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Abstract  

This dissertation investigates the nature of visual experience. I argue that the structure 

and subject matter of experience is richer than commonly assumed in three different 

ways. First, visual experience is not only a matter of being related to objects and 

properties. Experience also attributes properties to objects (chapter 2). Second, visual 

experience is not only concerned with what perceived objects are actually like. We also 

experience unrealized possibilities (chapter 3). For instance, we can experience where 

moving objects will be in the immediate future, or how parts fit together so that they 

can make new objects. Third, visual experience is not only about objects individually. 

We also experience statistical generalizations ranging over groups of similar objects 

(chapter 4). For instance, we can experience what the average orientation is for a 

group of lines. The arguments developed in support of all these conclusions draw new 

connections between experimental work in perceptual psychology and philosophical 

discussions on experience. 

The dissertation is made up of several self-standing papers, but these parts also 

contribute to one overarching project (summarized in chapter 1). That project 

concerns the nature of experience, and specifically the debate between 

Representationalism, according to which experiences are fundamentally 

representational states, and Naïve Realism, which has no fundamental role for 

representation, but aims to account for experience in a relational way. I show that 

Naïve Realism cannot adequately accommodate the rich structure of experience that I 

bring out in this dissertation. This is in contrast with Representationalism, which does 

accommodate it. I also argue (chapter 5) that a new version of Representationalism 

can capture what motivates many Naïve Realists, namely the idea that the character of 

experience is constitutively shaped by properties that perceived objects instantiate. 

Together, this makes up a novel and extended abductive argument for 

Representationalism over Naïve Realism. One part of the innovation with this 

argument is that it does not target Naïve Realism through its commitment to 

Disjunctivism – the thesis that not all experiences are of the same fundamental kind – 

which is the issue that often dominates debates in this area. Rather, the problems that I 

develop for Naïve Realism attach directly to the relational account that this view offers 

of veridical experience. 
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Sammendrag (abstract in Norwegian) 

Denne avhandlingen undersøker hva visuell erfaring grunnleggende består i. Jeg 

argumenterer for at visuelle erfaringer har en rikere struktur og innhold enn det som er 

vanlig å anta, på tre forskjellige måter. For det første, visuelle erfaringer består ikke kun 

i relasjoner til objekter og egenskaper. Erfaringer tilskriver også egenskaper til objekter 

(kapittel 2). For det andre, visuelle erfaringer handler ikke kun om hvordan de 

objektene vi ser faktisk er, vi kan også erfare muligheter som ennå ikke er realisert 

(kapittel 3). For eksempel, vi kan erfare hvor et objekt i bevegelse vil befinne seg i 

neste øyeblikk, eller at separate deler passer sammen og kan kombineres til et nytt 

objekt, med en ny form. For det tredje, visuelle erfaringer handler ikke bare om 

hvordan individuelle objekter er hver for seg, vi kan også erfare statistiske 

generaliseringer som holder for grupper av objekter som ligner på hverandre (kapittel 

4). For eksempel, vi kan erfare hva gjennomsnittsorienteringen er for en gruppe med 

linjer. Argumentene som utvikles for å understøtte disse konklusjonene gjør nye 

koblinger mellom eksperimenter fra psykologien og filosofiske diskusjoner om visuelle 

erfaringer. 

Avhandlingen består av flere selvstendige artikler, men de ulike delene inngår 

også i et overordnet prosjekt (sammenfattet i kapittel 1). Det prosjektet handler om 

visuelle erfaringers karakter, og spesifikt debatten mellom Representasjonalisme, som 

holder at visuelle erfaringer er representasjonelle, og Naiv Realisme, som ikke gir 

representasjon noen fundamental plass, men som heller vil forklare erfaringer 

relasjonelt. Jeg viser at Naiv Realisme ikke kan gi en adekvat redegjørelse for den rike 

strukturen til visuelle erfaringer som jeg belyser i denne avhandlingen. Dette står i 

kontrast til Representasjonalisme som kan redegjøre for dette. Jeg argumenterer også 

(kapittel 5) for at en ny versjon av Representasjonalisme kan fange opp den ideen som 

motiverer mange Naiv Realister, nemlig at den bevisste karakteren til visuelle erfaringer 

er formet av de egenskapene som er eksemplifisert av objektene vi ser. Sett sammen, så 

utgjør dette et nytt abduktivt argument for Representasjonalisme over Naiv Realisme. 

En del av det som er nytt med dette argumentet, er at det ikke kritiserer Naiv Realisme 

via forpliktelsen til Disjunktivisme – tesen om at ikke alle visuelle erfaringer 

fundamentalt sett er av samme art – et tema som ofte dominerer debatten på dette 

området. Problemene jeg utvikler for Naiv Realisme knytter seg direkte til den 

relasjonelle forklaringen denne teorien gir for genuine, eller sanne erfaringer. 



 
 

iii 

Acknowledgments 

I owe a huge debt of gratitude to everyone that has helped me in various ways during 

the time I have been writing this dissertation. First and foremost, I want to 

acknowledge the immensely valuable input from my supervisor Sebastian Watzl. You 

have helped me so much through every stage of the process, and I cannot imagine 

what the dissertation would have been without your contributions.  

For extensive discussion on many of the topics in this dissertation, I want to 

thank Kristoffer Sundberg and Keith Wilson. I have also benefited greatly from the 

community of PhD students, from different disciplines, here at the department, and 

from discussion and exchange of ideas with regular participants at the meetings of the 

Oslo Mind Group. Those people include Solveig Aasen, Anna Drożdżowicz, Kesia 

Eidesen, Jola Feix, Yael Friedman, Mirela Fus, Malin Graesse, Joel Johansson, 

Christopher Masterman, Anders Nes, Erlend Owesen, Kim Phillips, Joey Pollock, 

Joona Räsänen, Maria Seim, Aksel Sterri, Sara Vikesdal, Hilde Vinje, Yelena 

Yermakova, Andrew Young, and many more. I also want to thank the department 

(IFIKK) and the administration for facilitating my work on the dissertation. 

A special thanks is extended to Jonnie Griffiths for swift and diligent work on 

proofreading towards the end; to Sigurd Jorem for discussions both on philosophy and 

the equally important topic of English football; and to Francesca Secco for help and 

support in so many ways. It was a great experience to collaborate with Francesca and 

Max Minden Ribeiro (Lund University) in organizing the first installment of the 

Nordic Graduate Conference on the Philosophy of Mind (June 2021). 

I am grateful to Craig French for accepting my invitation to come to Oslo to 

teach a course on Naïve Realism, and to participate in a connected workshop in May 

2019. I am also grateful to Adam Pautz and Brown University for inviting me to come 

as a visiting research fellow during the spring of 2020.  

I also want to thank my friends for always cheering me on, and my family for 

warm and relentless support. Finally, my deepest gratitude and love to Marit for 

keeping up with me through all this time. You are my light, my rock, my everything. 

 

 

Max Johannes Kippersund 

Oslo, 23rd December 2021 



 
 

iv 

 



 
 

v 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract i 
Sammendrag (abstract in Norwegian) ii 
Acknowledgments iii 
Table of Contents v 

Introduction 3 
1. Overview of the dissertation 3 
2. Topic and state of the art 5 

2.1. What we talk about when we talk about visual experience 5 
2.2. What is the nature of visual experience? 9 
2.3. Representationalism and Naïve Realism: common motivation 12 

3. Approach and methods 24 
3.1. The approach outlined 25 
3.2. Continuity between philosophy of perception and perceptual psychology 29 
3.3. Sidestepping Disjunctivism 32 
3.4. Reflections on method and abductive reasoning 35 

4. Summaries of the papers 38 
4.1. Paper 1: Why illusory conjunctions pose a fundamental problem for Naïve 

Realism 38 
4.2. Paper 2: Perceiving Possibilities 39 
4.3. Paper 3: Seeing averages: on statistical generalizations in visual experience 40 
4.4. Paper 4: Disjunctive Representationalism – or, How Representationalism can 

capture the nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection 40 
5. Conclusion: Representational Riches 41 

Why illusory conjunctions pose a fundamental problem for Naïve Realism 45 
1. Introduction 45 
2. Representationalism and Naïve Realism on veridical experience 47 
3. Illusory conjunctions and the main argument 50 

3.1. Objection 1: there are no illusory conjunctions in general 57 
3.2. Objection 2: there are no migration cases in particular 58 
3.3. Objection 3: the subject does not perceive the object 60 
3.4. Objection 4: the subject does not perceive the property instance 62 
3.5. Can the Naïve Realist escape the challenge by amending their account? 63 
3.6. What about facts and William Fish’s view? 65 

4. Conclusion 67 



 
 

vi 

Perceiving Possibilities 69 
1. Actualism and Possibilism 69 
2. Clarifications 73 
3. Finding the contents of experience 76 

3.1. Visual representation of future trajectories for moving objects 77 
3.2. Visual representation of potential fusions 85 
3.3. Visual representation of unstable objects 89 

4. A new problem for Naïve Realism 93 

Seeing averages: On statistical generalizations in visual experience 95 
1. Perceptual Generalization 95 
2. Clarifications 98 
3. Support for Perceptual Generalization 101 

3.1. First stage: averages without individuals 102 
3.2. Second stage: Representation of averages is a perceptual capacity 107 

4. The argument from phenomenal contrasts 110 
5. Consequences and a new problem for Naïve Realism 116 

Disjunctive Representationalism – or, How Representationalism can capture 

the nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection 121 
1. Introduction 121 
2. The Naïve Realist argument against Compatibility 124 

2.1. Premise 1: Counterfactual dependence as part of the intuitive view. 127 
2.2. Premise 2: same content 128 
2.3. Premise 3: same content, same character 131 

3. Disjunctive Representationalism and how it captures Preservation 137 
3.1. Objection 1: Disjunctive Representationalism does not capture the relational 

nature of experience 139 
3.2. Objection 2: Disjunctive Representationalism does not provide an adequate 

account of indistinguishability 140 
3.3. Objection 3: Disjunctive Representationalism implies that there are two 

experiences of different kinds in “the good cases” 142 
4. Conclusion 144 

References 145 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part I 
 
General Introduction and Overview 



 



 
 
 3 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Overview of the dissertation 

Perception is where mind meets world. It is through perception that we acquire 

knowledge about the world around us. Perceptual states can be the output of different 

senses, including hearing, touch, smell, taste, and others. My attention in this 

dissertation, however, will be mainly restricted to visual perception.1 Ordinary visual 

perception is the result of a complex response to light reaching and stimulating the 

retina. This stimulation is transduced into sensory signals, which in turn are processed 

by the visual system in the brain, the upshot of which in the end subserves perception 

and conscious experience of the world.  

There is currently a rich debate surrounding the question of whether there can 

be unconscious perception. For a useful entry point to the philosophical discussion, 

one can point in particular to the exchange between Ned Block and Ian Phillips 

(Block, 2011, 2016; I. Phillips, 2016a, 2018; I. Phillips & Block, 2017). This debate is 

theoretically important, and might also have major implications for theories about the 

nature of conscious experience.2 Our main concern, however, will be with conscious 

visual states. This is what I call “visual experiences”.  

 
1 In focusing on visual perception, I submit to a trend that has dominated both philosophy and 
psychology. One might think that work on vision can generalize to other sense modalities, but I do not 
commit to that claim here. 
2 Berger and Nanay (2016) have argued that, if there can be unconscious perception, then this poses a 
problem for Naïve Realism; see French and Phillips (forthcoming) for a response.  
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This dissertation investigates the nature of visual experience. I argue that the 

structure and subject matter of experience is richer than commonly assumed in three 

different ways. First, visual experience is not only a matter of being related to objects 

and properties. Experience also attributes properties to objects (chapter 2). Second, 

visual experience is not only concerned with what perceived objects are actually like. 

We also experience unrealized possibilities (chapter 3). For instance, we can 

experience where moving objects will be in the immediate future, or how parts fit 

together so that they can make new objects. Third, visual experience is not only about 

objects individually. We also experience statistical generalizations ranging over groups 

of similar objects (chapter 4). For instance, we can experience what the average 

orientation is for a group of lines. The arguments developed in support of all these 

conclusions draw new connections between experimental work in perceptual 

psychology and philosophical discussions on experience. 

The dissertation is made up of several self-standing papers, but these parts also 

contribute to one overarching project (summarized in chapter 1). That project 

concerns the nature of experience, and specifically the debate between 

Representationalism, according to which experiences are fundamentally 

representational states, and Naïve Realism, which has no fundamental role for 

representation, but aims to account for experience in a relational way. I show that 

Naïve Realism cannot adequately accommodate the rich structure of experience that I 

bring out in this dissertation. This is in contrast with Representationalism, which does 

accommodate it. I also argue (chapter 5) that a new version of Representationalism 

can capture what motivates many Naïve Realists, namely the idea that the character of 

experience is constitutively shaped by properties that perceived objects instantiate. 

Together, this makes up a novel and extended abductive argument for 

Representationalism over Naïve Realism. One part of the innovation with this 

argument is that it does not target Naïve Realism through its commitment to 

Disjunctivism – the thesis that not all experiences are of the same fundamental kind – 

which is the issue that often dominates debates in this area. Rather, the problems that I 

develop for Naïve Realism attach directly to the relational account that this view offers 

of veridical experience. 

The dissertation is divided into two parts. Part I comprises this general 

introduction (chapter 1). It introduces the topic of the dissertation, characterizes the 

approach and methods that I have used throughout, and gives an outline of the 
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overarching project. Part II consists of four focused papers which contains the main 

argumentative part of the dissertation, and in which I present my main findings and 

conclusions (chapter 2-5).  

The four papers are written as independent works and can be appreciated in 

isolation for those familiar with the philosophy of perception. However, in order to 

appreciate better the scope of the overall project and to understand how the papers are 

connected, they should be read together with this introduction. I also recommend 

reading the introduction first if you are a newcomer to the philosophy of perception.  

This introductory chapter has the following structure. In section 2, I introduce 

the topics of the dissertation, the state of the art, and explain what the main questions 

are. In section 3 I characterize the approach and methods that I have applied in 

pursuing answers to those questions. Section 4 contains summaries of the four main 

papers. I summarize and articulate the overarching argument in section 5. 

 

 

2. Topic and state of the art 

In this section, I will first spend some time in further characterizing what we are 

interested in when theorizing about visual experiences. I articulate the main question 

which operates in the background throughout this dissertation, namely the question 

about what the nature of experience is. A brief characterization of the four main 

options developed in the philosophical literature in response to this question is given. 

The main focus, however, is on providing a state of the art for the two competing 

theories that I have restricted my attention to in this dissertation: Representationalism 

and Naïve Realism.  

 

 

2.1. What we talk about when we talk about visual experience 

Visual experience forms a central aspect of our conscious lives. In order to get a better 

initial grip on the relevant phenomenon and the themes that will be important later on, 

it will be useful to consider some examples that allow us to characterize some aspects 

of experiences’ conscious character. Consider the following examples:  

 



 
 
 6 

Tomato: You are looking at a ripe tomato resting on a plain white table. You can tell 

from your experience that it is red and round, and also that it is a tomato.  

Elephant: You are standing in a field, looking at an elephant a few meters in front 

of you. The elephant appears to you to be large and grey, you can also tell from your 

experience that it is an elephant.  

Orchard: You are out scrumping apples with friends. You jump the fence around 

the orchard and have to decide which tree to pick apples from very quickly. You see 

one tree to the left and one tree to the right. You are able to tell from your 

experience that average size of the apples in the tree on the left is larger than the 

average size of the apples in the tree on the right.  

Volleyball: You are playing a volleyball match. The ball is passed back to your 

team’s side and is moving towards your teammate. You can tell from your 

experience that the ball will be out of bounds, and you shout this to your teammate 

who then avoids striking the ball, scoring your team a point.   

 

Visual experiences are conscious states in the sense that there is something it is like to 

undergo them, borrowing a much-used phrase from Thomas Nagel (1974). When you 

perceive the volleyball flying over the net, or the elephant standing in the field, there is 

something it is like for you to undergo the relevant visual experience. I call the aspect 

which determines what it is like to undergo an experience “conscious character”. It is 

also sometimes called “phenomenal character” and “phenomenology”.  

Conscious character is can be both similar and different across experiences in 

various respects. For instance, if there is a change in what you perceive, there will 

typically be a corresponding change to the character of your experience. Consider the 

Tomato case. If you close your eyes, and someone swaps out the red and round 

tomato with a tiny green cube, then there will be a corresponding change to your 

experience when you open your eyes again.  

Alterations in certain aspects of the conditions under which you perceive 

something will also change the character of your experience. Perhaps most obvious is 

the relative spatial positioning between subject and object. In the Elephant case, if you 

move closer to the elephant so that it takes up more of your visual field, the character 

of your experience also changes in obvious ways. Think also about what different 

lighting conditions can do to your experience. In very dark conditions, for instance, we 

do not experience colors, but only grey tones. This would, for instance, make it very 

difficult to visually discriminate the apples hanging on the trees in the Orchard case. 
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Further, if objects are illuminated by a light source that emits light with a very uneven 

proportion of energy at different wavelengths, objects can also look to have other 

colors from those which they actually have. A white object bathed in “red light”, for 

instance, will look to be red. 

It is useful to contrast visual experiences and their conscious character with 

beliefs and other mental states that are typically called “cognitive” in the philosophical 

literature and their character. The contrast is partly intuitive. It is one thing to see the 

elephant right in front of you and enjoy a conscious visual experience of the animal. It 

is a very different kind of thing to close your eyes and merely think that there is an 

elephant right in front of you that looks a certain way. Of course, even with your eyes 

closed, you will typically be able to recall some of the features of the elephant and 

some of the qualities of your experience. You might use this to imagine the elephant 

standing right in front of you. While that state of imagination might have a somewhat 

similar character to your visual experience, it is at the same time qualitatively different.3 

A further point that serves to distinguish experiences from beliefs is that beliefs 

are rationally revisable in light of new evidence 

(cf. Helton, 2020) while experiences typically 

are not. When you have an experience with a 

certain character, it doesn’t change even if you 

come to know that the character of that 

experience is a poor guide to the way the world 

is. This is familiar from optical illusions, such 

as the Müller-Lyer diagram in the illustration. 

When you experience this diagram, the bottom line appears longer than the line 

on top. Contrary to appearances, however, they have the same length. But even when 

you come to know that they are equal in length – either by being told that they are, by 

checking with a ruler for yourself, or by learning about the underlying mechanisms of 

the illusion – this does not change the fact that the lines still appear unequal in length. 

 
3 See, for instance, Byrne (2010) and Nanay (2016) for further discussion of the relationship between 
perception and imagination. 
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In light of new evidence, you can update your belief, but you cannot update the 

character of your experience.4  

As these remarks suggest, visual experience also plays an important role as the 

basis for beliefs and knowledge about the environment around us. By having visual 

experiences, we can typically tell what the world around us is like in various ways. 

Consider again the examples presented above. In the Tomato case, you will be able to 

tell that there is something red and round in front of you. Further, most subjects will 

also be able to tell that the object is a tomato. The same goes for the Elephant case. 

Most perceivers will be able to tell not only that there is a large and grey object in front 

of them, but also that it is an animal, and specifically that it is an elephant. Think also 

of the Orchard and Volleyball cases. In the former case, you are able to tell that the 

members of one group of apples have a larger average size than the other group. In the 

latter case, you can tell that the volleyball will move out of bounds, which you then can 

communicate to your teammates.  

In cases like this, we can ask more generally about what the relationship is 

between the nature of your experience and the ability to tell that certain states of affairs 

obtain. Take, for instance, the ability to tell that the object you perceive is large and 

grey, that it is an animal, and that it is an elephant, in the Elephant case. How much of 

this belongs to your experience and its conscious character, and how much belongs to 

post-perceptual thinking and subsequent judgments (cf. Siegel, 2011, p. 3)? Questions 

like this, and more generally questions concerning the border between seeing and 

thinking, will be important later. 

One topic that has been a major driver of philosophical theorizing about 

experience is the topic of illusions and hallucinations. Illusions are experiences in 

which a perceived object appears different from the way that it actually is. Examples 

include optical illusions (e.g. the Müller-Lyer case) and illusions that arise from lighting 

conditions (e.g. the white object bathed in red light). Hallucinations are experiences in 

which it seems to the subject that she is perceiving an object, even though there is no 

mind-independent object which she is in perceptual contact with. In many cases, 

 
4 There are some qualifications to be made to this point. There seems to be some degree of conscious 
control over how we experience bistable images, e.g. the duck-rabbit figure, the necker cube, and so on. 
Relatedly, in some degraded images it is difficult to identify the depicted object. However, if you are told 
what thing you are looking for, this will often help you to see the relevant object, e.g. the Dalmatian 
hidden in the dotted image.  
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hallucinations can be introspectively indistinguishable from cases in which one actually 

perceives mind-independent objects in one’s environment. Illusions and hallucinations 

form a tricky subject for some theories of experience. More will be said about this 

later. 

 

 

2.2. What is the nature of visual experience? 

The overarching project in this dissertation addresses what Adam Pautz calls the 

“character question” about perception: “What constitutes how things appear to us – 

the character of our experiences of the world?” (2021, p. 1). The way I understand that 

question here is that it is about the nature of experiences, as well as the conscious 

character that they have in virtue of being that kind of state. In other words, what we 

want is an explanation, in the most fundamental terms, of what having a visual 

experience with a certain character consists in. I specifically address the debate 

between Representationalism and Naïve Realism, which offer competing answers to 

this question.   

At this stage, it is worth flagging one potential worry that some readers might 

have in response to this project. Why think that we can study the nature of experience 

by doing philosophy? Why not think that this question should be pursued by doing 

psychology instead? However, I think this worry is built on a misconceived way of 

understanding the relationship between the two disciplines, which takes them to be 

either discontinuous or somehow conflicting with one another. In contrast, according 

to the way I approach the issues here, philosophical discussion should be seen as 

integrated with empirical science. Questions about the nature of visual experience are 

abstract theoretical issues that are continuous with work in perceptual psychology. 

Many of the arguments that I develop in this dissertation are built on insights from, 

and engagements with, that field. I argue abductively that Representationalism is an 

overall more attractive framework as it can accommodate certain insights which Naïve 

Realism fails to adequately capture. I will say more about this approach and how I 

understand the nature of the debate in section 3. Before that, I will introduce the state 

of the art on theories of experience in the philosophical literature. 

Theoretical approaches to the nature of experience can be helpfully divided into 

four main strands (following roughly the typology in Pautz, 2021): the Sense Datum 
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theory, Qualitative views, Representationalism and Naïve Realism. I give a quick 

characterization of the four options below, before I go into more detail on the shape 

that Representationalism and Naïve Realism take in their contemporary forms. For 

more details on the Sense Datum view and the Qualitative views, one should consult 

the very useful introductory works on the philosophy of perception by William Fish 

(2010) and Adam Pautz (2021).  

According to the Sense Datum theory, visual experience and its conscious 

character are constituted by awareness of a special class of mental objects, the “sense 

data”. These objects are not physical, and they are often characterized as necessarily 

having the properties that they appear to have. The theory is motivated largely by 

considerations that have to do with illusions and hallucinations. Very roughly, 

proponents of the theory think that: 1) we are aware of sense data in the cases of 

hallucination and illusion; 2) because any veridical experience is introspectively 

indistinguishable from cases of hallucination and illusion, those experiences must be of 

the same kind as illusions and hallucinations; and 3) hence, we are aware of sense data 

also in cases of veridical experience. Sense Datum theory was very popular in the early 

half of the 20th century; see, for instance, Russell (1912), Price (1932) and Ayer (1940). 

For more recent defenses, see Jackson (1977) and Robinson (1994). 

According to what I call the Qualitative view, visual experience and its 

conscious character are constituted by qualitative states of the subject. On this view, 

the character of experience is not essentially relational or representational. Currently, 

the most recent and complete defense of this kind of view is articulated by Papineau 

(2014, 2016, 2021). On the Qualitative view, the fact that experiences seem to put us in 

contact with objects and properties beyond ourselves is a kind of illusion. The 

Qualitative view is not really one view, but more of a family of views which encompass 

all those theories which hold that experiences do not essentially involve representation 

or relations between the subject and objects of awareness. An early version of this view 

is adverbialism (e.g. Chisholm, 1957).  

According to Representationalism, visual experience and its conscious 

character consist in representation. On this view, visual experiences are at least in some 

ways like beliefs, in that they have representational contents which represent the world 

as being a certain way (cf. Pautz, 2020). The character of experience is explained by its 

representational nature, and at least in part in terms of the content of the experience. 

Representationalism comes in many different versions as there are different views on 
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the content of experience and the nature of visual representation. Some prominent 

contributions include those of Gilbert Harman (1990), Fred Dretske (1995), Michael 

Tye (1995, 2000, 2009), Alex Byrne (2001), William Lycan (2001), Adam Pautz (2009, 

2010, 2020), Susanna Siegel (2011), Jeff Speaks (Speaks, 2009, 2015), David Bourget 

(2015, 2017), and Susanna Schellenberg (2018). Much more on Representationalism is 

to be said soon. 

According to Naïve Realism, having an experience with a certain conscious 

character consists in being perceptually related to ordinary mind-independent entities 

that are located in the visual field. On this view, the entities that one is related to 

constitutively shape the character of the experience. Importantly, proponents of this 

view take the relevant perceptual relation to be non-representational, and they do not 

think that representation plays any fundamental explanatory role in accounting for the 

conscious character of experience. This view also comes in many different versions, 

and I treat what is called the “Relational view” by John Campbell (2002) and “The 

Object View” by Bill Brewer (2011) as versions of Naïve Realism. Early work on Naïve 

Realism is prominently associated with M.G.F. Martin (1997, 1998, 2002a, 2002b, 

2004, 2006) and John Campbell (2002). Other important contributions include, among 

others, those of Charles Travis (2004), Matthew Soteriou (2005, 2010) Bill Brewer 

(2006, 2011, 2013, 2017b, 2017a, 2018a, 2018b), William Fish (2009), Heather Logue 

(2012, 2013a, 2018), James Genone (2014), Craig French and Anil Gomes (2019), 

French and Ian Phillips (2020). 

In this dissertation, I restrict my attention to Representationalism and Naïve 

Realism to make the topic of the dissertation tractable. However, this does not mean 

that I think that the other theories are non-starters, or not worth considering. Rather, I 

restrict my attention to Representationalism and Naïve Realism because they have a 

particularly prominent position in current literature, and because I think they are the 

most promising. I have a higher degree of confidence in the proposition that one of 

these theories is right than I have in the disjunction of the other alternative theories 

(although this does not mean that my degree of confidence in the other alternative is 

zero, or even near zero). In the following, I give a more in-depth presentation of the 

state of the art on Representationalism and Naïve Realism. 
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2.3. Representationalism and Naïve Realism: common motivation 

The main part of this dissertation casts Representationalism and Naïve Realism in 

antagonistic roles. At this early stage, however, it is also worth highlighting that the two 

theories are similar in some important respects and share some central motivations. As 

Martin puts it, they both agree – against the Sense Datum theory and the Qualitative 

view – that visual experiences essentially have a “mind-independent subject matter” 

(2004, p. 39). That is, they agree that having an experience with a certain conscious 

character is in some sense essentially about the mind-independent world that 

surrounds us. They disagree, however, on how that rough idea is best articulated 

theoretically. According to Representationalism, visual experiences are at least in some 

sense similar to beliefs, in that they have contents which represent the world as being a 

certain way. According to Naïve Realism, visual experiences are non-representational, 

relational states (at least in cases of veridical experience). 

I will soon give a more detailed account of each view and articulate some of the 

conflicting consequences that follow from these different ways of thinking about 

experience. Before that, though, I will say a little more about one common source of 

motivation that they both share. 

A prominent source of motivation that figures in both the literature on 

Representationalism and the literature on Naïve Realism is the idea that these two 

views can capture one central phenomenological observation, which is often called the 

“transparency of experience” (e.g. Harman, 1990; Martin, 2002b; Tye, 2002). The 

observation concerns what it is like to introspect perceptual experiences. The key claim 

is that, when we direct our attention towards the character of our own experience, it 

seems like the qualities that we are attending to are properties of mind-independent 

objects, and not properties of sense data or mere qualitative states of our own mind. 

Here is how the observation is put, in slightly different guises, in the literature:  

 
When you see a tree, you do not experience any features as intrinsic features 
of your experience. Look at a tree and try to turn your attention to intrinsic 
features of your visual experience. I predict you will find that the only features 
there to turn your attention to will be features of the presented tree, including 
relational features of the tree “from here.” (Harman 1990, p. 39) 
 
Focus on some object that you recognize, a blue disk, say. Now turn your 
attention inwards and try to pick out intrinsic features of your experience, 
inside you, over and above what it is an experience of. Try to discern intrinsic 
features of the mental paint. The task seems to me impossible. In turning 
one’s attention inwards, one seems inevitably to end up focusing on external 
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features one’s experience represents the object as having, to the blueness and 
roundness as out there in the world covering or framing the surface of the 
object. In this way, the experience seems diaphanous or transparent. (Tye, 
1997, pp. 296–297) 
 
When my attention is directed out at the world, the lavender bush and its 
features occupy centre stage. It is also notable that when my attention is 
turned inwards instead to my experience, the bush is not replaced by some 
other entity belonging to the inner realm of the mind in contrast to the 
dilapidated street in which I live. I attend to what it is like for me to inspect 
the lavender bush through perceptually attending to the bush itself while at 
the same time reflecting on what I am doing. So it does not seem to me as if 
there is any object apart from the bush for me to be attending to or reflecting 
on while doing this. (Martin, 2002b, pp. 380–381). 
 

The observation that experience is transparent in this way is supposedly something 

that both Representationalism and Naïve Realism can naturally accommodate and 

explain. This is because both views hold that the character of experience is to be 

accounted for in terms of a mind-independent subject matter. According to 

Representationalism, the character of experience is explained (at least in part) in terms 

of how one represents the world as being. According to the Naïve Realist, the 

character of experience is explained (at least in part) in terms of the mind-independent 

entities that one is non-representationally perceptually related to. In contrast, the Sense 

Datum theory and the Qualitative view appear to face a problem. Both views hold that 

the character of experience bears no essential connection to mind-independent reality. 

Hence, there is seemingly no adequate explanation of the transparency observation on 

either view. 

Granted, this line of argument does not constitute a decisive reason for rejecting 

the Qualitative view and the Sense Datum view. See, for instance, Papineau (2021) for 

a critical discussion and rejection of the transparency observation. But it brings out one 

motivation that has been very important in the literature, and it also helps underline 

the way in which Naïve Realism and Representationalism to some extent share a 

common core. 

I provide a more detailed introduction of each view in the next few sections. The 

main focus is on themes that will be important for later discussions. 
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2.3.1. More details on Representationalism 

According to Representationalism, visual experiences have a mind-independent subject 

matter in the sense that they represent the world as being a certain way. For instance, 

in the Tomato case, you have an experience which represents at least that there is a 

red and round object in front of you. One might also ask whether the experience 

additionally represents that the object is a tomato. This is a question about the scope 

of the subject matter of experience, and something I will come back to shortly.  

Note that there are many different versions of Representationalism, which relate 

in particular to different views on the nature of perceptual content. For instance, 

different versions of the view might disagree on whether the content of experience is 

Fregean (e.g. Schellenberg, 2018) or whether it is Russellian (e.g. Speaks, 2015). 

Representationalists also disagree on whether the content of experience is singular (e.g. 

Schellenberg, 2018; Tye, 2009) or whether it is general (e.g. Hill, 2019). Another issue 

that is important in debates on the structure of visual representation in recent years 

concerns the format of the representational vehicles. The main discussion in this field 

is whether the vehicles of visual content are iconic, i.e. image/map-like, or discursive, 

i.e. language-like (cf. Burge, 2018; Quilty-Dunn, 2016, 2020).  

The main discussions in this dissertation focus on issues concerning veridical 

experience. That is, the focus will be on cases where our experience allows us to 

perceive how things are in the world around us. Typical cases of veridical experience 

are those in which one perceives an object and experiences it as having a property that 

it actually has, for instance a veridical experience of a tomato looking red, as in the case 

introduced earlier. Representationalism accounts for veridical experience in terms of 

representational states with accurate contents that are produced in the right way.5 I will 

say more about the Representationalist account of veridical experience in chapters 2 

and 5. 

Importantly, many proponents of the view consider Representationalism to be 

attractive because it offers what seems like a natural account of illusion and 

 
5 This qualification is necessary to rule out what is sometimes called “veridical illusion” and “veridical 
hallucination” in the literature (Burge, 2010; D. Lewis, 1980; Sundberg, 2019). Those cases are not 
properly veridical experiences in the way I understand that notion here. A veridical experience, as I 
understand it, is more closely aligned with what Siegel calls “superstrongly veridical” experiences (2011, 
p. 37). 
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hallucination. On this view, one can account for hallucinations and illusions as 

experiences that represent the world inaccurately.  

In classic cases of hallucination, it seems like one is perceiving mind-independent 

objects even when there is no relevant object that one is adequately related to. To 

Macbeth, for instance, it seems like he is perceiving a blood-stained dagger, while he is 

in fact hallucinating. Given Representationalism, it is natural to treat hallucinations as 

cases in which one represents that an object with certain properties is present. 

