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Argument from illusion

Phenomenology: introduced via Jackson’s Mary or Nagel’s bats.

The phenomenal principle:

When I see a tomato there is much that I can doubt. I can doubt whether it is a tomato I am
seeing or a cleverly painted piece of wax. I can doubt that there is any material thing at all.
Perhaps what I took for a tomato was really a reflection; perhaps I am even the victim of a
hallucination. One thing however I cannot doubt: that there exists a red patch of a round and
somewhat bulgy shape, standing out from a background of other color patches, and having a
certain visual depth, and that this whole field of color is directly present to my consciousness.
(?: )
If there sensibly appears to a subject to be something which possesses a particular sensible
quality then there is something of which the subject is aware which does possess that qualtity.
(?: ) 

Questions:

• epistemological or phenomenological motivation?
• object/appearance distinction within the perception?
• what are ‘patches’, ‘visual fields’, ‘experiences’?
• what is the grammar of ‘it appears to S that p’?

The representational principle:

A visual perceptual experience enjoyed by someone sitting at a desk may represent various
writing implements and items of furniture as having particular spatial relations to one another
and to the experiencer, and as themselves as having various qualities …The representational
content of a perceptual experience has to be given by a proposition, or set of propositions,
which specifies the way the experience represents the world to be. (?: )
Perceptual experience represents a perceiver as in a particular environment, for example, as
facing a tree with brown bark and green leaves fluttering in a slight breeze. (?: )
[P]erceptual states represent to the subject how her environment and body are. The content
of perceptual experiences is how the world is represented to be. (?: )

Questions:

• ‘as’, ‘as if ’ – implicitly comparative?
• from ‘content’ to ‘representational content’? contents as ‘given by’ propositions?
• represent the tomate as red, represent that the tomato is red, represent me as in front of / seeing a
red tomato, represent to me the tomato as red?



• possibility that experiences misinform us – intrinsic or extrinsic?

?: provides the following argument, a “combination of the original causal argument and the argument
from hallucination”:

It is clearly true that
. “It is theoretically possible by activating some brain process which is involved in a partic-
ular type of perception to cause an hallucination which exactly resembles that perception
in its subjective character.

. It is necessary to give the same account of both hallucinating and perceptual experience
when they have the same neural cause. Thus, it is not, for example, plausible to say
that the hallucinatory experience involves a mental image or sense-datum, but that the
perception does not, if the two have the same proximate – that is, neural – cause.

These two propositions together entail that perceptual processes in the brain produce some
object of awareness which cannot be identified with any feature of the external world – that
is, they produce a sense-datum.”

Sense-data

In his Problems of Philosophy, Russell introduces “sense-data” in the following way:

Let us give the name of ‘sense-data’ to the things that are immediately known in sensation:
such things as colours, sounds, smells, hardnesses, roughnesses, and so on. We shall give
the name ‘sensation’ to the experience of being immediately aware of these things. Thus,
whenever we see a colour, we have a sensation of the colour, but the colour itself is a sense-
datum, not a sensation. The colour is that of which we are immediately aware, and the
awareness itself is the sensation. It is plain that if we are to know anything about the table, it
must be by means of the sense-data – brown colour, oblong shape, smoothness, etc. – which
we associate with the table; but, for the reasons which have been given, we cannot say that the
table is the sense-data, or even that the sense-data are directly properties of the table. Thus a
problem arises as to the relation of the sense-data to the real table, supposing there is such a
thing. (?: )

This distinction between sense-data and sensations is also made by Moore:

…I propose to call these things, the colour and size and shape, sense-data, things given or pre-
sented by the senses – given, in this case, by my sense of sight. Many philosophers have called
these things which I call sense-data, sensations. They would say, for instance, that that partic-
ular patch of colour was a sensation. But it seems to me that this term ‘sensation’ is liable to
be misleading. We should certainly say that I had a sensation, when I saw that colour. But
when we say that I had a sensation, what we mean is, I think, that I had the experience which
consisted in my seeing the colour. (?: )

