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Abstract
The problem of dream skepticism – i.e., the problem of what can justify one’s belief 
that they are not dreaming – is one of the most famous problems in philosophy. I 
propose a way of responding to the problem which is available if one subscribes to 
the theory that the sensory experiences that we have in dreams consist of images 
(as opposed to false percepts). The response exploits a particular feature of imagi-
nation, viz., that it is not possible to simultaneously have two separate imagistic 
experiences in the same modality.

1 Introduction

The problem of dream skepticism is one of the most famous problems in philosophy. 
It can be put simply: What can justify one’s belief at any particular point in time that 
they are awake and not dreaming? The problem is closely associated with Descartes’s 
(1641/2006) First Meditation but it has been discussed throughout the history of phi-
losophy and it continues to receive attention.

The problem can be understood as asking how we can be justified in believing that 
we are awake at a particular point in time, given that we know that we are sometimes 
awake and sometimes asleep and dreaming. It can also be understood as asking how 
we can be justified in believing that we are not always dreaming and never awake 
(García, 2010). On this second understanding, the problem is a version of external 
world skepticism, similar to the problem raised by Descartes’s evil demon scenario 
or Harman’s, (1973) brain in a vat case: How can you be justified in believing that 
you are not always deceived about the nature of your experience? We can think of the 
first version as a kind of contained skepticism and the second as uncontained. I am 
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concerned with the problem understood the first way. When I use the term, ‘dream 
skepticism’, it is this version that I am referring to.1

My purpose in this paper is to propose a response to dream skepticism which 
is available if one subscribes to a particular theory about the nature of the sensory 
experiences that we have during dreams, viz., that they are imagistic experiences 
and not false perceptual experiences of the kind that people have during hallucina-
tions. I will begin by introducing this theory and reviewing some arguments for it. 
Next, I will outline a particular limitation on our capacity for imagination: that it is 
not possible to simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in the same 
modality. McGinn (2004) and Hopkins (2018) have mentioned this point; I will try 
to elaborate on it. I will then show how someone who holds that the sensory experi-
ences in dreams are imagistic can exploit this observation to meet the challenge of 
dream skepticism. Finally, I will explain what I take to be the particular usefulness 
of the proposed strategy for responding to dream skepticism and consider its merits 
vis-à-vis two particularly prominent responses to the problem, namely, those offered 
by Descartes and by Sosa (2005, 2007, 2010).

I should note that McGinn also makes the observation that it is not possible to 
simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality in a 
discussion about dreams and, specifically, in arguing that the sensory experiences 
in dreams are imagistic. Accordingly, this paper is in large measure a development 
of his ideas and an explanation of their value in meeting the challenge of dream 
skepticism.

2 Sensory Experience in Dreams

We can ask many questions about dreams. For one thing, do we actually form and 
hold beliefs during dreams or do we just imagine that certain propositions are true? If 
it seems that you are being pursued by a murderer in a dream, do you actually believe 
that you are being pursued by a murderer? Or do you just imagine that it is true that 
you are being pursued by a murderer? For another thing, do dreams have some func-
tion or functions? Or are they just byproducts of other processes? For yet another, 
what is the nature of the sensory experiences that we have in dreams? In what fol-
lows, I am concerned only with this last question about the nature of the sensory 
experiences in dreams. This is what is relevant to the response to dream skepticism 
that I will suggest.

There are two leading theories about the nature of the sensory experiences in 
dreams. The first, which Ichikawa (2009) has called the ‘orthodox’ theory (see also 
Windt, 2015), is that they are hallucinatory. Hallucinations are false perceptual expe-
riences: experiences which are ‘subjectively indistinguishable from genuine percep-
tion but where there is no mind-independent object being perceived’ (Windt, 2017, 
citing Crane (2011) and Macpherson (2013); also Windt (2015)). This may also seem 

1  Where Descartes discusses dream skepticism, he is also concerned with the first version of the problem 
(i.e., contained skepticism). The evil demon scenario, by contrast, is an example of the second (i.e., 
uncontained skepticism).
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like an apt description of dreams. As Revonsuo (2006) describes the phenomenol-
ogy of dreaming, ‘there is nothing in the experience itself, in the actual qualitative 
character of the experience, that necessarily distinguishes the dream experience from 
a corresponding perceptual experience in the waking state’ (p. 82). The simple point 
that a subject cannot typically identify their dream experiences as dream experiences 
rather than waking experiences – at least while they are dreaming – is the central 
motivation for the view that dreaming is a kind of hallucinating.2

The second theory about the nature of the sensory experiences in dreams is that 
they are imagistic. The question of how imagistic experiences differ from perceptual 
experiences, including false perceptual experiences, is a significant issue in the phi-
losophy of perception, which I will not explore. What can be said is that this second 
theory about the nature of sensory experiences in dreams holds that these experiences 
are of the same kind as those which we have when we sensorily imagine during 
wakefulness. Dreaming of a unicorn, for example, involves the same kind of sensory 
experience as imagining a unicorn – whatever the latter kind of sensory experience 
is. Beyond this, I will just assume that everyone has some working notion of the dif-
ference between imagistic experiences and false perceptual experiences.

