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Abstract
Philosophers of perception have been readier to postulate the existence of a visual 
field than to acknowledge sensory fields in other modalities. In this paper, I argue 
that the set of phenomenal features that philosophers have relied on when posit-
ing a visual field aptly characterise, mutatis mutandis, bodily sensation. I argue, in 
particular, that in localised bodily sensations we experience the body as a sensory 
field. I first motivate this claim for the case of haptic touch, and then generalise it 
to other kinds of bodily sensation. I demonstrate the theoretical fruitfulness of this 
notion of a bodily field for the debate on the phenomenology of bodily ownership.

Keywords  Sensory field · Somatosensation · Bodily experience · Bodily 
ownership

1  Introduction

In analytic philosophy of perception, there has traditionally been much more readi-
ness to recognise the existence of a visual field than there has been to acknowledge 
sensory fields in other modalities. Touch, in particular, has been said to lack a sensory 
field (Strawson, 1959; O’Shaughnessy, 1989, 2008; Martin, 1992, 1993, 1995).

In philosophical discussion of visual perception, the notion of sensory field has 
been invoked to explain the spatial nature of visual experiences: in vision, objects are 
ordinarily experienced as contained, and distributed within, a space that is itself also 
perceived, and which demarcates the area within which the seen objects are located 
– i.e. the sensory (in this case, the visual) field. The lack of a sensory field in touch 
has often been defended by comparing visual and tactile perception and highlighting 
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the differences between the two as to how space is experienced. In an often quoted 
passage, Strawson wrote that “[e]vidently the visual field is necessarily extended at 
any moment, and its parts must exhibit spatial relations to each other. The case of 
touch is less obvious: it is not, e.g., clear what one would mean by a ‘tactual field’” 
(1959, 65). O’Shaughnessy (1989, 2008) went into detail about the spatial disanalo-
gies between vision and touch that suggest that touch “involves the use of no mediat-
ing field of sensation” (1989, 38). According to O’Shaughnessy, a central difference 
between sight and touch is that tactile sensations occur in three-dimensional space 
only if they are sensations at, and of, a part of a particular body in space; whereas 
visual sensations are presented in the visual field independently of “landing upon” 
material objects (2008, 217).

Martin (1992, 1993, 1995) took up this idea. He did not go so far as to say that 
touch involves no sensory field at all, but he did claim that the role the visual field 
plays in vision is not played by anything in the tactile domain (1992, 197). His rea-
soning partly recapitulates O’Shaughnessy’s: the visual field is not fully occupied by 
seen objects, for we perceive empty space as well. In this sense, “the space within 
which the objects are [visually] experienced as located is itself part of, or the form of, 
the experience” (ibid., 198). In contrast, because tactile perception depends on bodily 
awareness – that is, on the location of sensations in the body (Richardson, 2011) –, 
tactile sensations present space only insofar as it is occupied by the body. Instead of 
objects located within space, Martin says, what one experiences in touch are parts of 
a single body and happenings within it. We have no tactile awareness of empty space 
because tactually felt space is primarily bodily space (1993, 215).1

Contesting this tradition of scepticism about sensory fields beyond the visual, some 
fairly recent empirical studies on touch have been presented as speaking in favor of 
a notion of tactile field. According to these studies, it makes sense to talk about “skin 
space”: hosting a network of receptive fields, the skin actually supports the represen-
tation of continuous spatial patterns that integrate various individual tactile stimuli, 
hence representing, not only the locations of the actual stimuli applied on the skin, 
but also the relations between these individual locations (Haggard & Giovagnoli, 
2011; Haggard et al., 2017; Fardo et al., 2018; Cheng, 2019). On these grounds, it is 
arguable that touch is similar to sight in that it represents space beyond the specific 
locations of its individual objects. To some extent, this brings us closer to being able 
to claim outright that there is a sensory field in touch. Yet, it is still the case that, as the 
philosophers mentioned above pointed out, tactile space beyond individual objects 
of touch is not quite empty space: it is skin space, and hence occupied by the body.2

This paper contributes to extending the notion of sensory field to the tactile 
domain. Methodologically, however, it does so on the grounds of phenomenological 
considerations: in other words, it does so on the grounds of considerations similar 

1  It is an essential part of Martin’s view that, in touch and bodily sensation in general, the body is expe-
rienced as inscribed within space that goes beyond it, where this space either hosts external objects or is 
indeed empty. I will elaborate on this aspect of Martin’s view in Sect. 5.2 below. Yet, it is important to 
note here that Martin writes that, even if “unoccupied regions of space are relevant to how one’s body is 
felt to be”, “they are not themselves objects of awareness” (1993, 215. My emphases).

2  For a recent discussion of the significance of the empirical results mentioned in this paragraph for the 
notion of a tactile field, see Skrzypulec (2022).

680



Sensory fields: the visual and the bodily

1 3

in kind to those that have actually led philosophers to scepticism about non-visual 
sensory fields. On the grounds of phenomenology, I will argue, we have principled 
reason to talk about a sensory field in the tactile modality. And not only this: the same 
kind of reasons invite talking about other bodily sensations – in particular, localised 
bodily sensations – as involving a sensory field as well.

Bodily sensations, or somatosensory states, are states of bodily awareness.3 
Speaking generally, all bodily sensations differ from vision in the sense observed by 
O’Shaughnessy and Martin. While vision conveys a number of objects distributed 
within space, the body always monopolises bodily sensation, in the sense that “it 
seems to one that one is aware of a region of space within which [sensations] are 
located only in so far as one is aware of some thing occupying that region of space. 
Hence the fact that one does not feel these sensations to be in a space but not in a 
body” (Soteriou, 2013, 120). This can certainly be used as ammunition by the scep-
tics about sensory fields: outside of visual perception, not only touch, but the whole 
somatosensory domain, is devoid from the kind of spatial phenomenology indicative 
of the involvement of a sensory field.

In this paper I do not intend to deny the distinctive status of the body in tactile 
perception or somatosensation more generally. Quite the contrary, my strategy is to 
take a close look into the phenomenology of bodily awareness in these modalities in 
order to argue for the following claim: in tactile perception, and in localised bodily 
sensations more generally, the body itself is experienced as a sensory field.

What does it mean, however, to experience the body as a sensory field? In my 
approach to this issue, I will also rely on a comparison between visual perception and 
somatosensation. Despite the numerous differences that, it has been acknowledged, 
exist between the phenomenologies of the two modalities,4 there are also some sub-
stantive similarities between them. I will argue that the set of phenomenal features 
that philosophers have commonly focused on as main motivation to posit a visual 
field characterise, mutatis mutandis, bodily experience in somatosensation. Hence, if 
we have reasons to think of vision as involving a sensory field, then we also have rea-
sons to think of somatosensation in this way. My claim that, in somatosensation, we 
experience the body as a sensory field, means that we experience the body in somato-
sensation as philosophers of perception have argued we experience the visual field in 
visual experiences. Crucially, however, the phenomenological features that bring this 
to light do not concern exclusively our experience of space in each modality. Rather, 
they concern another feature central to sensory fields: the relation they bear, and are 
experienced to bear, to external objects and their properties.

The structure of the paper is as follows. In Sect. 2, I zoom in on the notion of 
visual field by focusing on Gibson’s and Peacocke’s arguments for its existence. Out 
of this discussion, I extract four main phenomenological features, putatively present 
in visual experiences, which these theorists take to warrant postulation of the visual 

3  I will talk indistinctly about bodily sensations and somatosensation, or somatosensory states. By these 
expressions I refer to the class of phenomenally conscious states that includes pain, proprioception (sen-
sations of bodily posture), kinesthesia (sensations of bodily movement), feelings of bodily temperature, 
interoceptive sensations (such as hunger or thirst), and sensations related to balance (such as dizziness or 
vertigo), as well as tactile sensations.

