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Intentionalism Defended

Alex Byrne

Traditionally, perceptual experiences—for example, the experience
of seeing a cat—were thought to have two quite distinct components.
When one sees a cat, one’s experience is “about” the cat: this is the
representational or intentional component of the experience. One’s
experience also has phenomenal character: this is the sensational
component of the experience. Although the intentional and sensa-
tional components at least typically go together, in principle they
might come apart: the intentional component could be present with-
out the sensational component or vice versa.'

Recently a number of philosophers have argued that this picture of
perception is incorrect. According to them, the sensational compo-
nent of a perceptual experience cannot vary independently of its
intentional component: the phenomenal character of a perceptual
experience is entirely determined by the experience’s propositional
content—that is, by what it represents. Usually this is supposed to hold
also of “bodily sensations™ experiences of pain, twinges, tickles, and
the like. The phenomenal character of such experiences, it is claimed,
is likewise entirely determined by their propositional contents.

This view comes in a number of variants, and also goes under a
number of names: ‘the intentionalist view’, ‘Intentional Theory’, ‘rep-
resentationism’, ‘representationalism’, ‘the hegemony of representa-
tion’, ‘the Representational Thesis’? ‘Intentionalism’ carries the least

For discussion thanks to David Chalmers, Harold Langsam, Sarah
McGrath, Jim Pryor, Susanna Siegel, and Ralph Wedgwood. An early version
of this paper was dissected at a seminar at NYU in March, 2000; thanks to the
participants, especially Ned Block and Thomas Nagel. Thanks to Joe Levine
and Michael Tye for very helpful written comments on a subsequent draft.
Finally, I am indebted to two anonymous referees and the editors of the
Philosophical Review for numerous constructive suggestions; without their assis-
tance this paper would have been much the poorer.

ISee, in particular, Reid [1764] 1997, [1785] 1969. Reid called the sensa-
tional component a sensation and the intentional component a perception. For
more on Reid, see section 7 below.

The names appear in, respectively, Shoemaker 1990, Sturgeon 1998, Tye
1995, Block 1996, Lycan 1996b, and Dretske 1995. Armstrong (1968) is the
founding father of the view, at least in the analytic tradition.
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exegetical baggage from other authors, so I shall use that.

Intentionalism is controversial: indeed, Ned Block has called the
division between its proponents and opponents “[t]he greatest chasm
in the philosophy of mind” (1996, 19). Block himself has directed
heavy fire against intentionalist positions, following an initial assault
by Christopher Peacocke.” It is easy to see why the stakes are high: if
intentionalism is correct, then there is at least the prospect of a sub-
stantial “representational theory of consciousness.”

This paper is a defense of intentionalism. Section 1 clarifies some
key terms; section 2 distinguishes the principal versions of intention-
alism, and identifies the one to be defended; section 3 gives the main
argument. The rest of the paper considers a variety of objections.

1. Phenomenal Character and Propositional Content

The notion of the phenomenal character of an experience is hard to
explain, but easy to understand. (At any rate everyone seems to
understand it.) We can start with the stock phrase: “what it’s like” for
the subject to undergo the experience (Farrell 1950; Nagel 1974). We
can give everyday examples of similarity and difference in phenome-
nal character: the experience of seeing purple is more like, in respect
of phenomenal character, the experience of seeing blue than it is like
the experience of smelling vanilla. And we can describe examples that
can be antecedently and intuitively grasped, in terms of phenomenal
character: the thought that you might be “spectrally inverted” with
respect to me is the thought that the distinctive phenomenal charac-
ters of your experiences of colors might be reversed in me; the phe-
nomenal character of the experience of your twin on Twin Earth is
exactly the same as yours; and so on.

