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In his book Skepticism and the Veil of Perception, 
Michael Huemer lays out an account of perception 
that supports a version of direct realism. He states 

two main theses: that perception is direct awareness 
of external reality, and that it leads to non-inferential 
knowledge of that reality. The second claim requires 
that the first be adequately defended, which is the goal 
of Chapter IV in particular. In this paper, I intend to 
map out Huemer’s argument and assess its strengths 
and weaknesses; each section explaining a key point 
in his theory. After it has been explained, I will bring 
up objections to certain aspects of the theory as they 
appear in the text, and consider the most promising 
defenses against them. 

Awareness requires an apprehension and a non-
accidental correspondence between apprehen-
sion and object

Huemer’s first task is to clarify his claim regard-
ing direct awareness. He uses the term “aware-
ness” in a technical sense, as the relation be-

tween one who is aware and the object of which he 
is aware. This establishes that one must be aware of 
something – if there is no object present, then there 
cannot be actual awareness. This excludes cases of 
hallucination from awareness. 

Huemer claims that awareness must include 
a state of apprehension. He defines this term as a 
mental state of assertive representation. Not all men-
tal states, he claims, have representational content 
(the example he uses is the sensation of tickling). 
Thoughts, desires, and perceptions, however, do have 
representation content, but represent their objects 
in different ways. Apprehensions are characterized 
by actualized representation, meaning that they rep-
resent their objects as being the case. He calls this 
characteristic the apprehension’s assertiveness. Ap-

prehension, therefore, must represent an object as 
actually existing, as opposed to representing it as a 
possibility or command. 

Huemer also requires that the apprehension of an 
object at least roughly correspond to the nature of the 
object. He calls this “satisfying the content of the rep-
resentation”. By accepting the possibility of some de-
viation, he allows for certain common illusions, such 
as the appearance of a bent stick in the water. The 
correspondence between the awareness of the stick 
and the stick itself is close enough that the viewer can 
correctly identify it and describe it with reasonable 
accuracy. If the stick were perceived as a different ob-
ject, such as a green kitten, there would not be enough 
correspondence between the apprehension and its 
object to consider the relationship awareness.

Huemer also stipulates that the correspondence 
between apprehension and its object cannot be acci-
dental, stating that “the apprehension must have been 
formed in such a way, and under such conditions, as to 
make its correspondence with reality probable”.  For 
instance, if one were to hallucinate a particular scene 
while that scene coincidentally occurs elsewhere, he 
or she cannot be said to be aware of that event. Note 
that this scenario is unsatisfactory even if the corre-
spondence is perfect. This sort of example highlights 
two problems with accidental correspondence: the 
apprehension is not of the true object, and the observ-
er does not have sufficient reasons to believe that it is.

Direct awareness is unmediated

Huemer’s theory hinges on the difference be-
tween direct and indirect awareness. In indi-
rect awareness, he states, one’s awareness is 

of x, but only by means of his awareness of something 
else. When driving a car, for instance, one is aware of 
the amount of gas left in the tank. This awareness is 
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indirect because it is based on the driver’s awareness 
of the indicator needle on the dashboard, which he or 
she expects to reflect the amount of gas in the tank. Di-
rect awareness, by contrast, is unmediated by such a 
secondary awareness. In order to be indirectly aware 
of something, one must first have a direct awareness 
of something else. Indirect awareness is a causal and 
logical relationship – one is led to reach the second 
awareness by a logical connection between it and the 
first. As such, it transmits the authority of the direct 
awareness to the indirect. This requires that direct 
awareness refer reliably to external reality. 
Three Elements of Perception: a Perceptual Expe-
rience, an Object of Perception and a Causal Rela-
tionship

Having laid the foundation for his theory, Huemer 
turns to an analysis of perception. He identifies three 
major components of perception, each structured 
similarly to awareness. First, there is a purely inter-
nal mental state, which he calls the perceptual experi-
ence. Second, there is an object of perception, which 
is external and at least roughly satisfies the content 
of the experience. Third, there is a causal relationship 
between the two. The absence of any of these ele-
ments disqualifies the event in question from being 
perception. 

