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Abstract

In this paper, first of all, I want to give a criterion for the perceivability of %igher-
level properties, 1.e., the properties that depend for their own instantiation on the in-
stantiation of Jow-level properties (colors, shapes, sounds, textures ...); namely, con-
ditions that are necessary and jointly sufficient in order for such a property to be
perceivable. Here it is: the higher-level property is given i) immediately; ii) via a
grouping operation that involves a perceptual form of attention. Moreover, I want to
show why some candidate higher-level properties fulfill it and some other such can-
didates don’t (they are only pseudo-perceivable).

Keywords: Higher-order properties, Method of phenomenal contrast, Perceivability
criterion, Grouping operation.

1. Introduction

Higher-level properties are the properties that typically depend, in a generic way,
on low-level properties (colors, shapes, sounds, textures ...; these latter properties
can be given only via a list, Helton 2016) for their instantiation. Indeed typically
at least, some low-level property or other must be instantiated in order for a higher-
level property to be instantiated.

Clearly enough, not all higher-level properties can be grasped perceptually. To
take a paradigmatic case of non-perceivable higher-level properties, normative
properties, such as institutional properties involving conventions and norms, e.g.
being a curator, being a president, being a professor, cannot be so grasped. But what
about the rest? In the literature on philosophy of perception, a lot of candidates
for perceivability have been presented. To provide a surely non-exaustive list of
them, natural and artificial kinds (Bayne 2009, Siegel 2010), causal relations (Mi-
chotte 1963, Butterfill 2009, Di Bona 2014), affordances and dispositions (Gibson
1979, Nanay 2013), emotions and their expressions (Newen 2017, Toribio 2018),
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intentions and actions (Pacherie 2005, Gao et al. 2009), grouping properties
(Jagnow 2015, Voltolini 2015, Calzavarini-Voltolini 2022), aesthetic properties
(Stokes 2018b, Voltolini 2023), evaluative properties (Bergqvist-Cowan 2018), se-
mantic properties (Siegel 2010, Brogaard 2018). Yet no satisfying criterion has
been provided yet in order to divide perceivable from non-perceivable higher-level
properties. Some people doubt that the challenge to find a criterion for the divide
can be ultimately addressed, as this quotation from Siegel (2013: 855) shows:

[N]one of my arguments for the Rich Content View purport to identify general
conditions sufficient to produce experiences with rich contents. An argument that
did that would provide a theory of intentionality for experiences, purporting to
identify the factors that explain why certain experiences have the contents they do.
Such an account would be deeply illuminating, but philosophy is far from having
any such account.

Some other people are sure that such a divide exists, but have given no crite-
rion for it. As this passage from Wollheim (1998: 224), on the very similar issue
of what one can see in a picture, may show:

Tlook at a picture that includes a classical landscape with ruins. And now imagine
the following dialogue: “Can you see the columns?” “Yes.” “Can you see the col-
umns as coming from a temple?” “Yes.” “Can you see the columns that come
from the temple as having been thrown down?” “Yes.” “Can you see them as hav-
ing been thrown down some hundreds of years ago?” “Yes.” “Can you see them
as having been thrown down some hundreds of years ago by barbarians?” “Yes.”
“Can you see them as having been thrown down some hundreds of years ago by
barbarians wearing the skins of wild asses?” (Pause.) “No”.

I am both more optimist and less elusive. In order to address the challenge, in
what follows I will try to provide a criterion to find necessary and jointly sufficient
conditions for a higher-level property to be perceivable. First of all, unlike the so-
called method of phenomenal contrast, which I deal with later (Bayne 2009, Siegel
2010), my criterion does not provide a ‘case by case’ answer, but a general one. For
it aims at distinguishing, among a// such possible candidates, between those higher-
level properties that are perceivable and those that are not.! At most—as one might
say in the light of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus logico-philosophicus divide between sense-
ful and nonsensical propositional signs, unsinnig pseudopropositions—the latter
properties are only pseudo-perceivable. Moreover, my criterion is not a derivative one;
namely, it does not say, first, that perceivable higher-level properties are those
grasped in perception, and second, it singles out perception from all other mental