The view that we merely imagine that certain things are true during dreams (and 
do not actually believe them) and the view that the sensory experiences that we 
have during dreams are imagistic do not imply one another (Ichikawa, 2009, 2016). 
McGinn, (2004) explicitly holds the view that the sensory experiences in dreams are 
imagistic but that we form beliefs about what is taking place in a dream in the same 
way that we form beliefs about what is taking place in a work of fiction. It appears 
that no one has argued for the position that we only imagine that things are true dur-
ing dreams even though they involve false perceptual experiences, but such a view 
is conceivable.

Given this point, a note about terminology is necessary. As mentioned above, my 
concern is with the nature of the sensory experiences involved in dreams. Accord-
ingly, I am from here on going to refer to the ‘images theory’ and the ‘false per-
cepts theory’ rather than the ‘imagination theory’ and the ‘hallucination theory’. This 
is because, as will be apparent, there are two different kinds of imagination which 
might be involved in dreaming: sensory imagination (which consists in mental imag-
ery) and propositional imagination (which consists in imagining that a proposition is 
true). Only the first kind is relevant to the present discussion, because the solution to 
dream skepticism which I will offer depends only on the view that the sensory experi-
ences in dreams are imagistic and not on any claim that dreaming involves proposi-
tional imagining. Referring to the ‘images theory’ and the ‘false percepts theory’ will 
hopefully avoid confusion.

Although the false percepts theory has been called ‘orthodox’ (Ichikawa, 2009), 
the images theory has had many proponents. Historical adherents include Aristotle 
(1907, Book III, Chap. 3; see also Shields 2020) and Hobbes (1641/2006, Part 1, 
Chapter II). There is at least some weak evidence that Freud might have inclined 
toward the view. Although his interest in dreams was not in their ontology, he consis-
tently uses the terms, ‘dream image’ (Traumbild) and ‘dream imagination’ (Traum-

2  I follow Windt’s (2021) summary in setting this out, though omitting a great deal of historical detail.
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vorstellung) (Freud, 1900).3 A prominent proponent in the twentieth century was 
Sartre (1940/2004). The theory is also increasing in popularity at present: contem-
porary advocates include Walton (1990), O’Shaughnessy (2002), McGinn (2004), 
Ichikawa (2009), Soteriou (2013, 2020), Thompson (2014), and Bernecker (forth-
coming). Whiteley (2020) has also recently explored the theory at length, though 
without explicitly endorsing it; see also Crowther (2018). Given this recent increase 
in support for the images theory, it is not clear that the false percepts view can any 
longer be called the ‘orthodox theory’, even if that was still the case recently.4

What reasons are there to prefer the images theory to the false percepts theory? 
First, the central argument for the false percepts theory is weak. The fact that we can-
not distinguish the sensory experiences in dreams from perceptual experiences while 
we are dreaming does not imply – or even strongly suggest – that the experiences 
are of the same kind. We are less astute in many respects while we are dreaming. 
And, strikingly, it is not the case that the sensory experiences which we have during 
dreams seem just like perceptual experiences when we think about them at a later 
point; usually, they are easily distinguished. This would not be the case if the experi-
ences were so similar.

What about positive arguments for the images theory? McGinn (2004), Ichikawa 
(2009, 2016), and Thompson (2014) offer several such arguments; I will review three 
in the remainder of this section and mention another in the following section.

First, as McGinn (2004) observes, dreams tend not to affect us in some ways that 
perceptual experiences do. If you actually hear your phone ringing while you are 
asleep, you will typically wake up. If you have a dream in which your phone rings, 
you will typically not wake up. But supposing dreams are hallucinations, differing 
from genuine perception only in that they are not veridical, having a dream in which 
your phone rings should cause you to wake: to you, the subject, it is as if you are 
actually hearing your phone ring. If dreaming is imagining, however, then there is 
no reason to expect that having a dream in which your phone rings will cause you to 
wake (example from Ichikawa, (2009)). Compare: You can imagine a sonic boom, 
but it will not cause you to cover your ears.

Another argument McGinn (2004) offers emphasizes the fact that we can often 
know which people or objects feature in a dream, even if the sensory experience in 
the dream is inadequate to identify them. I can know that it is Joe Biden who appears 
in my dream, even if I have only a fleeting and obscured view of him in the dream or 
even if his appearance in the dream differs from his appearance in reality. The same 
is true of imagining. I can know that I am imagining Joe Biden, even if I imagine 
having only a fleeting and obscured view of him or even if I imagine him appearing 
differently from how he appears in reality. It is different with perceptual experiences. 
If I had a corresponding perceptual experience, I might be very unsure whether it was 

3  How much can be inferred from Freud’s terminology is open to debate, so this is somewhat speculative. 
I am grateful to Carleton B. Christensen, Jonathan Lear, Ana-Silvia Munte, Anna-Lisa Sander, and Jen-
nifer Windt for correspondence on this point (though this should certainly not be read as implying that 
my speculation is shared by all).

4  One can also find support for the images theory among some psychologists, e.g., Domhoff (2020).
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Joe Biden I had seen or had seemed to see. In this respect too, dreaming seems to be 
like imagining rather than hallucinating.