Macbeth’s hallucination represents that there is a blood-stained dagger before him. 

Because there is no such object, the content of the experience is inaccurate.  

When treated this way, hallucinations are inaccurate in a way that is similar to 

how certain beliefs are false because they are about non-existent objects. For instance, 

a child’s belief that Santa is preparing gifts for them at the North Pole is inaccurate in 

the same way, as Santa does not exist.6  

In classic cases of illusion, the subject perceives an object which appears to have 

properties that it does not in fact have. Consider, for instance, the color illusion that 

arises when an object is illuminated by a light source with an uneven distribution of 

energy at various wavelengths, such as a white object bathed in red light. To the 

perceiver, this object looks red. Given Representationalism, it is natural to treat 

illusions as cases in which the perceived object is represented inaccurately. In this case 

it is represented as red even if it is actually white. The same goes for optical illusions in 

which things appear to have different sizes or lengths from those which they actually 

have.  

Many Representationalists endorse the view that all visual experiences are 

instances of the same fundamental kind. That is, regardless of whether they are cases 

of veridical experience, illusion or hallucination, they are all instances of the same kind 

of representational state.7 Some think that this is an attractive view, in part because it 

means that one can explain why hallucinations and illusions can be introspectively 

indistinguishable from cases of veridical experience. However, it is worth noting that 

this view is not essential to Representationalism.8 Representationalism holds that visual 

 
6 On some views in which the content of experience is singular in those cases where the subject actually 
perceives objects, the content of a corresponding hallucination is “gappy” (e.g. Tye, 2009). 
7 This is arguably the view on most standard versions of Representationalism. See, for instance, 
Schellenberg (2018), Pautz (2010), Tye (2009), Speaks (2015), to mention a few.  
8 One author that seems to reject it is McDowell (2013). 
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experiences are representational states, but not necessarily that they are all of the same 

fundamental kind. In other words, there is room within this framework for a version 

of the view on which the broad class of visual experiences can be separated more 

fundamentally into two or more distinct types of representational state. I will come 

back to this issue in the last chapter of the dissertation (chapter 5), when I discuss one 

possible version of representationalism on which veridical experiences are taken to be 

a special kind of factive state, which is different from cases of hallucination and 

illusion. 

Another issue that is worth mentioning here concerns the relation between 

conscious character and content. Representationalism is sometimes characterized as 

the view that the character of experience supervenes on the content of experience, i.e. 

that whenever there is a difference in conscious character, there must be a difference in 

content (e.g. Tye, 2002). However, this is also not an essential part of 

Representationalism. Representationalism holds that the conscious character is 

explained in terms of the experience’s representational nature. But content does not 

exhaust the representational nature of a mental state. Two mental states can have 

different representational natures even if they have the same content. For instance, 

believing that p is different from desiring that p, even though they have the same 

content. The difference between these two states is a difference in the type of 

representational state that it is, which I will call a difference in “representational 

manner”, following Chalmers (2004). Hence, there is room within the 

Representationalist framework for views on which experiences with the same content 

still have different representational natures and thereby different conscious characters. 

Again, this is something I return to in chapter 5. 

Finally, one issue that is important for any version of Representationalism are 

questions concerning the contents of experience (cf. Siegel, 2011). How is the world 

represented in visual experience? What is the relation between the contents of 

perceptually based beliefs and the contents of experience? More generally, these are 

questions about what I call the “scope of the subject matter of experience”. A 

corresponding set of questions also arises for Naïve Realists. One important theme in 

this dissertation concerns the interaction between issues about the scope of the subject 

matter of experience and the competition between Naïve Realism and 

Representationalism. Because of this, I will say something more general about this 

issue after having introduced Naïve Realism in more detail.  
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2.3.2. More details on Naïve Realism 

According to Naïve Realism, having a visual experience with a certain conscious 

character fundamentally consists in a relation between the perceiver and some of the 

particular entities that are located in the environment around her. There can be slightly 

different views on what kind of entities one is related to in experience, but the standard 

picture is that we are related to objects, instances of properties, instances of relations 

and some of the particular events that unfold in our environment. Naïve Realists hold 

that the things that we are related to constitutively shape the character of our 

experience. Here is how Campbell describes it (I take what he calls the “Relational 

view” to be a version of Naïve Realism in this setting): 

 
On a Relational View, the phenomenal character of your experience, as you 
look around the room, is constituted by the actual layout of the room itself: 
which particular objects are there, their intrinsic properties, such as colour and 
shape, and how they are arranged in relation to one another and to you. (2002, 
p. 116) 
 

Importantly, Naïve Realists hold that the perceptual relation is non-representational, 

and more generally that representation plays no fundamental role in explanations of 

conscious character (see French, 2020; Logue, 2014 for discussion).  

Naïve Realism is sometimes said to be committed to the idea that the character 

of experience supervenes on the things that we are perceptually related to, i.e. that any 

difference in conscious character between two experiences must correspond to a 

difference in what entities one is related to in each case. This is what French and 

Phillips call the “Difference principle” (2020 note that they reject the principle). But 

this principle does not hold generally. Some Naïve Realists endorse it.9 But many 

Naïve Realists also hold that other aspects play a role in shaping conscious character, 

in addition to the entities that we are related to. In particular, they take the point of view 

that the perceiver occupies, or the way in which one is related to the relevant parts of 

mind-independent reality, to play a role. A point of view in this context is typically 

understood as encompassing a range of different parameters, including relative spatial 

positioning between the subject and the perceived items, lighting conditions and 

distribution of attention (e.g. Brewer, 2011; Fish, 2009; French & Phillips, 2020; 

Logue, 2012, pp. 222–223; Martin, 1998, p. 175). 

 
9 Fish seems to be committed to this view (2009 see especially the commitment on p. 57,  fn. 4). It also 
appears to be the operative understanding in Genone’s work (2014). 
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One of the main motivations behind Naïve Realism is that this view is supposed 

to capture the nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection (Martin, 2006, p. 

354). The idea is, I take it, that the character of experience seems to be constitutively 

shaped by the mind-independent world around the perceiver. When you have a visual 

experience, it seems as if you could not have an experience with the same character if 

the world around you was different in relevant ways. Naïve Realists hold that this is 

something that their relational account accommodates, in contrast with competing 

views (I critically assess this motivation in chapter 5). 

Note that Naïve Realism is not a theory of all experiences. It is first and 

foremost a theory of veridical experience. To illustrate, take a paradigm case in which 

one veridically experiences an object looking a certain way, say a veridical experience of 

a banana looking yellow. The Naïve Realist holds that the character of this experience 

can be adequately accounted for in terms of the subject perceiving the banana and the 

instance of yellowness residing in it. Here is how Heather Logue puts it: 

 
Naive Realism is the view that veridical experience fundamentally consists in 
the subject perceiving things in her environment and some of their properties. 
For example, according to the Naive Realist, my veridical experience of the 
banana fundamentally consists in my perceiving it, and certain of its properties 
(its yellowness and its crescent-shapedness). Of course, practically everyone 
agrees that the subject of a veridical experience perceives things in her 
environment and some of their properties. But not everyone agrees that 
veridical experience fundamentally consists in such a state of affairs—in other 
words, not everyone agrees that this state of affairs constitutes the 
metaphysical structure of veridical experience. (2012, p. 211) 
 

However, it is clear that this relational account at the heart of Naïve Realism cannot 

cover all experiences. It does not apply to hallucinations, for instance. In these cases, 

there are no mind-independent entities that we perceive.10 Because of this, Naïve 

Realists have to offer a different account of hallucinations and their conscious 

character. This means, further, that Naïve Realism is committed to Disjunctivism, the 

thesis that not all experiences are of the same fundamental kind (Byrne & Logue, 2009; 

Soteriou, 2016). According to Naïve Realism, veridical experiences and hallucinations 

are always instances of different kinds. This is so even though some hallucinations can 

be introspectively indistinguishable from cases of veridical experience. 

 
10 The existence of hallucinations conceived of as experience without perception of mind-independent 
objects is widely accepted, though; see Masrour (2020) for discussion.  
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Proponents of Naïve Realism have developed different accounts of 

hallucinations and their conscious character. On one prominent account, hallucinations 

can only be characterized negatively. They are states that are indistinguishable from 

cases of genuine perception, and there is nothing more to say about their nature 

(Brewer, 2011; Martin, 2006). This negative epistemic account of hallucination is 

articulated in response to what Martin has called the “screening off worry”, which he 

thinks precludes the Naïve Realist from offering a positive account of hallucination 

(2006). However, more recently, Alex Moran has argued that Naïve Realism can be 

combined with a positive view of hallucination, for instance a sense datum view which 

is restricted only to those cases when the subject hallucinates (2019).11  

What about illusions? How do Naïve Realists explain cases in which a perceived 

object appears to have properties other than the ones which it actually has? Illusions 

form a very tricky subject for Naïve Realists, and treatment in the literature is 

fragmented. There are several competing accounts offered for certain types of 

illusions. And many authors offer different accounts for different types of illusion.   

One type of case that has received a lot of attention in the literature is the type 

of illusion which is due to the perceiver’s point of view. This includes illusions that are 

due to the lighting conditions in the relevant situation, or the perceiver’s particular 

spatial positioning relative to the perceived object, and so on. Consider the following 

two cases, which are used as examples by French and Phillips (2020), having been 

initially taken from Fish (2009): 

 

Car: S sees a red car under streetlights; it looks orange to her. 

Window: S sees a rectangular window on the fourth floor of a building; from the 

street level, it looks square to her.  

 

Naïve Realists want to explain these kinds of illusions by appealing to the fact that the 

subject perceives the relevant objects from a special point of view, i.e. the fact that the 

car is perceived in special lighting conditions, and that the window is perceived from 

an oblique angle. However, they offer different explanations of how the point of view 

creates the illusion.  

 
11 This idea finds a precursor in Austin’s Sense and Sensibilia (1962).  
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On one account, objects exhibit a certain set of properties relative to different 

viewpoints. We can think of these as perspectival properties in some sense. We are 

perceptually related to those perspectival properties when we occupy the relevant 

points of view. This explains the character of the illusions in the relevant cases. For 

instance, Fish (2009) holds that the car is red, but that it exhibits a certain “relational 

shade” relative to specific viewpoints, i.e. relative to specific lighting conditions. Under 

sodium streetlights, it exhibits an orange shade. Because the perceiver sees the car 

under those conditions, she is related to that perspectival property, and this explains 

why it appears different in colour compared to an experience of the same car in 

daylight. Similarly in the window case, the window is intrinsically rectangular, but it 

exhibits a perspectival square shape relative to the perceiver’s position at the ground 

level. This explains why the experience is different when compared to an experience of 

the same object from a non-oblique angle (Fish, 2009, Chapter 6).12 

French and Phillips have developed an alternative approach (2020). They hold 

that the subject in these cases is perceptually related to the very same entities that one 

is related to in veridical experiences of the same objects. On their view, the point of 

view shapes the character of experience not by making us related to perspectival 

properties, but by modifying the perceptual relation that we bear to the perceived 

entities. Perceiving something in daylight is one way of perceiving, while perceiving 

something under streetlights is another way, and so on. These differences in “ways of 

perceiving” explain differences in the character of experience: 

 
[The N]aïve realist can propose that facts about perspective can make a 
difference to the way in which presented elements are presented. If so, 
experiences can differ in character despite not differing in presented elements. 
Take Car Case. In daylight, the car looks red to S; under sodium streetlights, 
orange; and perhaps, at night, grey. Despite this, nothing other than the car 
and its redness need be presented to S. For there is no unique way of 
perceiving these elements. The car and its redness can shape experiential 
character in many different ways. (French & Phillips, 2020, p. 7) 
 

Regardless of which account of perspectival illusions one finds more attractive, and 

regardless of whether one finds any of them adequate when compared to the 

Representationalist alternative, it is important to observe that these accounts do not 

cover all types of illusions. For instance, they do not apply to optical illusions, which 

are notoriously difficult to explain on this framework. For discussions of optical 

 
12 For a similar approach, see Kalderon (2011). 
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illusions (mainly the Müller-Lyer illusion) within a Naïve Realist framework, see 

Brewer (2006), Fish (2009, pt. 6.5) and Phillips (2016b). 

Much of the critical discussion on Naïve Realism in the existing literature is 

focused on its commitment to Disjunctivism and whether it can adequately account 

for different types of illusion. The arguments I develop, however, are different in that 

they target directly the relational account that Naïve Realists offer of veridical 

experience, as well as the motivation it is built on. More on this will be said in section 

3 on “Approach and methods”. 

One issue that is important for any version of Naïve Realism are questions 

concerning what kind of things we are related to in experience. Which properties and 

relations, for instance, can we be related to in experience? What is the relation between 

the content of the beliefs we form on the basis of experience and the entities that we 

are presented with in experience? Of course, there is a close correspondence between 

this issue for the Naïve Realist, on the one hand, and the question concerning the 

content of experience for Representationalists as mentioned above, on the other hand. 

More generally, they both face questions concerning what I call the “scope of the 

subject matter of experience”.  

While both views face this issue, I think there are important differences between 

them. In short, I think Representationalism can accommodate certain views on the 

subject matter of experience that Naïve Realists have no adequate way of capturing. As 

this is a prominent theme in the dissertation (particularly in chapters 3 and 4), I 

dedicate a separate section to this next. 

 

 

2.3.3. What is the scope of the subject matter of experience?  

Naïve Realism and Representationalism agree that visual experiences essentially have a 

mind-independent subject matter. This means that the following question will be 

important for proponents of both views, although it takes slightly different forms 

within each framework: What is the scope of the subject matter of experience? How 

“rich” is experience? For the Representationalist this is a question about how 

experiences can represent the world, i.e. what the content of experience is. For the 

Naïve Realist, this is a question about which entities we can be perceptually related to 

in our environment.  
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In the literature, questions about the scope of the subject matter of experience 

are often focused on what kind of properties we experience objects as having. In 

general terms, the main debate is often characterized as standing between “rich” and 

“thin” views. See the exchange between Susanna Siegel (rich) and Alex Byrne (thin) for 

a representative statement of each side of the debate (Siegel & Byrne, 2017).13 

According to the thin view, we only experience “low level” properties such as shape, 

color, size, movement, etc. Conversely, proponents of the rich view hold that we can 

also experience “higher level” properties. Siegel, for instance, has argued that we can 

experience natural kind properties, such as being a pine tree (2006b, 2011).  

The suggestion that we perceive natural kind properties is not the only issue in 

this field. A range of other properties and relations have also been suggested as being 

part of the content of experience, for instance causal relations (Siegel, 2011), abstract 

shape properties (Green, 2017), structural properties of objects (Green, 2019b), and 

dispositions (Nanay, 2011b), to mention a few. There is also a large literature on 

questions associated with the idea that we can experience objects as offering 

possibilities for action, i.e. affordances (e.g. Gibson, 1979; Nanay, 2011a; Siegel, 2014) 

Taking a step back, in many cases these questions will be specific instances of 

the issue of how we distinguish that which belongs to perceptual experience and that 

which belongs to post-perceptual judgment (see Nes et al. 2021 for a review). This is 

because many of these issues arise because perceivers can extract certain types of 

information very quickly from perceived scenes. In these cases, it can be difficult to 

pin down what falls on each side of the border between seeing and thinking. How do 

we find out? How do we probe the scope of the subject matter of experience? 

In this dissertation, I apply a general abductive approach, on which competing 

hypotheses about the subject matter of experience are assessed based on how well they 

explain the relevant evidence. Among the sources of evidence that are relevant for 

these types of questions are patterns of sameness and difference in conscious character 

across experiences, i.e. what is known as the “method of phenomenal contrast” in the 

literature (cf. Siegel, 2011). Also significant are experimental results which can tell us 

something about what kind of information is processed by the visual system. I will say 

more about these issues in the next section on “Approach and methods” (section 3).  

 
13 See Bayne (2011), Masrour (2011), and Logue (2013b) for further discussion. 
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A central theme in this dissertation is the observation that questions about what 

we experience, i.e. questions about the scope of the subject matter of experience, are 

not neutral with respect to the competition between Representationalism and Naïve 

Realism. The reason for this is that there is a difference in what kind of subject matter 

the two views can accommodate. In particular, Naïve Realism comes with certain built-

in constraints concerning the subject matter of experience which are not shared by 

Representationalism.  

According to Naïve Realism, in cases of veridical experience we are only related 

to properties that actually are instantiated in the perceiver’s visual field (the same goes 

for relations and event-types). This is because the non-representational perceptual 

relation at the heart of Naïve Realism is one that we can only bear towards entities that 

are actually instantiated in our environment. Here is how Fish puts it (he calls the non-

representational perceptual relation “acquaintance”): 

 
The distinctive feature of naive realism lies in the claim that, when we see the 
world, the subject is acquainted with the elements of the presentational 
character ‐ the mind‐independent objects and their features ‐ where 
‘acquaintance’ names an irreducible mental relation that the subject can only 
stand in to objects that exist and features that are instantiated in the part of 
the environment at which the subject is looking. (2009, p. 14) 
 

The same is not true for Representationalism. Representational contents in general are 

not limited to the representation of only those properties that are instantiated by 

particulars in the perceiver’s visual field.14 The subject matter of thought, for instance, 

is not limited in this way. Beliefs can represent properties that are not instantiated by 

anything in the visual field – also when they are veridical. And this is not just because 

beliefs can represent things in regions of space that are far away. Rather, it is because 

beliefs can represent properties without attributing them to anything, i.e. without 

representing anything as actually having that property there and then. Consider, for 

instance, beliefs with modal contents, which represent non-actual scenarios as possible 

or as going to happen in the future. In those cases, one might represent certain 

arrangements of objects and properties that are not actually instantiated, but that could 

be or will be instantiated. A similar case concerns beliefs which represent statistical 

generalizations, such as when one represents that the members of some specific group 

 
14 However, some Representationalists still endorse that kind of view, e.g. Schellenberg (2018). 
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have a certain average height, even though no individual member of the group is 

exactly that tall. 

The constraint that Naïve Realism is building on sounds plausible at first glance. 

It seems intuitive that visual experience only concerns the individual objects that we 

perceive, and what they are like here and now. Hence, it seems that we should be able 

to characterize the nature of veridical experience and its conscious character only by 

appealing to entities that are actually instantiated in the perceiver’s visual field.  

However, I argue in this dissertation that this constraint is not sound. The 

subject matter of experience is not constrained in this way, and cannot be captured 

only by appealing to entities that are instantiated in the perceiver’s visual field. Building 

on evidence from perceptual psychology, I present two cases that pose a challenge for 

it. Firstly, I argue in chapter 3 that we can experience what is possible or going to 

happen. Secondly, I argue in chapter 4 that we can experience what the average is for 

a group of similar objects. For instance, we can experience what the average 

orientation is for members of a group of lines, even if no particular member of the 

group have that specific orientation.  

Representationalism can accommodate both of these claims, as one can hold 

that visual experiences represent certain modal contents as well as statistical 

generalizations. On the other hand, they are incompatible with Naïve Realism. The 

fundamental reason for this is that these kinds of experiences involve relations to 

properties and event-types that are not actually instantiated in the perceiver’s visual 

field when she has the relevant experience. This is a novel type of argument against 

Naïve Realism.  

 

 

3. Approach and methods 

The questions that I am concerned with in the main part of this dissertation are 

questions about the subject matter of experience, the structure of veridical experience, 

and more generally the competition between Representationalism and Naïve Realism. 

In this section, I characterize the approach and methods I have applied in pursuing 

answers to these questions, and particularly how I understand the nature of the 

competition between these two theories of experience.  
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The scope and ambition of this section is modest. I do not purport to give a 

general account of philosophical inquiry, nor to give a full methodological account. 

The point is rather to outline in summary how I conceive of the approach and 

methods that I have used. This is because the papers are written as independent works. 

In each case, the papers contain self-sufficient arguments that can be appreciated and 

assessed in isolation. The main purpose of this section – besides serving as a space for 

meta-reflection – is therefore to draw out some of the more general aspects of the 

dialectic, and how the papers contribute to the overall argument for 

Representationalism over Naïve Realism.  

I will start by characterizing the way I understand the nature of the debate 

between the two views, and explain that the approach taken here is not a quest for a 

“conceptual analysis”. Second, I provide some illustrations which showcase the way in 

which the arguments developed in this dissertation integrate insights from perceptual 

psychology with philosophical discussions. Third, I explain how the arguments that I 

develop allow us to sidestep one issue that typically takes center stage when 

considering the competition between Naïve Realism and Representationalism, namely 

questions concerning the viability of Disjunctivism. My arguments do not criticize 

Naïve Realism by criticizing its commitment to Disjunctivism, but they are rather 

targeted directly against the Naïve Realist’s relational account of veridical experience. 

Towards the end, I briefly characterize the kind of abductive reasoning that I use 

throughout the dissertation. 

 

 

3.1. The approach outlined 

How should we understand the debate between Representationalism and Naïve 

Realism? The way I understand it in this dissertation – and the way I think it is 

understood in the contemporary literature – is that these two theories offer competing 

accounts of the nature of experience, i.e. of what having a visual experience with a 

certain conscious character consists in. While this is a highly abstract and theoretical 

issue, it is supposed to be continuous with work in perceptual psychology. What I 

mean by this is that the competition between these two theories (as well as between 

other theories of experience, for that matter) should be assessed based on how well 
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they are able to accommodate relevant evidence on the nature of experience, and that 

insights from perceptual psychology forms one major source of that evidence.  

The debate is abstract in the sense that the two theories offer different accounts 

of a wide range of phenomena and different interpretations of a wide range of 

evidence. Because of this, it is sometimes difficult to pinpoint exactly how one should 

distinguish the two accounts, and difficult to see exactly what kind of evidence is 

relevant for deciding between them. One of the contributions which this dissertation 

will make is to draw new connections between insights from perceptual psychology 

and the philosophical discussion on the nature of experience. I will soon say a little 

more about the areas that I think are particularly fruitful when considering this 

interaction.  

It is worth emphasizing that this way of approaching the issue is different from 

one view of philosophical inquiry that has been very prominent, at least historically 

speaking. On that view, philosophical inquiry is primarily engaged with conceptual 

questions, in the specific sense that it concerns how someone with an ordinary 

understanding of notions that are of interest to philosophers (e.g. notions such as 

“knowledge”, “justice”, “cause”, etc.) use those notions, in particular how they are 

used in inferences and to classify cases (e.g. classifying whether someone knows that p; 

whether some act or institution is just; whether some event caused some other event, 

etc.). In the following, I will say that an inquiry which aims at revealing those patterns 

of ordinary use for some term in public language is aiming at a “conceptual analysis”.  

Here is how Dummett and Strawson describe this “conceptual approach” to 

philosophy more generally: 

 
Only with Frege was the proper object of philosophy finally established: 
namely, first, that the goal of philosophy is the analysis of the structure of 
thought; secondly, that the study of thought is to be sharply distinguished 
from the study of the psychological process of thinking; and, finally, that the 
only proper method for analysing thought consists in the analysis of language. 
. . . [T]he acceptance of these three tenets is common to the entire analytical 
school. (Dummett, 1978, p. 458) 
 
[J]ust as the grammarian, and especially the model modern grammarian, 
labours to produce a systematic account of the structure of rules which we 
effortlessly observe in speaking grammatically, so the philosopher labours to 
produce a systematic account of the general conceptual structure of which our 
daily practice shows us to have a tacit and unconscious mastery. (Strawson, 
1992, p. 7) 
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However, even though this conceptual approach has been a very popular way of 

understanding philosophical inquiry more generally, and regardless of its merits 

concerning other fields of philosophy, I do not think that this approach adequately 

captures the way that theoretical debates on the nature of experience are understood in 

contemporary literature (see, for instance, Papineau, 2021; Pautz, 2021). That debate is 

not about a conceptual question in the sense discussed here, as its participants are not 

primarily interested in revealing whether our ordinary understanding of the terms 

“experience” or “perception” harbors an implicit commitment to Representationalism 

or Naïve Realism (or any other theory of experience). Rather, they are interested in 

which account is best suited to provide an overall attractive framework for explaining 

conscious character, the role that experience plays as a basis for empirical beliefs, and 

so on.  

We can also see this by observing that what motivates a conceptual 

understanding of philosophical inquiry in the first place does not naturally apply to 

debates on the nature of experience. This is worth clarifying.  

I think one of the main motivations for adopting a conceptual approach to 

philosophical issues in the first place is that one has certain beliefs about what kind of 

methods philosophers use, and that this method is only apt for doing conceptual 

analysis in the sense discussed here. The picture of philosophical method that might 

support this understanding is twofold, comprising both a negative and a positive 

aspect. The negative aspect is that philosophy is unlike most other sciences in that it is 

an armchair activity which is cut off from any serious empirical evidence concerning 

the objects of study. This makes it unlike other sciences (although one can compare 

mathematics and logic in this context).  

The second, positive aspect is a particular view on what philosophical method in 

the armchair is, namely that it mainly consists in testing philosophical theories through 

elaborate thought experiments. Two classic examples that use this method are Gettier’s 

counterexamples to the analysis of knowledge as justified true belief (1963) and 

Frankfurt’s counterexamples to the Principle of Alternate Possibilities as a necessary 

condition of moral responsibility (1969). I will call this method the “method of cases”, 

as is normal in the literature (Cappelen, 2012; Machery, 2017). I think that it is this 

picture of philosophical activity and method which many will take to support a 

conceptual approach to philosophical issues. In other words, one might rely on the 
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following conditional reasoning: if the method of cases plays an important role in a 

certain field of philosophy, then that field is concerned with conceptual analysis.  

Note that this line of reasoning has been attacked in recent years. Different 

authors have argued – quite convincingly, I think – that, even if one uses the method 

of cases, this does not mean that one is thereby providing a “conceptual analysis”. See, 

among others, Williamson (2007), Papineau (2009), and Deutsch (2020).  

What is important here, however, is that, even if one accepts that there is a link 

between the method of cases and conceptual analysis, that does not give us a good 

reason to think that the debates that we are interested in here, on the nature of 

experience, are concerned with conceptual analysis. The reason for this is that the 

method of cases in fact does not play a prominent role in theorizing about the nature 

of experience. Granted, it is true that there are certain debates in the philosophy of 

perception in which the method of cases is often used. This is so especially for 

questions about what the appropriate conditions for having perceptual knowledge 

are15, as well as in the extensive literature on constitutive conditions for perceiving 

objects in one’s environment.16 But it is not a major driver in theoretical debates on 

experience. Rather, the main “method” used in this area is standard abductive 

 
15 The method of cases has been applied to questions about perceptual epistemology in, for instance, 
Goldman (1976), and Pritchard (2010). 
16 The central idea in the literature is that a necessary condition of S perceiving o is that S enjoys an 
experience which is caused in some way by o. However, it has been clear since the very first attempts at 
providing a “full causal analysis” that a merely causal condition will not suffice (Grice 1961). A simple 
causal analysis will imply that you perceive a whole range of objects which you in fact do not perceive. 
First of all, when you perceive some particular object o which is in part causally responsible for your 
experience, there will also be a range of other objects that play a role in the casual chain leading up to 
the experience which are clearly not perceived (the light source which illuminates a perceived object 
plays an obvious causal role, as do objects which serve as intermediaries in visual processing, such as the 
retina). There are also problems with deviant casual chains (e.g. D. Lewis, 1980). Suppose for the sake of 
argument that being hit hard in the head in exactly the right way can cause some kind of visual 
experience. Now, even if an unlucky visitor to the beach has a visual experience caused by the coconut 
falling on her head, that doesn’t mean that she is then perceiving the object. The casual chain in this case 
is not of the right kind. 

Inquiry into an adequate causal account which avoids these and related problems has been 
pursued continuously over many years. In fact, the history of this research runs in many ways parallel to 
the research spurred by Gettier’s discovery of the counterexamples to the JTB-account of knowledge 
(for this observation see also Logue, 2017 and Miracchi, 2017). Although there are earlier precursors 
(e.g. Chisholm, 1957; H. H. Price, 1932), the main originator is typically said to be Grice in his classic 
paper on the causal analysis of perception (1961). From then on, a continuous line of analysis which 
focusses on hypothetical counterexamples and puts forth various sophisticated accounts of the right 
kind to describe the relation between the subject’s experience and a physical object can be traced up to 
the present day. For a wide selection of contributions to this project, see, among others, Dretske (1969), 
Pitcher (1971), Jackson (1977), Goldman (1977), Lewis (1980), Tye (1982), Davies (1983), C. Price 
(1998), Sorensen (1999), Coates (2000), S. Campbell (2002, 2006), Noë (2003), Siegel (2006a), Arstila & 
Pihlainen (2009), B. Phillips (2016), French (2018a, 2018b) and Ganson (2020). For insightful discussion 
about how this project translates to the issue of perceiving property instances, see Sundberg (2019). 
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reasoning. The theories are assessed based on which ones offer the most attractive 

explanation of the relevant evidence. That is also the approach that I take in this 

dissertation. The question is not which theory best fits our ordinary use of the relevant 

terms, but which theory of experience best explains the relevant evidence. I will say 

more to illustrate this approach in the section below.  

 

 

3.2. Continuity between philosophy of perception and perceptual 

psychology 

The goal of this section is to illustrate some of the ways in which philosophical 

discussion on the nature of experience can be understood as continuous with work in 

perceptual psychology. I will also pinpoint a few areas where I think it is particularly 

promising to look for exchanges between the two fields. 

I think a fruitful starting point for thinking about this relationship is to see a 

large swath of perceptual psychology as working towards uncovering how visual 

processing works. The received view in both philosophy and psychology is that the 

visual system processes and analyzes information to determine the distal causes of 

retinal stimulation. Perceptual psychology yields insights into what kinds of cognitive 

mechanisms are involved in this process – not only at a neurophysiological level, but 

also, and more importantly for us, at an information-processing level (see Palmer, 

1999; Wolfe et al., 2015 for introductions). Further, it is natural to think that conscious 

experience in some way or other is subserved by the complex information processing 

in the visual system. Given this picture, it seems plausible that we can learn more about 

the structure of experience by considering work on how visual processing works. That 

structure is then something that any adequate theory of experience must be able to 

accommodate.  

To illustrate this relationship more concretely, and to consider how it is relevant 

for arguments in this dissertation in particular, I will give attention to two issues. 

Firstly, insights from visual processing are relevant for questions about the scope of 

the subject matter of experience. Secondly, work on representation of objects in visual 

processing is relevant for questions about the structure of experience of objects. I 

explain both of these below. 
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As explained in the earlier sections, one issue that is important for both 

Representationalists and Naïve Realists is what the scope of the subject matter of 

experience is. Importantly, there is a corresponding issue pursued in research on visual 

processing concerning what kind of information is processed perceptually and what 

kind of information arises in post-perceptual processing (see Hafri & Firestone, 2021 

for helpful discussion).17 

There is an intimate connection between these two areas of research, as it is 

natural to think that there will be a strong link between what the subject matter of 

experience is and what kind of information is processed by the visual system. This is 

not to say that the connection is a strict one-to-one correspondence. There is probably 

some kind of information processed by the visual system that does not “make it” to 

conscious experience. And perhaps certain aspects of the subject matter of experience 

do not derive from visual processing either. Even so, it is still very plausible that work 

on what kind of information is processed by the visual system can be used to probe 

the subject matter of experience, when combined with other considerations. 

This way of thinking about the connection is not original but well-established 

within the literature. For instance, E. J. Green has recently argued that abstract shape 

properties are represented in the contents of experience. Part of his argument for this 

conclusion is the claim that the visual system extracts and uses information about 

abstract shapes (2017). Consider also current discussions on “numerosity perception”. 

In this context, “numerosity perception” refers to the fact that perceivers can judge 

which of two groups contains the larger number of objects, and they do so very 

quickly and reliably - at least when the difference in number between the groups 

exceeds a certain ratio. Theorists also debate what kind of property or representation 

these judgments are really tracking (Clarke & Beck, 2021). Interestingly, there is also an 

ongoing discussion on whether numerosity is perceived or whether it only arises post-

perceptually. Some have claimed that numerosity is part of visual experience, as it is 

subject to an adaptation effect which is taken to indicate that it is an outcome of visual 

processing (cf. Block, ms.; Fish, 2013).  

I apply similar considerations on several occasions in this dissertation, for 

instance in chapter 4 where I argue that visual experiences represent statistical 

 
17 This issue poses more general questions about what distinguishes perceptual processing from post-
perceptual processing; see E.J. Green (2020) for a recent contribution. A related question concerns 
whether there can be “cognitive penetration”.  
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generalizations which range over groups of similar objects. This argument is motivated 

in part by the fact that there is a broad range of experimental results which suggest that 

visual processing extracts this kind of information. I also pursue this approach in 

chapter 3 where I argue that visual experiences represent what is possible or going to 

happen in the immediate future. In that chapter I also develop a more general 

abductive argumentative scheme which links facts about the visual processing of 

certain information with the contents of visual experience. 

Turning to the second example, I think that a somewhat similar relationship 

holds between experience of objects and work on the formation of object 

representations in visual processing. When we perceive the world, our experience is 

structured around objects. The perceived scene comes divided into a number of 

cohesive objects that we can keep track of and that we experience as persisting over 

time, as the objects move around, and even through a change to the properties of the 

objects. This “object structure” is something we want our theory of experience to 

capture.  