! Burge (2022: 437) believes that science can tell us which higher-level properties are at-
tributed perceptually; for example, certain functional properties (e.g., being food), certain
causal relations (e.g., colliding with), or certain agential properties (e.g., spontaneous moving)
(716-717, 727). Yet he himself stresses that properties that the best science of the day as-
cribes to objects as their hidden essence, e.g., natural kind properties such as being a pine
tree, are pace Siegel (2010) not perceivable (438). So science does not seem to be the ultimate
judge in this respect. Pace Burge (438), the fact that while grasping a certain higher-level
property, a certain specific neural activation fails to occur in perceptual areas of the brain
does not establish yet that such a property is not perceivable.
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states.” Not only would this alternative criterion be somehow trivial, but it would
not even work in principle. For there is no doubt that perceivable properties in gen-
eral, i.e., both low and high ones, are properties that can be conceived also in other
mental states, e.g. in thoughts. For example, one can both see and think that Donald
Trump has a white face.’

So in this paper, I want to argue for two main points. First, I will put forward
my perceivability criterion and explain how it works (Sect. 2). Second, I will try
to show why some candidate higher-level properties fulfil it, notably those that
are actually taken as paradigmatic cases of perceivable properties, while some
other such candidates don’t (Sect. 3).

2. The Criterion for Higher-Level Property Perceivability

In the following, I propose two criteria that are both necessary and jointly suffi-
cient conditions in order for a property to be perceivable:

1. the higher-level property is given immediately (Fish 2013, Nes 2016, Bro-
gaard 2018);

ii.  the higher-level property is given via a grouping operation (Jagnow 2015,
Calzavarini-Voltolini 2022, 2023, Landers 2021, Martina-Voltolini 2017,
Voltolini 2015, 2020a, 2023) that involves a perceptual form of attention; as
one may also say, an attentive property selection (Stokes 2018a).

By appealing to immediacy, criterion 1) exploits an umbrella term that covers
many, admittedly different, phenomena that have all to do with the general fact
that a perceivable property is given passively, not spontaneously:*

a) adaptation-sensitivity (Di Bona 2017, Block 2023), i.e., the fact that previous
exposition to a certain property—say, being a feminine voice—makes it the
case that an opposite property—say, being a masculine voice—is ascribed to
an object, especially in controversial cases (cf. the waterfall illusion, in
which after gazing a waterfall for a while, one sees the rocks around it as
rising, Crane 1988);

b) compellingness, i.e., the fact that what is perceived is involuntary and una-
mendable (Toribio 2018);

c) automaticity Mandelbaum 2015), i.e., the fact that the property is not as-
cribed to an object via an inferential process, whether conscious or not
(Raftopoulos 2009);

d) speediness, i.e., the fact that the ascription is given quickly (Ransom 2019).

One might wonder whether 1) provides a necessary condition for higher-level
property perceivability. For, if one considers sense modalities different from the
visual one, then contra d), hence contra 1), it becomes apparent that time is needed
in order to perceptually grasp a higher-level property. Consider melodies. Cer-

2 For example, this would be the case if one maintained that higher-level perceivable prop-
erties are presentative, insofar as the mode of perception is specifically qualified by having its
objects as present (Voltolini 2025).

* As Kriegel (2019) convincingly stressed.

4 As McDowell (1994) would have put it, spontaneity characterizes instead a conceptualized
property, which is actively conceived by one’s intellect, not by a receptive faculty such as
one’s perception.
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tainly enough, one needs time to auditorily grasp the structure that qualifies a
melody as something that is over and above a mere assemblage of notes.

This remark is entirely correct, yet it simply shows that there are not only
static, but also dynamic forms of perception,’ thereby not undermining i). For
grasping a melody is an all of a sudden operation, precisely like understanding a
sentence. Both merely require that musical notes vs. linguistic expressions tempo-
rally unfold, but they come into the fore as a sort of instantaneous act. As Witt-
genstein stressed long ago (2009: 1, §§138, 327).