Third, Ichikawa (2009, 2016) invokes empirical evidence in support of the images 
theory. He refers in particular to the work of David Foulkes and Mark Solms. Foulkes 
found that ‘performance in waking imagery tests is a good predictor of dream devel-
opment in children’ (Ichikawa, 2009, p. 109, referring to Foulkes 1999). Solms has 
found evidence that the neurology of dreaming is most compatible with the images 
theory. For example, it appears that traumatic brain injuries which interfere with the 
production of imagery also result in the discontinuance of dreaming (Solms, 1997; 
Ichikawa (2009) also discusses related findings from Solms and Turnbull (2002)). 
Findings such as these would be difficult to explain on the false percepts theory, but 
they are unremarkable on the images theory.5

It should be noted that, although the false percepts theory and the images theory 
are dominant, they do not cover the field. Rosen (2012, 2018) has argued for a plu-
ralist account, on which some of the sensory experiences in dreams involve false 
percepts; others involve images; and others involve features of both. It might also be 
that dreams ‘are sui generis, combining aspects associated with wake states such as 
hallucinating, imagining, or perceiving in a novel manner without mimicking them 
completely’ (Windt, 2021). But I will not try to settle this issue. My primary purpose 
is to present a response to dream skepticism which is available if one subscribes to 
the images theory. The next step in doing this is to observe a particular respect in 
which our capacity for sensory imagination is limited.

3 One Imagistic Experience at a Time

The relevant limitation, previously highlighted by McGinn (2004) and Hopkins 
(2018), is best introduced with an example. First, notice that it is possible to have 
a perceptual experience and an imagistic experience in the same sensory modality 
simultaneously. Suppose you are in your office seeing your immediate surroundings 
– laptop and desk in the foreground, a window behind them, a bookcase in the periph-
ery. In this situation, you can also visually imagine a pastoral scene and thereby have 
a separate, visual-imagistic experience in addition to your visual perceptual experi-
ence. While imagining the pastoral scene, you do not stop perceiving your office and 
what is within it. Now notice that, by contrast, it is not possible to simultaneously 
have two entirely separate imagistic experiences in the same modality. Suppose you 
are imagining what you were perceiving in the first scenario – laptop, desk, window, 
bookcase. In this situation, you cannot also separately visually imagine the pastoral 
scene. You might imagine one scene above the other, like two different panels in a 
comic strip.6 Or you might form a visual image of one scene superimposed on the 
other. But you cannot simultaneously have two completely separate, encapsulated 

5  For criticism of these arguments, see Rosen (2012, 2019). See also Whiteley (2020) on Ichikawa’s 
interpretation of Solms’s work.

6  Thanks to Julia Langnau for this example.
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episodes of sensory imagination in the same modality any more than you can simul-
taneously have two completely separate perceptual experiences in the same modality.

Nothing turns on the point that, in this example, it is whole scenes that you are 
asked to try to imagine. Hopkins actually illustrates the limitation on our capacity for 
imagining with an example that does not have this feature. He writes: ‘[O]ne can-
not simultaneously undertake distinct imaginings … within a given sensory mode. 
If I visualize a dog, I can simultaneously visualize a cat only by picturing the two 
in the same space – I cannot visualize the former and separately visualize the latter’ 
(2018, p. 52). Whether it is only a single object or a whole scene that you are visually 
imagining, you cannot simultaneously visualise another object or another scene in a 
separate episode of imagination.

If the sensory experiences in dreams are imagistic, then we should expect to find 
that it is not possible to form a mental image while you are dreaming which is sepa-
rate from any sensory experience in the dream in the same modality. The fact that this 
seems to be so is another argument which McGinn (2004) offers for the images view.

It is the observation about the impossibility of simultaneously having separate 
imagistic experiences in the same modality, rather than the argument for the images 
theory which this observation enables, which will play a role in my proposed solution 
to dream skepticism. I think the observation is astute but there is room for it to be 
clarified. In particular, it would be good to get clearer on the notion of separateness 
in the claim that one cannot simultaneously have separate imagistic experiences in 
the same modality.

We can start, once again, by noticing something about visual perception. It is a 
feature of visual perception that you can only have one visual, perceptual experience 
at a time. We have what is often called a ‘field of vision’. This field of vision, we 
might say, has the property of being unified. Everything that you see, you see at once, 
in one field, and there is no visual perception outside this. You might see two different 
panels in a comic strip alongside one another, but they are both within the one field of 
vision. And you might see something translucent and also see what is behind it but, 
again, you see both things within the one field of vision.

It is debatable whether we have something which could be called an ‘imagina-
tive field of vision’, analogous to the perceptual field of vision. McGinn actually 
denies this, highlighting several properties of the perceptual field of vision which 
visual imagination lacks. For example, what is within your perceptual field of vision 
depends, among other things, on the direction in which you are looking. The objects 
within your field of vision change as you redirect your gaze. This is not so of visual 
imagination. As McGinn writes, ‘we do not point the inner eye in a new direction 
when we form a new image, rotating it in some intracerebral socket’ (2004, p. 22). 
However, one characteristic of the perceptual field of vision which is instantiated by 
visual imagination is that it is unified. Everything that you visually imagine is within 
one imaginative view, as it were, and there is no visual imagination outside this. 
This analysis is evident in the quote from Hopkins above: ‘If I visualize a dog, I can 
simultaneously visualize a cat only by picturing the two in the same space – I cannot 
visualize the former and separately visualize the latter’ (2018, p. 52). No matter how 
you go about it, if you imagine the cat, you will ultimately find it in the same space 
– within the same imaginative view, as it were – as the dog, because visual imagina-
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tion is unified. This applies, mutatis mutandis, for imagination in the other sensory 
modalities.

To say that you cannot simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in 
the same modality is to say that imagination in each modality is unified: You cannot 
simultaneously have separate imagistic experiences in a given modality if and only 
if imagination in that modality is unified. It is not possible to imagine Hopkins’s dog 
and cat separately because it would violate this unity. One can simultaneously have 
separate perceptual and imagistic experiences in the same modality because percep-
tion and imagination in each modality taken together are not unified.