4  For a recent discussion of the epistemic consequences of these differences, see Munro (2021).
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field. On the grounds of these four features, I offer a definition of sensory field. In 
Sect. 3, I show that the very same four features characterise bodily experience in hap-
tic touch. This gives me a principled reason to claim that, at least in haptic touch, the 
body is experienced as a sensory field. What is more: precisely because it is the body 
that plays the role of the sensory field in touch, those four features might apply more 
clearly, and less controversially, to the haptic realm than they do to the visual. After 
considering an objection to my characterisation of haptic touch in Sect. 4, in Sect. 5 
I propose an extension of the foregoing argument about haptic touch to localised 
bodily sensations in general. I will call the sensory field involved in bodily sensations 
bodily field.

Localised bodily sensations range from, say, raising an arm and proprioceptively 
feeling it raise, to nociceptively feeling a sharp pain in the toe, through feeling an itch 
on the thigh, a cold ice cube on the forehead, or plain tactile sensations. To be clear, 
subsuming such a wide variety of somatosensory states under a general notion of 
sensory field, i.e. the bodily field, is not uncontroversial. In their defence of a tactile 
field, for instance, Haggard et al., (2017, 110) point out that other somatosensory 
states “have quite different spatial properties, and may lack a field-like organizing 
principle”, and they suggest that “[h]aving a sensory field or not might … thus pro-
vide a logical starting point for modality individuation” within somatosensation.

There are several ways of individuating sensory modalities, some of which most 
illuminating when engaging with certain explanatory projects; some others when 
engaging with others. I do not intend to make a strong claim about sensory individu-
ation in this paper. More limitedly, however, I do want to stress what I take to be an 
important explanatory virtue of considering at least some somatosensory states under 
the light of a notion of sensory field – a phenomenologically based notion, extracted 
from commonplace assumptions in the philosophical literature on visual fields. I will 
conclude the paper (Sect. 6) by highlighting this virtue. As I will point out, the idea 
that in somatosensation we experience the body as a sensory field can shed light 
on what, it has been acknowledged, might be a phenomenal commonality accross 
somatosensory states: that we have a sense of ownership for the body that we experi-
ence in this way (Chadha, 2018; Vignemont 2018; Bradley, 2021; Bermúdez, 2020).5

5  As an anonymous reviewer has pointed out to me, talk about the body as a sensory field might evoke 
the way classical phenomenologists have addressed bodily awareness, specially Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
in Phenomenology of Perception (PP; 2012) and The Visible and the Invisible (VI; 1968); and also his 
predecessor, Edmund Husserl, mostly in Ideas II (1989). Indeed, Husserl’s treatment of the body as a 
“bearer of localised sensations”, which relies on his analysis of touch and its reversibility (specially in 
ibid., § 36 and ff.), as well as Merleau-Ponty’s own insistence in the reversibility of touch (see e.g. PP, 
95–96; and VI, Ch. 4), resonates with some of the things I will say in Sect. 3 below. Besides, the gist of 
my defence of the bodily field as emerging from touch, but also from other sensations, might be found 
in line with Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of corporeality mainly in terms of the body’s perceptual engage-
ment with the world – and more generally with the phenomenological tenet that the body is a perceptual 
organ (see e.g. Ideas II, § 18 and ff.). With this paper I aim at intervening in the debate sketched in this 
introduction, and I do so in the terms of the philosophers mentioned in the main text. Therefore, a full 
review of the points of contact between my proposal and those of the phenomenologists, while undoubt-
edly interesting, is beyond the scope of this paper. For a paper comparing O’Shaughnessy’s and Martin’s 
analises of corporeality with that of Husserl’s, see Mattens (2009). For a diagnosis of the impact of the 
phenomenology of bodily awareness for the sense of bodily ownership, both in Merleau-Ponty and Hus-
serl, see Carman (1999).
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2  Sensory fields

Defenders of the notion of a visual field have often relied on the following phenom-
enological datum about visual experiences: some properties relevant to the specifica-
tion of the experience’s what it is likeness are not possessed by the experiences in 
virtue of their representational content (Peacocke, 2008).6 For an illustration of this 
datum, consider the following descriptions of different visual experiences:

[Bullet train]: Suppose you are in a flat area of Japan. You may perceive a bul-
let train in the far distance, and you may perceive it as moving extremely fast. 
Your experience has the representational content that it is moving fast. But it 
may be moving rather slowly across your visual field, and that too is something 
of which you can become aware. It may be moving across your visual field at 
the same rate as a nearby cat that is moving very slowly across a path in front 
of you. (ibid., 2008, 15–16)
[Railroad tracks]: [E]quidistant edges of man-made structures appear to get 
closer together … as they recede in the distance. When looking down a high-
way or railroad tracks the effect is strong … [H]owever, two observers may dif-
fer in describing what they see. One will report that the parallel lines definitely 
converge as they go off toward the horizon; another will insist that the rails do 
not converge since they are visibly equidistant. Each scene is perfectly clear to 
each observer, but they are contradictory to each other … [This fact] suggests 
only that there may be two kinds of seeing. (Gibson, 1950, 35)

In [Bullet train], your visual experience involves various properties. One of them, 
which we may call Rapidity, is attributed to the train in the experience: your experi-
ence represents an extremely fast train. Another one, arguably, is Slowness. Slowness 
is an experiential property, in the sense that it informs the phenomenology of your 
experience. You can switch attention and focus on Slowness: you can become aware 
of how the train moves, from one extreme to the other of the section of trail that you 
see, as slowly as a slow cat near you. This switch of attention makes Slowness phe-
nomenally salient in the experience. In any case, however, Slowness is not attributed 
to the train in the experience: your experience does not represent a slow train.

[Railroad tracks] can be similarly described. The visual experience in [Railroad 
tracks] represents parallel tracks. Hence, when looking down a railroad track you 
may simply see how the tracks run parallel to one another, as the second observer 
does. In this sense, your experience involves a property that we may call Parallel-
ism. But it is a known fact that, in some other important sense, parallel lines are seen 
to converge as they advance towards the horizon. This is what the first observer in 
Gibson’s example reports. Thus, the experience also involves Convergence. Con-
vergence certainly informs the phenomenology of the experience. Parallelism and 
Convergence can both be made phenomenally salient by switching attention: the two 
“kinds of seeing” that Gibson talks about pick out these two possible focuses. How-

6  Peacocke calls these properties “sensational properties”.
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ever, even when Convergence is phenomenally salient, it is not attributed to the rail-
road tracks in the experience: your experience does not represent convergent tracks.

These examples aim to show that the phenomenology of at least some of our visual 
experiences is such that, for some of the properties involved in the experiences, they 
are not properties assigned to the represented objects in the experiences. Both Gib-
son and Peacocke defend that, for all visual experiences, we can perform switches of 
attention so that properties like Slowness in [Bullet train], or Convergence in [Rail-
road tracks], become salient in the experience (Gibson, 1950, 26 − 7; Peacocke 2008, 
8).

At this point, then, a question emerges: what are Slowness and Convergence 
assigned to in the experiences? These theorists defend that these properties “need not 
be instantiated by the experience itself in the head of the experiencer” (Pautz, 2010, 
259). Rather, Slowness, Convergence, and the like, motivate positing a further rela-
tum to visual experiences: the visual field. The visual field is, precisely, the bearer of 
those experiential properties that the objects of visual experience are not represented 
as having.7 And more importantly: Slowness, Convergence, and the like are given in 
the experience as properties of (regions of) the visual field, insofar as they are not 
presented as properties of objects. When we focus on Slowness or Convergence in 
the experience, we are aware of the visual field as such.

It is important to note that, when the visual field and its properties are phenome-
nally salient as such, the experience is not fully transparent with respect to the objects 
represented. Harman famously predicted that, if you look at a given object, “the only 
features there to turn your attention to will be features of the presented [object]” 
(1990, 667). In this sense, Harman said, your visual experience of the object will 
be transparent. Our ordinary experience as of the bullet train in the far distance will 
indeed be, by default, a straightforward experience as of a fast train. But let us con-
cede, for the sake of argument, that we can turn our attention to Slowness in [Bullet 
train]. While focusing on Slowness, this property undermines the transparency of the 
experience as of a fast train, for it is clearly not, and it is clearly not presented as, a 
feature of the train. Otherwise put, Slowness veils the fast train, and Convergence 
veils the parallel tracks, when we focus on these properties in the experiences.