Yet by itself, 1) provides only necessary conditions of higher-level property
perceivability (Burge 2022: 437, 454). For there are higher-level properties that
are grasped immediately, yet they are not perceivable. (In the next Section, I will
precisely discuss the case of meaning properties, which a competent speaker of a
language cannot fail to grasp in just one shot; yet, they are merely perceptually-
based properties but not perceivable ones, since the experience that grasps them
is cognitive and not perceptual.) So, 1) must be flanked by ii), which mobilizes
grouping. A grouping operation allows one to capture Gestalten viz. grouping prop-
erties, 1.e., the higher-level properties for a certain array’s elements to be organized
under a certain direction in a certain spatial dimension (von Ehrenfels 1988). This
operation is perceptual, since that organization requires a perceptually-based atten-
tive form of perception that operates selectively (Stokes 2018a, Burge 2022). This
form of attention conforms to what Nanay (2016) calls the fourth kind of attention,
distributed on properties and focused on objects. In it, attention reconfigures a
perceptual field Aolistically (Burge 2022: 446). Consider for example the following
case involving a perceptual ambiguity in grasping grouping properties (Fig. 1).
One may see a certain grid either as containing a squared diamond standing in
front of a background made by the central square and by the four most lateral
squares in the grid, or a containing a 5-squared cross standing in front of a differ-
ent background made by the four external yet intermediate squares in the grid.
Clearly enough, here attention works holistically, since if one merely focused on
two adjacent squares one could grasp no such organization (Jagnow 2011).

Fig. 1 — The ambiguous grid

That kind of organization can occur merely in 2D arrays, in which mere
alignments occur (Fig. 2), or, as the above case of the grid already shows, in 2D
arrays seen as 3D ones by virtue of a figure-ground segmentation in the 2D array

5 Incidentally, dynamicity holds both of higher-level and of low-level properties perceptu-
ally grasped. In auditory perception, sounds are ordinarily grasped temporally, just as tex-
tures are in tactile perception.
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performed along the third dimension (Fig. 3), or even in genuinely 3D cases, as
in the case of a 3D Rubin’s vase provided by Luca Patella’s Vasa physiognomica,
in which one sees the same 3D statue as arranged either as a 3D brown vase
standing in front of a white background or as two 3D while faces in profile stand-
ing in front of a brown background (Fig. 4).

-
-

Fig. 3 — Horses on a black-and-white background (by courtesy of Paola Tosti)

Fig. 4 — Luca Patella’s Vasa physiognomica (Personal photo)

Such higher-level grouping properties generically depend on the instantiation
of low-level properties, yet they do not supervene on them. For the latter proper-
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ties may remain the same and yet the gestaltic organization of the relevant array
may change, as ambiguous figures, both in 2D and in 3D cases, clearly show
(Wittgenstein 2009: 11, xi, §247). The following example (Fig. 5) provides two
cases of the same Gestalt switch involving again Rubin’s vases. In them, the al-
ternation of two opposite figure-ground segmentations occurs (a vasish frontal
silhouette standing in front of a certain background vs. two facish silhouettes in
profile standing in front of another background), although in each alternation dif-
ferent color pairs (yellow and gray in the first case, black and white in the second
case) are instantiated.

o

<
- 1

Fig. 5 — Two cases of Rubin’s vases (personal arrangement)