The term’s meaning was supposed to be neutral between direct and indirect realist theories of perception,
so that it was not to be assumed either that sense data must by definition be mind-dependent or that they
must be mind-independent. This was important for Russell’s project of ‘constructing’ the external world
out of sense-data:

Logically, a sense-datum is an object, a particular of which the subject is aware. It does not
contain the subject as a part …The existence of the sense-datum is therefore not logically



dependent upon that of the subject …There is therefore no a priori reason why a particular
which is a sense-datum should not persist after it has ceased to be a datum, nor why other
similar particulars should not exist without ever being data. (?: )

Sense-data are epistemologically privileged, in that they are the only things which I not only know by
description, but am acquainted with:

I say that I am acquainted with an object when I have a direct cognitive relation to that object,
i.e. when I am directly aware of the object itself. When I speak of a cognitive relation here,
I do not mean the sort of relation which constitutes judgment, but the sort which constitutes
presentation. (?: )

Acquaintance with sense-data yields indubitable knowledge of objects; illusions are impossible:

And what my analysis of sensation has been designed to show is, that whenever I have a mere
sensation or idea, the fact is that I am then aware of something which is …not an inseparable
aspect of my experience. The awareness which I have maintained to be included in sensation
is the very same unique fact which constitutes every kind of knowledge: “blue” is as much
an object, and as little a mere content, of my experience, when I experience it, as the most
exalted and independent real thing of which I am ever aware …Merely to have a sensation
…is to know something which is as truly and really not a part of my experience, as anything
which I can ever know. (?: )
The first thing to notice is that there are no such things as “illusions of sense.” Objects of sense,
even when they occur in dreams, are the most indubitably real objects known to us. What,
then, makes us call them unreal in dreams? Merely the unusual nature of their connection
with other objects of sense …Objects of sense are called “real” when they have the kind of
connection with other objects of sense which experience has led us to regard as normal; when
they fail this, they are called “illusions.” But what is illusory is only the inferences to which
they give rise; in themselves, they are every bit as real as the object of waking life. (?: – )

Neutral Monism

Influenced by William James, the American “New Realists” took this a step further, claiming that my
consciousness is “out there with the cow”:

We have become wedded, or indeed welded to the phrase – my thought is of an object – when
we ought to say and mean – my thought is a portion of the object – or better still, – a portion
of the object is my thought: – exactly as a portion of the sky is the zenith. (?: )
If, as Aristotle said, ‘thought and its object are one,’ so are sensations and perceptions one
with their ‘objects.’ In fact, there are not sensations or perceptions and their objects. There
are objects, and when these are included in the manifold called consciousness they are called
sensations and perceptions. (?: )

In his Theory of Knowledge manuscript ( ), Russell explains the view in the following way:

“Neutral monism” – as opposed to idealistic monism and materialistic monism– is the theory
that the things commonly regarded as mental and the things commonly regarded as physical
do not differ in respect of any intrinsic property possessed by the one set and not by the other,
but differ only in respect of arrangement and context.



The theory may be illustrated by comparison with a postal directory, in which the same names
come twice over, once in alphabetical and once in geographical order; we may compare the
alphabetical order to the mental, and the geographical order to the physical. The affinities
of a given thing are quite different in the two orders, and its causes and effects obey different
laws. Two objects may be connected in the mental world by the association of ideas, and in the
physical world by the law of gravitation. […] Just as every man in the directory has two kinds
of neighbours, namely alphabetical neighbours and geographical neighbours, so every object
will lie at the intersection of two causal series with different laws, namely the mental series
and the physical series. ‘Thoughts’ are not different in substance from ‘things’; the stream of
my thoughts is a stream of things, namely of the things which I should commonly be said to
be thinking of; what leads to its being called a stream of thoughts is merely that the laws of
succession are different from the physical laws. (?: )

Russell later claimed that “sensations are what is common to the mental and physical worlds; they may
be defined as the intersection of mind and matter” (?: ). As a neutral monist, he denies the duality of
act and object – “the patch of colour and our sensation in seeing it are identical” (?: ) – and hence the
possibility of an act of experiencing not directed at any object is impossible.