One last central feature of the visual field as presented by its defendants is its can-
vas-like function. On the one hand, the visual field has boundaries, and we are aware 
of these boundaries in visual perception. Gibson, for example, writes that “[i]f you 
keep your eyes fixed but put your attention on the periphery of the field (a trick that 
may require practice) you can observe that things are visible only to a limited angle 
to the right and left and to an even more limited angle upwards and onwards. These 
boundaries, it is true, are not sharp … and they are hard to notice … but they are 
nevertheless present” (1950, 27). On the other hand, the boundaries of the visual field 
are the limits within which the seen objects are presented. Hence, crucially, for expe-

7  Clark (2000, 53) defines this notion of visual field as “the sum of things as represented visually – the 
‘intentional content’ of one’s visual representations. To describe this … variety of visual field, describe … 
what the world would be if it were just as it visually appears to be. This is a treacherous and complicated 
exercise, but it is often attempted.”
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riential properties to be salient as properties of (regions of) the visual field is for them 
to be salient as properties of the area within which the seen objects are presented.

Based on the features of the visual field just discussed, discovered upon reflection 
on the examples, a notion of sensory field that encompasses all such features can be 
defined. For a given sensory experience type, the sensory field.

i)	 is the bearer of those properties involved in experiences of the type that are not 
assigned to the objects represented in the experiences;8

ii)	 has perceived boundaries, and these boundaries demarcate the area within which 
the perceived objects are presented;

iii)	 because its properties inform the phenomenology of the experiences, the subject 
can focus on them, making the field and its properties phenomenally salient as 
such;9 and

iv)	 when this is the case, the experience becomes non-transparent with respect to the 
objects represented in it.

Clauses i) to iv) summarise the phenomenal features of visual perception that theo-
rists have commonly organised into the notion of a visual field.10 In the sections to 
follow I will defend that the same phenomenal features characterise, mutatis mutan-
dis, bodily experience in somatosensation. Regardless of how accurate the analysis 
of visual perception in terms of a visual field is, the fact that the phenomenological 
intuitions behind this analysis extend to somatosensation gives principled reason to 
talk about somatosensation in terms of a sensory field. My aim in the upcoming sec-
tions is indeed to argue for the claim that in somatosensation we experience the body 

8  By properties involved in experiences in this clause I mean, still with Peacocke (2008), properties rel-
evant to the specification of the experience’s what it is likeness, of which Slowness and Convergence as 
discussed in this section are paradigmatic examples. As an anonymous reviewer has pointed out to me, 
there are properties which arguably meet this Peacockian condition, and which are not intended to be 
covered by clause (i): for example, the experience starting at some concrete time, its lasting a certain 
amount of seconds, or its being a particular subject’s experience. Some of these other properties can be 
filtered out by understanding experiences in this definition as equivalence classes of qualitatively identi-
cal experiences, which, among other things, can be instantiated by different subjects at different times 
and places. Still, a full characterization of properties like Slowness and Convergence, which somehow 
resemble properties attributed to objects, such as Rapidity, yet are not so attributed themselves, is a proj-
ect that is best left to another paper.

9  However, both on Gibson’s and Peacocke’s accounts, in some cases the visual field might be phenom-
enally salient as such without the need of an effortful switch of attention. For instance, on their views, the 
colour properties involved in afterimagery are straighforwardly experienced as properties of the visual 
field (Gibson, 1950, 31 − 2; Peacocke 2008, 8–9). For more on this issue, see subsection 5.1 below. For 
critical discussion of this approach to afterimagery, see e.g. Phillips (2013), Gow (2019), and Sarıhan 
(2020).

10  This definition is instrumental, tailored to the purposes of the argument in this paper: its wording is 
intended as general enough so that it can be easily transposed from one paradigmatic case of field, namely 
the visual, to bodily awareness (it refers to the sensory field, instead of the visual field, and to experience 
types, instead of vision). I intend to remain neutral, however, on two fronts. On the one hand, on whether 
sensory modalities other than the ones discussed here can be said to involve a sensory field. On the other 
hand, on whether, given sensory fields in other modalities, this definition would be general enough to 
accommodate them straighforwardly and without qualification. Plausibly, a more encompassing definition 
would have to be more general, having the definition offered here, and the definitions of sensory fields in 
other modalities, as specific instances.
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as a sensory field. As mentioned above, in order to make my case I will first motivate 
this claim for haptic touch. Then I will proceed to arguing that the features of the 
phenomenology of haptic touch that support the claim that it involves a sensory field 
do not show up only in touch, but in all localised bodily sensations.

3  A sensory field in touch

Haptic touch is the perception of objects by actively exploring them with a body part. 
Feeling the relief of the neck of my water bottle by caressing it with the tip of the 
fingers, for instance, is a case of haptic touch. Haptic touch is a type of exteroceptive 
perception: it is mainly object-directed, in the sense that one engages in it in order 
to perceive the properties of objects other than the body. For example, I might want 
to count the precise number of rings of the neck of the bottle by touching it. In this 
sense, the external objects perceived in touch plausibly are the objects represented in 
tactile experience.

However, when touching the neck of the water bottle I do not only feel the wavy 
metal, but I also feel the pressure that it exerts on my fingers. In fact, haptic experi-
ences are typically said to be dual: they involve awareness both of external objects 
and of the body (Richardson, 2011; Matthen, 2021). The involvement of bodily 
awareness in haptic experiences is crucial to the point I want to make here. Tactile 
experiences have external objects only insofar as a region of the bodily surface is 
felt to be in contact with what is touched. With this in mind, consider again the water 
bottle example as restated below:

[Water bottle]: I caress the neck of my water bottle with the tip of my right hand 
fingers. I tactually feel the relief of the metal. Suddenly, I also feel a bulge on 
the tip of my index finger. I rub that area of the finger against the metal a bit 
more insistingly, trying to figure out how big the bulge is.

[Water bottle] affords a description in which the general notion of sensory field 
defined above applies. The experience described in [Water bottle] involves a property 
that we could call Wavyness: I tactually perceive the wavy neck of the water bottle. 
The neck of the water bottle exerts some degree of pressure on my right hand fingers, 
and in this sense, my tactile experience also involves awareness of some properties 
of my fingers. That is why I can find out about the irregularities on my fingers’ skin 
on the grounds of touching the bottle. Let us say, then, that the experience described 
in [Water bottle] also involves awareness of the Depression of the fingers against the 
bottle.

Importantly, the felt surface of the fingers provides the area within the limits of 
which the bottle is presented. Indeed, the external objects of touch are perceived as 
matching the felt bodily area they are in contact with, where the extension and limits 
of this perceived area are defined by the contact with objects. Hence, the experience 
presents Depression as a property of the area within which the bottle is presented. 
By the same token, Depression is not experienced as a property of the water bottle. 
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Because Depression is an experiential property informing the phenomenology of my 
tactile experience, I can switch attention and focus on it while touching the bottle.

One fruitful way of cashing out the point about the saliency of either objects’ 
or bodily properties in touch is by seeing it as a case of a more general perceptual 
phenomenon, namely the distinction of the proximal and the distal in perception. As 
Matthen (2021, 200) points out, in general, external stimuli cause, on the one hand, 
a proximal experience, that corresponds to the state of the sensory receptors when 
registering the stimulus, and on the other hand, a distal experience revealing the prop-
erties of the external object of perception. In the case of touch, our awareness of our 
bodily condition when in contact with objects – e.g. of the Depression of the fingers 
– corresponds to the proximal experience, constructed out of the response-levels of 
cutaneous receptors; whereas our awareness of the touched objects – our perception 
of e.g. Wavyness – corresponds to the distal experience.11 In all perceptual experi-
ences, “[o]ften, the proximal experience is in the background and requires an act of 
deliberate attention” (ibid.). In particular, in touch “[m]ost observers are primarily 
aware of the distal features of the things they touch” (ibid.). However, bringing the 
body to light is possible by deliberate switches of attention.

