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1  Introduction 
 
Aristotle speaks of perception as having a content (418a15, 428b21), one that is assessable in 
terms of truth and falsity (427b11-12, 428b18-21, 430b29-30, 1010b2-3). On one interpretation 
of Aristotle’s theory of perception, he is expressing commitment to the idea that perception is 
similar in character to belief. Like belief, perception takes a stand on how things are in the world, 
and what it says about the world—the content of perception—is appropriately assessed in terms 
of correctness, accuracy, or veridicality. Like belief, perception is representational in nature. 

This interpretation contrasts with a reading of Aristotle according to which perception is 
presentational in nature rather than representational. On this interpretation, perception is a 
matter of being presented or acquainted with items in the environment. Accordingly, perception 
is not the sort of thing that is appropriately assessed in terms of correctness, accuracy, or 
veridicality. As Kalderon (2015: 175) says in characterizing Aristotle’s view, “we simply confront 
the primary object of the given modality. We cannot be confronted truly or falsely, correctly or 
incorrectly. We simply encounter what is presented…” 

We can sharpen the contrast between these two interpretations by reflecting on why 
belief is generally regarded as a form of representation rather than a form of presentation. Part 
of what makes it natural to regard belief as representational in character is the fact that belief 
routinely involves a stand-in for something that is not present. Suppose Fred wants the beer he 
has stored in his refrigerator. The beer Fred desires is not present to him; it is absent. At the 
same time Fred is able to have the beer in mind. He is able to represent the beer. Fred’s mental 
representation of the beer serves as a kind of stand-in for what is not present, a stand-in that is 
useful in guiding Fred’s beer-consuming behavior. Fred’s mental representation of the beer 
amounts to a kind of presence in absence. 

One important explanatory role played by Fred’s representation of the beer is its role as 
the proximal cause of voluntary behavior. Figuratively speaking, we might say that the beer itself 
is what moves Fred towards the refrigerator. In speaking this way we are not committed to a 
spooky sort of action at a distance. Or suppose that Fred’s beer was consumed some time ago 
by Fred’s housemate. In this case we should not wish to suggest that there is no cause of 
Fred’s behavior. Rather, the proximal cause of Fred’s voluntary behavior is something present 
in Fred, his mental representation of the desired beer. Something present (not absent) is the 
proximal cause of Fred’s behavior. 

It is easy to understand why philosophers are sometimes resistant to thinking of 
perception as representational in nature. We are inclined to acknowledge mental representation 
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when we think a creature is guided by a mental stand-in for something absent. Perception 
seems to be directed towards what is present, not what is absent. So it is initially unclear why 
perception would involve presence in absence, a hallmark of representation. 

The issue here is especially pressing when we ask why Aristotle would be attracted to a 
representational view of perception. Aristotle is careful to distinguish perception from 
imagination and belief, partly on the grounds that the latter differ from perception in being 
susceptible to falsehood (e.g. 428a11-19). With imagination and belief suited to play the roles of 
stand-ins for things absent, it is initially unclear why Aristotle would be drawn to a 
representational view of perception. 

Perhaps Aristotle’s considered or official view is that perception is not representational in 
character. I am not going to take a stand on this issue of interpretation here. My goal in what 
follows is the modest one of calling attention to a couple of contexts in which Aristotle seems to 
be tempted by a representational way of thinking about perception, contexts in which he seems 
to allow that perception can involve a kind of presence in absence. Even if Aristotle’s considered 
view is that something like imagination or belief is required to go beyond what is immediately 
present, it is nonetheless interesting to see Aristotle flirting with the idea that perception is a 
richer, more flexible resource, one capable of transcending what is immediately present. 
 
