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Abstract
For some, the states and processes involved in the realisation of phenomenal con-
sciousness are not confined to within the organismic boundaries of the experienc-
ing subject. Instead, the sub-personal basis of perceptual experience can, and does, 
extend beyond the brain and body to implicate environmental elements through 
one’s interaction with the world. These claims are met by proponents of predictive 
processing, who propose that perception and imagination should be understood as a 
product of the same internal mechanisms. On this view, as visually imagining is not 
considered to be world-involving, it is assumed that world-involvement must not be 
essential for perception, and thus internalism about the sub-personal basis is true. 
However, the argument for internalism from the unity of perception and imagination 
relies for its strength on a questionable conception of the relationship between the 
two experiential states. I argue that proponents of the predictive approach are guilty 
of harbouring an implicit commitment to the common kind assumption which does 
not follow trivially from their framework. That is, the assumption that perception 
and imagination are of the same fundamental kind of mental event. I will argue that 
there are plausible alternative ways of conceiving of this relationship without draw-
ing internalist metaphysical conclusions from their psychological theory. Thus, the 
internalist owes the debate clarification of this relationship and further argumenta-
tion to secure their position.
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Extended consciousness is a thesis about the spatial location of the sub-personal 
basis of phenomenal consciousness; the states and processes involved in the realisa-
tion of the qualitative character of subjective experience. The ‘what-it-is-likeness’1 
that characterises our daily lives, such as the smell of freshly ground coffee in the 
morning or the vermilion hue of an autumn sunset, is an undeniable accompaniment 
to our existence. Despite advances in the sciences of mind, it remains far from clear 
as to how physical states and processes could give rise to phenomenal conscious-
ness. In light of this seemingly insuperable task, some theorists have proposed that 
progress in this field has been hampered by a misguided understanding of the mind. 
Their suggestion is that we widen our explanatory scope beyond the brain to encom-
pass the whole embodied organism embedded in its environment and conceive of 
phenomenal consciousness as an ongoing dynamic interaction between subject and 
world. The thesis that emerges from this dynamic or enactive conception of expe-
rience holds that the metaphysical basis of phenomenality does, at times, extend 
beyond the brain and nervous system to include bodily and environmental elements 
(Varela et al., 1991; Hurley, 1998; Hurley & Noë, 2003; Noë & Thompson, 2004a, 
2004b; Noë, 2007). Henceforth, I will refer to this thesis as extended consciousness. 
Internalism here will be used in reference to positions that hold that the sub-per-
sonal basis of phenomenal consciousness is wholly internal to the experiencing sub-
ject. Externalism will refer to positions that claim that the sub-personal basis does, 
at times, extend beyond the organismic boundaries.

Hitherto, the debate has been dominated by two opposing approaches. The sen-
sorimotor enactivist claims that externalism at the sub-personal level follows from 
their personal-level conception of perceptual experience as constituted by our sen-
sorimotor engagement with the world (Hurley, 1998, 2010; O’Regan & Noë, 2001; 
Noë, 2004, 2009). These claims are met by proponents of the predictive approach 
who offer an alternative theory; one that conceives of perception and imagination 
as the product of the same internal neural mechanisms (Clark, 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 
2014, 2015; Hohwy, 2013, 2015, 2016). In recent years, the debate has seen very lit-
tle retaliation from the sensorimotor enactivist. All the while, the predictive process-
ing paradigm has been both gaining in currency and making further striking meta-
physical claims. However, upon closer inspection, it is not entirely clear that their 
inferences are justified. It will be argued here that these claims rely on the implicit 
endorsement of a contentious conception of the relationship between perception and 
imagination. One that requires further argumentation if the intended metaphysical 
claims regarding the sub-personal basis of phenomenal consciousness are to follow.

I will begin by introducing the opposing positions in the context of this debate, 
paying due attention only to those arguments that I feel to be of the most relevance 
for our purposes. In §2 I will explore the problematic metaphysical claims that arise 
from the predictive approach when theorists consider the implications that emerge 
from their psychological theory of perception. In doing so, I will unearth the under-
lying assumption guiding their inference to these claims. That is, the common kind 
assumption; that perception and imagination are of the same fundamental kind of 

1 See Chalmers (1995)
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mental event. In §3 I will argue that conceiving of the imagination in this particu-
lar way can be seen as committing a number of conceptual errors that have been 
exposed by both Sartre (1940) and Ryle (1949), and continue to present a plausible 
alternative conception of the relationship between perception and imagination. One 
that accommodates the psychological claims that lie at the heart of the predictive 
approach whilst treating perception and imagination as nontrivially distinct in the 
metaphysical sense required to undermine their arguments for internalism.

