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Intentionalism, Experiential and Phenomenal Error 

Gianfranco Soldati (Fribourg) & Fabian Dorsch (Fribourg & Geneva) 

 

1 Introduction 

 In this paper we shall address some issues concerning the relation between the content 

and the nature of perceptual experiences. More precisely, we shall ask whether the claim that 

perceptual experiences are by nature relational implies that they cannot be intentional. As we 

shall see, much depends in this respect on the way one understands the possibility for one to be 

wrong about the phenomenal nature of one’s own experience. We shall describe and distinguish 

a series of errors that can occur in our introspective access to our perceptual experiences. We 

shall argue that once the nature of these different kinds of error  are properly understood, the 

metaphysical claim that perceptual experiences are relational can be seen to be compatible with 

the view that they are intentional. 

Before presenting the argument, we should try to articulate some elements of an intentionalist 

approach concerning the role of experience in our relation to ourselves and to our environment. 

The picture should offer a motivation for the arguments that follow. 

1 The role of experience 

Experiences, occurrences in the flow of consciousness, play a central role in our engagement 

with the world. The way things and people appear to us in experience is intimately connected to 

the way we think about them and to the way we interact with them. The way we experience the 

world matters to us. There are experiences we enjoy and we are glad to expect. Other 

experiences are painful and we would rather avoid having them. Sometimes, however, we accept 

undergoing a painful experience because we value the understanding we obtain through it. And 

we can learn to distance ourselves from experiences we find superficial although quite 

pleasurable. So experiences do not simply impose themselves on our life. With time and with the 

help of others, we get to know more about their nature and we learn to let them play a sensible 

role in our life. Moreover, we discover that experiences can lead us astray and we thus learn not 

to fall prey to them. We can come to understand a person’s reaction to a certain situation by 

getting a grasp on the way she experiences it. We sometimes manage to predict a person’s 

behaviour by putting ourselves in her shoes and thus experiencing her situation as if it were our 

own. Appreciation of the fact that experiences can lead us astray is crucial in our understanding 

of other persons and their behaviour. 



When experiences matter to us, this is sometimes due to the fact that their simple presence 

commands a certain kind of response on our part. This is not a mere process, taking place in us, 

with us playing the role of a detached observer. When we are engaged in responding to an 

experience, the experience may indeed provide us with a reason for our response. In fact, the 

experience and our reaction are often part of a unity that may constitute a project we aim to 

realise. If one aims to understand better a friend’s behaviour in a certain kind of circumstance, 

one may wish that one’s own beliefs about that person and her motives are properly responsive 

to one’s experiential, e.g. empathic, take of her situation. And if one wishes to learn something 

about the quality of wine, one wants one’s judgement to be properly responsive to one’s complex 

olfactory and taste sensations. Advances in such epistemic projects are not just a matter of 

collecting evidence for the corroboration of a hypothesis. It is rather a matter of getting one’s 

own cognitive behaviour to be increasingly guided by the relevant experiences. The more one 

advances in this direction, the more one senses the cognitive obligation that stems from the 

presence of the experience. This is not a question of one having lost one’s freedom to believe in 

front of the tribunal of experience. It is rather a manifestation of the fact that one comes to feel 

the responsibility one would have to carry if one were not to trust one’s own experience. As such, 

this is the situation where believing one thing rather than another starts to become something 

we really care about. Beliefs one cares about are beliefs that impinge on one’s web of experience. 

Much of what is true of experiences in general is also true of perceptual experiences in 

particular.1 When it comes to our knowledge concerning the external world, perceptual 

experiences play a central role. Typically, we come to know that the there is a red sphere in front 

of us by having an experience of something appearing red and spherical in front of us. Such a 

simple way of gaining knowledge presupposes that our experience is sensitive to shape, colour 

and orientation in egocentric space. There would not be much point in our experience possessing 

that kind of sensitivity if our beliefs were not responsive to the fact that they do possess it. 

Indeed, when one experiences a red sphere appearing in front of one, one is strongly inclined, in 

                                                
1  In using the expression ‘perceptual experience’ we mean the most fundamental kind of conscious 

experience involved in perception. As it should become obvious in the light of our later discussion, we take 
conjunctivists to claim that perception and hallucination involve the same fundamental kind of experience, and 
disjunctivists to deny this very claim. Unfortunately the terminology in this domain is not settled and one 
sometimes finds authors using the expression ‘perceptual experience’ in order to refer to the kind of experience, 
whether fundamental or not, involved both in hallucinations and perceptions. As a consequence of this 
terminological choice, these authors find themselves obliged to describe the disjunctivist as claiming not that 
perceptual experience as such, but that veridical perceptual experience is of a different fundamental kind than 
hallucination. This can easily lead to a trivialising interpretation following which perception, on the disjunctivist 
account, would be of a different fundamental kind simply because it is veridical. If that were the argument, then one 
would expect it to apply by analogy to the domain of belief, thus yielding the result that true beliefs belong to a 
different fundamental kind than false beliefs simply by virtue of their veridicality. But, as we shall see, this is 
precisely not the argument the disjunctivist is relying on in the case of perception. 
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fact, one is motivated to judge that there is a red sphere in front of one. 

Philosophers have not always agreed that this rational relation between perceptual experience 

and belief is constitutive of our knowledge about the external world. A subject may fulfil all the 

responsibilities that flow from her perceptual experiences and yet fail to be a reliable source of 

information about her environment. Establishing criteria for the satisfaction of the sort of 

rational requirement at issue, then, would fall short of providing genuine criteria for knowledge.  

One may be tempted to react to such a line of argument by questioning the very notion of 

perceptual experience it appears to rely on. Indeed, it has been argued that once it is allowed that 

our experience does not put us into direct contact with the world, once it is allowed that the 

experience could occur without establishing such a contact to the world, the relation between 

perceptual experience and knowledge breaks down.2 One should thus rather conceive of 

perceptual experiences in a way which makes it essential to them to put us in direct contact with 

the world. In this sense, perceptual experiences, as such, could not be faulty. Hallucinations and 

illusions would have to be experiences of a different kind.3 

Perceptual experiences, it is generally admitted, are intentional; they are directed to 

something. But for an experience to be intentional, it needs to possess correctness conditions. 

This, at least, seems to be suggested by Brentano’s famous idea that an intentional ‘relation’ does 

not presuppose the existence of its object.4 Should we thus consider the claim that perceptual 

experiences put us into direct contact with the world as relying on the idea that perceptions are 

not intentional? Or should we abandon the idea of a connection between intentionality and 

correctness conditions and accept a modified notion of intentionality as referring simply to an 

asymmetrical relation between the experience and its object, such that the experience is directed 

onto its object while the object is not directed onto the experience? 

One of the central problems with the relational view sketched above concerns the way 

perceptual experiences can guide us in the formation of beliefs. In order to rationally ground our 

beliefs, perceptions should provide reasons. Reasons for beliefs, it used to be said, need to be 
                                                
2 Hilary Putnam has famously written: «I agree with James, as well as with McDowell, that the false belief 

that perception must be so analyzed is at the root of all the problems with the view of perception that, in one form or 
another, has dominated Western philosophy since the seventeenth century. James's idea is that the traditional claim 
that we must conceive of our sensory experiences as intermediaries between us and the world has no sound 
arguments to support it, and, worse, makes it impossible to see how persons can be in genuine cognitive contact 
with a world at all» (Putnam 1994: 454). 