There is a corresponding issue pursued in perceptual psychology concerning 

how visual processing forms representations of objects. Typically, the representation 

of an object at the level of visual processing is taken to consist in “object files”, which 

are representations that persist over time and that serve to collect information 

pertaining to one and the same object through change and through movement 

(Flombaum et al., 2009; Kahneman et al., 1992).  

Again, it is natural to think that there is a close link between experience of 

objects, and formation of object files in in visual processing. Granted, the connection 

is not straightforward. There might be some experiences of objects which do not 

correspond to representation of object files in visual processing, and there might be 

some cases where there is formation of object files which do not correspond to any 

conscious experience of objects. In certain special cases, the two structures might even 

diverge (Mitroff et al., 2005). However, even though the connection is not simple one-

to-one correspondence, theorists typically assume that there is a close link between the 

two structures in most standard settings. This means that we still can use results from 

the processing of object files to gain an understanding of the structure of object 

experience.  

I think that this approach is already well illustrated in the existing literature. For 

example, Jessie Munton appeals to psychological research on object files when she 
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discusses issues concerning the temporal extension of visual experience (2021). E. J. 

Green also discusses many of the central paradigms for probing how object files work 

– apparent motion, multiple object tracking, and so on – when devising a theory of 

“perceptual objects”, i.e. a theory of which kinds of objects we are presented with in 

perception (2019a).  

I rely on similar considerations on many occasions in this dissertation, for 

instance in chapter 2. Central to my argument in this paper is the discovery that visual 

processing can make binding errors in the formation of object files. In these cases, 

information pertaining to two distinct objects can be collected by one and the same 

object file. Binding errors spill over to the structure of experience and give rise to what 

is known as illusory conjunctions (Treisman, 1998). Unlike many other types of 

illusions, illusory conjunctions are not something that most of us are familiar with 

from everyday life. The fact that they are possible is mainly an empirical discovery 

made in a theoretical context. The discovery is attributable in the first instance to Anne 

Treisman and her colleagues’ work on the feature integration theory of attention 

(Treisman & Gelade, 1980; Treisman & Schmidt, 1982). They have since become a 

fruitful object of study in perceptual psychology, but remain underexplored in a 

philosophical setting. I argue in chapter 2 that certain types of illusory conjunctions 

pose a fundamental problem for Naïve Realism.  

The preceding paragraphs serve to illustrate a few fruitful ways in which 

philosophical discussion on the nature of experience can, and ought, to be pursued in 

continuity with experimental insights from perpetual psychology.  

 

 

3.3. Sidestepping Disjunctivism 

The overall argument that I develop in this dissertation is that Representationalism is 

to be preferred over Naïve Realism. A central aspect of this argument is the claim that 

there are certain insights from perceptual psychology which Representationalism can 

accommodate, but which Naïve Realism struggles to explain adequately. Importantly, I 

am not the first to develop an argument that has this shape. There are also other 

critiques of Naïve Realism which build in some way or other on insights from 

perceptual psychology.  
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One of the most prominent strands of reasoning which takes this shape in the 

existing literature builds on the idea that the general shape of perceptual psychology is 

incompatible with Disjunctivism – and, by extension, Naïve Realism. Different 

versions of this idea crop up in different contexts, but it has been defended most 

extensively and forcefully by Tyler Burge (2005, 2010, n. 97, 2011). It is worth saying a 

little bit about the structure of that argument here, as it will help to illustrate one of the 

main innovations about my arguments. 

Very roughly put, Burge’s argument is this. We have good reason to believe that 

the core commitments of perceptual psychology are sound principles. Some of those 

core principles are incompatible with Disjunctivism. Hence, we have good reason to 

reject Disjunctivism – and, by implication, Naïve Realism. 

Recall that Disjunctivism is the dissertation that not all experiences are of the 

same fundamental explanatory kind. Naïve Realism is committed to this, as it holds 

that veridical experiences are never of the same fundamental explanatory kind as 

hallucinations. This is so, even if the relevant hallucination is introspectively 

indistinguishable from a case of veridical experience.  

What are the core assumptions of perceptual psychology that are incompatible 

with Disjunctivism? There are two parts to this. First, Burge holds that perceptual 

psychology assumes the “Proximality principle”, according to which perceptual states 

are formed by law-like transitions from proximal stimulations. This means that, if you 

keep other relevant psychological factors of the perceiver constant, the same type of 

proximal stimulation will always produce the same kind of perceptual state (Burge, 

2005, p. 22, 2010, n. 97, 2011, p. 44). Second, Burge also thinks that perceptual 

psychology gives us good reason to think of the output of those law-like transitions as 

representational states. This yields the view that the same kind of proximal stimulation 

yields the same kind of representational perceptual state. 

Very different kind of distal causes can produce the same kind of proximal 

stimulations. Because of this, the same type of perceptual state can be produced in 

those cases where one enjoys a veridical experience of a perceived object and those in 

which one suffers a hallucination, or what Burge describes as “referential illusions”. In 

these latter cases, proximal stimulation is due to some deviant causal chain, and not a 

perceived object. This, Burge argues, is incompatible with Disjunctivism.  

However, most Naïve Realists are not impressed by this kind of argument. See, 

for instance, French and Phillips (ms.) for a helpful discussion. Their reason for 
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rejecting Burge’s argument is not that they take issue with the relevant science. They 

are happy to grant that some version of the Proximality principle is true, and even that 

the output of the law-like transitions from proximal stimulations are representational 

states. However, they don’t think that these principles and explanations concern 

personal level conscious experience. Rather, they take the Proximality principle and the 

common representational element to be part of the visual processing which only 

subserves conscious visual experience.  

As French and Phillips argue, a Naïve Realist can accept that there is a common 

type of visual processing which subserves a case of veridical experience and a 

corresponding hallucination. The Naïve Realist holds, however, that the personal level 

experience which is produced in each case is of a different kind. In the former case, the 

processing enables or produces a personal level state which consists in the subject 

being acquainted with entities in the world. But this is not so in the latter case of 

hallucinations.18  

The point of mentioning this issue is not that I have anything to add to this 

particular debate. The point is rather to illustrate one interesting feature and some 

innovative aspects of the argument that I present in this dissertation. As the debate just 

outlined illustrates, and as I also mentioned in the previous section, the question 

concerning the viability of Disjunctivism plays a very prominent role in the literature. 

That thesis forms one of the main targets for existing critiques of Naïve Realism. And 

proponents of Naïve Realism expend a lot of effort by defending this consequence of 

their view. Part of the reason for this is that Naïve Realists usually assume that the 

relational model which they offer of genuine perception is attractive in itself (e.g. 

Martin, 2006; see Soteriou, 2016 for discussion).  

In this dissertation, I pursue a different dialectic. The problems that I articulate 

for Naïve Realism are not directed against Disjunctivism, but are targeted at the Naïve 

Realist’s relational account of veridical experience. I argue that this account is too 

sparse, as it does not adequately capture the structure and the full subject matter of 

experience. I also critically assess a central motivation for the Naïve Realist’s view.  

I think that these challenges represent dialectical progress. Because the relational 

account of veridical experience lies at the heart of Naïve Realism, and is supposedly its 

 
18 See also Campbell (2002) for reflections on how visual processing relates to conscious experience 
within a Naïve Realist framework. 
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main attraction, there are no other features of this view that can potentially outweigh 

the problems that I raise. Therefore, these problems have to be dealt with at first hand. 

In this respect, the problems are more fundamental than arguments which are directed 

at Disjunctivism, or Naïve Realist treatments of hallucination, for instance. As my 

arguments are independent of Disjunctivism, this allows us to sidestep that issue and 

focus directly on veridical experience. In other words, you do not have to accept the 

argument that Tyler Burge develops in order to agree with the arguments that I 

develop.  

To see that my arguments are independent of Disjunctivism, one may observe 

that they are in fact compatible with it. In chapter 5 of the dissertation I argue that 

one can combine Disjunctivism with Representationalism. 

 

 

3.4. Reflections on method and abductive reasoning 

While the work contained in this dissertation often builds on empirical material, I do 

not deal first-hand with data gathering or data analysis. This is similar to most other 

works in philosophy. Instead, I develop other types of arguments that are suited to 

address the theoretical questions under consideration, many of which are motivated by 

in-depth engagement with insights from perceptual psychology.  

The separate papers that make up the main part of the dissertation are structured 

around arguments with a range of different forms. In some cases, the arguments are 

expressed in passages containing informal lines of reasoning. But I will often state the 

main arguments of the papers in a more rigid form, as a numbered list of premises 

with a transparent logical structure that support the relevant conclusion. I do this in 

part because it is a great method for structuring and presenting potential disagreement. 

If one disagrees with the conclusion to one of those arguments, then that disagreement 

can be translated into a rejection of one or more of the premises of the argument, or a 

rejection of the claim that the premises support the conclusion. This structures the 

discussion in most of the papers. 

In some cases, the arguments I develop are deductively valid, i.e. the premises 

logically entail the conclusion. This means that the ways in which one can potentially 

resist the argument are limited, as one can only challenge those arguments by rejecting 

one or more of the premises. Importantly, however, not all of the arguments in this 
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dissertation are deductively valid. I also rely extensively on abductive reasoning, i.e. 

inference to the best explanation. Very roughly, the idea behind abductive reasoning is 

that we can compare theories (or hypotheses) in terms of how well they would 

potentially explain the relevant evidence. We should then adopt the theory or 

hypothesis which provides the best potential explanation (Lipton, 2004; Williamson, 

2016). 

In some cases, making a comparison between two (or more) competing theories 

might be relatively straightforward. For instance, it might be quite clear that one theory 

provides an explanation for some evidence that an alternative theory has no 

explanation for. If things are otherwise equal, the former theory is stronger. We should 

prefer the theory that can explain more.  

However, it is not always the case that one theory is strictly speaking stronger 

than the alternatives. In many theoretical debates, there will often be different ways of 

fitting theory and evidence. In those cases, an abductive methodology recommends 

that we adopt the theory which ranks highest on certain standard criteria for theory 

choice. For instance, we should prefer a theory that offers the most simple and 

straightforward explanation of the relevant evidence. It is also natural to think that we 

should prefer a theory that can be unified with other theories, and one that minimizes 

new ontological commitments, and so on. 

To illustrate in very abstract terms, let us say that theory T can explain evidence 

E in a straightforward manner. The explanation follows from some of the theory’s 

fundamental assumptions, and the evidence fits nicely with the general motivation 

behind the theory. Compare this with an alternative theory T*, which can only explain 

E if we make a specific amendment to the theory, and where this amendment also runs 

counter to the central motivation which the theory is built from. In this case, T offers a 

better explanation than T*, since the latter only offers an ad hoc explanation. Relying on 

abductive reasoning, this comparison takes us to the conclusion that we should adopt 

T over T*. 

This is a very rough sketch of how abductive reasoning is typically construed. 

For an extensive account of how inference to the best explanation works more 

generally, see, for instance, Lipton (Lipton, 2004). For discussion on abductive 

methodology in philosophy in particular, see, for instance, Williamson (2016, 2017). 

Abductive reasoning plays a prominent role in philosophy. To mention a few 

examples, it is natural to think of David Lewis’ book On the Plurality of Worlds overall as 
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comprising an abductive argument for Modal Realism (1986). The same goes for 

Williamson’s argument for Necessitism (2013). However, abductive reasoning is not 

limited to philosophy. Abductive reasoning also plays an important role in most 

scientific and theoretic contexts (again, see Lipton, 2004 for discussion). As 

Williamson puts it, “[t]he abductive methodology is the best science offers, and we 

should use it.” (2017, p. 334) I follow that credo in this dissertation. Here are some 

illustrations of the role that abductive reasoning plays in the different arguments in this 

dissertation. 

In chapter 2 I argue that illusory conjunctions pose a fundamental problem for 

Naïve Realism. I articulate a deductively valid argument with five premises which 

support the conclusion that the Naïve Realist account of veridical experience does not 

hold. The premises, in turn, are mostly supported by standard abductive reasoning. For 

instance, one of the premises rests on the assumption that certain types of illusory 

conjunctions are possible. One way to resist this argument would be to reject this 

premise, i.e. to reject that the relevant types of binding errors and the corresponding 

illusory conjunctions are possible. I support this premise by arguing that it is the most 

straightforward interpretation of relevant experimental results and phenomenological 

evidence. In doing so, I consider alternative explanations of the evidence, but argue 

that they are not attractive. 

In chapter 4, I use an argument form which is known as the “method of 

phenomenal contrast” (cf. Siegel, 2011). This is a more general method that one can 

use to investigate the content of experience. The basic idea behind this method is that 

we can assess competing hypotheses about the content of experience based on which 

hypothesis best predicts and explains patterns of sameness and difference in 

phenomenal character between relevant experiences. As such, this method is inherently 

abductive. In this chapter, I consider the hypothesis that visual experiences represent 

statistical generalizations which range over groups of objects, for instance that a group 

of lines has a certain average orientation. I argue that this suggestion explains patterns 

of sameness and difference between experiences of relevant groups better than the 

alternative explanations that the competing hypothesis has available.  

While many of the individual arguments developed in this dissertation are 

instances of abductive reasoning, it is also natural to consider the whole dissertation as 

one extended abductive argument for Representationalism over Naïve Realism.  
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4. Summaries of the papers 

In this section I summarize the four main papers which make up the main part of the 

dissertation. 

 

4.1.  Paper 1: Why illusory conjunctions pose a fundamental problem for 

Naïve Realism 

In the paper that constitutes chapter 2 of this dissertation, I articulate a new 

fundamental problem for the account that Naïve Realists offer for a certain type of 

veridical experience, namely those cases in which one veridically experiences an object 

looking a certain way. Examples of these cases include the veridical experience of a 

banana looking yellow, the veridical experience of a car looking red, or more generally 

the veridical experience of an object looking F. According to Naïve Realism, this kind 

of experience consists in the subject being non-representationally perceptually related 

to the relevant object and the property instance residing in it, e.g. perceiving the 

banana and perceiving its yellowness (from a certain point of view). I argue that 

illusory conjunctions pose a problem for this account. Illusory conjunctions are 

experiences that result from binding errors in visual processing. In some cases of 

illusory conjunctions, a perceived property is experienced as belonging to a different 

object from the one that it actually belongs to. These cases are not veridical 

experiences. However, as I argue in this paper, the Naïve Realist account does not 

offer the tools to adequately discriminate the two. The Naïve Realist account of 

veridical experience erroneously counts this type of illusory conjunction as a veridical 

experience.  

This problem is novel, as there is no discussion of illusory conjunctions in the 

Naïve Realist literature. I articulate the challenge as a deductively valid argument with 

five premises to help me structure the discussion. I spend a great amount of time 

exploring potential strategies which a Naïve Realist might pursue to escape the 

problem by resisting one or more of the premises. In the end, I argue that none of the 

potential ways of escaping the argument succeeds.  

In this paper, I also show that Representationalism does not face the same 

problem. According to the Representationalist view, the difference between veridical 

experiences and the relevant type of illusory conjunctions can be accounted for in 
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terms of differences in the attribution structure of the contents of experience. This 

comparison provides new reasons to be a Representationalist. 

 

 

4.2.  Paper 2: Perceiving Possibilities 

In the paper that constitutes chapter 3 of this dissertation, I defend what I call 

“Possibilism”. This is the view that we do not only experience the actual scenarios that 

make up our surroundings, i.e. the arrangement of objects, properties, relations and 

events that are instantiated in our local environment. Rather, we can also experience 

certain non-actual scenarios as possible, or as going to happen in the immediate future. 

Importantly, Possibilism implies that veridical experience can involve relations to 

properties and event types which are not in fact instantiated in one’s environment (but 

that can be or will be instantiated). Because of this, the view is incompatible with Naïve 

Realism. Representationalism, on the other hand, can accommodate Possibilism, as 

one can hold that experiences have modal contents which represent non-actual 

scenarios as possible or as going to happen.  

The main arguments of the paper are structured around a general abductive 

argument scheme that I develop. The idea behind this argument scheme is that we can 

investigate the content of experience by considering what kind of information is 

processed by the visual system. I argue more generally that, absent independent 

reasons that strongly speak against the consequent, we can rely on the following 

conditional when considering the contents of visual experience:  

 

Connection principle: If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that F and S’s 

visual processing represents that F, then S’s visual experience represents that F is 

the case. 

 

I defend Possibilism by arguing that there are at least three specific types of unrealized 

possibilities which visual experiences represent. First, visual experiences represent 

where moving objects will be a few moments into the future. Second, they represent 

that certain objects which fit together can be combined to form a new object with a 

new shape. Third, visual experiences represent that unstable objects will topple and fall 
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over in the immediate future. Each claim is supported by an argument relying on an 

instance of the Connection principle. 

 

 

4.3. Paper 3: Seeing averages: on statistical generalizations in visual 

experience 

In the paper that constitutes chapter 4 of the dissertation, I articulate and defend 

Perceptual Generalization, which is the view that we can visually experience what the 

average is for a group of similar objects in certain feature dimensions, e.g. that we can 

experience what the average orientation is for a group of lines. I show that this view is 

also incompatible with Naïve Realism, in contrast with Representationalism. In this 

sense, the argument developed in this paper does double duty in the same way as the 

argument in chapter 3: it shows not only that a Representationalist should adopt 

Perpetual Generalization, but also provides reasons to adopt Representationalism over 

Naïve Realism in the first place.  

I develop two main arguments in support of Perceptual Generalization. The first 

builds on recent results from research on “ensemble perception” in perceptual 

psychology. Those experiments show that subjects can form statistical generalizations 

for perceived groups. I argue that they also support Perceptual Generalization, as the 

capacity to form those generalizations is similar in important and characteristic ways to 

other perceptual capacities. The second argument builds on the method of 

phenomenal contrast (as explained in section 3.4).   

 

 

4.4. Paper 4: Disjunctive Representationalism – or, How 

Representationalism can capture the nature of experience as it 

seems to be just on reflection 

In the paper that constitutes chapter 5 of the dissertation, I critically assess one of the 

central motivations behind Naïve Realism, which is that this view can capture the 

nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection. There are many different 

aspects which one might focus on when considering the nature of experience as it 

seems to be just on reflection. However, I take it that the aspect which is most relevant 
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in this context is the idea that the character of experience seems to be constitutively 

shaped by the properties that perceived objects instantiate. This is something that 

Naïve Realism is positioned to capture with their relational account.  

However, I argue that there is also room for a view that can capture this 

motivation within the Representationalist framework. More specifically, we can capture 

this by developing a disjunctive version of Representationalism. On the view I have in 

mind, veridical experiences are understood as being instances of a special type of 

representational state, one which is characterized by a distinctive, factive 

representational manner which is different from non-veridical experiences such as 

illusions and hallucinations (see earlier discussion in section 2.3.1). If one combines 

this claim with the idea that representational manners are part of the conscious 

character of experience, then this view can capture the idea that the conscious 

character of certain experiences is constitutively shaped by the properties that 

perceived objects actually instantiate. This shows that the Naïve Realist’s motivation 

fails in an important way. It does not effectively motivate Naïve Realism over 

Representationalism, as the latter can also capture the nature of experience as it seems 

to be just through reflection.  

 

 

5. Conclusion: Representational Riches 

The four papers summarized above each make an individual contribution to the 

literature and can be appreciated in isolation. However, they should also be understood 

as parts in one overarching project, as I have emphasized throughout this introduction. 

The four papers make up an extended abductive argument for Representationalism 

over Naïve Realism.  

I think it is useful to understand this argument as having two related 

components that work together. The first part of the argument is made up of chapters 

2, 3 and 4. They show, each in a different way, that the structure and subject matter of 

experience is richer than commonly assumed. I argue that Naïve Realism is too sparse 

to capture this richness. It cannot adequately account for the difference between 

veridical experience and illusory conjunctions; it cannot account for experience of 

possible and future scenarios; and it cannot account for experiences of averages. 

Representationalism, however, can accommodate all those aspects, as representation is 
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rich in the relevant ways. Representationalism can capture the difference between 

veridical experience and illusory conjunctions in terms of a difference in the attribution 

structure of representational contents; it can capture experience of possible and future 

scenarios in terms of representation of modal contents; and it can capture experience 

of averages with representation of statistical generalizations.  

The second part of the argument is made up of chapter 5. In this paper I argue 

that a version of Representationalism can capture the character of experience as it 

seems to be just on reflection. This shows that the Representationalist framework is 

rich in yet another way, as it actually can accommodate one of the main motivations 

that Naïve Realists often use to motivate their view. 

Taken together, these two stages provide a novel line of support for 

Representationalism. One part of the innovation with this argument is – as I have 

already mentioned on several occasions – that it can be appreciated by focusing solely 

on the accounts that Representationalism and Naïve Realism give of veridical 

experience. The overall argument developed here does not build on a criticism of 

Disjunctivism. Rather, my overall argument shows that the Naïve Realist account of 

veridical experience is too sparse because it rejects that representation plays any 

fundamental role in accounting for visual experience and its conscious character. We 

need representational riches to fully capture the structure and subject matter of 

experience.  
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2 
 

 

Why illusory conjunctions pose a fundamental problem 

for Naïve Realism 

 

 

Abstract: In this paper I develop a new argument for Representationalism over 
Naïve Realism. I argue that illusory conjunctions pose a problem for the relational 
account that Naïve Realism offers of veridical experience. Illusory conjunctions are 
experiences that result from binding errors in visual processing (Ceja et al., 2020; 
Henderson & McClelland, 2020; Treisman, 1998). In some cases of illusory 
conjunction, a perceived property is experienced as belonging to a different object 
from the one it actually belongs to. These cases are not veridical experiences, but 
the Naïve Realist account does not offer the tools to discriminate them. On their 
view, these illusory conjunctions are counted erroneously as instances of veridical 
experience. However, Representationalism does not face the same problem. For 
the Representationalist, the difference between veridical experiences and illusory 
conjunctions can be captured by differences in the attribution structure of the 
contents of experience. This comparison provides new reasons to be a 
Representationalist. 
 

 

1. Introduction  

Naïve Realism has become increasingly popular in recent years.19 This view advocates a 

relational account of experience, which is supposed to compete with 

Representationalism. Importantly, the view offers primarily an account of what veridical 

experience consists in, i.e. cases in which we perceive what the world around us is like. 

Their relational account does not apply to hallucinations, for instance.20 Because of 

 
19 See, for example, Logue (2012), French and Gomes (2019), French and Phillips (2020).  
20 For Naïve Realist views on hallucination, see Martin (2006), Fish (2009) and Moran (2019). 
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this, the view is committed to Disjunctivism, the thesis that not all experiences are of 

the same fundamental kind. This consequence forms one common target for many of 

the existing critiques of the view.21 However, Naïve Realists want to accept this 

consequence because they see their relational account of veridical experience as 

particularly promising on its own. Their main point in support is that this view 

captures the nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection (Martin, 2006).22  

In this paper I develop a new fundamental problem for Naïve Realism. 

Importantly, the problem does not target Disjunctivism, but attaches directly to the 

relational account which Naïve Realists offer of veridical experience. I argue that their 

relational account is too sparse, as it cannot adequately distinguish veridical 

experiences from certain cases of illusory conjunction, i.e. non-veridical experiences 

that arise from binding errors in visual processing. Illusory conjunctions are 

underexplored in philosophical contexts23, despite being a much-discussed topic in 

perceptual psychology (Botella et al., 2017; Ceja et al., 2020; Flombaum et al., 2009; 

Henderson & McClelland, 2020; Treisman, 1998).  

While illusory conjunctions pose a problem for Naïve Realism, they are not a 

problem for Representationalism. For the Representationalist, the difference between 

veridical experience and illusory conjunctions is captured in terms of a difference in 

the attribution structure of the content of experience. This provides new reasons for 

adopting Representationalism over Naïve Realism. 

The structure of the paper is the following. Section 2 sets out the 

Representationalist and the Naïve Realist accounts of veridical experience. Section 3 

introduces illusory conjunctions and argues that they pose a problem for Naïve 

Realism, in contrast with Representationalism. In the second half of the paper 

(sections 4-9) I consider potential ways that the Naïve Realist might try to escape the 

challenge. I argue that they do not succeed.  

 

 

 

 
21 See, for instance, Burge (2005, 2010, n. 97, 2011). 
22 I discuss this line of motivation much more in chapter 5 of this dissertation.  
23 The new typology of illusions in Macpherson and Batty (2016) is an exception. They also predict that 
some of the new illusions they identify generate problems for Naïve Realism, but the claim is left 
unargued. This paper validates that prediction. 
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2. Representationalism and Naïve Realism on veridical 

experience 

At the heart of Naïve Realism lies an account of what veridical experience consists in, 

which is what I am interested in here. I also restrict my attention to a special type of 

veridical experience which is much discussed in the literature, namely cases in which an 

object looks to have a property that it actually has. Examples would include a veridical 

experience of a banana looking yellow, a veridical experience of a car looking red, and 

more generally a veridical experience of an object looking F. There are certainly many 

other types of veridical experiences, for instance cases in which one experiences events 

unfolding in the environment, relations between objects, and so on. However, those 

types will not be discussed here. 24 Representationalism and Naïve Realism give 

different accounts of what having a veridical experience of the relevant type consists 

in. I will treat each of them in turn.  

According to Representationalism, visual experiences are fundamentally 

representational states with content (e.g. Schellenberg, 2018; Tye, 2009). On this view, 

the content of the experience, just like the content of a belief for instance, represents 

the world as being a certain way. Here is how Adam Pautz characterizes the view: 

 
To a first approximation, representationalism about sensory consciousness 
holds that sensory consciousness (for instance, being conscious of a red and 
round thing, or being conscious of the aroma of coffee) is a bit like belief or 
judgment. Having a belief is a matter of representing the world to be a certain 
way. Likewise, according to representationalists, sensory consciousness is a 
matter of representing the world to be a certain way. (2020, p. 405) 
 

There are currently a range of different debates on the exact nature of perceptual 

representation, but most of those debates are orthogonal to our issue. The only 

assumption I will make, which I take to be quite uncontroversial, is that the contents 

of visual experiences typically represent many different elements – objects, properties, 

 
24 Two clarifications about the target phenomenon. First, the kind of experiences that we are interested 
in are veridical in a strong sense. They do not include what is called “veridical hallucination” in the 
literature, e.g. hallucinations that by coincidence happens to “match” the scene in front of the perceiver. 
I am only interested in those cases in which one actually perceives the way the world is. See Lewis 
(1980), Siegel (2011, pp. 37–38), Burge (2010, pp. 381–382), Logue (2017) for discussion of veridical 
hallucinations. 

Second, the phenomenon we are considering should not be equated with states of perceptually 
based knowledge, i.e. knowing that the banana is yellow on the basis of your experience. What I am 
considering here is the experiential antecedent to that state of knowledge. It is about how things visually 
appear to the perceiver. One can differentiate these states by observing that it is possible to veridically 
experience an object looking a certain way without believing that the object actually is that way. 
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relations and events – and that the nature of the content is not determined merely by 

which elements one represents, but also by the structure of the content, e.g. which 

objects one represents the properties as belonging to, which objects one represents the 

relations as holding between, and so on. To illustrate, consider two different subjects, 

one who believes that a is F and that b is G, and another who believes that a is G and b is 

F. The contents of both beliefs represent the very same elements (the same objects and 

properties), but the structure of the content is obviously different. What is different is 

which object the properties are represented as belonging to. In the following I will say 

that, when we represent an object as having a property, the relevant property is 

attributed to the object. Putting it this way, the two beliefs have contents that differ in 

their attribution structure.  

Within the Representationalist framework, having a veridical experience requires 

that the content is accurate, i.e. one must represent the right elements (the right object 

and property) and the content must have the right structure. For instance, in order to 

have a veridical experience of the banana looking yellow, one must represent the 

banana and the property of being yellow, and that property must be attributed to the 

object. In addition, the experience must also be caused by the object and the instance 

of yellowness residing in it, in the right sort of way. This is required to avoid problems 

relating to “deviant casual chains”. Put generally, we get the following account (where o 

is an object that is F). Note that this account is supposed to capture what having a 

veridical experience consists in, but our discussion does not hinge on any particular 

issues relating to the nature of constitutive explanation. I will therefore put the 

competing accounts in terms of biconditionals: 

 

Representationalism on veridical experience:  

S has a veridical experience of o looking F if and only if  

• S attributes the property of being F to o; and 

• S’s experience is caused (in the right way) by o and the instance of F-ness 

residing in it. 

 

This account follows roughly what we find in Siegel (2011) and Macpherson and Batty 

(2016). It is also implied in Burge (2010). 

Naïve Realism offers an alternative account, since Naïve Realists reject that 

representation and content play any fundamental explanatory role in accounting for 
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visual experience.25 Instead, they hold that experiences are fundamentally relational. 

Having a veridical experience consists in being perceptually related to entities located 

in the environment around the perceiver, where this is understood in a non-

representational way. Typically, the entities that we are supposed to be perceptually 

related to in the kind of experience that is of interest to us are objects and property 

instances, i.e. particularized qualities belonging to specific objects (e.g. the particular 

redness residing in this car). Here is how it is put in recent literature: 

 
[…] I’m currently having a veridical visual experience of the banana on my 
desk: I see it, and it looks to me to be yellow and crescent-shaped […] Naive 
Realism is the view that veridical experience fundamentally consists in the 
subject perceiving things in her environment and some of their properties. For 
example, according to the Naive Realist, my veridical experience of the banana 
fundamentally consists in my perceiving it, and certain of its properties (its 
yellowness and its crescent-shapedness). […] [T]his state of affairs constitutes 
the metaphysical structure of veridical experience. (Logue, 2012, p. 211) 
 
[L]et us ask what a simple, naïve realist account of ordinary veridical 
perception must minimally involve. Suppose S sees a red car and it looks red 
to her. Here the naïve realist can simply appeal to the car and its redness to 
account for the experience. (French & Phillips, 2020, p. 2) 
 

Given these characterizations, one might be inclined to think that, according to Naïve 

Realists, having a veridical experience of o looking F simply consists in perceiving o and 

perceiving the F-ness residing in o. But that is too quick – it holds for many versions of 

Naïve Realism, but not all. On some versions of the view, experiences are shaped not 

only by the things we are related to, but also by the point of view that the perceiver 

occupies. Points of view are here understood as comprising aspects of the perceptual 

conditions in the relevant situation, such as the relative spatial positioning between 

subject and objects, lighting conditions and distribution of attention.26 When a 

perceiver occupies certain points of view, she might have an illusory experience even if 

she perceives the relevant objects and properties. This is at least the view that French 

and Phillips have recently developed (2020). They apply this approach to cases in 

which an object looks to have a different color from the one that it actually has due to 

certain lighting conditions, or when an object looks to have a different shape from the 

one it actually has due to relative spatial positioning (oblique viewing angles), and so 

on. As an example, they consider a case in which a perceiver views a red car under 

 
25 See Logue (2014), French (2020) for discussion. 
26 For discussion, see Campbell (2009), Brewer (2011), French and Phillips (2020). 
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sodium streetlights, such that it looks orange. In such a case, they say, the perceiver is 

perceptually related to the object and its redness, and the fact that the object looks 

orange to the perceiver is explained by the fact that one perceives the redness from 

that point of view, i.e. under those specific lighting conditions (2020, p. 7). 

Because of this, we should add to the Naïve Realist account of veridical 

experience the requirement that one perceives the relevant objects and properties from 

an adequate point of view in order to have a veridical experience. Adequate points of 

view comprise those perceptual conditions that do not skew the way the relevant 

properties appear to the perceiver: certain normal lighting conditions for colors, certain 

viewing angles for shapes, and so on. With this in place, we end up with the following 

account (where o is an object that is F): 

 

Naïve Realism on veridical experience:  

S has a veridical experience of o looking F if and only if  

• S perceives o; 

• S perceives the instance of F-ness residing in o; and 

• S occupies an adequate point of view with respect to perceiving the F-ness. 

 

This view is assumed in Logue (2012), French and Phillips (2020), Genone (2014), as 

well as most of the standard Naïve Realist literature. It is also implied in Brewer’s 

updated version of his variant of Naïve Realism (2018b), although his statement of the 

view is complicated in part by being entangled with an account of what it is for a 

perceiver to recognize that an object is F based on the way it looks. 

 

 

3. Illusory conjunctions and the main argument 

The Naïve Realist account of veridical experience looks promising, it is arguably quite 

intuitive and it is also very simple. I will argue in this section, however, that it is too 

simple. The core of my argument is that their account fails to adequately discriminate 

veridical experiences from certain types of illusory conjunctions, non-veridical 

experiences that are due to “binding errors” in visual processing. Representationalism, 

in contrast, does not face the same problem.  
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I will first say a little bit about the framework within which the relevant type of 

binding errors is understood in perceptual psychology, namely the “object file” 

framework. I give some time to explaining the kind of evidence which supports the 

idea that there can be binding errors in the object file system that give rise to illusory 

conjunctions. Then, I will home in on the kind of binding errors that are relevant for 

our purposes, and state what I take to be the challenge they pose to Naïve Realism. 

Note at the outset that I am assuming throughout that visual processing can be 

understood and characterized in representational terms. I take the common picture in 

both the science and the philosophy to be that the visual system is processing and 

analyzing information in order to determine distal causes of retinal stimulation (e.g. 

