Hallucinations and
perceptual content:
Why naïve realists and intentionalists
just can’t be friends

By Runar Bjørkvik Mæland

D

o perceptual experiences have contents? This question looms large in contemporary debates in the
philosophy of perception. One camp, the intentionalists,
hold, roughly, that having a perceptual experience is fundamentally a matter of representing the environment as
being such-and-such, much in the way that a belief can
represent the world to be such-and-such. On this view,
the perceived features of the environment figure as the
contents of perception. Another camp, the naïve realists,
hold that having a perceptual experience is fundamentally
a matter of being acquainted with, or being directly related
to the environment, typically seeing the concept of perceptual content as misplaced and misleading.1
In The Contents of Visual Experience, Susanna Siegel
argues at length in defense of the Content View (CV),
which is the view that all visual perceptual experiences
have contents (Siegel 2011:28). One interesting aspect of
Siegel’s defense of CV is that she takes it to be acceptable not only for intentionalists, but also for the typically
content-skeptical naïve realists. Siegel argues that CV is
only incompatible with the most radical and implausible
forms of naïve realism (NR), which denies that properties
ever figure in visual experience, while being perfectly compatible with a moderate and more plausible form of NR,
which allows a place for properties in its account of visual
experience (Siegel 2011:29, 67–70).
If Siegel can cash in on this claim, the philosophical
payoff is significant. I will argue that whether or not this
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compatibility holds depends crucially on how the naïve
realist conceives of hallucinations. Siegel’s key argument
for CV relies on the premise that visual perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations all involve phenomenal states that present clusters of properties as being instantiated.
Phenomenal states are (in Siegel’s view) conscious experiential states that are individuated by what it is like to
be in them, that is, by their specific phenomenal character.
While naïve realists can perhaps agree to this as a characterization of veridical perceptual experiences (VPEs),
they will be skeptical to the notion that it holds equally
for hallucinations. The prominent naïve realist William
Fish, for example, holds to the contrary that hallucinations are mental events that lack phenomenal character
and thus do not present the subject with anything – they
only seem to do so, in virtue of being relevantly similar to
(although ontologically different from) perceptual states.
Such a view may strike many philosophers of perception
as counterintuitive, but it cannot be dismissed offhand.
If Fish’s view is correct – and I will argue that Siegel does
not provide us with any good reasons to deny it – then
Siegel’s argument for the compatibility of CV and naïve
realism fails.
After having outlined and discussed Siegel’s view and
its relation to NR in sections 1–3, I will examine Fish’s
view of hallucinations and discuss Siegel’s objections to
it in sections 5–8. I will conclude that her objections fail
and that her defense of CV is therefore lacking.
Illustrasjon: Katrine Lund
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1. The Content View and Siegel’s Argument from
Appearing
Although Siegel’s official statement of CV is just that all visual perceptual experiences have contents, it is important
to her argument that they have the right kind of contents,
that is, contents in a philosophically significant sense. She
argues that the right kind of contents must have truth values (in the way that beliefs have truth values), that they
must be conveyed to the subject by the experience and
that they must be sufficiently fine-grained to individuate
experiences (Siegel 2011:28–30). The kind of contents
that will do the trick, Siegel finds, are accuracy conditions:
conditions under which an experience is accurate (for
example, my experience of seeing a spider on the wall will
be accurate if there is a spider on the wall, less accurate
if there is a fly on the wall and even less accurate if it is
simply a shadow).
Siegel is confident that her master argument in favor
of perceptual contents, the “Argument from Appearing,”
succeeds in establishing that all perceptual experiences
have contents in the form of accuracy conditions. The
Argument from Appearing runs roughly as follows, ignoring some detail (Siegel 2011:45):

experiences (Siegel 2011:28). In other words, one can accept her Argument from Appearing while denying that the
contents she takes the argument to demonstrate are what
makes any experience what it is.
It is not unreasonable to worry that this circumscription of the argument makes Siegel’s thesis too weak to be
interesting. Susanna Schellenberg has recently pointed out
that many philosophical arguments for perceptual content
only establish what she calls the Association Thesis: the
rather uninteresting thesis that “every experience can be
associated with (propositional) content in the sense that
sentences can be articulated that describe how the environment seems to the subject” (Schellenberg 2012:50).
What makes Siegel’s view somewhat stronger than this
seems to be her claim that experiences convey a specific set
of contents in virtue of their phenomenal character; the
Association Thesis, on the other hand, allows that different and mutually incompatible propositions can be associated with any given experience, and that there need not
be any essential link between phenomenal character and
contents. For that reason, Siegel’s thesis is more interesting
than the Association Thesis and at least interesting enough
to be further discussed.

