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SENSIBLE OVER-DETERMINATION 

It is a distinctive fact about perception that sensible qualities, like colors, shapes, and smells, are 

actually present in a perceptual experience. This is what distinguishes perception from belief – I can 

entertain a belief about the color red in the absence of the color, but I cannot experience the color 

red without redness actually being present before my mind.  We can capture this intuitive thought as 

follows: perceptual experience, by its very nature, makes us aware of instances of sensible qualities. I 

introduce the notion of an instance here, because an appeal to uninstantiated universals cannot 

capture the distinctive way in which sensible qualities are present in perception. When I see a red 

hummingbird, I am not aware of some universal that resides in Platonic heaven; instead, I am aware 

of the particular redness of the bird that is in front of me. 

Normally, the instances of color and shape that are present in our perceptions are just ordinary 

constituents of the mind-independent world. What makes it the case that there is an instance of 

redness present before me, when I look out the window at my honeysuckle bush, is just the fact that 

there is a bird in the bush that is red in color. The presence of an instance of redness, on this 

occasion, is guaranteed by the presence of an ordinary physical object that is the bearer of redness. 

Given that the bearer is mind-independent, so are the sensible instances that inhere in it. 

But it is not only veridical perceptions that have this unique sensory character. We all know that 

experiences are possible in which it seems as if we are aware of a mind-independent object when no 

such object is present. Given that such hallucinations can have the very same phenomenology as 

veridical perceptions, they too must make us aware of actual instances of sensible qualities. And this 

seems right – hallucinating a red hummingbird, just as much as seeing one, involves an actual 

instance of redness being present for me. 

But how can there be an instance of redness in the hallucination for the perceiver to be aware 

of? There is no suitable material object present that is red. Nor is there anything else that can serve 

as the bearer of redness – we surely should not conclude that the mind (or the brain), when 

hallucinating, is itself literally red. Instead, the presence of redness in my hallucination seems 

intimately connected to my awareness of it – the particular instance exists only because it is the object 

of my awareness, and not because it inheres in a substantial entity of any sort. 

In section I of this paper, I will argue that sensible qualities can be instantiated in two distinct 

ways: a sensible instance can exist either as a feature of a physical object or as an object of a perceiver’s 

awareness. This simple thesis has some remarkable implications for cases of ordinary seeing. If in a 

hallucination, the perceiver is in a mental state that is sufficient for the existence of an instance of 
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redness, then, given the similarities between the two experiences, the perceiver’s mental state in the 

case of ordinary seeing must also be sufficient for an instance of redness. But, unlike the 

hallucination, there is also a physical object present in the veridical perception—the hummingbird—

that is itself sufficient for an instance of redness. Given that there is only one instance perceived, we 

must treat this instance as over-determined. It is over-determined because there are two conditions 

sufficient for its existence, both of which obtain: the red hummingbird is sufficient for the instance 

because redness inheres in the bird; but the perceiver’s state of awareness is also sufficient for the 

instance, because redness is the object of the perceiver’s awareness. 

This key finding—that the sensible objects of ordinary perception are over-determined—

dissolves the deepest puzzle in the philosophy of perception: namely, how veridical perception can 

acquaint us with the mind-independent world if delusive experiences are possible. Dissolving this 

puzzle will be the primary task of the second half of the paper. To get a sense of the puzzle, assume 

the commonsensical view described above – namely, that ordinary (veridical) perception, by its 

nature, makes us constitutively aware of mind-independent instances of sensible qualities. Call this 

view naïve realism. All participants in the contemporary debate on perception accept the truth of the 

following conditional: if hallucinations have the same phenomenology as veridical perceptions, 

veridical perception cannot constitutively involve an awareness of the mind-independent world. In 

other words, if qualitatively matching hallucinations are possible, naïve realism must be false. The 

motivating argument for this conditional runs as follows: Consider a neurally-induced hallucination 

of a red hummingbird. If we admit that an instance of redness is present to the perceiver in this 

hallucination, it must be a mind-dependent instance of redness. But, if the sensible instances in a 

hallucination are mind-dependent, the instances in veridical perception must be as well. For both 

experiences, by stipulation, have the same neural state as their proximate cause, and this cause must 

produce the very same effect in each case – namely, an experience of a mind-dependent sensible 

instance. This means the mind-independent world cannot be a constituent of ordinary perception. 

Accepting the conditional as true has transformed the philosophy of perception into a 

fundamentally revisionary research program: either, it seems, we must reject naïve realism—the pre-

theoretical view of ordinary perception—or we must deny the equally commonsensical intuition that 

hallucinations and veridical perceptions can have the same conscious character. In this paper, 

however, I will show that the conditional is straightforwardly false, and so there is no need to 

renounce one or another tenet of the commonsensical view. 
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I have already noted that we can accommodate phenomenally rich hallucinations if we treat the 

perceiver’s state of awareness in a hallucination as itself sufficient for an instance of a sensible quality. 

What makes the instance in the hallucination dependent on the perceiver’s awareness is that this 

instance exists only because the perceiver is in the state that she is in. But this is not the case in a 

veridical perception. Here too, the perceiver is in a state that is sufficient for an instance of a 

sensible quality. This is the common effect that the neural state has in both an artificially induced 

hallucination and its veridical counterpart. But, in the veridical perception, there is also a physical 

object present that is itself sufficient for an instance of the very same quality. The presence of two 

sufficient conditions makes the instance in question over-determined. But if it is over-determined, 

the instance does not depend for its existence on the perceiver’s awareness of it. Even after the 

perception ends, the very same instance continues to exist, now unperceived, in the material object 

that is its bearer. So, the mind-dependence of the hallucinated instance is entirely compatible with 

the mind-independence of the veridically perceived instance. In brief, attention to the underlying 

metaphysics of sensible qualities reveals both that ordinary perception is world-involving—it 

constitutively involves a relation between perceivers and the properties of mind-independent 

objects—but also that the mind itself has the power to generate phenomenally rich experiences. 

 

I. THE NATURE OF SENSIBLE QUALITIES 

In this section, I will focus on the relation that sensible qualities bear to material substances and to 

minds. In particular, I will argue that the two kinds of substances play distinct roles in securing the 

instantiation of sensible qualities. In order to define these two roles more clearly, I will make use of 

some metaphysical tools developed by Kit Fine and others in recent work on ontological 

dependence.1 Fine argues for a non-modal, asymmetrical notion of ontological dependence on 

which some entity x is ontologically dependent on some other entity y iff y is a constituent of the 

essence or nature of x.2 For example, the singleton set containing Socrates as its sole member is 

ontologically dependent on Socrates because the essence of a set is defined in terms of its members 

                                                
1 See Fine, K., (1995), “Ontological Dependence,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 95:269 – 290; Lowe, E. J. 
(1994), “Ontological Dependency,” Philosophical Papers 23 (1):31-48; Correia, F., (2008), “Ontological 
dependence,” Philosophy Compass 3 (5):1013-1032; Koslicki, K., (2012), “Varieties of ontological dependence,” 
In Fabrice Correia & Benjamin Schnieder (eds.), Metaphysical Grounding: Understanding the Structure of Reality, 
Cambridge University Press. 
2 Fine develops this by appeal to the notion of real definitions, which are definitions of metaphysical entities 
rather than linguistic entities. 
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but the essence of Socrates is not defined in terms of any sets of which he might be a member. The 

relation between Socrates and the singleton set containing him as a member is asymmetrical. 