On the foregoing description of [Water bottle], a sensory field as characterised 
above appears to be involved in it. Let us provisionally call this field tactile field. This 
description of [Water bottle] immediately brings to light one peculiarity of the tactile 
field. As a matter of fact, it is relative to the body that the external objects of haptic 
touch are presented. And more importantly: properties such as Depression, which I 
have appealed to in order to motivate the claim that haptic touch involves a sensory 
field, are presented to me in the experience as properties of the body.

This already announces the proposal I want to pursue here: in haptic touch, the 
body itself is experienced as a sensory field.12 Let us resort to clauses i) to iv) from 
the previous section in order to articulate this claim clearly. In haptic touch, the body 
is presented to us as

i)	 bearing those properties involved in tactile experience that are not assigned to the 
objects represented in the experience (e.g. Depression);

ii)	 having boundaries, where these boundaries demarcate the area within which the 
touched objects are presented;

iii)	 because these properties (e.g. Depression) inform the phenomenology of the 
experiences, we can focus on them, making the body and its properties phenom-
enally salient in the experience; and.

iv)	 when this is the case, the experience becomes non-transparent with respect to the 
objects represented in it.

11  On Matthen’s view, the proximal and the distal in touch – which he pinpoints terminologically, calling 
them respectively the tactile and the haptic – are not merely two aspects of the same experience, but two 
numerically distinct experiences. Here I intend to remain neutral on this issue.
12  See Skrzypulec (2022) for a related case that bodily representations as they are involved in touch have 
field-like characteristics.
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Clauses i) to iv) in the previous section summarised the phenomenal features of 
visual experiences that, we have seen, motivate positing the participation of a sen-
sory (a visual) field in those experiences. A few comments on the application of the 
clauses to the haptic case are now in order.

For a start, clause i) is in principle compatible with the following: at least in some 
sense of “representation”, the body is part of what is represented in haptic experi-
ences, alongside the touched objects. We can get a grasp of what the relevant sense of 
“representation” is here by thinking, again, of Slowness in [Bullet train]. Slowness is 
not presented in our visual experience as a property of the seen train. But this is com-
patible with the claim that it is presented, in the experience, as a propery of a relatum 
of the experience – instead of as a property of the experience itself. Indeed, the visual 
field is supposed to occupy the place of this relatum, according to its supporters.

In the same vein, the body can be thought of as part of the content of sensations. In 
fact, this is less controversial in the bodily case than it is in the visual field case. The 
visual field is not obviously presented to us as an individual object in visual percep-
tion. In contrast, there is a clear sense in which the body is presented to us as an indi-
vidual object in bodily sensations,13 and in touch in particular. Hence, in this respect, 
there is one task that seems more straightforward for the theoretician of bodily fields 
than it is for the theoretician of visual fields, namely the identification of the actual, 
worldly entity the field corresponds to.

At this point, one might worry that the phrasing of clause i) – sensory fields bear 
those properties involved in the experience that are not assigned to the represented 
objects – is mere wordplay then: after all, the sensory field is also part of what the 
experience represents. If read together with clause ii), though, it is clear that clause 
i) is not mere wordplay. By positing the existence of a visual field, authors intend to 
capture a phenomenologically manifest asymmetry in the representational status of 
the field vis à vis that of objects: the visual field is presented as standing in certain 
relation with the objects, namely as providing the area within which the objects are 
represented. Analogously, haptic experiences convey the body, yet as having a spe-
cial status relative to the touched objects: that is, as providing the area within which 
the touched objects are represented. In this sense, sensory fields have a structuring 
role with respect to the objects represented in experience (Richardson, 2009).

Clause iii), in turn, says that bodily properties inform the phenomenology of hap-
tic experiences, and hence that we can focus on them. We thus make the body and its 
properties phenomenally salient in the experience. Importantly, this equates to saying 
that the body is salient as a sensory field in the experience – insofar as, per i) and 
ii), it is salient as the area within which the objects are presented. In normal condi-
tions, all haptic experiences involve bodily properties like Depression, even if only 
recessively. Making these properties salient in the experience just is undermining the 
transparency of our experience as of a given external object, as clause iv) states. Just 
like Slowness did to the fast train, or Convergence to the parallel tracks, Depression 
veils the wavy water bottle.

13  Bermúdez (2020) summarises this in what he calls the Objective bodily self-presentation thesis. Other, 
classical and contemporary expressions of this thesis include Locke ([1689], 1975), Cassam (2011), and 
Longo (2017).
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4  An objection

Before extending my argument beyond haptic touch, I shall address an objection, 
suggested by the claim that the body is part of what is represented in haptic touch 
alongside the touched objects. In light of this claim, the asymmetry defended between 
the body and the external objects of touch, by which the former is experienced as a 
sensory field, might be found ad hoc.

The objection goes like this. Let the haptic experience of touching the water bottle 
have the body as its represented object. Holding on to this assumption, we can now 
run the description of the case as follows: Wavyness is a property involved in this 
haptic experience, not attributed to the object represented in the experience. Rather, 
Wavyness is attributed to the water bottle. The bottle, in turn, is that against which 
the body is represented in the experience. Thus, on this alternative description, the 
touched object constitutes the backdrop against which the body is perceived. What 
reasons do we have, then, to think that the body, and not the touched object, has the 
status of a sensory field in the experience?

In reply to this objection, two things can be said. Firstly, we can resort to the obser-
vations about transparency made above. In haptic touch, attention is typically placed 
on non-bodily objects: in order for the body to be phenomenally more salient than 
the objects touched, an effortful switch of attention is needed. Touched objects such 
as water bottles do not have the status of sensory fields in touch for the same kind of 
reasons why trains or railroad tracks do not have this status in vision: exteroceptive 
experiences, both visual and haptic, are directed towards the external objects. In this 
sense, those properties of experiences that we make salient by switching attention, 
and which are not attributed to the external objects, veil the external objects. The 
body is perceived as a sensory field, and the water bottle isn’t, because it makes sense 
to say that the former veils the latter, but not quite the other way around.

This first reply to the objection relies on how attention is typically distributed. The 
definition and argument in the foregoing sections are indeed partly based on observa-
tions about typical attentional distribution in vision and haptic touch. What this first 
reply does, then, is to show that the alternative description of the water bottle case 
presented in the objection is imperfect in this regard, given how the experiences of 
actual perceivers in normal conditions are.

But one might worry that this reply leaves open a counterfactual scenario to which 
my proposal seems somewhat vulnerable. For what if, for some perceivers, their 
attention were primarily drawn to bodily properties in haptic touch, so that only with 
an effortful switch of attention they were able to focus on the properties of external 
objects? Would external objects have the status of a sensory field in this scenario, or 
are there still reasons to think that the body would?14 The concern here ultimately is 
that the asymmetry defended, between the body and the external objects of touch, be 
merely a matter of how our attention happens to be distributed in ordinary percep-
tion – so that changes in attentional distribution would suffice for the asymmetry to 
fail – instead of touching upon something essential about the role of sensory fields 
in experiences.

14  I am thankful to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me on this point.
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This leads to the second set of considerations in reply to the objection. The asym-
metry between the body and the external objects of touch is indeed a substantive 
one – one that, as mentioned above, has to do with their respective representational 
status: sensory fields have a structuring role with respect to the objects represented 
in experiences. In principle, a structuring feature of items of a type is something that 
remains relatively stable across items of the type. In the case of sensory fields, their 
structuring role in experiences was spelled out, in the definitions above, in terms of 
how they define the area within which the objects perceived are presented.