This hopefully elucidates McGinn’s and Hopkins’s point, but it is not an argument 
for it. It might strike one as obviously true that it is not possible to simultaneously 
have two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality. But, if it does not, why 
believe it? To be clear, I think it is a contingent fact that we cannot simultaneously 
have two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality. We can conceive of 
creatures who could have such experiences simultaneously. There is also, as far as I 
am aware, no empirical evidence that demonstrates that it is impossible for humans 
to do so. However, there is a considerable difficulty for someone who holds that it 
is possible to simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in the same 
modality.

The thought here, suggested to me in correspondence by Robert Hopkins, is as fol-
lows. At least three of the senses – vision, audition, and touch – are inherently spatial. 
When you see two things, for example, you see them as standing in spatial relations 
to one another. You might see a dog sitting to the left of a cat, for instance. It is cer-
tainly possible to visually imagine two things which are spatially related, e.g., a dog 
sitting to the left of a cat. In order to have two completely separate visual-imagistic 
experiences, however, you would need to visually imagine two things, e.g., the dog 
and the cat, without there being any spatial relationship between them. Given that 
vision is inherently spatial – that it inevitably displays spatial relationships – it seems 
unlikely that this is possible.

There is a need for a refinement here (not a refinement of Hopkins’s suggestion, 
but a refinement of the terms in which I have so far expressed it). It is possible to see 
two paintings hanging on a wall alongside one another, perhaps a painting of a man 
walking a dog in a field on the left and a painting of a cat spying a bird in a garden on 
the right. This does not mean that you take the dog and the cat themselves to be in any 
spatial relationship to one another. You need not take either of them to be in any par-
ticular location, nor need the artists have intended this. In the painting on the left, the 
dog is represented as standing in some spatial relation vis-à-vis the man, but not to 
anything in the painting on the right. In the painting on the right, the cat is represented 
as standing in some spatial relationship to the bird, but not to anything in the painting 
in the left. Something analogous can happen in imagination. You might imagine two 
shapes like speech bubbles, slightly apart from one another. Suppose the first contains 
a man walking a dog in a field and the second contains a cat spying a bird in a garden. 
The man and the dog are represented as standing in a particular spatial relationship 
to one another; likewise, the cat and the bird. But you are not supposing that the field 
and the garden are at any particular location; they could be anywhere. In this case, are 
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you not visually imagining two things, e.g., the dog and the cat, without there being 
a spatial relationship between them?7

In a sense, yes; thus the need for a refinement. Although you are not imagining 
the dog and the cat to be anywhere in particular, you can still say, for example, that 
the dog appears to you as being to the left of the cat, just as you can say, in the case 
in which you are actually seeing the pair of paintings hanging alongside one another, 
that the dog appears to you as being to the left of the cat. If someone believes that 
it is possible to simultaneously have separate visual-imagistic experiences, they are 
committed to the claim that it is possible to imagine two things without there being a 
spatial relationship between them in the sense just described. Again, given that vision 
is inherently spatial, it seems unlikely that this is possible.8 Parallel cases can be con-
structed at least for audition and touch.

This is, of course, another appeal to intuition. In principle, though, it could be 
developed into an experiment. Participants might be given this instruction: ‘Imag-
ine a cat and a dog, without either appearing to be located in any direction from the 
other’. If participants consistently report that they are unable to do so, it would sup-
port the hypothesis that it is not possible to simultaneously have separate imagistic 
experiences, at least in the visual modality. If participants report that they are able to 
follow the direction, they could be asked a series of follow-up questions, e.g., ‘Did 
the cat appear higher or lower than the dog?’ (options: ‘higher’, ‘lower’, ‘not appli-
cable’); ‘Did the cat appear to the left or the right of the dog?’ (options: ‘left’, ‘right’, 
‘not applicable’). On the hypothesis that it is possible to simultaneously have sepa-
rate imagistic experiences, at least in the visual modality, the participants answering 
these follow-up questions should answer all of them with ‘not applicable’. If they do 
not, then their report that they could imagine a cat and a dog without either appearing 
to be located in any direction from the other would likely have been mistaken. This 
would provide further support for the hypothesis that simultaneous experiences of the 
relevant kind are not possible.

Some ingenuity would be required to develop this experiment, both to make 
instructions easily comprehensible and to avoid tendentious phrasing of the ques-
tions. Versions of the experiment applicable to audition and touch would be even 
more difficult to devise. Nonetheless, the appeal to intuition itself hopefully adds 
some support to the claim that it is not possible to simultaneously have separate 
imagistic experiences at least in each of the visual, auditory, and tactile modalities 

7  Thanks to Peter Langland-Hassan for this.
8  The notion that vision is inherently spatial may help to address a possible concern about the claim that 
the perceptual field of vision is unified. There are circumstances in which visual experience can seem 
to fracture. When someone has double vision, the input to their two eyes is not properly integrated. The 
experience might seem like having two separate visual fields, which overlap closely but not perfectly, so 
that everything appears twice. Does this not show that visual experience is not always unified? No: The 
individual will still only have a single visual-perceptual experience at any point in time. Suppose that 
you are experiencing double vision and one of the things you see twice is a cup. You can still indicate 
how the two appearances of the cup are spatially related, e.g., that one is slightly to the left of the other, 
even though you do not take the cup to be to the left of itself. (If this were not the case, then we could 
not make sense of the difference between horizontal, vertical, and diagonal double vision.) This is pos-
sible because there is still, in actuality, only one visual field which contains everything that you see at a 
particular time. Thanks to a referee for raising the issue here.
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and we have, at least in outline, a blueprint for an experiment which could confirm 
or disconfirm it.