The perceptual experience differs from percep-
tion as a whole in that it does not necessarily entail an 
external object. Because the experience is internal, it 
is not necessary that it be accompanied by an object. 
This is how Huemer accounts for hallucination. A per-
ceptual experience does occur in hallucination, but 
there is no external object present. The perceptual 
experience still occurs because on an internal level, 
hallucinations are indistinguishable from genuine 
perception. This implies that they share a common 
mental state and that internal experiences should be 
recognized as separate from external objects of per-
ception.

As in awareness, the object of perception must 
meet a standard of resemblance to the content of the 
perceptual experience. This standard allows for some 
discrepancies, but only to a point: when the experi-
ence represents the object as being fundamentally 
different than it is in reality, it can no longer be called 
perception. The content satisfaction criterion is pres-
ent in other representations as well. A painting, for 
example, can diverge from its subject’s appearance to 
a certain extent, but at some point it can no longer be 
considered a painting of that subject. 

Huemer recognizes another sort of perceptual er-
ror that must be explained. It is possible to perceive 
an object in a manner that corresponds to the actual 
nature of the object and still mistake it for something 
other than it is. For instance, one might see a coil of 
rope and mistake it for a snake. To resolve this, Hue-
mer introduces the notion of primary versus second-
ary perception. In secondary perception, the object is 
perceived by virtue of another perception: perceiving 
the coil of rope or the snake involves the same pri-
mary perception, as the same image is seen in both 
cases. The difference lies in the secondary perception, 
in which that same image is taken to be of different 
objects. The coil of rope is therefore seen as a snake. 
This sort of error is only admissible to a point, much 
like the case of illusion in primary perceptions. A mis-
taken secondary perception only arises from a pri-
mary perception that has a reasonable resemblance 
to the secondary perception; a coil of rope does have 
some visual resemblance to a snake. If someone were 
to mistake the coil of rope for a bear, there is a more 
serious error at work.

Finally, there must be a connection between the 
internal experience and the external object. Huemer 
proposes that the object must have caused the per-
ceptual experience if the experience is of the object, 
thereby excluding coincidental correspondence. This 
causal relationship also must be direct; Huemer ex-
cludes what he calls deviant causal chains. If you were 
to have an accurate perceptual experience, but only 
because someone with the appropriate knowledge 
implanted the perception in your mind, it is true in a 
sense that the presence of the object caused the per-
ceptual experience. The causal chain, however, has an 
intermediary link and is not perception.

Three Elements of Perceptual Experience: Senso-
ry Qualia, Representational Content and Forceful-
ness

Huemer proceeds to subdivide the first com-
ponent of perception, perceptual experience, 
into three features. He claims that a percep-

tual experience always has sensory qualia, which are 
defined as “what it is like” to have the experience. It 
also must have representational content, and that 
content must have forcefulness – the characteristic of 
seeming present and real. These components are no-
tably similar to those of awareness.

According to Huemer, all experiences are accom-
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panied by qualia; sensory qualia are those that corre-
spond to perceptual experiences, as opposed to emo-
tional or imaginative experiences. Qualia exist over 
and above representational contents, and are ineffa-
ble in that they cannot be explained to someone who 
has never had a comparable experience. Someone 
who was born deaf, for example, cannot understand 
what it is like to hear. This ineffability is not mystical 

or metaphysical, nor does it apply to common experi-
ences and normal perceivers – two people with un-
impaired hearing can describe sounds to each other 
effectively. 