3  This, of course, does not imply that those different kinds of experiences cannot have, at least on some 
occasions, if not always, a common feature, such as the property of being indistinguishable from a perception. The 
point would rather be that such a shared feature would not count as the sort of property that characterises both 
perceptual experiences and hallucinations at their most fundamental level (see Martin 2004, Siegel 2004 and Dorsch 
forthcoming). 

4  See Brentano 1995: Book 2, Chapter 1. An interpretation that questions the claim made above can be found 
in Crane 2006. 



inferential. And so, it was concluded, not perceptual experiences as such, but the beliefs caused 

by them, provide reasons. In spite of its well-known weaknesses, this argument relies on a strong 

intuitive basis. It is the idea that a fact or event as such cannot provide any rational guidance for 

one’s beliefs. For something to rationally guide one’s cognitive activity there must be something 

normative about its very nature. Intentional content conceived as the possession of correctness 

conditions is one way of fulfilling this requirement. Let us explain. 

 

1 Intentionality, correctness conditions, and the phenomenology of experience 

Consider experiences such as a pain in one’s foot and the visual experience of two parallel 

lines that appear to converge5. There is an ordinary sense in which there can be something 

misleading about experiences of this kind. A pain in the foot is misleading when there is no 

ailment in the foot.6 The perception of the two lines as converging is misleading when the lines 

are actually parallel. How should one account for the very possibility of experiences being faulty, 

or leading us astray, in the way described above? 

One prominent line of thought suggests that the mistakes under consideration are related to 

the fact that those experiences are essentially intentional in the following sense: they possess 

correctness conditions, and the possession of those conditions is constitutive for their identity. The 

experiences would not be what they are if they did not have the correctness conditions they have. 

One’s experience of pain would not be the pain it is if it did not present the foot as having an 

ailment, and one’s visual experience of two lines appearing to join each other would not be the 

visual experience it is if it did not present the lines as joining each other. 

Correctness conditions are conditions an experience typically imposes on something else, on 

something external to the experience, something that transcends the experience7. The ailment in 

the foot is external to the experience of pain, and the convergence of the lines is external to the 

visual experience of them appearing to converge. The externality under consideration can be 

captured with the notion of ontological independence: the experience does not depend for its 

existence on the satisfaction of its correctness conditions.8 One can experience a pain in the foot 

                                                
5  Examples of such cases are provided in the Zöllner Illusion. 
6  We shall suppose, in what follows, that the experience of pain possesses correctness conditions just as 

much as the visual experience of two converging lines does. We shall not argue here for this intentional analysis of 
pain. As a matter of fact, nothing in our argument depends on the specific claim that pain is an intentional state. The 
present paper should be compatible with, but does not depend on, the view that the phenomenal properties of 
experiences are entirely determined by their intentional content. 

7  This notion of ‘transcendence’ is common in Husserl and in the phenomenological tradition. 
8  The converse relation requires more articulation. Properties an object can have only in so far as it is 

perceived by a subject yield correctness conditions that depend on the experience. It may still be true that the 
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although there is no ailment there and the lines can appear to converge although they do not. 

Externality of experience as such does not yield mind-independence. It is required that the 

experience be independent of the satisfaction of its correctness conditions, not that whatever 

satisfies those conditions be mind-independent. Cases where the correctness conditions are 

obviously satisfied by mind-dependent states, properties or events are readily available. One’s 

second order belief that one is in pain is correct if and only if one is in pain, a plain mental state. 

The intentional character of those second order states would however be questionable if it could 

be shown that one’s thought that one is in pain depends for its very existence on one's being in 

pain. 

We can now see how experiences can be misleading. Experiences, one may surmise, are 

misleading when their correctness conditions are not satisfied. This is fine, but one must be fully 

aware of what one is thereby putting into the notion of correctness conditions. The simple fact 

that an experience has correctness conditions that are not satisfied does not make it faulty. We 

further need the requirement that the experience’s occurrence should be related to those 

conditions being satisfied. Since we saw that externality prevents the existence of the experience 

from depending on the satisfaction of those conditions, the relation cannot be one of existential 

dependence. We should rather say that in order to be correct the experience ought to occur only 

when its correctness conditions are satisfied, which of course does not mean that it can only 

occur under such circumstances. Correctness conditions of experiences thus generate a twofold 

constraint: an external constraint on whatever might satisfy those conditions, and an internal 

constraint on the very occurrence of the experience.9 The possibility for the experiences to be 

faulty depends on the intertwining of these two constraints. For an experience to be intentional - 

for it to have intentional content, as it is slightly misleadingly said - means, then, for it to be 

subject to the intertwining of those two constraints.10 

We can now see how the intentionality of perceptual experience is related to its guiding role. 

It is because perceptual experiences ought to occur only if their correctness conditions are 
                                                

satisfaction of those conditions does not depend only on perceptual experiences. An object may be red only in so far 
as subjects can experience it, but this does not imply that any subject’s particular experience makes it red. 

9  The external constraint of the perception of a red circle is that the circle should be red. The internal 
constraint is that the experience should occur only if the circle is red. In none of those cases does the presence of the 
constraint imply that there is something somebody can and should do in order for it to be satisfied. 

10 The distinction under consideration is sometimes expressed by opposing the content to the mode of an 
experience, to the effect that experiences of a different mode are sometimes said to possess the same content. One 
may submit that a scene can be visualised in the same way as it can appear in vision, but that only the perceptual 
experience stands under the constraint that it should not occur if the scene were not as it appears. Would this show 
that perception and imagination can have the same correctness conditions? We do not think so. On the contrary: if 
imaginings posses any correctness conditions at all then those ought to be different from the correctness conditions 
of the corresponding perceptual experiences (in some cases, for instance, the imagining might be correct by 
providing access to a possibility, rather then an actuality). 



satisfied, that their occurrence provides one with a reason to believe that the world is as it 

perceptually appears to be. The mere occurrence of the perceptual state, void of the norm that 

applies to it, would not provide such a reason.11 

On one prominent view, a view we share, the claim that perceptual experiences are intentional 

is part of their descriptive phenomenology. By saying this one means that the property of having 

certain correctness conditions is constitutive of how the experience is consciously presented to 

the subject. It is part of what it is like for someone to have that experience. We shall not argue in 

favour of this view in the present paper, but some elements of the relation between intentionality 

and the phenomenology of experience will be set out in what follows. 

A terminological clarification may help at this point. Suppose that in perception the lines 

appear to a subject S as converging. The perception is veridical only if the lines converge. Call 

this condition F.12 A possible world w, or something in a possible world (a situation), can satisfy 

this condition. A world w may thus have the property of being a world where the lines converge. 

Condition F would be a property of w, w would be an F-world, w would be a member of the set 

of worlds where the lines converge. The phenomenological claim under consideration is that F 

determines a conscious feature of S’s perceptual experience. Contrary to w, the experience does 

not possess the property F, the experience is not an element of the extension of F. Rather: having 

F as an intentional content is part of how the experience is given in consciousness. Since we said 

that an object perceptually appears to the subject as F, we might classify the subject’s experience 

as an F-appearance. Obviously, being an F-world and being an F-appearance are properties of very 

different kinds.13 

It is one thing to determine the intentional content of an experience. It is another thing to 

determine whether that content correlates de facto with conditions external to the experience. 

Take the example of colours. It is one thing to say that the visual experience of a red tomato 

                                                
11 One may wonder whether the constraint described above applies in the same way to all kinds of intentional 

states. If desires provide reasons for action, for instance, one may expect this to hold by virtue of a constraint of a 
different nature. This may indeed be related to the common metaphor about the desire’s direction of fit (see for 
instance Smith 1994: 111 ff., Humberstone 1992 and Tenenbaum 2006 for a discussion of the idea). For the desire 
that p to rationally motivate an action, for instance, the occurrence of the desire should precisely not depend on the 
obtaining of p. Independently of the merits of this proposal with respect to the distinction between the way 
perceptions provide reasons for beliefs and the way desires provide reasons for action, it might be useful to note that 
even in the case of the desire that p, if not p itself, then at least the desirability of p might indeed constitute a 
normative constraint on the occurrence of the desire. 