It would be a difficult matter to determine whether the discussion of the last few 
paragraphs applies to gustatory and olfactory imagery. It is not obvious that these 
senses are inherently spatial; nor is it obvious that they are not. Settling this might 
require a long consideration of the nature of these sensory modalities. I will not 
embark upon such a consideration, as gustatory and olfactory experiences will have 
minimal importance in the context of the solution to dream skepticism which I will 
offer. This is not to concede that one can simultaneously have separate gustatory-
imagistic or separate olfactory-imagistic experiences; I expect it will seem intuitively 
obvious to at least some that one cannot. It is just to leave open the question of 
whether the discussion of the preceding few paragraphs applies to those modalities.9

In closing this section, I want to offer some speculation as to why it might be 
that we cannot simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in the same 
modality. McGinn suggests, plausibly, that imagery is ‘attention-dependent’ (2004, 
passim). In order to form and then maintain an image, one has to attend to the object 
of that image. For example, you can only visually imagine Joe Biden for as long as 
your attention is directed to Joe Biden. As soon as you start to attend to something 
else, your mental image of Joe Biden will cease to exist. Of course, you can visu-
ally imagine Joe Biden and Kamala Harris together, but only if Biden and Harris 
are jointly the object of your attention. However, it would only be possible to have 
entirely separate visual-imagistic experiences of Biden and Harris – for images of 
them to appear to you without there being a spatial relationship between them – if 
you attend separately to Biden and to Harris. One might take this idea from McGinn 
further and conjecture that it simply exceeds what is possible for us as humans to 
divide our attention between two objects, giving each sufficient attention (or the right 
kind of attention) to form a mental image of it.

Things cannot be quite this simple, nor does McGinn think that they are. I can 
visually imagine a pastoral scene and simultaneously auditorily imagine the sound of 
a volcano erupting nearby in front of me, even though there is no erupting volcano in 
my visual image. In this case, I am having genuinely separate imagistic experiences, 
though in different modalities. If mental imagery is attention-dependent, then it must 
be that I have indeed divided my attention between the two objects, i.e., the pastures 
and the volcano, in the way necessary to form distinct mental images. McGinn him-
self allows that this is possible.

Nonetheless, it may well be that the reason we cannot simultaneously have sepa-
rate imagistic experiences in the same modality is connected to limits on attention. 
While we can divide attention in the way necessary to have distinct imagistic experi-
ences in different modalities, as in the case just described, it seems to require addi-
tional effort (as McGinn notes). It is more difficult to form a mental image in any 
modality if you are attending closely to something which you are perceiving, even 
though perception is not ‘attention-dependent’ in the same strong way that imagery 

9  If one doubts that gustation and olfaction are inherently spatial, they will likely also doubt whether we 
have a gustatory field and an olfactory field, in the way that we have a visual field etc. This issue also 
need not be investigated here.
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may be (a percept does not cease to exist when you stop attending to its object). And, 
generally, while the literature on attention is too vast for even a cursory overview, it 
is clear that dividing attention is less straightforward than one might pretheoretically 
suppose. This does not get us near the bottom of the question as to why it is not pos-
sible to simultaneously have two separate imagistic experiences in the same modal-
ity. It seems a reasonable speculation, though, that the answer lies in this direction.10

4 Responding to Dream Skepticism

Recall the formulation of dream skepticism with which we began: What can justify 
one’s belief at any particular point in time that they are awake and not dreaming? We 
now have the tools to construct a test that can yield such justification. It will be easiest 
to introduce the test, which involves two stages, by demonstrating its operation, so I 
will show how it could be applied to the main example from the last section.

Suppose you seem to be seeing the office scene described above, with the laptop, 
desk etc. You might actually be seeing it but, as far as you know, you might be dream-
ing. If you want justification to believe that you are actually seeing it (if this is so), 
you need merely try to visually imagine something else. You might, for example, try 
to visually imagine a pastoral scene. If you are able to imagine the pastoral scene 
while still seeming to see the office scene, then you must actually be seeing the office 
scene. You would not be able to imagine the pastoral scene if you were also imag-
ining the office scene – because it is not possible to engage in two separate acts of 
imagination in the same modality simultaneously. And, supposing that the sensory 
experiences in dreams are imagistic, it would not be possible to imagine the pastoral 
scene while you were having a sensory experience as of an office scene in a dream.11

If you are actually seeing the office scene, the procedure just demonstrated will 
give you a reason to believe that this is the case. However, if you find that you are not 
able to imagine the pastoral scene while still seeming to see the office scene, there 
are still two possibilities. One possibility is that you are dreaming; the other is that 
you are imagining the office scene while awake. After all, in both of these situations, 