On Huemer’s theory, perceptual experiences also 
involve representational content. He explains that 
“things appearing to be a certain way is not some fur-
ther consequence of your experience; things appear 
a certain way by virtue of your having the perceptual 
experience itself”. This assertion challenges theories 
of perception that ascribe appearances to an act of 
interpretation that takes place after the perceptual 
experience. For Huemer, representational content is 
an essential part of the experience. Consider the bent 
stick illusion: the stick is not interpreted as being bent. 
On the contrary, the experience represents it as being 
bent and the viewer interprets this appearance as an 
illusion. If interpretation determined the object’s ap-
pearance, the illusion would only occur if the perceiv-
er believes the stick is bent. But no normal perceiver 
would argue that the stick is bent, despite the fact that 
it appears to be so. The temptation to say the stick is 
bent is based on how the stick looks. Hence, this ap-
pearance must be an integral part of perceptual expe-
rience and independent from interpretation. 

Representational content is crucial to learn-
ing because it represents the object of perception as 
something that actually exists. This evokes Huemer’s 
description of assertiveness – a perceptual experi-
ence represents its content as actualized, or as being 
the case. It follows is that representational content 

is propositional. A perceptual experience expresses 
the proposition “it is true that object X is before me,” 
which is a precondition for reaching conclusions re-
garding that object. This proposition leans on another, 
namely that “it is true that my perceptual experience 
portrays the external world with satisfactory accu-
racy.”

Huemer is careful to point out, however, that 
propositional content does 
not necessarily imply con-
ceptual content. Conceptual 
content, unlike representa-
tional content, is not an in-
trinsic property of an expe-
rience. A perception is the 
same whether the perceiver 
has concepts for all the ob-
jects, for only some of them, 
or for none at all. In fact, we 
cannot have enough con-

cepts to address the nuance and variability of experi-
ence. For example, the concept “red” is insufficient to 
differentiate between the many shades of red that we 
perceive as being distinct. The use of demonstratives 
can address them because it has a pointing function, 
saying “I see it is that, or thus and so.”  This pointing 
does have propositional content, i.e. “it is true that I 
am perceiving that object, which is that way,” but the 
perceiver does not have concepts for “that object” or 
“that way.”

By rejecting the necessity of conceptual content, 
Huemer is not rejecting the possibility of conceptual 
content. He agrees that conceptual content exists and 
is capable of affecting perceptual experience. His point 
is that perceptual experiences can occur without con-
ceptual content, implying that conceptual content is 
not an intrinsic or essential component of perception. 
He refers here to Wittgenstein’s ambiguous “duck-
rabbit”. He admits that if one has the concepts of duck 
and of rabbit, the picture has the conceptual content 
of both duck and rabbit. If one only has the concept 
of duck, however, the picture will not have the con-
ceptual content of rabbit. If the viewer does not have 
either concept, the picture has no conceptual content, 
but the viewer still has a perceptual experience. Per-
ceptual experience can be altered by the inclusion of 
concepts, but it does not have to be conceptualized 
and does not depend on conceptual content.

The propositional, assertive nature of perceptual 
experience leads Huemer to his discussion of forceful-
ness. He begins by asking how imagining and perceiv-

“...we have knowledge via 
perception, which is not 

the same as saying that all 
perceptual experiences 
constitute knowledge.”
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ing differ. The two can have the same content – if one 
imagines a duck or sees one, the content is a duck in 
both cases. One possible difference is that a percep-
tual experience has more detail and precision than an 
imaginative one, but this difference can be overcome 
by focus and training, or by a photographic memory. 
Detail, therefore, cannot be the fundamental distin-
guishing factor between the two. No one confuses 
imagining with perceiving, because the latter rep-
resents its content as being actualized, whereas the 
former does not. Huemer calls this difference force-
fulness. This should not be confused with Hume’s 
concept of vivacity, which is more like the difference 
in detail that Huemer considers and discards. Hume’s 
vivacity is merely a question of faintness or vividness, 
while Huemer’s forcefulness contains an element of 
being present. 