2  Primitive Agency 
 
Aristotle’s explicit goal in the opening chapter of De Motu Animalium is to provide a general 
account of animal movement. The account of unforced movements developed in chs. 6-9 
appeals to two capacities alleged to be peculiar to animals: desiderative and discriminative 
capacities. The latter include sensory, imaginative, and rational capacities. Non-human animals 
lack rational capacities and consequently belief (428a18-24). Nonetheless, sensory states are 
able to play a role in initiating movement similar to the role beliefs play in creatures capable of 
reasoning (700b17-21, 701a29-36). Animal sensory states are able to interact with desires so 
as to yield unforced movements towards desired goals. The senses interact with desire by 
revealing the pleasant and the painful, the objects of animal desire. The subsequent responses 
are pursuit and avoidance, respectively (431a8-9). 

In this section I am interested in this most primitive form of agency: unforced movement 
guided by perception without the aid of imaginative or rational capacities. To count as unforced 
a creature’s movement has to issue from its motivational set (Nicomachean Ethics III.1, 
1111a22-b3), unlike movement due to the wind or seizure. Desire is not itself a further 
discriminatory capacity, so what is desired in primitive agency must be grasped by sense and 
sense alone. Acknowledging unforced animal movement guided by perception alone (primitive 
agency) is to acknowledge that perception can represent something not immediately present, a 
target of primitive agency. In that case perception would involve an interesting form of presence 
in absence. As we shall see, there is indeed evidence that Aristotle is prepared to acknowledge 
a role for perception in grasping distal targets of voluntary behavior. 

The movement of honeybees to distant flowers serves to illustrate the kind of presence 
in absence I have in mind. Like all non-human animals, honeybees lack the capacity to reason. 
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In one passage Aristotle also claims that they lack imagination (428a10-11 ), but it is unclear 1

whether this passage captures Aristotle’s considered view. (For example, at 434a5-7 Aristotle 
seems to be more generous on the issue of which animals possess imagination.) Whether or 
not Aristotle takes bees to possess imagination, he accounts for their movement towards distant 
flowers, a source of food, on the supposition that bees are guided in their pursuit by smell 
(534b19). Aristotle notes that animals attracted to something by its pleasant odor are sure to 
find its flavor pleasant as well (535a11). But what motivates the honeybee to travel to the flower 
is not a representation of food as such. It has no means to cognize some distant item as food. 
Rather, the bee is attracted to the flower thanks to its pleasant smell. What is strictly present to 
the bee at the start is the odor of the distant flower, not the flower itself. But what the bee 
desires is the presence of the fragrant flower, not the presence of the odor. The odor it smells is 
already present! The bee smells the fragrant flower as well, comes to desire it, and flies toward 
it. 

There are two central ways that the role of perception in primitive agency is analogous to 
the role of belief in humans. First, perception and belief both allow a creature to have in mind a 
target of goal-directed behavior which is not, strictly speaking, present. So just as Fred’s belief 
about the beer stored in his refrigerator provides a target for Fred’s beer-consuming behavior, 
the bee’s olfactory perception of a distal flower affords a target for its locomotive behavior. 
Second, what perception and belief say about their objects is analogous: “Perceiving is basically 
like asserting or thinking. When the thing perceived is pleasant or painful, <the animal>, as if 
affirming or denying, pursues or avoids the thing perceived.” (431a8-9) Perception of an object 
as pleasant or painful plays the same basic role in an animal like the bee as affirmation or denial 
play in thinking creatures like us: “Whenever <thought> asserts or denies things to be good or 
bad, it avoids or pursues them.” (431a15-16) What is common to perception and thought here is 
that they take an evaluative stance on their objects and thereby engage a creature’s 
desiderative side. This ability to perceive, imagine, or think of objects in positive or negative 
ways gives rise to desire, which, in turn, gives rise to animal movement: “In this way, then, 
animals are impelled to move and act—the proximate cause of movement is desire and the 
desire arises either through perception or through imagination and thought.” (701a31-36) 

In drawing these comparisons between perception and thought, Aristotle is careful not to 
over-intellectualize the cause of animal movement. The bee’s movement toward distant flowers 
is not due to a rational interaction between contents of perception and desire. Non-human 
animals are incapable of reasoning, so Aristotle is not suggesting that unforced animal 
movement is due to the sort of reasoning exhibited by creatures like us with a belief-desire 
psychology, i.e. reasoning from our desires and our point of view on how things are to a course 
of action. Rather, the perception of an object as pleasant elicits an appetite for that object, and 
the appetitive desire, in turn, is the proximate cause of the movement. Aristotle seems to think 
that these motor responses can be triggered by desire without the motor responses being at all 
represented by the animal. There is no suggestion that honeybees, for example, grasp causal 
means or their own causal efficacy. 