10  Thanks to a referee for encouraging me to consider the relevance of attention.
11  Rosen (2018) mentions a couple of dream reports which seem to suggest that it is possible to imagine 
while dreaming. However, it is not clear that either of them involves having two sensory experiences in 
the same modality simultaneously. Consider, for example, this report from a lucid dreamer, reproduced 
from LaBerge and Rheingold (1981): ‘As I relaxed more deeply, I felt my entire body become paralyzed 
although I could still seem to feel its position in bed. I reasoned that this feeling was most likely a memory 
image and that actual sensory input was cut off just as much as motor output. I was, in short, asleep. At 
this point, I imagined raising my arm and experienced this imagined movement as if I had separated an 
equally real arm from the physical one I knew to be paralyzed. Then with a similar imagined movement 
I, as it were, “rolled out of my physical body entirely.” I was now, according to my understanding, wholly 
in a dream body in a dream of my bedroom’ (p 87). Let us assume that the subject was, in some sense, 
imagining moving their arm while they were dreaming. At the point when they had a sensory experience 
as of moving their arm, it is not clear that they were still having a sensory experience as of their arm lying 
flat against a mattress. The subject ‘knew’ that their arm was ‘paralyzed’, but the knowing may have 
been purely intellectual – a consequence of knowing that they were asleep and dreaming. So, the report 
is consistent with the claim that one can only have one experience at a time in a given sensory modality 
while dreaming.
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the reason that you would not be able to imagine the pastoral scene would be the 
same: that you are already imagining the office scene, whether you are doing so while 
awake or doing so while asleep (because you are dreaming). If you want to be able 
to attain justification to believe that you are awake and not dreaming whenever you 
are awake, then you will not only need a procedure which provides justification to 
believe that you are having actual perceptual experiences when that is the case. You 
will also need a procedure which provides justification to believe that you are having 
a waking imagistic experience, and not a dream experience, whenever that is the case.

Such justification can be achieved, using the same tools. Suppose, having fol-
lowed the procedure set out above and determined that you are not actually seeing 
the office scene, you want to determine whether you are imagining it while awake or 
while asleep, i.e., dreaming. What you should do now is simply check whether you 
are also having another visual experience. If you are having another visual experi-
ence while imagining the office scene, then you must be imagining the office scene 
while awake. It is possible to have an actual, perceptual visual experience and also to 
visually imagine at the same time, but it is only possible if you are awake. You can-
not have an actual, perceptual visual experience and also visually imagine something 
while you are asleep – i.e., have an actual, perceptual visual experience and also be 
dreaming – because you cannot have an actual, perceptual visual experience at all 
while you are asleep.12 Having two separate visual experiences while asleep would 
require having two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality – which, I 
claim, is impossible.

There is an oddity about this. It is strange to recommend that you should check 
whether you are having a visual experience other than what you are imagining as a 
means to work out if you are visually imagining something while awake or doing so 
while asleep (i.e., dreaming). If you are awake, then you will usually already be see-
ing something (assuming you do not suffer from blindness) and this is not something 
one ordinarily needs to check. This oddity, however, does not create problems for my 
proposal. Checking how many visual experiences you are having at a particular time 
might seem strange, but there is no reason you cannot do it.

What I propose, then, is a two-stage process:

i) If you want justification to believe that you are actually perceiving something in 
a particular modality and not either imagining while awake or dreaming, try to 
imagine something else in the same modality;

Then, if necessary:

12  It is sometimes said that dreams can incorporate external stimuli, which might seem to suggest that you 
can have actual, perceptual visual experiences while asleep. But the story is not so simple, as one can see 
from Windt’s (2015) review of the relevant evidence (pp. 243–247). For example, Windt mentions the 
possibility that, when it seems like external stimulus has been incorporated into someone’s dream, it is 
actually a ‘dampened’ image corresponding to the external stimulus, rather than the stimulus itself (p. 245, 
citing Ellis, 1911/1931). Windt discusses several other complications, but one can already see that there is 
ample room for a proponent of the images theory to deny that perceptual experiences can be incorporated 
into dreams.
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ii) If you want justification to believe that you are imagining while awake and not 
dreaming, try to perceive something else in the same modality.

At this point, two clarifications are due. First, I have again been focusing on experi-
ences in the visual modality. We obviously have auditory experiences in our dreams; 
Windt (2015) also points to some empirical evidence that sensations in other modali-
ties occur in dreams at least sometimes. All of what I have said is transferrable at least 
to audition and touch (the other two inherently spatial modalities). I think it is also 
transferrable to gustation and olfaction, but this may be more contentious and I will 
not seek to prove the point. Ultimately, it is moot. If someone wanted justification to 
believe that their present gustatory or olfactory experience was taking place during 
wakefulness, they could simply work through the procedure above as it applies to 
their concurrent visual, auditory or tactile experiences. If the visual or auditory or 
tactile experience which they are having at a particular time is taking place during 
wakefulness, then so is their gustatory or olfactory experience.13

Second, one might wonder: If dreaming is a kind of imagining, why does the prob-
lem of dream skepticism arise at all? There is usually an obvious phenomenological 
difference between imagining and perceiving. We do not often – if ever – wonder 
whether we are perceiving or imagining during wakefulness. Why can we not, on the 
basis of this phenomenological difference between perceiving and imagining, iden-
tify our veridical perceptual experiences as such? And, if one ever wanted justifica-
tion for the belief that they are awake and not dreaming, why could they not simply 
appeal to this difference in phenomenology?

