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VII. An Objection to Indirect Realism: 
The Problem of Spatial Properties 

I have two major objections to indirect realism. One is epistemological: indirect 
realists make much easier targets for skeptics than direct realists do, as I think 
will become clearer in chapter VIII. To the extent that one regards the 
avoidance of skepticism as a requisite for an acceptable theory of knowledge 
(and I do-see chapter III), this is a strong argument for favoring direct 
realism.) 

The other major objection, which I will focus on in this chapter, is 
metaphysical. The indirect realist says that in perception, we are directly aware 
( only) of some sort of mental phenomena, which we're calling "sense data.,,2 
The problem I want to raise for the indirect realist centers around the question 
Where are sense data located? I can think of five (nonarbitrary) answers the 
representationalist might give to this: 

a. Sense data have no location. 
b. data are literally in your head, that is, in the sl?ace where your brain . '\ IS. 

c. Sense data are in the same places as the physical objects that cause them. 
For instance, your sense datum of a table, caused by looking at a table, is 
located where that table is. 

d. Sense data are located wherever they appear to be. 
e. Sense data are located in an alternate space, separate from the space of 

physical objects. 

I do not find any of these answers to be believable; I will explain why in this 
chapter. My argument against sense data, in brief, is this: 

1. In perception, the things I am directly aware of (at least sometimes) have 
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locations. 
2. Only physical things have locations. 
3. Therefore, the things I am directly aware of in perception (at least 

sometimes) are physical things.3 

To defend this argument, I need to rebut each of the five theories the indirect 
realist might put forward in answer to the question of where sense data are 
located. (The first of the five theories would amount to a rejection of premise 
1. The others would amount to a rejection of premise 2.) 

1. "Sense Data Have No Location" 

This answer would appeal to those indirect realists for whom the mental 
phenomena in question are mental states or properties (where these are distinct 
from physical states, including brain states)-states which perhaps represent 
things in space but which are not themselves in space.4 However, I find this 
answer implausible, for the following reason: 

1. In perception, I am immediately aware of things with spatial properties 
(things with shapes, sizes, and spatial relations to each other).5 

2. Whatever has spatial properties has a location. 
3. Therefore, the things I am thus aware of have locations. 

Premise (2) seems self-evident. If a thing has no location, that means it does not 
occupy space, and if it does not occupy space, then it has no size or shape. For 
example, an abstract object such as the number 2 has no spatial location. It is 
not in Taiwan or on the moon. It also has no size (in the sense of length, height, 
and/or depth) or shape. 

Could the indirect realist plausibly reject (1)? Well, I certainly seem to be I ... : 
aware of things with shapes, sizes, and so on. When I look at the book on my 
table, I am (as far as I can tell) aware of something green and (in profile) 
rectangular. I am also aware of other things around it (a cup, the surface of the 
table, and so on), but all of these things have shapes too. If there is some 
shapeless, nonspatial entity in the offing, I have no inkling of it. Nor can I recall 
ever having been visually aware of such a thing. Nor, as a matter of fact, can a 
I even imagine what it would be like to enjoy visual awareness of such a thing. a 
I am, admittedly, sometimes aware of nonspatial things. I am aware of the t 
number 2, the fundamental theorem of calculus, and my own thoughts and c 
feelings, and I don't think any of these things are in space. But I cannot imagine il 
what it would be like to be visually or perceptually aware of those things. And p 
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if sense data (or "appearances") are nonspatial entities, then I'm pretty sure they 
are not among the things I am aware of now, merely insofar as I am seeing the 
book. Insofar as I see this book, the green rectangular thing seems to be the 
only relevant object of awareness (plus the book and the book's surface and 
properties, if these are not the same as the green rectangle). 

Perhaps, in response, the indirect realist will say that the thing I am 
immediately aware of only seems to have spatial properties, whereas in 
actuality, it is a mental state that has no spatial properties. Perhaps it seems to 
have spatial properties in part because it represents spatial properties-though 
it isn't quite clear how this works. (My belief that the book is rectangular 
represents a spatial property too, but this does not tend to make my belief itself 
seem rectangular.) 

This move would involve a shift from the traditional indirect realist 
position-traditionally, indirect realists introduced sense data in order to 
explain how it was possible for physical objects to appear different from the 
way they are. Now we find that sense data themselves can appear different from 
how they are (with a vengeance-they can appear to have shapes and colors 
when in fact they have none), and so according to the traditional motivation for 
introducing sense data, it would seem that we should now introduce sense data 
of sense data. To avoid this unencouraging step, our indirect realist will need 
to eschew the traditional motivation for sense data as I have just described it. 
There are several different arguments for sense data, so this may not prove to 
be a problem. 

The more serious problem, in my view, is that the position now under 
discussion is incompatible with the conception of awareness sketched in section 
IV.I. There, I defined awareness ofx as a kind of relation to x in which (among 
other things), x at least roughly satisfies the content of a representational mental 
stare. that is to say, a person counts as aware of a tI1ing'nnly if he has an at 
least roughly adequate representation of it. It follows from this conception of 
awareness6 that it is conceptually impossible for a thing to appear utterly 
different from the way it is. Some cases of illusion are allowed-a thing can 
have a somewhat different shape and color from the shape and color it appears 
to have, and there is no sharp dividing line indiqating how much "distortion" 
is too much. However, if an object has no size, shape, location, or color (since 
a color requires a size and shape) at all, then I think it is clear that it cannot 
appear as, say, a green book-that would be a too radical divergence between 
appearance and reality, if anything would. If I have a mental state representing 
there to be something green and rectangular, the object of this mental state 
cannot be a colorless, shapeless entity. For this reason, I do not think the 
indirect realist can sustain the position that the objects of awareness in . 
perception are things that merely to have locations but actually do not. 
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Given the assumption that sense data lack spatial properties and given that our 
perceptions are (at least apparently) of things with spatial properties, the 
external, physical objects would certainly be better candidates for the objects S 
of awareness than sense data. Which would mean that, since being the 1 
immediate objects of awareness in perception is a defining characteristic of C 
sense data, sense data do not exist. s 

I need to be careful here about stating the point of distinction between my 1: 
own view and that of the sort of indirect realist we're discussing here (the sort I 
who says, "Sense data have no location"). I, of course, believe in the existence 0 

of mental states called "perceptual experiences" which, in my view, have no n 
location.7 Nor do I deny that we can be aware of such states, even directly b 
aware of them (by introspection). What I deny is that I am aware of a perceptual 1 
experience insofar as I perceive, for example, this book. More specifically, I 
deny that my awareness of the book is based on an awareness of a perceptual d 
experience or other mental state. This is shown by the fact that I can see the 0 
book without at the same time enjoying awareness of any (relevant) nonphysi- P 
cal thing. I 

2. "Sense Data Are in Your Head" 

At first glance, this answer seems naive-as if, when I see a green book, there 
must be a green, book-shaped thing in my head. Scientific investigation (brain 
surgery, brain scans) will not bear out such a hypothesis. 