These objects, however, are irreducibly perspectival. The perspectivality of perception is built into its very
definition:

…we may define a “perception” of an object as the appearance of the object from a place
where there is a brain (or, in lower animals, some suitable nervous structure), with sense-organs
and nerves forming part of the intervening medium. (?: )
When a mental occurrence can be regarded as an appearance of an object external to the
brain, however, irregular, or even as a confused appearance of several such objects, then we
may regard it as having for its stimulus the object or objects in question, or their appearances at
the sense-organ concerned. When, on the other hand, a mental occurrence has not sufficient
connection with objects external to the brain to be regarded as an appearance of such objects,
then is physical causation (if any) will have to be sought in the brain. In the former case it can
be called a perception; in the latter it cannot be so called. But the distinction is one of degree,
not of kind. (?: )

The porcupine objection

Robinson defends the criticism by Price that the neutral monist view turns an ordinary object into an
“infinitely various porcupine, which is not merely here in this room (as we commonly take it to be) but
sticks out as it were in all sorts of directions and to all sorts of distances …” (?: ). He points out that

• not all variations in appearance are due to perspective: “If I take off my glasses everything becomes
blurred. Are we to assume that there are blurred sensible waiting to be perceived by someone not
only in my location, but with exactly my degree of short-sightedness?” (?: )

• the theory cannot provide for the unity of things seen: “…it is difficult to see how an elliptical sense-
datum could be identical with a round surface, for anything identical with a round surface would
have to be round.” (?: )

The Intentionality of Perception

Let us consider one version of the argument from illusion:

A stick in front of me looks bent.



A stick in front of you looks straight.
There is at most one stick in front of us.
No stick can be both bent and straight.

∴ In at least one case, one of our perceptual experiences is non-veridical.
In the non-veridical perceptual experience, one is presented with a mind-dependent intentional
object.
Both perceptual experiences have the same type of intentional object.

∴ The intentional object of both experiences is mind-dependent.
Sticks are not mind-dependent.

∴ In neither case do we see the stick.

Hence nothing that may look to have contrary properties is ever seen – a reductio. While most attention
has been focussed on denying ( ) or ( ) or both, I would like to focus attention on the description of the
situation, i.e. on ( ) and ( ). My main motivation is that already ( ) is implausible: while I may certainly
form false beliefs on the basis of one of my perceptual experiences, they themselves are not necessarily
misleading: at least on one sense of “looks”, the straight stick half-immersed in water does look straight,
i.e. looks as straight sticks half-immersed in water do. How else should the stick from here? If the stick
were to look to me from here like a straight stick in air does, I would rightly conclude that it is bent, and
do so on the basis of how it looks to me from here. Perspectivality is not illusionary, but a real fact.

But let us first look at the other premisses and transitions. Austin denies that ( ) and ( ) are compossible.
Irrealists deny ( ), and may therefore also deny ( ). ( ) appears vulnerable, but depending on how we
understand ‘intentional object’ and ‘mind-dependent’, it allows of uncontroversial interpretations. ( ) is
denied by disjunctivists. The phenomenal principle, or something like it, may be appealed to justify ( ), by
deriving it from ( ), ( ), ( ) and ( ):

A stick in front of me looks bent.
∴ There is something of which I am aware that is bent.

A stick in front of me looks straight.
∴ There is something of which I am aware that is straight.

There is at most one stick in front of me.
No stick can be both bent and straight.
There is a most one thing of which I am aware in the two cases.

∴ In at least one case, one of our perceptual experiences is non-veridical.

This is not a particularly good argument, however: the conclusion ( ) is too strong (as it incorporates
already a version of ( )), and the additional premise ( ) is hard to justify.

