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The Epistemic Conception of Perception

The relationship between perception and knowledge is notoriously complex. Many epistemologists are happy to acknowledge that perception can be a source of knowledge in a rather minimal sense: some of our perceptual experiences can convert some of our empirical beliefs to knowledge, or at least partly justify or warrant them. I know that there is a cat near the fence because this is what I see; my seeing the cat near the fence is an essential determinant of my favourable epistemic position.

In this essay I am concerned with a different and bolder claim, which is that perception itself is best conceived as an essentially epistemic state. Let us call this claim the Epistemic Conception of Perception, or ECP for short. The strongest version of ECP may be formulated as follows:

(ECP-strong) Perception is a form of knowledge of what is perceived.

On this version, seeing that there is a chair over there, or hearing the voice of a friend, amounts to or constitutively involves knowing that there is a chair over there, or that a friend is around. More generally, seeing a state of affairs is already a way of knowing that it obtains. Perception is a species of knowledge on a par with other species, such as memory or testimony.

Perhaps the most famous recent defence of ECP is [START_REF] Williamson | Knowledge and Its Limits[END_REF]. As Williamson puts it: "If you really do see that it is raining, which is not simply to see the rain, then you know that it is raining; seeing that A is a way of knowing that A" (2000, p. 38). According to Williamson, seeing that something is the case is not simply seeing something or seeing a situation in which something is the case. When the subject's visual perception has a genuine propositional content, it amounts to a form of propositional knowledge. In a similar vein, [START_REF] Dretske | Seeing and Knowing[END_REF] notoriously calls "epistemic perception" cases in which the subject perceives that something is the case, and although he acknowledges that there are cases of non-epistemic perception, he insists that the latter lacks propositional content (I can see a cat near the fence without seeing that there is cat near the fence). ECP-strong should not be confused with the claim that perceptual experience is a form of knowledge, which is plainly wrong. Perceptual experiences can be either veridical or non-veridical (in the latter case, they can be illusions or hallucinations). Obviously, non-veridical perceptual experiences cannot be a form of knowledge. Macbeth visually hallucinates a dagger before him, but he does not know that there is a dagger before him, for the good reason that there is none. ECP-strong is about veridical perceptual experiences.

The standard argument against ECP-strong turns on the belief-independence of perception, and in general perceptual experience. I can have the visual experience that there is a dagger before me while believing that I am hallucinating and thus that no dagger is actually there before me. Now suppose that my belief is false; my visual experience is in fact fully veridical. Even so, I cannot be said to know that there is a dagger before me since I do not even believe it. Belief is a necessary condition (although arguably not a constituent) of knowledge. [START_REF] Williamson | Knowledge and Its Limits[END_REF] responds to the standard argument by suggesting that it puts more pressure on the link between knowledge and belief than on the thesis that perceiving a state of affairs is a way of knowing that it obtains. I am not convinced. How can I be said to possess knowledge that there is a dagger before me if I believe that there is none? At best my visual experience puts me in a position to know that there is dagger before me (see McDowell, 1998a, p. 390, n. 37). On this view, perception is still an essentially epistemic state. It can yield knowledge provided that the subject forms the appropriate beliefs and there are no other, defeating beliefs (such as the belief that I am hallucinating). What is at stake here is a weaker version of ECP:

(ECP-weak) Perception puts the subject in a position to gain knowledge about what is perceived.

Both versions of ECP entail that perception is a source of knowledge. Either perception is already knowledge (ECP-strong), or it is so to speak virtual knowledge (ECP-weak). In either case, it can ground perceptual beliefs and convert them to knowledge.

ECP is a widespread view among contemporary epistemologists, but there are dissenting voices. Consider for instance McGinn (1999, p. 20), who claims that "it is a mistake to make perception one's model or paradigm of knowledge". Here is McGinn's argument for his claim: "The concept of perception is plausibly understood as both causal and local: to perceive the fact that p requires that that fact should play an appropriate causal role in the production of an experience, and whether a particular experience counts as genuinely perceptual depends solely upon how that experience is related to the fact that causes it. […] Knowledge depends upon the status of other relevant beliefs, but perception is possible without such global reliability" (1999, p. 20).