Of course, the sense datum theorist could plead that sense data are invisible 
to all but the person whose sense data they are. And even that person could not 
"see" them with his eyes-if you had your skull opened up while still conscious 
and you had mirrors set up so you could look at your brain, no one thinks that 
in addition to seeing your brain and the surrounding scenery, you would also 
see a miniature image of the whole scene embedded somewhere in your brain. 
Sense data, if they exist, are not perceived by directing your sense organs at 
them. Rather, you are automatically aware (without the use of any sense organ) 
of a sense datum when you have it, and you get sense data by directing your 
sense organs at other (external) things. This explains why, even if sense data 
are in your head, no one ever sees them there. 

Still, why might someone be tempted to locate sense data in the head? 
Suppose you wanted to be an indirect realist but without being committed to the 
existence of nonphysical things. You might, then, think that mental phenomena 
(including sense data) are just states, processes, and/or properties of the brain. 
Since brain states are located in the brain, that must be where the sense data 
are.8 
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Understood this way, the view seems less naive than it seemed at first 
glance. Yet, while this reasoning permits us to attribute locations and other 
spatial properties to sense data, it does not give us the right spatial properties. 
The thing I am apprehending is green and shaped like a book. Although my 
current brain state might have a shape (I am not sure whether states can have 
shapes), it is not green or book-shaped. So this theory fares little better than the 
last one. We still run afoul of the content-satisfaction condition on awareness: 
I seem to be seeing a green book. The actual green book satisfies the content 
of this visual experience. My brain, or some part, state, or property of it, does 
not, not even remotely. Therefore, while my visual experience might be of the 
book, it cannot be of my brain, or some part, state, or property of my brain. 
That is why I am not seeing my brain. 

The indirect realist might avoid this objection by holding that the sense 
data in my head really do have the shapes and colors that I seem to perceive 
objects to have-that is, there is a green rectangle in my head now. This 
position is odd enough that I do not know whether anyone actually holds it,9 so 
I won't spend too much time on it. 

First, note that the position now under consideration rules out identifying 
sense data with brain states, since the two have different spatial and other 
properties (including color, smell, and so forth). No brain state of 
typically has the color, shape, smell, and so on of the sense data I am allegedly. 
aware of (except in the rare case where I am looking at, smelling, or 
observing a brain), so my sense data are not brain states. With that understood, 
it seems that there is now no reason why sense data should be thought to be in " 
the head. 

Second: If visual sense data have the properties that I appear to see (e.g., 
"green," "rectangular"), what about tactile properties? Shouldn't we also say 
that I touch something I have tactile sense data these tactile sense 
data have the properties that I appear to be feeling? I think the sense data 
theorist will agree. Now, when I touch the book, I seem to feel something solid 
("solid" here being used in the sense of "hard," rather than "filled all the way 
through")--in sense data language, we would say I am having a sense datum 
of solidity. Thus, my sense datum is actually solid. So there is a solid, 
rectangular object in my head. It appears when I touch the book and disappears 
when I stop touching it. Why doesn't it get in the way of the brain material 
that's already in there? The old maxim that two things cannot occupy the same 
space at the same time would seem to apply here. It is true that my brain is a bit 
mushy, so a solid object, if it wasn't too big, could push the brain material 
aside-but I doubt anyone believes that is what is happening. 

There is one further argument that could be deployed here, which is the 
argument from indeterminacy, but I will defer it to section VII.6. . 

. " 
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3. "Sense Data Are in the Same Place as the Distal Object" 

The "distal object" is the object that you normally think you're perceiving-for 
example, the book when you think you're perceiving a book. Of course, it is 
questionable whether you can be said to perceive a book if the sense data 
theory is true; in this case, the distal object is merely the distant object "out 
there" that causes your sense data. 

So, according to this view, my sense datum of a book is in the same place 
as the actual, physical book that is causing me to -have the sense datum, though 
perhaps the sense datum is only at the book's surface and not its interior. 

Like the position discussed in section 2, this view runs into the objection 
that two objects cannot be in the same place at the same time. Why doesn't the 
sense datum get in the way of the physical object that's already there? The 
indirect realist would have to plead that sense data are special in this respect, 
as in so many others-unlike the case with two physical objects, a sense datum 
can be colocated with a physical object or another sense datum, as in the case 
where two people see something in the same place at the same time. There 
could even be thousands of sense data in the same place at the same time, for 
instance, at the outer surface of the pitcher's body during a baseball game. I do 
not claim that this view is logically contradictory, only that it is bizarre and 
counterintuitive. 

Consider a further consequence. I go outside at night with my eyes closed. 
I tum my head skyward and then open my eyes. At the instant my eyes open or 
very shortly thereafter, I have an experience of seeming to see thousands of 
stars. If this involves my having sense data, and the sense data are located at the 
surfaces of the distal objects causing them, then what happens in that instant is 
that thousands of my sense data are "transmitted," so to speak, to various places 
across the galaxy, some of them thousands of light-years from Earth. All that 
is proximately caused, since my experience is proximately caused, by the 
electrochemical reactions in my brain. 

One problem is that this seems to conflict with the theory of relativity. The 
reason is that, according to relativity, there is no objective time ordering to 
spacelike separated events, and that apparently implies that such events cannot 
be causally related. To explain that in simple terms: 

Figure 7.1 is a spacetime diagram, representing different locations in 
spacetime. In reality, of course, spacetime is four-dimensional, but I cannot 
draw a four-dimensional object on a piece of paper, so I have suppressed two 
spatial dimensions, representing space as just the horizontal dimension on the 
page. Also, relativity does not permit an objective separation between spatial 
and temporal dimensions, so this is really a picture of spacetime as represented 
in some particular frame of reference. 
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Spacelike 
region 

Backwa d light cone 

Spacelike 
region 

Figure 7.1. Spacetime. The vertical direction is the temporal 
dimension, the future being up on the page. The horizontal 
direction is spatial. 
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If an object is stationary (in the reference frame used by the diagram), its 
path through spacetime will be a vertical line, since it has the same spatial 
coordinates at each different time. For example, if an object at point A were to 
remain stationary, it would trace out line 1\. If the object moved to the right at 
a constant velocity, its path (that is, the set of spacetime points it occupied) 
would look like 12 , The faster it was moving, the more slanted the line would 
be. Thus, 13 represents a faster motion to the right than 12 does. I use lines 14 and 
/s to represent the speed of light; if someone sends out light rays to the left and 
right from point A, they trace out the lines marked 14 and Is. (The portion of the 
lines below A represent the paths of light rays, traveling toward each other, that 
would meet at point A.) The region of spacetime above point A but between 
lines 14 and Is (all the places that it would be possible to get to from A by 
traveling at or below the speed of light) is A's forward light cone. It is also 
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called A's "absolute future," because the points in that region are in A's future 
according to any reference frame. The backward light cone (A's absolute past) 
can be defined analogously. 