Palmer, 1999). Perceptual psychology uncovers the different kinds of cognitive 

mechanisms involved in these processes, e.g. the mechanisms involved in analyzing 

information about different kinds of properties, how edges and parts of objects are 

assembled into wholes, information about the dynamics of the visual scene, and so on 

(see Wolfe et al., 2015 for an introduction). One of the main constraints that guide that 

work is that retinal stimulation vastly underdetermines distal causes (see Burge, 2010, 

Chapter 8 for discussion). It is worth clarifying that this way of thinking about visual 

processing is in itself not supposed to be a problem for Naïve Realism, which would 

prejudge the issue in favor of Representationalism. The reason for this is that 

proponents of Naïve Realism see visual processing as serving an enabling role for 

conscious experience. On this view, when the visual system processes information 

about an object, this enables the perceiver to be non-representationally perceptually 

related to that object. Similarly, when the visual system is processing information about 

the property instances located in the environment, this enables the perceiver to be 

perceptually related to those properties, and so on. See Campbell (2002, Chapters 2, 6), 

Fish (2009, sec. 5.5) and French and Phillips (forthcoming) for discussion of the 

relation between visual processing and conscious experience. 

I have no principled objection against this way of thinking about the relationship 

in general. The problem is that their account of veridical experience is too sparse. It 

doesn’t capture all the structure of veridical experience, some of which we learn about 

through studying the structure of visual processing. 

Turning to that structure, it is often assumed that visual processing often 

represents objects by virtue of what are called “object files”, representations that 

persist through time and that serve to collect information about particular objects in 
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the visual field (Carey, 2009; Flombaum et al., 2009; Green & Quilty-Dunn, 2021; 

Kahneman et al., 1992; Murez & Recanati, 2016; Z. W. Pylyshyn, 2007; Treisman & 

Kahneman, 1984). The name derives from the idea that this type of representation is 

supposed to function in ways that are similar to a file system: when the visual system 

receives new information, it must decide whether it should update an already existing 

file with that information (corresponding to an experience of change in an already 

perceived object), or whether it should create a new file for the information 

(corresponding to the experience of a novel object in the scene).27 Let us say that you 

are watching a tennis match, you perceive the ball and experience it as being round, 

yellow and moving from right to left in your visual field. This kind of experience is 

supposed to be enabled by your visual processing maintaining an object file which 

tracks the ball, and which contains the information that the relevant object is round, 

that it is yellow, and that it is moving from right to left.  

Perceptual psychology is in the business of uncovering how the object file 

system works. One finding, for instance, is that, when the visual system resolves issues 

about persistence and change over time, the object file system operates in accordance 

with what is often called the “principle of spatiotemporal continuity” (e.g. Flombaum 

et al., 2009). As Scholl and Flombaum put it: “[W]hen deciding whether an object is 

the same persisting individual from some earlier time, factors relating to how and 

where that object has moved will almost always trump factors relating to what the 

object looks like” (Scholl & Flombaum, 2010, p. 656). For instance, subjects 

effortlessly perceive moving objects as being the same persisting object when they 

undergo brief occlusion – this is called the “tunnel effect”. This effect is very sensitive 

to the path of the object, and it only occurs when the object reappears at a time and 

place that is consistent with the earlier trajectory. In contrast, it does not depend on 

whether the object has the same color and shape throughout (Burke, 1952; Flombaum 

& Scholl, 2006).28  

Another, and perhaps more surprising, discovery is that, under certain 

conditions, there can be binding errors. Binding errors are cases in which the object 

 
27 Object-files are posited, among other things, to explain the object specific preview benefit (Kahneman 
et al., 1992). 
28 Further support for the principle is found in studies on multiple object tracking (Flombaum et al., 
2008; Scholl & Pylyshyn, 1999) and apparent motion (Burt & Sperling, 1981; Kolers & Pomerantz, 
1971). For general discussion, see also Scholl (2007). 
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file system fails to fulfil its function to segregate visually processed information into 

the correct files. They are cases in which one object file collects information that 

belongs to two (or more) distinct objects, or cases in which information about one 

particular object is divided between two (or more) distinct object files. Note that the 

idea in the experimental literature is that, when these binding errors occur at the level 

of visual processing, this will spill over to the structure of the experience. In those 

cases, there can be experiences where it looks to the perceiver as if one object actually 

has the properties of two distinct objects, or cases in which a property of one object is 

experienced as belonging to a different object from the one it belongs to, and so on. 

Binding errors at the level of experience are called “illusory conjunctions” (Flombaum 

et al., 2009; Treisman, 1998).   

Even though illusory conjunctions are not something that most people are 

familiar with from everyday life, there is experimental evidence which suggests that this 

kind of binding error does in fact occur under certain conditions. Some of the earliest 

evidence derives from studies that are designed to test a prediction of the Feature 

integration theory of attention. On this theory, spatial selective attention is required for 

correct binding, and, if attention is spread out over many objects or is otherwise 

overloaded, binding errors might occur (Treisman, 1998; Treisman & Gelade, 1980). In 

a representative experiment from an early study by Treisman and Schmidt (1982), 

subjects were briefly shown a display containing three colored letters (the targets) 

flanked by two black digits (distractors). They were then asked to name the digits first, 

before reporting as many of the colored letters as they could. In this condition, 

subjects were prone to report considerably more “conjunction errors” (a new 

combination of letters and colors already in the display) than “feature errors” (a 

combination of a letter/color in the display with a color/letter that was not in the 

display). Treisman and Schmidt claimed that this was due to binding errors leading to 

illusory conjunctions (for a review, see Prinzmetal, 2011).  

Similar results have been reported from experiments that use a variety of 

experimental set-ups. See, for instance, Prinzmetal et al. (1995), Wu et al. (2004), 

Botella et al. (2017), Ceja et al. (2020), and Henderson and McClelland (2020). It is also 

worth noting that patients with certain neurophysiological disorders are much more 

frequently subject to illusory conjunctions that also last over longer periods of time 

(Braet & Humphreys, 2009; Gillebert & Humphreys, 2010). 
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The type of illusory conjunction that is relevant for our concern is what I will 

call “migration cases”. Here is a schematic description: Consider a situation in which a 

subject, S, is presented with two objects – say a and b – and one of the objects has 

some property, for instance a color property, that the other object does not have – say 

a is F and b is not. A migration case happens when S is subject to a binding error, such 

that information about the color of a is inaccurately placed in the file which otherwise 

collects information about b, and this information is not part of the file which collects 

information pertaining to object a. As a result, S has an experience in which b looks F, 

and not a (I will say more to justify the claim that these cases are possible and do in 

fact occur presently; see sections 4 and 5 below). 

In this kind of migration case, the subject does not have a veridical experience of 

a looking F. After all, the object doesn’t look F. Even though the perceiver’s visual 

system is processing color information that pertains to the instance of F-ness residing in 

a, it is b that looks F to the perceiver because of the binding error. This is something 

that an account of what veridical experience consists in should be able to 

accommodate. Such an account should be able to distinguish this kind of case from a 

veridical experience of a looking F. 

Importantly, this is no problem for the Representationalist. Within this 

framework, it is natural to treat the migration case as involving an experience which 

inaccurately represents the world. The right elements are represented – the perceiver 

represents both a and the property of being F – but the structure of the content is 

inaccurate. The subject does not attribute the property of being F to a, but rather the 

property is inaccurately attributed to a different object. Accordingly, this case is not a 

veridical experience. I think that this way of accounting for the illusory conjunctions 

not only serves to distinguish such cases from veridical experience, but also offers a 

very simple and attractive way of accounting for illusory conjunctions on their own.  

In contrast, migration cases pose a problem for Naïve Realism. Proponents of 

this view cannot appeal to the explanation given above to distinguish the illusory 

conjunction from a veridical experience, as they reject that representational content 

plays any fundamental explanatory role in accounting for conscious experience. In 

order to provide an adequate relational account of what veridical experience consists 

in, they must be able to distinguish these experiences within their relational framework. 

However, the problem is that, in the migration case, the subject is still perceptually 

related to the relevant entities – the object and the property instance. The visual 
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experience is caused by those entities, and the visual system is processing information 

that pertains to that particular object and that particular property instance. Further, the 

point of view also appears to be adequate for perceiving F-ness. Binding errors happen 

in conditions that normally allow for veridical experience. Even in experiments that 

document high rates of illusory conjunctions, the result in the majority of cases is still 

veridical experience. Those experiments do not involve special lighting conditions, or 

stimuli being viewed from oblique angles either. Hence, within the Naïve Realist 

framework, the migration case seems to satisfy all the conditions that this account sets 

as constitutive for the subject to have a veridical experience of o looking F: the subject 

perceives a, and she perceives the F-ness residing in a, and she occupies an adequate 

point of view with respect to perceiving the F-ness. But this is a problem as the case is 

not a veridical experience.29 We can capture the challenge that Naïve Realists face with 

the following argument: 

 

Let a be an object that is F, and S be a perceiver who is subject to a migration case as 

the one schematically described above:  

1. S does not have a veridical experience of a looking F. 

2. S perceives a. 

3. S perceives the F-ness residing in a. 

4. S occupies an adequate point of view with respect to perceiving the F-ness. 

5. If the Naïve Realist account of veridical experience holds, then, if premises 

2, 3, and 4 are true, then S has a veridical experience of a looking F.  

C. The Naïve Realist account of veridical experience does not hold. 

 
29 As the problem posed for Naïve Realism here in some sense concerns how properties are “bound” to 
objects in experience, one might think that this problem is related to the much discussed “many-
property problem”, which concerns the ability to distinguish experiences (or ascriptions of experiences) 
of the same properties on the basis of the way that those properties are “bound together”. The many-
property problem was traditionally raised as a problem only for adverbialism (Jackson, 1977), but some 
authors have recently claimed that a similar problem arises for other views as well (Crane & 
Grzankowski, ms.; D’Ambrosio, 2021). While one might think that the problems are in some sense 
related, I think it is important not to conflate them. There are several reasons for this: First, the problem 
I am considering is not primarily about how many different properties figure in experience or in 
ascriptions of experiences, but it rather concerns the connection between the perception of a property 
instance belonging to a specific object and how that object looks to the perceiver. The problem can be 
raised without discussing other properties that the subject is perceiving. In fact, it can be raised without 
assuming that the subject perceives any other properties of the relevant object. Secondly, the problem I 
am discussing attaches specifically to Naïve Realism, and directly to their account of what veridical 
experiences consist in. This is clearly not what existing discussions of the many property problem target. 
D’Ambrosio, for instance, discusses the many-property problem mainly in connection with views of 
hallucination and experience of “uninstantiated properties”. He seems to assume that, in the case of 
veridical experience, Naïve Realism goes clear of the issue he is considering (D’Ambrosio, 2021, p. 841).  
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One potential confusion is worth clarifying here: some might think that this argument 

is misguided as it targets Naïve Realism by applying the Naïve Realist’s account of 

veridical experience to illusory conjunctions. As illusory conjunctions are not veridical 

experiences, the account is not even supposed to apply – an opponent might suggest. 

Therefore, a Naïve Realist is free to offer some other account of those cases, similarly 

to how they offer a different account of hallucination.30 

But this way of thinking about the issue is deeply flawed. The problem is not 

that the Naïve Realist account does not offer any treatment of illusory conjunctions. 

The problem is that it gives an account of what having a veridical experience consists 

in which erroneously also applies to illusory conjunctions. Because of this, the account 

of veridical experience fails, as it does not adequately discriminate veridical experiences 

from cases of illusory conjunction. One cannot avoid this kind of counterexample by 

saying that the account is simply not supposed to hold for those cases. That is begging 

the question. A comparison might help to explain: Consider Gettier’s counterexamples 

to the classical analysis of knowledge as justified true belief (1963). Gettier’s point is 

that this theory of knowledge fails to adequately characterize what it is to know 

something, as the account erroneously also counts his examples as instances of 

knowledge. It is a mistake to think that one can avoid those counterexamples by 

simply insisting that one should only apply the classical analysis to instances of 

knowledge. That would be begging the question. The same applies in our case.  

In the following I will discuss various ways in which the Naïve Realist might try 

to escape the challenge. Importantly, there is no existing discussion of illusory 

conjunctions in the Naïve Realist literature (to the extent of my knowledge). The 

following sections therefore reflect my best effort at anticipating the different 

suggestions a proponent of that view might consider in response to the argument.  

There are three main suggestions to consider. First, one might challenge the idea 

that there can be illusory conjunctions in general, or more specifically that there can be 

migration cases as described here. This kind of response corresponds to a rejection of 

premise 1 in the argument; I consider this in sections 4 and 5 below. Second, one can 

argue that, in migration cases, one or more of the conditions in the Naïve Realist 

account of veridical experience does not obtain, i.e. they might reject one or more of 

 
30 I have met this response many times when presenting the challenge to others.  
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premises 2, 3 and 4. I will consider the suggestion that the perceiver fails to perceive 

the object (section 6) and that she fails to perceive the property instance (section 7), 

but no separate section is dedicated to a discussion centered on the perceiver’s point of 

view as I don’t think that it is particularly relevant here. Third, one might argue that the 

Naïve Realist account as I have presented it above is not complete. There are further 

conditions on veridical experience that one can supplement the account with, and 

which also serve to adequately distinguish veridical experience from illusory 

conjunctions. This suggestion corresponds to a challenge of premise 5 in the argument; 

I consider two different versions of the suggestion in sections 8 and 9.  

 

 

3.1. Objection 1: there are no illusory conjunctions in general 

The first potential objection to my argument is to reject the view that there are any 

binding errors at the level of visual processing and the corresponding illusory 

conjunctions. In other words, it is not the case that the object file system can fail in the 

way characterized above.  

The problem with this objection is that it goes against the most straightforward 

interpretation of the behavioral evidence. There are experiments in which subjects 

report properties from two distinct objects as if they belonged to one and the same 

object (referenced above). Taken at face value, those reports reflect binding errors. If 

the Naïve Realist is to reject that illusory conjunctions ever occur, they owe us an 

alternative explanation for why subjects make those reports in the relevant 

experiments. 

One suggestion that the Naïve Realist might consider at this point is that 

subjects sometimes make confused reports because they are subject to some kind of 

memory failure. In standard experiments on illusory conjunctions, subjects often 

report distractor elements first, before they report the target objects that are assessed 

for illusory conjunctions. One might suspect that the right combination of properties 

and objects have been partially forgotten by the time that they report target objects 

(for worries concerning memory see Navon & Ehrlich, 1995; Tsal, 1989). 

However, recent studies provide evidence that goes against this. Henderson and 

McClelland (2020) explicitly wanted to control for the effects that memory might have 

on conjunction error reports. In order to do so, they changed the reporting order: 
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subjects reported the targets first and distractors afterwards. This was aimed at 

decreasing potential mnemonic effects. Henderson and McClelland found that 

experiments that used the new report order also produced high rates of conjunction 

errors (when they controlled for task priority). This result suggests that conjunction 

error reports reflect the subjects’ experience and are not all due to faulty memory 

(2020 experiment 5).31 

There is also compelling phenomenological evidence which supports the claim 

that illusory conjunctions actually occur. When setting up their first experiment, 

Treisman and Schmidt ran test trials on themselves. They reported that the illusory 

conjunction effect was real, they had clear impressions of colors and letters, and they 

were surprised to find that many of the combinations they experienced were illusory 

(Treisman, 1998, p. 1297; Treisman & Schmidt, 1982, p. 109). It is also the case that 

subjects are generally more confident in their own report of what they saw in cases 

where they report illusory conjunctions, compared to cases in which they make feature 

errors. Further, they can be equally confident when reporting conjunction errors 

compared to the cases in which they make accurate reports (Prinzmetal et al., 2002, p. 

266). Koivisto and Silvanto also found that test subjects who make binding errors 

would answer affirmatively when asked whether they were “aware” of the properties 

they reported on (2011, pp. 1300–1301).  

 

 

3.2. Objection 2: there are no migration cases in particular 

A second objection that the Naïve Realist might consider is to argue that, even though 

there might be some type of binding errors and illusory conjunctions, migration cases 

specifically are not possible.  

One might perhaps motivate this objection by observing that most experiments 

which provide evidence for the possibility of illusory conjunctions seek to test whether 

there can be cases in which information about the properties of two distinct objects is 

combined in experience, so that it seems to the perceiver that they are properties of 

 
31 The study in Ceja et al. (2020) used the same report order, corroborating this result. Researchers have 
also controlled for memory effects by introducing simplified report paradigms such as using a probe 
with a forced choice matching task (Gillebert & Humphreys, 2010; Treisman & Schmidt, 1982 
experiment 2). 
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one and the same object. In some experiments, for instance, subjects are asked to 

report the color of a target letter, and the critical observation is that they sometimes 

report the color of a distractor object even if they are reliably able to identify the target 

(e.g. Henderson & McClelland, 2020). This is taken as evidence for the possibility that 

information pertaining to one object, say a, is combined with information pertaining to 

a different object, say b – a classic type of binding error. However, this is not yet a 

migration case. The crucial part of a migration case is that there is some information 

pertaining to a which is not stored in the file that primarily collects information about a, 

but is only stored in some other file that primarily collects information about some 

other object. The fact that a target object appears to have the color of a distractor does 

not yet show that the relevant color is not part of the file which collects information 

about the distractor. The information might be stored in both files at the same time! 

Call a case in which information about one of the features of a particular object is 

stored in two different files a “duplication” error. The current suggestion is that one 

might accept that there are illusory conjunctions, but argue that they are all duplication 

cases and none of them are migration cases.  

However, this is not plausible. There is no good reason in the first place to think 

that, if there can be binding errors, then they are all duplication cases. Simply ruling out 

that there can be migration cases seems arbitrary and unmotivated. 

Second and more importantly, migration cases are documented in the 

experimental literature. One relevant study in this respect is the one by Ceja et al. 

(2020). In their experiments, subjects were presented with an image containing four 

grey diamonds on a horizontal line, two on each side of a fixation cross. The image 

was presented for a fairly long time (800 msec.) both before and after a critical time 

window (only 80 msec). During the critical time window two things happen: 1) two 

diamonds changed color to either red or green, one on either side of the fixation cross; 

and 2) six objects appeared in the periphery, being either squares or circles. In some 

trials they were all the same, while in other trials both shapes were present. 

The subjects’ task was to report which colors were presented in the critical time 

window and where they occurred, as well as whether the shapes of the peripheral 

objects were all the same or not. The peripheral objects were included to manipulate 

the subjects’ attention. In order to respond correctly, subjects would have to spread 

out their attention over a large area and over many objects. This, together with the 

brief preview time, is supposed to produce binding errors. 
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And this is also what they found. In 36% of the trials, subjects reported the 

wrong object as having changed color. At the same time, subjects were very accurate in 

reporting which colors were presented on each side of the display (only 6.6% errors), 

and subjects could also quite reliably report whether the shapes in the periphery were 

all the same or not (14.4% errors).  

This seems to be a perfect example of a migration case. To see this, let us focus 

on the subject’s experience of the two diamonds on one side of the display. During the 

critical time window, one of those objects changes color; say that a changes to green 

while b stays grey throughout the trial. What Ceja et al. showed was that, when using 

this particular set up, subjects could reliably tell which color occurred in the critical 

time window, but they sometimes inaccurately reported that b changed color instead of 

a. In those cases when people make this mistake, they are presumably experiencing b as 

green and not a. I think this shows that migration cases do actually happen. 

 

 

3.3. Objection 3: the subject does not perceive the object 

Let us say that the Naïve Realist accepts that there can be binding errors at the level of 

visual processing. Even if she accepts that, she might object to the argument on the 

grounds that, in migration cases, the subject does not perceive the entities in question 

– the object and the property instance.  

Consider first the suggestion that the subject does not perceive the object. I 

think one potential way of motivating this suggestion could be inspired by John 

Campbell’s work on Naïve Realism (or what he calls “the Relational View” J. 

Campbell, 2002, 2009). According to Campbell, the perception of a specific object is 

enabled by visual processing forming an object representation that binds together 

information pertaining to the relevant object:  

 
It is only by finding which features are present and where, that it is possible 
for those features to be bound together to form object representations. The 
formation of an object representation is needed if there is to be experience of 
the object at all. Consequently, the binding of features established in early 
processing is needed for there to be any understanding of demonstratives 
referring to the objects in the vicinity. (2002, pp. 32–33) 

 

One might take this suggestion to support the following idea, namely that, in order to 

perceive an object, visual processing must be completely successful in binding all relevant 
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information about that particular object into one specific object representation. 

Building on this, one might claim that in migration cases, the perception of the object 

fails because binding fails. In those cases, information about one particular object is 

divided between two distinct files. When binding fails in this way, it is ambiguous 

which of the two files corresponds in the right way to the relevant object, so it is 

ambiguous which of those object representations enable the subject to perceive the 

object. Because it is ambiguous, the perception of the object fails.32 

However, I don’t think this reasoning holds generally. Granted, there might be 

some cases in which binding errors preclude the perception of objects because it is 

ambiguous which object file allows the perceiver to see the relevant object. But not all 

cases are like that. One reason for this is that not all information has the same 

“weight” when determining which object file corresponds in the relevant way to a 

particular object. In light of the principle of spatiotemporal continuity, for instance, it 

is natural to think that information about location and movement is much more 

important than information about color, for instance. To illustrate, consider the 

following type of case: let us say that information pertaining to object a is spread 

between two files, file X and file Y. File X contains information about the color of a, 

but otherwise it contains information pertaining to a different object, say b. Y, on the 

other hand, does not contain information about a’s color, but it does contain a lot of 

other information pertaining to the object, such as shape, and most importantly 

information about location and movement. In that sort of migration case, it seems as if 

the binding error does not preclude object perception. It is clear that file Y is the one 

that corresponds to a: it is the one that contains most information about a, and it also 

contains the kind of information that is most important for the way object files keep 

track of objects over time, which is location and movement. In this case, the perceiver 

sees a, by virtue of her visual processing maintaining file Y which keeps track of the 

object. Hence, certain types of binding errors seem to be perfectly compatible with the 

perception of the relevant objects.  

Again, the experiments in Ceja et al. (2020) seem to provide the perfect example 

of this kind of case. In these experiments, the subjects are shown the image with the 

 
32 Note that this suggestion is not found directly in Campbell’s work. Interestingly, Campbell does not 
consider illusory conjunctions at all even though he relies extensively on Anne Treisman’s work on the 
feature integration theory when discussing formation of object representations in visual processing. 
Hence, the suggestion considered here is only inspired by his account. 
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four diamonds for a considerable time before and after the critical time window 

(described above). It is natural, then, to think that the visual processing of participants 

in these experiments maintain object files for each of the diamonds, and that those 

files contain veridical information about the object’s location and shape in each case 

throughout the exposure. The binding error occurs only for a brief time when those 

files are updated with the newly received color information. A brief binding error with 

respect to new color information does not mean that those files suddenly lose their 

privileged connection with their specific object. In cases like this, there seems to be no 

good reason to hold that the subject does not perceive the relevant objects just because 

there is a binding error. 

 

 

3.4. Objection 4: the subject does not perceive the property instance 

A further objection a Naïve Realist might want to pursue is to reject that the subject 

perceives the F-ness residing in o in the relevant type of migration case. Again, we are 

here assuming that the F-ness is some color property, say green to keep the discussion 

more concrete.  

But why should we believe this? After all, there seems to be no good reason to 

say that the subject is not perceptually related to the relevant color even in cases of 

illusory conjunction. Quite the opposite. Those cases have all the relevant “symptoms” 

suggesting that the property instance is perceived. A central part of the evidence for 

the claim that there can be binding errors in visual processing is that subjects exhibit a 

sensitivity to which color is present, even though their visual processing fails to 

adequately coordinate that information with information about other objects and 

properties. In other words, the subject’s experience depends counterfactually on the 

color: in a counterfactual case in which a was red instead of green, the subject’s 

experience would have been different in a corresponding way. This shows further that 

the property instance plays a causal role in triggering the experience and that the visual 

system is processing information about the relevant color. 

Overall, it seems like there are plenty of reasons for thinking that the subject is 

perceptually related to the property instance even in the migration case. Hence, if the 

Naïve Realist is to reject the claim that the subject perceives the property, she has the 

presumption against her and owes us an explanation of why that is the case.  
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Here is one suggestion that one might consider at this point: Perhaps one can 

say that S fails to perceive the F-ness of o simply because o does not look to be F to S. 

Usually, when someone perceives a property of some particular object, that very object 

looks to have that property. Based on this, one might claim that it is a necessary 

requirement on perceiving the F-ness of o that o looks to be F.  

However, I do not think this suggestion is sound. First, it is not clear that the 

suggested principle holds for all cases even when we omit illusory conjunctions from 

consideration. Recall the case involving the car viewed under sodium streetlights 

mentioned earlier. On the version of Naïve Realism proposed by French and Phillips, 

the redness of the car is perceived in that case, even though the car does not look red 

to the perceiver (2020). This already throws doubt on the principle (see also Alford-

Duguid, 2020; Macpherson & Batty, 2016; Sundberg, 2019). 

Secondly, we have no good reason to believe in the principle. It is of course true 

that an object usually appears to be F whenever one perceives that object’s F-ness. But 

this is partly because illusory conjunctions are so rare. Illusory conjunctions appear to 

be straightforward exceptions to the suggested principle. They suggest that you can 

perceive the redness of a particular object even though that object does not look red, 

but some other object does. When those cases are brought into the light, the necessary 

requirement suggested above looks more like a false generalization.  

 

 

3.5. Can the Naïve Realist escape the challenge by amending their 

account? 

As I have argued above, it is very plausible that illusory conjunctions in general, and 

migration cases in particular, are possible. Arguably, the experiment in Ceja et al. 

(2020) demonstrates that these cases actually occur, and that they are not just figments 

of theory or creatures of a distant realm in the space of possible worlds. Further, I take 

it that it is also plausible that, in migration cases, the subject does perceive the relevant 

object and property. Together with the claim that the perceiver occupies an adequate 

point of view (I will not discuss that final condition in any further detail here), this 

means that the Naïve Realist theory that I staked out above delivers the false verdict 

that migration cases are instances of veridical experience. I take it that this is already a 



 
 
 64 

significant result, as that version of the view is what most authors have actually 

proposed.  

At this point, however, it is worth considering whether there are ways of 

amending the Naïve Realist account, or other versions of the view, which escapes the 

problem. What is missing from the account discussed so far is a condition which 

somehow captures “the right kind of binding” between perceived objects and 

properties. Is there any way of developing the Naïve Realist account which captures 

this, and which fits naturally with their overall relational account? The way I see it, 

there are two potential suggestions to consider at this point. On the first suggestion, 

there is a further binding structure in experience, over and above the elements that one 

is related to. On the second suggestion, binding is itself understood relationally. That 

is, in veridical experience the subject is related to an entity which binds together 

objects and property instances. I don’t think either option is attractive. I treat the first 

suggestion here and a version of the second one in the next section. 

To clarify, on the first suggestion, visual experience has a binding structure. This 

is not understood here as a further type of entity that we are perceptually related to, 

but rather it is a structure that organizes the objects and properties that we are already 

presented with.33 Taking this route, we end up with a version of Naïve Realism 

according to which veridical experience consists in perceiving an object, perceiving one 

of its properties, and then having those elements perceptually bound together in the 

right way. Correct binding is what is missing in the migration case. 

The problem with this approach is that it is not clear what perceptual binding in 

this setting is supposed to be. One natural way of taking it would be to understand it in 

terms of attribution: the property is bound to the object in the right way when it is 

represented as belonging to that object. I think this is a fruitful way of understanding 

experiences, but it makes the view a version of Representationalism. This does not fit 

with the Naïve Realist ambition, which is to offer a non-representational view of 

experience. 

Can the Naïve Realist not simply insist that there is a kind of perceptual binding 

which does the same job as attribution, but which is non-representational? I don’t 

think this is a sustainable way of approaching the issue. Simply saying that a non-

 
33 Bence Nanay suggests in an offhand comment that Naïve Realists can hold that properties are 
“perceptually bound to objects” in experience (2017). However, I have not seen any discussion of this in 
the Naïve Realist literature.  
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representational analogue of attribution is an essential ingredient in veridical experience 

does not give the Naïve Realist victory on the terms they set out with. It brings the 

account too close to Representationalism for comfort, too close to uphold that this is 

an alternative to Representationalism. 

 

 

3.6. What about facts and William Fish’s view? 

The second suggestion is that successful binding is to be accounted for in terms of the 

subject being perceptually related to some kind of entity which binds together property 

instances and objects. But what kind of entity is this? One might think that Fish’s 

articulation of Naïve Realism provides the resources to get this suggestion going, as he 

thinks that we are perceptually related to entities that in some sense unify objects and 

properties, namely what he calls “facts” (Fish, 2009, pp. 51–54). It is important to note 

that this is supposed to be a worldly notion of facts, meaning that they are not true 

propositions, but are the same thing that Armstrong has called “states of affairs” 

(Armstrong, 2010).  

Inspired by this, someone might suggest that the perception of facts/states of 

affairs is what is missing in the migration case. That is, S perceives o and perceives the 

F-ness of o, but fails to perceive the fact that binds the two together. However, while 

this might appear at first glance like a coherent picture, I do not think it holds up. 

The first problem is that this view is clearly not what Fish holds. According to 

him, facts are what we are fundamentally related to in perception. On his view, we are 

only related to objects and properties derivatively by perceiving facts that they 

compose (Fish, 2009, p. 53). Hence, it doesn’t make sense for Fish to say that one can 

perceive the property without perceiving the fact.  

But why can we not simply amend the framework and get rid of this 

commitment? Could we not simply say that one can be perceptually related to the 

object and the property instances, without being related to the fact that ties them 

together?  

However, I doubt that this is a sound way of thinking about the issue, mainly 

because there seems to be no good reason for thinking that there exist facts/states of 

affairs when they are construed as something in addition to property instances. 



 
 
 66 

To clarify, I take it that there are some frameworks in which it is natural to talk 

of facts/states of affairs and think of them as bridging a gap between objects and 

properties. But in those cases, they do not come in addition to property instances. For 

example, say you have an ontology according to which you are thinking of properties 

in terms of universals that are modally independent of any specific instantiation by an 

object (e.g. Armstrong, 2010). These universals are obviously not property instances, 

and they cannot alone explain what it is for an object to exemplify a property. On that 

picture, the theorist will need a further ingredient, it seems, to link universals and 

objects. It is natural to think of this in terms of a worldly notion of facts/states of 

affairs. But note that, on this view, facts come in addition to universals; they do not 

come in addition to property instances. Rather, facts are what constitutes property 

exemplifications. This means, further, that, on this view, it is natural to say that there 

are only two apt relata of the perceptual relation: on the one hand, the object and, on 

the other, the fact consisting in the objects’ instantiation of the universal F. If there is a 

sense in which one perceives the universal in this picture, that comes derivatively and 

together with the perception of the fact/state of affairs which constitutes the 

exemplification. I take it that this way of thinking about the issue is also more in line 

with the view that Fish espouses.  

Understood in this way, the facts/states of affairs view provides no solution to 

the migration case. The arguments made in previous sections should carry over to this 

framework and yield the conclusion that, in the migration case, the subject perceives o 

and she perceives the fact/state of affairs consisting in the object’s instantiation of the 

universal F. This still does not give us tools to discriminate these cases from veridical 

experiences.  

The point I made above was that, in a setting in which you already assume that 

there are property instances (particularized qualities that belong to specific objects), 

then it is not clear why one would hold that there is also some further particular entity 

in addition which unites the property instances and the objects. That seems like a 

needlessly complex picture.  

In short, there seems to be no good reason to think that there are both particular 

worldly facts and particular property instances. One of them will do. As far as I can 

tell, there is nothing in the view Fish develops that speaks against this understanding; 

quite the opposite. Further, this understanding also seems to be assumed throughout 

the Naïve Realist literature. On all standard accounts, the focus is on two relata: the 
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object and the property instance/exemplification. There is no mention of a third 

particular that binds those entities together (Brewer, 2018b; J. Campbell, 2002; French 

& Phillips, 2020; Logue, 2012; Martin, 2004).  

If this is the right way of thinking about the relationship between facts/states of 

affairs and property instances, then no solution to the problem is to be found here for 

the Naïve Realist.  

 

 

4. Conclusion 

In this paper I have developed an original problem for the Naïve Realist view, as there 

is no existing discussion of illusory conjunctions in relation to this theory in the 

literature. Part of what makes this problem interesting is that it does not target Naïve 

Realism through its commitment to Disjunctivism, but it rather attaches directly to the 

relational account of veridical experience. Overall, the argument developed here 

constitutes a new reason to be a Representationalist, as this view can handle illusory 

conjunctions without any problem. 
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3 
 

 

Perceiving Possibilities 

 

 

 

Abstract: In this paper I articulate and defend Possibilism, which is the view that 
visual experience not only allows us to see what the world is actually like, but also 
what it could be like and will be like in the future. Building on experimental 
evidence from perceptual psychology, I support this view by arguing that we can 
experience the following types of non-actual scenarios as possible, or part of the 
future: 1) we can experience where a moving object will be a few moments into the 
future; 2) we can experience that distinct parts can be combined to form a new 
object with a new shape; and 3) we can experience that unstable objects will topple 
over and fall in the immediate future.  