12  The condition might be described by the proposition that the lines converge. This should not be taken to 
imply that perceptions have propositional content. As a matter of fact, the correctness conditions of one and the 
same perception may be represented by an indeterminate set of propositions. Or one may opt to specify the 
correctness condition demonstratively: the condition would then be that the lines are in this way, where the 
demonstrative refers to the perceptual appearance involved in the experience. 

13  The distinction may sound trivial. Yet one finds Martin complaining that Dennett and Dretske indulge in 
formulations that suggest precisely the kind of confusion the distinction is meant to avoid (see Martin 1998).  
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presents the tomato as being red independently of one’s experience of it. It is another thing to 

claim that redness is a property something can instantiate without the subject experiencing it. 

The first claim concerns the phenomenology of the experience; the second claim concerns the 

metaphysical constraints on the correctness conditions of the experience. The intentional 

content of an experience may be constituted by correctness conditions that cannot, or can only 

partially be satisfied. Even under such conditions, it may still be true that those correctness 

conditions stand in a significant relation to conditions that do possibly obtain in the world. 

There may not be, as some think, any colour properties in the world, but it may still be true that 

there is an interesting set of properties that are instantiated in the external world whenever an 

object looks red. Elaborating on such connections and constraints is no part of descriptive 

phenomenology. It is part of the metaphysics of colour and of the epistemology of colour 

perception. 

 

1 Phenomenal properties and the metaphysics of experience 

Experiences possess various properties. They are likely to possess properties that do not 

constitute the way it is like to have them. They may possess properties that are sometimes, or 

maybe even typically, unconscious (i.e. not conscious). For instance, perceptions of a certain kind 

may cause modifications in our body we are not aware of, modifications nobody knows about. 

Having that sort of causal power is a property of the experience that does not belong to its 

phenomenology. Properties that belong to its phenomenology are properties that characterise 

the way the experience presents itself in the stream of consciousness. They constitute what it is 

like to have those experiences. Let us call these properties phenomenal properties. 

Among the phenomenal properties there are properties an experience has by virtue of things 

appearing to one in the experience. They are phenomenal properties constituted by the 

intentional content of the experience. 

There is a philosophical position, pure intentionalism, as we should call it, which claims that all 

phenomenal properties are constituted by the intentional content of the experience. That means 

that every property which influences how an experience is given when it occurs in the stream of 

consciousness is determined by a property the object presented in the experience appears to 

have. The determination is the one we specified above: if the experience represents something as 

F, then the experience has the property of representing something to be F, in short of being an 



F-appearance.14 

Let us now look for a moment at the identity conditions of experiences. Consider identity over 

time. Suppose there is a strong pain in the leg.15 As time goes by it decreases and eventually 

disappears. Being strong, then, was not an essential property of the pain. The very same pain 

could have been less strong. Or consider the power a certain pain has to cause one’s heart to beat 

quicker. Again, the heart may beat slower and the pain remain just the same. A pain sometimes 

moves: it started in the knee, now it is in the thigh. So, location too is no essential property of the 

pain. 

The point is not to establish these specific claims. We rather aim at understanding what is at 

issue when one inquires into them. If some properties are not essential to the experience, then 

this may be expressed by saying that some properties do not constitute the nature of the 

experience.16 Are there properties that constitute the nature of an experience? Are there essential 

properties of an experience? Many philosophers have submitted that at least some, if not all the 

phenomenal properties of an experience are essential to it. It would then be essential for a pain, for 

instance, to be painful, to hurt. An experience cannot be a pain, it is said, if it does not hurt. What 

does this mean?  

Should we say that the experience appears as hurting, that hurting is the way the experience 

appears? Although philosophers sometimes talk like that, this way of speaking can be seriously 

misleading. It is misleading when it suggests that a pain experience17 appears hurting in the 

                                                
14  The expression ‘appearance’ is notoriously ambiguous (see for instance Husserl’s famous complaints in 

Husserl 1984: B233; Husserl 1970: 341). We use it in order to characterise experiences. When something appears F 
to the subject, then the subject has an F-appearance. The property F is the way the object appears, but the way the 
object appears is not an appearance. 

15 When we use the expression ‘pain’ we mean the pain experience. So assertions such as ‘the pain is in the leg’ 
ought to be interpreted not as meaning that the experience is in the leg, but that the experience presents the ailment 
as being in the leg. The case is not specific to pains. When I say that my thoughts are with you, I do not intend to 
say that you are thinking my thoughts. 

16  In what follows we shall assume that the essential properties of an entity determine the nature of the entity 
and that the nature of the entity determines the fundamental kind to which it belongs. Thus if Socrates is essentially 
human, then his nature is to be a human being and he belongs fundamentally to the human kind. Socrates is also 
Greek, but if he is not essentially Greek, then he is not Greek by nature; and although he belongs to the kind of 
Greek things, he is fundamentally not a Greek thing. Greek salads are of the same kind as Socrates, but not of the 
same fundamental kind. Twin Socrates, who is as wise, clever and virtuous as Socrates, but who is not human, does 
not have the same nature as Socrates and does not belong to the same fundamental kind as Socrates. This view has 
its limits when it comes to essential relational properties, such as being the son of a and b. If Socrates has that 
property essentially, and if he is the only son of a and b, then he has a nature no other object has and he is the only 
member of that fundamental kind. This prompts the need to make a distinction between essential properties that 
determine an individual nature and essential properties that determine a fundamental kind. This is not the place to 
dwell on this issue, but we shall have to come back to some aspect of it when it comes to the role particularity plays 
in perception (see footnote nr 20). 

17 When we use the expression ‘pain’ we mean the pain experience. So assertions such as ‘the pain is in the foot’ 
ought to be interpreted not as meaning that the experience is in the foot, but that the experience presents the 
ailment as being in the foot. The case is not specific to pains. When I say that my thoughts are with you, I do not 
intend to say that you are thinking my thoughts. 
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sense in which an apple appears red in perception. For to be hurting would then be the property 

the pain experience appears to have, instead of being a property it simply possesses. For the 

former to be the case there should be something, some further experience, in which the pain 

experience appears as hurting, just as much as we need a perception for the apple to have the 

property of appearing red. There are many serious philosophical problems with this picture of 

introspection. But apart from those problems, the issue at stake here is simply that there is a 

difference between the claim that the pain possesses the property of hurting and the claim that 

the pain appears to possess that property. When we say that a pain experience has the essential 

feature of hurting, we are not saying that it has the essential feature of appearing to hurt.18 

Remember the difference we made above. An experience in which something appears F is an 

F-appearance. But: an F-appearance does not appear F. Thus: a red-appearance is an experience 

of something appearing red. The experience itself, however, does not appear red. Being a red-

appearance is one of the experience’s phenomenal properties: the experience represents 

something as being red and this intentional content constitutes one of the features the experience 

presents itself as having when occurring in the stream of consciousness. Similar considerations 

apply in the case of pain. Hurting is one of the ways in which a certain region of the body appears 

in the experience of pain: the foot hurts. The experience has the property of presenting the foot as 

hurting, just as much as the visual perception presents the lines as converging. To be an 

appearance of something as hurting, then, is a phenomenal property of the experience of pain. 