Now, the important point is this. According to the theory of relativity, if an 
event is in the forward or backward light cone of A, then it has an absolute 
temporal relation to an event located at A; it is either definitely after the event 
at A or definitely before it, respectively. Otherwise, however, its temporal 
relation to A is relative to a reference frame. Which is to say: if an event is 
outside A's light cone, then there is no objective fact as to whether it is before 
A, after A, or simultaneous with A. Take point B, for instance. According to 
some inertial reference frames, an event occurring at B is earlier than an event 
located at A; according to other inertial frames, it is later; and according to still 
other inertial frames, they are simultaneous-all of these reference frames 
being equally good. (The reference frame of the diagram has B occurring later 
than A, since B is drawn higher up on the page.) 

Events in one another's light cones are called "timelike separated," while 
events outside one another's light cones are "space like separated." So we can 
sum up the important principle as, "Spacelike separated events have no 
absolute time ordering." This is an important principle of relativity theory. 

Now to return to the sense data. We have "established" that, an instant after 
I open my eyes, the events going on in my brain cause a sense datum to appear 
at the location of a star thousands of light-years away. These two events are 
certainly outside one another's light cones (nothing traveling at or below the 
speed of light could get from my brain to the star in the instant it takes for me 
to have the experience). Thus, according to relativity theory, there is no 
objective time ordering to the events. But this is inadmissible for the sense 
datum theorist. He needs the sense datum's appearance to happen at the same 
time as, or very shortly after, the brain events, since the sense datum is 
supposed to exist during precisely the time I have the experience of seeming to 
see a star. Thus, the present version of the sense data theory is incompatible 
with the theory of relativity. 

This should refute this version of indirect realism to the satisfaction of 
those who accept the theory of relativity. I will not press the objection too hard, 
however, because there are other phenomena (having to do with Bell's 
Theorem) that seem to contravene the theory of relativity in the same way,10 
which the indirect realist could use to argue that the operative part of relativity 
theory is false. So I would rather place the emphasis on some more common-
sense-based arguments. 

Consider dreams and hallucinations. In these cases, there are no distal 
objects, so no places for the sense data to be located, according to the present 
theory. Yet the indirect realist would be hard pressed to deny that sense data 
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exist in these cases. After all, hallucinations are one of the central kinds of 
phenomena that sense data are supposed to explain. 

We might try locating the sense data involved in hallucinations somewhere 
different from those involved in normal perceptions. Perhaps hallucination 
sense data are located at the apparent location of the hallucinated object-but 
then why not just locate all sense data wherever they appear to be, as in the 
theory of section VIl.4? Now the argument from hallucination (see section 
VI.3) comes back to haunt the indirect realist: since a hallucination sense datum 
could be proximately caused by the same brain state as a normal perception 
sense datum, shouldn't the effects be the same, including with respect to their 
locations? 

In fact, this brings out the hitherto unnoticed arbitrariness in the answer of 
this section. The experience I have when I look at the star is ultimately caused 
by the star thousands of light-years away. But it can also be said to be caused 
by the state of the electric and magnetic fields (at an appropriate time) at any 
given point in between the star and my eye. If the electric and magnetic fields 
had been in the appropriate state at the appropriate time, whether or not any of 
the earlier events in the causal chain had happened, I would have had the same 
sense datum, or one indistinguishable (by me) from it. Would the sense datum 
have been in a different place if the earlier parts of the causal chain leading to 
its occurrence had been absent, but the later parts duplicated? Why would that 
be so? 

The immediate cause of a sense datum, if there are such things as sense 
data, is a brain state. No information as to the actual location of the source that 
sent the photons to my eyes-whether it was a thousand light-years away or 
fifty miles away-is physically recorded in that brain state, so I do not see how 
it could be determining where the sense datum appears. More colloquially, the 
sellse aatum would have no way of "knowing" whereit is,supposed to appear. 

4. "Sense Data Are Wherever They Appear to Be" 11 

This answer is the most natural one, if you're going to grant spatial properties 
to sense data at all. If sense data have the shapes, colors, and other properties 
that we seem to perceive, why not also the positions? 

This may also get the indirect realist out of the problem with the theory of 
relativity. For, when I look at a star, although the star may be thousands of 
light-years away, it (or the sense datum I directly apprehend) certainly doesn't 
look thousands of light-years away. In fact, you probably cannot visually tell 
the difference between the distance of an airplane in the sky and the distance ' 
of a star, except for the fact that the airplane may move in front of the star-and 

," 
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even then, you can't tell just by looking that the star isn't just a few feet behind 
the airplane. Thus, we don't require a sense datum to appear thousands of light-
years away. The sense datum of the star might appear only, say, a few thousand 
feet away. (How far away it appears depends on the acuity of your depth 
perception. ) 

Whether this actually gets the indirect realist off the hook is questionable, 
since it may well be physically possible for a being to have an experience of 
seeming to see something very far away, such that it would be outside the 
forward light cone of his brain state. At least, there is no reason to think this is 
physically impossible. Still, there are, in my opinion, stronger arguments 
against this version of sense data theory. 

Let us begin by considering dreams. According to the present theory, 
assuming that dreams involve sense data, when you dream about, say, a purple 
unicorn, there is a purple, unicorn-shaped thing in the room with you. If you 
dream that it is right in front of you, then, apparently, the sense datum is 
hovering above your bed if you sleep on your back or next to the bed if your 
head is turned to the side. 

This seems pretty strange, but a sense data theorist would probably be 
prepared to accept it. Now, what if I am dreaming of a fictional place-for 
instance, I am dreaming about events taking place in Tolkien's Middle Earth? 
The indirect realist cannot say that then I have a sense that is actually in 
Middle Earth, since there is no such place. Perhaps the sense data are just 
around me, wherever I happen to be, rather than being in the fictional place. 

Conceivably one might deny that dreams involve sense data, on the ground 
that they are qualitatively different from perceptual experiences. But the above 
reasoning could be repeated for vivid hallucinations (you could hallucinate that 
you were in Middle Earth), and hallucinations are a paradigm for the kind of 
case that sense data are supposed to be involved in. 

So, let's say that when you have a visual hallucination, a sense datum 
comes into existence in front of you (in front of your eyes, since that is where 
the hallucinated object appears to be). We can raise a problem for this theory 
by invoking the brain-in-a-vat scenario. The brain in the vat is having nothing 
but hallucinations. Its whole life, perhaps, the brain has seemed to be living in 
Middle Earth. When the brain has one of its experiences as of seeing a unicorn, 
the unicorn sense datum appears "in front of' the brain. But since the brain 
doesn't have any eyes, what counts as "in front of' the brain? Perhaps where 
the frontal lobes are. But why should that direction count as "where the unicorn 
appears to be"? The brain in the vat has no awareness of its brain-in-a-vat-hood 
and no awareness of its own frontal lobes. The brain might not even know what 
a brain is. In what sense, then, does the unicorn the brain thinks it is seeing 
appear to be in that place which is in fact in front of the brain's frontal lobes? 
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The essential problem here is that, in certain cases, there could be no such 
thing as the place where a sense datum appears to be, even when the alleged 
sense datum would have to be one with spatial properties. Of course, to the 
brain in the vat, it appears that the unicorn is somewhere. But there is no real 
place such that the unicorn appears to be in that place. And so the answer, 
"Sense data are in the places where they appear to be," does not work. 