As the above examples should have already shown, this form of attention is
certainly subject to the will, as Wittgenstein himself originally stressed (2009: II, xi,
§256); yet, only in the weak sense that it requires for one to be concentrated on the
higher-level properties that one perceives, but not in the strong sense that it is up to
one to decide what one must perceive. Indeed, as regards grouping properties their
grasping is not a matter of decision at a/l. In some cases, for a long while, people
can fail to grasp a certain gestaltic organization, even if they are disposed to see it,
since they have been told what they have to see. Indeed, that grasping takes place
all of a sudden, especially if one occupies a certain vantage point. An innocent scene
of two girls eating pizza may convert into the apparition of a Jesus-like face, but
only for opportunely located people who are lucky enough to see it (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6 — Do you see Jesus in the picture? (by courtesy of Paola Tosti)
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Clearly enough, criterion ii) is perceptually relevant. For it admits a form of
non-conceptual recognition of the items in the perceived scene. As suggested by
what I said in the previous paragraph, this form is compatible only with a specific
kind of cognitive penetration that does not alter the intrinsically perceptual nature of
the mental state grasping the relevant grouping properties instantiated in that scene.
As instead would be the case if that recognition required a conceptual form of cog-
nitive penetration (in line with Burge 2022, Block 2023). As is well known, a kind
of cognitive penetration undermining the cognition/perception divide is a form of
strong cognitive penetration (McDowell 1994, Pylsyhyn 2003, Montague 2023). For
it affects also the content of a perception, in the sense that the content of that per-
ception is determined, via certain logico-semantic connections, by the conceptual
content of the cognitive states lying behind it.® Yet the kind of cognitive penetration
involved here is different. On the one hand, it is weak. For it only affects phenome-
nal character, not the kind of content, of a perceptual state, which, although differ-
ent from the content of the state that predates that penetration, remains non-con-
ceptual as well. As many people have stressed, grasping a gestaltic organization has
to do with grasping utterly non-conceptualized silhouettes or profiles (Jagnow 2011,
Orlandi 2011, Raftopoulos 2011). On the other hand, it is /ite. For it may apply to
certain tokens of a perceptual experience of a certain kind, those that are affected
by a top-down form of attention causally involving cognitive states of a subject, en-
dogenous attention (Burge 2022). Yet it does not apply to other tokens of a perceptual
experience of the same kind, those that are affected by a non-cognitive bottom-up
form of attention focused on salient aspects of the perceived scene, exogenous atten-
tion Macpherson 2012, 2015).

On the one hand, the following example (Fig. 7) shows why cognitive penetra-
tion affecting grouping properties is weak. Coming to know that in the perceived
scene there is a chamaleon among the branches and the leaves allows one to recog-
nize a non-conceptualized chamaleon-like silhouette in them that one didn’t see in
the colors and shapes one merely saw before. Yet in order to perform such a recog-
nition, one does not have to possess the concept of a chameleon, nor any more
generic concept either. Hence, one fails to mobilize such concepts in the non-con-
ceptual perception that follows the original perception of color and shapes, which
was non-conceptual as well.

<

Fig. 7— A chamaleon-like silhouette (personal picture)

¢ According to Voltolini (2015, 2020b), only the sui generis kind of pictorial perception is
(partially) affected by this kind of cognitive penetration.



336 Alberto Voltolini

On the other hand, the following example (Fig. 8) explains why the cognitive
penetration affecting grouping properties is also lite. Knowing crosses may allow
one to recognize in the figure below either a black cross-like silhouette in front of
a white background or a white cross-like silhouette in front of a black background.
Yet such silhouettes may be recognized even without that knowledge (in order to
allow for the latter form of recognition, Wittgenstein calls them optical aspects,
1980: 1, §§970, 1017, 2009: 11, xi, §215).

Fig. 8 — The double cross (personal design)

Criterion i) allows for many higher-level properties to be perceivable; namely,
all those that either are grouping properties or are based on such properties. Indeed,
it permits to all higher-level properties directly based on (possibly, in a hierarchy:
Calzavarini-Voltolini 2022) other less higher grouping properties to be perceivable
properties. While merely generically depending for the instantiation on the instan-
tiation of lower-level properties without supervening on them, they are indeed per-
ceptually grasped via the same kind of holistic attention. Thus, they allow only for
a both weak and lite cognitively penetrated form of recognition. Facial properties,
gender properties, ‘racial’ properties, non-emotional expressive properties d la
Lopes (2005) and Smortchkova (2017), are indeed properties of this kind.” As for
facial properties, first of all, prosopagnosic subjects see the colors and shapes instan-
tiated in a face, but they fail to see the face (Kriegel 2007, Bayne 2009), insofar as
they are unable to properly group such colors and shapes in a facial contour. More-
over, the same assemblage of colors and shapes may perceptually correspond both
to a face frontally given and to another face given in profile, showing again that the
(generic) dependence of facial properties on lower-level properties does not involve
supervenience on such properties (Fig. 9).