The most promising way out, I think, is to block the deduction of ( ), while preserving a sense in which
both ( ) and ( ) may be true. A first option is to attack ( ). One may hold that the properties in question
(being bent, being straight) are not (parts of) the intentional object of these perceptions, but rather of their
contents, conceived of as modes of presentations of the object: the stick is presented in the straight-mode
or in the bent-mode. Alternatively, one may hold that being presented in the straight- (or bent-)mode are
not representational at all, but rather sensational properties, qualia of the experiences themselves. The
problem with these views is that do not address the real problem: even if we grant that bentness may be
a way the stick is presented to me or a qualitative property of my experience, it is certainly also a property
of the stick: in one of the two cases at least, the roundness present in my experience is ‘matched’ by a
roundness of the stick – and we have to find a ground for saying that this is not the case for bentness.

Adverbialists reinterpret ( ) and ( ) as
i I am appeared to bent-ly.
i I am appeared to straight-ly.



Even though we do not then have analogues of ( ) and ( ), ( ) still seems to follow: If we are appeared
to bent-ly and straight-ly, then in at least one case, the perceptual experience is non-veridical. We also
have trouble explaining why ( ), or at least some version of it, belongs to a exhaustive description of the
situation: to see this, compare the scenario with what changes when we take the stick out of the water:
even if we keep our respective perspectives on the stick, an important source of conflict and disagreement
disappears. This source, whatever it is, is not captured by ( i) and ( i). In this second, but not the first
respect, representational views fare better:

ii I see the stick as bent.
ii I see the stick as straight.

Insofar as bentness and straightness may figure in contents (as represented properties, rather than as being
exemplified by things as sticks), we do account for the conflict noted in ( ). Given ( ) and ( ), however, it
still follows that in at least one case one of us sees the stick as F where the stick is not F – so ( ) still follows.

The sense data theorist reinterprets ( ) and ( ) as
iii It appears to me: something is bent*.
iii It appears to me: something is straight*.

Bentness* and straightness* are not properties of sticks, but of sense-data or of experiences: if they can
both be had by the same sense-datum, then we do not have an analogue of ( ); if they cannot, then we do
not have an analogue of ( ). The victory is Pyrrhonic, however, because even if they can perhaps provide
a reading of “seeing” on which it is true that I see the stick, I will not on their view see its bentness or
straightness.

Perspectival realists also deny ( ) by reinterpreting ( ) and ( ). Their version is:
iv The stick appears-bent-to-me.
iv The stick appears-straight-to-me.

This, I think is part of the right response to the argument. It combines the adverbial account of the
(allegedly) contrary properties with the introduction of appearance properties – properties like being bent-to-
me, or rather: being-bent-from-here, the relativisation encapsulating the information about the position and
perceptual apparatus of the observer and the information about the perceptual milieu we would need to
appeal to correctly predict from what other actual or counterfactual experiences the perceptual experience
in question would be subjectively indiscriminable.

Bent-to-me and straight-to-me are not incompatible, so we do not have an analogue of ( ); but neither are
they properties of experiences, nor of sense-data, nor of points of views or observers. Are they properties
of sticks? In a sense yes, but also in another sense no. The property the half-immersed stick appears to
have from here, i.e. the one I can correctly describe by painting a inflected line, is a property the stick no
longer appears to have once I have taken it out of the water. It is very well possible, however, that the
half-immersed stick did not to you appear to have this property, e.g. if you were looking at it from another
angle it may have looked straight to you, even when half-immersed in water. When we took the stick out,
it started to appear differently to me, but not to you. While bent-to-me certainly was a property the stick
appeared (to me) to have, it was not so for you and is now not so for me. When we immersed it in water,
there was a look the stick acquired, a look it did not have before: by changing the perceptual milieu and
the set of available perspectives on the stick, the stick acquired a new look it did not have before, a look
I describe ascribing the perspectival property bent-to-you and you describe ascribing the different, but not
incompatible property straight-to-me.