Now, if you thought, in spite of what I have just said, that it is okay to 
locate the sense datum "in front of' the brain, you can imagine an only slightly 
stranger scenario. The brain in the vat is actually not shaped like a normal 
human brain. Instead, scientists have figured out how to create a spherical 
brain, perhaps through genetic engineering, and they use these for their brain-
in-a-vat experiments, because the spherical brains fit better into the special kind 
of vats the scientists use. I have no reason for thinking this either physically or 
logically impossible. In this case, the brain has no front or back, so there is no 
logical place for the brain's sense data to be. 

Perhaps, fortuitously for the indirect realist, the laws of nature somehow 
do not permit the creation of spherical brains in vats. Still, in a world that did 
allow the creation of spherical brains in vats (I do know that this is at least 
logically possible), couldn't the spherical brains have experiences qualitatively 
like ours? Would these experiences require the existence of sense data? Ifno, 
then why think that our experiences require the existence of sense data? If yes, 
where could the sense data be located? If sense data are located wherever they 
appear to be, it seems that this should be a necessary truth, just as it is necessary 
that sense data have the colors and shapes they appear to have. 

5. "Sense Data Are in Phenomenal Space" 12 

"\ 
Our fifth and final form of indirect realism holds that sense data exist in an 
alternate space, separate from the space that physical objects occupy. The laws 
(if any) that apply to this alternate space may differ from the laws of physical 
space. For instance, there may be no problem with transmitting influences faster 
than the speed of light in the alternate space, the alternate space may be 
Euclidean and unaffected by gravitational fields, and so forth. We can call this 
alternate space "phenomenal space" to distinguish it from physical space. 

There remain interesting questions about phenomenal space: is there only 
one phenomenal space, or does every observer have his own, separate 
phenomenal space (the latter answer could explain why we can only perceive 
our own sense data)? Do tactile and visual sense data occupy the same 
phenomenal space? What about sounds and smells, which often appear to have 
some sort of location? These are all questions we would want to pursue if we 
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believed in phenomenal space. There is no need to pursue them now, however. 
I will detail three objections to the theory of phenomenal space. The third 

seems to me the strongest, while the first two are inconclusive, but I discuss all 
three because it is possible that the reader will find one of the first two 
objections more persuasive than the last. 

First, the theory of phenomenal space runs into a conflict with special 
relativity, just as does the theory discussed in section 3. In this case, the 
problem is with the separation between space and time that the indirect realist 
must rely on. In sum: 

1. According to relativity, space and time are not two separate things; there 
is only the single, four-dimensional manifold, "spacetime." 

2. So, according to relativity, no event can be temporally related to a physical 
event without being spatially related to it. 

3. According to the theory of phenomenal space, sense data are not spatially 
related to physical objects/events. 

4. But, according to this same theory, sense data are temporally related to 
physical objects/events. 

5. So the theory of phenomenal space conflicts with the theory of relativity. 

Let's discuss the steps of this argument more slowly. 
Step 1: According to special relativity, there is a single, four-dimensional 

object, "spacetime," that all physical events occupy. Any two events have a 
single, objective distance from each other in spacetime (N.B. not distance in 
space but in spacetime )--this distance is the same for all reference frames. 
However, how much of that distance is accounted for by spatial distance and 
how much by temporal separation is relative to a reference frame. 13 I explain 
this with an analogy. 

Consider the points A and B in figure 7.2. Their distance from one another 
is 2 inches. That is an objective fact, not dependent on the coordinate system 
I choose. However, suppose I ask: what is the horizontal distance between A 
and B, and what is their vertical distance? (Or: what is the difference in their 
positions along the x-axis and what is the difference along the y-axis?) Your 
answer to this question depends on your orientation, or on the coordinate 
system you use. If you use the coordinate system with the axes I have labeled 
"x" and "y," then you will find that the horizontal distance is about 1 %" and the 
vertical distance about 1". On the other hand, if you are using the alternative 
coordinate system with the x' and y' axes; which you get by rotating the page a 
bit, then you will find the horizontal distance to be 2" and the vertical distance 
0". Thus, what is the distance between A and B is absolute, but how much 
that distance is horizontal and how much is vertical is not; it is dependent on 
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y 

Figure 7.2. The relativity of horizontal and vertical distances to 
a coordinate system. 
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a choice of coordinate system. There is no one, privileged direction that has to 
"vertical"; you can rotate the page and, call some 

other direction on the page "the vertical axis" (this point is perhaps clearer if 
you imagine the diagram drawn on a round piece of paper). 

There is a similar phenomenon involving spacetime distance in the theory 
of relativity, with just the difference that we are talking about "distance" in a 
four-dimensional "space," where one of the axes of our coordinate system is 
labeled "time." Just as there was no privileged "vertical" direction on the page, 
there is also, according to relativity, no privileged "temporal" direction in 
spacetime. Different, legitimate coordinate systems are possible that label the 
t axis differently. Not just anything goes (and this is one point of disanalogy 
with the preceding illustration}-one cannot legitimately call just any straight 
line in spacetime the temporal axis (one cannot use a line whose points are at 
spacelike separation from each other-in the spacetime diagram in section 
VII.3, this means one cannot choose an axis slanted past 14 or 15 toward the 



162 Chapter VII 

horizontal). The important point, though, is just that different specifications are 
possible of what counts as the time dimension in spacetime. This is sufficient 
to explain why, in the theory of relativity, space and time do not exist as two 
separate things. 

This point is connected with the point we made in section 3 about the 
relativity of the time order of events. This is, in a sense, the reason why the time 
ordering of events is relative to a reference frame, according to the special 
theory of relativity: different specifications of the temporal axis can yield 
different conclusions as to the time order of spacelike separated events. We 
don't need to go into details, but we should note that the two points-(i) that 
spacelike separated events have no objective time order, and (ii) that the "true" 
temporal dimension cannot be isolated in spacetime-are connected and stand 
or fall together. I do not wish to place too much emphasis on this argument, for 
the same reason I did not want to rest much weight on the related argument of 
section 3.14 Nevertheless, I think it is worthwhile to understand this argument, 
and, while it would not convince me were I inclined to posit sense data to begin 
with, it may well convince some indirect realists. 

Step 2: Since there is no objective specification of the time axis in 
spacetime, it seems to follow that nothing can be in (physical) time without 
being in (physical) space. Perhaps more accurately: An event either occupies 
spacetime, or it does not. If it occupies spacetime, then it has both spatial and 
temporal coordinates, in any given reference frame. If it does not occupy 
spacetime, then it has neither. In order for an event to have a temporal distance 
from a physical event, it must occupy the same spacetime as the physical event 
does, and it cannot occupy physical time but not physical space. 