Possibilism comes with significant consequences for theoretical debates on 
the nature of experience. Among other things, this view is incompatible with Naïve 
Realism, while it is compatible with Representationalism. In this light, the 
arguments developed here in defence of Possibilism also pose a novel problem for 
Naïve Realism, and constitute new reasons to adopt Representationalism.  

 

 

 

1. Actualism and Possibilism  

Do we visually experience only what the world is actually like, here and now? Or can 

we also experience what it could be like, or what it will be like in the future? 

Let a “scenario” be a situation specified by a certain arrangement of objects, 

properties, relations, and events. Some of those arrangements are instantiated and 

make up the world around us – those are the actual scenarios.34 While other 

 
34 Actual scenarios are sometimes called “states of affairs”, as in Armstrong (2010). 
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arrangements are not actually instantiated, but could be, or will be in the future – those 

are possible and future scenarios.  

We experience what the world is actually like in many respects. For instance, we 

perceive objects that are currently located in our visual field, properties that they 

actually instantiate, relations that actually hold between them, and some of the events 

that unfold in the environment around us. In other words, we experience many of the 

actual scenarios that make up our surroundings, and we experience them as actual.  

What I am interested in here is the idea that we can experience certain non-

actual arrangements of objects, properties, relations and events as possible, or as going 

to happen in the future.35 At the outset, note that we can think about possible and 

future scenarios. The ability to represent in thought how the world can be and will be 

is a fundamental part of our mental life and integral to rational action. We use this 

ability when we deliberate different possible courses of action, when we engage in 

counterfactual reasoning, and when we make plans for the future. In the following I 

will use the term “modal content” for mental contents which represent that a non-

actual scenario is either possible or part of the future.  

However, I think many will consider the idea that we can experience non-actual 

scenarios as possible, or going to happen, to be implausible. At least at first glance, one 

might find it plausible that what we experience is exclusively what is actually the case, 

in our immediate surroundings. I take it that this is also the view that John McGinn 

and Bob Hale express here:  

 
[Y]ou do not sense modalities with your sense modalities. You do not see 
what would obtain in certain counterfactual situations; you see only what 
actually obtains. […] Your eyes do not respond to woulds and might have beens. 
(McGinn, 1996, p. 540) 
 
Kant famously remarked that we may learn from experience what is the case, 
but not what must be. He might have added that experience – roughly, sense-
perception and introspection, together with what we can infer from their 
deliverances – leaves us almost equally in the dark about what might be. Not 
quite, of course, since wherever experience teaches us that p, we may safely 

 
35 Some will perhaps say that there is a sense in which we experience non-actual scenarios in cases of 
illusion. For instance, say that you perceive a white object that appears to be red due to curious lighting 
conditions. A representationalist will say that in this case your visual experience represents that the 
object actually is red. This experience is inaccurate; it doesn’t represent what the object is actually like. 
Still, the content captures a non-actual scenario that happens to be a possible scenario. After all, most 
objects could have had a different color from the one they actually have. In this sense, the 
representationalist will say that we experience the relevant non-actual scenario as actual. However, this is 
not the kind of perceived possibility that I am interested in here. What I am interested in is the 
experience of possible/future scenarios as possible/future.  
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infer, ab esse ad posse, that it is possible that p. But the interesting question 
concerns knowledge of unrealized possibilities (and of possibilities not known 
to be realized). (Hale, 2013, p. 252) 

 

Let us call the view that we only experience what is actually the case, and that we never 

experience non-actual scenarios as possible or part of the future, “Actualism”.  

One might find further intuitive support for Actualism by reflecting on some 

everyday cases. Think of someone refurnishing her home. Even though she perceives 

the sofa and knows that it will soon be in a specific location which is different from 

the one it actually occupies, that future scenario is not part of what she perceives when 

looking at the sofa. Or consider a modeller looking at a piece of clay in her workshop, 

pondering how to shape it. Even though she perceives the lump and knows that it is 

possible for it to have a range of different shapes, those possible scenarios are not 

reflected directly in her visual experience. She perceives only the current shape of the 

lump, the non-actual shapes that it could have and are only part of her thought and 

imagination.  

However, not all cases are like this. There are cases where there is a much closer 

connection between what we experience and our knowing that certain things are 

possible or are going to happen. This has also been observed by Margot Strohminger, 

who has recently defended the claim that we can have a kind of immediate perceptual 

knowledge of certain non-actual possibilities (2015). In this paper, I develop and 

defend a related, but stronger, view which I call “Possibilism”. According to this view, 

we can visually experience certain types of non-actual scenarios as possible or as going 

to happen.  

Possibilism comes with significant consequences for theoretical debates on the 

nature of experience. One of them is that Possibilism is compatible with 

Representationalism, but not with Naïve Realism. The main reason for this is that 

Possibilism implies that veridical experience involves relations to properties and event-

types that are not actually instantiated in the perceiver’s visual field, which conflicts 

with the account Naïve Realism gives of veridical experience. I say more about this 

conflict in the final section of the paper (section 4), but the main part of the 

discussion will be articulated within a Representationalist framework.  

Given this framework, one can capture Possibilism by holding that some visual 

experiences have structured modal contents which represent that certain non-actual 

scenarios are possible or going to happen. I will explain shortly (section 2) how exactly 
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this view is related to Strohminger’s view, as well as how it relates to recent work on 

the perception of action potentials (Nanay, 2013; Siegel, 2014; Vetter, 2020).  

My arguments for POSSIBILISM are focused exclusively on three different types 

of possible and future scenarios, which are illustrated and described below:  

 
The first case concerns experience of objects in motion, for instance a tennis ball that 

is flying towards you and that you are trying to catch. This kind of case is illustrated on 

the left side of the panel above. I argue in section 3.1 that we can visually experience 

where moving objects will be a few moments into the future.  

The next case involves experiences where we perceive two or more objects that 

fit together in a special way, as in the middle illustration of the panel. I argue in 

section 3.2 that we can visually experience that it is possible to combine the pieces 

into one new and larger object, a “potential fusion”, as well as what that object would 

be like in terms of shape, if it was realized.  

The final case involves experiences where we perceive an unstable object, for 

instance a vase tilted beyond the tipping point. This kind of case is illustrated on the 

right side of the panel. I will argue in section 3.3 that we can visually experience that 

unstable objects will fall over in the immediate future.  

What these three kinds of cases have in common is that there is an intimate 

connection between what we experience and our knowing that the relevant scenarios 

are possible or are going to happen. This provides initial intuitive motivation for 

focusing on those cases. In the following sections I will back up that intuitive 

motivation with further compelling arguments. These arguments are based on recent 

experimental findings in perceptual psychology.  
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2. Clarifications 

Possibilism is a new view, so I will make two initial clarifications. First, I clarify how 

Possibilism is related to the view recently defended by Margot Strohminger. Then I say 

something about how it relates to views concerning whether we can perceive 

“affordances” or “action potentials”.  

Possibilism is the view that visual experience sometimes represents that certain 

non-actual scenarios are possible or are going to happen. This view is related to, but 

stronger, than the view recently defended by Strohminger (2015). Strohminger holds 

that we can know that certain things are possible immediately from our perceptual 

experience. The relevant knowledge is immediate in the sense that it does not rely on 

explicit inference from background assumptions. (cf. Millar, 2010, p. 121). 

To illustrate what this kind of knowledge is supposed to be, consider a situation 

in which a perceiver has acquired the ability to recognize pine trees immediately from 

her experience (this is a case that is originally discussed by Susanna Siegel (2006b). The 

ability to recognize pine trees is something one can acquire by training and through 

repeated exposure to instances of the relevant kind. When a perceiver is sufficiently 

familiar with the relevant species, she will not classify specimens by consulting stored 

knowledge which articulates what is characteristic of pine trees. Rather, classification 

happens immediately, just from the way that the trees look to her. I take this to be a 

paradigmatic example of the kind of knowledge Strohminger is interested in. I will call 

the knowledge that is similar in relevant respects to this case “immediate perceptual 

knowledge”.36  

One important question in this context concerns the relationship between the 

contents of immediate perceptual knowledge and the contents of visual experience. It 

is natural to think that there is a close relationship between these two things. That is, it 

is natural to think that, when a subject enjoys an experience which represents that 

certain conditions37 obtain – call those conditions Φ, just for simplicity –, then the 

subject will in many cases be in a position to know that Φ obtains. This is supported 

 
36 See also Millar (2019) for a rich discussion of perceptually based knowledge and how it relates to 
recognitional capacities. 
37 I avoid talking about propositions in relation to visual content, as someone might think that the 
content of perception is non-propositional. Independently of those debates, we can think of content 
(both for propositional attitudes and for experiences) as representing that certain conditions obtain. This 
way of thinking about content is independent of questions about, for instance, what the format of the 
vehicles of visual content is.  
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by the thought that the content of experience consists in the information that is 

somehow conveyed to the perceiver by having the relevant experience (Siegel, 2011, p. 

28).  

However, even though the contents of immediate perceptual knowledge in many 

cases will be attributable to the contents of experience, this is not always the case. That 

is to say, the following conditional does not hold generally:  

 

Knowledge to experience: If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that Φ is the 

case, then S’s visual experience represents (veridically) that Φ. 

 

This conditional fails, as the contents of immediate perpetual knowledge are not always 

attributable to the contents of visual experience. In some cases, subjects can have 

immediate perceptual knowledge that Φ is the case, because they have the capacity to 

recognize that Φ obtains from their visual experience, which only represents that 

other, less specific conditions obtain. In other words, sometimes the content of 

immediate perceptual knowledge reflects the content of experience; and sometimes the 

content of immediate perceptual knowledge is “richer” than the content of the visual 

experiences that it is based on.  

Because of this, Strohminger’s view that there can be immediate perceptual 

knowledge that certain things are possible does not entail Possibilism. This is 

something that she also explicitly states: 

 
I am not claiming that sensory experiences themselves ever have modal 
contents. So, for example, I have not claimed that when someone knows by 
visual perception that she can climb the tree, her visual experience has the 
content that the tree is climbable for her. Arguably, perceptual knowledge is 
possible even when the content known is not represented in sensory 
experience. I have perceptual knowledge that I have hands. After all, I can see 
that I have hands. One can acknowledge this without saying that the 
knowledge-conferring experience itself has the content that I have hands. 
(2015, p. 371) 
 

Because of this, Strohminger’s view is a step in the direction of Possibilism, but it is 

strictly speaking weaker. I will say more in the next section about the connection 

between the contents of immediate perceptual knowledge and the contents of 

experience.  

Second, the idea that our experience presents us with what is possible or is going 

to happen will perhaps be associated with the view that we perceive “affordances” 
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(Gibson, 1979; Nanay, 2011b, 2011a, 2013; Siegel, 2014; Vetter, 2015, 2020). The idea 

in this literature, very roughly speaking, is often characterized in terms of the idea that 

visual experience presents us with action potentials offered by perceived objects. Is this 

a version of Possibilism?  

I don’t think so. While I want to avoid debates about the contents of Gibson’s 

influential work, I don’t think that current versions of the view that we perceive 

affordances, or action potentials, actually are instances of Possibilism.  

On Siegel’s view, for instance, the content of affordance perception has to do 

with an experienced mandate. As she describes it, I think it is natural to understand the 

content of the relevant experience as representing that certain actions are called for by 

relevant perceived objects (2014, p. 67). As I understand it, the kind of contents that 

she is interested in does not represent that scenarios in which a certain action is 

performed is possible.  

On Nanay’s view, visual experiences represent what he calls “action properties”, 

such as being edible and being climbable (Nanay, 2011a, 2013). He takes these properties to 

be dispositions (2011b). Dispositions, according to Nanay, are inherently modal 

properties, because having them depends on what is possible or is going to happen, 

given certain situations. The example he uses is a rubber band’s having the property of 

being elastic. This is a dispositional property, because it depends on the fact that the 

rubber band can be expanded and stretched.  

In this light, Nanay’s claim that visual experience represents action properties 

might seem to imply Possibilism. But this judgment is also too quick. The reason for 

this is that Nanay thinks that our visual experience can represent these dispositional 

properties without representing the possibilities that they depend on. On his view, 

perception can represent a rubber band as elastic without representing that it can be 

stretched and expanded. Importantly, he develops this view precisely because he 

doesn’t want to commit to the claim that visual experiences represent what is merely 

possible (2011b, pp. 305–306). This might very well be a coherent view, and perhaps a 

nice way of spelling out the perception of affordances and some dispositions. 

However, it is also clear that this view is not an instance of Possibilism. 

Even though current versions of the view that we perceive “action potentials” 

do not imply Possibilism, there is a view in the vicinity which does. The relevant view 

is one on which visual experience represents that scenarios in which the subject acts 

towards perceived objects in certain ways are possible. For instance, an experience 
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which represents that a scenario in which the subject is sitting down in a perceived 

chair is possible. However, I will not focus on those kinds of cases here. I think the 

possible and future scenarios that I am interested in, which concern future movement, 

potential fusions, and objects tipping over, is a much more promising place to start 

when defending Possibilism.  

 

 

3. Finding the contents of experience 

The conflict between Possibilism and Actualism concerns what kinds of contents are 

represented in experience, and what is represented only in post-perceptual cognition. 

What do we see, strictly speaking, and what do we merely think based on what we see? 

This way of framing the issue assumes that there is a substantial distinction to be 

drawn between what we experience, on the one hand, and what we merely think based 

on what we see, on the other. This view is quite common both in philosophy (e.g. 

Block, manuscript; Green, 2020; Siegel, 2006, 2011) and in perceptual psychology (e.g. 

Firestone & Scholl, 2015; Hafri & Firestone, 2021; Z. Pylyshyn, 1999). And while there 

are those that challenge the distinction (e.g. Clark, 2013), I will take that assumption on 

board here. For a helpful review on philosophical perspectives on the border between 

seeing and thinking, see Nes et. al. (2021). 

Given this assumption, how do we make progress on questions concerning what 

are the contents of experience? 

One way to approach the issue, is to start by considering the contents of 

immediate perceptual knowledge. That is, if a perceiver can know that conditions F 

obtain immediately from her conscious experience, and just from the way things look, 

without deliberating or making explicit inferences from background assumptions, then 

this provides initial motivation for thinking that F is part of the contents of her 

experience, and not just part of the contents of her thoughts.  

However, as the “Knowledge to experience” conditional fails, we cannot go 

directly from immediate knowledge based on experience to the contents of experience. 

In order to attribute the content of the perceiver’s knowledge to her experience, we 

need a further element which makes it plausible that this content actually is perceptual 

in origin, and not just the result of a quick post-perceptual recognitional capacity.  
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In light of this, the strategy that I will pursue here is that we can probe the 

contents of visual experience by taking the intersection between the contents of 

immediate perceptual knowledge and the contents represented in visual processing. 

That is, I suggest that the following principle can work as a guide to the contents of 

visual experience: 

 

Connection principle: If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that F, and S’s 

visual processing represents that F, then S’s visual experience represents that F. 

 

The justification behind this principle is the idea that instances of the consequent, at 

least in most cases, provide the most straightforward and simple explanation of the 

corresponding instances of the antecedent. That is, in cases where the visual processing 

of a subject represents that F obtains, and the perceiver also can tell immediately from 

her conscious visual experience that F obtains, then the most straightforward and 

simple view is that those two consecutive stages are connected. In those cases, it is 

natural to think that the visual processing which represents that F enables the 

perceiver to experience that those conditions obtain. This, in turn, is why the perceiver 

knows that F obtains.  

Crucially, this is suggested as an abductive principle, meaning that it captures 

what is typically the best explanation. That is not to say that it cannot go wrong. The 

strategy pursued here is that we can rely on this principle, so long as there are no 

strong reasons to doubt that it applies in the particular case under consideration.  

In the following sections I will develop my main argument for Possibilism over 

three sections, each of which deals with a different kind of possible and future 

scenario, and each of which builds on an instance of the Connection principle. 

 

 

3.1. Visual representation of future trajectories for moving objects 

In this section I argue that visual experience sometimes represents that an object in 

motion, for instance a tennis ball flying through the air, or a billiard ball rolling across 

the table, will be at a certain location in the immediate future. To illustrate, consider 

what it is like for a subject to perceive a ball in motion, as illustrated below. In the 
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diagram, let t1 be the current time at which the object is perceived, and let t2 be a time 

just a few instances into the future. The ball is currently at l1, while l2 is the location 

that the object will occupy at t2, if allowed to follow its current trajectory.  

 
The suggestion is that, at least in some situations like this, the subject (call her S) 

enjoys at t1 an experience which represents that the ball will be at l2 in the immediate 

future. My argument for this view can be structured as follows, making use of the 

Connection principle introduced above:  

 

1. S has immediate perceptual knowledge that the ball will be at l2 in the near future.  

2. S’s visual processing represents that the ball will be at l2 in the near future. 

3. If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that F, and S’s visual processing 

represents that F, then S’s visual experience represents that F (Connection 

principle) 

C. S’s visual experience represents that the ball will be at l2 in the near future. 

 

My strategy for defending this argument is to support generalized versions of the 

premises. That is, in defense of premise 1, I will argue that, in many cases where we 

perceive objects which are already in motion, we can have immediate perceptual 

knowledge of where they will be in the next moment. In defense of premise 2, I will 

argue that visual processing typically represents future locations and trajectories for 

moving objects. I treat each premise in turn. At the end, I also consider one potential 

objection against relying on the Connection principle in this case.  
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3.1.1. Premise 1: immediate perceptual knowledge of future location 

The first premise is supported by considering how we can interact with moving objects 

in everyday cases, such as when doing sports. Catching or dodging a ball, for instance, 

requires information about where the object will be in the immediate future. In order 

to catch it, you need to move your hand to where the ball will be in the next instance. 

Moving your hand towards where the ball is currently is too late. Likewise, in order to 

dodge a ball being thrown at you, you have to avoid being at the location where the 

ball will be next. Notably, we not only use information about future trajectories to 

guide motor control, but we can also judge where a moving object will be in the next 

moment. Think, for instance, of a volleyball player who is looking at the ball moving 

towards the end of the court. She can tell that it is going out of bounds, and she shouts 

this to her teammates so that they do not strike the ball. 

These illustrations show that we can typically know immediately from our visual 

experience, where moving objects will be in the next instance. I think that it is very 

plausible that these cases qualify as immediate perceptual knowledge, in the way that 

this was roughly characterized above. We know where the moving ball will be without 

making any explicit inference about how a ball moves in free fall. Rather, the cases 

described here seem similar to the case used as an illustration above, in which the 

subject just recognizes that an object is a pine tree from the way it looks.  

This initial motivation can be further supported by observing that, for a large 

proportion of subjects, their perceptual knowledge of where moving objects will be in 

the immediate future actually conflicts with their explicit beliefs about how movement 

in free fall works in general. In earlier studies, only 50% of people correctly answer 

questions about how objects fall towards the ground. People in the remaining half 

believe, for instance, that objects fall at a constant velocity, or that heavier objects fall 

faster than lighter objects (Shanon, 1976; Zago & Lacquaniti, 2005).  

However, despite sustaining false beliefs about the mechanics of ordinary 

objects, the same people can successfully interact with falling objects, and they do so in 

the same way as those that give the correct answers to questions about free fall. This 

has also been tested. In the relevant experiments, subjects had to catch two different 

objects with different weights dropped from the same height, one of which was three 

times as heavy as the other one. Despite the difference in size and weight, the subjects 

initiated catching movements exactly at the same time for both objects. The magnitude 
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of anticipatory muscle activity was also different for each object, which showed that 

the difference in weight was expected and taken into account (Lacquaniti & Maioli, 

1989).  

This suggests that our perceptual knowledge of where moving objects will be is 

not based on an explicit inference from beliefs about how objects in motion behave. 

This further supports the idea that this is immediate perceptual knowledge.  

 

 

3.1.2. Premise 2: Representation of future location in visual processing 

Premise 2 is the claim that the visual system makes predictions about where moving 

objects will be and how they will move a few moments into the future. I think that 

there are many sources of support for this premise, as there are many different studies 

which suggest that the representation of future motion is implicated in various types of 

visual processing. Here I only focus on two. 

The first source of support stems from a study on perception of motion after 

causal interaction between two objects, in Deeb et al. (2021). In their experiments, 

subjects perceived a 3D scene with one billiard ball hitting another ball, causing the 

latter to move forward at a given angle. The movement of the second ball was only 

visible for a brief moment, and it would show varying degrees of consistency with the 

movement that one would expect from real billiard balls operating under Newtonian 

mechanics. In some conditions, the second ball would move along the realistic path, 

while in others it would deviate more or less from it. Subjects’ task was to report the 

direction of motion for the second ball by orienting a line segment. 

The results showed that subjects tended to report a direction of motion which 

was biased towards the realistic direction of motion, i.e. subjects reported a direction 

of motion that was a little closer to the realistic path than was actually the case. The 

way the authors explain this is that the visual system makes a prediction about how the 

ball will move after the casual impact. That prediction then influences the subsequent 

processing of current motion after the impact, which explains the biased perception 

(Deeb et al., 2021, p. 289). This explanation lends support to the general idea behind 

premise 2, which is that the visual system often makes predictions about future 

movements. 
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One might worry that this experiment does not tell us about the nature of visual 

processing, as the results might reflect only a post-perceptual bias. That is, one might 

suspect that perception of movement is unbiased, and that the biased reports only 

reflect how subjects think about the movement when they have to report it. However, 

the study also controls for this in further experiments, by changing the report 

paradigm. In these experiments, subjects did not indicate directly what the direction of 

motion was; instead they had to report whether the ball moved parallel with another 

moving object. Even with this report paradigm the effect persisted, suggesting that it is 

genuinely perceptual (2021 experiment 3).  

A further important source of support for premise 2 concerns how visual 

processing achieves object persistence under conditions of occlusion.  

Visual experience is to a great extent structured around the experience of 

persisting objects. We can keep track of objects and experience them as the same over 

time, even as they move around and change their properties (Scholl, 2007; Scholl & 

Flombaum, 2010). A common assumption in both philosophy and psychology is that 

experience of objects is (at least to a large extent) enabled by the formation of object 

representations in visual processing, which are often called “object files” (Green & 

Quilty-Dunn, 2021; Kahneman et al., 1992). An object file is a representation which 

persists through time and which functions to collect information pertaining to one and 

the same object. One challenge the visual system faces is to correctly coordinate newly 

received and processed information with already existing object files. This is known as 

the “correspondence problem” in the literature (Kahneman et al., 1992; Z. W. 

Pylyshyn, 2003, 2007; Wolfe et al., 2015). 

What is important for us is that the visual system is able to compute object 

persistence through conditions of occlusion, i.e. events where a moving object briefly 

passes behind another object before it reappears on the other side. Below is a generic 

illustration of an object moving behind and an occluder, with indices given for time 

and location:  
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Typically, when an object is occluded briefly by something else, this does not disrupt 

our experience of persistence. When the object reappears at l4 at t4, we experience it as 

the same object that disappeared at l2 at t2, and we can continue to track it 

automatically.  

This is confirmed by everyday experiences, as we track objects through brief 

occlusion all the time. It is also supported by results from experiments in perceptual 

psychology which have studied the perception of occlusion events extensively. This 

literature gives us important insights on how the visual system solves the 

correspondence problem during occlusion events specifically. 

Pylyshyn and Scholl found that performance in multiple object tracking 

paradigms did not deteriorate, even under conditions where objects moved passed 

occluders (1999). However, this only holds when visual cues are consistent with an 

occlusion event, i.e. when the object is gradually deleted along the edge of the 

occluder. It does not hold for a similar type of situation where objects “implode” when 

they reach the occluder, and “explode” on the other side (Scholl & Pylyshyn, 1999, pp. 

272–273). Relatedly, Flombaum and Scholl also found that the visual system is 

sensitive to whether an occluded object reappears in a way that is consistent in both 

time and place with its earlier trajectory. In their experiments, subjects viewed several 

objects that moved back and forth behind occluders. Their task was to detect cases 

when the objects changed color. Results from this experiment show that subjects 

performed better at change detection when objects reappeared on the other side of the 

occluder in a way that was consistent with the earlier trajectory (both in location and 

timing), compared to cases with an “unnatural” trajectory (2006). In a different study, 

Flombaum et al. (2008) found that subjects will typically deploy object-based attention 
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to the location on an occluder where a moving object is behind (given that it has 

continued along the same trajectory). Using the illustration above, subjects deployed 

object-based attention to l3 at t3. 

Building on the results referenced here, among other things, Jessie Munton has 

recently argued that we can see the object even at the time when it is fully occluded 

(2021). Regardless of exactly how one evaluates that view, it brings out two important 

things that the visual system is doing during occlusion events. First, it keeps object files 

open during brief occlusion, given the right kind of cues at the edge of the occluding 

object (gradual deletion-accretion vs implosion-explosion). Second, it immediately re-

identifies the object appearing on the other side and continues to track that object. 

How does the visual system achieve this? Why is the object file kept open when 

the object is gradually deleted along the edge of an occluder? How can the visual 

system immediately re-identify the object when it reappears, and continue to track it? 

My suggestion is that the claim that the visual system makes predictions about 

future locations and movement for moving objects provides a nice explanation. On 

this view, the visual system constantly predicts where a moving object will be when 

you keep track of it in visual experience. When the object is gradually deleted at the 

edge of an occluder (at t2, at l2), the visual system does not delete the object file, but 

keeps it open and stores the prediction which says how the object will continue to 

move in the near future. When the object reappears at the other side, the stored 

prediction is confirmed, which allows the visual system to re-identify it and continue 

tracking that particular object using the same object file. I submit that this is both a 

natural and an attractive explanation. This provides further abductive support for 

premise 2.  

 

 

3.1.3. A potential objection concerning the Connection principle 

The Connection principle does heavy work in this argument. From the first premise 

that we can know immediately form our experience where moving objects will be in 

the immediate future, and the second premise that visual processing makes predictions 

about future motion, we rely on this principle to get to the conclusion that visual 

experiences can represent that objects will be at certain locations in the future.  
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However, here is a potential objection against using this principle in this case: we 

cannot use the Connection principle in this case, because the only immediate 

perceptual knowledge we have of future locations is the kind used to guide visuo-

motor control, i.e. the kind used to fine-tune actions, such as catching a ball. This is a 

special type of knowledge, as it is not available for report and it is only attainable when 

we actually perform the relevant actions. It is in this sense a special kind of “practical 

knowledge”. And while it is true that this kind of knowledge is attributable to 

information from perception, that information is not consciously experienced. The 

reason for this is that this information is the output of the dorsal stream of visual 

processing, which many believe is not conscious (Clark, 2001; Milner & Goodale, 

2006).  

One potential way to respond to this objection would be to argue that the 

upshot of processing in the dorsal stream, and the information used in fine-tuned 

visuo-motor control, are in fact consciously experienced. See Wayne Wu for a 

compelling case for that conclusion (2020).  

However, there are other more straightforward and less controversial ways of 

responding to the objection. First, the objection fails as it is not true that the only kind 

of immediate perceptual knowledge we have of future locations for moving objects is 

the primitive kind of practical knowledge which is used to guide visuo-motor control. 

We also have knowledge of future locations that we can report, and that is available 

also when we do not engage in fine-tuned actions towards the object. Consider again 

the example of the volleyball game. The volleyball player can see that the ball is going 

out of bounds; this is so even though she perceives it from a distance and is currently 

not trying to strike the ball. She can also communicate that the ball is going out to her 

teammates.  

Second, the two sources of support described above when defending premise 2 

show that predictions of future movement are represented by aspects of visual 

processing that do subserve conscious experience. It is implicated in the processes 

underlying experiences of object persistence, for instance, and those underlying 

experiences of movement after causal impact. In the end, I think this serves to disarm 

the objection, and justify relying on the Connection principle in this case.  
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3.2. Visual representation of potential fusions 

In this section I argue that visual experiences sometimes represent that two or more 

parts can be combined to form a potential fusion. To illustrate, consider what it is like 

for a subject to perceive the two parts a and b, pictured in the illustration below: 

 
The suggestion is that, at least in some situations like this, the perceiver (call her S) has 

a visual experience which represents that a and b can be combined to make up a 

potential fusion, which would be a complete circle (as the diagram suggests). The main 

argument for this claim can be structured in a similar way to the argument developed 

above:  

 

1. S has immediate perceptual knowledge that a and b can form a potential fusion, 

which would be a complete circle. 

2. S’s visual processing represents that a and b can form a potential fusion, which 

would be a complete circle. 

3. If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that F, and S’s visual processing 

represents that F, then S’s visual experience represents that F (Connection 

principle) 

C. S’s experience represents that a and b can form a potential fusion, which would 

be a complete circle. 
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My strategy for defending this argument is, again, to support general versions of the 

premises. That is, in support of premise 1 I argue that, when perceivers view objects 

that fit together in the relevant way, they can have immediate perceptual knowledge 

that they can be combined to form a potential fusion, and of what that fusion would 

be like in terms of shape. In defense of premise 2, I argue that, when perceivers view 

parts that fit together, visual processing will typically represent that they can form a 

potential fusion, and what shape that fusion would have if realized. I treat each 

premise in turn.  

 

 

3.2.1. Premise 1: Immediate perceptual knowledge of potential fusions 

Premise 1 is supported, in the first instance, by reflection on everyday cases. It seems 

very plausible that a subject can tell immediately from her experience when two things 

can be combined in the way that is relevant here – at least when the shapes of the 

relevant parts are quite simple. Think, for instance, of someone playing a fairly simple 

jigsaw puzzle, or a Tetris game. In those cases, perceivers can often tell simply from 

the way things look that objects fit together in the relevant way; there is no need to 

deliberate or make explicit inferences. This suggests that subjects have immediate 

perceptual knowledge of pieces fitting together.  

This is further supported by the study by Guan and Firestone, which shows that 

subjects in special circumstances can confuse a set of perceived parts for the potential 

fusion that they can make (2019). In their experiments, the subjects’ task was to 

identify a target – an instance of a simple shape, e.g. a solid square – within a series of 

rapidly presented images. Some of the images showed the target, while others showed 

different types of distractors. Crucially, the distractors would either be a set of objects 

that could be combined to form the target (“potential match” trials) or objects that 

could not be so combined (“no match” trials).  

Subjects generally performed very well (98% accuracy), but made some “false 

alarms”, i.e. they reported that a target was present in a distractor trial. The important 

finding is that subjects were much more prone to make false alarms in potential match 

trials, compared to no match trials. To be clear, the proportion of false alarms in 

potential match trials was still very low (ca. 2,5 %), but, compared to the false alarms in 
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no-match trials (ca. 1%), there is a substantial increase. Subjects were more than twice 

as likely to make false alarms in the former condition.  

The natural explanation of this effect, which is also part of what Guan and 

Firestone suggest, is that, in potential match trials, perceivers very quickly and 

automatically represent that the perceived parts can be combined to form the target. 

The suggestion is, then, that the increased rate of false alarms is due to a mix up 

between what is represented as actual, and what is represented as possible.  

The claim that subjects represent that the parts can be combined to form the 

target is also supported by the fact that there is a relevant priming effect: subjects are 

faster in identifying an actual target, when it follows potential match trials, compared 

to targets shown after a no-match trial (Guan & Firestone, 2019, p. 4).  

The way I see it, this supports premise 1, as it suggests that perceivers can have 

immediate perceptual knowledge that the perceived parts fit together. In fact, this 

experiment also supports the further conclusion that this type of representation is 

extracted automatically by visual processing – which is the conclusion Guan and 

Firestone draw (2019, pp. 7–8). This brings us to the next premise. 

 

 

3.2.2. Premise 2: Representations of potential fusions in visual processing 

Premise 2 is the claim that potential fusions are represented in visual processing. The 

study by Guan and Firestone (2019) provides initial motivation for this premise as well. 

Results from their study suggest not only that perceivers immediately represent 

potential fusions, but also that their representation is the upshot of visual processing. 

The reason for this is that the representation of potential fusions exhibits some of the 

features that are characteristic of visual processing. First, it operates very efficiently, 

being triggered by brief presentations of relevant stimuli. Second, it also operates 

automatically. In the experiments described above, subjects represent potential fusions 

even though it is irrelevant to the task at hand. It is mainly because of these markers 

that Guan and Firestone conclude from their study that visual processing extracts and 

represents that parts can combine to form new wholes. I think their reasoning is sound 

and take it as support for premise 2.  

A further source of support stems from the observation that, when subjects see 

groups of parts that fit together in the special way that is relevant here, this affects 
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perception of numerosity, as reported by Guan et al. (2020). I explain briefly why I 

think this supports premise 2.  

First, subjects have the ability to estimate roughly how many members there are 

in perceived groups. For instance, if you perceive two groups side by side, you can 

often tell if one of the groups contains more members than the other. It is a live 

question exactly what this capacity represents, i.e. whether it actually represents 

numbers or some other kind of rough measure; see Clarke and Beck for recent 

discussion and an overview (2021). Here I will refer to this primitive kind of 

representation of roughly how many members there are in a group as “representation 

of numerosity”, without assuming any particular view on the exact content of that 

representation. Importantly, representation of numerosity is subject to an adaptation 

effect, which in turn is taken as evidence for the claim that it is processed by the visual 

system and part of perceptual representation (Block, ms.; Burr & Ross, 2008; Fish, 

2013; Hafri & Firestone, 2021).  