On an extremely common view of sensible qualities, these qualities asymmetrically depend for 

their instantiation, on the existence of material substances that are their bearers. We can use the 

notion of ontological dependence, then, to capture the relation between sensible qualities and 

material substances as follows: 

(1) □F (If F is instantiated, ∃m (m is a material object and m is the bearer of F-ness)); 

where □x  is a primitive operator that stands for “it is true in virtue of the nature of”. (1) expresses 

the basic materialist thought that sensible qualities are ontologically dependent on material 

substances insofar as it is of the nature of sensible qualities that they require, for their instantiation, 

the existence of material substances to serve as their bearers. If redness is instantiated, the materialist 

insists that there must exist a physical object that is the bearer of redness. Similarly, if roundness is 

instantiated, there must exist an ordinary material object that is the bearer of that roundness. Built 

into the materialist’s view is that (1) provides a complete explanation of what is required for a sensible 

quality to be instantiated: on this view, all that is necessary for bitterness to be instantiated is that 

there exist a material object, a grapefruit, say, that can serve as the bearer of the bitterness.3 This is 

why the materialist can conclude that all instances of sensible qualities are mind-independent: if the 

existence of a grapefruit is sufficient for bitterness to be instantiated, there is no essential role that a 

perceiving mind plays. 

Everything I have said so far should be fairly uncontroversial. But my central goal in this section 

is to argue that there is a distinct kind of sensible instance that is also part of our pre-theoretical 

understanding of sensible qualities. Consider, for example, an experience of a red after-image. Such 

an experience is easy to induce. Stare at a green patch for long enough and then turn your attention 

to a white wall: given that the green receptors of the visual system are fatigued, the opponent 

receptors—namely, the red ones—overcompensate, resulting in an experience of a red after-image. 

The most natural description of what is going on, if you experience an after-image of this sort, is 

that you really are aware of an instance of redness. Phenomenologically speaking, redness is there for 

you in the very same way as it is there for you in an ordinary case of color perception.  

So what should we say if we are to take the phenomenological reports at face value? The 

difficulty we face, if we are materialists, is that there is no suitable material object present that can 

                                                
3 This falls out of (1) if we take the definition to be a complete definition. 
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serve as the bearer of redness. For the wall that you are staring at is white, not red. While there may 

be red objects in your environment, it is not the redness of those objects that you aware of.  So the 

materialist’s conditions on sensible instantiation, which we described above, do not obtain. On the 

other hand, we cannot capture the phenomenology merely by appealing to an uninstantiated 

universal, redness; for this doesn’t capture how the redness that you experience is right there in front 

of you, not in Platonic heaven.4 You may be simultaneously aware of numerically distinct instances 

of redness (imagine a case in which there are two after-images), so an appeal to a generic Platonic 

universal can do us no good.  

Lastly, we cannot appeal to the after-image itself to be the bearer of redness – remember that the 

relation between a quality-instance and its bearer is a relation of ontological dependence. This means 

that the bearer must be ontologically prior to the instance itself. But surely, an afterimage is nothing 

over and above the instance of redness and so it cannot explain the existence of such an instance.5 

In order to hold on to the view that the perceiver really is aware of an instance of redness, the 

most plausible move would be to appeal to the mind itself. While it seems undeniable that redness is 

in fact present in such an experience, it is just as evident that the presence of redness is to be 

explained by an appeal to the perceiver, not an appeal to the external world. For it is clear that the 

perceiver is having this kind of experience because of the state of her perceptual system, not because 

of the way the external world is. So, in opposition to the materialist view described above, reflection 

on experiences of this sort have led some philosophers to conclude that sensible qualities are in fact 

mind-dependent.  

But at this stage, we need to ask what it could mean for sensible qualities to be ontologically 

dependent on the mind. We described the materialist as committed to the view that sensible qualities 

required, for their instantiation, material bearers. If this is the conception of a sensible instance we 

work with, the thesis of mind-dependence amounts to the claim that the bearers of F-ness are not 

material substances, but minds. So in place of the redness of a tomato or the roundness of a 

grapefruit, we must speak of the redness and roundness of minds, or perhaps of experiences. On 

this reading, both the materialist and the mind-dependence theorist maintain a unitary conception of 

                                                
4 This is the basic problem with Johnston’s account of hallucination. See Johnston, M., (2004), “The obscure 
object of hallucination,” Philosophical Studies 120 (1-3): 113-83. 
5 This is true of the sense-datum view as well – sense-datum theorists often predicate sensible qualities of 
sense-data. But, for the most part, proponents of the view treat sense-data as nothing more than a collection 
of sensible qualities, so it would be misleading to describe sense-data as the bearers of those qualities. 
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sensible instantiation—that is, they agree that sensible qualities require for their instantiation 

something to be their bearers—but they disagree about whether these bearers are material or mental.  

The slightest reflection, however, reveals that this cannot be the right way to understand the 

view that sensible qualities are mind-dependent. For this interpretation has it that the mind, or an 

experience, is itself red in color, garlicky in odor or sweet in taste. But this cannot be what the 

proponents of mind-dependence could have meant, for such a thesis would be immediately 

dismissible on grounds of absurdity. Just as ludicrous would be to attribute to proponents of the 

mind-dependence thesis the claim that primary qualities like shape, size and motion are literally 

features of a mind: most philosophers who have argued for the mind-dependence of the primary 

qualities are themselves committed to a non-extended conception of mental substance; thus, they 

cannot assume that the mind, or an experience, is itself shaped or sized. In any case, regardless of 

one’s view of the non-material nature of the mind, no one who is committed to a conception of 

sensible qualities as mind-dependent is likely to argue that the mind itself has the very shapes and 

sizes that we mistakenly take material bodies to have – the mind is not square when we look at a 

chessboard.  

What these observations reveal to us is that if we are to understand the view that the mind, not 

the material world, is what makes sensible instantiation possible, we must introduce a notion of a 

sensible instance that is distinct from the standard notion, on which sensible instantiation does not 

require a bearer.6 Here, I want to turn to a passage by Berkeley, one of the most radical proponents 

of the view that all sensible qualities are mind-dependent. In the following passage, Berkeley 

explicitly considers and rejects the reading of mind-dependence discussed so far, and then goes on 

to offer us an alternative: 

 
It may perhaps be objected that if extension and figure exist only in the mind, it follows that 

the mind is extended and figured, since extension is a mode or attribute which (to speak with 

the Schools) is predicated of the subject in which it exists. I answer, those qualities are in the 

mind only as they are perceived by it – that is, not by way of mode or attribute, but only by way of 

idea, and it no more follows that the soul or mind is extended, because extension exists in it 

                                                
6 Note that this denial is compatible with the validity of the semantic transition from “F-ness is instantiated” 
to “something is F”. For we can call the after-image the “something” that is F, as long as we do not think that 
the relationship between the after-image and its redness is an asymmetrical ontological relationship. In this 
section, I am denying that for F-ness to be instantiated, there must be some ontologically prior entity that is 
the bearer of F-ness. 



Umrao Sethi 
Sensible Over-Determination  

 7 

alone, than it does that it is red or blue, because those colors are on all hands acknowledged 

to exist in it, and nowhere else.7  

 
Berkeley seems to suggest that what makes sensible qualities mind-dependent is that sensible 

qualities are the objects of a mind’s perception. On this proposal, the instantiation of redness does not 

require anything that is itself red (anything that is the bearer of redness). Instead, the instantiation of 

redness requires a perceptual act, of which redness is the object of awareness. So, Berkeley’s 

infamous maxim esse est percipi—“to be is to be perceived”—provides a literal statement of a distinct 

conception of the nature of sensible qualities: 

(2) □F (If F is instantiated, ∃m (m is a mind, F is the object of m’s awareness)); 

The statement in (2) gives us a precise definition of the thesis of mind-dependence that someone 

like Berkeley is committed to—a sensible quality is mind-dependent insofar as its instantiation 

depends on the existence of a mental act that has the sensible quality as its object. It is, according to 

the mind-dependent theorist, in the essence of sensible qualities to be instantiated as the proper 

objects of perceptual awareness. Again, on such a view, all instances of sensible qualities must be 

objects of such perceptual acts. 