Objects of perception are things from a certain point of view, i.e. perspectival facts or ‘looks’. The points
of view accounting for their perspectivality are not the perceptual acts, nor are they modes of presentation
of the object (if there is one): they are located on the ‘object side’ as it were. Take, to change the example,



the round coin lying on the table in front of me, looking, at we would say, oval from here. The same coin,
it seems, can look round from certain points of view and elliptical from others. As before, round a from
certain point of view and elliptical from another point of view are not incompatible properties, so the coin does
not look to have incompatible properties. The cup always appears round from here or there. To appear
round from here means that the cup appears to be at a certain distance and orientation from the given point
of view. Orientation is reducible to relative distance of parts: the orientation of the cup changes from a
point of view to another iff the ratio of distances between each part and the point of view changes. For
instance, from some points of view (right above of the cup), all the parts of the edge are at equal distance
from the point of view; while for some other points of view (from the side of the cup), there are parts of the
edge that are closer to the point of view than other ones. These ratios, however, should not be confused
with the ratios among the parts of the edge themselves: they are all at the same distance of each other,
and appear to be so in the perceptual experience. Ellipses then are just artifacts from painters that project
three-dimensional oriented objects on two dimensional vertically oriented screens. When we adopt the
attitude of the painter, we create an illusion from a perception: we change the orientation and shape of the
perceptual objects. We change the relative distances of the edges of the cup to the point of view, thereby
creating the illusion of having an elliptical object in view.

These perspectival appearance properties are thus not features of perspective-independent things, but
rather of appearances, appearances of perspective-independent things, to be sure, but not things that are
themselves independent of perspectives. Kant is right in thinking that the perception of appearance prop-
erties is the perception of appearances, where such appearances are grounded in the things they are ap-
pearances of. It is the appearance of the stick half-immersed in water that looks bent-from-here and the
same appearance that may look straight-from-here with respect to some other location or observer. It is
the change in appearance that is responsible for the fact that once the stick is taken out of the water and
seen by both of us in clear air, it may no longer be said to appear bent in any sense. Because appearances
are grounded in the things appearing, together with their environment, they are appearances of things –
things with which we are in perceptual contact when we perceive the appearances. Can we thus say that
the things are only indirectly seen, through their appearances as it were?

We should not, however, in the way of sense-data theorists, take these appearances to be the direct objects
of perception – rather, it is their grounds that are seen through them. This explanation of appearance
properties thus takes us to

v The stick-as-seen-by-us appears-bent-to-me.
v The stick-as-seen-by-us appears-straight-to-you.

We thus have two perceptions, but still just one stick appearing to both of us. ( ) does not follow if the two
appearances really have their appearance properties. Such a reply to the argument from illusion, I surmise,
is not only independently plausible, but also generalises to the analoguous arguments byMcTaggart against
temporal A-determinations and and by Frank Jackson in favour of perceptual qualia.

Perspectival facts are not sense data, but are ‘out there’, full citizens of the mind-independent external
world. They are not parts or aspects of the experiencing subject and they exist independently of expe-
riencing subjects. They are perspectival only in that they contain a perspectivally ‘modulated’ property,
‘modulated’ by its being relational with respect to a point of view. A point of view is just a point in space
(compare ?), where a (point-sized) seeing eye can be located, but that can as well remain unoccupied. Ac-
tual points of view do not imply actual views. Points of view are not acts of perception, nor part of the
act of perception: they do not depend on perceiving objects. Searle is thus wrong to assert that aspectual
shape “cannot be exhaustively or completely characterized solely in terms of third person […] predicates”
(?). Rather, we advocate a return to some robust form of realism about perspectival facts, like the one that
was endorsed by neo-realists such as ? or ?.



Before drawing such morals, however, we have to know more about sticks-as-seen-by-us, i.e. appearances
of sticks.

When I say that the wine tastes sweet, I am qualifying the taste as sweet, and only secondarily the wine
as having a sweet taste. On one reading, the first qualification is not subject to doubt: in this sense, I am
qualifying the taste as tasting-sweet-to-me, something which you cannot dispute. Sometimes, however, I
make a stronger claim, not only that the taste is sweet-to-me, but that it is sweet tout court, and so that you
should taste it as sweet as well, if you are tasting properly. Here we have conceptual space for taste courses
and experts, judges and faultless disagreement.