Step 3: According to the "phenomenal space" theory, since sense data 
occupy a separate space from physical space, they cannot be spatially related 
to physical objects-there cannot, for example, be a distance between a 
physical object or event and a sense datum. (As a related point, Putnam points 
out that it makes no sense to ask whether your mental image of a table is shorter 
or longer than the real table. IS) 

Step 4: Any indirect realist must, however, hold sense data to exist in 
physical time, that is, to be temporally related to physical events. The reason is 
that a fundamental tenet of indirect realism is that sense data are caused by 
physical objects or events. The presence of a book on my desk is supposed to 
be now causing me to have a sense datum of a book. The sense datum is, 
therefore, supposed to occur after the time at which the relevant physical state 
of affairs occurs (or begins to occur). If I see a ball fall, then the sequence of 
corresponding falling-ball sense data occur at about the same time (with a slight 
time lag) as the ball is actually falling. In addition, of course, there are the brain 
processes that are going on in me at the same time that I am having the 



An Objection to Indirect Realism 163 

experience of the falling ball-this is scarcely deniable, without reverting to 
skepticism. Thus, step 5 seems unavoidable. If one accepts the theory of 
relativity, one should reject the idea of phenomenal space. 

I tum now to the second problem for phenomenal space, a problem 
concerning the causal relations between events in physical space and events in 
phenomenal space. As noted, there must be such relations, because sense data 
are held to be produced by the interaction of physical objects with our sense 
organs and brains. At the same time, there are no spatial relations between 
physical objects and sense data, even though both have spatial properties-a 
sense datum cannot be next to a physical object, inside a physical object, four 
feet from a physical object, etc. 

One objection to this involves a metaphysical principle of "local causality"; 
this is the principle that an object cannot act directly on another object unless 
the two come into contact. As earlier philosophers used to say, a thing cannot 
act where it is not. 16 For example, suppose there is a certain tree in New York 
that I would like cut down. I can't cut it down, myself, unless I can get to New 
York and to the place where the tree is. Furthermore, in order to have a direct 
impact on the tree, I must come into contact with it. Of course, I wouldn't 
normally try to cut down a tree with my bare hands (or teeth?). So suppose I use 
an axe. Then I am in contact with the axe, which contacts the tree. The thing I 
act directly on is the axe (I make it move in a certain way). This, in tum, affects 
the tree. 

I might try to get the job done even less directly-say I call someone in 
New York and convince them to go cut down the tree. In this case, what I come 
into contact with is the telephone and the air in front of the receiver; I make 
sound waves that travel to the receiver, which then causes light signals to travel 
down the fiber optic cables all the way to New York. 

fThe point illustrated here is that I can affect attoe,Wct only by (a) coming 
into contact with it, (b) coming into contact with something else that is in 
contact with it, (c) sending something (an object, a signal, or in general, 
something that carries my influence through the intervening distance) that 
travels through the space between me and the object, or some combination of 
these (including sending something that comes into contact with another thing 
that then comes into contact with the object, etc.). Any way I do it, there has to 
be a spatiotemporally continuous sequence of causally connected states or 
events stretching from me to the object I am affecting. 

This principle seems at least empirically true, given our common 
experience interacting with our environment. However, the indirect realist 
could just say that sense data are an exception to the rule. What we need in 
order to make out an objection to phenomenal space is for the principle to be 
intuitively correct. Many people have found it intuitive-it was the source of 



164 Chapter VII 

great puzzlement in the seventeenth century, when Newton's theory of gravity 
appeared to require action at a distance. For example, it appeared that the Earth 
exercises its gravitational influence on the moon without any intermediaries. 
(This was before the concept of fields was developed.) Newton himself said 
that the idea of action at a distance was so absurd that no person with a 
competent faculty of philosophical thinking could believe in it. 17 Assuming that 
one finds the principle of local causality intuitively appealing, then, one has 
reason to reject the theory of sense data located in phenomenal space-not 
because the theory requires action at a distance, of course, but because it 
requires action with no spatial relation at all between the cause and the effect. 
It would be conceptually impossible for a spatiotemporally continuous series 
of states or events to connect a physical event to an event outside physical 
space. 

In the interests of fairness, however, I have to admit that this argument is 
inconclusive, because it rests on an intuition that (pace Newton) might 
reasonably be rejected on independent grounds. Two such grounds suggest 
themselves. First, even if one is not a representationalist, one might still hold 
that (at least some) mental states are caused by brain states but that (at least 
some of these) mental states do not have spatial locations (this, of course, 
presupposes that mental states are not simply identical with brain states). For 
instance, it does not seem to make sense to talk about the spatial location of an 
emotion, although emotions are caused by chemicals in the brain. We could 
reformulate our principle of local causality to allow this: we could say the 
principle is that an object at a given location cannot produce an effect at 
another location, unless there is a spatiotemporally continuous sequence of 
changes stretching from the time and place of the cause to the time and place 
of the effect. This is a reasonable interpretation of the slogan "a thing cannot 
act where it is not." A brain state causing a mental state would not violate this 
principle, even if the mental state was not spatially located, because this simply 
isn't a case of a thing at a given location causing an effect at another location. 
But a brain state causing a sense datum in phenomenal space would still violate 
the principle, since the sense datum is still located somewhere. However, the 
second ground for rejecting the principle of local causality is that Bell's 
Theorem apparently shows that quantum mechanics logically implies the 
possibility of instantaneous action at a distance l8-and I don't have an answer 
to that. 

We turn, then, to the third objection to phenomenal space, the objection 
that I think is the strongest. According to this third objection, if there were such 
a thing as phenomenal space, there would be no reasonable answer to the 
question of where in phenomenal space a particular sense datum would appear. 
In outline, my argument will be as follows: 
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1. Whenever a cause produces an effect, either the location of the effect is 
random, or it is determined in accordance with some law or laws of nature. 

2. Laws of nature can always be formulated in terms of general characteristics 
and relationships. 

3. Therefore, when a cause produces an effect, either the location of the effect 
is random, or there is some general relationship that the location of the 
effect uniquely bears to the cause. (from 1,2) 

4. If phenomenal space exists, there is no general relationship that a location 
in phenomenal space uniquely bears to any physical state or event. 

S. If brain states produce sense data, the locations of the sense data are not 
random. 

6. Therefore, brain states do not produce sense data in phenomenal space. 
(from 3, 4, 5) 

Now let's examine each step of this argument in series. 
Step 1: Note that this premise does not entail that all effects have a 

location; there could be a law according to which, when a certain sort of cause 
occurs, an effect with no spatial location ensues. I would count that as a case 
of the location of the effect being determined in accordance with a law of 
nature-the law determines the effect to have no location. Note also that (1) 
allows the possibility of irreducibly probabilistic laws concerning where an 
effect takes place-I would count that as the effect being "random." However, 
all effects that we're familiar with in everyday life are probably examples of 
effects whose locations are determined by some law or laws of nature. As an 
example, when you strike a match, this causes a flame to appear. The flame 
doesn't appear just anywhere, however-you wouldn't expect the flame 
resulting from the striking of the match to appear on your ear, or at the base of 
ttfe niatch, etc.; it appears at the tip of the match. are general laws of 
nature that explain why this is where the flame appears (there is a combustible 
material there, rubbing it against a rough surface generates friction, etc.). When 
I say that the location of the effect is "determined" in accordance with laws of 
nature, I mean that the laws of nature (together with a knowledge of the cause, 
including relevant environmental conditions) enable one to identify uniquely 
the place where the effect will occur-so that there would be only one place 
where the effect could occur. Thus, "determined" is a strong word in my usage; 
even so, (I) is a very weak premise, since it only says that either the effect's 
location is determined, or it is random, with the latter possibility including that 
there are probabilistic laws. 