In this sense, for experience types that involve a sensory field, the field is a 
manifestly stable feature across experiences of the type (cf. Skrzypulec, 2022): for 
instance, in the case of the visual field in visual experiences, the field corresponds to 
the bounded cone, with its apex where our eyes are, within which objects of vision 
are possibly seen. In turn, in the case of haptic experiences, the stable feature is 
the body: while touch can take a wide variety of objects as its represented external 
objects, these objects are consistently presented against the backdrop of one and the 
same body. In other words, what remains comparatively constant across haptic expe-
riences is the body, and not external objects. The second reply to the objection is thus 
this: the external objects of touch are not likely to play the role of a sensory field in 
haptic experiences because, possibly varying from one experience to another, they do 
not display the component of stability typical of structuring features of experiences.

5  Generalisation

5.1  Sensory fields without objects

In this section, I aim at showing that the features of the phenomenology of haptic 
touch exploited in support of the claim that touch involves a sensory field show up, 
mutatis mutandis, in all localised bodily sensations. In other words, I aim at showing 
that, in localised bodily sensations other than haptic touch, we experience the body 
as a sensory field.

One initial source of skepticism about the thesis that bodily sensations beyond 
haptic touch involve a sensory field is that most of these bodily sensations do not 
represent non-bodily objects. When I raise an arm and proprioceptively feel it raise, 
my experience as of a raised arm is limited to the arm itself: it does not represent any 
non-bodily object out there in the world. For another instance, when I nociceptively 
feel a sharp pain in the toe, my experience conveys the toe: it does not represent 
worldly objects beyond my foot. The notion of sensory field I have been dealing 
with here, though, is defined in relation to the external objects represented in sensory 
experience. How, then, can we make sense of the claim that bodily sensations other 
than haptic touch involve a sensory field?

The reply to this question lies in the following: we need not think of sensory fields 
as figuring only in those experiences that actually represent objects. Rather, we can 
think of sensory fields as only possibly occupied by objects. Sensory fields thus char-
acterised can still bear experiential properties, which would anyway not be assigned 
to objects in case the experience represented some.
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This refinement to the notion of sensory field is not a bespoke modification of the 
notion defined in Sect. 2. The notion of visual field, as it has traditionally been cashed 
out by its defendants, is already thus refined. Consider another example offered by 
Peacocke in support of the visual field:

[Noonday sun]: When you close your eyes and point your head in the direction 
of the noonday sun, you have a visual experience in which there are colours and 
shapes, and usually some motion, in your visual field. It does not thereby look 
as if there are objects or events in your spatio-temporal environment (2008, 
8-9).

Visual experiences like the one described in [Noonday sun] are common. The visual 
experience in [Noonday sun] does not represent any particular object in the subject’s 
environment. Yet, there is something it is like to undergo the experience, for one 
sees some free floating patches of colour. In other words, there are some properties 
relevant to the phenomenology of the experience, such as color properties. It follows 
that these experiential properties are not instantiated in virtue of the representational 
content of the experience (ibid.). The visual field is posited precisely as the bearer of 
this kind of properties. Hence, it is very centrally posited as figuring in, and explain-
ing the phenomenology of, visual experiences that do not actually represent external 
objects, where this is patently so for the subject.

It is important to note that external objects can anyway be represented within this 
field, though. According to visual field defendants, if external objects were eventu-
ally represented within the field, the properties of the field would not be assigned to 
these objects.15 Suppose that, after pointing your closed eyes to the sun, you open 
them and let your gaze rest on a surface in front of you. You may then experience an 
afterimage: you may keep seeing those free floating patches of color, now occlud-
ing some bits of the surface. Yet, you will not take these patches to be objects in the 
environment, nor stains on the surface itself. Color properties are presented to you in 
these examples as properties of the visual field, since they are not assigned to objects 
represented in the experience – in some cases, as in [Noonday sun], simply because 
there are none. In any case, the field as such is phenomenally given, apparent to the 
subject in virtue of a contrast with how external objects either are, or would be, pre-
sented in the experience in which the field participates.

Just to illustrate the same point further, consider Gibson, when he writes that after-
images “do not disappear when the eyes are closed”, and adds that “[w]hen the eyes 
are open, [afterimages] appear to be superposed on the objects of the visual world 
but not to be objects themselves, and they have a filmy insubstantial look … After-

15  As mentioned above (footnote 9), the approach to afterimages sketched in this paragraph is not uncon-
troversial. Phillips (2013) argues that afterimages actually do not appear independent of objects. On his 
view, then, the observations about the phenomenology of afterimages brought up in this section on behalf 
of Peacocke and Gibson are inaccurate. I do not want to commit myself to any specific view of afterim-
agery in this paper. In fact, I do not need to commit myself to the phenomenology of afterimagery being 
as the visual field defendants claim it to be. What I am interested in, however, are the phenomenological 
intuitions that defendants of the visual field flag, for, I want to argue, it is cogent to appeal to analogous 
intuitions in the case of somatosensation.
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images, therefore, are localized with reference to the visual field. Insofar as they 
have a visible location, it is in this field” (1950, 32). Experiential properties without 
represented objects are also central to Gibson’s argumentation in support of the visual 
field. To repeat, we need not actually see anything – our eyes might be closed – in 
order for the visual field to be salient as such in our visual experience, its defendants 
claim. Besides, the properties of the field presented to us in these circumstances do 
not subsequently appear to us as properties of seen objects when our eyes are open.

There is no reason to think that this refinement to the notion of sensory field does 
not carry over to the tactile field. That is, we need not think of the tactile field as figur-
ing only in those bodily sensations that involve actual tactile intercourse with objects: 
rather, the tactile field can be thought of as only possibly filled in with objects. As 
a matter of fact, our body allows us to somatosensorily access external objects if it 
establishes contact with these objects, namely if actual tactile intercourse occurs. As 
I will argue in the next subsection, there are reasons to think that this fact is built 
into the phenomenology of bodily awareness in somatosensory states beyond haptic 
touch. Henceforth, I will resort to the expression bodily field to refer to the somato-
sensory field so conceived.16

5.2  The sense of boundedness and tactile expectations: the bodily field

My argument in favour of the involvement of a tactile field in haptic touch relied on 
a phenomenologically manifest asymmetry in the representational status of the field 
vis à vis that of objects. This asymmetry was identified by appealing to the possibil-
ity of switching attention between experiential properties – a method inherited from 
discussion of vision and the visual field. Now we are considering somatosensory 
states for which switches of attention between bodily properties and properties of 
objects are not available, since no external objects are represented in them. However, 
I contend, a relevantly similar asymmetry between the body and what lies outside of 
it is phenomenologically manifest as well in localised bodily sensations, insofar as 
these sensations involve a sense of boundedness.

Recall [Water bottle]. The haptic experience described in [Water bottle] involved 
Wavyness and Depression. In this situation, we said, our attention would normally be 
directed to the wavy bottle, but we could still focus on the fingers, depressed against 
the bottle’s surface. One important feature of [Water bottle] is that Wavyness and 
Depression are felt to be instantiated at different locations (Matthen, 2021, 200): they 
are felt to be instantiated at one and the other sides of the perceived boundary of the 
touching hand. In [Water bottle], the boundary of the hand is phenomenologically 
salient as in contact with the bottle. Hence, switching attention between Wavyness 
and Depression consists in shifting attention from beyond the boundary of the hand, 
to the opposite side of this boundary, namely the bodily side. This saliency of the 
bodily boundary in the experience is what we call sense of boundedness.