In the experiment reported by Guan et al. (2020), subjects were briefly shown 

images of two groups side by side and asked to judge which of them contained more 

objects. The groups consisted of objects shaped like puzzle pieces. Each object in the 

two groups was placed in close proximity with one other object in the group so that 

they consisted of pairs. Crucially, some of the pairs fitted together, while others did 

not, and this had an effect on perceived numerosity. When a group contained many 

pairs that fitted together, the group was judged as less numerous than corresponding 

groups where fewer pairs fitted together.  

Guan et al. suggest that this effect is due to an interaction between 

representation of potential fusions and processing of numerosity. I take it that the 

suggestion is that, when the visual system processes numerosity for a perceived group, 

objects that potentially can be combined to form one object are somehow treated just 

as one object (2020). 

The way I see it, the fact that there is this interaction lends support to premise 2. 

That is, the fact that representation of potential fusions interacts with the visual 

processing of numerosity suggests that representation of potential fusions is also part 

of visual processing. This is supported by the more general observation that perceptual 

processes typically influence each other, while they are more resilient to influence by 

post-perceptual, cognitive processing (Firestone & Scholl, 2015; Hafri & Firestone, 

2021). This concludes my defense of premise 2.  
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As I don’t think there is any particular reason to doubt the soundness of the 

Connection principle in this case, this also concludes my defense of the argument. This 

argument supports a version of Possibilism, as it shows that visual experience 

represents that certain things are possible, i.e. that it is possible to combine distinct 

parts and form a new object, with a new shape. 

 

 

3.3. Visual representation of unstable objects 

In this section I argue that visual experience sometimes represents that objects are 

unstable and likely to fall over in the near future. To illustrate, consider what it is like 

for a subject to perceive a vase tilted beyond the tipping point, as in this illustration:  

 
The suggestion is that, at least in some situations like this, the subject (call her S) will 

have an experience which represents that the vase is unstable and will fall over. The 

argument in support of this claim has the same structure as the arguments above: 

 

1. S has immediate perceptual knowledge that the vase will fall over in the 

immediate future. 

2. S’s visual processing represents that the vase will fall over in the immediate 

future. 

3. If S has immediate perceptual knowledge that F and S’s visual processing 

represents that F, then S’s visual experience represents that F (Connection 

principle) 

C. S’s visual experience represents that the vase will fall over in the immediate 

future. 



 
 
 90 

 

Again, my strategy for defending this argument is to show that it is plausible that 

general versions of the premises hold. That is, in support of premise 1 I argue that, 

when perceivers view objects that are unstable, they will typically have immediate 

perceptual knowledge that they are unstable, and are likely going to fall over in the 

immediate future. In support of premise 2, I argue that, when perceivers view unstable 

objects, their visual processing typically represents that the object is unstable and will 

fall over. I treat each premise in turn.  

 

 

3.3.1. Premise 1: Immediate perceptual knowledge of instability 

Premise 1 is in the first instance supported by everyday experience. When we see an 

object that is unstable, we can typically tell in an instant that it is about to fall over, and 

react quickly enough to catch it before it falls to the ground. In some ways, this ability 

to tell whether something will fall over seems similar in relevant respects to the ability 

we have to predict how objects in free fall will move, as discussed earlier. 

This motivation is further corroborated by experimental results which show that 

subjects can tell what the tipping point is for perceived objects. Cholewiak et al. 

showed that subjects could accurately adjust the tilt of a depicted object to determine 

its tipping point (2013, 2015). Similarly, Firestone & Keils showed that subjects could 

indicate a point on a shape that it would “balance on a finger” (2016). 

Visual assessment of stability also operates very quickly. Firestone and Scholl 

have reported that subjects can reliably rate the stability of a block tower given only 

very brief exposure to the visual stimuli (2017). Judgments based on exposure of only 

100 msec. are accurate, and correlate equally well with the tower’s actual stability, as 

ratings based on exposure of 1000 msec.  

These results further support the claim that we can tell whether an object is 

unstable immediately from our experience, and simply from the way things look. We 

do not have to deliberate, or make inferences from background assumptions, to know 

whether something is going to fall over in the near future or not. This supports the 

claim that this is immediate perceptual knowledge.  
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3.3.2. Premise 2: Representation of instability in visual processing 

In support of premise 2, I will argue that, when we are presented with objects that are 

unstable, visual processing often represents that they are unstable and that they are 

likely to fall over in the near future. What I will argue here is that this representation is 

part of visual processing because it can guide visual search.  

In visual search paradigms, subjects are tasked to find a target that satisfies 

certain conditions among a set of distractors that are all spread out in random fashion. 

There is a large body of experimental work on visual search in perceptual psychology 

(for reviews, see Wolfe, 2010, 2018, 2020). One of the main questions in that literature 

is how efficient different types of visual search are. Search efficiency is measured in 

terms of search time (i.e. how long it takes to find the target) and how search times 

depend on the number of distractors. The efficiency of different types of search varies 

depending on what kind of target one is searching for. Some search conditions are 

inefficient, which means that search time increases quickly for larger sets. Conversely, 

other types of search are very efficient, which means that they can be performed 

quickly, and that search time increases very little with increased set size.  

When the search for a target that satisfies a certain condition is efficient, it is 

often said that the relevant conditions can “guide” visual search (Wolfe, 2020). The 

reason for this is that, in these types of cases, the relevant condition is processed, at 

least in part, before the subject deploys attention to the object. That is, if there can be 

guided search for a target that satisfies certain conditions (call them C), then this 

means that whether or not something satisfies C is represented, at least in part, 

preattentively.  

Further, if a representation is formed preattentively, this is a strong indication 

that it is formed in visual processing. I take it that this is largely in line with the 

received view in the literature on visual search (Wolfe, 2020; Wolfe & Horowitz, 2017; 

Yang & Wolfe, 2020). Given this connection between guided search and visual 

processing, we can use search efficiency to investigate what is represented in visual 

processing.  

What is important in our case is that the recent study by Yang & Wolfe (2020) 

suggests that there can be guided search for unstable objects. That study contains a 

series of experiments investigating search efficiency for unstable objects. They found, 
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among other things, that search for a tilted vase among upright vases is a very efficient 

search condition (experiment 1).  

Arguably, that in itself does not show that it is the fact that the vase is unstable 

and about to fall over which specifically guides the search in that case. The efficient 

search could also be explained simply by representation of differences in orientation 

between the tilted and the upright vases, as search for a tilted object among upright 

objects is generally efficient in the same way. However, this confounding factor is 

disentangled by Yang and Wolfe in a follow-up experiment (2020 experiment 3). This 

experiment shows that there is an important difference between search for unstable 

objects with certain orientations and search for objects with similar orientations, but 

which doesn’t give the impression of being unstable.  

In this experiment, they investigated search asymmetries between two different 

kinds of stimuli. They performed a search task for vases tilted 55° among a set of 

distractor vases that were tilted 35°. Then, they compared this to a converse condition 

where subjects searched for a target vase that was tilted 35°, among a set of distractor 

vases that were tilted 55°. 

What they found was that the first conditions were more efficient than the 

second. Importantly, this search asymmetry is not found for stimuli which have the 

same kind of orientation, but which doesn’t give the impression of being an unstable 

object. Yang and Wolfe showed this by conducting similar search tasks with pictures of 

bugs at various orientations. The pictured bugs do not appear to have be unstable, it 

rather seems as if one is watching them from above. Yang and Wolfe found that, in 

this kind of case, there is no search asymmetry. The search for a bug oriented 55° 

among distractor bugs at 35° was just as efficient as the search for a bug oriented 35° 

among distractor bugs at 55° (2020, p. 12).  

Yang and Wolfe take this difference to suggest that representation of instability 

plays a role in guiding visual search, which cannot be explained by differences in 

orientation alone (2020, pp. 18–19). Yang and Wolfe further speculate that we can 

explain the search asymmetry for the unstable objects if we take visual processing to 

not only encode that a thing is about to fall, but also that it privileges those objects 

which are closer to falling to the ground – and in this way are closer to “disaster”. As 

they put it: 
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One way to think about this is to propose that the vase that is going to crash 
to the ground first is easier to find. It is easier to find [a vase tilted 20°] among 
[vases tilted 0°] than vice versa, because a vertical item is not going to crash at 
all. Perhaps it is easier to find [a vase tilted 55°] among [vases tilted 35°] 
because the [vase tilted 55°] is a bit close to disaster. (2020, p. 229)  

 

In this way, the search asymmetry found in their experiments supports the conclusion 

not only that visual processing represents that objects are unstable, but also that it 

represents how those objects will behave in the immediate future. This supports 

premise 2. 

As I do not think that there is any particular reason to doubt the soundness of 

the Connection principle in this case, this concludes my defense of the argument. This 

argument supports Possibilism, as it shows that visual experience represents what is 

going to happen, i.e. that some objects are likely to fall over in the immediate future.  

 

 

4. A new problem for Naïve Realism 

Possibilism holds that veridical experience not only concerns scenarios that are actual, 

but also some scenarios that are possible or future. That is, we do not only experience 

the arrangements of objects, properties, relations and events that are actually 

instantiated around us. We also experience non-actual arrangements of objects, 

properties, relations and events as possible or as going to happen.  

One part of why the arguments developed here are interesting for the 

philosophy of perception more broadly is that Possibilism comes with consequences 

for theoretical debates on the nature of experience. I focus on two issues here. 

First, Possibilism is not compatible with certain views on visual content, which 

might otherwise seem natural. Specifically, it is not compatible with views on which 

veridical experience only represents properties (or relations and events) that are 

actually instantiated in one’s environment. Such a view seems to be implied, for 

instance, by the view that Susanna Schellenberg has recently defended (2018). She 

holds that visual representation consists in exercising capacities which serve to 

discriminate and single out particulars in one’s environment, notably particular 

instances of properties, relations and events. At least on one reading, it is natural to 

take this view as implying that veridical experience only involves the representation of 

properties that are instantiated in the perceiver’s environment.  
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Whether this is exactly the view that she supports is not that important here, but 

what is important is that this kind of view stands in conflict with Possibilism. 

Possibilism implies that veridical experiences can also involve relations to properties 

(and relations and event-types) that are not actually instantiated, but that could be or 

will be. In order to accommodate this, a Representationalist needs to allow that visual 

content can represent things that are not in fact instantiated.  

Second, and perhaps more significantly, Possibilism is also incompatible with 

Naïve Realism. According to this view, visual experience and its conscious character 

are not fundamentally representational. Rather, Naïve Realists hold that veridical 

experience consists in non-representational relations – often called “acquaintance” – 

that subjects bear to particular entities in their environment, e.g. objects, instances of 

properties, instances of relations, and events (J. Campbell, 2002; French & Phillips, 

2020; Logue, 2012; Martin, 2004). 

Importantly, this view is built on the idea that veridical experience only involves 

relations to things that are in fact instantiated in the visual field. As William Fish puts 

it:  

 
The distinctive feature of naive realism lies in the claim that, when we see the 
world, the subject is acquainted with the elements of the presentational 
character - the mind-independent objects and their features - where 
‘acquaintance’ names an irreducible mental relation that the subject can only 
stand in to objects that exist and features that are instantiated in the part of 
the environment at which the subject is looking. (Fish, 2009, p. 14) 
 

This commitment stands in conflict with Possibilism. Again, Possibilism implies that 

veridical experiences can involve relations to properties, relations and event-types that 

are not in fact instantiated, but that can be or will be. As there is no room for this in 

the Naïve Realist framework, this view fails to adequately accommodate Possibilism. 

That is, it fails to accommodate experience of non-actual scenarios as possible or part 

of the future.  

In this sense, the arguments developed in this paper in support of Possibilism 

also pose a completely novel problem for Naïve Realism. 
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4 
 

 

Seeing averages: On statistical generalizations in visual 

experience 

 

 

 

Abstract: In this paper I articulate and defend Perceptual Generalization, which is 
the view that we can visually experience what the average is for members of 
perceived groups in certain visual feature dimensions. For instance, we can 
experience what the average orientation is for a group of lines, or what the average 
size is for a group of apples. I argue that this view is supported by experimental 
results within research on “ensemble perception” in psychology. I also argue that 
Perceptual Generalization provides an attractive explanation of phenomenal 
contrasts between experiences of groups.  

Perceptual Generalization has implications for philosophical debates 
between competing theories on the nature of experience. In this paper I focus on 
the fact that this view is compatible with Representationalism, but not with Naïve 
Realism. In this way, the arguments developed here also pose a novel problem for 
Naïve Realism.  
 

 

1. Perceptual Generalization 

Can we visually experience what the average is for members of a perceived group in 

certain visual feature dimensions? That is, can we experience what the average size, 

average orientation, average direction of motion, and so on, is for a group which is 

singled out in visual experience? 

To motivate this question, note that, when we perceive groups of objects that 

are similar in relevant respects, we can extract information about what they are like on 

average in a straightforward and immediate manner. For example, when looking at two 

groups of objects, say the apples of two different trees, we can often tell if the apples 
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of the one group is larger on average than those of the other group. Or, consider what 

it is like looking out the window at snow blowing in the wind. Even if there is some 

variation in how each individual snowflake moves past the window, you can still tell 

what the average direction of motion is. Also consider this image: 

 
You will find that it is quite easy to judge which group of lines on average is tilted 

more clockwise (relative to a vertical positioning). This is so even though there is a 

great deal of overlap in the range of orientations contained in each group.  

These examples provide initial motivation for Perceptual Generalization, which 

is the view that we can perceive, and visually experience, what the average is for groups 

of similar objects, in certain visual feature dimensions. In this paper, I articulate and 

defend this view.  

Perceptual Generalization is not a completely new view. There is work on related 

ideas in perceptual psychology. Insights from that field will play a central role in this 

paper. Within the philosophy of perception, a similar view has recently been defended 

by Bayne and McClelland (2019). 38 However, in this paper I develop both novel 

arguments in support of Perceptual Generalization and significant new aspects of the 

view.  

Among other things, I show that Perceptual Generalization comes with 

consequences for theoretical debates on the nature of experience. Most significant is 

 
38 Related views are also found in the work of Quilty Dunn (2020) and Block (ms.). They both endorse 
the claim that the statistical aspects of groups of objects, such as average size or average orientation, are 
represented in perception. However, they do not offer detailed arguments for those conclusions. The 
views that they endorse are also weaker than Perceptual Generalization, as this view holds not only that 
averages are part of perception but also that they are part of visual experience.  
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the fact that this view is compatible with Representationalism, but not with Naïve 

Realism. This is a novel line of argument, as there is no existing discussion of the 

perception of averages in connection with Naïve Realism in the current literature (at 

least to my knowledge). I will explain why there is a conflict between Naïve Realism 

and Perceptual Generalization in the final section of the paper (section 6). However, 

the main part of the discussion will be organized within a Representationalist 

framework. Given that framework, one can capture Perceptual Generalization by 

holding that visual experiences sometimes have contents which represent that a certain 

property is the average for the members of a group in a certain visual feature 

dimension (clarifications on this will be given in section 2). I call these contents 

“statistical generalizations” in this paper.  

Perceptual Generalization contrasts with a view according to which all 

generalization is part of cognition, i.e. post-perceptual thinking. This is a natural view 

to hold if one also thinks that perception only concerns individual objects and their 

particular properties. On this picture, when we perceive groups of objects, as in the 

examples above, we experience only the individual members of the groups and what 

they are like (their individual orientation, size, direction of motion, and so on). We can 

then use that kind of experience to estimate and judge what the average is for the 

group. But even though those judgments can be made in an immediate and 

straightforward manner, averages are not part of perceptual experience, but only part 

of post-perceptual thought and judgment. This line of thought gives us the main 

alternative which competes with Perceptual Generalization. I call it “Post-Perceptual 

Generalization”. 

I argue in this paper that Perceptual Generalization is a superior view to Post-

Perceptual Generalization. The principal motivation for this comes from empirical 

results in perceptual psychology on the more general topic of “ensemble perception” 

(for reviews see Alvarez, 2011; Whitney et al., 2014; Whitney & Yamanashi Leib, 

2018). One of the central findings in that literature is that subjects can extract averages 

from groups of objects with remarkable efficiency (e.g. Ariely, 2001; Chong & 

Treisman, 2003; Epstein et al., 2020). I say more about the relevant results and how 

they support Perceptual Generalization in section 3. 

In section 4, I also support Perceptual Generalization by developing a 

“phenomenal contrast” argument (cf. Green, 2017; Siegel, 2011). This is a novel line of 

argument for Perceptual Generalization.  
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2. Clarifications 

This section clarifies what the debate between Perceptual Generalization and Post-

Perceptual Generalization is really about. I also address two potential worries one 

might have about the idea that statistical generalizations are part of experience: one 

concerning the role of concepts in perception, the other about the format of the 

vehicles of visual content.   

Experiments show that subjects can accurately represent what the average is for 

perceived groups in feature dimensions that are typically represented in visual 

experience, such as size, orientation and emotional expression.39 They also suggest that, 

in these cases, subjects represent the average as a property. That is, when subjects form 

the relevant type of statistical generalization, they represent that F is the average for 

members of g in d (where F is a more or less determinate property, g is a group, and d is 

a feature dimension).40 For instance, one represents that a certain orientation is the 

average orientation for a group of lines, or that a certain size is the average size for a 

group of circles, as the illustration below suggests: 

 
39 There are experiments on the representation of averages for many different visual feature dimensions, 
such as orientation (Dakin, 2001; Epstein et al., 2020; Hochstein et al., 2018), size (Ariely, 2001; Chong 
& Treisman, 2003), motion (Dakin et al., 2005), color (Maule & Franklin, 2015, 2016), and emotional 
expression (Haberman & Whitney, 2009, 2010).  
40 Not all representations of statistical generalizations have this structure. In non-perceptual contexts, we 
can represent what members in a group are like on average, even when there is no property that 
corresponds to the average. This happens when the feature dimension is discrete and not continuous. 
Take, for instance, the content of this assertion: “Americans have on average 2.3 children”, taken from 
Kennedy and Stanley (2009). This assertion does not indicate that a certain property is the average for 
Americans in that dimension (number of children). Having 2.3 children is not a property, as it is not 
possible to satisfy that condition. The content of this generalization represents the average as a 
numerical value along a discrete feature dimension (see Kennedy & Stanley 2009 for discussion).  
The point made above is only that, in the perceptual cases that we are considering, subjects represent 
averages as properties. The relevant visual feature dimensions are continuous, so there actually is a 
property that is the average in those cases. 
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The claim that subjects represent averages as properties is supported by experiments 

which show that subjects can compare the average for a group with the property of an 

individual object. For instance, subjects can adjust the orientation of a line segment so 

that it matches the average orientation for a group of lines (e.g. Epstein et al., 2020), 

adjust the expression of a face so that it matches average emotional expression for a 

group of faces (e.g. Haberman & Whitney, 2010), and judge whether the size of a 

single circle is larger or smaller than the average size for a group of circles (e.g. Ariely, 

2001). 

It is this type of statistical generalization that the discussion in this paper is 

about. Perceptual Generalization says that they are part of perception and visual 

experience. Post-Perceptual Generalization says that they are only part of thought and 

judgment.  

This way of framing the issue assumes that there is a substantial distinction to be 

drawn between seeing and thinking, and that it is a meaningful question to ask what is 

represented on each side of the border. This assumption is quite common in the 

literature, both in philosophy and in psychology. Susanna Siegel characterizes the 

distinction like this: 

 
In discussions of perception and its relation to knowledge, it is common to 
distinguish what one comes to believe on the basis of perception from the 
distinctively perceptual basis of one's belief. The distinction can be drawn in 
terms of propositional contents: there are the contents that a perceiver comes 
to believe on the basis of her perception, on the one hand; and there are the 
contents properly attributed to perception itself, on the other. (2006b, p. 481) 
 

In a similar vein, Alon Hafri and Chaz Firestone put it this way: 
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What we see is different from what we think, infer, judge, or understand. 
Suppose you are shown a car at the dealership. On [the] one hand, you may 
apprehend the car’s color, shape, or size; these properties are seen. On the 
other hand, you may apprehend how fuel-efficient the car is, how well it 
handles bad weather, or how popular it might be; these properties are only 
judged or inferred. Although your impression of a car’s popularity may well be 
based on its visual appearance (e.g., its neon color or sleek silhouette), you use 
this information to reason about popularity, not to perceive popularity. (2021, 
p. 478) 
 

This assumption raises questions about what distinguishes perception from cognition 

more generally.41 But here I am concerned only with the specific instance of that issue, 

namely whether statistical generalizations are part of experience or not. How do we 

probe that question? Here I apply a general abductive approach, arguing that 

Perceptual Generalization provides a better explanation than the alternatives. In doing 

so, I consult different sources of evidence that I take to be relevant for these types of 

discussions. This includes relevant experimental results on how the extraction of 

averages work. We can use those results to assess whether this is plausibly a perceptual 

capacity. Also relevant is evidence pertaining to phenomenal contrasts across 

experiences of relevant groups. I explain the approach in more detail in the next few 

sections, in the course of developing my arguments.  

Before we get to the arguments, however, it is worth addressing two potential 

worries. The first worry is that Perceptual Generalization is implausible because it 

requires that perceivers possess sophisticated statistical concepts, such as “average”. 

This is a problem, as it is not plausible that all perceivers have this concept (think of 

children in this context). That is the worry at least. 

However, this worry is avoided by allowing that visual experience can represent 

contents non-conceptually, in the sense that a certain content can be represented 

perceptually without the perceiver fully grasping the concepts that the content would 

be canonically expressed with.42 This assumption is fairly common in the philosophy of 

perception (e.g. Burge, 2010; Peacocke, 2001; Tye, 2006). It is also often implicit in 

discussions similar to the one I am raising. Consider, for instance, E.J. Green’s recent 

 
41 For a review, see Nes et. al. (2021). Perceptual Generalization is compatible with different ways of 
drawing the distinction between seeing and thinking. For instance, it is compatible with the idea that 
what characterizes visual representation is that it is subserved by processing that is dimensionally 
restricted, as E. J. Green has recently argued (2020). Skepticism about there being a substantial 
distinction between perception and cognition is expressed by Clark (2013). 
42 There is a whole host of questions pertaining to what it means to say that certain contents are non-
conceptual (see Byrne, 2005; Heck, 2000; Speaks, 2005; Stalnaker, 1998). However, I do not want to go 
into those details, and I do not think they are relevant in this context.  
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argument to the effect that abstract shape properties are represented in visual 

experience (2017). He argues that this hypothesis fruitfully explains the character of 

experience (using the method of phenomenal contrast), and supports it by 

considerations which suggest that visual processing extracts abstract shape properties. 

At the same time, however, it is clear that most perceivers do not have a full conceptual 

grasp of the kinds of abstract shape properties that Green hypothesizes as part of 

visual content. The same goes in our case.  

The second worry concerns the format of the vehicles of visual content. Some 

philosophers hold that part of what is distinctive about visual representation is that 

they have vehicles with an iconic format, i.e. that they are map-like or image-like (e.g. 

Block, ms.; Burge, 2018). One might think that this view clashes with Perceptual 

Generalization, as it is implausible to think that statistical generalizations have vehicles 

with iconic formats.  

However, I don’t think that this is fatal to Perceptual Generalization. This is 

because I do not see any good reason why we should have a higher degree of 

confidence in the view that vehicles of visual representation are always iconic than we 

should have in Perceptual Generalization. In other words, if one thinks that the 

representation of averages is not iconic, we should rather take this to be a good reason 

for thinking that not all aspects of visual representation are iconic (as has been argued 

by, e.g., Green & Quilty-Dunn, 2021; Quilty-Dunn, 2020). Secondly, it is not actually 

clear that there is a conflict here. Ned Block, for instance, seems to combine the view 

that visual representation is iconic with a commitment to the claim that there is visual 

representation of averages (Block, ms.). While the interaction between Perceptual 

Generalization and the idea that visual contents possess iconic vehicles is an interesting 

issue, I will not spend further time on it in the following. 

 

 

3. Support for Perceptual Generalization 

In this section I will present the main line of motivation for Perceptual Generalization, 

which builds on experimental results from research on “ensemble perception” in 

psychology. These experiments show in the first instance that subjects have the 
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capacity to represent averages for perceived groups in the way clarified above.43 I argue 

here that they also support the conclusion that this is a perceptual capacity, i.e. that 

averages are represented in perception, and not only in post-perceptual judgments.44 

My argument has two related stages. In the first stage, I argue that we have good 

reason to reject the view that the representation of averages is always the content of a 

judgment based on a subject’s experience of individual group members. The main 

reason for this is that there are cases in which subjects have better access to what the 

average is for a group than they have to individual group members and their particular 

properties. In fact, there are cases in which one can tell what the average is for a group, 

without experiencing what the individual group members are like. In a slogan, there 

can be “averages without individuals”. This militates against Post-Perceptual 

Generalization. 

In the second stage, I argue that we have good reason to think that the capacity 

to represent averages for a perceived group is perceptual, as it is similar to other 

perceptual capacities in important and characteristic respects. I focus on two 

“diagnostic criteria” for perceptual capacities: 1) speed and efficiency, and 2) adaption.  

Together, I take these two stages to provide strong support for Perceptual 

Generalization. However, note already at the outset that some might think that these 

arguments fall short of supporting that view in the way that I have characterized it. 

Perceptual Generalization holds not only that averages are represented in perception, 

but also that they are part of conscious experience. One might think that the argument 

presented here shows that averages are part of perception, but fails to address whether 

they are part of experience. I say more about this worry towards the end of the 

argument. 

 

 

3.1. First stage: averages without individuals 

The first stage of the argument builds on the observation that subjects can represent 

what the average is for a perceived group even when they have limited access to what 

 
43 Note that work on ensemble perception is not only concerned with the ability to represent averages. 
Subjects also reliably track such aspects as variance or diversity within a group (Michael et al., 2014; 
Ward et al., 2016). There is also work on perception of the “gist of a scene” in related areas in empirical 
science (e.g. Gong et al., 2018), and also in philosophy (Bayne, 2016). 
44 Related reflections are also presented in Bayne & McClelland (2019). 
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individual group members are like in the relevant feature dimension, or when they do 

not experience what the individuals are like in the relevant respect at all. This supports 

Perceptual Generalization as it throws doubt on the main alternative, which is Post-

Perceptual Generalization. This view holds that averages are only represented in post-

perceptual judgment. As explained in the introduction, it is natural to combine this 

view with the idea that those judgments are based on experiences of individual group 

members. This explanation is in jeopardy if there can be representation of averages 

without experience of individuals. 

There are several considerations that support this part of the argument. First, 

there are experiments which show that subjects have greater access to the average for a 

group then they have to individual group members. In one of the earliest studies on 

ensemble perception, Ariely (2001) showed that subjects could reliably judge whether a 

probe was larger or smaller than the average size of an earlier, briefly shown group of 

circles. Subjects were at chance level, however, when judging which of two circles had 

been a member of the previously seen group and which not.  

Experiments on change detection support the same conclusion. For example, 

Haberman & Whitney (2011) demonstrated that subjects could track changes to the 

average of a group, even when they could not localize any individual group member 

that changed. In their experiments, they showed subjects two consecutive sets of faces, 

where a subset of the faces changed emotional expression between presentations. 

Even in those cases where subjects failed to localize a face that changed expression 

between presentations, they still performed above chance level in judging which set of 

faces was the happier on average. Alvarez and Oliva (2009) showed that subjects are 

significantly more sensitive to changes in groups outside the focus of attention when 

those changes alter the group average, compared to changes that are equal in 

magnitude at the local level (i.e. an equal amount of change for each individual group 

member), but that do not change the average.  

Similarly, but for a different statistic, Ward et al. (2016) found that subjects were 

aware of the level of color variance in a group outside the focus of attention, even 

though subjects failed to detect changes in color for individual group members. 

Strikingly, when asked about whether any of the relevant objects changed color, none 

of the subjects reported that they were aware of this, despite the fact that, in half of the 

trials, all of the objects changed color mid-trial.  
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These studies show that subjects can represent averages (or other statistics), even 

when there is limited access to individual group members. They also show that a 

change in the average for a group can be salient to a perceiver even when she is not 

aware of the changes at the local level which is responsible for the change in the 

average. This suggests that the representation of averages in these cases is not the 

content of a judgment that the subject bases on her experience of individual group 

members, as per Post-Perceptual Generalization. After all, if that was the case, then a 

change in the judged average would have to be based on some change in the 

experience of the individual – a prediction that goes against observation.  

The final and most important source of support for this stage of the argument 

comes from a consideration that has to do with visual crowding. I will spend some 

time on this topic, as I consider this to be one of the strongest arguments for 

“averages without individuals”. 

Visual crowding refers to the striking fact that, when objects are presented in a 

subject’s periphery, they are much harder to parse and recognize when they are 

accompanied by other objects nearby (see Pelli, 2008). For instance, when you are 

reading this text, you will find that, if you keep fixation in one place, you cannot 

distinguish the letters and words that make up other parts of the text in your periphery. 

Groups of crowded objects appear as an “unidentifiable jumble” (Pelli, 2008, p. 445). 

In short, crowding imposes a limit on visual perception which blocks a subject’s 

experience of the features of individual group members. 

What is interesting in our context is that subjects can form accurate statistical 

generalizations even when groups are viewed in the periphery and one’s experience of 

the individual members is limited due to crowding. Parkes et al. (2001) showed that 

subjects could not report the tilts of individual Gabor patches under conditions of 

crowding, while they could tell what the average orientation was for the whole group. 

In a similar vein, Fischer and Whitney (2011) showed that a subject’s judgment of 

average emotional expression was also influenced by crowded faces. The same thing 

can be confirmed with simple resources. Consider the image below. If you fixate on 

the cross, you will find that the members of the group are crowded; they appear like a 

jumble, as in any classic crowding illustration. However, you can still tell what the 

average orientation is (at least to a certain approximation): 
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The fact that one can represent the average without experiencing what the group 

members are like individually, is a datum that needs to be explained. Perceptual 

Generalization offers a simple and attractive explanation of what goes on in the 

relevant cases. On this view, normal experiences of groups of similar objects include 

both representations of averages and representations of features of individual group 

members. They are both processed by the visual system, and both are part of the 

content of experience. For some reason, visual crowding serves as a bottleneck for the 

representation of individual features which are blocked from conscious experience. 

However, the statistical information is not blocked in the same way, and statistical 

generalizations are represented in visual experience even when individual features are 

blocked by crowding. Visual representations of statistical generalizations explain both 

the “jumbled look” that crowded groups have and the fact that we can accurately 

report what the average is for the relevant groups.45  

Post-Perceptual Generalization, however, faces a problem with crowding. If it is 

true that crowding can block one’s experience of the properties of individual group 

members, but it still allows for the representation of the group average, then it is not 

true that the representation of averages is always based on the experience of 

individuals.  

One potential objection that a proponent of Post-Perceptual Generalization 

might pursue at this stage is that the datum is not accurately described. She might 

 
45 Note that this explanation has its limitations. It does not explain why our visual system is limited by 
crowding, and what the neurological mechanisms which underlie it are. That is a different explanatory 
task. The hypotheses that statistical generalizations are extracted by visual processing and represented as 
part of the experience provides an explanation of what is going on in cases of visual crowding, even if it 
leaves open exactly how those mechanisms are realized. 
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suggest that the thing which gets blocked in cases of crowding is not the experience of 

the properties of individual group members, but rather our ability to direct attention to 

those individuals.  

This suggestion is inspired by an argument made by Block (2013). Block is 

mainly interested in arguing for the claim that attention is not necessary for seeing. His 

strategy is to show that there are cases where we perceive items, but where we cannot 

direct attention to them. In his argument, he considers a special type of crowding 

cases, namely “identity-crowding”. In these cases, all the elements in the crowded 

group are qualitatively identical, for instance a group of identical lines, that all possess 

the same orientation. Block claims that, in identity-crowding cases, there is genuine 

crowding as we cannot direct attention to individual items in the middle of the group. 

At the same time, he claims, we do experience the individual group members and what 

they are like. This is supported by the fact that, in cases of identity-crowding, subjects 

can tell that all the elements in the crowded group are the same. From this, Block 

draws the conclusion that there can be experience of an individual and the properties it 

has, without attention (2013, pp. 175–177).  

Could the same argument be extended and used in our case? Could a proponent 

of Post-Perceptual Generalization use this argument to support the view that 

representations of averages are based on one’s experience of what individual group 

members are like, also in cases of crowding? 

I do not think that this is a promising strategy. The reason for this is that Block’s 

argument relies on cases of identity-crowding specifically. In those cases, we can tell 

what all the individuals that make up the crowded group are like, as we can see that 

they are all the same. But this is a special feature of identity-crowding. In other cases, 

where the crowded group has internal variation, we do not see what all the individual 

members are like. That is the basic point of all classic crowding demonstrations. 

Hence, Block’s argument does not carry over straightforwardly to those cases. 