What other alternatives could there be to these two? Well, perhaps a third 
alternative to "determined" and "random" is "subject to free will"-thus, 
perhaps (I) would be false in a case in which an effect is produced by a cause, 
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and a person with free will chooses the location where it will occur. However 
we can simply say that this is not the sort of case we're interested in here. 
one thinks that our sense data during normal perception are produced by OUf 
own free will, nor-more to the point-that we get to choose where in 
phenomenal space our sense data will appear. Thus, if someone wants to add 
a clause to (1) allowing for the possibility of locations determined by free will , 
we can simply add another premise that sense data are not in this case and get 
to the desired conclusion all the same. 

Now, step 2: Laws of nature can always be formulated in terms of general 
characteristics and relationships. This is one of the defining characteristics of 
laws of nature. As an example, "Napoleon lost the Battle of Waterloo" is not 
the sort of thing we would call a "law of nature," because it is not general 
enough. It is a statement about one specific person and one specific battle. A 
law of nature would state a general relationship between certain kinds of causes 
and certain kinds of effects. So if you had a general statement saying that all 
people facing a battle in such-and-such general circumstances wi1110se that 
battle, that might be a law. (It is doubtful you could formulate any such true 
generalization, but that's beside the point.) To take the most famous law of 
nature, Newton's Second Law, F = rna: this law is formulated in general terms, 
in the sense that it says whenever you have a body with a (net) force acting on 
it, the body will undergo an acceleration proportional to the force and inversely 
proportional to the body's mass. It's a symptom of the generality of laws of 
nature that you don't need to use any proper names in order to state them. (E.g., 
"Whenever Mike Huemer drops an object, it will fall to the Earth" is not a law 
of nature; the operative law would give the acceleration due to gravity of any 
body toward any other body as a function of the bodies' masses and distance 
from each other.) 

This brings us to step 3: From step 2, we can see that, if a law of nature 
determines the location at which a certain effect occurs, then the law must pick 
out that location by means of general characteristics/relationships. If the law is 
to determine the location uniquely, the location where the effect occurs must 
be the only location having a certain characteristic or standing in a certain 
relationship to the cause. But since spatial locations don't really have 
distinguishing characteristics, other than their relationships to each other (e.g., 
the distance between one location and another), this just means that the location 
of the effect has to be the only location bearing a certain relationship to the 
cause. As examples, there could be a law that says, "Whenever an event of kind 
A occurs, an event of kind B will occur in the same place as the type A event, 
x minutes later." Or a law could say, "Whenever a rigid body impacts a second 
rigid body, the second body will accelerate in the direction perpendicular to the 
surface of the second body at the point o/impact." Examples of things that a 
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law of nature could not say: "When a body strikes another body, the second 
body will move in the direction of Mike Huemer 's house" or "When an event 
of type A happens, an event of kind B will occur just outside of Constantino-
ple." (It is possible that my house could have some sort of attracting power that 
nothing else in the universe had, but even so, the law of nature would refer to 
the general properties that the house has that give it this attracting power, not 
just the fact that it's mine, and would say that any thing with those properties 
has this special attracting power.) 

Step 4: I am assuming here that phenomenal space is intrinsically 
homogeneous-that is, other than the different sense data that may be -at 
different places, one location in phenomenal space is just like any other 
location in phenomenal space. Furthermore, no location in phenomenal space 
is related, spatially, to any location in physical space (that is, it is not at any 
distance, nor in any direction, from a location in physical space); this is the 
whole point of calling it a separate space. Thus, it seems that, when a physical 
event occurs at a certain location in physical space, that physical event is 
related in exactly the same way (which is to say, apparently, in no interesting 
way) to any given location in phenomenal space as it is to any other location in 
phenomenal space. Notice how this problem is unique to the alleged causation 
between events in different spaces and does not arise for causation between 
events in the same space, for you can easily have a law of nature that says that 
when event A occurs, event B will occur at such-and-such distance from A. 
And now, I am not even ruling out action at a distance-but even in that case, 
there must be some general rule about where the distant effects occur. The 
problem only occurs if you say that when A occurs, B will occur somewhere 
that is completely spatially unrelated to the location of A. Then, as far as I can 
see, there is no way to state a general rule about where B occurs. 

Step15: The sense data theorist does not want to say th,at the sense data 
simply appear at random locations in phenomenal space. For in that case, the 
different sense data that I have, caused by different objects, should appear in 
unpredictable spatial relations to each other-for example, there would be no 
reason to expect that the book sense datum would appear on top of the desk 
sense datum whenever the physical book is on the physical desk. Nor, in fact, 
would there be any reason to expect the positions of sense data to remain 
constant over time-my book sense datum should be jumping all over 
unpredictably, if its spatial location is not determined by any cause. 

Finally, step 6: If brains produced sense data in phenomenal space, then 
either the locations where the sense data appeared would be random (which is 
ruled out by step 5), or they would be determined in accordance with some 
genera1law or laws (which is ruled out by step 4). It follows that brains do not 
produce sense data in phenomenal space. Of course, our brain states do produce 
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our sensory experiences, so we can conclude that sense data in phenomenal 
space are not part of the correct analysis of sensory experience. 

6. The Argument from Indeterminacy 

A final problem for sense data is what I call the argument from indeterminacy. 
The argument states that the location and other properties (e.g., color, shape, 
size) that an object of perception appears to have may be indeterminate, but the 
location and other properties that an object actually has cannot. Therefore, it 
cannot be maintained that objects of perception have exactly the location (or 
other properties) that they appear to have. 

To explain the argument in more detail, I introduce some technical 
terminology. A "determinable" is a property that encompasses a range of more 
specific properties. For instance, "shape" is a determinable property, because 
it encompasses, as examples of it, various more specific shapes, such as 
"triangularity," "roundness," and the like. These more specific properties 
falling under a determinable are referred to as "determinates" for that 
determinable. So "triangularity" is a determinate of the determinable "shape." 
Similarly, "red," "yell0.w," "blue," and so on are determinates of "color." A 
determinate can also have its own, even more specific determinates falling 
under it. Thus, "scarlet" is a determinate of "red" as well as of "color." 

Another useful concept is that of an exhaustive set of determinates. A set 
of determinate properties is exhaustive, relative to a given determinable, when 
the determinates, taken together, cover the whole range covered by the 
determinable. Another way to say this is to say that for anything to have the 
determinable requires that it also have at least one of the determinates in the set. 
For example, I think that {red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet, 
purple, brown, grey, black, white}. is exhaustive for color (unless I've forgotten 
some colors). On the other hand, {red, yellow, blue} is definitely not, because 
a thing can be colored but be neither red nor yellow nor blue. 