Why This Is Direct Realism
	

One could support the majority of Huemer’s 
claims and still be a proponent of indirect real-
ism by arguing that perception makes us aware 

of mental states that become knowledge by a second-
ary, non-perceptual process. Huemer, however, insists 
that we are directly aware of more than just mental 
states and that his theory of perception satisfies his 
definition of direct awareness. As he explained earlier, 
awareness consists of an apprehension, or assertive 
mental representation. His description of perceptual 
experiences accords with the definition of apprehen-
sion: perceptual experiences have forcefulness (mak-
ing them assertive), qualia (making them mental) and 
representational content.

Huemer’s theory fits the definition of direct 
awareness by stipulating a causal connection between 
the perceptual experience and the object of percep-
tion. Saying that awareness must be of something is 
equivalent to saying that it must be caused by its ob-
ject. Therefore, asking what a perception is awareness 
of is also asking what causes the perceptual experi-
ence. Huemer maintains that only physical facts can 
satisfy the contents of perception and therefore must 
be their source. It makes no sense to say that men-
tal states cause perceptual experiences because the 
contents of perceptual experiences are not present in 
mental states; mental states do not have the proper-
ties, such as shape, color and texture, which form the 
contents of perceptual experiences. He rejects brain 
states for the same reason; normal perceivers do not 

have the perceptual experience of synapses firing. 
Perceptual experience cannot be caused by mental 
or brain states because they do not bear resemblance 
to its contents. The visual (or auditory, olfactory, etc.) 
experience is first and foremost of the object one is 
experiencing.

Based on these arguments, Huemer concludes 
that perceptual experiences are directly caused by 
physical objects that have the attributes that the expe-
rience represents them as having. According to Hue-
mer, it follows that “In the primary sense of ‘aware’…
we are directly aware of the fact that there are objects 
with those colors and shapes”. That is, because our 
perceptual experiences are direct, the knowledge we 
gain from them is also direct. He attributes the oppos-
ing argument, which holds that knowledge of exter-
nal objects is indirect because it is based on percep-
tual experiences, to a confusion between the object of 
awareness and the vehicle of awareness. This is clari-
fied by the following analogy: one must use an axe to 
chop wood. He is not, however, chopping the axe, but 
is chopping the wood by using the axe – the wood is 
the object of the chopping and the axe is the vehicle, 
or means, of the chopping. Applying this to percep-
tion, the perceptual experience is the metaphorical 
axe that “chops” external objects. We cannot perceive 
an object without having a perceptual experience that 
represents it to us, but that experience is only a tool. 
The awareness is directly of the objects by means of 
perception, just as wood is chopped by the man using 
the axe. 

To put it another way, we do not perceive our 
perceptual experiences. If awareness were based on 
perceptual experience, we would have awareness of 
external objects by perceiving experiences, but this 
is not the case. We perceive external objects by hav-
ing perceptual experiences, not by perceiving percep-
tual experiences. The same goes for awareness: our 
awareness does not arise from being aware of an ap-
prehension, but simply by having an apprehension. 
Perceiving perceptual experience or being aware of 
apprehensions requires a second order act in which 
one turns his attention to processes that occur wheth-
er or not he reflects on them. This is an extra step, re-
quiring introspection and deliberate effort, not a con-
stitutive element of perception. 
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Objection 1: How to Recognize Knowledge

Huemer fails to account for a practical problem 
in his theory. He admits that one must be ca-
pable of handling certain mishaps that tend 

to befall perception from time to time, but does not 
make any conclusive statements about how this is 
to be done. Hallucination and correctness by coinci-
dence are problems that he needs to address more 
thoroughly. 