1 All extant manuscripts support this reading. 
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So Aristotle’s assimilation of perception to thought requires only that perception 
sometimes (i) affords a grasp of objects that are spatially absent and (ii) takes an evaluative 
stance on those objects. My main focus in this section is on the first feature of perception, but I 
will also briefly return to the second feature at the end of the section. 

Aristotle is evidently attracted to the view that olfactory perception can allow a creature 
to have in mind two distinct items: an odor which is present and an odorous object which is 
absent. I am making two key assumptions. First, I am assuming that perception by itself is 
sufficient to grasp or have in mind the distal target of primitive, locomotive agency. No further 
discriminatory capacity is needed. The bee smells the pleasant object, i.e. the fragrant flower, 
and flies towards it. Second, I am assuming that primitive, locomotive agency of this sort is 
initiated by the presence of the flower’s odor in the absence of the flower itself. The flower’s 
odor is present to the bee, and the flower itself is not. These assumptions are controversial, so I 
need to say a few words in defense of my reading. 

My first assumption is evidently rejected by Moss (2012, chapters 2 and 3). According to 
Moss, sensory states are not able to interact with desire so as to produce unforced movement 
from place to place. On her reading, Aristotle supposes that animals capable of locomotion must 
possess imagination or reason. When the object of desire lies at a distance from the animal, the 
object cannot be presented as pleasant by the senses and so cannot become an object of 
desire. The distal item must be cognized as pleasant by the imagination or reason. Unforced 
animal movement depends in each case on acts of imagination or reason. 

I find Moss’s interpretation difficult to reconcile with the evidence. First, her reading is not 
easy to square with 700b19-20 and 701a29-30. In both passages Aristotle is evidently claiming 
that perception can play the same role that imagination and thought do in animal movement. 
Second, in the following passage Aristotle explicitly links pursuit and avoidance with perception 
of sense objects as pleasant or painful: “Perceiving is basically like asserting or thinking. When 
the thing perceived is pleasant or painful, <the animal>, as if affirming or denying, pursues or 
avoids the thing perceived.” (431a8-9) Pursuit and avoidance are clearly understood here to be 
unforced movements towards or away from the things perceived to be pleasant or painful. Third, 
Aristotle explains the goal-directed locomotion of bees towards flowers by appeal to the sense 
of smell, not by appeal to imagination. Finally, Moss’s worry that the senses cannot present 
distant items as pleasant or unpleasant is mistaken. Aristotle clearly allows that distance senses 
present distal items as desirable or undesirable (e.g. 421a13-15 and 534b19). 

My second assumption is rejected by Alexander of Aphrodisias, who takes Aristotle to be 
committed to the view that odor is present only in objects. On this reading, odor is not present in 
the air contiguous with the bee; rather, it is present in the distant flower. So this interpretation 
goes hand-in-hand with rejecting the contrast I am drawing between the presence of the odor 
and the absence of the odorous object. I have critically examined Alexander’s reading at length 
elsewhere (Ganson 2002), so I will limit myself to a couple of brief replies. 

First, Aristotle supposes that air itself, understood as a medium of olfactory perception 
(419a32-b1 and 421b9), is an object of smell (424b17-18, 442b29-443a2, and 445a11-12). 
Second, Aristotle tells us that odor is present in the air we breath (444a22). Indeed, Aristotle’s 
definition of odor (at 443a6-7) has the consequence that odor is present only in the medium—air 
or water. On Aristotle’s account of odor, air and water come to have odors present in them 
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thanks to the cleansing and washing action of their moisture on the flavored dry 
(442b29-443a2). Odors, then, are not present in solid, earthy objects; they reside only in air and 
water.  