Nothing has been said about sense-data, privacy, ineffability, incor-
rigibility, or any other philosophical bugbear usually found prowling
in the vicinity, and nothing needs to be, so phenomenal character
ought to be relatively innocuous. Note that on the usage adopted

3See Block 1990, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 1998, 1999, forthcoming; Peacocke
1983, 1984. Other philosophers with anti-intentionalist sympathies include
Baldwin (1992), Boghossian and Velleman (1989, 1991), Burge (1997, forth-
coming), Chalmers (1996), Levine (1997, 2001), Lowe (2000), Maund
(1995), Pendlebury (1990), Perkins (1983), H. Robinson (1994), W.
Robinson (1998), Rosenthal (1986), Searle (1983), Sturgeon (1998), G.
Strawson (1994), Van Gulick (1995). Jackson (1982) and Shoemaker (1982)
used to be anti-intentionalists, but converted.
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here, the phenomenal character of an experience is a property of the
experience; sometimes ‘qualia’ is used equivalently, but sometimes
not (see, for example, Block forthcoming, 6; Lycan 1996, 69-70).

Introducing the propositional content—or, simply, content—of an
experience is perhaps a more tricky matter. Here are three contem-
porary statements of the idea:*

In general, we may regard a perceptual experience as an informational
state of the subject: it has a certain content—the world is represented a
certain way—and hence it permits of a non-derivative classification as true
or false. (Evans 1982, 226)

In having perceptual experience the world seems to us to be a certain way;
it presents itself to our experience as containing various objects and prop-
erties. Experience, we may say, represents the states of affairs so presented
(or apparently presented): perceptual representation is the converse of
perceptual presentation. The way in which experience represents the
world constitutes its content, the way it makes things seem. The content of
an experience determines what it is as of—how the world would actually be
presented if the experience were veridical. (McGinn 1989, 58)

Our experience of the world has content—that is, it represents things as
being in a certain way. In particular, perceptual experience represents a
perceiver as in a particular environment, for example, as facing a tree
with brown bark and green leaves fluttering in a slight breeze. (Harman
1990, 34)

The notion that a subject’s perceptual experience represents the world to
be a certain way—the way the world perceptually seems to the subject—
should be no more controversial than the notion that a subject’s belief
state represents the world to be a certain way—the way the subject
takes the world to be.®

It should be emphasized that the content of a perceptual experience
specifies the way the world appears or seems fo the subject. Consider the

4See also, for example, Lewis 1966, 1980b; Peacocke 1983, chap. 1; Searle
1983, chap. 2; Burge 1986; Davies 1991, 1992.

’Not everyone agrees: for an assortment of doubts about the claim that
experience has propositional content, in varying degrees of strength, see
Alston 1998, Burge 1997, Johnston 1997 (and also 1998, 2000), and Vision
1997, chap. 4. Some of these doubts might be more terminological than sub-
stantive. For instance, it is possible that Burge’s “reservations about taking
visual experiences to have propositional form” (1997, 197) derive from a
rather demanding conception of a proposition. I do not have anything espe-
cially demanding in mind: merely an abstract object that is a truth-bearer, that
is the object of some propositional attitude-like psychological states, and that
determines a possible-worlds truth condition. Dretske, I should add, often
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fact that some visually guided motor behavior seems relatively impervi-
ous to illusions of size (Aglioti et al. 1995; Milner and Goodale 1995,
chap. 6). In the “Titchener circles” illusion, two discs of equal size appear
to the subject to be of different sizes. But when the subject reaches for
the discs his fingers move the same distance apart for both, showing that
his hand movements are controlled by (correct) information about the
size of the discs. This information, despite being in the subject’s cogni-
tive system, is not part of the content of his visual experience. That spec-
ifies the way the discs appear to him—namely, to be of different sizes.