His definition of awareness stipulates that it is a 
relationship and therefore must be of something. This 
condition excludes hallucination from awareness be-
cause one cannot have a relationship with something 
that does not exist. There is an obvious external dif-
ference between awareness and hallucination that 
makes them fundamentally distinct, but this does not 
suit Huemer’s project. Since he is describing aware-
ness phenomenologically, from the inside, he must 
account for how the perceiver himself understands 
his mental states. It makes sense to say that one can-
not have a relation with a nonexistent object, but if he 
feels like he is in a state of awareness and cannot dif-
ferentiate between his hallucination and a real object, 
it is unclear how the distinction is salient. 

Huemer does admit that there is some irregular-
ity in perception. His position is that we have knowl-
edge via perception, which is not the same as saying 
that all perceptual experiences constitute knowledge. 
Even so, the fact that we cannot tell the difference be-
tween awareness and hallucination is problematic be-
cause it impedes knowing which experiences lead to 
knowledge. Huemer could argue that one is inclined 
to judge that an experience is hallucinatory when it 
does not accord with his expectations of reality, cor-
recting for errors in perception after the fact, but this 
raises two problems. First, it is only a plausible solu-
tion if the hallucination is recognizably outlandish 
and depicts an “object” whose existence is improb-
able enough to make the hallucinator disregard his 
perceptual experience – remember that the mental 
state is the same in both perception and hallucination, 
the only difference being the presence or absence of 
the object. It is not implausible that one could have 
a mundane hallucination of an unsurprising object, 
or even an existing object that he had accurately per-
ceived before. There would be no cause for suspicion 
and he would accept the hallucination as awareness. 
Second, inserting an act of judgment in the case of hal-
lucination would leave Huemer open to the objection 
that such an act of judgment takes place in other cases 

as well. The mental state involved in hallucination is 
the same as that involved in perception – if hallucina-
tion is subject to review over and above the experi-
ence itself, normal perception must be subject to the 
same process of judgment. The inclusion of judgment 
in this context begins to stray dangerously close to in-
direct realism, which Huemer wants to avoid.

Similar arguments can be made regarding Hue-
mer’s demand for a direct causal connection between 
apprehension or perceptual experience and the ob-
ject represented. The distinction he makes between 
an acceptable connection and an accidental or deviant 
one is once again external rather than internal. One 
example he uses of accidental correctness is that of 
calling a friend. *After the phone rings multiple times, 
one may conclude that the friend is not home. How-
ever, one could unknowingly have dialed the wrong 
number and not actually tested whether the friend 
was home or not. The conclusion may still be correct 
by coincidence and, by asking the friend whether he 
was home at the time, he can come to know that his 
conclusion was correct, and yet this does not qualify 
as awareness. The reasons why it cannot be aware-
ness are clear to the third party reading the example, 
but the person in the example has no access to those 
reasons. There is no way for him to verify the relation-
ship between his experience and his apparent knowl-
edge. 

A deviant causal chain presents the same prob-
lem. In Huemer’s example, someone has a perceptual 
experience of a cup. A scientist has implanted an exact 
copy of the perceptual experience caused by the cup in 
the would-be observer’s brain, with the result that the 
experience does correspond with the object it repre-
sents. The cup caused a perceptual experience in that 
it caused the scientist to implant that specific experi-
ence, but the subject cannot be said to have perceived 
the cup because the causal connection is too far re-
moved. The reader has no trouble understanding why 
this is not perception, but the deceived character in 
the example cannot reach the same understanding. In 
light of these examples, causal connection seems like 
a dubious criterion. If one cannot distinguish between 
the causal chain of a genuine apprehension and that 
of an “apprehension” based on coincidence or decep-
tion, then one cannot use causal connection as a stan-
dard for accepting or rejecting his own experiences. 
It seems that Huemer owes us a better solution to the 
internal problems of recognizing knowledge.
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Objection 2: Where to Draw the Lines