I conclude that there is an important sense in which a bee’s perceptually guided pursuit 
of a fragrant flower is guided by perception of something absent. What is present to the bee is 
the odor of the flower, something present at the sense organ. But the sense of smell 
simultaneously allows the bee to have in mind something absent, namely, the fragrant flower, 
for smell is a distance sense which allows a creature to locate distal food sources (421b9-13). In 
primitive agency perception itself allows the creature to have in mind something that is, strictly 
speaking, absent. The pursuit and avoidance behaviors manifest in primitive agency are 
fundamentally different in kind from forced behaviors like those due to tremors or spasms: the 
behaviors issue from a creature’s desires. In order for the creature to be moved in this voluntary 
manner by the distal object, it must perceive the object as pleasant or painful. The creature may 
or may not possess discriminatory powers beyond perception, but it is perception that allows the 
bee to grasp the pleasantness or unpleasantness of the object of desire. So perception, too, like 
imagination and reason, must afford a grasp of things absent. For, unlike the odor itself, the 
object of desire is not present. 

Mental representation is routinely invoked to account for successes and failures of 
goal-directed activities. So far I have focused on successes of primitive agency: the bee 
succeeds in arriving at the fragrant flower thanks to having a sensory representation of it. But 
what about failures? Does Aristotle ever explain an animal’s failure to get what it wants by 
appeal to sensory misrepresentation? 

Sometimes animals miss the mark in their goal-directed behavior, and sometimes 
Aristotle explains the error by tracing it back to deficiency at the sensory level. Here are a 
couple of examples. First, if you move your finger just so, thanks to its weak eyesight a cicada 
will mistake your finger for a moving leaf and proceed to climb it (556b18-21). Second, due to 
the weak illumination at dawn and dusk fish are readily deceived by their eyesight, making it 
harder for them to avoid the traps of fishermen (602b7-12). On one reading of these passages, 
Aristotle’s explanations presuppose a view of sensory states as states with contents that can be 
accurate or inaccurate. That is, Aristotle is relying on a representational view of perception. 

It is clear that Aristotle attributes some failures in goal-directed agency to deficiencies at 
the sensory level. However, the deficiencies in question need not take the form of inaccuracy or 
misrepresentation. What Aristotle tends to focus on is loss of acuity. He is careful to distinguish 
two cases (781a14 ff.): (i) failure to perceive a perceptible object because of distance from that 
object, and (ii) failure to discriminate perceptible features because of inferior sense organs. A 
failure of the first sort amounts to a failure to have something in mind at all, and in cases of this 
sort we have no reason to acknowledge misrepresentation. Failures of the second sort are more 
complicated. Aristotle explains at 421a10 ff. that our human organ for smell is lacking in acuity, 
and as a result we tend to perceive crude differences in how pleasant or painful the object of 
perception is, differences which depend on a creature’s constitution (589b3 ff.). The same goes 
for other creatures whose color vision is poor (421a13-15). It seems that the creature’s failure to 
perceive some difference in the world is due to its having in mind instead something 
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perceiver-dependent. But even here it is doubtful that Aristotle would attribute failure of 
discrimination to inaccuracy at the sensory level. 

Aristotle is not in the habit of invoking sensory misrepresentation in order to account for 
failures of goal-directed behavior. However, there is reason to think Aristotle is sympathetic with 
the idea that sensory states can misrepresent the world. I turn to the relevant evidence in the 
following section. 
 
3  Illusion 
 
One important question about perception is why things appear the way they do in 
perception—what factors shape or determine sensory phenomenology. On a presentational 
approach, the central factors determining how things appear in perception are (i) the items 
present to the senses and (ii) the perceiver’s point of view on those items. On Kalderon’s 
interpretation, Aristotle endorses this presentational approach to the phenomenology of color 
perception: 

In being present in the awareness afforded by visual experience, the color constitutively shapes 
that experience. The character of that experience depends upon and derives from the character 
of the color presented to the perceiver’s point of view. (2015: 179) 

The particular instances of color in the scene before the eyes are not just causal antecedents to 
color perception; those very color instances are constitutive of the character of experience. The 
experience would not have the phenomenal character it has if there were no such color 
instances present. 

