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Can we learn anything about thinking by thinking about it?
I remember two impressive words from reading the Beginner's Guide to Teach Yourself Philos-

ophy Made Simple for Dummies many years ago: epistemology (the theory of what we know:
what is knowledge and how do we know what we know?) and ontology (the study of the nature
of existence and reality; what is real?). This book is about the interplay between epistemology,
ontology, and psychology. I think Raftopoulos would call me (and most of my chums) a naive
realist, perhaps even a super-naive realist: I believe there is a real world out there, that my
sensory apparatus and brain does a lot of processing of the effects of photons coming in to
my eyes and pressure waves hitting my ears, so much so that it doesn't make much sense to talk
about what exactly is really out there.What's more, I don't really care very much, as long as I get a
good square meal at the end of as many days as possible. Nevertheless I believe that there obviously
is something really out there, and I must get on with it pretty well to be here writing this review.
And, put in a rather vulgar non-philosophical way, that is Raftopoulos's conclusion, too.

How far down do top ^ down effects in perception go? There has, of course, been enormous
debate about this topic across several decades, with ebb and flow in the demarcation of the limits
of c̀ognitive penetrability'. For example, recent years have seen something of a rehabilitation of
the Sapir ^Whorf hypothesisöessentially the idea that language can influence the way in which
we think, and even the way in which we perceive the world, so that speakers of different
languages might think and perceive the world differently, ideas called linguistic determinism and
relativism. My dim memory from being a student was that the idea had become almost an object
of ridicule; experiments such as those of Heider (1972) appeared to show that perception is
strictly biologically determined, and language has no role in determining the perceptual categories
we form and discriminations we make. Now the Sapir ^Whorf hypothesis seems to be relatively
respectable again. It is clear that there are many methodological difficulties with the early colour-
naming studies, and at the very least there is uncertainty about the role of language in perception
(Davidoff et al 1999; see Harley 2008, 2009 for reviews). The whole connectionist enterprise has
emphasised the importance of interaction and feedback, and how we construct an interpretation
of the perceptual data with top ^ down knowledge. Feedback is fashionable.

So there are few more current and important topics in psychology than the extent to which
our thoughts influence lower-level perceptual and cognitive processes. Raftopoulos's central worry
is that, if top ^ down processing runs riot to the extent that if we `just' construct our internal
representations, how do we know what is really out there? What is real about the outside world
if there is so much recurrent processing of our sense data? And, if all perception is theory-laden,
how can we possibly have a meaningful theory of science?

Raftopoulos's resolution is to use the perception ^ cognition distinction to draw a line at
where top ^ down effects end. If we can draw such a line, and assuming (as Raftopoulos argues)
that it's not ridiculously early, then it does indeed make some sense to talk about what is really
out there, and we are all saved. The role of attention is fundamental in Raftopoulos's account:
`̀ The interface between cognition and perception occurs through the function of attention''
(page 79). Raftopoulos argues that attention should be seen not as a spotlight that focuses
resources on one area, but as a competitive process among stimuli that are first processed in
parallel and, at first, in a purely data-driven way.

Raftopoulos has clearly put a lot of thinking into this book about thinking, and it shows.
The book is divided into two halves, one containing more psychology and one more philosophy. The
first half would do as a very good, if difficult, high-level text on visual perception and attention.
He reviews the experimental and neuroscience literature on top ^ down effects on perception,
concluding that there is a point, albeit at quite a low level, where processing is purely data-
driven. My perception friends, however, tell me that his review is a little selective, and therefore
his conclusion perhaps debatable. Nevertheless, it is a worthy and largely successful enterprise.
On the other hand, I have a smattering of philosophy, but found the second, more philosophical,
half of the book very hard going. Things picked up though in the final two chapters, when
Raftopoulos talks about the real world. I'm tempted to say that any psychologist could get
the gist of the book by skipping Chapters 4, 5, and 6öor perhaps even just pages 312 ^ 317.
The core can be found in the single sentence in page 345: `̀ so the claim I put forth is as follows:
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In order for the perceptual representations to function successfully and guide actions reliably
(as they do), they must get something right''. Quite so; but who among us but a philosopher
could think otherwise?

I have a few minor quibbles. Like many others, Raftopoulos largely equates perception with
visual perception, but I suppose he would argue that his arguments hold just as well in other
modalities, particularly speech, where the data are necessarily scantier and more specific. The
book abounds in acronyms, particularly in the early chapters, many of which I forgot after a
while, and some of which just confused meöI found it impossible to prevent myself thinking of
NCC as `neural correlates of consciousness' rather than `non-conceptual content'. The book has
clearly been a labour of love over many years, and occasionally it shows: some of the references
are a bit dated, and while there is a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of PET, there is
nothing on fMRI. But these are very minor points, and in compensation the time taken to
produce this work is reflected in the depth and clarity of thought and exposition. You can't have
everything.

I think philosophers will get much more out of this book than neuroscientists and psychol-
ogists. I finished the book uncertain whether these were things I really needed to worry about.
By the end of the book I was convinced that philosophers could learn an awful lot from psychol-
ogists. I remain unconvinced, though, that psychologists could learn anything from philosophers;
but then, I would say that, wouldn't I? Now back to looking for that next square meal, although
I am left with the nagging fear that, in spite of his arguments, Raftopoulos is right about being
wrong, and that it could nevertheless all still be a big joke.
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