I will say that an object has an "indeterminate" property (or: is indetermi-
nate with respect to some property) if there is some determinable that the object 
possesses, and there is also an exhaustive set of determinates falling under that 
determinable, such that the object does not possess any of those determinates. 
Thus, for example, an object would be indeterminate with respect to color if the 
object had color, but was not red, not orange, not yellow ... and so on, for each 
of the colors. It would also have indeterminate color if, say, it was red but did 
not have any particular shade of red. 

The reader will see from these definitions that it is logically impossible for 
an object to have indeterminate properties. But an objection to this point might 
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be brought, based on cases of vague predicates, the famous example of a vague 
predicate being "bald": in order to be considered bald, a person needn't be 
completely without hair on his head-if you have only a few hairs, you're still 
bald. However, there is no definite number of hairs that a person has to have in 
order not to be bald; we cannot say, for instance, "If you have 976 hairs, you 
are bald, but if you have 977, you are not." This is what is meant by calling 
"bald" vague. Because it is vague, there can be borderline cases, cases of 
people who are neither definitely bald nor definitely nonbald. Is this an example 
of how a thing might have indeterminate properties? 

I would say not. In order for this to be a counterexample to my general 
thesis that no object has indeterminate properties, it would have to be the case 
that a person on the borderline between baldness and nonbaldness possesses 
some determinable but lacks every member of an exhaustive set of determinates 
falling under it. What would be the determinates that the person lacks in this 
case? Perhaps "bald" and "nonbald." Then what is the determinable? Perhaps 
"bald or nonbald," if you want to call that a property. But then, I do not know 
how it could be said that the person possesses this third property. Jfwe accept 
that the person is neither bald nor nonbald, then I think it follows that he is not 
"bald or nonbald." Ifwe accept that he is bald or nonbald, then I think it would 
be absurd to go on to deny that he is bald and also deny that he is nonbald. In 
short, vagueness notwithstanding, the assertion that there are indeterminate 
properties is simply a contradiction. 19 

Now, let's say that an object has an indeterminate appearance, if there is 
a determinable property and an exhaustive set of determinates of that determi-
nable, such that the object appears to possess the determinable but there is no 
determinate in that set such that the object appears to possess that determinate. 
Thus, if an object appeared to be colored, but did not appear red, did not appear 
orange, C'lid not appear yellow, and so on, then the would have an 
indeterminate color appearance. 

Notice that having an indeterminate appearance, so defined, is not a species 
of having indeterminate properties, and it is not a logical contradiction for an 
object to have an indeterminate appearance. Compare this case: It is possible 
to believe an object to be colored, without believing it to be red, nor believing 
it to be orange, nor ... etc. If someone tells me that Smith bought a new shirt 
today, I will be of the opinion that the shirt has some color or other, but I may 
not have any opinions as to which color it has; I may thus not believe it to be 
red, not believe it to be orange, and so on. On my view, perceptual experiences 
are representational mental states whose contents are (sometimes) reported in 
sentences of the form "it appears to S that p" Gust as the content of a belief is 
reported in sentences of the form "S believes that p"). Thus, just as there is no 
logical problem in the claim that a certain person believes that x possesses a 
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determinable without believing it to possess any given determinate falling 
under that determinable, nor is there any logical problem in the claim that to a 
certain person x appears to possess a certain determinable without appearing 
to possess any given determinate falling under that determinable. 

Notice, however, that this (alleged) possibility does conflict with the sense 
data theory. The sense data analysis of appearances (leaving aside the views 
discussed in section 1 and at the beginning of section 2) is that there is a special 
object that actually possesses all and only the sensible properties (color, shape, 
smell, etc.) that appear to us to be present during a given episode of perception, 
that we are immediately aware of that object, and that that explains why things 
appear to us the way they do. Thus, if there appears to be a sphere in front of 
me, I am having a sense datum that is actually spherical. Conversely, and 
equally importantly, if there does not appear to be a sphere, then I am not 
having a sense datum that is spherical. Because of this, the existence of 
indeterminate appearances would, on the sense data theory, imply the existence 
of objects with indeterminate properties. And so the sense data theorist cannot 
accept the existence of indeterminate appearances. 

To refute the sense data theory, I will try to convince you that there are 
indeterminate perceptual appearances. I defended this point with respect to 
perceived time and perceived colors in section V1.6, and I suspect that similar 
arguments to the one in that section could be made for any sensible quality. 
Here I will consider two more kinds of indeterminacy in perceptual appear-
ances. 

a. The apparent distances of perceived objects from the observer are to some 
degree indeterminate. In discussing the visual experience of a star as 
compared with that of an airplane, I noted that the two objects do not 
appear to be at significantly different distances. Of course, this would be 
true if both objects appeared to be at the same, determinate distance. But 
I don't think that is the case. Try looking at a star (or the sun, if it's· 
daytime). How far away does it look? If there is a determinate answer to 
this, you should be able to produce it, simply on the basis of attending to 
your visual experience (no scientific knowledge necessary). For my part, 
I find that I cannot. In our earlier discussion of this case, I allowed the 
indirect realist to claim that the star appears only a few thousand feet away. 
But in fact I think this is wrong. What is correct to say is that, on the basis 
of my visual experience, I simply cannot tell how far the star is, other than 
that it's at least "pretty far": I cannot tell whether it is 1000 feet away; or 
1000 miles, or 1000 light-years. This is not simply a matter of the fact that 
I know my eyes cannot discriminate such distances. Rather, even if I 
pretend to completely trust my senses, to take my experiences "at face 
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value," I still form no definite conclusion as to how far the star is. 
As I have indicated, I think the indeterminacy in this case is extreme. 

However, it is worth observing that, in order to make my case, any degree 
of indeterminacy will do. Thus, as long as you agree that your visual 
experience does not represent distances down to the millimeter, so that 
there is no answer to "exactly how many millimeters away does the star 
appear?", you agree that the star's apparent distance is indeterminate. 

b. The apparent shapes of objects are to some degree indeterminate. There is 
a famous example, sometimes used by skeptics to illustrate the unreliability 
of our senses, involving a square tower that, when viewed from a distance, 
appears round. Or perhaps it is a round tower that appears square; I can't 
remember how the example is supposed to go. And that is significant, for 
it does not matter which I say--either way, the example is a realistic one, 
seemingly true to how our experience is. The reason it doesn't matter is 
that from a distance, there is no distinction to be made between "looking 
square" and "looking round." That is, the more accurate thing to say is that, 
whether the tower is in fact round or square, you cannot tell from your 
experience, when viewing it from a distance, which it is. It's not that it 
definitely looks round or definitely looks square. It's that your experience 
is neutral about its cross-sectional shape. (Why would your experience 
represent the tower to be definitely round when it was actually square, or 
vice versa?) 

A similar example involves the viewing of written words. Try looking 
at the middle of a page of printed matter (well, finish reading this 
paragraph before trying the experiment). Now, without moving your eyes, 
attend to the words just a few lines above (our eyes are focused. Try 
reading them. It may take a little practice to avoid directing your eyes 
toward the place you're trying to read, but it can be done. 

