
Why there is no such thing as Affordance Percept ion  

In recent years, scholars from different research fields have endorsed the notion that one of 

the main functions of vision is the guidance of action (vision-for-action), this meaning that one 

of the main functions of vision is to detect action possibilities in the environment (for a 

review see Nanay 2013; Osiurak et al. 2017; Borghi and Riggio 2015; Milner and Goodale 

2006; Ferretti and Zipoli Caiani 2019). Generally, the geometrical features of an object (e.g. 

size, shape, etc.) can be considered, from the motor point of view of the subject, as offering 

action possibilities: when we see a given shape, our brain computes the motor act that can be 

consequently generated in order to interact with that shape. Therefore, shapes open to an 

action possibility that can be afforded to a specific subject and that may be exploited by means 

of a specific motor command. For example, the geometrical features of a pencil instantiate an 

action property (e.g. the property of being graspable), which offers an action possibility (e.g. grasping), 

which can be exploited by means of a specific motor act (e.g., a power grip), with respect to 

different action goals.  

 This notion has been inherited from the ecological theory by Gibson, who famously 

stressed how action guidance is, by means of detecting affordances, i.e. action possibilities, the 

main role of vision (1979/1986). This led several scholars to talk about vision-for-action as the 

plethora of visual representations that allow us to detect affordances in the environment. Thus, 

vision-for-action and affordance detection have been always related as two twin processes, and 

sometimes also identified as the very same process.  

 This idea has been very influential in contemporary research in cognitive science – and 

the related philosophical reflection (Zipoli Caiani 2013; Ferretti 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 

2017, 2018, 2019; Ferretti and Zipoli Caiani 2018, 2019; Ferretti and Chinellato 2016; Nanay 

2012, 2013). As one can understand just by having a simple look at PubMed, the 

investigation on the notion of affordance, and the research paradigms based upon it, have been 

of enormous impact and are growing more and more (the references I report and consider 

here are just the tip of the iceberg of an impressive interdisciplinary literature). In this 

respect, the notion of vision-for-action as related to affordance detection has been invoked and 

discussed within several domains, within which it has generated different debates, being 

massively influential in different research fields such as robotics (Chinellato and Del Pobil 

2016), neurophysiology (Milner and Goodale 1995/2006; Osiurak et al. 2017; Borghi and 

Riggio 2015; Sakreida et al. 2016; de Wit et al. 2017), phenomenology (Nanay 2012a, Siegel 



2014), psychology (Zipoli Caiani 2013; Zipoli Caiani and Ferretti 2017; Tillas et al. 2017; 

Ferretti and Zipoli Caiani 2019), philosophical theories of the mind in general (Nanay 2013; 

Ferretti and Zipoli Caiani 2019; Chemero 2009; Zipoli Caiani 2016) and of perception in 

particular (Clark 2001; Ferretti 2016a, 2016b, 2018, 2019; Ferretti and Zipoli Caiani 2019; 

Tillas et al. 2017; Zipoli Caiani 2013).  

 Interestingly, our most influential neuroscientific theory of vision, such as the Two 

Visual Systems Model, which tried to establish the difference between vision-for-action and visual 

recognition, on the basis of their anatomo-functional correlates (Milner and Goodale 

1995/2006; Chinellato and Del Pobil 2016; Goodale and Milner 2018; de Haan et al. 2017; 

Rossetti et al. 2017), generated a lively debate on the nature of visual guidance of motor 

action and affordance detection (Clark 2001; Ferretti 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 2017, 

2018, 2019; Nanay 2013).   

 A crucial question is about by means which kind of mental state we detect affordances 

and what is the neural correlate of such a mental state. While neuroscientists worked on 

possible theories concerning neurophysiological correlations between neural states and 

affordance detection, philosophers tried to combine the results obtained in behavioral 

psychology and neuroscience with analytical arguments about the phenomenology of visual 

experience in order to understand the nature of such a detection of affordances (action 

possibilities) (Nanay 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Brogaard 2011; Clark 2001; Ferretti 2018; 

Zipoli Caiani and Ferretti 2017; Raftopoulos 2015; Siegel 2014). These studies have led to 

think that we visually perceive affordances (action possibilities): we literally see action possibilities 

(Nanay 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Zipoli Caiani 2013; Ferretti 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2016d, 

2017, 2018; Siegel 2014; Chemero 2009). A more specific and stronger claim is that they can be 

part of our visual phenomenology (Nanay 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2013; Raftopoulos 2015; Siegel 

2014).   

            In this paper, I offer an account that goes against the received view in the literature 

about this notion.  

 First, I show that the notion of vision-for-action as related to affordance perception, which 

has been uncontroversially accepted, and which has guided interdisciplinary research about 

experimental and theoretical studies of the visual system, is completely misleading: I will 

suggest that there is no such thing as vision-for-action in the specific sense that there is no such 

thing as seeing action possibilities and, a fortiori, as having them in our visual phenomenology. I will 



defend this claim by offering a specific philosophical analysis of empirical evidence from 

vision science, which I will couple to a specific analysis of the phenomenology of vision.  

 Second, since it remains true that we can detect action possibilities, both consciously 

and unconsciously, I propose an alternative account, following recent investigations in the 

literature on this topic (Ferretti 2019), defining the mental representations by means of 

which we detect them unconsciously, as well as we can be aware of them. Such an account 

does not require any commitment to the idea that we literally see them, consciously or 

unconsciously.  

 Third, I will offer a conceptual clarification based on the philosophical discussion of 

experimental evidence and suggest that we can endorse a notion of vision-for-action that 

captures a mental state that is not the same as the one captured by the notion of affordance 

perception. If my claim is true, it offers a simpler and less demanding description of the 

mechanisms of vision-for-action than this endorsed in the literature, which, at a better look, is 

more philosophically demanding, and which, indeed, should not be confused with the one of 

affordance perception.  

 Finally, I will discuss the theoretical relevance of my account not only for those 

interested in theories linking the visual and the motoric at the conceptual level, but also for 

those who are interested in the experimental research. Indeed, my point has strong 

implications for our view concerning the best interpretation of how vision-for-action really 

works in the light of evidence from (and in a beneficial manner for) neuroscience, 

psychology, physiology and behavioral science. The conclusion is that, on the one hand, the 

field of study concerned with affordance perception is massively guiding and monopolizing 

contemporary experimental research and the related philosophical reflection, and it is 

becoming a guiding paradigm in vision and motor neuroscience. But there are, as I suggest, 

several conceptual specifications we should note, in order for us to cash out a theory of 

vision-for-action that is, at the same time, philosophically rigorous and empirically reliable. If I 

am right, we should re-think from scratch our theories of the mental mechanisms that allow 

us to guide our action in relation to vision.  

 

 

 

	