Strictly speaking, we should not say that the pain hurts. We should rather say that the pain has 

the property of representing something as hurting and that this property constitutes part of 

what it is like to have a pain. The essentialist claim under consideration is that this phenomenal 

property is a necessary property of the pain: it constitutes the nature of the experience of pain. 

Is this true for all phenomenal properties of an experience? Some of the examples mentioned 

above seem to suggest that it is not. The object of a pain appears to be located at a certain place 

in one’s body, but it is not immediately clear that the location it appears to have could not change 

without the pain experience stopping to be the very same experience (i.e., that very same pain 

could 'move' or could 'be' somewhere else in the body). Does the essentialist claim apply only to 

phenomenal properties? Could it not be essential for a pain to cause a certain kind of behaviour? 

These are all genuine questions, but we shall not address them in what follows. As mentioned 

above, we do not intend to propose a theory about pain experiences; we rather want to suggest 

                                                
18  The argument does not involve the rejection of the claim that the properties an object appears to possess 

can be identical to properties the object possess simpliciter. But it does presuppose that for a property to qualify as a 
property an object appears to have, it needs to constitute a way the object appears in experience. 



an understanding of the philosophical claims at issue. 

1 The nature of experience 

Suppose that there are phenomenal properties that are not determined by an intentional 

content and thus are not appearances. It is not easy to find clear examples of such phenomenal 

properties. Blurredness is sometimes given as an example in point.19 But maybe even painfulness 

is such a case. In fact, it may be submitted that there are two distinct phenomenal properties: the 

painfulness-appearance on the one side, and the pure painfulness on the other. To claim that 

there is a sense in which painfulness is a property an experience has by virtue of there being 

something that appears painful, is not to deny that a pain may also have a pure phenomenal 

property of painfulness. All we need, for our purpose, is to be clear about the fact that these are 

different properties. 

Some would submit that only phenomenal properties, whether appearances or not, can count 

as determining the nature of a conscious experience. But our argument need not depend on such 

an assumption. Suppose thus that an experience has an unconscious property G that is essential 

to it. It belongs to the nature of the experience to be a G. G is not experienced in the flow of 

consciousness. Although being essentially a G, the experience does not possess any phenomenal 

G-ish property. In that case, the nature of the experience, or part of it, is not manifest in 

consciousness. This does not imply that one cannot come to judge, by some other means, that 

one’s own experience is G.  

Now, take a relational property of standing in relation R to an object of a certain kind.20 Suppose 

that the relational property is essential to the experience: it corresponds to part of its nature. 

Suppose further that the property is in fact given in experience. When a subject has an 

experience that possesses that relational property, then the experience is an appearance of itself as 

standing in the relevant relation to an object of a certain kind. We may say that the experience is 

a reflexive R-appearance. This is a token-reflexive phenomenal property of the experience. It is 

                                                
19  See Boghossian & Vellemen 1998: 94, Crane 2001: 143, Tye 2003 and Pace 2007. More considerations 

about blurredness as a non-intentional phenomenal property follow below. 
20  Two relations are particularly salient for perceptual experiences: causality and acquaintance. We shall 

come back later to the precise status of those relations with respect to the nature of perceptual experiences. More 
should also be said, but can’t be said here, about particularity. In perception, typically, we perceive particular objects. 
Is it essential for a perceptual experience to be an experience of a rather then b? If all essential properties constitute 
the nature of the experience and if the nature of the experience determines the most fundamental kind to which the 
experience belongs (see footnote nr 16), than this would yield the result that the perception of a and the perception 
of b belong to different fundamental kinds, even when a and b are perceptually indistinguishable. Whatever the 
merits of this answer, and the assumptions it relies on, it would not be fitting for the view that perceptions in general 
belong to a different fundamental kind than hallucinations. A further issue concerns the question of how the 
particularity can manifest itself in the phenomenology of experience, if perceptions of qualitatively identical objects 
are supposed to be experientially and introspectively indistinguishable. 
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not a case of the experience appearing in a certain way to another experience, it is instead the 

case of the experience appearing to itself in a certain way.21 In such a case, then, the experience 

possesses a phenomenal property that corresponds to an essential correctness condition satisfied 

by the experience itself. The very nature of the experience (or part of it) is consciously manifest 

through a phenomenal feature of the experience. 

Consider at present another experience with the same intentional content and the same 

phenomenal properties as the experience above, with the notable difference, however, that it does 

not satisfy the condition set by its intentional content. If R is taken to be a casual relation, then 

the case under consideration would be one where the experience is not caused by an external 

object. Now, if being caused by an external object is an essential property of any experience that 

has it, then representing an experience as being caused by an external object when it is not is to 

represent the experience has having a nature it does not have. When the intentional content 

determines the phenomenal property of the experience, that is, when the experience has the 

phenomenal property of being a reflexive R-appearance, then the experience appears to itself as 

having a nature it does not have. One of the experience’s phenomenal properties misleads the 

subject of the experience about the very nature of the experience. 

This, of course, leaves the possibility open for the phenomenal property to be essential to the 

experience. Thus, an experience may possess an essential phenomenal property that misleads the 

subject about the nature of the experience. This happens precisely when standing in relation to an 

object of a certain kind is an essential condition on experiences, the experience is essentially a 

reflexive R-appearance, but the experience does not stand in relation to an object of the intended 

kind. In our example: the relational property of being caused by an external object and the 

phenomenal property of appearing itself to be caused by an external object would both be essential 

properties of experiences, they would determine together the nature of the experience and thus 

the fundamental kind to which it belongs. Under these conditions, an experience that reflexively 

appears to be caused by an external object when in fact it is not, misleads the subject about its 
                                                
21 The proposal has obvious similarities with Searle’s idea that «perceptual  experience is causally self-

referential» (Searle 1983: 49). Searle’s view has been widely criticised, i.a. because it appears to make the content of 
perceptual experiences too sophisticated, and because it underestimates the role the demonstrative, non descriptive 
relation to the world plays in perception (see Burge 1991). A proper discussion of Searle’s proposal, and of the role 
demonstration plays in perception, will have to take place elsewhere (some elements deriving from a husserlian 
conception of the relation between perception and demonstrative content can be found in Soldati 2008). For the 
moment it might be enough to note that the view described so far should not commit one to the idea that the 
correctness conditions of a perceptual experience are propositional, nor to the claim that the perceptual experience is 
«the experience of being caused» (Searle 1983: 74). Although we do mention causality as an example of the relation 
R under consideration, and although we do think that causality plays a crucial role with respect to the correctness 
conditions of perceptual experiences, we wish to remain neutral for the moment about the precise way in which the 
experience manifests this trait of its correctness conditions in the way it is given in consciousness. As we shall later 
see, actuality and transparency can however be shown to play an important role in this respect. 



own nature. 

1 Experiential and Phenomenal Error 

The case described above concerns one of the ways the experience can mislead the subject 

about its own nature. Let us try to better understand the kind of error that occurs in such a case 

and let us distinguish it from other, related errors.22 

Forget about phenomenal properties for a moment, and consider the sort of unconscious 

causal powers of an experience we mentioned above. The subject can clearly be wrong about that 

sort of property: the subject can believe that the pain doesn’t cause the heart to beat faster 

although it does. Now, if that specific causal power is an essential property of the experience, one 

has a false belief about the nature of the experience. If this is possible with unconscious 

properties of an experience, why should it not be possible with respect to the phenomenal 

properties of an experience? Suppose we have a pain experience, it hurts, but for some reason we 

do not believe that it hurts. Maybe we should start to worry about ourselves, maybe this is the 

starting point of serious psychological problems, but it is hard to see what in principle could 

prevent that kind of situation from happening. Now, if it happens, and if hurting is an essential 

property of our experience, then it seems again right to say that we are wrong about the nature, 

in fact about the phenomenal nature of our experience. 