We have now discussed two views of the nature of sensible qualities. On one conception of 

what a sensible quality is—this is the view adopted by the materialists—it is in the nature of sensible 

qualities that their instantiation depends on the existence of material bearers. On a distinct 

conception of sensible qualities—that adopted by the mind-dependence theorists—it is in the nature 

of sensible qualities that their instantiation depends on being the objects of a perceiver’s awareness. 

Now, it has normally been assumed that we must accept one or the other view of sensible qualities. 

But there is no prima facie reason to assume that sensible qualities cannot have a nature that allows 

for both kinds of instances—some which depend on material bodies, others which depend on 

perceptual acts of awareness. In fact, in the discussion so far, I have already presented equally 

compelling cases of each kind of instance. Ordinary physical objects are the bearers of sensible 

qualities, where we treat these qualities as straightforwardly mind-independent. But, if experiences of 

after-images are possible, then, we also find it extremely natural to make room for instances of 

                                                
7 Berkeley, Principles, §49. Some commentators have tried to interpret these passages as consistent with a view 
on which ideas are inherent in the mind. Cummins, for instance, suggests that in this passage, Berkeley is 
making a point about linguistic predication, rather than inherence. But given the explicit statement that 
qualities are neither mode [n]or attribute,” coupled with the other passages in which Berkeley treats ideas 
explicitly as objects of the mind, rather than modifications of it, such a reading is difficult to defend. See 
Cummins, P. D., (1975), “Berkeley's ideas of sense,” Noûs 9 (1): 55-72. 
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sensible qualities that are mind-dependent. In this paper, I will pursue the implications of a 

permissive account that allows for the possibility of both kinds of instances.8   

On such an account of sensible qualities, it is legitimate to ask whether a particular instance is 

mind-dependent or mind-independent. Whether the instance is mind-dependent or not will turn on 

whether the instance in question depends, for its existence, on a perceiver’s awareness of it. The 

particular redness of a tomato counts as a mind-independent instance, while the redness that Deepa 

is aware of when she experiences an after-image is a mind-dependent instance. But the kind of 

quality in question is construed as ontologically flexible – given that it allows for both kinds of 

instances, redness, as a kind, is neither essentially mind-dependent nor essentially material.  

On such a view, the nature of sensible qualities is such that there will be disjunctive conditions 

on sensible instantiation: 

(3) □F (If F is instantiated, then (∃m (m is a material object and m is the bearer of F) V ∃m (m is 

a mind and F is the object of m’s awareness))).9 

So far, I have discussed two distinct kinds of instances that sensible qualities may have. But if 

sensible qualities have disjunctive conditions, we must consider a case in which both conditions 

obtain. One’s first reaction might be to assume that such cases are impossible. For, even though 

distinct instances can be material or mind-dependent, when it comes to explaining the existence of a 

particular instance of a sensible quality, aren’t the mind and the material world inevitably in 

competition with one another? 

The most important outcome of the metaphysical framework I have been developing is that it 

provides a negative answer to this question: given that the mind and the material world secure the 

instantiation of a sensible quality in distinct ways, they need not compete with each other even in the 

case of a particular instance. It is surely true that only one substance can be the bearer of a particular 

sensible instance; and if so, the bearer must either be a material body or a mind. But if the mind’s 

role in sensible instantiation is distinct—that is, if the mind can secure the existence of a sensible 

instance without serving as its bearer—then there is no reason to think that there must be an exclusive 

relationship between the mind and the material world, in the explanation of a particular sensible 

                                                
8 I will further defend the plausibility of this kind of permissive approach in section IV of the paper.   
9 Note how this doesn’t require us to treat the nature of the sensible quality as itself disjunctive – we can 
suggest that the disjunctive conditions on sensible instantiation are a consequence of the sensible quality’s 
nature. In the final section, I will return to the question of what the nature of a sensible quality might be such 
that it has this disjunctive consequence. 
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instance. A single instance can both have a material bearer and serve as the object of a perceiver’s 

awareness. 

What should we say of the ontological status of this peculiar kind of instance, for which both 

conditions of instantiation obtain? That is, how are we to treat a case in which a sensible quality 

instance both has a material bearer and is the object of an act of perceptual awareness? We have 

been working with the observation that each condition is individually sufficient for sensible 

instantiation. For there to be a material instance of redness, all that is required is that there be a 

material bearer that is red. This is what makes the instance in question material. Equally, we have 

seen that the existence of a perceiver having an experience of redness is sufficient for the instantiation 

of a mind-dependent instance of redness: in the case of the after-image, for example, the perceiver’s 

being in a certain type of perceptual state suffices for redness to be instantiated. If each kind of 

condition—the presence of a material bearer, and a mental state whose object is a sensible quality—

is individually sufficient, it follows that cases in which both conditions obtain will be cases in which 

the sensible instance in question is over-determined.  

Now, one might think that such over-determination is merely a logical possibility, or at best, a 

rare phenomenon that requires little more than brief acknowledgement. To the contrary, in the 

remainder of the paper, I will argue that every case of ordinary (veridical) perception involves an 

awareness of over-determined sensible instances. Furthermore, I will argue that this fact allows us to 

prove that we do not need to adopt the kind of revisionary approach to perceptual experience that 

has been universally assumed. In particular, we can accept the naïve realist idea that the sensible 

instances that we are aware of in ordinary perception are mind-independent, while granting the 

mind-dependent status of the objects of hallucination. This move rests on the crucial observation 

that an over-determined instance is not dependent on either one of its determining conditions – for 

the absence of one condition leaves the existence of the instance unaffected, given the presence of a 

second sufficient condition. As a result, an over-determined sensible instance will not be a mind-

dependent instance: so long as its material bearer is present, it will outlive the experience, continuing 

to exist unperceived. 

In order to better explain why sensible over-determination is so rampant and how it can help us 

salvage the naïve view, we must turn our attention to the threat that delusive experiences pose to our 

conception of ordinary perception. In other words, we must now turn to the argument from 

hallucination.  
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II. THE ARGUMENT FROM HALLUCINATION 

So far, I have cited Berkeley as an advocate of the thesis that all sensible qualities must be mind-

dependent. Exploring his reasons for this view leads naturally to an investigation of the threat that 

hallucination poses for accounts of perceptual experience. In A Treatise Concerning The Principles of 

Human Knowledge, Berkeley infamously begins with the thesis that all sensible qualities are ideas. The 

natural first reaction to this approach is one of bafflement: we have been given no reason 

whatsoever to endorse what most are inclined to treat as an extremely counter-intuitive claim. In 

response, many have accused Berkeley of making an elementary error, conflating “the object of 

perception and the perceiving of it, or of sensible qualities and ‘sensations’.” 10 11 But, if we are to be 

more charitable interpreters, we can try to understand why Berkeley proceeds from such a 

contentious assumption by situating his work within that of his contemporaries. Consider, for 

example, the following passage, in which Malebranche presents an explicit argument for the mind-

dependence of all sensible qualities: 

Now, on the supposition that the world is destroyed and that God nonetheless produces the 

same traces in our brain, or rather that He presents to our mind the same ideas that are 

produced in the presence of objects, we would see the same beauties. Hence, the beauties we 

see are not material beauties, but intelligible beauties rendered sensible as a consequence of 

the laws of the union of the soul and body, since the assumed annihilation of matter does 

not carry with it the annihilation of those beauties we see in looking at the objects around 

us.12  

If we read Berkeley as implicitly endorsing this argument, we can take him to have principled 

reasons to conclude that sensible qualities, qua objects of awareness, must be mind-dependent. The 

soundness of these reasons, then, depends on the soundness of the argument he borrows from 

Malebranche.  