Huemer is satisfied with some ambiguities that 
should make the reader wary. By making pro-
visions for rough correspondence between a 

perceptual experience and its object but disqualify-
ing those that do not correspond enough, he commits 
himself to a spectrum that covers the entire range be-
tween exact resemblance and complete disjunction. At 
some point in this spectrum, experience ceases to be 
perception and becomes hallucination. Most readers 
would ask Huemer to indicate where this point lies. It 
is easy to make an absurd example that highlights the 
difference between the extremes – compare seeing a 
stick in water that appears bent and seeing a stick in 
the water that appears to be a green kitten. The closer 
we come to the middle of the spectrum, however, the 
more difficult it is to distinguish – compare seeing a 
stick in water that appears bent and seeing a stick in 
water that appears slightly more bent than the optical 
phenomenon accounts for. How much more bent can 
the stick appear before one is no longer perceiving the 
stick?  

Huemer might respond that the spectrum is am-
biguous by nature and that distinctions must address 
the case at hand and its context. This may be true, 
but there must be some general standard in place by 
which to make the distinctions in each case. Even if it 
highlights a vague section of the spectrum as the area 
in which experience begins to lose legitimacy, there 
should be some kind of criterion. Saying that accept-
able cases “roughly satisfy” the representation and 
unacceptable ones “diverge radically” tells us very 
little about what qualifies and what does not. Despite 
the intrinsic fuzziness of the correspondence condi-
tion, Huemer could stand to do a better job of defining 
the spectrum and identifying the boundaries of per-
ception.

He falls prey to the same pitfall in describing the 
deviant causal chain. He states that the causal con-
nection between perceptual experience and its object 
must be close enough that the object directly causes 
the experience, but “directly” does not specify what 
qualifies. I had to suppress laughter upon reading the 
sentence, “I shan’t enter into the question of how ex-
actly one might define ‘deviant causal chain’….” Hue-
mer identifies direct causal connection as an essential 
component of perception, in whose absence percep-
tion cannot occur at all. A deviant causal chain pre-
cludes direct causal connection, meaning that the ex-
perience in question is not perception. Seeing as this is 

central to his theory, how can Huemer justify glossing 
over what a deviant causal chain is? He is obligated 
to specify what is deviant and what is direct – saying 
that the deviant chain is “convoluted and abnormal” 
replaces “deviant” with synonyms and does nothing 
to pin down what it means. 

This problem could also be addressed by appeal-
ing to case-by-case decisions. For the most part, what 
Huemer means by a deviant causal chain is under-
stood despite the absence of a precise definition. The 
objection incites a sort of Wittgensteinian reply, as in 
“you know what I mean, this is perfectly clear to you 
when the case arises.”  This solution works better here 
than it would for the previous objection. The resem-
blance condition must allow for a range of illusions 
and imprecisions, whereas the causal connection is a 
stricter requirement. The presence of virtually any in-
termediate cause between the experience and its ob-
ject is sufficient to disqualify the causal chain, which 
makes it much easier to consider a case and decide 
that the relationship is not direct.

Objection 3: Unnecessary Components of Percep-
tual Experience 

	

Huemer’s analysis of perceptual experience 
does a good job of analyzing the various fea-
tures that are present, but his insistence that 

they are separate entities may be misled. He claims 
that sensory qualia, representational content and 
forcefulness are all different components of a per-
ceptual experience. Upon consideration, however, it 
seems that they are inextricably linked and cannot 
be disjoined. Rather than split up perceptual experi-
ence into three elements, it would be more accurate to 
speak of it as a single entity with features that account 
for its particular nature. Forcefulness, for instance, 
can be considered an element of representational 
content, as it is essential to and inseparable from per-
ceptual experience. Without forcefulness, the experi-
ence is no longer a perceptual one: it is an imagina-
tion or a memory. This is because forcefulness is a 
feature of how the object of perception is represented 
to the perceiver, namely as being present. But Huemer 
had posited assertiveness long before he introduced 
forcefulness. Assertiveness is an essential aspect of 
representational content and lends immediacy to ex-
perience; seeing as assertiveness does the same work 
as forcefulness, there is no reason to tack forcefulness 
onto the end of the theory.
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Sensory qualia are the most dubious of the com-
ponents Huemer identifies. He begins his discussion 
with the disclaimer that their ineffability is not mys-
terious and must not be mistaken for “a resort to ob-
scurantism and mysticism”. This is not, however, the 
strongest objection against qualia. Even having ac-
cepted their ineffability as a characteristic of experi-
ence, the existence of qualia still seems superfluous. 
Because perceptual experiences are internal, as Hue-
mer states, qualia could just as easily be an intrinsic 
characteristic of perceptual experiences without be-
ing a separate class of mental entities. 