It is worth noting that Block also extends his argument by claiming that there 

can be perception of individuals also for standard crowding cases involving groups 

with variation. He argues that, also in these cases, there can be perception without 

attention. In arguing for this, he refers to experiments in the study by Freeman and 

Pelli (2007) which shows that, when subjects are provided a cue, they can recollect 

individual features from a crowded display at a similar rate to how they perform with 

uncrowded displays. However, this argument also fails to redeem Post-Perceptual 
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Generalization. The reason for this is that this experiment does not show that 

individual group members are part of conscious perception. It only shows that information 

about the crowded items is encoded at some level, and that it can be recruited when 

provided a cue in this type of memory task. In fact, in this case subjects are not able to 

identify the relevant individuals in their conscious experience before the cue is 

provided. Crucially, this is in line with what Block argues. He uses this experiment to 

argue that there can be unconscious seeing without attention.  

If this is the case, crowding still poses a problem for Post-Perceptual 

Generalization. It shows that there can be cases in which we represent what the 

average is for a perceived group, without basing this on our conscious experience of 

individual group members and their properties. This concludes the first stage of the 

argument. 

 

 

3.2. Second stage: Representation of averages is a perceptual capacity 

The second stage of the argument builds on the idea that we can assess whether the 

capacity to represent what the average is for a perceived group is a perceptual capacity, 

by considering whether it is similar to other perceptual capacities in important and 

characteristic ways. In order to apply this approach, we need certain “diagnostic 

criteria” that are characteristic of perceptual capacities. Two such criteria are used here, 

both of which seem to be widely accepted in the literature. The first is that visual 

capacities are characteristically quick and efficient. That is, if the representation of a 

certain content is due to a quick and efficient process that operates on visually 

presented stimulus, then this gives us good reason to think that it is perceptually 

represented. The second is that we have good reason to believe that a content is 

perceptually represented if it is subject to an adaptation effect (cf. Block, ms.; Burr & 

Ross, 2008; Fish, 2013).  

Representations of the kinds of statistical generalizations that we are interested 

in exhibit both features. First, the representation of averages for perceived groups 

operates very quickly. In experiments where subjects extract the average orientation or 

average size, for instance, subjects can perform quite accurately even when stimuli are 

presented for only 50 to 100 msec. (Chong & Treisman, 2003; Dakin, 2001; Epstein et 

al., 2020; Hochstein et al., 2018). In studies which show the accurate extraction of 
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average emotional expressions for a set of faces, the preview time is as short as 250 

msec. (Haberman & Whitney, 2010). The fact that the capacity works even when 

preview time is so short suggests that it is a perceptual capacity.  

Note that it is sometimes objected against this kind of reasoning that, even if a 

representation is triggered by brief stimuli, this does not in itself show that the 

representation is due to a quick process. This is because there can be continued 

processing also after presentation.46 A proponent of Post-Perceptual Generalization 

might suggest that this also holds in our case, and that extraction of averages is not 

that quick even though preview time is brief. 

However, this is not plausible in general, as some experiments combine brief 

preview time with masking. Masking is generally thought to disrupt further processing. 

Even so, subjects can still represent average orientation, for instance, when 

presentation is masked, and when preview time is only 50-100 msec. (e.g. Epstein et 

al., 2020). This provides further support for the claim that this is a perceptual capacity.  

The second criterion concerns the adaptation after effect. This effect occurs 

when long exposure to certain types of visual stimuli changes subsequent experience in 

certain dimensions. That is, when you adapt to a stimulus that exhibits a feature on one 

“side” of a continuous visual dimension, the adaptation effect leads the subsequent 

experiences to be skewed in the opposite direction along the same dimension. The 

waterfall illusion provides a nice example. If you look for a long time at a waterfall, 

your visual system will adapt to downwards motion. When you shift your gaze and 

look at something else that doesn’t move downwards, for instance a stationary object, 

it will appear to move upwards – i.e. in the opposite direction of the stimuli you have 

adapted to. Similarly, adaptation to one color makes a white surface look to have the 

opposite color, adaptation to an angry face makes other faces previewed later look less 

angry than they really are (Butler et al., 2008), adaptation to a group containing many 

elements makes subsequent experiences of less numerous groups appear even less 

numerous than they actually are (Burr & Ross, 2008), and so on. 

The study by Corbett et al. (2012) shows that there is adaptation to average size. 

In their experiments, subjects were adapted to a stimulus consisting of two groups of 

circles, which were shown side by side. Members in one group had a larger average size 

than members in the other group. This set-up produced an after-effect for groups 

 
46 For this kind of principled worry, see Block’s (ms.) reply to Mandelbaum (2018). 
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presented in the same locations after the adaptation phase. New groups presented in 

the region of the visual field adapted to a group with larger average size appeared to be 

smaller in average size than they really were. It is also documented that subjects adapt 

to average emotional expressions in experiments with rapid serial presentation of faces 

(Ying & Xu, 2017). The fact that representation of averages is subject to an adaptation 

effect suggests that this is a perceptual capacity. This is also the conclusion that 

Corbett et al. draw from their study (2012).  

This concludes the second stage of the argument. Together, these stages give us 

the principal motivation for Perceptual Generalization. The first stage shows that the 

representation of averages is not always based on perceivers’ experiences of individual 

group members, as per Post-Perceptual Generalization. The second stage provides 

support for the claim that there is a genuinely perceptual capacity to represent 

averages. 

Returning to a worry that was raised earlier, some readers might think that this 

argument does not provide support directly for Perceptual Generalization, as this view 

holds that averages are not only part of perception, but are also represented in visual 

experience. One might think that the argument presented so far only supports the 

weaker view that averages are represented in perception, but not necessarily in 

conscious experience. Rather, representation of averages might be an unconscious 

aspect of perception.  

However, I do not think that this is plausible, and for several reasons. First, the 

considerations presented in the argument above often concern aspects of conscious 

experience, and not just unconscious perception. For instance, visual crowding is an 

effect on experience. The hypothesis that averages are represented in perception is part 

of what explains the character of those conscious experiences, and it is explicitly not 

restricted to just unconscious aspects of perception. The same goes for adaptation. 

The adaptation after-effect is an effect on perceivers’ visual experience. Evidence 

which suggests that there is adaptation to average size, average emotional expression, 

and so on do not merely show that this is part of perception, but also that it is part of 

experience. 

Second, I think that the claim that averages are part of conscious experience is 

supported by reflections on phenomenology. Consider, for instance, the image of two 

groups of tilted lines presented in the introduction of the paper. The experience of 

each group differs from the other in terms of its conscious character. It seems 
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plausible, at least at first glance, that this difference can be explained in terms of a 

difference in the average orientation that each group is represented as having.  

To further support this claim, in the next section I will develop a structured 

argument to the effect that the representation of averages is part of conscious 

experience, by applying what is known in the literature as the “method of phenomenal 

contrast”.  

 

 

4. The argument from phenomenal contrasts 

The “method of phenomenal contrast” was first made prominent by Susanna Siegel 

(2011, col. 3). The idea behind this method is that we can evaluate different hypotheses 

about what kinds of contents are represented in perceptual experiences by assessing 

how well they explain patterns of similarity and difference in conscious character 

between experiences. Here, I develop a version of this type of argument which has a 

similar structure to one that has been recently articulated by E. J. Green, though his 

argument concerns other aspects of visual experience (Green, 2019b, pp. 570–573). 

In our case, we are assessing how well the hypothesis that perceptual experiences 

represent statistical generalizations can explain phenomenal contrasts when seeing 

different types of groups. To start out, consider Triplet #1 below, and compare the 

contrast in character between seeing “the base stimulus” (Base 1), and seeing A and B 

respectively: 
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A and B are similar to Base 1 in most dimensions: they consist of the same number of 

lines, and each line is located in the same relative positioning within each group. All the 

lines also have the same length, thickness and color. However, A and B are different 

from the base in a few important ways. Every line in both test groups have had their 

orientation shifted by 15° compared to the corresponding line in Base 1. In A, half of 

the lines have been shifted clockwise, and the other half counterclockwise. In B, the 

orientation of all the lines have been shifted 15° clockwise. This means that the shift in 

orientation at the local level is equal in magnitude in both A and B when compared 

with Base 1. However, at the level of average orientation, A and B are obviously 

different. The average orientation for B is shifted 15° clockwise compared to Base 1, as 

all lines shift in the same direction. Group A has the same average as the base group, 

as all the shifts at the local level “cancel each other out”.  

When considering the contrast between experiences of the groups, there seems 

to be a qualitative difference in terms of how A and B each compare with Base 1. 

Overall, seeing Base 1 is more similar in conscious character to seeing A than it is to 

seeing B. Let us call this datum Contrast. 

This datum needs to be explained. Importantly, as the orientation of each 

individual line in both A and B differs from the corresponding lines in Base 1 by the 

same degree, it seems that we cannot explain the contrast in conscious character in 

terms of a difference in visual experience at the “local” level. We need some other type 

of explanation for the contrast.  

Perceptual Generalization offers what seems like a natural and attractive 

explanation. According to this hypothesis, the visual experience of A and Base 1 will 

share one important dimension of their representational content, namely that they are 

represented as having the same average orientation. The members of group B will be 

represented as having a different average orientation, and it is therefore the odd one 

out. This explains why seeing Base 1 is more similar in conscious character to seeing A, 

compared to seeing B. This explanation also seems to capture the nature of the 

contrast, as the members of B overall seem to be tilted more clockwise.  

However, this datum poses a challenge for opponents of Perceptual 

Generalization. If one rejects that averages are part of visual experience, then one must 

provide an adequate alternative explanation of Contrast. There are three potential 

options. 
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The first is simply to deny the datum, i.e. reject that seeing Base 1 is more similar 

in conscious character to seeing A, compared to seeing B. If there is no such 

phenomenal contrast, one avoids the challenge. However, this strategy is not 

promising, as the datum seems very plausible. After all, when looking briefly at the 

triplet above, it is hard to tell any difference between Base 1 and A; they appear to be 

almost perfect duplicates. B, however, is quite easy to distinguish from the other two. 

This suggests that there is indeed a contrast in conscious character between these 

comparisons.  

The second strategy is to explain the contrast in terms of a difference in 

cognitive phenomenology, instead of a difference in the character of visual experience. 

On this suggestion, when you see the triplet above, you judge that Base 1 and A have 

the same average orientation, while B is judged as having a different average. The 

difference in judgment contributes a difference in conscious character across the cases, 

which explains the contrast.  

However, this strategy is also not very promising. As we saw in the previous 

sections, there is good reason to think that averages are represented already in 

perception, and not just in judgments. It appears completely unmotivated to think that 

representation of averages contributes to conscious character only when they are part 

of a judgment, and not when they are part of perception. We should rule out this ad hoc 

explanation. 

The final strategy which an opponent of Perceptual Generalization might pursue 

is to explain the phenomenal contrast in terms of other aspects of visual experience, 

i.e. some other aspect, apart from average orientation, which is similar for the 

experience of Base 1 and A, and different for the experience of B. In that case, the 

question is this: what relevant aspect of experience can adequately capture this 

contrast? I think there here are two potential suggestions at this point. The first is that 

the contrast is due to an experience of differences in range. The second is that the 

contrast is due to an experience of differences in texture. I clarify each of these 

suggestions below, and explain why I think neither of them provides an attractive 

alternative to Perceptual Generalization.  

Let us start with the “Range strategy”. The suggestion here is that we can explain 

why Base 1 appears more similar to A than it does to B, because we experience that the 

former two groups contain the same range of orientations, while B contains a different 

range. The range of B partially overlaps with the range of the other two groups, but is 
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more clockwise, i.e. it contains orientations that are more clockwise than any 

orientation contained in the other two groups. Experiencing this difference can explain 

the contrast in character without appealing to averages – or so the suggestion goes. 

While this explanation might seem plausible when considering Triplet #1 in 

isolation, it faces other challenges. Consider Triplet #2 below: 

 
The contrast between seeing the different groups in Triplet #2 is similar in relevant 

respects to the contrast between the groups in Triplet #1. In this case, seeing Base 2 is 

more similar in character to seeing C than it is to seeing D. Members of D appear 

overall to be more tilted clockwise than members of C and Base 2. Again, we can 

explain this in terms of a sameness and difference in average orientation: Base 2 and C 

have the same average orientation, while the average for members in D is a more 

clockwise orientation.  

Importantly, the “Range strategy” does not adequately explain the contrast in 

this case. It is not the case that D is more different from Base 2 than C is, because it 

has a range outside Base 2 while the range of C lies within it. The range of both C and 

D is completely within the range of Base 2. Further, it is not the case that C appears 

more clockwise than Base 2 because it contains some lines that are more clockwise 

than any line in Base 2, as the most clockwise lines in both groups have the same 

orientation. This shows that the range strategy is inadequate, as it does not extend 

beyond Triplet #1 to cases that are similar in relevant respects. 

Turning to the “Texture strategy”, the idea here is that one can explain Contrast 

in terms of the experience of different textures. Base 1 and A share a texture, while B 
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is different in texture. We experience this difference, which in turn explains Contrast 

without appealing to representation of averages – or so the suggestion goes. 

The first point to note when assessing this suggestion is that it is not clear what 

the experience of a “texture” is in this context. This requires clarification. 

I think there are two importantly different ways of using the term “texture” 

when thinking about perception. In some cases it is used to describe different qualities 

of surfaces and materials. In this sense, a metallic surface has a different texture from a 

wooden surface. Leather car seats have a different texture from fabric car seats, and so 

on. However, this is not the kind of texture that is relevant in our context. Here we are 

interested in texture understood as a kind of pattern, i.e. in which many different 

elements participate in some kind of regularity. For instance, all the small letters on a 

newspaper page exhibit a texture in this sense, as they participate in a more or less 

regular pattern. Consider also the texture on the façade of a large building, where all 

the windows participate in a pattern.  

Patterns, and not surface qualities of different materials, are the relevant type of 

textures in our context. With this clarification, the “Texture strategy” is the suggestion 

that Base 1 and A in some respect have a similar pattern, which is different from the 

pattern of B.  

The problem with this strategy is that it is not clear what kind of pattern is 

shared between Base 1 and A, which is not shared with B. After all, the elements in each 

group and the way that they are arranged in space are very similar in all three cases. 

They contain lines with the same length, width, and color. The groups also have the 

same number of lines, which are evenly spread out within a region of space with the 

same size. In other words, the three groups each have a pattern that in most aspects is 

the same across all the cases. 

Of course, one way to separate the patterns in the way we want is by appealing 

to differences in the average orientation of group members. This would give us the 

result that the texture of B is different from Base 1 and A. However, this would not 

give us an alternative explanation, but it would just be a version of Perceptual 

Generalization. 

One might think that we can avoid averages if we think of patterns in this 

context in a very fine-grained way, being differentiated by the set of orientations 

exemplified in each group, and their relative frequency.  
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This way of spelling out what the relevant patterns are delivers the right verdict 

for Triplet #1. Base 1 and A share the same pattern in this specific respect, as the 

orientations exemplified in each group are the same, and they are repeated with the 

same frequency. Conversely, the pattern instantiated by B is different, as members of 

the group exemplify different orientations. 

The problem, however, is that this way of spelling out what the relevant patterns 

are does not allow the Texture strategy to capture the contrasts for Triplet #2. As we 

have seen above, seeing Base 2 is more similar to seeing C than it is to seeing D. At the 

same time, it is clear that Base 2 and C do not share a fine-grained pattern in the way it 

is spelled out here. Members in the two groups exemplify different sets of orientations, 

and there are also differences in relative frequency. Hence, even if this version of the 

Texture strategy can capture one respect in which seeing Base 2 is different from 

seeing D, it cannot at the same time capture the respect in which seeing Base 2 is 

similar to seeing C. 

This shows that the Texture strategy does not work as an adequate alternative to 

Perceptual Generalization. If we differentiate patterns in terms of their average 

orientation, then this is just a version of Perceptual Generalization, and not an 

alternative to it. Conversely, if we differentiate patterns in a fine-grained way, in terms 

of which orientations they contain, and their relative frequency within the group, then 

the account does not adequately cover the patterns of sameness and difference in 

conscious character for Triplet #2. In the end, this suggests that Perpetual 

Generalization offers the best available explanation of the relevant phenomenal 

contrasts. It further supports the view. 

Two more things are worth noting: First, the argument developed in this section 

generalizes. It is not restricted to just the specific groups and contrasts considered 

here. I believe the same argument can be made with different groups, and a similar 

argument can be made for different feature dimensions, e.g. size.  

Second, the argument made here specifically supports the view that statistical 

generalizations are represented in visual experience, and not just in unconscious 

aspects of perception. This concludes my argument for Perceptual Generalization. 
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5. Consequences and a new problem for Naïve Realism 

One reason why the arguments developed here are interesting for the philosophy of 

perception more broadly is that Perceptual Generalization has implications for 

theoretical debates on the nature of experience. I will highlight two points. First, while 

Perceptual Generalization is compatible with Representationalism, it is incompatible 

with certain views on visual content. Second, and perhaps more significantly, 

Perceptual Generalization is not compatible with Naïve Realism. I will treat these two 

points in turn, as the discussions in each case are closely connected. 

First, when thinking about the general shape of visual content, it might be 

natural to think that visual representation only concerns individual objects in the visual 

field, and what they are like. Further, one might therefore think that the properties 

which are represented in perception are always represented as instantiated by some 

individual object. This would mean that, in cases where we undergo veridical 

experience, subjects only represent properties that actually are instantiated by things in 

the visual field. Arguably, a view along these lines seems initially very natural. It also 

seems to be assumed by some theorists who are interested in the general nature of 

visual representation. For instance, the way I see it, the view recently developed by 

Susanne Schellenberg (2018) seems to be committed to the idea that veridical 

experience only represents properties that are instantiated by objects in one’s visual 

field.  

However, this general view fails to accommodate Perceptual Generalization. If 

Perceptual Generalization is true, then visual experiences sometimes represent 

statistical generalizations ranging over perceived groups. That is, in some cases 

experiences represent that F is the average for members of g in d (where F is a 

property, g is a group, and d is a feature dimension). In these cases, however, F is not 

the property of a perceived individual. To see this, note that, even if F is the average 

for members of g, this does not mean that any particular member of g is F. For 

example, when a group of lines has a certain tilt as its average orientation, no individual 

line needs to have a tilt that coincides with that specific central tendency.  

Hence, we can veridically represent that F is the average for members of g, even 

though F is not instantiated by any individual member of g. In other words, these cases 

provide a counterexample to the view that veridical experience only represents 

properties that are instantiated by perceived individuals.  
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Here is one potential worry and objection to this claim: even if F is not 

represented as the property of any group member, that does not mean that it is not 

represented as the property of any individual whatsoever. Rather, one might suggest 

that it is represented as a property of the whole group, considered as one complex 

individual.  

While this idea ultimately fails, it requires some clarifying. It is true that we can 

perceive groups of objects as composing one 

complex individual. It is also true that we represent 

properties that those complex individuals have in 

virtue of the properties that the component-objects 

have and how they are arranged. Consider, for 

instance, a group shaped like a circle, which is made 

up of many smaller circles (illustration). In this case, 

the complex object and the members of the group 

itself have the same kind of property, just at 

different “levels”. Let us call the property that a member of the group has a local 

property, and the property that the large complex object has a global property. It is clear 

that we perceive global properties of complex objects in addition to local properties of 

group members. The relationship between perception of properties at the global and 

local levels has also been subject to some classic experiments in psychology (e.g. 

Navon, 1977). 

The suggestion gestured at above, however, is that averages are global properties. 

That is, whenever we represent that F is the average for members of g, F is represented 

as a global property of the whole group. This “global property” view supposedly saves 

the idea that, in cases of veridical experience, we only represent properties which are 

instantiated in our environment. A proponent of this suggestion might perhaps 

motivate it by considering colors. Think of a group of marbles, all of which possess 

different shades of red. The group considered as a complex individual is also a colored 

object. One might think that the average color for all the members is also what we 

would recognize as the color of the group considered as an individual.  

The problem with this suggestion, however, is that it does not hold when we 

consider most other visual feature dimensions. There is in general no simple link 

between the average for members in a group and the global property that the group 

considered as an individual has in the same dimension. This is obvious in the case of 



 
 
 118 

size, for instance. Consider the case of apples hanging in a tree. The average size of the 

apples is a typical apple size. It is a handful, a few deciliters in volume. The size of the 

whole group, however, is a very different size. It could be the size of a bushel. Global 

size is obviously different from average size. The same goes for orientations. 

Sometimes a group made up of many members can be said to have a global 

orientation. But global orientation is independent of the orientation that the members 

of the group have, if they have any at all. A group made up of line segments can have a 

global orientation which is orthogonal to the average orientation of the members (see 

illustration). 

 
This further corroborates the main point that I made above, namely that, when S 

veridically represents that F is the average for members of g (in the relevant feature 

dimensions), F is represented, but not as the property of any perceived individual: it is 

not the property of any member of g, and it is not the property of the complex object 

composed of all the members of g. This shows that the view sketched above fails, since 

it is not the case that all properties represented in veridical experience are properties 

that are instantiated by some individual in the perceiver’s environment.  

Crucially, this also creates a problem for Naïve Realism. On this view, visual 

experience is fundamentally relational, meaning that it consists in non-representational 

perceptual relations – often called “acquaintance” – which subjects bear to particulars 

located in their environment (J. Campbell, 2002; French & Phillips, 2020; Logue, 2012; 

Martin, 2004). The particulars that we are acquainted with can be of many different 

types: objects, instances of properties and relations, and particular events unfolding in 

the visual field. What is important, however, is that, on this view, veridical experience 



 
 
 119 

only involves relations to properties that actually are instantiated in the perceiver’s 

environment. As Fish puts it: 

 
The distinctive feature of naive realism lies in the claim that, when we see the 
world, the subject is acquainted with the elements of the presentational 
character - the mind-independent objects and their features - where 
‘acquaintance’ names an irreducible mental relation that the subject can only 
stand in to objects that exist and features that are instantiated in the part of 
the environment at which the subject is looking. (Fish, 2009, p. 14) 
 

However, this commitment stands in conflict with Perceptual Generalization. As I 

have argued above, Perceptual Generalization implies that, in cases of veridical 

experience, we can be related to properties which do not belong to any individual in 

the perceived scene, i.e. properties that are not in fact instantiated in the perceiver’s 

environment. For instance, we can be related to the orientation that is the average for a 

group of lines even though no individual line instantiates that orientation, nor the 

whole group considered as one complex individual.  

In other words, Naïve Realism leaves no room to accommodate the fact that we 

can experience what the average is for members in perceived groups. This is a problem 

for this view, as I have shown in this paper that there are good reasons to adopt 

Perpetual Generalization. In the end this gives us the following three-stage argument 

against Naïve Realism: 1) we have good reason to adopt Perceptual Generalization, 2) 

Naïve Realism cannot accommodate Perceptual Generalization, while 

Representationalism can; and, therefore, 3) we should adopt Representationalism over 

Naïve Realism. 
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5 
 

 

Disjunctive Representationalism – or, How 

Representationalism can capture the nature of  

experience as it seems to be just on reflection 

 

 

Abstract: One central motivation behind Naïve Realism is that it can capture the 
nature of experience as it seems to be just through reflection. The claim is that this 
view, unlike competing theories, can capture the idea that the character of 
experience is constitutively shaped by the properties that perceived objects 
instantiate.  

However, in this paper I argue that what I call “Disjunctive 
Representationalism” can also capture this. On this view, veridical experiences are 
characterized by a representational manner which is constitutively factive, and 
which is distinct from the representational manner that characterizes non-veridical 
experiences such as illusions and hallucinations. This view also holds that 
representational manners are part of conscious character, which means that 
veridical experiences and non-veridical experiences have different conscious 
characters even in those cases where they have the same representational content. I 
argue that this version of Representationalism is a coherent option, and that it 
captures the idea that the character of experience is constitutively shaped by 
properties that perceived objects instantiate. This shows that the Naïve Realist 
motivation fails in an important respect, as it fails to motivate Naïve Realism over 
Representationalism.  
 

 

 

1. Introduction 

According to Naïve Realism, the conscious character of those experiences that are 

cases of genuine perception consists in non-representational acquaintance relations 

holding between the perceiving subject and mind-independent particulars (e.g. Fish, 
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2009; French & Phillips, 2020). One central motivation for this view is that it captures 

the character of experience as it intuitively seems to be. As M.G.F. Martin puts it, “[…] 

I assume that the disjunctivist advocates Naive Realism because he or she thinks that 

this position best articulates how sensory experience seems to us to be just through 

reflection.” (Martin, 2006, p. 354).  

The idea is that, when we simply reflect on how perceptual experience strikes us, 

it seems like the character of the experience is shaped in some substantial sense by the 

properties that perceived objects instantiate (Broad, 1952; Fish, 2009; Martin, 1997). 

We can call this the “intuitive view” of the character of experience. Naïve Realists 

grant that the intuitive view does not hold for all experiences – it fails for 

hallucinations, for instance – but they insist that it is true for at least some experiences. 

Let us call this claim “Preservation”. It is this claim which is part of the motivation 

behind their relational account of experience.  

The way this line of reasoning is further developed in the literature, it appears to 

rest on one central premise, namely that Representationalism – which is Naïve 

Realism’s main rival (Pautz, 2021, p. 189) – cannot capture Preservation in an adequate 

way. This point is argued, for instance, in Fish (2009), on which more details will be 

given in the next section. 

In the end, this gives us the following four-step motivation for Naïve Realism: 1) 

we should prefer a view which can accommodate Preservation; 2) Naïve Realism does 

accommodate it; 3) Representationalism cannot adequately accommodate it; hence 4) 

we should prefer Naïve Realism over Representationalism.  

In this paper I will show that this way of motivating Naïve Realism is flawed. I 

am not concerned with the first step of the argument. Whether or not Preservation is 

plausible is something I will remain neutral on throughout the discussion. I will also 

not be discussing whether or not Naïve Realism actually accommodates it, since that is 

something I am happy to grant. The problem – I will argue – lies with the third step. 

Pace what the Naïve Realists claim, I will argue that Representationalism can in fact 

capture Preservation (call this “Compatibility”).  

To show this, I will develop a specific version of Representationalism that I call 

“Disjunctive Representationalism”. The main content of that view is captured by the 

conjunction of the following two claims: 1) Veridical experiences are characterized by a 

distinctive representational manner which, among other things, is constitutively factive. 

This representational manner is different from the manner which characterizes non-
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veridical experiences such as hallucinations and illusions.47 2) The representational 

manner of a visual experience is part of its conscious character. I explain in more detail 

how both of these claims are to be understood throughout the paper.  

I argue in this paper is that this is a coherent option within the 

Representationalist framework, and that it adequately captures Preservation. If that is 

true, then it effectively shows that the Naïve Realist cannot motivate their view directly 

from Preservation, as Disjunctive Representationalism offers an alternative way of 

preserving the intuitive view for some experiences.   

Two clarifications are worth making already here. First, I am not trying to argue 

that any version of Representationalism accommodates Preservation. This is not true, 

most proponents of Representationalism explicitly reject this claim, and their views 

reflect that. What I argue is only that Disjunctive Representationalism specifically 

captures Preservation. This is all I need to block the Naïve Realist motivation 

highlighted above. It does not matter for my project here that this is not the version 

which most proponents of Representationalism have actually endorsed.  

Secondly, it is not my goal in this paper to defend Disjunctive 

Representationalism. Whether or not this is a good theory of experience, all things 

considered, is not important in this paper and something that I will remain neutral on. 

I defend only the claim that this is a coherent option and that it captures Preservation. 

The paper will be structured as follows. I start by assessing and articulating the 

Naïve Realist argument against Compatibility. The crucial premise, I explain, is the 

claim that Representationalism implies that, when two experiences have the same 

content, then they must have the same character. I argue that we should reject this 

premise. That argument leads to a more detailed articulation of Disjunctive 

Representationalism. I argue that this view preserves the intuitive view for veridical 

experience. Towards the end I consider and respond to three potential objections. 

 

 

 

 

 
47 This part of the view is similar to ideas developed by both John McDowell (see especially 2013) and 
Alex Byrne (2016). I explain how they are connected later on. 
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2. The Naïve Realist argument against Compatibility  

According to Representationalism, visual experiences represent the world as being a 

certain way. On this view, the character of experience is explained, at least in part, by 

how one represents the world. For instance, take an experience in which an object 

appears round to the perceiver. Representationalism holds that this experience consists 

in representing that the object is round. I will assume here that in many cases, 

experiences represent the world accurately.48 This is the case, for instance, when an 

experience represents that a perceived object has a certain property which the object in 

fact instantiates, e.g. an experience which represents that a round object is round. In 

those cases, the content and character of the experience correspond to the way that the 

world actually is.  

Given this initial characterization, it might not be obvious at the outset why 

anyone would think that Representationalism fails to capture Preservation. Why not 

think that, when you have an experience which accurately represents a perceived 

object, then the character of that experience is “shaped” by the properties that the 

object instantiates?  

However, accurate representation does not capture what the Naïve Realists have 

in mind when talking about the character of experience being “shaped” by the 

properties of perceived objects. Their notion is more demanding. One key expression 

of this is articulated in the following passage by William Fish:  

 

[O]n the representationalist view, because the phenomenal character of an 
experience is its property of representing that a presentational character is 
instantiated, an experience could have the presentational character that it has	–	
could present the subject with those worldly features -	despite those features 
not being present, right then and there, in the subject's immediate 
environment. As a result, given the overall nature of the representationalist 
view, the contours of the subject's conscious experience will not be shaped by 
the actual layout of the world, but rather by the layout the world is 
represented to have. (2009, p. 14) 

 
48 I tis not actually obvious that this is true. On some views, the properties represented by visual 
experiences are never instantiated in the actual world. This is the case, for instance, with views which 
holds that the character of color experience consists in representing what is called “Edenic colors” (e.g. 
Chalmers, 2006; Pautz, 2006). A similar view is also sometimes developed for experience of spatial 
properties as well, see Cutter (2017) for discussion. However, I am assuming here that the properties 
that are represented in visual experience are properties that belong to the actual world, i.e. that the 
colors, shapes, and so on that are part of visual content are properties that are routinely instantiated by 
ordinary objects in our environment. This assumption is justified in this setting, as Naïve Realism will 
have to make a similar assumption. 
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As a rough first pass, the point Fish argues is this. According to Representationalism, 

when you perceive an object, the content of the experience does not depend on the 

properties that the perceived object actually has. Even though some experiences 

represent the world accurately, there can also be inaccurate experiences that represent 

the world in the same way. For example, you can have an experience which represents 

that something is round both in cases where the perceived object actually is round and 

in cases where the object has a different shape and color. Further, because 

Representationalism implies that experiences which have the same content will have 

the same conscious character, this view is committed to the idea that the character of 

experience, in general, does not counterfactually depend on the properties that 

perceived objects actually have. In this way, Representationalism fails to capture the 

relevant sense in which some experiences are “shaped” by the world. In order for an 

experience to be shaped by the world in the relevant sense, the character of the 

experience must counterfactually depend on the properties of perceived objects.  

I think this line of reasoning is representative of the way that Naïve Realists 

more generally think that Representationalism fails to capture the nature of experience 

as it seems to be just on reflection (S. Campbell, 2002; Genone, 2014; Martin, 1997). 

Below I will give a more perspicuous and rigid articulation of the argument contained 

in this passage. In order to do so, it is useful to introduce two concrete examples. 

Consider, firstly, the following scenario: 

 

Veridical: Emma perceives a perfectly round ball. Everything is normal in this 

scenario, the ball appears round to her. There are no lenses or mirrors involved, or 

other ingredients often found in philosophical examples. The experience is caused by 

the light being reflected off the ball, and visual processing is functioning normally. In 

other words, Emma is undergoing what is typically called a “veridical experience”. 

Let us call this particular experience for VE. 

 

Arguably, if any experience conforms to the idea that the character is shaped by the 

properties of perceived objects, then it should at least hold for experiences like VE. 

This experience is among the “best cases” for the intuitive view. In other words, if 

Preservation is true, then the intuitive view holds for VE. 

Consider now a different scenario, which is a little more complicated: 
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Illusion: Consider a situation that is almost identical to the one in the “Veridical-

scenario” described above, except for two small changes. First, the perfectly round ball 

from the earlier scenario has been squashed flat so that it forms an oval. Secondly, a 

mischievous philosopher has placed a distorting lens between Emma and the oval. The 

lens skews the appearance of objects viewed through it, their appearance being 

compressed horizontally. Emma, blissfully ignorant of the fact that there is a lens 

between her and the object, looks at the oval through the lens. As it happens, the 

squashing of the object and the distorting effect of the lens “cancels each other out” so 

that the oval looks like a perfectly round object when viewed through the lens. This is 

also what Emma reports, to her this experience is indistinguishable from VE. Call the 

experience Emma undergoes in this case for IE. 

 

Equipped with this pair, we can represent Fish’s line of reasoning with the following 

three-stage argument: 

 

1. Preservation implies that VE and IE must have different conscious characters. 

2. Representationalism implies that VE and IE have the same content. 

3. Representationalism implies that any two visual experiences that have the same 

content also have the same conscious character. 

C. Representationalism is incompatible with Preservation. 

 

Note that this argument is not meant to hold only for these two experiences in 

particular. Rather, it is supposed to hold for all pairs of experiences that correspond to 

each other in the same way as VE and IE. Those two cases are just given here for the 

sake of concreteness.  