7 In accordance with the so-called minimal version of the contour theory (Lopes 2005).
something has expressiveness, i.e., an expressive look, even if it neither expresses an emotion
nor has the function of indicating it. See also Burge’s distinction between emotion-expres-
sion and expression of an emotion (say, anger) (2022: 129, 439).
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Fig. 9 — Two faces, a frontal one and one in profile (by courtesy of Paola Tosti)

Ditto for gender and for ‘racial’ properties. In the first case, depending on the
relevant contextual grouping, one and the same face put in the central position
within an array of faces whose external members are respectively masculine and
feminine may be seen either as a feminine or as a masculine face (Fig. 10).

Gender Morphing
Fig. 10 — A face that may be seen either as feminine or as masculine

In the second case, depending on the relevant contextual grouping, one and the
same masculine face may be seen either as a white or as a black face (Fu et al.
2014) (Fig. 11). Clearly enough, in both cases adaptation phenomena occur, just
as they occur in hearing voices, as we saw above.

Fig. 11 — One and the same face seen either as white or as black
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Finally, as for expressive properties, as Wittgenstein originally remarked (2009: I,
§583), a smile smiles only in the context of a face, thereby being the target of a holistic
perceptual form of attention addressed to the relevant grouping of face traits. Again,
expressive properties generically depend on other lower-level properties without super-
vening on them. For example, a certain facial contortion may express bemusement
rather than doubt, or terror rather than astonishment (Siegel 2010: 113). Hence percep-
tually speaking, one and the same ‘racially’ individuated face may be seen either as
aggressive or as non-aggressive—Hugenberg and Bodenhausen 2003) (Fig. 12).

f 'l ’ ,/
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Fig. 12 — A face that may be seen either as aggressive or as non-aggressive

D
B

Now, my conjecture is that for any new case of a higher-level property that is
a candidate for perceivability, the candidature is successful only insofar as that prop-
erty is again either a grouping property, or at least a property based on it. To make
a long story short, consider first of all causality. The causal situations that for Mi-
chotte (1963) were objects of perception mobilize what he called impressions of cau-
sation; namely, situations in which someone sees something as causing something
else, independently of whether a causal relation between the two somethings really
holds. For example, both in the case in which a red square really moves a blue
square and in the case in which a ball merely seemingly pushes a shadow, one may
see the former thing as causing a modification in the latter thing (Siegel 2010: 119).
But if this is the case, we are again in a situation where what is perceptually grasped
is a gestaltic organization. Just as when one sees a figure as horses in front of a
background, although there is no dalmatian around, one sees a horse-like organiza-
tion of the figure, when one sees a ball as pushing a shadow, although the former
does not push the latter, one sees a pushing-like organization of the two things.
Moreover, consider the apparently different case of atmospheres, which some people
take to be cases of affordance properties (Velasco-Niikawa 2025). In actual fact,
they are kinds of grouping-based properties as well, which can be seen as generically
depending on lower-level properties. Coming back to the example of Patella’s Vasa
Physiognomica (Fig. 4), one can perceive different atmospheres in a room where a
certain 3D statue is located, depending on how one groups that statue along with
other objects in that room.

3. What the Criterion Rules Out

Given ii), it turns out that all higher-level properties that are not grouping proper-
ties or properties based on such properties are non-perceivable. This point can be
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clearly seen in two of the main cases discussed in the literature, yet which are for
me erroneously taken to be perceivable according to the method of phenomenal
contrast: namely, kind properties and meaning properties (Siegel 2010).

To begin with, according to Siegel, the application of the above method
makes kind properties perceivable properties, once one appeals to the following
argument to the best explanation that involves a phenomenal contrast between a
perception enjoyed as a novice and another perception enjoyed as an expert:®

1) Att, anovice in a forest has an experience E having a certain phenomenal
character

2) At ¢, after tree-training that guy has an experience E’ with another phe-
nomenal character

3) If E’s and E”s phenomenal characters differ, this difference affects their
perceptual phenomenal character

4) Ifthey differ in their perceptual phenomenal character, then they represent
different contents

5) If they represent different contents, the latter content is determined by a
certain natural kind property; namely, the property of being a pine tree.