Anyone familiar with contemporary work in the philosophy of mind should, in reading the 

passage by Malebranche above, immediately recognize traces of an argument that is extremely 
                                                
10 Evidence of this assumption is pervasive in the Principles. See, for example, §5: “Light and colors, heat and 
cold, extension and figures, in a word the things we see and feel what are they but so many sensations, notions, 
ideas or impressions on the sense…” §7: “let it be considered, the sensible qualities are color, figure, motion, 
smell, taste and such like, that is the ideas perceived by sense.” (my emphasis) 
11 See Smith, A.D., (1985), “Berkeley’s central argument,” In Foster, J. & Robinson, H. (eds.) Essays on  
Berkeley: A tercentennial celebration, Oxford University Press, 37-59. Smith himself does not accuse Berkeley of 
this conflation, but nicely describes the common reaction that commentators have had to the argument.  
12 Malebranche, N., (1997), Dialogues on metaphysics and on religion, N. Joley & D. Scott (Eds.) Cambridge 
University Press, p.11 
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influential in the current literature. Commonly known as “the argument from hallucination,” the 

argument purports to show that the very possibility of hallucinations threatens our pre-theoretical 

account of perception. Hallucinations, by definition, are experiences that, from the perceiver’s 

perspective, seem just like ordinary perceptions, but which involve no ordinary mind-independent 

objects of awareness. In this paper, we will focus, just as Malebranche does, on hallucinations that 

can theoretically be induced by neurally stimulating a perceiver’s brain to replicate the neural state 

she is in during an episode of ordinary seeing. These hallucinations are guaranteed to be 

indistinguishable from ordinary cases of seeing.13 Now, we standardly conclude that hallucinations 

are subjectively indistinguishable from our ordinary experiences precisely because they are of the 

same fundamental, phenomenal kind; that is, they have the same underlying conscious nature as 

cases of genuine seeing.  This is our first thesis:  

A) Sameness of Phenomenal Kind: A veridical perception and a subjectively indistinguishable 

hallucination are of the same fundamental phenomenal kind.14  

Now the argument from hallucination takes the following form: if Sameness of Phenomenal Kind is 

true—that is, if hallucinations and ordinary perceptions have the same phenomenal nature, then it 

cannot be the case that ordinary perception, by its very nature, makes us aware of mind-independent 

objects and their sensible qualities. This view of ordinary perception—naïve realism—is best 

understood as a combination of the following two theses: 

B) Item Awareness: What it is like for a perceiver to have a veridical experience is constituted 

by the sensible instances the perceiver is in fact aware of.15 

                                                
13 This claim has received universal support ever since the early modern period, but it is also provided strong 
justification from the scientific principle of the locality of causal influence. The claim is rather weak – it does 
not state that replication of the proximate cause brings about a phenomenally identical experience, but only 
that it brings about a state that is indistinguishable with respect to its effects on the subject. The implication 
that the induced state has the same phenomenology as the veridical perception only comes with the 
introduction of the explanatory thesis Sameness of Phenomenal Kind. 
14 Historically, this principle was so universally accepted that it was rarely made explicit. Recently, it has 
received much critical attention in the literature on disjunctivism. Martin discusses a version of the principle 
he calls the Common Kind Assumption. (Martin, M.G.F., (2004), “The Limits of Self-Awareness,” Philosophical 
Studies, 120 (1-3): 37-89. Crane (2005) employs a principle he calls the Identity of Subjective Indistinguishables. The 
formulation I have chosen emphasizes the restriction to a phenomenal kind. Such a restriction will become 
important in our discussion of the argument. 
15 Variations of this thesis include Robinson’s Phenomenal Principle (Robinson, H., (1994), Perception, 
Routledge; Crane’s Object-Dependence (Crane, T., (2005), “What is the Problem of Perception?” Synthesis 
Philosophica 2 (40), 237-264); and Pautz’s homonymous Item-Awareness (Pautz, A., (2007), “Intentionalism 
and Perceptual Presence,” Philosophical Perspectives 21 (1): 495-541. My formulation of the thesis is compatible 
with there being some features of perceptual phenomenology that are not constituted by the nature of the 
items perceived – for example, the feature of blurriness that characterizes the experiences of the near-sighted. 
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C) Mind-Independence: The sensible instances that a perceiver is aware of in veridical 

perception are mind-independent. 

As its name suggests, naïve realism is meant to capture our pre-theoretical picture of ordinary 

perception: on this picture, what it is like to see is just a matter of which sensible objects one sees 

(Item Awareness), where these sensible objects are normally things like rectangular tables, black cats, 

colorful flowers, ripe peaches etc. – in other words, the ordinary constituents of the mind-

independent world (Mind-Independence).  

As I have already suggested, all participants in the debate on perception have endorsed the truth 

of the conditional: A→ ¬(B∧C). This leaves them with three straightforward options: either one 

can deny the antecedent (A) Sameness of Phenomenal Kind, or one must deny either (B) Item Awareness 

or (C) Mind-Independence.  Very briefly: disjunctivists have denied the antecedent in order to hold on 

to naïve realism, recommending that we give up the idea that cases of delusive perception can be 

phenomenally just like cases of seeing.16 Sense-datum theorists have accepted the antecedent but 

rejected the naïve realist commitment to (C), Mind-Independence, defending instead an account on 

which all experience, delusive or veridical, makes us directly aware only of mind-dependent sensible 

instances.17 Finally, representationalists and qualia theorists hold on to the antecedent, Sameness of 

Phenomenal Kind, just like the sense-datum theorists, but, unlike the sense-datum theorists, they reject 

(B) Item Awareness. Instead, they argue that the phenomenology of perception is not a matter of 

which items the perceiver is aware of.18  

                                                
16 See Hinton, J.M., (1967), “Visual Experiences,” Mind 76, 217–227; Snowdon, P.F., (1980), “Perception, 
Vision and Causation,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 81: 175–92; Campbell, J., (2002), Reference and 
consciousness, Oxford University Press; Martin, 2004; Soteriou, M., (2013), The Mind's Construction: The Ontology of 
Mind and Mental Action, Oxford University Press. 

 17 See Jackson, F., (1977), Perception: A Representative Theory, Cambridge University Press; O’Shaughnessy, B., 
(1980), The Will: A Dual Aspect Theory, Cambridge University Press; Foster, J., (2000), The Nature of Perception, 
Oxford University Press. 
18 For instances of representationalism, see Anscombe, G.E.M., (1965), “The Intentionality of Sensation: A 
Grammatical Feature,” In R.J. Butler (Ed.), Analytical philosophy: First series, Blackwell, 143–58; Dretske, F., 
(1995), Naturalizing the Mind, MIT Press; Harman, G., (1990), “The Intrinsic Quality of Experience,” 
Philosophical Perspectives 4, 31-52; Tye, M., (1995), Ten Problems of Consciousness, MIT Press. For those who have 
been trained in the contemporary representationalist tradition, it can be hard to recall the pre-theoretical 
power of Item Awareness. But once we interpret the representationalist as trying to do justice to the fact that it 
always seems as if objects and their sensible features are present in perception, we can rely on the explanandum 
to reconstruct the naïve view on which objects and their features actually are constituents of ordinary 
perceptions. For qualia theorists, see Block, N., (1997), “Inverted Earth,” in N. Block, O. Flanagan and G. 
Güzeldere (Eds.), The Nature of Consciousness, MIT Press, 677–94; Shoemaker, S., (1990), “Qualities and Qualia: 
What's in the Mind?” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 50, Supplement, 109–31. Qualia theorists have 
also tried to convince us that it is not ordinary sensible features like red, but something like red’ that must be 
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I will not discuss the independent plausibility of these strategies at any length. It is well known 

that sense-datum views suffer from the fact that they push the mind-independent world too far 

beyond our perceptual grasp. The representationalists and qualia theorists have a difficult time using 

their respective notions of representation and qualia to respect the relational character of our 

phenomenology. And finally, the disjunctivists have been summarily dismissed for having no good 

explanation for why hallucinations can be subjectively indistinguishable from ordinary cases of 

seeing. Given that the proponents of each of these strategies themselves concede that they must 

reject a thesis that is prima facie plausible, the advantage of maintaining all three theses—by showing 

the conditional to be false—should be agreed to by all.  