16  To be clear, nothing hangs on this terminological choice. I find it more natural to talk about the tactile 
field when dealing with haptic phenomena, and a more general name seems more appropriate when talk-
ing about other somatosensory states. As I intend these notions, the tactile field is just a particular case of 
the bodily field.
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Crucially, the sense of boundednesss is not exclusive of haptic touch. It is now 
accepted that localised bodily sensations involve a sense of boundedness (see e.g. 
Gallagher 2017; Vignemont, 2018). This idea was introduced in the contemporary 
discussion by Martin (1992, 1993, 1995), in the context of the discussion of touch 
and bodily awareness mentioned in the Introduction. The idea is that, by having sen-
sations as of certain bodily events occurring at a given bodily location, we feel that 
the body is bounded. Bermúdez (2018, 2020) has recently revived this idea in what 
he calls a Boundedness principle: “bodily events are experienced within the experi-
enced body (a circumscribed body-shaped volume…).”17 As he puts it, the principle 
emphasizes how, in localised bodily sensations, we feel bodily events as in relation 
“to the experienced spatial bounds of the body” (2020, 113. My emphasis). For an 
illustration, suppose that you raise an arm above your head and proprioceptively feel 
it stretch (Martin, 1993, 210-2; 1995, 271). In this situation, you feel your arm as 
having a certain extension: your arm appears to extend to at least the points in space 
where you are feeling it to be.

In haptic touch, the sense of boundedness came with a duality between the body 
– e.g. the depressed fingers – and the actual object of touch, which lies outside of it – 
e.g. the wavy bottle. Just as the sense of boundedness does, this duality between the 
body and what lies outside of it generalises to all localised bodily sensations. Feeling 
the body as bounded means feeling it to be disposed within a space that goes beyond 
that in which we feel it to be. Hence, in localised bodily sensations, “in addition to 
having some sense of the extent of one’s body, one also has some sense of the world 
extending beyond [the body’s] limits” (Martin, 1993, 212).

Indeed, the information one gets about anything beyond the bodily boundaries 
on the grounds of somatosensory states is scarce: actual contact with objects miss-
ing, one only gets “some sense” that the world extends beyond the body’s limits. 
But that does not undermine the role of the body as a sensory field in these states. 
I contend that, because of the duality described, the sense of boundedness in bodily 
sensations is eo ipso a sense of possible tactile intercourse with objects. The body is 
experienced as a sensory field in localised bodily sensations because it is experienced 
as a bounded object that can give us somatosensory access to anything beyond its 
boundaries.

Compelling theoretical support for this idea can be found in Vignemont’s (2021) 
notion of tactile expectation. Vignemont has recently called attention on the specific 
computational principles that govern visual perception of peripersonal space, namely 
the space immediately surrounding the body. As she writes, “[o]bjects in peripersonal 
space are not yet in contact with the body, but they may soon be” (176), and this is 
wired into our cognitive architecture: visual perception of peripersonal space is deter-
mined by a mainly predictive function. “The perceptual system”, Vignemont writes, 
“predicts that the location of objects that are for now only close to the body will soon 
be on the skin itself ” (177). In this sense, when seeing objects in peripersonal space 

17  This is a partial reproduction of Bermúdez’s Boundedness principle. In full, the principle says: “bodily 
events are experienced within the experienced body (a circumscribed body-shaped volume whose bound-
aries define the limits of the self)”. For the sake of clarity of exposition, I find it convenient at this point of 
the paper to omit Bermúdez’s direct reference to the self as part of the principle.
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our perceptual system constantly forms tactile expectations: it perceives objects in 
peripersonal space as soon to be in touch with the body. This peculiar encoding of 
peripersonal space is crucial for survival, for it elicits quick protective behaviour.

Importantly, on Vignemont’s view, not only tactile expectations determine visual 
processing of objects in peripersonal space, but they also have an impact on the phe-
nomenology of our visual experiences. Visually expecting tactile intercourse with an 
object involves a phenomenally salient sense that the object may have an effect on us. 
In other words, we have a (visual) sense of possible tactile intercourse with objects.

Note that, as described by Vignemont, tactile expectations are essentially expecta-
tions of the effect of external objects on the body. Hence, the very idea of a tactile 
expectation rests on the assumption of a complementary claim about how we are 
aware of the body as soon to be affected by objects. Indeed, what counts as perip-
ersonal space at a given moment depends on the location of the bodily boundaries 
at that moment. As we move through space, some objects actually enter, and some 
others actually leave, the region of space in which tactile interaction is immediately 
possible, in virtue of the current whereabouts of our bodily boundaries. Hence, repre-
senting space as peripersonal in visual perception at a given moment partly depends 
on the representation of the location of the bodily boundaries at that moment. And 
arguably, the representation of the location of the bodily boundaries at a given 
moment is very importantly contributed by the sense of boundedness – namely, by 
where somatosensory states indicate these boundaries to be.

Tactile expectations shed new light on the sense of boundedness. Our sense of the 
bodily boundaries plausibly is the complementary phenomenon, in somatosensation, 
to tactile expectations in peripersonal vision: it is a sense of where tactile intercourse 
with external objects could occur; a sense that the body may (soon) be affected by 
anything lying beyond it.

Let us now resort to the four clauses used above as indicators of the involvement 
of a sensory field in a given sensory experience type. Relying on the considerations 
about localised bodily sensations in this section, we can now make explicit how the 
clauses generalise, mutatis mutandis, to these sensations. In localised bodily sensa-
tions, the body is presented to us as18

i)	 having boundaries, where these boundaries demarcate the area within which 
external objects would be presented were they to get in touch with the body;

ii)	 bearing properties not assigned in the sensation to anything beyond the bodily 
boundaries (i.e. bodily properties). Per i), these properties are assigned, in the 
sensation, to the area within which external objects would be presented if they 
got in touch with the body;

iii)	 because these properties inform the phenomenology of the sensations, we can, 
and often do, focus on them in the sensation. In other words, the body and its 
properties are phenomenally salient in somatosensation; and

iv)	 because the sensations are just about bodily properties, they are opaque relative 
to external objects beyond the body.

18  For the sake of clarity, the order of the clauses in this section has been slightly changed with respect to 
the order in Sects. 2 and 3.
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Even if, as iv) indicates, the only specific object conveyed by the sensations is the 
body itself; and even if, therefore, we might focus only on the body when we undergo 
certain sensations, such as that of raising an arm or that of a sharp pain in the toe; the 
body is experienced as a sensory field in bodily sensations insofar as it is experienced 
to stand in a certain relation with the external world: it is experienced as that which 
can give us somatosensory access to it. The asymmetry in representational status 
between the body and what lies beyond it is preserved, and more importantly, is phe-
nomenally salient, in localised bodily sensations.

These considerations conclude my defence that, in localised bodily sensations, 
we experience the body as a sensory field. In other words, they conclude my defence 
that localised bodily sensations involve the bodily field. The argument offered to 
this effect relies, on the one hand, on the possibility that sensory fields be involved 
in experiences that do not currently represent external objects – among which, for 
instance, [Noonday sun]; as well as on the idea that, also in these conditions, sensory 
fields might be phenomenally salient as such – as it is supposed to happen, inciden-
tally, in [Noonday sun]. I have argued that the phenomenal mark of the sensory field 
status of the body as experienced in somatosensation is the sense of boundedness.

6  Somatosensation and subjectivity

The class of bodily sensations includes states that, phenomenologically, are very 
diverse: what it is like to proprioceptively feel one’s arm raise is remarkably different 
from what it is like to feel a sharp pain in the toe, an itch on the thigh, or the touch 
of a water bottle. Thus, there are reasons to be suspicious about the project promoted 
here, namely that of subsuming the phenomenology of bodily awareness in all these 
states to a general notion of bodily field. I will conclude the paper by pointing out 
what I take to be a central explanatory virtue of this project.

So far, I have developed an argument by comparison: a set of phenomenal fea-
tures of visual perception typically alluded to as motivation for positing a visual 
field figure, mutatis mutandis, in a significant subset of bodily sensations. Despite 
undoubtedly important differences regarding spatial representation accross modali-
ties, there are other features of experiences that sensory fields are posited to cap-
ture: how the experiences involve phenomenally relevant properties not assigned to 
objects, given as properties of an entity that has a special status relative to these 
objects. I have offered reasons to believe that the body is experienced as this entity 
in somatosensation.