If you do this, you will find that you cannot read the words. The 
physical reason for this is that there is a great concentration of cones at the 
center of the retina (the fovea), making your vision at the center of the 
visual field much more acute than your vision even a small distance from 
the center. The phenomenological description of the case, I claim, is that 
the apparent shapes of objects at the center of the visual field are much 
more determinate than the apparent shapes of objects away from the 
center. Nevertheless, it is quite possible that you have never noticed this, 
owing to the fact that you automatically, reflexively direct your eyes 
towards any object on which you are trying to make out details. 

Now, I ask the reader to do a simple further experiment and make an 
introspective judgement. Focus on the center of a page of printed matter, 
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again. Attend to the words a few lines above where you are focused. And 
then, this time, move your eyes up toward those words, bringing them into 
the center of your field of view. When you do this, does it appear that the 
words change shape? 

I claim that the answer is no. You are now able to make the words out 
so the way they appear is not the same as the way they appeared before: 
Still, it does not appear that they changed shape. But if the words had a 
determinate apparent shape in the first case, then that shape either was or 
was not the same as the shape they appeared to have in the second case , 
after you focused on them. If it was the same, then you should have been 
able to read the words just as easily in the first case as in the second. If it 
was not the same, then the words should have appeared to you to change 
shape, for, if an object appears to be one shape at one time and then, a 
moment later, appears to be a shape incompatible with the first shape, then 
it appears to have changed shape. For example, if an object looks 
triangular, and then a second later it looks rectangular, then ipso facto it 
will look as if it has changed shape. 

The fact that it does not appear to you that the words changed shape, 
then, shows that there was no determinate shape they appeared to be in the 
first case; that is the only alternative to the dilemma posed in the preceding 
paragraph .. The correct thing to say about the words that are out of the 
center of your visual field, is not that they appear to be some other shape 
than the shape they really are, but that you simply cannot tell, going on the 
basis of your visual experience, what shape they are. Thus, suppose that 
one of these words you cannot make out is actually the word "content." It 
is not that it definitely appears not to be the word "content"-that isn't why 
you can't read it. After all, your visual experience doesn't lead you to make 
false judgements about what those words are; it just doesn't lead you to 
make definite judgements. It is rather that the word doesn't definitely 
appear to be the word "content" (nor any other given word). It does, 
however, definitely appear that there is some thing there, which perforce 
has some shape. Thus, this case fits our definition of indeterminate 
appearance. 

Now, as I say, this phenomenon is a problem for the theory of sense data. 
For while it is not a logical contradiction for an object to have indeterminate 
appearances (fortunately, since objects do in fact have indeterminate appear-
ances), it would be a logical contradiction for there to be an object with 
indeterminate properties. This consideration provides an argument against any 
theory which holds that (a) sense data are involved in typical cases of 
perception and (b) sense data have precisely the shapes, or the distances, or the 
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colors, etc. that they appear to have-this applies to the positions discussed in 
sections 2, 4,5, and probably 3, of this chapter. Ifsense data actually exist, they 
cannot have indeterminate shapes, or indeterminate locations, etc. 

Notes 

I. This was probably Thomas Reid's main objection to indirect realism. Reid writes: 
"These facts ... give reason to apprehend that Des Cartes' system of the human 
understanding, which I shall beg leave to call the ideal system, and which, with some 
improvements made by later writers, is now generally received, hath some original 
defect; that this scepticism is inlaid in it, and reared along with it; and, therefore, that 
we must lay it open to the foundation, and examine the materials, before we can expect 
to raise any solid and useful fabric of knowledge on this subject" (Inquiry and Essays, 
10-11). 

2. This is an extension from the usual use of "sense data," which usually refers to 
putative mental objects that have the properties (e.g., the colors and shapes) that we 
appear to perceive. In this chapter, I use "sense data" for whatever mental states, 
objects, events, properties, or other kind of mental phenomena we are directly aware of 
in perception, assuming indirect realism is true. If indirect realism is not true, then there 
are no such things as sense data. 

3. As always, I use "things" broadly, to include events, properties, and so on. The 
reason for the "at least sometimes" qualifier is that it may be doubted whether sounds 
or tastes are spatially located, and I do not wish to dispute that issue. 

4. This seems to be one of the views to accommodate which Chisholm introduced 
the terminology of "I am appeared to redly" and the like (Theory of Knowledge, 29-30). 

5. In view of the distinction drawn in section V1.I, one may ask whether 1 mean 
angular sizes and shapes or linear sizes and shapes. The answer is both; anything that 
has angular size/shape must also have linear size/shape, and vice versa. 

p. Thgether with the assumptions, which I take to be antfiyt1', that x appears some 
way to you only if you are aware of x, and that the way x appears to you is determined 
by the content of the mental state by which you are aware of x. 

7. 1 am a dualist; if physicalism is true, then 1 suppose perceptual experiences are 
located in the brain. 

8. See Russell, The Analysis of Matter, 383: "I should say that what the physiologist 
sees when he looks at a brain is part of his own brain, not part of the brain he is 
examining. " 

9. Aristotle held a similar view, with "your sense organs" substituted for "your 
brain"-that is, that perception is to be explained by your sense organs' taking on the 
properties of the perceived objects (De Anima 11.11-12). Kant apparently held that this 
sort of thing would be required in order to perceive real things. See the passage in the 
Prolegomena, section 9 (29) that includes "It is even then incomprehensible how the 
intuition of. a present thing should make me know this thing as it is in itself, as its 
properties cannot migrate into my faculty of representation." 
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10. See J. S. Bell, "Bertlman's Socks and the Nature of Reality." See also the 
remarks about relativity in section VII.5. 

11. This seems to be Frank Jackson's view (Perception, 89, 102-3). 
12. Price defends this view (111-l3, 246-52). So does Russell (The AnalYSis of 

Matter, 252-53), in addition to the one mentioned in note 8. 
l3. See Einstein, 56. 
14. In addition to the problems with Bell's Theorem that I mentioned earlier (note 

10), it will perhaps not be amiss to remark that the empirical evidence for this aspect 
of relativity theory was never particularly overwhelming to begin with. Essentially, it 
rests on an appeal to Ockham's razor, the weakest kind of empirical argument: no 
observable phenomenon appeared to require for its explanation the introduction of a 
privileged frame of reference, it is impossible to identify that frame of reference if it 
exists, and so the physicists thought it would be simpler to deny its existence. 

15. Putnam, 59. 
16. This was a commonly accepted principle in medieval and modem philosophy, 

regarded as intuitively obvious. See for example Descartes, letter to Hyperaspistes, 
Philosophical Writings, vol. 3, 193: "I am not subtle enough to grasp how something 
can be acted upon by something else that is not present." 

17. Letter to Bentley, in Turnbull, 254. 
18. See J. S. Bell again. 
19. A second objection might arise based on the alleged indeterminacy in quantum 

mechanics. This is not the place for an extended discussion of the interpretation of 
quantum mechanics, so I will limit myself to two brief remarks. First, if the Copenhagen 
Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics asserts the existence of objects with indetermi-
nate properties in the sense I have defined, then the Copenhagen Interpretation of 
Quantum Mechanics is indeed self-contradictory. Second, there are alternative 
interpretations that are not self-contradictory, any of which is to be preferred to an 
incoherent theory. 