The argument, while easy to grasp in outline, turns out to be notoriously difficult to construct. 

In what follows, I walk the reader through an explicit rendering of the often-implicit reasoning that 

proponents of the argument rely on. Every version of the argument assumes the truth of two of the 

three theses and concludes the falsity of the third.  In the version I present here, I will assume the 

truth of Sameness of Phenomenal Kind and Item Awareness and conclude that Mind-Independence must be 

false. Let us start by considering a subject S who enjoys a veridical experience of a red tomato, E, 

and a subjectively indistinguishable hallucination, E*. Given Item Awareness, we conclude that what 

it’s like for S to enjoy the veridical experience, E, is constituted by the sensible instances she is aware 

of. For ease of exposition, I’ll focus on an instance of color: 

1. What it is like for S to have E consists in S being aware of an instance of redness. (Item 

Awareness)  

Now, given the thesis that veridical perceptions and hallucinations have the same phenomenal 

character, we must grant that the hallucination E* is of the very same phenomenal kind as E. In 

other words, we conclude that the hallucination, too, must make the perceiver aware of  “the very 

same beauties”: 

2. What it is like for S to have E* consists in S being aware of an instance of redness. (1, 

Sameness of Phenomenal Kind) 

Now let us focus on the hallucination more closely. We have induced this experience in the 

perceiver by directly stimulating her brain and we can stipulate that no red material object is 

involved: 

                                                                                                                                                       
genuine constituents of our experiences – but again, this is a revisionary move, given the ordinary inclination 
of the perceiver to appeal to redness to characterize their experiences, not red’. 
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3. In E*, there is no suitable, mind-independent object of awareness that is red. (By stipulation). 

So we cannot explain the fact that there is a red instance present in the hallucination by appeal to the 

straightforward fact that there is a material object present that is itself red. Furthermore, we know 

that artificially stimulating a perceiver’s brain is guaranteed to bring about a hallucination in which S 

is aware of a sensible instance. But how can this be? How can direct neural stimulation of the brain 

produce an experience that requires the existence of something like an instance of redness for the 

perceiver to be aware of? If the instance were itself independent of the perceiver’s awareness of it, 

solely intervening on the brain could not guarantee an experience that is by its nature a relation 

between a perceiver and a sensible instance. In the face of these facts, it seems like the only way to 

explain the causal efficacy of direct neural stimulation to bring about hallucinations is to treat the 

state of awareness that the perceiver is in as itself sufficient for the existence of a sensible instance 

for the perceiver to be aware of. On such a proposal, the very existence of the perceiver’s state 

guarantees the existence of a sensible object of awareness.  Direct neural stimulation can bring about a 

hallucination, then, because it can bring about a mental state that itself suffices for its object:19  

4. In E*, S’s state of awareness is sufficient for the instance of redness that S is aware of. (2,3) 

Now, once we reflect on the nature of this case, it quickly becomes clear that the instance in 

question must be a mind-dependent sensible instance. For if the only thing ensuring the existence of 

this instance is the fact that the perceiver is in a certain mental state, it must be the case that the 

instance in question is dependent on that state of awareness. Just as we conclude, in the case of a 

pain, that it is mind-dependent because it cannot exist without an experience of it, so too, in the case 

of the sensible instances in a hallucination, we conclude: 

                                                
19 A clarification must be made here: Given that no binary relation can obtain without both of its relata 
obtaining, a relation R(a,b) is in all instances existentially dependent on both a and b. If either fails to exist, the 
relation must fail to obtain. This symmetrical logical dependence of a relation on its relata, however, is 
consistent with there being an asymmetric relation that holds between the two relata themselves. If a is 
sufficient for the existence of b, then a’s obtaining makes it the case that b obtains, thereby allowing for R(a,b) 
to obtain. In this latter sense, the coming about of R asymmetrically depends on one of its relata. In the case 
at hand, it is of course the case that a hallucination, being a binary relation, can only come about if the 
perceiver and the sensible property both exist. However, we can also insist that the perceiver’s state is 
sufficient for the existence of the sensible instance, and that the relation of awareness that the perceiver 
stands in to the instance that she has herself brought about is thereby asymmetrically dependent on the 
perceiver’s mind. The asymmetry of the determination relation is further evidenced by the following: the kind 
of awareness S enjoys in E* is, in all instances, sufficient for the existence an instance of redness; in contrast, 
an instance of redness is not, in all instances, sufficient for the kind of awareness enjoyed in E*. The fact that 
sensible qualities belong to a kind, some of whose instances exist entirely independent of being perceived (if, 
for example, no one is around to perceive them) drives home the one-way asymmetrical determination 
relation already discussed.  
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5. In E*, the instance of redness is dependent on the perceiver’s awareness, i.e., it is mind-

dependent. (4)  

At this stage, proponents of the argument make a well-known “generalizing move” from the 

hallucinatory case to the veridical case: if the sensible instance in the hallucination is mind-

dependent, the reasoning goes, the instance in the veridical perception must be as well: 

6. In E, the sensible instance is mind-dependent. (Generalizing Move, 5) 

This immediately leads to the conclusion: 

7. The items that a perceiver is aware of in veridical perception are mind-dependent. (6) 

What is left to unpack now is why it has been assumed that we can make the generalizing move from 

the hallucination to the ordinary case. If the generalizing move can be defended, it seems as if the 

argument does in fact go through and that naïve realism is in fact incompatible with hallucinations 

having the same phenomenology as veridical perceptions.  

The reasoning that is most often employed here runs as follows: Sameness of Phenomenal Kind 

states that veridical perceptions and hallucinations are of the same fundamental phenomenal kind. 

Given that a hallucination consists in a relation between the perceiver and a mind-dependent 

sensible instance, the only way for the two experiences to be of the same phenomenal kind is if the 

item of awareness in the veridical case is also mind-dependent. Crane, in his 2005 paper on the 

problem of perception, seems to rely on something like this reasoning:  

 

“[Without the generalizing move], E and E* have different essential natures: for the nature 

of E is partly determined by the nature of [a mind-independent] O, and the nature of E* 

cannot be. But this is inconsistent with assumption (4) [Identity of Subjective 

Indistinguishables], which implies that E and E* are experiences of the very same specific 

psychological kind, since they are subjectively indistinguishable.”20  

 

But this defense of the generalizing move fails. All that satisfaction of Sameness of Phenomenal Kind (or 

Crane’s Identity of Subjective Indistinguishables) requires is that the two experiences are of the same 

fundamental phenomenal (or, in Crane’s vocabulary, “psychological”) kind. The two experiences need 

not be identical in every respect – after all, veridical perception is the kind of experience that is 

caused by ordinary mind-independent objects in the world, while hallucinations are caused by direct 

neural stimulation; a hallucination is the kind of experience that tends to produce false beliefs, a 
                                                
20 p. 240. 
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veridical perception is not; the list goes on. All that is necessary to ensure that a veridical perception 

and a hallucination fundamentally have the same phenomenal nature is that they both make the 

subject aware of the same qualitative features. Sensible qualities just are these qualitative features. 

Therefore, all that is required to ensure that the two experiences are of the same phenomenal kind is 

that they make the subject aware of the same sensible qualities. So it is compatible with Sameness of 

Phenomenal Kind that a perceiver is aware of a mind-dependent instance of redness in a hallucination, 

while being aware of a mind-independent instance of redness in a veridical perception. The move, 

witnessed in Crane, from the claim that E and E* cannot have the same essential nature to the claim 

that they cannot have the same psychological (or phenomenal) nature is illegitimate.  