There are some hard questions about the content of an experi-
ence. Imagine someone with normal vision looking at an object that
is shaped and colored exactly like a red tomato. She might charac-
terize the scene before her eyes by saying that there seems to be a
red ripe bulgy tomato before her. Presumably the content of her
experience at least concerns the color and shape of the object. But
does it also specify the object before her as ripe, or as a tomato?
(Compare the above quotation from Harman.) Is her experience
some kind of ¢llusion if the object is a red but unripe tomato, or if
the object is made of papier-maché? Would the content of her expe-
rience be different if a qualitatively identical but numerically distinct
object were before her eyes?® Connectedly, would the content of her
experience be the same, or at least importantly similar, if she were
hallucinating a tomato?’

And—granted some answers to these questions—what is the con-

writes as if experiences do not have propositional content, preferring to use
such locutions as ‘hearing the piano being played’, ‘being visually aware of the
shirt’s color’, rather than ‘hearing that there is a loud noise’, ‘being visually
aware that it is blue’, and so on (see, for example, Dretske 1995, 8-12; and
1999). I think this just reflects Dretske’s recognition that that-clauses often do a
very poor job of specifying the content of experience, rather than any antipa-
thy toward experiences having propositional content in the thin sense I intend.

For a negative answer, see McGinn 1996, 60; Davies 1991, 1992; Tye 1995,
138-39; 2000, 62. For a rebuttal, see Martin 1997.

"Disjunctivism is the view that (roughly speaking) a veridical experience
and its corresponding “philosophical” hallucination have no mental state in
common (Hinton 1967, 1973; Snowdon 1980-81; McDowell 1982; Martin
1997). Intentionalism as characterized in the following section is compatible
with the view that a veridical experience shares no content with its corre-
sponding hallucination. Intentionalism is therefore compatible with the view
that no such mental state as perceptually appearing that p is common to both a
veridical experience and its corresponding hallucination. And if no such
mental state is common to both experiences, presumably no mental state is.
So a disjunctivist could consistently be an intentionalist.
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tent of the subject’s experience, exactly? It could hardly just be the
proposition that there is a red [ripe?] bulgy [tomato?/thing?] before
her—that leaves out a wealth of visually apparent detail. But how
should the detail be restored? And will the result be a proposition that
could be believed, or expressed by a sentence of a natural language?
Further, should the content of her experience be treated along
Russellian, Fregean, or possible worlds lines?® Or is some other
approach required?

The main argument for intentionalism given here will not
depend on resolving these controversies. In particular, it is not nec-
essary to make the assumption that the content of perception exclu-
sively concerns the physical environment of the perceiver—
although this is highly plausible. If the main argument works at all,
it will work for any view about the content and objects of perception:
that we can perceive ideas in our own minds, or in the mind of God,;
that the content of a perceptual experience makes reference to the
experience itself (Searle 1983, chap. 2); that the especially salient
property tomatoes, strawberries, and cherries all appear to have is
not redness (Shoemaker 1994a, 1994b; Thau forthcoming); or
whatever.

For convenience, I will suppose that subjects enjoy successions of
experiences that individually do not change in phenomenal character
or content over time. For example, if a normal subject looks briefly at
a tomato and then at a banana, we are to think of her as having two
visual experiences ¢and e* with different phenomenal characters and
different contents. The phenomenal character of e (say) determines
what it’s visually like for the subject when ¢ occurs (that is, when she
looks at the tomato); the content of ¢ specifies the way the world visu-
ally seems to the subject when ¢ occurs.’

8For these three approaches to the content of experience see, respectively,
Peacocke 1992, McDowell 1994, Stalnaker 1998. One of the targets in Block
forthcoming is the view that “the phenomenal experience as of red is a mat-
ter of visual experience representing something as red” (33) (where Block
intends ‘representing something as red’ to be understood in a Russellian fash-
ion). The conclusion of this paper is quite consistent with Block’s anti-
Russellianism. »

Suppose that when one looks at a tomato (say) at time #, it visually seems
that the tomato is before one at . Then no two experiences occurring at dif
Sferent times have the same content. This raises a minor but distracting compli-
cation for the forthcoming argument in section 3, which relies heavily on
examples of consecutive experiences. The complication is ignored in the text;
it is treated in note 25 below.
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