This view contrasts sharply with the view that the character of experience is shaped by 
perceptual content, something that can be present even when the colors before your eyes are 
absent. What fixes the character of sensory phenomenology is how perception represents the 
world. I am going to suggest that Aristotle’s remarks on the phenomenology of illusion fit more 
naturally with this representational approach than with a presentational approach. 

Before I elaborate on this point about Aristotle, I want to raise a worry about the 
presentational approach to phenomenology. It will help to make my worry vivid if we reflect on 
the following possibility described by Oxford psychologist Brian Rogers (2010: 286):  2

We can imagine a device (a spectrometer display?) that creates the same pattern and 
distribution of wavelengths as those created by a real scene... If you like, we could call all these 
situations ‘facsimiles’ because the pattern of light reaching our eyes is a facsimile of the pattern of 
light created by a real scene... 

A facsimile is an artificially generated proximal stimulus that is an exact match for a proximal 
stimulus issuing from a natural scene. Although we are not currently capable of generating 
facsimiles, there is no reason to doubt that facsimiles are physically possible. Facsimiles 
generate a straightforward difficulty for the presentational approach to visual phenomenology. 
Suppose we were to expose subjects first to a natural scene and then to a corresponding 
facsimile. All else equal, the two stimulus situations would give rise to visual states with the 
same phenomenal character. Consequently, the distal items populating the natural scene prove 

2 I should note that Rogers invokes the possibility of facsimiles for a different purpose: he is not 
discussing a presentational approach to phenomenal character. 
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to be superfluous to the explanation of phenomenal character. We can state sufficient 
conditions for the presence of experience with that character without any mention of the distal 
stimuli. 

Why suppose that facsimiles will have the same phenomenal consequences as 
corresponding proximal stimuli issuing from natural scenes? The reason is simple: no visual 
system could be sensitive to the difference between these two contrasting stimulus situations. 
This is a point emphasized by Rogers (2010: 285): 

Another way of asking the same question is—“does it matter how the pattern of light reaching the 
eye is created?” If the pattern of light is identical (“projectively equivalent”...), over both space and 
time, then it must be true that no seeing machine, biological or man-made, could ever tell the 
difference. 

No vision scientist would seriously question this claim. 
On the presentational approach to the phenomenology of color experience, the distal 

items in the scene before the eyes figure constitutively in the phenomenal character of visual 
experience. The presence or absence of those items makes a difference to the character of 
experience. Accordingly, the view predicts that facsimile scenarios would yield experiences with 
a different type of visual phenomenology from the type which belongs to our everyday visual 
perceptions. The problem is that the presentational approach is committed to a visual difference 
where there could be no visual difference. A natural scene and its corresponding facsimile 
scenario are projectively equivalent. No visual system relying solely on visual inputs could be 
sensitive to the difference between these stimulus situations. 

The representational approach has an advantage here because it has a straightforward 
way of addressing facsimiles. On the representational view, visual phenomenology is 
determined by sensory content. The advocate of this approach can insist that a facsimile and its 
correlate scene give rise to the very same content and so the very same visual phenomenology. 
No difficulty arises. 

There is reason to think that Aristotle is sympathetic with the view that phenomenology is 
fixed by proximal causes, and is not constituted by distal items. Consider his explanation of the 
tactile illusion that has come to be known as Aristotle’s Illusion: 

The explanation of this deception (diepseusthai) is that things appear (phainetai) a certain way 
not only when the sense object moves <the sense> but also when the sense itself is moved, 
provided it is moved in just the way it is also moved by the sense object. For example, the earth 
seems to be moved to those sailing by when it is sight that is moved by something else. 
(460b22-27) 

Note first of all that Aristotle describes the illusion as involving a sort of falsity (diepseusthai), a 
way of talking very much in line with the representational approach. More important, he 
expresses commitment to the view that phenomenology is fixed by proximal causes. It is difficult 
to see how to reconcile this passage with the presentational approach. 