1. All visual perceptual experiences present clusters of properties as being instantiated (premise 1);

2. The Content View and Naïve Realism
What, then, can be said about Siegel’s claim that CV as
she construes it is compatible with standard forms of
Naïve Realism (NR)? If applied to Veridical Perceptual
Experiences (VPEs) – visual perceptual experiences that
are accurate with respect to the subject’s environment (not
illusory or hallucinatory) – the claim is plausible. She describes the phenomenology of perceptual experiences as
presenting clusters of properties as being instantiated, where
“clusters of properties” are to be understood as properties
instantiated by the same thing (i.e. the shiny redness and
plump roundness of a tomato). This is intended to capture
the idea that “bare particulars” – objects shorn of any properties – do not figure in visual phenomenology.
This is not miles away from the naïve realist account of veridical perception given by William Fish. He
describes perceptual experiences in terms of their presentational character, by which he means “the array of
properties, aspects, or features that are presented to the
subject of experience” (Fish 2009:49–50). He adds that
“the basic units that feature in presentational character
are not properties and objects simpliciter, but rather
object‐property couples” (Fish 2009:52). Fish further
adds that on his naïve realist view, the presentational
character of a VPE is constituted by mind-independent

2. Things are the way an experience presents them only
if the property-clusters presented in the experience are in
fact instantiated; this yields a set of accuracy conditions for
the experience (premises 2–4, truncated);
3. All visual perceptual experiences have accuracy conditions conveyed to the subject of the experience, and therefore – by analytical entailment – contents (conclusion).
In my assessment of the argument, I will focus on the first
and most fundamental of these premises. Before proceeding, it is important to notice how weak the thesis established by this argument is. As Siegel herself notes, it doesn’t
entail what she calls the Strong Content View. This is the
view that “[a]ll visual perceptual experiences consist fundamentally in the subject’s bearing a propositional attitude
toward the contents of her experience,” (Siegel 2011:73)
which is the view that characterizes the intentionalist
camp in philosophy of perception (cf. Fish 2010:65). In
the same vein, she is surely also right that CV, on this construal, doesn’t entail that contents are what individuate
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elements of the perceived scene itself. This is, of course,
more than what is implied in Siegel’s view, but arguably not incompatible with it. Although Fish doesn’t talk
about perceptual content, he has stated that he does not
deny Schellenberg’s Association Thesis, referred to earlier in this text. What he denies is rather the much stronger thesis that “perceptual experience is fundamentally a
matter of representing the world as being a certain way,”
(Fish 2013:64) but as we have seen, Siegel apparently
isn’t committed to this, either. This by itself, therefore,
is not a reason for the naïve realist to deny CV.
What makes Siegel’s claim that CV is compatible with
NR problematic is that CV on her construal is meant to
hold for all perceptual experiences, not only veridical ones.
Although in the Argument from Appearing she refers to
“visual perceptual experiences,” it is clear from the context
that she does not intend to restrict her argument to experiences in which something is really perceived. She says,
for instance, that “[s]ome visual perceptual experiences
figure in states of seeing, while others are hallucinations
in which no such objects are seen, though it seems from
a first-person perspective that they are” (Siegel 2011:26).
Siegel’s argument proceeds from presumed phenomenological facts that are common to all kinds of visual experiences, whether hallucinations, illusions, or perceptions,
to the conclusion that visual experiences of all these kinds
have contents which derive from the presumed phenomenological facts.
This is problematic for her claim that CV and NR are
compatible, because NR is committed to denying that
hallucinations and perceptions can be accounted for in
the same way.2 Since naïve realists want to be able to say
that the phenomenal character of a VPE is a matter of
the subject being perceptually related to its environment,
and since hallucinations by definition don’t perceptually