The theoretical fruitfulness of this comparison goes beyond the matter of how 
flexible the notion of a sensory field is. As I will suggest in what follows, it touches 
upon venerable philosophical discussions about bodily awareness in particular.

In the context of visual perception, the idea of properties not being presented as 
properties of objects intends to capture an intuition about an alleged peculiarly sub-
jective status of some properties involved in visual experience. Take again Slowness 
in [Bullet train]. In contrast to Rapidity, which is plainly given as a property of the 
mind-independent train as it moves accross the mind-independent landscape, Slow-
ness concerns the way in which the rapidity of the train at a distance is presented to 
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us qua perceivers. And more than that, Slowness is supposed to seem to us, in the 
experience, somewhat more subjective than Rapidity.

This idea is sometimes explicit in the literature. Siegel (2006, 375) talks about 
the defence of visual fields as a defence of mental space, “home to apparently mind-
dependent entities” (my emphasis). Brian O’Shaughnessy describes a pure sensation 
as of the blue sky thus: “something blue, psychological, and one’s own” (2000, 468. 
My emphasis). And Peacocke himself says that “[i]nsofar as we can make sense of 
a subjective space at all, it is precisely such space as is alleged to be involved in the 
visual field” (2008, 10. My emphasis). In sum, in the notion of a visual field crystalise 
some features of ordinary visual experiences that, it is supposed, are manifestly sub-
jective, at least under some conditions.

In turn, in recent philosophical literature on bodily awareness we find claims such 
as the following: “[w]hatever property we can be aware of ‘from the inside’ [somato-
sensorily] is instantiated in our own apparent body … The very idea of feeling pain 
in a limb which does not seem to be ours is difficult to frame, perhaps unintelligible” 
(Dokic, 2003, 325. The first and third emphases are mine); “[t]hanks to their privi-
leged relation to our own body, bodily experiences seem to afford not only aware-
ness of our body from the inside but also awareness of our body as being our own” 
(Vignemont, 2018, 12); or “[e]ach of us experiences our own body in a distinctive 
way. Part of that distinctiveness is that we each experience our body and our limbs as 
our own” (Bermúdez, 2018, 349. My emphasis).

These quotes also articulate an intuition of subjectivity, now relative to somato-
sensation. Somatosensory perception of the body has been said to involve a sense 
of bodily ownership (Chadha, 2018; Vignemont, 2018; Bradley, 2021; Bermúdez, 
2020): bodily properties, as they are perceived in somatosensation, seem to be prop-
erties of me in a specially compelling way. It seems indeed that, if I perceive a body 
somatosensorily, I will necessarily self-attribute it.19 The discussion is then whether 
self-attributions of this sort are grounded, strictly speaking, on bodily experiences 
themselves: whether it makes sense to say that there is something it is like to feel the 
body as one’s own Martin, 1995; Dokic, 2003; Alsmith, 2015; Peacocke, 2017; Gal-
lagher, 2017; Vignemont, 2018; Chadha 2018; Bradley, 2021). Interestingly, if this 
were the case – if there is a phenomenology of bodily ownership in somatosensation 
–, then there is a phenomenal invariance accross somatosensory states despite their 
phenomenal richness.20

My argument in this paper can be read as laying the foundations of an original 
proposal on the sense of bodily ownership.21 The proposal would have it that we 
experience the body as our own in somatosensation because we experience it as a 
sensory field. Just as, in the visual domain, the visual field serves as explanans for the 

19  But see Vignemont (2018, Sect. 2.2 and 2.3) and Bradley (2021) for discussion of the case of somato-
paraphrenic patients, who are able to feel sensations in limbs that they claim to disown (Bottini et al., 2002; 
Moro et al., 2004; Vallar & Ronchi, 2009).
20  At least accross a significant subset of them. Vignemont (2019) argues that interoceptive sensations do 
not involve a sense of bodily ownership. Interestingly, these sensations are often not localised (Armstrong, 
1962).
21  In a similar spirit, Cheng & Haggard (2018) also discuss the contribution that their research on the 
tactile field makes to the debate on the sense of bodily ownership.
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peculiarly subjective character of certain properties involved in visual experiences, 
on this view the bodily field would explain why bodily properties appear somewhat 
subjective when felt in somatosensation (Brewer, 1995; Dokic, 2003). In both cases, 
the phenomenology of subjectivity alluded to would consist in the phenomenology of 
experiencing a sensory field as such.

Developing this account of the sense of bodily ownership, carefully considering 
its points of contact and divergence with other positions within the debate, is a matter 
for another paper. It is in order, however, to close this paper by making explicit why 
the appeal to experiences as of sensory fields arguably constitutes a step forward in 
our understanding of the phenomenology of ownership.

Prima facie, a sensory field is something intimately linked to experiences. As men-
tioned above, the sensory field of a given experience type structures our access to the 
objects represented in these experiences (Richardson, 2009). Let us say that sensory 
fields have an experience-enabling role: they are part of the enabling conditions for 
experiences to represent objects at all. Arguably, the phenomenological difference 
identified, between the way in which external objects are presented, both in vision 
and in somatosensation, vis à vis the way in which the sensory field is presented, 
tracks the distinction between experience-enabling features of experiences, and the 
objects represented in these experiences. Experiencing the visual field is experiencing 
something that structures our visual access to external objects. Analogously, experi-
encing the body in somatosensation is experiencing that which eventually structures 
our somatosensory access to external objects.

This phenomenological feature is unsurprisingly subjective, I contend: experi-
ences are intimately linked to subjects. On the one hand, for experiences to occur at 
all, there need to be subjects that have these experiences. But not only this: on the 
other hand, in normal conditions, experiences are themselves subjectively marked, at 
least in the sense that, whenever a subject has them, she will take them to be her own 
experiences – making reports in which she self-ascribes them such as “I see a bullet 
train in the far distance”, “I feel the relief of the water bottle”, or “I have a headache”. 
I have just suggested that the phenomenological features of sensory fields identified 
in this paper track the experience-enabling character of sensory fields. Thus, the sug-
gestion goes, the phenomenology of sensory fields is a phenomenology of subjectiv-
ity because it tracks a structuring feature of subjectively marked items, namely our 
own experiences.

In this paper, I have argued that in tactile perception, and in localised bodily sensa-
tions more generally, the body is experienced as a sensory field. If this argument is 
sound, then, plausibly, we own the body in somatosensation inasmuch as we experi-
ence it to stand in a peculiar relation to ourselves, by experiencing it as a structuring 
feature of somatosensation.

Acknowledgements  For very fruitful discussions, I would like to thank audiences at the workshop on 
Consciousness, Agency and First-Person Representation in Barcelona, and at the online Monthly Phe-
nomenology series, as well as the members of Bence Nanay’s group at the University of Antwerp. Special 
thanks are due to Xavier Escribano, Manuel García-Carpintero, Manolo Martínez, Bence Nanay, Michele 
Palmira, Joshua Shepherd, Frédérique de Vignemont, and two anonymous referees for this journal.

697



C. Serrahima

1 3

Funding  This work is supported by funds from the European Research Council Starting Grant 757698, 
awarded under the Horizon 2020 Programme for Research and Innovation. Open Access funding provided 
thanks to the CRUE-CSIC agreement with Springer Nature.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use 
is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Alsmith, A. J. T. (2015). Mental Activity & The Sense of Ownership. Review of Philosophy and Psychol-
ogy, 6, 4, 88–896

Armstrong, D. M. (1962). Bodily Sensations. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul
Bermúdez, J. L. (2018). Ownership and the Space of the Body. In J. L. Bermúdez (Ed.), The Bodily Self. 