There is, however, a better way to defend the Generalizing Move. It has already been suggested 

that the only plausible explanation of how neural stimulation can be causally sufficient to bring 

about a hallucination is if the resulting act of awareness is itself sufficient for the existence of its item 

of awareness (a sensible instance). But because the hallucination and the veridical experience both 

have the same neural stimulation as a common proximate cause, the effects of that cause in the 

hallucination must obtain in the veridical perception as well.21 This is the real threat that the 

possibility of hallucination poses. If, in the hallucination, the neural state gives rise to an experience 

that is sufficient for the existence of a sensible instance, then, in the veridical case too, that same 

neural state must give rise to an experience that is also sufficient for the existence of a sensible 

instance.22 

There is one final step required to defend the transition from the hallucination to the veridical 

perception: we now need to show that the sufficiency of the veridical perception for the existence of 

a sensible instance implies that the sensible instance in question is mind-dependent. If this final 

move can be defended, we will be forced to conclude that constituents of the ordinary mind-

independent world cannot serve as the objects of ordinary perception. In the following section, 

however, I will argue that the sufficiency of the veridical perception for the existence of an item 

does not imply the mind-dependence of the item itself. Now that we have the notion of sensible 

over-determination at our disposal, we can see that this kind of reasoning is flawed.  While it is true 

that the sufficiency of the experience for an item of awareness licenses an inference to the mind-

                                                
21 Note that this does not imply that there cannot be any features that are unique to the veridical perception. 
It merely implies that whatever features are present in the hallucination must also be present in the veridical 
perception. It also presupposes (plausibly so) that the hallucination has no causal or ontological conditions on 
its obtaining that are missing in the case of veridical perception. 
22 See Martin, 2004 for an exposition of this kind of argument.  
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dependence of that item in the hallucination, the same inference cannot be made in the case of the 

veridical perception, for the items of awareness in veridical perception turn out to be over-

determined.  

  

III. SENSIBLE OVER-DETERMINATION AND PERCEPTION 

I have suggested that a certain generalizing move from hallucination to veridical perception is 

unavoidable: namely, if we admit that a hallucinatory state of awareness is sufficient for the existence 

of a sensible instance, we must grant that the corresponding veridical perception is sufficient for the 

existence of a sensible instance as well. For a veridical experience has the very same proximate cause 

as a hallucination, and that cause—a particular kind of neural stimulation—must have the very same 

proximate effects in each case.  

Let's return to our two experiences of a red tomato. In the case of the hallucination, the fact that the 

perceiver is in the perceptual state that she is in is the only reason there exists an instance of redness 

for her to be aware of. If she were not hallucinating, there would be no such instance. And so the 

instance in the hallucination is mind-dependent – it depends for its existence on the perceiver’s state 

of awareness. But, now, the crucial question before us is whether the same can be said of the 

veridical perception as well. In other words, is the only reason for the existence of an instance of 

redness in a veridical perception that the perceiver is in a state of awareness that is sufficient for the 

existence of such an instance? Notice that, unlike in the case of the hallucination, there is an 

ordinary red tomato present in a case of ordinary perception. Furthermore, reflection on how 

ordinary physical objects themselves have sensible features, independently of being perceived, 

suggests that the presence of a red tomato is itself sufficient for an instance of redness. That is, 

objects have the particular colors, shapes and sizes that they have independent of anyone perceiving 

them to be any way. Note that the conclusion of the argument from hallucination is that all sensible 

instances are mind-dependent; until the argument has been shown to be sound, we cannot make use 

of the conclusion to rule out the eminently plausible idea that material objects instantiate the 

sensible qualities that they do independent of any minds perceiving them. Thus, we ought to 

conclude that the presence of a red tomato is itself sufficient for the instantiation of redness.  

So in the case of veridical perception, we discover that there are two sufficient conditions 

present: 

(A) An experience of a red tomato that is sufficient for the instantiation of redness. 

(B) A red tomato that is sufficient for the instantiation of redness. 
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There are now two possibilities. The first is that the two entities—the red tomato and the perceiver’s 

awareness—are each responsible for a distinct instance of redness. On this picture, one instance of 

redness would depend for its existence on the perceiver, while the other would depend on the 

tomato. But this option is hard to take seriously, for a number of reasons. It requires us to conceive 

of every veridical perception as involving two distinct sensible instances: the redness that is the object 

of the perceiver’s awareness, and the redness of the tomato. But this would raise a host of 

unanswerable questions: Are we aware of both instances? Why or why not? Phenomenologically, it 

surely does not seem to us as if we are aware of two sensible items in every case of ordinary seeing. 

Furthermore, if we try to respect our phenomenology by insisting that we are only aware of one of 

the two sensible instances present, it would be difficult to explain why our awareness was so 

circumscribed, and which instance in particular we did perceive. 

Fortunately, though, we do not need to consider this extremely uncompelling option. For, on a far 

more compelling picture of veridical perception, there is a single instance of redness, which is both the 

object of the perceiver’s awareness and the color of the tomato. The verdict that there is only one 

sensible instance present respects the phenomenology of perception and does not require arbitrary 

verdicts of the sort described above. Furthermore, this verdict is made possible by the analysis I 

gave in Section I of the two distinct kinds of sensible quality instantiation. We can insist that there is 

only one sensible instance present, if we treat the instance in question as over-determined.  

Remember, what opens up the possibility of sensible over-determination is the fact that there are 

two distinct ways in which sensible qualities can be instantiated. A sensible quality can be 

instantiated in virtue of a material object serving as the bearer of the quality. As I have already 

suggested, if the mind were also required to serve as the bearer of a sensible quality, cases of over-

determination would be impossible. For the mind and the physical object would then be in 

competition with each other, as potential bearers of one and the same instance of redness; but we do 

not think that multiple entities can bear one and the same sensible instance. If, on the other hand, 

the only possible way for a sensible quality to be instantiated was for it to serve as the object of a 

perceiver’s awareness, material bodies—like tomatoes—that were not perceiving anything could not be 

implicated in sensible instantiation at all, thereby ruling out any cases of over-determination. So, it is 

only because the mind and the material world provide us two distinct ways for a sensible quality to 

be instantiated, that we can introduce a class of sensible instances—namely, the veridically perceived 

ones—members of which are simultaneously determined in both of these ways.  
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The disanalogy between the veridical perception and the hallucination should now be clear. In 

the hallucination, the perceiver’s act of awareness is sufficient for the instance of redness that the 

perceiver is hallucinating; and, crucially, given that it is the only sufficient condition that obtains, the 

instance of redness in question is dependent on the perceiver’s act of awareness. In the veridical case, 

however, even though the experience is still sufficient for the instance of redness that the perceiver 

is aware of, it is no longer the only sufficient condition present. The ordinary tomato is also sufficient 

for the instance of redness present in a veridical perception. Given that there are two conditions in 

place, each of which is sufficient for the instance of redness in question, the instance is not dependent 

on either. For when an instance is over-determined, it requires for its existence at least one of the 

two conditions to obtain, but it does not require either condition in particular. If, for example, the 

subject closed her eyes and stopped perceiving the tomato, the continued existence of the sensible 

instance that she was aware of a moment ago would be unthreatened – for as long as the red tomato 

still exists, the sensible instance will continue to exist by inhering in the tomato. Compare this to the 

hallucination: in that case, there would be no instance of redness if the subject were not suffering 

her hallucination. The moment the hallucination ends, the instance of redness ceases to exist. This is 

why the instance in the hallucination is mind-dependent, while the instance in the veridical 

perception is not. 

