology of 
Intentionality (BB)

15 Content: Brewer: Perception and Content

17 Siegel: Do Experiences Have Content?

DATE READING NOTES



 

22 Sense Modalities:!
Nudds: “The Significance of the Senses”

24 Review Unit II Summary due Sat 
(26th) @ midnight

29 UNIT III: PERCEPTION & EMBODIMENT:!
Mind, Body, and World:!
Merleau-Ponty: Introduction to 
Phenomenology of Perception

31 Gallagher & Zahavi - Perception chapter in 
Phenomenological Mind (BB)

Nov 5 Haugeland: Mind Embodied & Embedded

7 Noe, Kelly, Martin & Campell on Action in 
Perception (BB)

12 Normativity:!
Perry: “The Essential Indexical” (BB)

14 Kelly: “The Normative Nature of Perceptual 
Experience” (BB) 

19 Multi-Modality:!
Fish Chapter 9!
Nudds: “Experiencing the Production of 
Sounds” (BB)

21 Two Streams Hypothesis:!
Fish Chapter 8!
Clark: “Perception, Action, and Experience” (I)

26 Review

28 NO CLASS - GIVE THANKS!

Dec 3 Noe: “Is the Visual World a Grand 
Illusion?” (BB)

5 Wrap-up Unit III Summary due @ 
midnight;!
Small Group Logs due 
Friday (6th) @ midnight

DATE READING NOTES