I wholeheartedly concur both with McGinn's claim and his general argument. What I would like to do here is to formulate what I see as a concrete and hitherto neglected challenge to ECP. According to both versions of ECP, there can be no gap between a perceptual experience that veridically presents a given state of affairs and an experience that can ground the knowledge that the state of affairs obtains. In other words, being perceptually related to the world is always epistemically significant. Against ECP, I shall present a particular case of perceptual experience in which (as I shall argue) the following triad of claims is true:

(i) The experience presents a given state of affairs (it has propositional content).

(ii) The experience is veridical.

(iii) The experience cannot ground the knowledge that the state of affairs obtains (even in the absence of relevant defeaters).

To my mind the case to be presented casts doubt on the claim that our perceptual relation to the world is in essence an epistemic relation. Perception and knowledge are different kinds of achievement, although of course the former can give rise to the latter in appropriate circumstances.

The challenge of perceptual hysteresis

Consider a phenomenon that is pervasive in the field of perception, namely what psychologists call "perceptual hysteresis". Broadly speaking, perceptual hysteresis is the maintenance of a perceptual experience with a relatively stable content over progressively degrading sensory stimulations.

Here is a typical perceptual hysteresis experiment (see [START_REF] Kleinschmidt | The neural structures expressing perceptual hysteresis in visual letter recognition[END_REF]. The subject faces a uniformly grey screen. A letter is segregated from the background by gradually increasing its contrast relative to the background. Following a short phase in which nothing changes while the letter is plainly visible (the "plateau"), the contrast is gradually decreased until the letter disappears out of view. Perceptual hysteresis arises as the threshold at which "pop out" occurs (i.e., when the subject becomes visually aware of the letter) is higher than the threshold at which "drop out" occurs (i.e., when the subject ceases to be visually aware of the letter). 1The critical hypothesis is that in the envisaged experiment, the boundary between the experience being veridical and it being non-veridical does not coincide with the boundary between knowledge and ignorance. There is some point between plateau and drop outlet us call it t*at which the subject veridically sees the letter but cannot know, just on the basis of her visual experience, that there is a letter on the screen, even if she believes that she is not hallucinating.

Knowledge is plausibly constrained by margin for error principles [START_REF] Williamson | Knowledge and Its Limits[END_REF]. One cannot know that there is a letter on the screen if one's method of knowledge (looking at the screen) would have too easily produced the false belief that there is a letter on the screen. Let us assume that at t* the relevant margin for error principle is not satisfied. On the basis of her visual experience, the subject can form a true belief that there is a letter on the screen, but this belief does not count as knowledge because the state of the screen at t* is too close to states where the contrast is inexistent or invisible (i.e., the contrast is too weak or the screen has become uniformly grey again). In other words, the state of the screen at t* is too close to the boundary between the presence and the absence of the letter.

On the hypothesis under consideration, the subject at t* can see that there is a letter on the screen. She does not merely see the letter or a situation in which there is a letter. Her experience has a genuine propositional content, which can be specified by a sentence such as "There is a letter on the screen". Given that the subject's experience is fully veridical, the boundary between veridical and non-veridical experiences should be placed after t*, and thus after the boundary between knowledge and ignorance.

The point about perceptual hysteresis is that the subject's ability to see that there is a letter on the screen depends on her perceptual history. If the subject had looked at the state of the screen at t* right away, i.e., independently of having seen the same letter before in better viewing conditions (e.g., during the plateau phase), she would not have seen the letter still to be seen (given the actual state of the screen). On this view, perceptual hysteresis enhances the subject's visual abilities.

If the hypothesis is true, the subject is at t* in a situation that ECP predicts is impossible. First, the experience visually presents a letter on the screen. Second, the experience is veridical, and thus a letter is really there on the screen. Third, the experience cannot ground the visual knowledge that there is a letter on the screen, because the relevant margin for error has not been provided.

Three rejoinders

The foregoing argument rests on several assumptions that a defender of ECP might want to reject. Here I shall focus on what I think are the main objections that can be levelled from her perspective.