Granted, since the argument is an argument to the best explanation, it is not re-
quired for it to be valid: it may be the case that the premises (1)-(4) are true and
yet the conclusion (5) is false. Yet for me the problem with (5) is that it is actually
false. Indeed another, admittedly easier, explanation may be appealed to, since it
may account for the difference in content between the two experiences E and E’
precisely in terms of a less sophisticated grouping-based higher-level property af-
fecting E’s’ (non-conceptual) content but not E’s (non-conceptual) content. As the
following variant of a Twin-Earth thought experiment clearly shows.

Suppose that, once entered a forest, an Earthling novice were all of a sudden
transported on Twin-Earth. In the Twin-Earthling forest, she phenomenally en-
joys no difference from the Earthling forest in which she was originally located.
Her experience indeed remains the same, thereby perceptually grasping the same
unrefined property P. After a certain training, however, she manages to phenome-
nally grasp differences between the Twin-Earth conifers located in that forest,
thereby having a new perceptual experience grasping a new more refined property
P’. Yet as soon as she manages to perceptually grasp such differences, all of a
sudden she is transported back to the original forest on Earth. Again, she phe-
nomenally enjoys no difference from the Twin-Earth forest she came from. Her
perceptual experience indeed remains the same as that she had on Twin-Earth
just before leaving it. By parity of reasoning with her original ‘transport’-situation,
she still perceptually grasps the very same new property P’ she learned to grasp
on Twin-Earth (see also Prinz 2013: 832). Hence, P’ is neither the natural kind
property of being a pine tree, nor the different natural kind property of being a twin-
pine tree.’ Instead, it is a certain cross-earth pineish Gestalt that remains the same
across the two planets, as admittedly less fine-grained than such natural kind

8 This is a reconstruction of Siegel’s argument as originally proposed in Siegel 2007.

® On behalf of Siegel’s, one might object that once moved back to Earth, the relevant subject
still perceives the property of being a twin-pine tree, albeit illusorily. But why? In both envi-
ronments, the subject must perceptually grasp a property that is instantiated there, since
she is not in a deluded condition in either case. Since on Earth the property of being a twin-
pine tree is not instantiated, it cannot be the property perceptually grasped there.
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properties (Jagnow 2015, Landers 2021). Pace Siegel (2010: 111-112), a Gestalt
must be precisely such; namely, a property that is more general than kind proper-
ties. Last but not least, to account for the situation by appealing to a commonality
of narrow K-properties instead of appealing to a pineish Gestalt, as Siegel does
(2013: 851), is admittedly to draw a distinction without a difference.

Moreover, on behalf of Siegel (2010) a similar argument can be put forward
in defence of the perceivability of meaning properties, as reconstructed as follows:

1) Italo is a monolingual Italian speaker that listens to an English sentence
(say, “The cat is on the mat”), recognizes that morphosyntactically speak-
ing, that sentence belongs to a different language,'® and yet does not un-
derstand that sentence. He has an experience E having a certain phenome-
nal character

2) After a training in English, Italo listens again to that English sentence, this
time understanding it. He has another experience E’with another phenom-
enal character

3) If E’s and E”s phenomenal characters differ, this difference affects their
perceptual phenomenal character

4) Ifthey differ in their perceptual phenomenal character, then they represent
different contents

5) If they represent different contents, the latter content is determined by a
certain meaning property.

Here the problem is with the falsity of (3): the phenomenal difference between E
and E’ is not perceptual. Italo cannot read off the meaning of “The cat is on the
mat” from its morphosyntactic structure that he allegedly perceives, since that
structure has merely to do with the sentence’s parsing, which is again a form of
grouping (words, in this case). For that meaning is assigned to the components of
that sentence by means of some conventional factors (see also Prinz 2013: 834),
not by reading it off from those components via a holistic recognitional grouping-
based operation (Voltolini 2020a). That this is how things stand is clearly shown
by ambiguous sentences, where no holistic factors (Siegel 2013: 853) can be in-
voked for grasping the relevant meaning difference (see also O’Callaghan 2011).
For example, one can listen to two tokens of the sentence “Dionysus is Greek”
while re-hearing the same morphosyntactic structure, filling the sentence with the
same bit of mental imagery (e.g., the mental image of an old and powerful man
dressed up in ancient Greek-like clothes) and yet meaning by such tokens of “Di-
onysus” respectively Dionysus the Elder and Dionysus the Younger, son of the
preceding, who are the different referents conventionally assigned to such tokens.
Hence, for meaning properties the overall lesson remains the same as the one
given for natural kind properties. Meaning properties are not perceivable. For in
grasping them, their experiences do not involve a non-conceptual form of holistic
recognition compatible only with a kind of weak and lite cognitive penetration.
Such an involvement instead takes place with experiences mobilizing grouping
operations, which admittedly affect the perceptual morphosyntactic apprehension