Thus, the argument from hallucination is invalid: The mind-dependence of the hallucinated 

objects does not entail the mind-dependence of the objects of ordinary perception. We should reject 

the generalizing move that is essential to the argument’s success. Given that the sensible instances in 

a veridical perception are over-determined, it is true that the perceiver is in a state that is sufficient 

for the existence of a sensible instance, but it is false that the instance in question is mind-dependent. 

The presence of the material object as an additional sufficient condition in the veridical perception 

makes it the case that the sufficiency of the mind for the item does not entail the dependence of the 

item on the mind. 

Treating the items of ordinary perception as over-determined also makes it possible for us to 

nicely distinguish between a case of veridical perception and a so-called veridical hallucination. In a 

veridical hallucination, a perceiver suffers an ordinary hallucination—she does not perceive the 

world—but it just so happens that her hallucination lines up with the way that the world actually is. 

In Grice’s well-known example, it may be the case that Jane hallucinates John even though John is in 
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fact standing in front of Jane.23 Crucially, a veridical hallucination is defective insofar as the mind-

independent object, though present, is not perceived.  We ought to avoid a view on which all veridical 

perception turns out to be like veridical hallucination. The view briefly mentioned above, on which 

every perception involves two distinct sensible items, would struggle to distinguish cases of ordinary 

seeing from this strange sub-class of hallucinations.   

If we treat ordinary sensible instances as over-determined, however, we have no difficulty 

distinguishing these two cases. A veridical hallucination, just like an ordinary hallucination, will 

consist in a perceived sensible instance that is dependent for its existence on the perceiver’s act of 

awareness. But, uniquely in a veridical hallucination, the world coincidentally lines up with the 

hallucinated scene, resulting in a second, unperceived sensible instance whose existence depends on the 

physical object in which it inheres. Importantly, only one of these two sets of instances is perceived 

– namely, the set of mind-dependent instances; the other set is present but unperceived, as it plays no 

role whatsoever in bringing about the hallucinatory experience. If Jane were veridically perceiving John, 

there would only be one set of over-determined sensible instances, and this would be the very set 

that resided in the ordinary physical objects in the external environment. 

 

IV. DEFENDING PARTICULARIST NAÏVE REALISM 

So far, I have shown that the argument from hallucination is invalid. But I want to briefly discuss the 

resulting view of perception and defend it against some potential objections. We can call the view 

particularist naïve realism: it is naïve realist because it insists that veridical perception, by its very nature, 

acquaints us with sensible features that reside in ordinary physical objects in the external world. It is 

particularist because it emphasizes that the particular sensible instances we are aware of in veridical 

perception are mind-independent, even though these instances belong to a broader sensible kind 

that can have ontologically diverse, sometimes mind-dependent, instantiations. In a hallucination, 

perceivers are aware of such qualitatively identical but mind-dependent instantiations.  

Immune to the argument from hallucination, particularist naïve realism can respect all three of 

our pre-theoretical theses. First, particularist naïve realism allows for the phenomenal character of 

ordinary perception to be determined by the sensible instances that the perceiver is in fact aware of 

(thereby respecting Item Awareness). What it is like to perceive a tomato is constituted by the sensible 

nature of the tomato. Second, given that hallucinations and veridical perceptions make perceivers 

                                                
23  See Grice, H.P.,(1988), “The Causal Theory of Perception,” In J. Dancy (Ed.), Aristotelian Society 
Supplementary Volume, Oxford University Press, 121-168. 
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aware of ontologically distinct instances of the very same sensible qualities, the view allows for 

veridical perceptions and hallucinations to share a fundamental phenomenal kind (thereby respecting 

Sameness of Phenomenal Kind).  

What about Mind-Independence? On particularist naïve realism, material objects are not the only 

reason for the existence of the sensible instances involved in veridical perception. The existence of 

over-determined sensible instances is guaranteed both by the material world and by the perceiver’s 

act of awareness. However, the most straightforward definition of mind-independence is a negative 

one: a feature is mind-independent just so long as it is not dependent on the mind. On this 

definition, over-determined instances are indeed mind-independent – if the perceiver were to cease 

having an experience of the tomato, the tomato would still retain the very same red color that it had 

while being perceived. Furthermore, given that the only bearers these sensible instances ever have 

are ordinary material objects—remember that the mind does not serve as a bearer for sensible 

qualities—the view entails that we are genuinely acquainted with objects of the material world in 

virtue of perceiving those very objects’ sensible qualities.  

In challenging my claim that particularist naïve realism is compatible with Mind-Independence, 

someone might appeal to the symmetrical roles played by the object and the act of awareness. If the 

perceiver’s awareness, like the tomato, is itself sufficient for the red property-instance in question, 

then, it might be argued, just so long as the perceiver’s act of awareness is maintained (perhaps 

through direct neural stimulation that coincided with the removal of the tomato), she could continue 

to be aware of the very same instance of redness that she was veridically perceiving a moment ago, 

in the absence of the tomato. This, in turn, would mean that one and the same property-instance 

could go from being mind-independent to being mind-dependent. Thus, one might worry that while 

sensible over-determination preserves the letter of naïve realism by denying that the sensible 

instances we are veridically aware of are mind-dependent, it does not really respect the spirit of the 

view, insofar as it allows for the perceiver to be in touch with the very same sensible instances in the 

absence of mind-independent objects altogether. 

This would indeed be an unfortunate implication if it were forced upon us. On more careful 

reflection, however, we can see that there is an important asymmetry between the roles played by 

material object and the perceiver’s mind. We can grant that the physical object would retain 

numerically the very same instance of redness when unperceived, because the tomato in which the 

redness resides persists independent of the experience. However, in the reverse scenario, in which 

the mind-independent object is removed, we cannot presuppose that the very same act of awareness 



Umrao Sethi 
Sensible Over-Determination  

 22 

would continue. A particular experiential episode is rightfully individuated in terms of the causal 

process that gives rise to it. So if we were to remove the physical object that was implicated in 

bringing about the veridical experience and replace it with artificial neural stimulation, we would in 

effect be bringing about a numerically distinct, though qualitatively identical, experiential episode (a 

hallucinatory episode). Since the hallucinatory episode is numerically distinct from the veridical 

experience, the particular sensible quality instance for which it is sufficient will also be numerically 

distinct from that instance associated with the veridical experience. Thus, a perceiver could not 

remain aware of the very same numerical instance in the absence of the mind-independent object. 

This asymmetry is compatible with the act of awareness and the tomato each being sufficient for the 

existence of the instance in question; it is merely a consequence of the fact that a particular act of 

awareness cannot persist in the absence of its distal cause, whereas a material object object can 

clearly persist in the absence of any awareness of it. This shows that the property-instances we are 

aware of in veridical perception are robustly mind-independent, as those very instances could never 

be perceived in the absence of the mind-independent world.    

Another objection to particularist naïve realism might arise at an earlier stage. One might reject 

my proposal that sensible properties are ontologically flexible; that is, that they can have both mind-

dependent and mind-independent instances. This ontological flexibility is what allows particularist 

naïve realism to secure the qualitative identity of veridical perceptions and hallucinations. But, one 

might think, it is implausible that one and the same sensible kind could have such ontologically 

diverse instances. Berkeley himself is famous for having denied that an idea could resemble anything 

other than an idea. If I am suggesting here that “ideas,” or mind-dependent items, can indeed 

resemble mind-independent objects, insofar as they can both be instances of the same sensible 

features, am I not ignoring Berkeley’s repeated warning? Consider, for example, the following 

passage of the Principles: 

 
But say you, tho’ the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet there may be things 

like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which things exist without the mind, in 

an unthinking substance. I answer an idea can be like nothing but an idea, a colour or figure, 

can be like nothing but another colour or figure…I appeal to any one whether it be sense, to 

assert a colour is like something which is invisible; hard or soft, like something with is 

intangible, and so of the rest.24   

                                                
24 Berkeley, Principles, §8 
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Notice how in this passage, and in all others like it, Berkeley does not actually argue that a mind-

independent object and a mind-dependent idea cannot both be colored or shaped, or more generally, 

share one and the same sensible features. Rather, he has already assumed the truth of Malebranche’s 

claim that such sensible properties can only be properties of mind-dependent ideas. Having made this 

assumption, he rightly points out that no mind-independent object that is itself uncolored, or lacking 

in shape or texture, could ever resemble an item that has such rich sensible features. Given the 

assumption, a denial of the possibility of resemblance now seems quite plausible – if one item is 

essentially sensible and the other is essentially non-sensible, how could the two ever be said to be 

copies of each other?  