relate the subject to the environment, naïve realists have
to explain hallucinations in a different way.3 Most naïve
realists endorse disjunctivism, the view that subjectively indiscriminable experiences might nevertheless be somehow
fundamentally different.4 Disjunctivism is often described
simply as the view that denies that there is a “common
element” or “common factor” between indiscriminable
perceptions, illusions and hallucinations (Fish 2010:87).
So when Siegel speaks of common phenomenological facts
and common contents,5 disjunctivists see red flags.
However, disjunctivism is interpreted too strongly if it
is taken to suggest that there is no common factor whatsoever between these different kinds of experience. After all,
most disjunctivists accept that indiscriminable hallucina-
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tions, illusions and perceptions are all experiences in some
minimal sense, that they all share some indiscriminability
property, etc. What they deny is rather that hallucinations, illusions and perceptions share an intrinsic nature or
belong to the same fundamental kind. So Siegel might be
taken to argue that this denial is compatible with accepting some common phenomenological facts, and that the
contents derived from them might be interpreted by the
disjunctivst as non-fundamental. Against this, the disjunctivist must argue that something in her characterization
doesn’t hold for all cases of experiences.
3. Hallucinations and Phenomenal Character
One way to object to Siegel’s argument, then, is to argue
that hallucinations don’t actually “present clusters of properties as being instantiated,” pace the first premise of the
Argument from Appearing. A naïve realist might claim
that hallucinations don’t present anything at all – they only
seem to do so.
In a footnote, Siegel acknowledges that such a view
could possibly defeat her cause:
Premise (i) [that hallucinations present clusters of properties as being instantiated] is at odds with a view
… according to which hallucinations don’t have any
phenomenal character at all. If hallucinations lack
phenomenal character altogether, then (assuming they
are nonetheless visual perceptual experiences), they
will be counterexamples to (i). (Siegel 2011:49, n19)
William Fish defends a view of this kind (Fish 2009).
Although, however, Siegel discusses many possible objections in her book defending CV, she doesn’t find this one
in particular worth spilling much ink over, because she
thinks that it is “at odds with the crudest deliverances of
introspection” (Siegel 2011:49, n19). No further justification is given.
What, exactly, introspection delivers is notoriously difficult to settle. Why should we think that introspection is
a reliable guide on this issue? One reason might be that
the possibility of subjectively indiscriminable hallucinations first arises from reflections on our introspection.6 We
look out of the window at the trees and flowers in the garden; we turn to reflecting on that experience and wonder
whether we might just be hallucinating; we begin to think
that we cannot know by introspection alone whether we
are hallucinating or not – perhaps we cannot know at all.
If we start out with an everyday visual experience, and then
take into account the possibility that this very experience
rUNAR BJØRKVIK MÆLAND
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might be a hallucination, it might seem plausible to claim
that if any of the possible cases have a phenomenal character, then all of them have a phenomenological character.
This, however, only assumes that having a hallucination of something is exactly like veridically perceiving the
same thing for the subject of the experience; and this is
exactly what is denied by the disjunctivist view that hallucinations lack phenomenal character. Methodically, it
is problematic to expect that what we find by examining
introspectively the character of a VPE will hold for hallucinations as well, unless we already assume that they both
have a phenomenal character. So objecting to the view that
hallucinations lack phenomenal character on the basis of
introspection on what it is like to have a veridical perception seems to beg the question.
Disjunctivists aren’t committed to saying that hallucinating is “just like” veridically perceiving from the point
of view of the subject; and if hallucinations lack phenomenal character, it won’t be. What they are committed to
is that hallucinations can be subjectively indiscriminable
from VPEs, such that the subject of hallucination isn’t
aware of any difference.