This kind of doxastic error would have to be attributed not to the perceptual experience itself, 

but to a higher order introspective belief that is intentionally directed to it. The mistake 

concerns a belief the subject has about her own experience. The question may now be raised 

whether the way the experience is given in the stream of consciousness could be the very source 

of this kind of error. Consider the following analogy. When looking at an artificially produced 

banana one may mistake it for a real one. It is not that one just wrongly judges that the artificial 

banana is real; the way it looks provides a reason to believe that it is. The source of the false 

belief lies in the very way the artificial banana is given in perception. In perception the fake 

banana, one may say, conceals its true nature. The parallel question would then be whether a 

perceptual experience could conceal its nature by the way it is given in consciousness. We have 

seen that the nature of an experience may be determined by different kinds of properties. 

Suppose, as above, that among the properties that determine the nature of an experience, some 

are phenomenal and some are not. Being an F-appearance is a phenomenal property, being G is 

                                                
22  Some of the non-phenomenal errors we shall consider in this section may arguably be impossible. By being 

more liberal then one probably should be we wish to concede as much as possible to our possible disputant. 
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not, and both properties constitute the nature of the experience.23 There is a fundamental kind of 

experience that is both an F-appearance and a G. Now, if it is possible that some F-appearance 

are G-experiences and some are not, then we may obtain a situation in which the subject would 

not only erroneously believe that his experience is G, the experience itself, by being an F-

appearance, would provide him a reason to believe so. 

This line of argument would not be uncontroversial. One may wonder how the way the 

artificial banana looks could provide a reason for the (false) belief that the banana is real, given 

that the artificial and the real banana are supposed to be indistinguishable on the basis of how 

they look. Could one not, by symmetry, consider the way the real banana looks to provide a 

reason for the (false) belief that the banana is artificial? Should one thus not conclude that the 

way a banana looks cannot provide any more reason for the belief that it is real than it does for 

the belief that it is artificial? Yet if such a result could be secured in the perceptual case, the 

analogy would be useless with respect to the introspective case. 

Once again it ought to be stressed that we are not committed to defend the asymmetry under 

consideration. We simply intend to locate the possibility of error one would have to 

accommodate if one were to maintain the asymmetry claim. This being said, an argument in 

favour of the asymmetry in the perceptual case might be provided by a combination of common 

considerations concerning relevant alternatives and warrant transmission. One may thus submit 

that where the appearance of a real banana can provide a reason to believe that there is a real 

banana without having to provide a reason to believe that it is not an artificial one, any 

appearance that would provide a reason to believe that it is an artificial one would have to 

provide a reason to believe that it is not a real one. The asymmetry may be rooted in the fact that 

our perceptual system is tuned to represent real bananas, rather than fake ones, without having 

been tuned to distinguish the real from the fakes bananas by the way they look. This priority 

may, but need not, be explained in statistical or nomological terms. A better explanation may be 

provided by considering the evolutionary function of perception: the perceptual experience 

represents real bananas because real bananas, and not fake ones, lead to an evolutionary 

advantage and thus to the selection of the kind of perceptual experience under consideration.24 

Whatever the merits of this line of argument, its application to the introspective case would 

obviously require further instructions. If one intends to argue that an F-appearance equips the 

subject with a reason to believe that the experience is G rather than non-G, and that an F-
                                                
23  If one accepts such a situation, then one will be led to say that the experience has a phenomenal and a non-

phenomenal nature, or that its nature is partly phenomenal and partly not (cf. Dorsch forthcoming). 
24  Elements of this influential view can be found in Dretske 1971, Dretske 1988 and Dretske 2005 (see also 

Soldati 1996).   



appearance thus misleads about its true nature when in fact it is not G, one needs a specific 

argument for the priority of F-appearances that are G over those that are not. This will 

obviously depend on the specific instances taken into consideration, such as perception and 

hallucination. A point to which we shall return below. 

The relevant result at this stage is that this kind of error, if it could occur, would not concern 

the phenomenal nature of the experience: although the experience conceals some of its nature, it 

does not conceal its phenomenal nature. This, at least, holds when G is not itself a phenomenal 

property of the experience. When the experience provides the subject with a reason to believe 

that it is G by being an F-appearance, then the way the experience is given in consciousness 

misleads the subject about one of its non-phenomenal properties. We suggest calling this kind of 

error, where the experience occurs in consciousness in a way that misleads about its non-

phenomenal properties, experiential error. An experiential error can certainly be the source of a 

doxastic error, in this case of a false introspective belief about the non-phenomenal nature of 

one’s own experience. 

Suppose now that the F-appearance we have been considering has a further phenomenal 

property, the property H. The question would now be whether it is possible for an F-appearance 

to mislead the subject about its own H-ness. Several situations would have to be distinguished 

here, depending on whether H is an essential phenomenal property of the experience and on 

whether H is determined by the intentional content of the experience. Consider first the case 

where the F-appearance is also an J-appearance. An example would be a perceptual experience of 

a red square. The object appears red and square, the experience is both a red-appearance and a 

square-appearance.25 Now, could an F-appearance mislead the subject with respect to its being an 

J-appearance? By definition, if the F-appearance is also a J-appearance, then the experience 

presents itself as a J-appearance in consciousness. And if being a J-appearance is an essential 

property of the experience, then in cases of the kind under consideration the phenomenal nature 

of the experience is manifest in consciousness. 

Could an F-appearance not warrant the subject’s belief that she is not having an J-appearance 

although she is? Consider circumstances where one and the same object appears to have 

incompatible properties: the object may look both F and J although no ordinary material object 

can be both F and J.26 In such a case the fact that the object looks J provides a reason to believe 

                                                
25 In the experience we are considering the two properties are related to each other by the fact that they appear 

to belong to one and the same object.   
26  One may naturally think of the sort of visual effects generated by some of M.C. Escher’s famous paintings 

such as Ascending and Descending, where the stairs at the top of the tower appear both to lead up and down. There 
obviously are special issues related to the perception of depiction, as opposed to the perception of objects, that one 
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that it is J but the fact that it looks F also provides a reason to believe that it is not J. One and 

the same experience grounds contradictory judgements about the perceived object. We may call 

this a case of phenomenal dissonance. A situation of this kind may eventually lead the subject to 

cast doubt on the reliability of her own introspective abilities.27 She may conclude that she has an 

F-appearance but not really an J-appearance, thus entertaining a false belief about the nature of 

her own experience. The most obvious explanation for this kind of doxastic error, it appears, 

would appeal to the pressure general assumptions about material objects and their properties 

exercise on the particular case. The source of the false belief is not the way the experience is 

given in consciousness, but general background beliefs about the nature of objects given in 

perception. 

Consider further the case of an F-appearance that has some pure phenomenal property. Imagine 

a subject with blurred vision who reasons about the origin of the blurred character of his visual 

experience. Two kinds of questions would have to be distinguished. The subject may wonder 

first whether the object’s edges actually are fuzzy, or if it just appears to him as if they were. 