The proposal that I have offered here, however, is strikingly different – my suggestion is that 

mind-dependent “ideas” and mind-independent objects can, in Berkeley’s terms, resemble each 

other, precisely because they can possess very same sensible features. Unless we can find 

independent reason to rule out the possibility that sensible qualities can have both mind-dependent 

and mind-independent instances, Berkeley’s arguments have no force. His skepticism about 

resemblance just assumes the falsity of the only proposal that would make genuine resemblance 

plausible.25 

Furthermore, it seems obvious that a universal restriction of properties to a single ontological 

kind is indefensible. Material bodies and abstract objects share all sorts of properties – the carton of 

milk in your refrigerator is rectangular in shape but so are the figures you reason about in geometry. 

Both the Form of justice and Socrates’ nose share the feature of being contemplated by Plato, and 

so on. Nor can there be a worry about properties in general being shared by material bodies and 

minds – existing in the twentieth century, being over ten years old, being the bearer of many other 

properties, etc., are all properties that are shared by both my mind and the Taj Mahal. 26 27   

                                                
25 Of course, we might think that something that is uncolored can resemble something colored in some ways. 
But here, I’m just granting Berkeley the point in order to show that it still doesn’t rule out the view I am 
interested in developing. 
26 Some early modern theorists who followed in the footsteps of Descartes distinguished substances by their 
attributes (or essential properties, in modern parlance). On this picture, distinct kinds of substances could not 
have overlapping attributes. Furthermore, all other properties that a substance possessed were just modes or 
ways of having the attribute that was particular to the kind of substance in question. On such a view, it may in 
fact follow that different kinds of substances cannot share their properties, but given that we no longer think 
of properties as modes, we have no reason to accept such an ontologically restrictive view.  
27 Barry Stroud mentions the first example in The Quest for Reality.  See Stroud, B., (2000), The Quest for Reality: 
Subjectivism and the Metaphysics of Colour, Oxford University Press, p.107. 
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It is true that some properties are ontologically restricted due to the nature of the properties 

themselves. One might think that pain—given that it is essentially a felt quality—must, in all 

instances, be mind-dependent. In the opposing direction, supposing that quarks are the fundamental 

constituents of material reality, one can rightfully conclude that being composed of quarks is a 

property that can only be instantiated by having mind-independent bearers. And so the strongest 

form of the objection would consist in a restricted claim about the nature of sensible qualities in 

particular. Perhaps one could argue that there is something about the nature of these qualities that 

makes them ineligible for ontological plurality. But such a metaphysical assertion would require a 

careful defense. At first glance, sensible features just don’t seem to come with the ontological 

restrictions that either essentially subjective or essentially material properties have – we ascribe shape 

and size, for example, to material objects, regions of space and abstract entities. We find it incredibly 

natural to ascribe color to entities as diverse as tomatoes, rainbows, phosphenes, holograms and 

after-images. Indeed, the very fact that there has been such a protracted history of disagreement 

over the nature of the sensible qualities—whether they are mind-dependent, microphysical, 

structural or primitive—suggests that there is no prima facie reason to deny that sensible features can 

have ontologically diverse instances. A proponent of the argument from hallucination, then, would 

need to present persuasive metaphysical argumentation to prove otherwise.28  

A final worry one might have is that on particularist naïve realism, we must give different 

accounts of the sensible qualities of a tomato, depending on whether they are perceived or not. In 

the former case, the sensible instances in question are over-determined, while in the latter, only the 

tomato is responsible for their existence. But doesn’t this mean that the tomato changes in virtue of 

being perceived? How could the mere fact that someone walks into the room with their eyes open 

make a difference to the tomato itself? But particularist naïve realism does not imply that the tomato 

undergoes any change in virtue of being perceived. Tomatoes change when they go from green to red, 

from ripe to raw, from intact to sliced, and so on. An object undergoes a change from t1 to t2 if 

there is a difference in which properties are instantiated by the object at the two times. In our case, 

there is no change in which properties are instantiated. The tomato has all the same sensible features 

before and after a perceiver enters the room; what changes is merely the conditions on the existence 

                                                
28 Most philosophers of mind have just assumed that qualitative features can only reside either in the mind or 
in the world. Much of the disagreement between the internalists about “phenomenal character” (the qualia 
theorists, sense-datum theorists and narrow representationalists) and the externalists (the wide 
representationalists and naïve realists) presupposes, without argument, that there could not be something 
right about both views. 
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of those sensible instances – once the perceiver leaves the room, the additional security that her 

experience provided for the tomato’s redness lapses, leaving the tomato solely responsible for its 

own sensible nature. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Appealing to sensible over-determination may initially seem like a lot of fancy footwork, but it 

should now be clear that the rewards are ample. Employing the notion makes room for a view on 

which we are genuinely acquainted with the external world in veridical perception, even though 

direct neural stimulation can lead to qualitatively identical delusive experiences. Once we have 

ensured that naïve realism is in fact on secure ground and that we need not deny the possibility of 

qualitatively rich hallucinations, we have stripped the sense-datum theorist, representationalist and 

disjunctivist of the primary motivations for their respective revisionary views. Employing the notion 

of sensible over-determination, therefore, allows us to formulate a unified, non-revisionary account 

of perceptual phenomenology.29 

By resolving the tension between the naïve view of perception and the possibility of 

hallucination, we have also opened the door to the possibility of a satisfying response to skepticism. 

Traditional views of perception, having excluded the world from the fundamental constituents of 

ordinary perception, struggle to explain how we are not alienated from the world. Disjunctivists, 

who deny that hallucinations share their character with ordinary perceptions—in spite of the first-

personal indiscriminability of the two—rescue our knowledge of the world only by accepting a more 

pernicious form of alienation from our own phenomenology. Granting that hallucinations and 

veridical perceptions belong to the same phenomenal kind, while insisting that the world is an 

essential constituent of our ordinary perceptions, gives the view developed here the resources to 

secure unproblematic knowledge both of the world and of our own minds.  

The central move I have made in resisting the argument from hallucination is to argue that the 

sensible items of ordinary awareness are over-determined. What this notion really relies on is the 

possibility that sensible qualities can be instantiated in two very different ways. First, they can be 

                                                
29 One might worry that the resulting view is not really “naïve” at all: sensible over-determination is by no 
means an intuitive notion. In response, I concede that the metaphysical tools I have developed here are 
unlikely to be classified as intuitive. However, the way in which we must stay “naïve” is not to ensure that our 
philosophical toolbox remains that way, but rather to insist that we do not, through theoretical investigation, 
distort the naïve understanding of the phenomenon itself. To that extent, I have employed some admittedly 
non-naïve resources to preserve the naïve view of perceptual experience. 
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instantiated in virtue of having material objects that serve as the bearers of these sensible qualities. 

Second, they can be instantiated in virtue of being the objects of sensory awareness. This strategy 

shifts our focus from the narrow context of the argument from hallucination to a much broader 

investigation of sensible qualities and their relations to the mind and the material world. What we 

must explore further is what the underlying metaphysical nature of sensible qualities must be if it is 

to allow for the distinct kinds of instances we are so intimately acquainted with in both veridical and 

delusive sensory experiences. 