4. The Epistemic Conception of Hallucination
The view that hallucinations lack phenomenal character
gets a short shrift from Siegel in The Contents of Visual
Perception. However, she has presented relevant objections
to it in an earlier article on “The Epistemic Conception
of Hallucination” (Siegel 2008), arguing against the view
that hallucinations should be characterized epistemically
rather than phenomenologically or otherwise. This is a
view first developed by Mike Martin (2004) and later followed by Fish (2009 and elsewhere). Before we consider
these objections, a closer look at Fish’s position might be
helpful.
Fish’s rejection of phenomenal character in hallucinatory experiences follows from the way he characterizes
phenomenal character in VPEs. Phenomenal character,
Fish argues, is that property of an experience that types it
by what it is like to be in it. That property, he goes on to
argue, is the experience’s relational property of acquainting
the subject with the elements of the presentational character – that is, on his naïve realist view, the mind-independent features of the subject’s environment. He takes this
acquaintance relation to be “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 2009:14). This
means, of course, that in a hallucination – where, by definition, nothing is perceived – the subject is not acquainted
with anything, and in Fish’s view, no acquaintance means
that there is no phenomenal character.
In Fish’s view, then, the fact that a hallucination can be
indiscriminable from a veridical perception can’t be explained by a common phenomenal character. Instead, he gives
a purely epistemic account of this fact: He takes indiscriminability to be a matter of having the same cognitive effects
in the same doxastic settings, rather than some common
intrinsic character. The cognitive effects typically include
judgments and higher-order beliefs of the type “I believe
that I see a bear,” but also rational behavioral effects such
as looking for somewhere to run and hide from the bear.
Thus, the typical subject of an indiscriminable hallucination will falsely believe herself to perceive her environment
and to have an experience with phenomenal character.
This false belief is what accounts for what Fish (following
Siegel 2008) calls the “felt reality” of the hallucination for
its subject, in spite of the fact that it lacks phenomenal
character.
Fish’s full definition of hallucination states that

liefs of the form “I believe that I see a bear.” Siegel, however, claims that some hallucinators “will not actually
form the higher-order beliefs,” (Siegel 2008:216) and for
such subjects, Fish’s theory “lacks a crucial resource for accounting for the felt reality of the hallucination” (Siegel
2008:217) since it denies that hallucinations have phenomenal characters.
This objection is problematic because the claim that
someone could hallucinate without believing that they are
experiencing anything only seems to be a stipulation that
lacks empirical or analytical grounding. It is not part of the
general concept of hallucination that it should be possible
for a subject to hallucinate without any specific cognitive
effects accompanying this event, and the prospects for empirical verification of such cases seem dim. We are left with
an intuition that at most can count as defeasible evidence.
If we think that there are strong enough reasons in favor
of Fish’s theory of hallucination, we are in a perfectly good
position to simply deny that the cases Siegel considers are
possible. This is what Fish does when he states that on his
account “a mental event both becomes a hallucination and
acquires a felt reality as it has its cognitive effects. If the effects do not occur, then the event will not attain a felt reality, but nor will it qualify (perhaps, even, in virtue of this,
it will not qualify) as a hallucination” (Fish 2009:100).

for a mental event, e, to be a pure hallucination, it
must lack phenomenal character yet produce the same
cognitive effects that a veridical experience, V, would
have produced in a rational subject with the same
background beliefs, desires, and other mental states
(i.e., in the same ‘doxastic setting’) as the hallucinator.
If these conditions are met, then e will thereby qualify
as indiscriminable from V. (Fish 2009:94–95)

6. Epistemic Facts
We should move on to Siegel’s second objection to the
epistemic conception of hallucination, which she thinks
strikes at Fish’s version as well. The idea that motivates
this objection is that because hallucinations differ in character or in what they seem to present to the hallucinator,
someone who hallucinates something can know through
introspection that they’re not veridically perceiving some
other thing – for instance, in Siegel’s example, “when you
hallucinate a sausage, you can know introspectively that
you’re not veridically perceiving a butterfly as such” (Siegel
2008:218). She generalizes this into a claim about butterfly-experiences: If S has a butterfly-experience, S can know
through introspection that she does not veridically perceive
a sausage as such. She calls this the Positive Epistemic Fact
(PEF). Her challenge, then, is this: What epistemic ground
can disjunctivists give PEF, given that they can’t appeal to
any phenomenal character of the experience? Rejecting
PEF isn’t an option, Siegel argues, because disjunctivists
are committed to its contrapositive: They hold that the
indiscriminability property of a sausage-hallucination suffices for the experience not to be a butterfly-experience.
In other words, if S can’t know through introspection that