Another dimension of possible disagreement opens up with the secondary qualification: I may be wrong
that it is the wine that tastes sweet. This suggests that the ‘extension’ of my assertion is via a causal link: I
am saying of the taste that it is sweet (and there cannot be doubt about this) and of the wine that it has that
taste, i.e. causally produced it (and about this I could be wrong):

For to say that a certain experience is a seeing that something is the case, is to do more than
describe the experience. It is to characterize it as, so to speak, making an assertion of claim,
and – which is the point I wish to stress – to endorse that claim. (?: )

Things stand differently with colours, or rather with chromatic profiles:

“What puts vision apart from hearing, smell, and taste is that we do not conceive of the visible
world as offering us objects of visual awareness and attention distinct from (but coincident
with) the concrete objects that we also see.” (?: ), citing ?: –

The chromatic profile of a coloured thing (its visual appearance, its look) is more closely tied to it than its
taste or its visual shape: the being-the-appearance-of relation here is not causal, but constitutive. Looks
are nothing but looks of things, i.e. things looking a certain way. In other terms: for a to have a visual look
that appears red is both, for the look to be red and for the thing itself to appear red. Two possible sources
of error present in the case of taste are thereby eliminated: it is not possible that only its look, but not the
thing looking a certain way appears red, and the look itself cannot just appear red but fail to be red.

What Mary gets newly acquainted with, when she gets out of her black-and-white room, are not new
properties, but new things: the looks things have when they appear to you e.g. in clear daylight. Being an
eminent colour scientist, she knew everything there is to know about colours; being equally an eminent
psychologist of colour perception, she also knew everything there is to know about visual appearance
properties, properties such as looking red from here. What she did not know, however, are an important class
of things, visual looks – ie. the things that primarily have the colours and in virtue of which coloured things
appear the way they do. Instead of

a The patch-in-this-light looks-red-to-me.
a The patch-in-this-light looks-green-to-you.

we thus have the simpler:
b The patch-in-this-light is red.
b The patch-in-this-light is green.

To speak of “x as it appears” or “x as represented” is ambiguous in at least three ways:

. The “primary”/“secondary” contrast is from ?: .
. The switch to chromatic profiles is needed to preserve Aristotle’s claim that they are the proper sensibles of sight: we also see

black and white things, transparent things and things that do not have surfaces, such as shadows, holes, holograms and rainbows.



process the processes of appearing and of representing are different – they differ in their direction, and
in what they are grounded in: things appear in virtue of how they are, while subjects represent in
virtue of how they are and these grounds are different in the case of the representation of mind-
independent matters of fact;

event the two processes may still coincide, and thus be the same event: every appearing is then also a
being represented, and every representing also a being appeared to: it is in virtue of such coincidence
that these events make available the same information, and reveal the same aspect of the world;

result the one event that is both adequately described as “x appears to y as F” and “x is represented as
F by y” may still have two different results, and modify its two relata in two different ways: as a
dancing ‘produces’ both a dancer and a dance, an event of representing/appearing produces both
an appearance and a representation.

H is a perfect hallucination and has a phenomenal character and H is subjectively indiscriminable from a
perception P, but differing from P in phenomenal character (as per relationalism). You do not have to deny
infallibility of introspection in the favourable circumstances (and deny what Locatelli calls ‘superficiality’),
ie you do not have to claim

how H is ̸= how H introspectively seems

for we are in the presence of:

how H introspectively seems = how H introspectively is
how H is = how H introspectively is

( ) and ( ) can be granted, ie ( ) is fine

how H is = how H introspectively seems

But what we do not need to grant is that this means that H cannot differ in phenomenal character from a
subjectively indiscriminable perception. So we have that ( ) and ( ) are compatible in the presence of ( ):

how H is = how H introspectively seems
H and P cannot be distinguished introspectively but have different phenomenal characters.
a how P introspectively seems = how H introspectively seems
b how P is ̸= how H is
how P is ̸= how P introspectively seems

So what P is subjectively indiscriminable from does not exhaust its phenomenal character. This is com-
patible with introspection being infallible with respect to P too:

how P introspectively is = how P introspectively seems

but it requires that it has a broader nature than what is available through introspection (eg, to what hallu-
cinations it is introspectively indiscriminable from).