Huemer’s point is that the representational con-
tent and the object that satisfies it are the same, but 
because there is some difference between the object 
and the experience, some “what it is like” to experi-
ence the object, qualia must exist. The function he 
attributes to qualia, however, can easily be included 
in the notion of representational content. Representa-
tional content represents an object as being a certain 
way to the perceiver. This is an aspect of his internal 
mental state and as such has the same ineffability as 
qualia; it represents the object as being “this way.” As 
it represents the object to the perceiver, the perceiver 
experiences the representational content. How is this 
different from qualia, “what it is like” to perceive an 
object?  The distinction implies that representational 
content is a component of perceptual experience that 
is not experienced in any particular way, which is ab-
surd – “what it is like” for one to have a perceptual ex-
perience is what it is like to have its object represented 
to him. How else could representational content pos-
sibly function? There is no way that content could be 
represented to the perceiver except by his experienc-
ing it, nor is there anything outside of his experience 
that he is aware of when he perceives something. The 
nature of representational content thus neutralizes 
the need for qualia to explain experience. 

Huemer’s explanation of the difference between 
red and red* (the quale) is based on a confusion. He 
states that “…red* is a property of experience, where-
as red … is a property of physical objects”. It is correct 
to separate these as properties of two different types, 
but the way in which he speaks of them is mislead-
ing. Red as a property of physical objects is not a color, 
but rather the tendency to reflect certain wavelengths 
of light. Color, on the other hand, is an experienced 
property. It would be more logical for red* to refer to 
the physical property of reflecting light and for red to 
indicate the color that is experienced. From this per-
spective, it is unnecessary to posit the existence of 

qualia because we no longer have the sense that the 
color we experience is something strange and illegiti-
mate that must be explained away.

Upon asking whether there is any reason for qua-
lia to exist or if they serve any purpose, Huemer exhib-
its more unintentional humor by responding “I do not 
know the answer to this”, yet still insisting that they 
must exist. He offers two potential answers, neither 
of which is very convincing. First, he claims that the 
information obtained through perceptual experiences 
could not be represented without qualia. The very fact 
that he uses the word “represented” betrays his ar-
gument. He asks how we could perceive red without 
qualia and swiftly concludes that it is impossible, but 
it is perfectly plausible that we perceive red by way 
of representational content, which represents the ob-
ject as being red, and therefore have no reason to posit 
qualia. Second, he asserts that qualia serve a conative 
function, expressing the pain or pleasure of an experi-
ence. There is no obvious reason why representation-
al content should not perform this function as well, 
representing a warm experience as pleasant or a red 
experience as striking. He argues that qualia “simulta-
neously give us information about the world and give 
us emotional reactions or desires. Those two func-
tions are integrated into the same experience, rather 
than being functions of two separate states or events”. 
It is the purpose of representational content to give 
us information about the world; if the two functions 
are integrated, it makes more sense to simply assign 
them to representational content and discard qualia 
as redundant. 

Objection 4: Sense Data and Representationalism

When he explains how his theory is a form 
of direct realism, Huemer makes a danger-
ous statement: “We might also be said to 

be aware (directly and primarily) of the colors and 
shapes of the (facing surfaces of) physical objects 
around us, since that could also be described as what 
satisfies the content of a state representing there to 
be objects of those colors and shapes”. Although he 
describes this view as if it were only a trivial variation 
of his previous claim, it opens the door to a host of op-
posing theories that he wants to avoid. In particular, 
it allows for the possibility of a sense datum theory, 
which in turn implies representationalism.