The argument is valid, so I need to reject one of the premises. As I will explain, I 

think there are good reason to accept premise 1. While it is possible for a 

Representationalist to reject premise 2, I do not think that this provides an attractive 

way of capturing Preservation. For the sake of the argument, I will therefore also 

accept that premise. The problem with the argument, however, is premise 3. That 

premise is false, as content is not the only thing that Representationalists can appeal to 

when explaining conscious character; they can also appeal to representational manner. 

This insight is important for Disjunctive Representationalism. I will run through each 

premise in turn below. 
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2.1. Premise 1: Counterfactual dependence as part of the intuitive view. 

Recall that Preservation is the claim that the intuitive view is true for at least some 

experiences. As I said above, experiences such as VE are the best candidates for the 

intuitive view. Hence, if Preservation is true, then the intuitive view holds for VE. 

Premise 1 captures what is supposed to be an important consequence of this.  

The truth of this premise depends on what the content of the intuitive view 

really is, i.e. what the character of experience seems to be like just on reflection. To 

approach this question, consider the following discussion by Fish of a passage from 

D.C. Broad (1952). In the relevant passage, Broad draws attention to two central 

features of how experience “strikes us”. Fish explains it accordingly: 

 
The first of these features is that seeing seems to put us in “direct contact” 
with objects that are physically remote. This is the claim that vision is 
saltatory. It is not to say that vision makes the seen objects somehow proximal 
to us—it is not as if it makes it seem like they are touching us in a physical 
sense of direct contact—but rather to say that there is a special kind of 
immediacy to our visual awareness of them, despite this awareness placing 
them at a physical distance from us. The second feature, of prehensivity, is 
that vision, in putting us in what seems to be direct contact with objects, 
thereby appears to “grasp” or “reveal” their shapes and colors. (2009, p. 4) 
 

This passage captures the idea that, on intuitive reflection, the character of experience 

seems to be shaped, in a substantial and direct way, by properties that are instantiated 

by perceived mind-independent objects.49 The idea supporting Premise 1, I take it, is 

that, in order for the properties of a perceived object to play the right kind of role in 

shaping the character of an experience, the character must depend counterfactually on 

the objects’ having those properties.  

To illustrate, let us take the case of VE and assume that the intuitive view holds 

for the character of this experience. On the present suggestion, part of what this means 

is that one could not have an experience with the same character in a counterfactual 

scenario in which the object which one perceives is different from the way it actually is 

(in this case, the actual situation is the one described in “Veridical”). One could not 

have an experience with the same character if it was different in shape, color, size, and 

so on.   

 
49 Of course, only some properties are relevant in this context. Not all properties of perceived objects 
shape the character of experience. Relevant properties include shape, colour, size, and so on. 
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If this kind of counterfactual dependence is part of the intuitive view, then 

Premise 1 follows. In the case called “Illusion”, the object is different in shape from 

the way it is in Veridical. Hence, if Preservation is true – and the intuitive view holds 

for VE, then IE cannot have the same character as VE.  

I think this motivation is sound, as the counterfactual dependence condition 

seems to adequately reflect how experience strikes us. When I look out of my office 

window, it seems to me that I perceive a number of different objects – houses, trees 

and cars, for instance – and the character of my experience seems to be shaped by 

what those objects are like in relevant respects. If it is possible to have an experience 

with exactly the same character as the experience I am having right now in a 

counterfactual situation in which those houses, trees and cars were completely 

different from how they actually are, in terms of color, shape, size and so on, then the 

character of my experience is not as it seems to be. If that situation is possible, then 

the properties which the objects actually have do not play the right role in shaping the 

character of my experience – or so it arguably seems at least. I will therefore accept this 

premise. 

It is worth underlining that many philosophers reject Preservation precisely 

because it has this consequence. They think that it is more plausible that VE and IE – 

and generally any pair of experiences that are introspectively indistinguishable – have 

the same character than that the intuitive view is true for experiences such as VE 

(Pautz, 2010; Schellenberg, 2018; Tye, 2009). This is what explains the fact that the 

perceiver cannot distinguish them. The price to pay for Preservation is to give up on 

that principle and that explanation. Whether that price is worth paying, as Naïve 

Realists clearly do, is again something I remain neutral on here. Towards the end of the 

paper, I will discuss one way a proponent of Preservation can explain why, in these 

cases, we fail to distinguish experiences that have difference conscious characters.  

 

 

2.2. Premise 2: same content 

One central part of the reason why Naïve Realists think that Representationalism 

implies that pairs of experience such as VE and IE have the same character is that they 

take Representationalism to imply that pairs of experiences like these have the same 
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content (Brewer, 2011; Fish, 2009; Martin, 1997). This claim is premise 2 in the 

argument above.  

I take it that the initial motivation for premise 2 rests on the idea that 

experiences such as VE and IE have the same content because they represent that one 

and the same object has the very same property. That is, the content of VE represents 

the perceived object as being round. This is what explains how the object appears to 

the perceiver. In this case the content of the experience is veridical, as the object 

actually is the way it is represented to be. Compare this with IE. In this case, the object 

is not round, but the distorting effect of the lens makes it appear that way. Within a 

Representationalist framework, it is natural to treat this experience as representing the 

object as being round even though that is not how the object actually is. It is a case of 

misrepresentation, and this is what explains why Emma is misled by her experience. In 

other words, within the Representationalist framework, it is natural to think that the 

content of both these experiences represent that the perceived object is round.50 

One might take this to mean that they have the same content. However, this is 

too quick. While it is true that many versions of Representationalism endorse the view 

that pairs of experiences such as VE and IE have the same content, this is not true on 

all views. On some views, contents are not only individuated in terms of the types of 

properties that are represented; they are also partly constituted by property instances.  

One such view is Susanna Schellenberg’s recent proposal that perceptual 

representation consists in exercising capacities which serve to discriminate and single 

out particulars (2016, 2018). To use Schellenberg’s own example, in a veridical 

experience of a white cup, the content of the experience is constituted in part by a 

general element which represents the object as being white. But it is also constituted in 

part by the particular instance of whiteness that resides in the cup (see 2018, Chapter 4 

for details on her view). 

 
50 There are a range of other, more specific debates on the nature of visual content. For instance, one 
issue that has been much discussed concerns the role of concepts in perceptual representation (Byrne, 
2005; Heck, 2000; McDowell, 1994; Peacocke, 2001; Speaks, 2005; Stalnaker, 1998). Another prominent 
theme concerns how rich perceptual representation is, i.e. what types of contents and what kinds of 
properties figure in visual content (Bayne, 2011; Siegel, 2011; Siegel & Byrne, 2017). A further discussion 
that has been prominent in recent years concerns the format of the vehicles of content, and whether 
they are iconic or discursive (Block, ms.; Burge, 2018; Quilty-Dunn, 2020). There is no need to go into 
any detail on these issues here, however, as these issues are orthogonal to our issue. That is, they are not 
relevant for the question of whether the content of pairs of experiences such as VE and IE are the same 
or not.  
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This is relevant, because on Schellenberg’s view, there would be a difference in 

content between VE and IE. If we apply Schellenberg’s account to VE, the content of 

this experience represents that the object is round – this is the general element – but it 

is also partly individuated by the particular instance of roundness that resides in the 

perceived object. While the general element of the content is the same for IE (the 

object is represented as round), the content of this experience is not partly constituted 

by the same particular property instance. After all, in the Illusions case, the perceived 

object is not round (it is oval), so there is no instance of roundness that can be part of 

the content. On Schellenberg’s view, then, there is a difference in the content between 

VE and IE, pace premise 2.  

While Schellenberg’s view as understood in this way blocks the argument in the 

way it is presented above, it is important to emphasize that her view does not actually 

capture Preservation. This is because Schellenberg does not think that the 

particularized aspect of visual content is part of conscious character. Rather, on her 

view, it is only the general elements which play a role in explaining phenomenology 

(Schellenberg, 2018, Chapters 4,  6). Hence, even though there is a difference in one 

aspect of the content between VE and IE, there is not a difference in the aspect of 

content that matters for conscious character.  

Can a Representationalist capture Preservation by amending Schellenberg’s view? 

That is, could one capture Preservation by holding that property instances are part of 

visual content, and part of what explains conscious character? The suggestion would 

be that the content and character of VE are partly constituted by the particular 

instance of roundness residing in the perceived object. This would mean that the 

character of IE would be different, as it would not be partly constituted in terms of the 

same property instance. On this kind of view where the character of experience is 

“particularized”, there would be a difference in character between VE and IE, just as 

the intuitive view dictates.  

However, while this might be a coherent way of combining Representationalism 

with Preservation in principle, it is not the view that I want to develop here. One of 

the reasons for this is that this way of developing Representationalism makes it very 

similar to Naïve Realism. And that is not what I am interested in doing.  

One of the things which traditionally sets the two views apart is that 

Representationalism accounts for experience and its conscious character in terms of 

representation, which importantly involves general elements, i.e. the representation of 
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general types. Conversely, Naïve Realism explains the character of experience mainly in 

terms of relations to particular elements. In other words, part of the classical way of 

setting up the competition between Representationalism and Naïve Realism concerns 

whether one thinks that experience and its character are better explained in terms of 

“general representational elements”, on the one hand, or “particular relational 

elements”, on the other.51 A version of Representationalism on which the character of 

experience is thoroughly “particularized”, as suggested above, does not align itself with 

that traditional way of viewing the distinction.  

Importantly, however, I think that there is a version of Representationalism 

which can capture Preservation without adopting a “particularized” view on visual 

content and character. On the view I have in mind, Representationalism can capture 

Preservation while assuming that VE and IE have the same content. Part of what is 

interesting about this suggestion is that it means that there are genuinely alternative 

ways of capturing the idea that the character of experience is constitutively shaped by 

the way the world is. Representationalism can capture it without making itself very 

similar to Naïve Realism. I think this view is worth developing.  

For the sake of argument, I will therefore simply assume that premise 2 holds. I 

assume, then, that VE and IE have the same content: they both represent that the 

object is round. This brings us to premise 3 and my preferred way of combining 

Representationalism with Preservation.  

 

 

2.3. Premise 3: same content, same character 

A central part of the reason why Naïve Realists typically think that Representationalism 

cannot capture the idea that the character of experience is shaped by the properties 

that perceived objects actually instantiate is that they take this view to imply that visual 

experiences which have the same content must have the same conscious character. 

This is premise 3 in the argument above.  

At the outset, note that Representationalism is best understood as the 

conjunction of the following two theses: 1) Perceptual experiences are representational 

 
51 This is also clear from recent discussions on whether Naïve Realism can capture the “general aspects” 
of visual experience (French & Gomes, 2019; Mehta, 2014; Mehta & Ganson, 2016). 
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states; and 2) the conscious character of experience is fundamentally explained in terms 

of their representational nature. 

Premise 3 would be true if content exhausts the nature of representational states. 

But that is not a sound assumption. Part of the reason for this is that we want to be 

able to capture important differences between mental states which have the same 

content. For instance, believing that p is a very different state from desiring that p, even 

though they have the same content. To accommodate the difference, we need to 

invoke a distinction between different ways of representing the same content. These 

differences in ways of representing are sometimes called differences in 

“representational manner” (Bourget, 2017; Chalmers, 2004), “psychological modes” 

(Searle, 1979, 1983), “attitudes” (e.g. Kriegel, 2015) or simply “relations to contents” 

(Pautz, 2009). In the following I use the term “representational manner”.52 I take a 

representational manner to be that which characterizes a general type of 

representational state. Manners are accounted for, and individuated, in terms of the 

role that the relevant type of state plays in our overall mental life, irrespective of the 

content of the state.  

To illustrate, consider belief, which is one type of representational state. This 

type of state is characterized, at least in part, by playing a specific role in the mental life 

of subjects: the contents of beliefs guide action and are used as premises in inferences. 

They are states that have a mind-to-world direction of fit (Searle, 1983; Williamson, 

2002). Desire, for example, is a different type of state, and plays a very different role in 

our mental life: one can desire that p even though one knows that p is not the case and 

very unlikely ever to be the case. Rational actors do not use the content of their desires 

as premises in inferences. It is natural to think that experiences are states which are 

more like beliefs than desires in that the contents of beliefs also serve to guide the 

subject in her dealings with the world, but they are also different in important ways.53  

The way I see it, there are two independent routes one could pursue in trying to 

motivate Premise 3. The first route builds on the claim that all visual experiences have 

 
52 Something similar to the distinction between representational content and representational manner is 
present already in the work of Brentano (1874 [2015]). 
53 Unlike beliefs, experiences in general are triggered automatically, and there are plausibly differences in 
which kinds of contents can be part of perception, and which can be part of thought (cf. Green, 2020).  
With regard to their functional role, experiences will often compel the subject to form a certain belief 
about how the world is. However, what you believe will typically not influence what you see, although 
the nature of that relation is contested (cf. Firestone & Scholl, 2015). 
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the same manner, and hence differences in content are the only thing that can 

distinguish the representational nature of two visual experiences. The second route 

builds on the idea that Representationalism implies that the representational manner of 

visual experience does not play a part in explaining conscious character, and hence that 

sameness and difference in conscious character will be explained solely in terms of 

sameness and difference in content. I argue below that neither route is attractive.  

 

 

2.3.1. Route 1: visual experiences all have the same representational manner 

One potential motivation for Premise 3 is the thought that Representationalism implies 

that all visual experiences have the same representational manner. If that is the case, 

then any difference in representational nature between two experiences would have to 

come down to a difference in content. As Representationalism explains conscious 

character in terms of representation, this would mean that any two visual experiences 

which share the same content would also have the same character. 

A proponent of Premise 3 would probably support this line of thought by 

referring to the fact that most versions of Representationalism endorsed in the 

literature hold that all visual experiences – whether they are veridical or non-veridical 

experiences – are instances of the same kind of representational state. This is, for 

instance, part of Schellenberg’s recent view (2018). It is also part of the views 

developed in Tye (2009), Pautz (2010), Chalmers (2004), and Bourget (2017), just to 

mention a few.  

But this does not suffice as a motivation for Premise 3. Even though most 

Representationalists subscribe to the view that all visual experiences are instances of 

one type of mental state, that is not an essential part of their view. There is room 

within this framework for a view on which the class of mental states which we call 

“visual experiences” is not in fact one unified kind of representational state, but rather 

denotes a class of states which are instances of various, more specific representational 

states characterized by different representational manners.  

More generally, the question of which representational manners there are, and 

what characterizes them, is a matter of theoretical debate. To illustrate, take Timothy 

Williamson’s prominent argument to the effect that “knowing is a state of mind” 

(2002). Within the framework articulated here, it is natural to understand that thesis as 
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a claim about representational manner. On Williamson’s view, states of knowledge are 

mental states characterized by a unique representational manner. That manner is, 

among other things, constitutively factive. This means that a necessary conditions for 

being in this mental state is that the content represented is veridical. This 

representational manner is distinct from the manner which characterizes mere beliefs, 

for instance. Hence, on this view, beliefs and states of knowledge are not the same type 

of representational state, at least not fundamentally speaking. 

Importantly for the purposes in this paper, one could hold a similar view for 

perception. That is, one could take veridical experiences to be instances of a distinct 

kind of representational state, one which is characterized by a representational manner 

that, among other things, is constitutively factive. On this kind of view, the non-

veridical experiences – such as hallucinations and illusions – would be instances of a 

different type of mental state, which are characterized by a different representational 

manner. We could call an instance of the first kind a state of seeing, while an instance of 

the second kind could be called a state of mere experiencing. 

To be clear, when I am talking of “veridical experience” in this setting, I have in 

mind those states that are veridical in a strong sense. That is, they are states with 

veridical content that also have the right kind of aetiology, both in terms of their causal 

contact with relevant mind-independent objects and in terms of visual processing 

functioning properly. This clarification is necessary in order to rule out the familiar 

problem with “veridical hallucinations” and “veridical illusions” (see for instance the 

discussions in Burge, 2010, p. 381; Johnston, 2014; D. Lewis, 1980; Logue, 2017).54 In 

this sense, the class of experience that I call “veridical experience” in this setting is 

close to what Susanna Siegel, for instance, calls “super strongly veridical” (2011, p. 37).  

Importantly, the view that veridical experiences are instances of a special type of 

representational state is not just an option which is open in principle, but is also 

endorsed in the literature. One prominent example is found in the work of John 

McDowell (see in particular 2013). McDowell holds that we need to acknowledge a 

significant difference between veridical experiences and non-veridical experiences in 

 
54 Experiences that accurately represent the world for the perceiver, but which are caused in a deviant 
way or are the result of faulty visual processing, do not count as genuine cases of “veridical experiences” 
in this setting. Something parallel holds for the theory of knowledge: states of knowledge have true 
contents, but that does not mean that any doxastic state with true content qualifies as knowledge. States 
of knowledge must be true in the right sort of way. 
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order to adequately explain how we get perceptual knowledge about the mind-

independent world. The way he describes this difference, it is natural to take it as a 

difference in representational manner: 

 
[T]he epistemic significance of an experience consists in its having content in 
the way it does. An experience that is a seeing can be like an experience that 
merely appears to put its subject in touch with a corresponding environmental 
reality in respect of what content it has. But a seeing is unlike a mere 
appearing in how it has its content. Seeings have their content in a way that is 
characteristic of seeings; they make environmental realities present to their 
subject. Thereby, on either version of the idea of experiential content, they put 
the subject in a position that leaves open no possibility of things not being as 
they would be believed to be in suitably related beliefs. (McDowell, 2013, p. 
147) 
 

In a similar vein, Byrne has also recently developed a view on which veridical 

experience is taken as a distinct kind of mental state which is different from non-

veridical experience (2016). Byrne is also motivated by the desire to capture the 

“epistemic significance” of experience, but his view is different from McDowell’s in 

that he not only takes experiences to be a basis on which one can form knowledge 

about the world, but he also thinks that experiences are in fact identical with states of 

knowledge (Byrne, 2016, pp. 962–965).55  

What is important here is not so much the details of either McDowell’s or 

Byrne’s views, but the more general type of view that they exemplify. Let us call the 

claim that veridical experiences are factive mental states “Factive seeing”. This is 

understood here as a general view, which is not committed to a more specific way of 

articulating the nature of veridical experience, except for the fact that they are instances 

of a distinctive type of mental state that is constitutively factive.  

Because Factive seeing is a coherent option within the Representationalist 

framework, Route 1 is not a sound way of motivating Premise 3. 

 

 

 

 

 
55 The views of McDowell and Byrne are also similar in some sense to the view articulated by Lisa 
Miracchi (2017). She holds a “perception first” view, on which those states that are genuine cases of 
seeing are taken to be a distinct type of state, and explanatory prior to “mere experiences”. At the same 
time, it is not clear whether she actually wants to combine this “perception first” view with the idea that 
those states that are cases of genuine seeing are representational states. 
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2.3.2. Route 2: representational manners are not part of conscious character 

A subsidiary line of motivation for Premise 3 is the idea that representational manner 

does not play a role in explaining the conscious character of experience, but only 

content does. If that is true, then, even if there is a difference in representational 

manner between veridical experiences such as VE and non-veridical experiences such 

as IE, that difference does not translate into a difference in conscious character. This 

would mean that any difference in character across visual experience would then be 

due to a difference in content, which would mean that Premise 3 is true.  

A defender of Premise 3 might support this line of thought by pointing to the 

fact that the central theme in the Representationalist literature concerns the link 

between conscious character and the contents of experience. Many of the central 

arguments in the literature, both for and against Representationalism, concern the 

question of whether sameness and difference in content can adequately capture 

sameness and difference in conscious character across experiences(e.g. Block, 1996; 

Brogaard, 2010; Byrne, 2001; Tye, 2002). 

However, this does not provide a sound motivation for premise 3. Even though 

the link between character and content is one of the main points of discussion in the 

literature, this does not mean that Representationalism implies that content alone 

determines character. One might also hold that representational manner partly 

determines conscious character.  

In fact, there are several ways in which one might think that representational 

manner plays a role in shaping conscious character that are completely independent of 

the issue under considerations. Here are two examples. First, one might think that 

there is a general difference in conscious character between experiences in different 

sense-modalities, which cannot be captured merely by differences in the contents of 

the experiences. One potential way of explaining this would be to hold that 

experiences in different sense-modalities are characterized by different representational 

manners, and that those manners are part of conscious character (for discussion see 

Bourget, 2017; Chalmers, 2004). 

Second and along similar lines, one might think that there is a general difference 

in conscious character between visual experiences and states of imagination, which 

cannot be captured purely in terms of differences in content. One potential way of 

explaining this would be to appeal to the differences in representational manner 
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between experience and imagination. If representational manner is part of the 

conscious character of experience, then one can explain why they are different from 

states of imagination even in those cases where they have the same content. This kind 

of view is discussed by Uriah Kriegel, who traces the idea back to Sartre (for exegesis 

see Kriegel, 2015, pp. 253–255). 

These cases serve as illustrations. What is important here is not whether 

differences in content actually can capture the difference between the character of 

visual experience, on the one hand, and the character of experiences in other sense-

modalities, or the character of visual imagination, on the other hand. What is 

important is the more general claim that taking representational manner to be part of 

conscious character is a coherent option within the Representationalist framework, 

which has already been discussed in different contexts.  

Let us call the general claim that representational manners – regardless of their 

exact nature – are part of visual phenomenology “Manners matter”. As this is a 

coherent option within the Representationalist framework, Route 2 is not a sound way 

of motivating Premise 3. In the end, this shows that this premise must be rejected.  

All this shows that the Naïve Realist argument against Compatibility fails. This 

brings us to Disjunctive Representationalism, and the positive argument for 

Compatibility. 

 

 

3. Disjunctive Representationalism and how it captures 

Preservation 

My argument for Compatibility is simple. It consists of two claims: 1) that Disjunctive 

Representationalism is a coherent option within the Representationalist framework, 

and 2) that it can accommodate Preservation.  

The discussion in the previous section provides a better understanding of what 

the content of Disjunctive Representationalism is. As already mentioned in the 

introduction, this view holds that veridical experiences are instances of a special type of 

mental state. These experiences are characterized by a factive representational manner, 

which is also part of conscious character. Non-veridical experiences have a different 

non-factive manner as part of their phenomenology. In short, this view is what you get 

by holding the conjunction of Factive seeing and Manners matter. 
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The first part of the argument pursued here is that Disjunctive 

Representationalism is a coherent option within the Representationalist framework. I 

have argued above that both Factive seeing and Manners matter are coherent 

options when taken in isolation. Combining them is also a coherent option.  

Granted, this is not a version of Representationalism which is commonly 

endorsed in the existing literature. As highlighted above, most Representationalists 

develop a view on which all visual experiences are instances of one and the same type 

of mental state. And, even though the views developed by Byrne (2016) and McDowell 

(2013) endorse Factive seeing, it is not clear that they would endorse Disjunctive 

Representationalism. For instance, in developing his view, Byrne is not concerned with 

issues of conscious character at all. Rather, his view is articulated in response to 

questions about the intentional and epistemological aspects of perception.  

Similarly, McDowell also develops his view in order to explain how experience 

can yield empirical knowledge. And, though he sometimes describes the view in ways 

that can sound similar to Disjunctive Representationalism, it is in the end not clear 

what implications McDowell intends for his view to have for conscious character 

specifically (see also the discussion in Byrne & Logue, 2009). In any case, a detailed 

exegesis of McDowell’s position is well beyond the scope of this paper. It is also not 

important for the argument pursued here. The reason why I place emphasis on those 

views is because they both serve to illustrate that Factive seeing is a coherent option. 

But nothing in my argument for Compatibility hinges on whether any of them would 

actually endorse Disjunctive Representationalism.  

This brings me to the second main claim of this section, namely that Disjunctive 

Representationalism also accommodates Preservation. That is, this view preserves the 

idea that the character of some experiences – veridical experiences such as VE – is 

shaped by what perceived objects are like.  

To see this, consider the example case of VE. Disjunctive Representationalism 

holds that this experience consists in representing in a factive manner that the 

perceived object is round. Because the representational manner is factive, this means 

that one can only represent this content in this particular way if the perceived object 

actually is round. Further, as representational manner is part of conscious character on 

this view, this means that one can only have an experience with the same character as 

VE in a situation in which one perceives an object which is in fact round. Non-
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veridical experiences that have the same content, such as IE, do not have the same 

character as VE because they are characterized by a different representational manner.  

This line of reasoning shows that, on Disjunctive Representationalism, the 

character of veridical experience constitutively depends on the properties that 

perceived objects actually have. This captures the idea that the character of experience 

is “shaped” by the layout of the world. It is in this sense that Disjunctive 

Representationalism provides an alternative way of articulating the nature of 

experience as it seems to be just on reflection.  

This concludes my initial argument for Compatibility. In the next few sections I 

will consider two potential objections to the view developed here. 

 

 

3.1. Objection 1: Disjunctive Representationalism does not capture the 

relational nature of experience 

The first objection is that Disjunctive Representationalism does not fully capture the 

nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection. In order to capture this, one 

must adopt a relational account of visual experience, i.e. a view on which the nature of 

experience consists in relations to particular entities in one’s environment. While 

Disjunctive Representationalism can capture the fact that the character of experience 

counterfactually depends on the properties of perceived objects, it does not fully 

capture the intuitive view as it cannot capture the relational nature and character of 

experience. 

However, I do not think that this objection is particularly convincing. While one 

might think that the character of experience appears on reflection to be relational in 

some sense, this is not in conflict with Disjunctive Representationalism. After all, there 

is a substantial sense in which this view is relational. On this view, the nature of 

veridical experience consists in factive representation. When a subject has an 

experience which factively represents that an object has a certain property, the subject 

is related to the object and its property instance in a representational way.  

Granted, a Naïve Realist will insist that the nature of experience is relational in a 

different way, as this view holds that experience consists in non-representational 

relations between subjects and particular entitles in the world. Perhaps a Naïve Realist 
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would suggest that the nature of experience seems on reflection to be relational in this 

non-representational way specifically? 

However, the problem with this suggestion is that it is not plausible to think that 

this is really part of the intuitive view. As explained earlier, the nature of experience 

seems on reflection to be shaped by perceived objects, in the sense that the character 

of experience depends on the properties that perceived objects instantiate. This is an 

essential part of the intuitive view. However, I think we should resist the further claim 

that the character of experience also appears on reflection to be non-representational. I 

see no reason to think that this is plausible. 

What would it even mean for the character of experience to appear just on 

reflection to be non-representational? Perhaps one might think that it appears non-

representational because the character of experience appears to be wholly 

“particularized”, and that it appears to not have any “general” elements?  

However, I do not think that this characterization is plausible. On the contrary, 

there are many ordinary experiences that actually do seem to contain general elements, 

and even generalizations. Think, for instance, of cases where you perceive many similar 

objects in a group, such as a flock of birds flying across the sky, the leaves on a tree, 

snowflakes blowing in the wind across the window, and so on. In those cases, it seems 

like the character of your visual experience not only reflects what the particular objects 

are like individually. Rather, it seems that we can also experience what those objects are 

like more generally. For instance, we can experience, at least roughly, what their 

average direction of motion is, what their average size is, and so on. This seems to be a 

general representational element. In fact, I argue in chapter 4 of this dissertation that 

this is an aspect of experience that the Naïve Realist cannot accommodate.  

In the end, this suggests that Disjunctive Representationalism can capture the 

nature of experience as it seems to be just on reflection. In this sense, it offers an 

alternative articulation of the intuitive view compared to the Naïve Relist account. 

 

 

3.2. Objection 2: Disjunctive Representationalism does not provide an 

adequate account of indistinguishability  

Disjunctive Representationalism implies that veridical experiences are different in 

conscious character form non-veridical experiences, as they are instances of different 
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types of mental states. At the same time, some non-veridical experiences can be 

introspectively indistinguishable from genuine cases of veridical experience. One might 

think that this is something which Disjunctive Representationalism cannot adequately 

explain, something which makes the view untenable. 

However, this objection is not fatal, as a proponent of Disjunctive 

Representationalism actually can offer an explanation of why non-veridical and 

veridical experiences can be indistinguishable even though they have different 

characters.  

Within the framework of Disjunctive Representationalism, it is natural to 

account for the difference in character between veridical and non-veridical experiences 

in terms of the limits on perceivers’ ability to always know the full nature of their own 

mental states. That is, given Disjunctive Representationalism, we should think of non-

veridical experiences as “failed states”, in some sense. They are states that purport to 

be veridical experiences, but that for some reason fall short of being so. Because they 

are failed states, they create a faulty epistemic context for the perceiving subject. When 

a perceiver undergoes a non-veridical experience, she will not always be able to tell that 

she is not enjoying a genuine case of veridical experience. In other words, the non-

veridical experience does in some sense “trick” the subject into believing that she is 

having a veridical experience.  

This explanation is further corroborated by the fact that a similar kind of 

explanation also applies in other cases. Think, for instance, of wishful thinking. 

Sometimes we take ourselves to believe p when in fact we have no good reasons for 

believing p, and on closer inspection it turns out that we just really hope or desire for p 

to be the case. This shows that, in at least some cases of wishful thinking, we are 

mistaken about what type of representational state one is in at a given time even if one 

has access to the content of that state. This is similar to our case involving perception: 

non-veridical experience cannot be distinguished from veridical experience even 

though one has access to the content of the state. Wishful thinking creates a faulty 

epistemic context, just as non-veridical experience does.  

This shows that a proponent of Disjunctive Representationalism can explain 

why non-veridical experiences can be introspectively indistinguishable from veridical 

experiences.  
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3.3. Objection 3: Disjunctive Representationalism implies that there are 

two experiences of different kinds in “the good cases” 

According to the third objection, Disjunctive Representationalism is untenable because 

it implies that, whenever one has a veridical experience, one also has a non-veridical 

experience at the same time. Because veridical and non-veridical experiences are of 

different kinds, this would mean that that, whenever one has a veridical experience, the 

subject undergoes two different kinds of experience at the same time. But this is 

absurd, and serves as a reductio of the view. I take it that this objection is based on the 

following line of reasoning. 

Disjunctive Representationalism holds that veridical experiences are states that 

depend essentially on the right kind of circumstances in order to be instantiated. They 

are states that are accurate, that are appropriately caused by mind-independent objects 

and that are due to visual processing functioning properly. Let us call the 

circumstances where these conditions are satisfied “good cases”. Non-veridical 

experiences, however, do not essentially depend on any specific circumstances. Rather, 

they can be instantiated regardless of how the environment around the perceiver is and 

what is causing her experience. Because they do not depend on the right kind of 

circumstances, these states depend only on the subject having the right kind of brain 

state. If one is convinced by this, one might adopt the following principle: for any 

particular non-veridical experience caused by a certain type of brain state, in any 

situation in which a subject has the same brain state she will undergo the same kind of 

experience. 

However, it is very plausible that the brain state that causes any particular 

veridical experience, will be of the same type as a brain state causing a non-veridical 

experience in a counterfactual situation. For the sake of concreteness, let us just 

assume that the brain state which causes VE in Veridical is the same type of brain state 

as the one which causes IE in Illusion. By applying the principle, this gives us the 

conclusion that Emma undergoes a non-veridical experience of the same kind in 

Veridical as in Illusion. This creates problems for Disjunctive Representationalism, 

which implies that in the same situation she enjoys a veridical experience which is a 

different kind of state from IE. Although holding that the two types of experience are 
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instantiated at the same time for the same subject is not strictly speaking inconsistent, 

the resulting view is untenable.56  

I think it is right that the conclusion is absurd, and, if the reasoning laid out 

above is sound, it would constitute a reductio of Disjunctive Representationalism. 

However, I do not think that a proponent of Disjunctive Representationalism should 

accept the conclusion. This is because she should not accept the claim that non-

veridical experiences can be instantiated in any circumstances. Rather, given 

Disjunctive Representationalism, we should take this to be a kind of state that 

essentially depends on the circumstances being such that they are not among the good 

cases.  

I think that this is a natural commitment given the Disjunctive 

Representationalist framework and the desire to preserve the intuitive view. After all, 

veridical experiences depend essentially on a certain set of circumstances in order to be 

instantiated. There is no principled reason why non-veridical experiences should not 

also depend on a specific and different set of external circumstances. On this view, 

non-veridical experiences are essentially states that can only be instantiated in 

circumstances that lack one or more of the features necessary for veridical perception. 

That is, they are states that either have inaccurate content, or do not have the right 

kind of causal connection with mind-independent objects, or are due to visual 

processing not functioning properly. This response is inspired by and similar to the 

view developed by Alex Moran in response to the “screening off” worry in a Naïve 

Realist setting (2019).  

Taking this assumption on board, Disjunctive Representationalism does not after 

all entail the absurd conclusion that a subject always undergoes two different kinds of 

experiences in the “good cases”. With this amendment, veridical and non-veridical 

experiences each depend on mutually exclusive sets of circumstances. The former can 

only be instantiated in the good cases, while the latter can only be instantiated in cases 

that are not the good cases. 

 

 

 
56 The worry discussed here is related to the “screening of problem” discussed by Martin in a Naïve 
Realist context (2006). 
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4. Conclusion  

In this paper I have shown that belief in Preservation does not suffice as a motivation 

for Naïve Realism over Representationalism. This is because Disjunctive 

Representationalism offers an alternative way of capturing the intuitive view for 

veridical experience. 
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