10T formulate the case this way in order not to understand the phenomenal switch as a
switch between capturing mere noises and capturing sentences of a language, as is stand-
ardly described (see e.g. Strawson 1994). For that switch may be certainly perceptual, since
capturing the sentences of a language may merely mean capturing their morphosyntactic
structure, which may well be a grouping-based, hence perceivable, higher-level property.
Cf. Martina-Voltolini 2017, Voltolini 2020a.
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of sentences, even when meaningless. Consider for example the grasping of two
different parsings of the meaningless sentence “The slithy toves gyred the Jabber-
wock in the wabe” (i.e., “(The slithy toves (in the wabe)) (gyred (the Jabber-
wock))” and “(The slithy toves) (gyred (the Jabberwock in the wabe))”. Granted,
although no holistic recognitional non-conceptual factor is involved either in the
meaning experience with “The cat is on the mat” or even in the meaning experi-
ences with the ambiguous “Dionysus is Greek” (Martina-Voltolini 2017, Volto-
lini 2020a, Calzavarini-Voltolini 2023) for that matter, such experiences are cer-
tainly perceptually-based experiences. For they presuppose one’s hearing both
low-level properties, i.e., the sounds linked to the relevant sentences, and higher-
level properties, i.e., their morphosyntactic structure. Yet by themselves, they are
not perceptual experiences involving a perceptual phenomenology. Instead, they
involve a non-sensory form of phenomenology, cognitive phenomenology as is
standardly called in the literature (Chudnoff 2015).

Someone may object that meaning properties may remain perceivable even
if the experiences grasping them have a (partially, at least) non-perceptual phe-
nomenal character; either a sui generis one (Reiland 2014) or a hybrid one, half
perceptual and half cognitive (Montague 2023).

Yet it is hard to see how a mental state can have a non-perceptual phenome-
nal character and yet grasp perceivable properties, whether low or higher-level
ones. For if a property is perceived, it must manifest itself in the phenomenology
of a mental state grasping it, provided of course that such a state has a phenome-
nology (I certainly do not want to deny the existence of unconscious perceptual
states). In other terms, the phenomenology of that state must be presentative, have
a mental paint (Block 1996) that presents the properties which are grasped in that
state (Voltolini 2025). Since meaning experiences are not presentative, the mean-
ing properties that they grasp can hardly be perceivable ones.

4. Conclusion

So all in all, here is the morale of the story. On the one hand, the case of meaning
properties shows why criterion ii) is necessary over and above criterion i) for the
perceivability of higher-level properties. Granted, meaning properties are given
immediately; a subject who is competent in a language cannot dispense with im-
mediately understanding a boring conversation in that language occurring on the
nearby seats in the wagon of the train she is unfortunately located. Yet, they are
not perceivable, since they are not given via a grouping operation. On the other
hand, the case of natural kind properties shows why 1i)-ii) are jointly sufficient for
the perceivability of higher-level properties. For i-ii), Gestalten are perceivable.
Yet, 1)-ii)) do not jointly suffice for one to perceive natural kind properties, for
example the different natural kind properties underlying one and the same Gestalt.

Granted, this morale is provisional. Further candidates of higher-level prop-
erties may pop up and require to be assessed for their perceivability. Yet my sus-
picion remains that, unless such candidates show some relation with grouping
properties, they will ultimately fail to be perceivable.!

! This paper has been originally presented at the Workshop on the Perception of Higher-level
Properties, Universita Vita-Salute S. Raffaele, Dec 12-13, 2024, Milan. I thank all partici-
pants for their stimulating questions. I also thank Elisabetta Sacchi for a careful and
thoughtful reading of a previous version of this paper.
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