He ends this section by saying “We must therefore 
conclude that direct realism is true”. This conclusion 
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follows from his original claim that we are directly 
aware of the existence of objects, but it does not fol-
low from the sense datum theory he implies in his 
second claim. According to the latter theory, we are 
directly aware of sense data, not objects. In order to 
have awareness of objects, one must undergo a non-
perceptual process of judgment, forming a theory that 
infers the existence of objects from the sense data. 
Therefore, sense data do “satisfy the content of a state 
representing there to be objects”, but they do not do so 
directly because the state is based on the sense data. 
By admitting the plausibility of this view, Huemer is in 
danger of committing himself to indirect realism.

The axe and wood analogy Huemer provides is 
clever and useful, but it does not grant him immu-
nity from sense datum theory either. He intends the 
physical objects to be the “wood” and perceptual ex-
perience the “axe”, but the analogy works equally well 
if we replace “physical objects” with “sense data.”  
The argument would go as follows: We use percep-
tual experience as a tool that enables us to perceive 
sense data directly. As a consequence, we are aware of 
physical objects only indirectly. Huemer could object 
that sense data are also vehicles of perception, but his 
analogy betrays him again. If perceptual experience 
is the vehicle of perception, sense data must be the 
objects of perception. Once the sense data have been 
perceived, the analogy repeats: sense data become the 
vehicle by which we become aware of physical objects. 
At this point, however, awareness has already become 
indirect. In order to use them as means, one must 
first obtain the sense data as objects. When used as 
means, they are not vehicles of perception but rather 
of judgment – all the necessary perception has already 
occurred. Physical facts, in turn, become the objects 
of judgment and are thus distanced from the direct 
relationship with perception that Huemer wants to 
maintain. 

Conclusion

For the most part, Huemer’s theory is plausible 
and supports his theses. Objections one through 
three do have some validity but are not strong 

enough to falsify his system in general. Some can be 
defended against, while others can be reconciled to his 
account with only minor revisions. Of the first three, 

objection three is the most radical, but Huemer could 
address it easily. Neither the existence of qualia nor 
the independence of forcefulness is so central to his 
argument that his theory would be irreparably dam-
aged by removing them, and all the phenomena they 
explain could be preserved in the updated account. 

Objection four, if correct, deals a heavy blow to 
Huemer’s original theses. Sense datum theory would 
rewrite his first thesis to say that perception is direct 
awareness of sense data. The second thesis would 
then have to be revised to say that we have indirect, 
inferential knowledge of the external world as a result 
of the sense data gathered by perception. Although 
Huemer only becomes explicitly vulnerable to sense 
datum theory at the end of the chapter, the rest of his 
account would not need extensive alteration to ac-
commodate sense data. 

If we replace his references to physical objects 
with references to sense data, we arrive at the fol-
lowing theory: perception consists of an internal 
mental state, an object that produces sense data in 
the perceiver, and a causal relationship between the 
mental state and the sense data. The internal mental 
state consists of the experiences of perceiving sense 
data (whether or not these are called qualia), whose 
contents represent patches of color as immediately 
present (whether or not this is called forcefulness). 
Therefore, perception is direct awareness of sense 
data, which leads to indirect knowledge of the exter-
nal world by a process of judgment. 

This is by far the greatest threat to Huemer’s proj-
ect – it challenges his central theses without contra-
dicting the majority of his theory, making it difficult 
for him to argue against. One defense Huemer could 
mount is that we are not aware of any process of judg-
ment between perception and awareness. If sense 
data require judgment to be seen as objects, why do 
we see objects in the world without having to reflect 
on them first?  The task of filling the breaches in this 
theory, however, lies with Huemer himself.
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