This is a question about the correctness of his perceptual experience. But the subject might also 

wonder whether the blurredness comes from the fact that the object actually appears fuzzy to 

him or rather from the experience itself. Consider an analogy. Suppose you are looking at a 

photograph representing an unidentified object on a uniformly coloured background. Suppose 

the image of the object is blurred. You may genuinely wonder whether the object really has 

fuzzy borders, like a cloud. Suppose instead that you identify the depicted object as being of a 

kind you are much more familiar with, like a knife, say. It would then be peculiar for you to 

wonder whether the knife has fuzzy borders. The default assessment would be that here is 

something wrong with the picture.28 In analogy, the subject might some to consider blurredness 

as a pure phenomenal property of his experience, instead of being linked to the presentation of an 

object as having a certain property. More should obviously be said about this distinction. But 

suppose one accepts it. Could then the way the experience is given in consciousness mislead the 

subject in a way such that he judges, for instance, that the experience has the pure phenomenal 

                                                
would have to consider here. 

27  This of course need not occur. In fact, we often settle precisely with the idea that our experience has 
dissonant properties and that our judgement about the perceived object cannot be made on the basis of the 
experience alone.  

28  One might of course insist on the fact that in such a case there is no room for doubt simply because the 
default position is that one believes that the knife cannot have the property the picture represents it as having. The 
question may however be formulated in more general terms: can the picture have perceptually accessible properties 
that do not correspond to a way the depicted object appears? If the answer is yes, as it certainly should be, then the 
subject might be described as wondering, on a specific occasion, whether the property he sees while looking at the 
picture is precisely of that kind. This obviously doesn’t settle the question as to whether the analogy holds in the 
introspective case under consideration. 



property of blurredness while in fact the experience is rather a presentation of an object with 

fuzzy borders? It is important for this line of thought to admit that the intentional blurredness 

(Bi) be phenomenally distinct from the pure blurredness (Bp). If this were not the case, then the 

introspective judgement that one has one kind of experience rather than the other would in any 

case not be based on the way the experience is given in consciousness.29 So, if the subject 

mistakenly comes to judge that her experience is Bp while in fact it is Bi, where could the source 

of the mistake lie? Could the way the experience is given in consciousness provide a reason for 

the subject to judge erroneously that her experience is Bp? 

If a subject has a Bi-experience, then the experience provides him with a reason to believe that 

he has an experience of something with fuzzy edges. If the subject nevertheless finds a reason to 

judge that his experience is a Bp-experience, then this will typically come from supplementary 

considerations that undercut the rational power stemming from the fact that it is a Bi-

experience. Typically, such considerations will concern the nature of the perceived object. If one 

believes that the object is of a kind that can’t have fuzzy borders, then one will normally resist 

the idea that it appears blurred on some particular occasion. 

The result above would be compatible with the fact that the undercutting considerations 

might have an impact on the phenomenal properties of the experience. The object might in fact 

stop to appear blurred when one comes to believe that it cannot be fuzzy. This kind of phenomenal 

contamination may occur not only by virtue of pressure coming from background beliefs. It may 

also emerge from relations between phenomenal properties: an object that appears to have fuzzy 

edges when seen on its own, may appear not to have such edges, but simply to be more distant, 

when seen in the background of a focussed object. 

There finally is a very specific kind of error one might need to consider in our context. 

Remember the case mentioned above of an experience that is essentially relational and that 

presents itself in consciousness as such. The experience is, as we said above, a reflexive R-

appearance. Now, suppose that the relation R itself constitutes a further phenomenal property, 

R*.30 This would be a pure phenomenal property of the experience, not an appearance property. 

An experience of this kind, let us assume, would provide the subject with a reason to judge that 

his experience is indeed relational and with a reason to believe that it has the pure phenomenal 

property R*. 

Suppose now an experience that presents itself in consciousness as standing in relation to an 

                                                
29  Unless other phenomenal properties can provide the same sort of ground. 
30 Acquaintance may be taken to be such an essentially relational phenomenal quality. More about this later. 
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external object while it does not. We said that the experience would then mislead the subject 

about its own non-phenomenal nature. We called this kind of error an experiential error. But if 

the relation in question constitutes a phenomenal property, would we then not have to say that 

the experience misleads the subject about one of its phenomenal properties, and thus, when the 

phenomenal property under consideration is an essential one, about the experience’s phenomenal 

nature? 

It is again important to distinguish the pure phenomenal property R*, from the experience’s 

property of being a reflexive R-appearance. If the two properties where not phenomenally 

distinct,31 then the presence of the latter would not be compatible with the absence of the 

former.32 It is further important to recognise that even if the relation R constitutes the 

phenomenal property R*, the fact that the experience is a self-reflexive R-appearance does not 

imply that it is a self-reflexive R*-appearance. This being so, the fact that the property of being a 

reflexive R-appearance can mislead the subject about the relational nature of the experience does 

not imply as such that it can mislead the subject about the phenomenal property that is 

constituted by the relation. The fact that an experience is given in consciousness as a reflexive R-

appearance provides a reason for the subject to believe that the experience is relational, but not 

as such a reason to believe that it has the phenomenal property R*. In order to obtain this 

further reason the subject would have to be credited with a reason to believe that the 

phenomenal property R* is constituted by, or at least strongly correlated with, R. Such a 

supplementary reason may of course be available to the subject (if needed through philosophical 

investigation)33, but it would not be a reason he has simply by virtue of the way the experience is 

given in consciousness. If the subject comes to form the false belief that he is having and R*-

experience, the origin of his mistake cannot be the simple fact he has a reflexive R-appearance. 

The origin of his mistake must rather lie in the assumption that when one has a reason for 

believing that one’s experience is relational, then one thereby obtains a reason for believing that 

it is R* by virtue of the fact that he property R* is constituted by the relation under 

consideration. A warrant concerning that constitutive constraint cannot be obtained simply by 

virtue of having the experience. 

Phenomenal error, in the way we suggest to understand it,34 would be a case of one being 

                                                
31 To be phenomenally distinct may be compatible with introspective undistinguishability.  
32 The very assumption that the two properties are phenomenally distinct might appear implausible. We shall 

however assume it for the sake of the argument.  
33 The result may also be attained through empirical research. The relational property R might be “hardwired” to 

R*. The simple fact that it is does not provide an experiential reason to believe that it is, a reason the subject has 
access to through the way the experience is given in consciousness. 

34  Our understanding is close, although not identical, to the one Hellie appears to use when he claims that 



mislead about the phenomenal properties of one’s own experience by the way the experience is 

given in the stream of consciousness. When the phenomenal properties are essential to the 

experience, phenomenal error would lead to a situation where the phenomenal nature of the 

experience is not manifest in consciousness. The arguments presented above appear to show 

that, strictly speaking, phenomenal error is impossible. If a subject has a false belief about a 

phenomenal property of her own perceptual experience, then the source of her mistake cannot lie 

in the way the experience is given in consciousness. A perceptual experience manifests each of its 

phenomenal properties in consciousness. This, we submit, is the sense one ought to give to the 

common claim that, for an experience, there is no gulf between being and appearing. Thus 

Husserl writes35: 

In the psychic sphere there is … no difference between appearance and being, and if 
nature is a being that appears in appearances, then appearances … are not themselves 
beings that appear in further appearances” (Husserl 1911: 311-12, our translation).  

 
What Husserl suggests here is that, while a non-mental entity may “appear” in the sense of being 

the intentional objects of an experience, the experience itself “appears” in a different sense. And 

this may be identified with the way the experience is given in the stream of consciousness. 

Furthermore, what is distinctive of this second of kind of “appearing” is that, according to 

Husserl, there is indeed no distinction between the way an experience “appears” and the way it is: 

a way an experience “appears” is a way for it to be. 