The problem of dream skepticism does arise, even if dreaming involves imagin-
ing. Perhaps our discriminative faculties generally are diminished while dreaming, so 
that we cannot recognize while dreaming that the phenomenology of the experience 
differs from that of perceiving (cf. Flanagan (2000) on diminished metacognition in 
dreams). Perhaps our knowledge that we are imagining is usually non-observational 
knowledge deriving from the exercise of our agency and this becomes unavailable 
during dreams (Soteriou, 2013, 2020). And, indeed, perhaps both of these things are 
true. In any event, it simply seems to be a fact that we can wonder whether particular 
experiences are dream experiences or waking experiences. Someone who is con-
vinced of the images theory must confront this problem as much as someone who 
holds any other theory about the ontology of dreams.

5 A Valuable Justification

What I have described is a procedure one can carry out when they want justification 
for their belief that they are awake and not dreaming, provided that they are con-
vinced of the images theory. But what about those who hold the belief that they are 
awake (when this is so) but do not carry out this test, perhaps because they have never 

13  I will not return again to the point that the application of some of my remarks to gustation and olfaction 
is slightly complicated. This caveat can be taken as assumed, whenever I refer to the sense modalities in 
general.
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heard of it? Is their belief not justified?14 It should also be said that not everyone will 
even be able to perform the test. There is evidence that many individuals with aphan-
tasia – the inability to intentionally form mental imagery during wakefulness – can 
nonetheless dream (Zeman et al., 2010, 2015, 2016). The procedure just outlined will 
not be available to them, so can they never have justification for the belief that they 
are awake?15 Even among those who might think to carry out the procedure I have 
described, are they only justified in believing that they are awake and not asleep and 
dreaming on those (presumably rare) occasions when they do in fact carry out the 
procedure?

It is true that the procedure can only provide justification on the occasions when 
one does in fact carry it out, but such procedures have their place and the kind of 
justification which they provide can be valuable. This is especially so if we cannot 
find a source of justification which does not require one to carry out any kind of test 
or checking procedure and which somehow applies even for those who are unaware 
of it. The closest thing which we have to a source of justification of this kind for the 
belief that one is not dreaming (whenever this belief is true) comes from Sosa’s treat-
ment of dream skepticism, but there is a reason why it will likely not satisfy.

Sosa (2005, 2007, 2010) holds that dreaming involves propositional imagining. 
That is, he holds that we do not actually form beliefs in dreams; we just imagine that 
certain propositions are true. Regarding dream skepticism, he reasons that, if you 
affirm that you are awake and not dreaming, you cannot be wrong. Either you are 
awake and you affirm something which is true, so you have a true belief; or you are 
dreaming, in which case you do not actually affirm that you are awake and not dream-
ing – you just imagine that that proposition is true. In either case, you will not have 
a false belief. Accordingly, if you find yourself wondering whether you are awake or 
dreaming, then it is always rational to affirm that you are awake. If this reasoning is 
sound, then it presumably provides justification at least for anyone who is familiar 
with it to affirm (and thus believe), at any point, that they are awake, without carry-
ing out any checking procedure. Perhaps there is some way that it might also provide 
justification even for those who are not familiar with it to affirm, at any point, that 
they are awake and not dreaming without carrying out any checking procedure. This 
will obviously depend on what one thinks is required of a justification; it is not the 
point I will pursue here.

Even supposing that dreaming involves propositional imagining (on which I 
express no view), Sosa’s treatment of dream skepticism is liable to cause some frus-
tration, as Ichikawa (2008) points out. You might know that, if you affirm that you 
are not dreaming, then you will have a true belief, because actually affirming is only 
possible while you are awake. However, you can still wonder, at any particular time, 
if you are actually affirming that you are awake or if you are just seeming to form that 
belief in a dream. As Ichikawa puts it:

14  DeRose (2000) raises this issue in a closely related context. Thanks to a referee for drawing my atten-
tion to it.
15  Thanks to a referee for this point.
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[I]nstead of worrying that my belief is false, I now have to worry whether my 
belief is a belief! How am I to know that my internal mental experience is not 
the result of a dream, given the still unshaken fact that while I am dreaming, I 
cannot typically recognize that I am not awake? (2008, p. 521).

One can be convinced of everything Sosa says and still sensibly wonder at any given 
point: Am I dreaming now?

This shows why Sosa’s response to dream skepticism can ultimately bring no more 
reassurance to someone wondering whether they might be dreaming at a certain time 
than one which does require some kind of checking procedure. Even if such a person 
is familiar with Sosa’s reasoning and totally convinced by it, there is still something 
they will need to address in their moment of doubt: whether, at that time, they can 
actually affirm that they are not dreaming or whether they can merely imagine that 
this is true.

Most responses to dream skepticism do require of anyone seeking justification to 
believe that they are not dreaming that they carry out some kind of checking proce-
dure. Presumably, this is precisely because no satisfying source of justification has 
been found which does not rely on some such procedure. Inevitably, these checking 
procedures critically involve some phenomenological difference between dreaming 
experience and waking experience.

Descartes himself effectively provided such a procedure. Descartes believed that 
dreams often include extremely strange events of a kind which do not take place 
during waking life and he thought that dream events are ‘never joined by memory 
with all the other actions of life’ (Descartes, 1641/2006, p. 50). These are the markers 
by which Descartes thought he could satisfy himself that he was not dreaming at a 
particular time; he would presumably allow that anyone else could do so as well by 
checking for such markers.