One option is to reject altogether the claim that perceptual knowledge is constrained by margin for error principles. Given that such principles can be shown to be derived from tight connections between knowledge and safety, which in turn correspond to robust epistemic intuitions (for a discussion see Engel 2007, Ch. 3), this option strikes me as particularly costly. As a consequence, I won't discuss it further here.

Another option available to the defender of ECP is to challenge the interpretation of the subject's experience at t*. Even if it is accepted that due to perceptual hysteresis the subject has a visual experience as of a letter, one might object that this experience is not fully veridical, contrary to what I assumed above. If the experience is non-veridical, no counter-example to ECP has been provided. Note that the experience can be non-veridical even though there is actually a letter on the screen. The objection is that the subject is not perceptually related to the letter. In other words, the subject's experience at t* might be what [START_REF] Lewis | Veridical Hallucinations[END_REF] calls (perhaps misleadingly) a "veridical hallucination". Its propositional content is correct (there is a letter on the screen), but by accident so to speak, so that there is no appropriate causal connection between the presence of the letter on the screen and the experience as of a letter on the screen.

In response to this objection, it should be conceded that perceptual hysteresis can in principle produce hallucinations, even "veridical" ones in Lewis's sense. For instance, in the experiment described above, a subject might still have the experience as of a letter after the screen has gone uniformly grey again. In this case, her visual experience is clearly hallucinatory. There might also be cases of veridical hallucinations in Lewis's sense: the subject seems to see a letter, a letter is still visibly there on the screen, but the subject is no more visually related to it. 2What is less clear is why the subject's experience at t* must already be classified as hallucinatory. Perceptual hysteresis has evolutionary advantages, among which is the ability to detect camouflaged predators. As Large et al. (2004) write, by way of introducing the phenomenon of perceptual hysteresis, "a camouflaged animal might not be noticed until it moves, but once it has moved, it becomes clearly visible, and can remain so when it resumes a fixed position" (p. 3453; my italics). The value of perceptual hysteresis is to extend one's perceptual abilities in some situations, at the cost of producing false positives, i.e., perceptual hallucinations, in other situations.

On the hypothesis under consideration, perceptual hysteresis can extend one's perceptual abilities in epistemically unsafe situations. For instance, even if the subject cannot know that there is a camouflaged animal over there, just by looking at the bush, she might be able to visually detect the animal thanks to her favourable perceptual history. The subject has a veridical experience of the animal, even if her experience is not safe, i.e., is not reliably connected to the animal.

A third possible option is to bite the bullet and insist that at t* the subject has perceptual knowledge that there is a letter on the screen, despite the fact that at that time the relevant margin for error principle is not satisfied. This is not necessarily to go back to the first option. An advocate of this option can acknowledge that perceptual knowledge is constrained by margin for error principles. What she claims is that the previous satisfaction of the relevant margin for error principle guarantees that the subject perceptually knows, at the later time t*, that there is a letter on the screen.

In a nutshell, the idea is this. During the plateau phase, the subject visually knows that there is a letter on the screen. The relevant margin for error principle is satisfied: the subject might not easily have been wrong. Then perceptual hysteresis allows the subject's perceptual belief to retain its original epistemic status so that it still counts as knowledge at t*. Here an analogy with memory beliefs can be drawn. A memory belief may count as knowledge even if the subject has long forgotten the reasons that have justified or warranted it in the past. Thanks to the subject's faculty of long-term memory, her belief has retained its original epistemic status. 3However, the analogy between perceptual hysteresis and memory might not be a good one. First, perceptual hysteresis should not be conceived as a personal-level memory phenomenon. It is much more primitive than that, and even though it depends on top-down activity, the relevant "top" level is still internal to our perceptual systems. Second, the analogy breaks down at a crucial point. Memory beliefs are (typically) beliefs about the past, while the perceptual beliefs at stake concern present states of affairs, so that their "Fregean" contents are different at each time. It is much less plausible that a justification for a given perceptual belief (that there is a letter on the screen at t1) can be recruited as a justification for a logically independent belief (that there is a letter on the screen at t2, where t1 and t2 are different times).