Illustrasjon: Urd Pedersen

With this definition in hand, Fish thinks we can explain
everything that needs to be explained by a theory of hallucination without appealing to some common kind, common content, or a common phenomenal character. This is
precisely what Siegel takes issue with.
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5. Felt reality and cognitive effects
First, Siegel complains that Fish’s theory “does not ensure
that hallucinations have any felt reality from the point of
view of the hallucinator” (Siegel 2008:215). Specifically,
she is concerned with the possibility of hallucinations that
fail to bring about the set of cognitive effects that Fish
appeals to in order to account for the indiscriminability
property, a set which standardly includes higher-order beHallucinations and perceptual content
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she does not veridically perceive a sausage as such, then S
does not have a butterfly-experience.
What force this objection has depends on how the indisciminability property is defined. In spelling out what
she takes to be involved in the claim that two states are
indiscriminable, Siegel cites Martin (2004) – the primary
object of her criticism in this article – who argued that
indiscriminability should be understood as the subject
not being able to know the difference between two states
solely through reflection. Following this, Siegel offers the
following definition: “X is indiscriminable from Fs by a
subject S at time t iff S cannot know at time t by introspection alone that X is not an F” (Siegel 2008:209).
Fish, however, doesn’t define indiscriminability in
this purely negative way. As we saw, he instead spells out
indiscriminability as sameness of cognitive effects in the
same doxastic setting, such that “a hallucination will be
indiscriminable from a veridical perception of a certain
kind if and only if it produces the same beliefs or judgments that a veridical perception of that kind would have
produced” (Fish 2009:94). A disjunctivist who follows
this definition of indiscriminability clearly isn’t committed to the Positive Epistemic Fact, nor its contrapositive.
All he is committed to is that when S hallucinates a bear,
she will form the (false) belief that she veridically perceives a bear and the (true) belief that she does not veridically perceive a tiger, just as she might form the same
beliefs if she had a veridical perception of a bear in the
same doxastic setting (here, the doxastic setting might
involve someone asking you whether you see a tiger). The
beliefs and judgments are the same in each case; what
differs is the epistemic warrant and therefore the status of
the beliefs as knowledge.
While beliefs and judgments are plausibly cast as cognitive effects of mental events, epistemic warrant is not;
whether S is justified in her beliefs depends crucially on
her relation to the environment. In the veridical case, S’s
beliefs count as knowledge because they are warranted
by the phenomenal character of the experience, which
perceptually relates S to the mind-independent bear in
her environment. In the hallucinatory case, even S’s true
belief fails to count as knowledge because it is not warranted by any relational phenomenal character.
Challenging Fish to account for what makes S’s true
belief count as knowledge would be senseless, because in his theory of hallucination it is analytic that she
forms this belief when hallucinating a tiger, given that
she would form the same belief if she were to veridically
perceive a tiger in the same doxastic setting. Siegel’s ob22
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jection therefore lacks force against Fish’s view, given the
way he spells out indiscriminability, and incidentally, it
shows the benefit of this characterization over one of its
alternatives.
7. Introspection and Epistemic Facts
In response to this, someone might of course counter that
it is a problem with Fish’s view that he isn’t committed to
the Positive Epistemic Fact. It might be said that an account of hallucinations should be such that it allows the
subject to have this kind of knowledge; when the hallucinator introspects on her experience, this should give her
epistemic warrant for beliefs of what kinds of veridical perceptions she’s not having. If an account of hallucination
disallows this, that only reveals a flaw in the account.
However, such a response seems only to be motivated
by the argument that because introspection on a VPE can
give epistemic warrant for a range of beliefs about the experience, and because hallucinations are supposed to be
“just like” VPEs from the subject’s point of view, introspection on hallucinations must also give epistemic warrant. But disjunctivists deny that hallucinations are “just
like” VPEs in this way, so they won’t be shaken by this
response unless they are given an independent reason to
accept this crucial premise.
Furthermore, Heather Logue has recently given substantive reasons for why, if disjunctivism has anything
going for it, it is only to expect that introspection is epistemically unreliable in hallucinatory experiences (Logue
2012). She argues that since the phenomenal character of
an VPE on the naïve realist account is fundamentally relational, that is, it relates the subject to things in its environment, introspecting on a VPE must involve attending to
the external objects of the experience. Because, however,
there are no external objects of experience in hallucinations, introspection in such cases involves trying and failing
to attend to the objects of experience (Logue 2012:193).
For this reason, it is no wonder that introspection doesn’t
give epistemic warrant to beliefs about the subject’s experience in cases of hallucination, if one accepts the naïve
realist account of phenomenal character.
8. Conclusion
The view that hallucinations lack any phenomenal character is in many ways counterintuitive. While I have not
argued decisively that it succeeds, I have argued that it is
not obvious that the argument for it fails, at least not for
the reasons Siegel gives for rejecting it. Her dismissal of it
in the context of her argument for the Content View is