A similar claim is effective in Kripke’s view, when he contends that: 

To be in the same epistemic situation that would obtain if one had a pain is to have a pain; 
to be in the same epistemic situation that would obtain in the absence of pain is not to 
have a pain … (Kripke 1980: 152) 

 

If «to be in the same epistemic situation that would obtain if one had a pain» means to be in a 

situation where the way an experience is given in consciousness constitutes a reason for the 

belief that one is in pain, then Kripke’s claim is indeed that an experience cannot offer by the way 

it is given in consciousness an epistemic ground that misleads the subject about the experience’s 

phenomenal properties. And if «to be in the same epistemic situation that would obtain in the 

absence of pain» means to be in a situation where the way an experience is given in 

consciousness does not constitute a reason to believe that one is in pain, then Kripke’s claim is 
                                                

«…while the phenomenal character of an experience might have crucial gaps as to its nature, there is no way that 
phenomenal character could mislead» (Hellie 2006: 2). In the related footnote Hellie writes: «I find the idea of 
phenomenal error most repugnant» (ibid.). 

35  Husserl accepted the strong claim that the nature of appearances is uniquely and entirely phenomenal and 
that experiences do not belong to the realm of nature. He thought that experiences, phenomena, as he called them, 
«have no real parts, and are not subject to any real change» (ibid.). Our argument so far should help to see that the 
point Husserl makes in the passage quoted above can be made independently from this strong metaphysical view. 
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indeed that an experience cannot offer by the way it occurs in the stream of consciousness the 

epistemic ground for attributing to the experience a phenomenal property it does not posses. 

These results should not be confused with the common claim that introspective beliefs are 

infallible: 

Not only people seem to have a special epistemic access to their pains, they seem to have 
a very special epistemic authority with respect to their pain: they seem to be incorrigible, 
or even infallible, about their pains and pain reports: necessarily, if I sincerely believe that 
I am in pain, then I am in pain. Conversely, if I feel pain, then I know that I am in pain. 
Again this conditional seems necessarily true. This is the self-intimating aspect of pain 
experiences. (Aydede 2008) 

 
As we have seen above, one can perfectly form a sincere incorrect belief about one of one’s own 

experience. This may happen, for instance, as a consequence of phenomenal dissonance. The 

claim cannot be that necessarily, if I sincerely believe to be in pain, then I am pain. The claim 

should rather be that necessarily, if my reason to believe that I am in pain lies in the way the 

experience is given to me in consciousness, then I am in pain. 

1 Where disjunctivism can lead us astray 

Mike Martin, an influential advocate of disjunctivism, writes: 

The idea that introspection will lead us into error about how things seem to us is 
hardly an attractive one. Yet given the considerations about phenomenal transparency, it 
is difficult to avoid. In contrast to the kind of global errors in introspection posited by 
sense-datum theories and intentional accounts, the disjunctivist can claim that veridical 
perceptual experiences are exactly as they seem to us to be: states in which parts of how 
the world is are manifest to us. But even the disjunctivist is forced to concede that we are 
misled about the nature of some of our experiences by introspection: after all, it can 
hardly be denied that it is possible for one to have an illusion or hallucination which is 
indistinguishable for one from a veridical perception. Given the disjunctivist’s account of 
veridical perception, he is required to deny that such experiences are as they seem to us to 
be. Such experience is misleading not only about the world, but about its own nature. So 
in the end, sense-datum theories, intentional theories and disjunctivist accounts all have 
to endorse some form of error-theory concerning perceptual appearances and the 
introspection of experience. (Martin 2002: 421) 

 

In the current context, the suggestion is that in the light of introspection, our experience 
of the world seems to have a certain nature, i.e. that articulated by naïve realism, which it 
does not have. An account of perception then needs not only to tell us what the nature of 
appearances is, but also how states of being appeared to can come to seem to be different 
from how they really are. (Martin forthcoming, Ch. 1: 41) 

 

What sort of errors is Martin appealing to in these passages? What does he mean, when he 

says that «introspection will lead us into error about how things seem to us»? What sort of 



seeming is he appealing to when he writes that a disjunctivist «is required to deny that such 

experiences [hallucinations] are as they seem to us to be». Is Martin suggesting that these are 

cases of phenomenal error? We shall see that this need not be Martin’s view. Once this is made 

clear, however, some of Martin’s disjunctivist conclusions can bee seen to be compatible with the 

sort of intentionalism presented at the beginning of this paper.36 

In order to understand Martin’s point it may be useful to recall the sort of errors he thinks the 

traditional alternatives to disjunctivism have been obliged to accept.37 These errors concern two 

distinct phenomenal properties of perceptual experiences: transparency and actuality. In the light 

of the distinctions made above, transparency may now be characterized as the property of being 

an appearance of an object as external and mind-independent. So, for instance, in perception an 

object appears to stand in front of one. The corresponding phenomenal property is the property 

of being an appearance of something standing in front of one. The phenomenal property is not 

identical to the appearing property, but no intrinsic feature of the experience would need to be 

added to the appearing property in order to characterise the phenomenal property. The 

experience simply has the property of being an appearance of something outside of one: it is an 

externality-appearance. Actuality, on the other hand, is the phenomenal property of being an 

appearance of an existent object. We may say that in the experience the object appears to exist 

and that the phenomenal property is the property of representing an object as existent. The 

experience is, we may say, an existence-appearance. On Martin’s view sense-data theorists 

maintain that in perception we are always in contact with existing objects, but that those objects 

do not possess most of the properties we represent them as having. They are sense data, so they 

are not really red, not really located in the external world, etc.38 The intentionalist, instead, is 

said to claim that the objects of perception may be correctly represented as red, in front of us, 

etc., but sometimes, i.e. in the case of hallucination, they simply do not exist. 

What sort of errors are those theories then supposed to admit? As mentioned above, actuality 

and transparency are among the phenomenal properties of perceptual experiences. It appears, in 

fact, that all perceptual experiences possess those properties. An experience that lacks the 

phenomenal property of transparency is not an experience of something appearing to one as 

external and mind-independent. And an experience that lacks actuality is not an experience of 

                                                
36  Compare Dorsch (forthcoming) for further discussion. 
37  Different version of the argument that follows can be found in Martin 2002, 392 ff. 
38 Some defenders of sense data are prepared to attribute to them some of the properties material objects are 

supposed to have (cf. Moore 1993. Here we are supposing that at least some of the properties the objects appear to 
have, such as being denizens of public space, are properties sense data do not have. An argument concerning 
positions that would maintain that sense data and material objects can share all perceptually appearing properties 
would obviously have to be developed in a different way. 
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there appearing to be something existent one stands in relation to. In the first case we might 

have something like a pure sensation,39 in the second case we might have an imagination. So 

transparency and actuality are not only pervasive; they are more fundamental, too, since they 

contribute to the determination of the kind of experience under consideration (e.g. perception as 

opposed to imagination and sensation). But transparency and actuality are not pure phenomenal 

properties: they are both associated with correctness conditions that concern not only the 

external world, but the experiences themselves. Transparency concerns the nature of some (if 

not all) phenomenal properties of perceptual experiences, actuality concerns the relational 

character of perception. There is thus room for error concerning the satisfaction of those 

correctness conditions. The sense data theorist can now be seen as arguing that the objects of 

perception not only do not generally possess the properties they appear to possess, but that 

because of transparency perceptual experiences present those properties in a systematically 

misleading way, namely as properties of external objects. It is not just the fact that the objects 

that appear to be red, square, distant from us, etc., do not really possess those properties; it is 

much more the fact that the objects of perception are of a kind that could not possess them. The 

intentionalist, on the other side, can be seen as arguing that perceptual experiences misleadingly 

present themselves as standing in relation to existing things, as experiences whose instances 

depend on there actually being an object one stands in perceptual relation to. So the errors both 

theories appeal to concern the correctness conditions associated to specific phenomenal 

properties. In so far as those phenomenal properties are essential to perceptual experiences, we 

obtain cases where essential phenomenal properties misrepresent the experiences themselves. 