But plenty of dreams involve only events which are not strange or absurd and, 
partly as a consequence of this, events which happen in dreams are sometimes quite 
coherent with the other events of our lives. This is effectively the continuity hypoth-
esis of dreams, usually traced to Bell and Hall (1971/2017), which enjoys consider-
able empirical support (Schredl & Hofmann, 2003). This ordinariness of many dream 
events is presumably why we occasionally find ourselves wondering, retrospectively, 
if some event actually happened or if it only happened within a dream. For, if the 
event could not plausibly have occurred within the series of waking events that we 
remember, then we could not really entertain the possibility that it actually happened. 
So, while the markers of dream experience and waking experience which Descartes 
points to are convenient, they are not highly reliable.

The solution I have proposed, at least for the proponent of the images theory, has 
two advantages vis-à-vis Descartes’s solution. First, while the key claim that my pro-
posed solution depends on – that it is not possible to simultaneously have two imag-
istic experiences in the same modality – is only contingently true, it is nonetheless 
true. Or, at least, there are experimental means by which this could be determined. 
The claims which Descartes’s proposed solution depends on – i.e., that dream events 
are typically strange and bizarre and ‘never joined by memory’ with the events of 
our waking lives – are not true, contingently or otherwise. Or, at the least, the strong 
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versions of those claims which would be needed in order for his solution to dream 
skepticism to work reliably are not true, contingently or otherwise. Put another way: 
There are possible worlds, not far away, in which humans could simultaneously have 
two imagistic experiences in the same modality, but they cannot do so in the actual 
world. Humans do very often have dreams involving mundane events and events 
consistent with those in our waking lives even in the actual world.

Second, there is a well-known problem for Descartes’s test which does not apply to 
mine. As Hobbes pointed out (1641/2006), it can certainly seem, within a dream, that 
the events which are apparently taking place fit together perfectly coherently with a 
series of events which one recalls. Similarly, even the strangest events occurring in 
a dream may not seem strange while dreaming. The supposedly telltale characteris-
tics of wakeful life which Descartes identifies can seem to be present while you are 
dreaming. But it cannot even seem, within a dream, that you are simultaneously hav-
ing two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality. You can simultaneously 
have two sensory experiences in the same modality while awake – one perceptual 
and one imagistic. In order for it to seem like you were simultaneously having two 
sensory experiences in the same modality during a dream, you would need to simul-
taneously have two imagistic experiences in the same modality. Once again, this is 
not possible (or so I hold). So, a second reason that my procedure provides a stronger 
justification for the belief that one is awake is that it cannot even seem to be satisfied 
during a dream.16

I do not deny that Descartes’s and Sosa’s solutions have their advantages. Des-
cartes’s is the simplest and most convenient. Sosa’s relies on only one claimed fact 
about dreaming – that it involves propositional imagining rather than believing – and 
no further claim about the limits of imagining, as mine does. And even someone 
who is convinced of everything which I have said might say that my proposed test is 
not perfect. As Perky (1910) showed in her famous experiments, it is possible to be 
mistaken about whether some sensory experiences are images or percepts. And we 
may not always be able to determine whether a particular sensation is occurring in 
one modality or another. Am I just hearing a very loud sound or am I having tactile 
experiences of vibrations as well? Considerations like this might, as a practical mat-
ter, complicate attempts to determine how many separate sensory experiences one is 
having in a particular modality at a particular time. So there may be instances when 
the usefulness of my proposed test is limited – but it would be surprising if there 
were a test which would operate perfectly in all cases. Nonetheless, the procedure 
which I have offered can provide much stronger justification for the belief that one 
is not dreaming (when this is true) than the Cartesian procedure, which has major 
shortcomings. It will also not leave someone considering the problem of dream skep-
ticism with so much room for residual doubt as Sosa’s reasoning does. Again, one can 
accept Sosa’s reasoning but still sensibly wonder at any moment if they are dreaming. 

16  If it is possible, contra Sosa and Soteriou, to actually make affirmations in a dream, then one could affirm 
that they were simultaneously having two imagistic experiences in the same modality while dreaming. But 
such an affirmation would only be possible because of the irrationality which is typical of dreams. It would 
not be an affirmation licensed by actually seeming to simultaneously have two sensory experiences in the 
same modality, in the way that such an affirmation might be licensed if one applies Descartes’s test.
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My procedure can actually provide someone grappling with dream skepticism with 
grounds to set aside their worry.

6 Conclusion

For those who believe that dreaming involves sensory imagining, there is a procedure 
for determining whether a sensory experience is a perceptual experience, a waking 
imagistic experience, or a dream experience. Most importantly, if you can sensorily 
imagine something in a modality separately from your current sensory experience 
in that modality, then you have justification for believing that your current sensory 
experiences are waking experiences and that you are not dreaming. The procedure 
can deliver a strong and hopefully satisfying justification for an individual who is 
awake for the belief that they are not dreaming.

Of course, all of this works only if one believes that the sensory experiences in 
dreams are imagistic. But this view has increasing support and it is doubtful that its 
main rival – the false percepts view – can still be called the ‘orthodox’ position. More-
over, if one is not fully convinced of the images theory but affords it any credence, 
they could make use of my proposed procedure to attain the corresponding degree of 
justification for the belief that they are not dreaming, when this is true. My proposed 
solution also depends critically on the claim that it is not possible to simultaneously 
have two separate imagistic experiences in the same modality. Someone who doubts 
this claim would need to take my proposed solution to be conditional upon this claim 
being true as well (or, again, to take the justification my solution can provide to be 
proportionate to their credence in the claim). If there is disagreement here, however, 
it is at least something which could be settled experimentally.
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