Many familiar illusions illustrate the phenomenon of presence in absence. For example, 
the waterfall illusion discussed by Aristotle (459b18-20) is naturally described as involving the 
mental representation of motion in the absence of motion. Here we have one of the standard 
considerations in favor of taking perception to be representational in nature. 

Perhaps Aristotle’s official view is that error cannot occur in the absence of imagination 
(cf. Caston 1996). Perhaps his considered view is that the senses cannot misrepresent the 
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world. I have not taken a stand on this issue. In this section I have argued that Aristotle’s 
explanation of Aristotle’s Illusion is philosophically more in keeping with a representational view 
of perception than a presentational view. At least to that extent Aristotle is sympathetic with a 
representational view of perception. 
 
4  Concluding Remarks 
 
In this paper I have sketched some answers to the question of why Aristotle might have been 
attracted to a view of perception as representation. My strategy has been to highlight some 
ways that perception, for Aristotle, seems to involve having in mind something that, strictly 
speaking, is absent. This strategy rests on the idea that talk of representation is in order 
precisely when we think a creature is able to have in mind things that are not present to it. In my 
concluding remarks I want to address briefly a consideration on the other side, a consideration 
in favor of taking Aristotle to be sympathetic with a presentational approach to perception.  

The presentational approach is often thought to capture something important about our 
pretheoretical understanding of perception. We naturally take perception to be rather different in 
character from thought. Whereas thought relates us to abstract entities that are bearers of truth 
and falsity, we take perception to relate us to objects that are bearers of sensible qualities like 
color and odor. Accordingly, the representational approach, with its assimilation of perception to 
thought, is plausibly regarded as a somewhat revisionary position.  

The view of perception as representation is so widely held among philosophers today 
that it is easy to forget just how revisionary the view is. Accordingly, I want to quote at length 
some relevant remarks by Adam Pautz, a proponent of the view. (Note that he speaks of the 
intentional view rather than the representational view.) 

The general naïve intuition is that [perceiving a tomato] is a being related to an actual state of the 
world, namely, the redness and roundness of an object. By contrast, on the intentional view, 
[perceiving a tomato] is a matter of being related to an intentional content. Such an intentional 
content is radically different from a state of the world. Indeed, it lacks all of the properties 
enumerated above: 
 
It would continue to exist even if there were no red and round objects. 
It is unextended and is not located in space before one. 
It is true or false.  
It cannot be seen. 
 
Pretheoretically, the intentional view that your [perceiving a tomato] consists in being related to 
such a peculiar item, as opposed to the concrete redness and roundness of the object before 
you, is very counterintuitive. (2010: 292-3) 

Indeed, the representational view is counterintuitive enough that we can reasonably wonder 
whether Aristotle, the common-sense philosopher, would be drawn to it. 

The thing to keep in mind is that Aristotle is assimilating thought to perception as much 
as (or perhaps even more than) he is assimilating perception to thought. Just a few lines after 
saying that perceiving is like asserting or thinking, he writes: “To the thinking soul images serve 
as sensory states (aisthēmata). When it affirms or denies good or bad, it either pursues or 
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avoids. For that reason the soul never thinks without an image.” (431a14-17) Of course, this is 
one among a variety of passages in which Aristotle expresses his commitment to the empiricist 
view that all thinking depends on images ultimately deriving from perception (e.g. 432a3 ff.). 
This image-based view of thinking allows Aristotle to extend his general account of animal 
action to humans. As Aristotle explains at 431b2-10, humans are moved to pursue or avoid an 
object when thought, exploiting images, says an object is pleasant or painful in just the way 
perception does. It is hardly surprising that an empiricist like Aristotle is committed to deep 
continuities between perception and thought, including phenomenological continuities. 
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