Do these errors concern the nature of the experiences? Two important assumptions are at 

work at this stage. First, both theories maintain that perceptions and hallucinations belong to 

the same fundamental (phenomenal) kind: they share their essential phenomenal properties. And 

second, both theories assume that if perceptions and hallucinations have the same phenomenal 

nature, then they ought to have the same non-phenomenal nature, too. And here the two theories 

part company. Sense-data theorists maintain that perception is essentially relational; 

intentionalists argue that it is not. Intentionalists submit that (most) phenomenal properties of 

the perceptual experience are fully determined by the appearing properties of the object, sense-

data theorists deny it. On both theories the essential phenomenal properties of perceptual 

experiences involve an error concerning their non-phenomenal nature. It is not a phenomenal 

error since the mistake concerns precisely the non-phenomenal nature of the experience. It is 

                                                
39  In the light of what has been said above, a pure sensation would be an experience that possess only pure 

phenomenal properties.  



rather a case of an essential phenomenal property that misrepresents the non-phenomenal nature 

of the experience. This generates a mismatch between phenomenal and non-phenomenal nature 

– an experiential error. 

Among the different reasons one may have to be unsatisfied with intentionalism and sense-

data theory there is the fact that they appear not to be in a position to articulate a basic intuitive 

asymmetry between perception and hallucination. There is a sense in which there is nothing 

wrong with perception, but much wrong with hallucination. On the conjunctive solution there 

would be something wrong with both, perception and hallucination. At this point disjunctivism 

can be seen as a view that aims to restore and articulate the intuitive asymmetry. Indeed, along 

with the naïve realist, the disjunctivist will typically argue that in perception we do enter into a 

relation with an external object, and that most (if not all) phenomenal properties of the 

perceptual experience are determined by this relation to the external object.40 Accordingly, 

transparency and actuality correctly represent the non-phenomenal properties in the case of 

perceptions. The asymmetry would thus be explained by the fact that the same is not true of 

hallucinations. 

In this line of thought the disjunctivist would assume that hallucinations share their 

phenomenal properties with perceptions, notably their transparency and actuality. But he would 

then have to maintain that perceptions and hallucinations differ in their non-phenomenal nature. 

This requires treating their difference with respect to their relation to the external object both as 

non-phenomenal and as essential. Transparency and actuality would thus correctly represent the 

non-phenomenal nature of perceptual experiences; while they would misrepresent the non-

phenomenal nature of hallucinations. 

But if hallucinations and perceptions are experiences of a different fundamental kind by virtue 

of their different non-phenomenal natures, how can they share their phenomenal properties? If 

one accepts the two assumptions mentioned above, the assumptions that are common to 

intentionalism and sense-data theory, then the version of disjunctivism under consideration finds 

itself in an uncomfortable position. If perception and hallucination possess different non-

phenomenal natures then, by virtue of the second assumption, they should also have different 

phenomenal natures. This, however, is precisely what the first assumption denies.41 

The disjunctivist might be willing to challenge this assumption. Martin has indeed insisted on 

                                                
40  Classical formulations of the disjunctivist claim can be found in Hinton 1973: 37; Snowdon 2002: 159 and 

McDowell 1998: 387.  
41  The fact that a hallucination shares all the phenomenal properties with a perception does not imply on its 

own that those properties are essential to the hallucination as it is for the perception. But this obviously depends on 
how the essentiality of those properties is established in the case of perception. If the metaphysical point is that for 
any experience that has F, F is essential to x, then F is essential to x even if x is an hallucination.  
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the fact that the indiscriminability of experiences does not imply their phenomenal identity.42 

Whatever the merits of that argument, it is important to see that on pain of admitting 

phenomenal error, the disjunctivist needs to accept that the mistaken judgement cannot be based 

on the way the experience is given in consciousness. If one cannot discriminate a hallucination 

from a perception, although they are supposed to be phenomenally different, then this cannot 

have its source in the way the hallucination is given in consciousness.43 The hallucination cannot 

be said to present itself in consciousness as a perception. So the disjunctivist would need to show 

that the error has an independent source. 

Considerations related to acquaintance might be relevant at this stage. Remember the case of 

the pure phenomenal relational property R* mentioned above. Acquaintance might be such a 

property. The argument could then be that hallucinations lack indeed that essential phenomenal 

property and thus possess a different phenomenal nature than perceptions. We are mislead about 

the phenomenal nature of hallucinations, not because of the way they are given in consciousness, 

but because of background assumptions concerning the relation between phenomenal properties 

hallucinations share with perceptions and acquaintance. We typically associate, for instance, the 

phenomenal properties of actuality and transparency with acquaintance. This is the source of our 

false introspective belief about the phenomenal nature of hallucination. 

But this proposal would have to be confronted with the possibility of removing the 

background assumptions under consideration. If the reason I have to believe that my present 

hallucination has the phenomenal property of being an acquaintance, although it is not given as 

such in my consciousness, is the presence of some background assumption, then discovering that 

those assumptions are misleading should open the experience to my cognitive scrutiny. One 

would then expect that the phenomenal difference between perception and hallucination should 

become accessible to my introspective scrutiny. But this does not seem right. Hallucinations do 

not show their supposedly true phenomenal nature once one ceases to fall prey to the cognitive 

illusion generated by some background assumptions. The disjunctivist must thus postulate a 

brute and thoroughly inaccessible phenomenal difference that would be responsible for the 

distinction in phenomenal nature of the experiences. 

This is the point where the intentionalist may be in a position to offer an attractive 

alternative. Instead of challenging the first assumption common to traditional sense-data theory 

and intentionalism, he could suggest to forgo the second. He would thus argue that although 

                                                
42  See Martin 2004: 74ff. 
43 Williamson has shown that here might be vagueness etc, but the case under consideration should not one of 

those.   



perception and hallucination do in fact have the same phenomenal nature, they have different 

non-phenomenal natures. Perceptions are indeed states in which we enter in contact with 

external objects in such a way that this relation determines how the objects appear. In contrast, 

there are no external objects to which one stands in relation when hallucinating, but 

hallucinations present themselves as if they were relations to such objects. Hallucinations 

misrepresent their non-phenomenal nature. Again, this would not be a case of a phenomenal 

error, but a case of an experiential error. 

The brand of intentionalism under consideration can thus readily admit that there is an 

asymmetry between perception and hallucination: perception manifests its true (non-

phenomenal) nature in consciousness while hallucination does not. Indeed, a hallucination 

misleadingly provides one with a reason to believe that it is a perception, whereas a perception 

does not provide one with a reason to believe that it is a hallucination. The intentionalist can 

explain this asymmetry with the fact that the phenomenal properties of actuality and 

transparency are themselves intentional, they have correctness conditions that are satisfied by 

perceptions, and not by hallucinations. 

We can now understand why phenomenologists such as Husserl seem to have been rather 

agnostic about disjunctivism concerning the non-phenomenal nature of experiences. Husserl was 

quite clear about the actuality and transparency of perception.44 In the Logical Investigations he 

also states that in perception, in opposition to hallucination, the object itself is given to us. Yet 

this fact, the fact that in perception we stand in relation to an object, does not constitute the 

phenomenal character of the perceptual experience. In the light of what we saw so far we know 

why.45 
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