McDowell (1998b) allows for knowledge of "changeable, though reasonably durable, states of affairs", such as the fact that François Hollande is the President of France, independently of repeated acquisition of updated pieces of evidence. The idea is that "like a living thing, such knowledge needs something analogous to nutrition from time to time, in the shape of intermittent confirmation that the state of affairs known to obtain does still obtain" (1998b, p. 426). However, the case of perceptual hysteresis seems quite different, at least on the face of it. What is lacking in the latter case is precisely anything analogous to epistemic nutrition. The subject's perceptual experience at t* is entirely dependent on a previous experience with high epistemic status (during the plateau phase), but is otherwise epistemically detached from the world (since by definition there is no margin for error at t*). It is hard to believe that its epistemic status can still be the same as that of the previous experience. Moreover, the notion of doxastic responsibility, which McDowell argues is necessarily involved in the preservation of the relevant kind of knowledge, does not apply at the level where perceptual hysteresis arises. Perceptual hysteresis is best seen as a low-level, pre-rational phenomenon.

Conclusion: perceptual content vs perceptual confidence

I have dealt with three main options that a defender of ECP can pursue in order to accommodate perceptual hysteresis within her conception. No doubt there are others but at least these are the most important ones I could think of. Now of course I have not given a direct argument against ECP. I have only pointed out that it is a priori plausible that we can see state of affairs that we cannot know to obtain just on the basis of our visual experience. The defender of ECP has the burden of proving that the boundary between perception and illusion/hallucination coincides with the boundary between knowledge and ignorance. If these two boundaries come apart, then perception cannot be considered to be epistemic in either ECP-strong's or ECP-weak's sense (see Figure 1 for a schematic recapitulation of the main distinctions at work here).

Rejecting ECP does not entail denying that perception can be a source of knowledge. Some perceptual experiences are such that in appropriate circumstances (including for instance the absence of relevant defeaters) beliefs formed on their basis amount to knowledge. If the argument from perceptual hysteresis sketched in this essay is correct, not any perceptual relation to the world can do the trick, though. Only some perceptual experiences will have the required epistemic property.

As I have tried to show elsewhere, the formation of warranted perceptual beliefs is sensitive not merely to the content but also to the of experience. Even though the content of the subject's experience can remain the same from the plateau phase to t* ("There is a letter on the screen"), the quality of the experience may move from optimality to sub-optimality. At the plateau phase, the subject feels quite confident that there is a letter on the screen, while at t* the subject may say something like: "I am not quite sure, but I would still say that there is a letter on the screen". Whether the subject forms safe "outright" perceptual beliefs thus depends on metaperceptual feelings of confidence or certainty (see Dokic, forthcoming, and also Dokic & Martin, 2012).

There is some empirical evidence that metaperceptual feelings are based on subpersonal mechanisms which monitor the quality of our current experience independently of its content. Assuming the Bayesian model of perception, these mechanisms may assess the extent to which the perceptual response is stimulus-driven rather than modulated by top-down processes or "priors" (see [START_REF] Barthelmé | Flexible mechanisms underlie the evaluation of visual confidence[END_REF]. For instance, during the plateau phase, sensory stimulations are given more weight in the generation of the perceptual response, while at t*, priors partly determined by the subject's previous experience get predominance. Now perceptual hysteresis extends one's perceptual abilities but not necessarily one's perceptual confidence. If perceptual hysteresis operates at the level of the content of experience, which it contributes to stabilize against the relative degradation of sensory stimulation, it might not affect further, metaperceptual processing. 

Figure 1 :

 1 Figure 1: Graphic representation of some of the relevant distinctions

Although perceptual hysteresis in such an experiment is typically quite high, it may vary across subjects. For some indication that perceptual hysteresis is significantly higher in schizophrenia (and especially for hallucinatory patients), seeMartin et al. (submitted), which adapts[START_REF] Kleinschmidt | The neural structures expressing perceptual hysteresis in visual letter recognition[END_REF]'s paradigm to the auditory case.

In the study ofMartin et al. (submitted), 40% of schizophrenic patients report hearing the signal when the signalto-noise ratio has gone down to -30db. At this point, they clearly have auditory hallucinations, perhaps even "nonveridical" ones in Lewis's sense (although the signal is still physically there, it is much below the normal threshold of audition).

See for instance what Bernecker (2009, Section 3.2) calls "the principle of continuous justification".