therefore far too quick. As she herself acknowledges, if hallucinations lack phenomenal characters, they can hardly
be said to “present clusters of properties as being instantiated.” Rather, the subject of a hallucination only believes
herself to be presented with properties that are instantiated
by objects in her environment, because she falsely believes
herself to have a veridical perception.
Siegel’s strategy is to identify phenomenological facts
that are common between hallucinations and perceptions,
and derive contents from these facts, all in a way that is
compatible with naïve realism and intentionalism alike. At
the very least, the possibility of the negative conception of
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hallucination discussed in this paper shows that her confidence in this strategy is unwarranted.
If Siegel were to restrict her argument to VPEs and
perhaps illusions, it would be at odds with intentionalism,
the view according to which all perceptual experiences are
fundamentally representational. As long as her argument
is not restricted in this manner, however, she cannot trust
that naïve realists will (or ought to) accept her characterization as fitting for hallucinations. This means that Siegels’
ambitious goal of reconciliation between the opposing
camps on a central dividing issue in contemporary philosophy of perception ultimately fails.

NOTES

LITERATURE

To be clear, there are also other camps in the philosophy of perceptions in addition to those of intentionalists and naïve realists, but these
two are the ones I will mainly be occupied with here. More is said about
the commitments of these camps below.
2
In light of this, it is puzzling how Siegel can claim that NR “stands
or falls with the answer to the question whether there is any need to
individuate experiences by the particular things that the subject of the
experience perceives” (Siegel 2011:75–76). Naïve realists indeed think
that VPEs are individuated by the particular things perceived, but this
obviously can’t hold for hallucinations, since by definition subjects of
hallucinations don’t actually perceive anything. Therefore, the view
that Siegel attributes to naïve realists – that experiences in general are
individuated by the particular things perceived – is in fact clearly ruled
out by NR.
3
Throughout the text, I use “hallucination” as shorthand for “total visual hallucination,” that is, cases where the subject doesn’t (veridically) see
anything, but nevertheless seems to see things, however this is construed.
4
Disjunctivism comes in different flavors. While I will simply talk
about “disjunctivism,” I concentrate here on disjunctivism about phenomenology, and further of the kind that characterizes hallucinations
epistemically. See below.
5
As a matter of fact, Siegel denies that CV entails that indiscriminable
experiences have “exactly the same contents” whether they are veridical or not (Siegel 2011:5). What she does argue, however, is that “the
token phenomenal states in hallucinations have exclusively nonsingular
contents, while other token phenomenal states in certain states of seeing … have both objectually singular and nonsingular contents” (Siegel
2011:163), and since these contents derive from properties presented in
experience, this seems to entail that subjectively indiscriminable experiences have exactly the same nonsingular contents, insofar as the same
properties are presented as being instantiated in each experience. The
nonsingular contents could be considered a “common factor” of the
kind disjunctivists are deeply skeptical about.
6
It could also arise from considerations on neurology, i.e., that the
neural state one is in when having a veridical perception suffices for the
phenomenal character of the experience and might be replicated in a
non-perceptual state. I’ll leave these considerations aside, however, since
they don’t have any place in Siegel’s arguments.
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