Selected Essays. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press
Bermúdez, J. L. (2020). Four Theses about Self-Consciousness and Bodily Experience: Descartes, Kant, 

Locke, and Merleau-Ponty. Journal of the American Philosophical Association, 6(1), 96–116
Bottini, G., Bisiach, E., Sterzi, R., & Vallar, G. (2002). Feeling Touches in Someone Else’s Hand. Neuro-

report, 13(2), 249–252
Bradley, A. (2021). The Feeling of Bodily Ownership. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 

102(2), 359-379
Brewer, B. (1995). Bodily Awareness and the Self. In J. L. Bermúdez, T. Marcel, & N. M. Eilan (Eds.), The 

Body and the Self (pp. 291–303). Cambridge MA: MIT Press
Carman, T. (1999). The Body in Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. Philosophical Topics, 27, 2, 205–226
Cassam, Q. (2011). The Embodied Self. In S. Gallagher (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Self (pp. 

139–156). Oxford: Oxford University Press
Chadha, M. (2018). No-Self and the Phenomenology of Ownership. Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 

96(1), 14–27
Cheng, T. (2019). On the Very Idea of a Tactile Field, or: A Plea for Skin Space. In T. Cheng, O. Deroy, 

& C. Spence (Eds.), Spatial Senses. Philosophy of Perception in an Age of Science (pp. 226–247). 
New York: Routledge

Cheng, T., & Haggard, P. (2018). The Recurrent Model of Bodily Spatial Phenomenology. Journal of 
Consciousness Studies, 25, 3–4

Clark, A. (2000). A Theory of Sentience. Oxford: Oxford University Press
Dokic, J. (2003). The Sense of Ownership: An Analogy between Sensation and Action. In J. Roessler, & 

N. M. Eilan (Eds.), Agency and Self-Awareness: Issues in Philosophy and Psychology (pp. 320–344). 
New York: Oxford University Press

Fardo, F., Beck, B., Cheng, T., & Haggard, P. (2018). A mechanism for spatial perception on human skin. 
Cognition, 178, 236–243

Gallagher, S. (2017). Enhancing the Deflationary Account of the Sense of Ownership. In de F. Vignemont, 
& A. J. T. Alsmith (Eds.), The Subject’s Matter: Self-Consciousness and the Body (pp. 145–162). 
Cambridge MA: MIT Press

Gibson, J. J. (1950). The Perception of the Visual World. Connecticut: Greenwood Press, Publishers
Gow, L. (2019). Everything is Clear: All Perceptual Experiences are Transparent. European Journal of 

Philosophy, 27, 412–425
Haggard, P., Cheng, T., Beck, B., & Fardo, F. (2017). Spatial Perception and the Sense of Touch. In de F. 

Vignemont, & A. J. T. Alsmith (Eds.), The Subject’s Matter: Self-Consciousness and the Body (pp. 
145–162). Cambridge MA: MIT Press

698

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Sensory fields: the visual and the bodily

1 3

Haggard, P., & Giovagnoli, G. (2011). Spatial Patterns in Tactile Perception: Is there a Tactile Field? Acta 
Psychologica, 137(1), 65–75

Harman, G. (1990). The Intrinsic Quality of Experience. Philosophical Perspectives, 4, 31–52
Husserl, E. (1989). Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy. 

Second Book: Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution. Dordrecht/ Boston/ London: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers

Locke, J. ([1689 ]1975) An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. P. H. Nidditch (Ed.), 
Oxford:Clarendon Press

Longo, M. R. (2017). Body Representations and the Sense of Self. In de F. Vignemont, & A. J. T. Alsmith 
(Eds.), The Subject’s Matter: Self-Consciousness and the Body (pp. 75–95). Cambridge MA: MIT 
Press

Martin, M. G. F. (1992). Sight and Touch. In T. Crane (Ed.), The Content of Experience (pp. 199–201). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Martin, M. G. F. (1993). Sense Modalities and Spatial Properties. In N. M. Eilan, R. McCarty, & B. Brewer 
(Eds.), Spatial Representations (pp. 206–218). Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell Ltd.

Martin, M. G. F. (1995). Bodily Awareness: A Sense of Ownership. In J. L. Bermúdez, T. Marcel, & N. M. 
Eilan (Eds.), The Body and the Self (pp. 268–289). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press

Mattens, F. (2009). Perception, Body, and the Sense of Touch: Phenomenology and Philosophy of Mind. 
Husserl Studies, 25, 97–120

Matthen, M. (2021). Dual Structure of Touch: The body vs Peripersonal Space. In de F. Vignemont, A. 
Serino, H. Y. Wong, & A. Farnè (Eds.), The World at our Fingertips. A Multidiscilpinary Exploration 
of Peripersonal Space (pp. 197–214). Oxford: Oxford University Press

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1968). The Visible and the Invisible. Evanston: Northwestern University Press
Merleau-Ponty, M. (2012). Phenomenology of Perception. London and New York: Routledge
Moro, V., Zampini, M., & Aglioti, S. M. (2004). Changes in Spatial Position of Hands Modify Tactile 

Extinction but not Disownership of Contralesional Hand in Two Right Brain-Damaged Patients. 
Neurocase, 10(6), 437–443

Munro, D. (2021). Visual and Bodily Sensational Perception: an Epistemic Asymmetry. Synthese, 198, 
3651–3674

O’Shaughnessy, B. (1989). The Sense of Touch. Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 67(1), 37–58
O’Shaughnessy, B. (2000). Consciousness and the World. Oxford: Oxford University Press
O’Shaughnessy, B. (2008). The Will: A Dual Aspect Theory (2nd ed., 1 vol.). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press
Pautz, A. (2010). Why Explain Visual Experience in terms of Content?. In B. Nanay (Ed.), Perceiving the 

World (pp. 254–309). Oxford: Oxford University Press
Peacocke, C. (2008). Sensational Properties. Theses to Accept and Theses to Reject. Revue Internationale 

de Philosophie, 1, 243, 7–24
Peacocke, C. (2017). Philosophical Reflections on the First Person, the Body, and Agency. In de F. 

Vignemont, & A. J. T. Alsmith (Eds.), The Subject’s Matter: Self-Consciousness and the Body (pp. 
289–310). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press

Phillips, I. (2013). Afterimages and Sensation. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, LXXXVII, 
2, 417–453

Richardson, L. (2009). Seeing Empty Space. European Journal of Philosophy, 18, 2, 227–243
Richardson, L. (2011). Bodily Sensation and Tactile Sensation. Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research, 86(1), 134–154
Sarıhan, I. (2020). Double Vision, Phosphenes and Afterimages: Non-Endorsed Representations Rather 

than Non-Representational Qualia. European Journal of Analytic Philosophy, 16(1), 5–32
Siegel, S. (2006). Subject and Object in the Contents of Visual Experience. Philosophical Review, 115, 

3, 355–388
Soteriou, M. (2013). The Mind’s Construction. The Ontology of Mind and Mental Action. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press
Skrzypulec, B. (2022). Is there a Tactile Field?. Philosophical Psychology, 35(3), 301-326
Strawson, P. F. (1959). Individuals. An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics. London and New York: 

Routledge
Vallar, G., & Ronchi, R. (2009). Somatoparaphrenia: A Body Delusion. A Review of the Neuropsychologi-

cal Literature. Experimental Brain Research, 192, 533–551
Vignemont, F. (2018). Mind the Body. New York: Oxford University Press

699



C. Serrahima

1 3

Vignemont, F. (2019). Was Descartes right after all? An Affective Background for Bodily Awareness. In M. 
Tsakiris, & H. De Preester (Eds.), The Interoceptive Mind. From Homeostasis to Awareness. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press

Vignemont, F. (2021). A Minimal Sense of Here-ness. Journal of Philosophy, CXVIII(4), 169-187

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

700


	﻿﻿Sensory fields: the visual and the bodily﻿
	﻿Abstract
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Introduction
	﻿﻿2﻿ ﻿Sensory fields
	﻿﻿3﻿ ﻿A sensory field in touch
	﻿﻿4﻿ ﻿An objection
	﻿﻿5﻿ ﻿Generalisation
	﻿5.1﻿ ﻿Sensory fields without objects
	﻿5.2﻿ ﻿The sense of boundedness and tactile expectations: the bodily field

	﻿﻿6﻿ ﻿Somatosensation and subjectivity
	﻿References