1  I.

As one might expect, externalism about phenomenal consciousness is a highly con-
tentious position. This antipathy is in part owing to widespread agnosticism as to 
how the phenomenal could possibly emerge from the physical, with many hold-
ing the intuition that there exists an unbridgeable ‘explanatory gap’2 between the 
two. Though the force behind the brushing off of externalist proposals stems from 
another intuition that dominates much of naturalistic philosophy of mind and cogni-
tive science. That is, the intuition that if the phenomenal can be explained, it can 
only be explained in terms of the physical goings-on, internal to the experiencing 
subject. As one may have already sensed, a tension dwells between these two intui-
tions. For if no one has any idea as to how phenomenal experience can arise from 
physical or functional states and processes, there is no a priori reason to restrict our 
search for the sub-personal basis of phenomenal consciousness to within this ‘magi-
cal membrane’.3 Although this says nothing in favour of externalism, it does well to 
redress the balance. With the field level, those with externalist intuitions are free to 
advance their play.

Arguments for extended consciousness have surfaced from various areas of over 
the years, though the most promising among them have emerged from sensorimotor 
enactivism (Noë & Thompson, 2004a, 2004b; Noë, 2007). The sensorimotor enac-
tivist, first and foremost, seeks to explain the qualities of phenomenal experience 
in terms of our sensorimotor interaction with the environment. Their claim is that 
what the subject experiences at the personal-level is determined by the dynamics of 
subject-world interaction and their particular personal-level conception of experi-
ence has implications for its sub-personal underpinnings (Ward, 2012). Some sen-
sorimotor theorists have appealed to studies involving neural plasticity (Sur et al., 
1999) and sensory substitution devices (Bach-y-Rita, 1972, Bach-y-Rita & Kercel, 
2003) to motivate support for externalism. For instance, Noë (2007) calls on the 
work of Paul Bach-y-Rita (1972) on Tactile Visual Sensory Substitution (TVSS) 
systems, arguing that these studies show us that phenomenal consciousness cannot 
be explained by neural activity alone. In this study by Bach-y-Rita (1972), blind 
subjects were equipped with a camera which is hooked up to an electrical tactile 

2 The ‘explanatory gap’ is used to capture our incomplete understanding as to how consciousness might 
depend on a non-conscious substrate. See Levine (1983)
3 See Hurley (2010) for the formation of the ‘magical membrane problem’ alluded to above.
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stimulator normally situated on the tongue. Visual information of the scene in front 
of the subject is fed through to the tongue pad and translated into a series of tac-
tile sensations. In TVSS, the neural processing remains in the somatosensory cor-
tex, though once the subject has attuned themselves to the changing flow of incom-
ing information through bodily movement, the tactile sensations fade and are soon 
replaced with a vision-like experience. For Noë, it is the way “the neural activity 
is bound within a larger dynamic of interaction with the actual distal object—that 
explains the distinct qualitative character of experience” and thus, external dynam-
ics are constitutive of the experiential state (Noë, 2007 p. 463). Although this is one 
avenue available for those wishing to motivate externalism, for the purposes of this 
paper, I will not dwell on arguments from sensory substitution. For, in my opinion, 
the strength of these arguments depends on the explanatory power of the enactive 
conception of perceptual experience as constituted by our mastery of sensorimotor 
contingencies.

Sensorimotor contingencies are best described as law-like relations between sen-
sory input and movement (O’Regan & Noë, 2001). Our mastery of sensorimotor 
contingencies is to be understood as our attunement to the ways in which our per-
ceptual experience informs us of our relation to the world, and it is our practical 
sensorimotor understanding of these relations obtaining between sensory input 
and movement that is said to determine the phenomenal character of experience 
(Hurley, 1998; Noë, 2004). Sensorimotor contingencies are also appealed to in order 
to explain the phenomenon of perceptual constancy. We experience perceptual con-
stancies in our everyday life. The perceived colour of the wall remains the same as 
the light from the setting sun slowly fades. The tomato is experienced as more than 
the side I am facing. It is a whole tomato, parts of which continue beyond my gaze, 
yet are still present to me in experience. Its perceived size remains constant should I 
step back and its perceived sphericity persists in tactual exploration. The fact that we 
experience objects as whole despite only being in sensory contact with the aspects 
present to us from a certain point of view is what Noë likes to call presence-in-
absence (Noë, 2010, p. 416–422). The backside of the tomato, although hidden from 
my current perspective, is present to me in experience. For the enactivist, we do not 
have to infer from our current sensory contact that the tomato has a back. As we 
already have a sense of its perceptual presence, there is simply no need to repre-
sent the parts of the tomato that are hidden from our view. They are experienced as 
present in virtue of our temporally extended perceptual relationship with the world 
coupled with our sensorimotor understanding of the ways in which we could move 
ourselves to bring hidden features of the world into view and the expectations of 
what we would experience should these movements be executed. Thus, for the sen-
sorimotor enactivist, perceptual consciousness involves a two-way relation whereby 
the phenomenal character of experience depends both on our sensorimotor under-
standing and our current sensory relation to the world.

In his landmark 2009 paper in Mind, Clark (p. 967) rightly reminds us that 
extended consciousness is a claim about the sub-personal basis of phenomenal 
experience, not its contents. His reading of Noë’s externalist account of the quali-
ties of phenomenal experience, presented above, leaves him somewhat puzzled as to 
how it is supposed to establish externalism at the sub-personal level. For Clark, it is 
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clear that the content of one’s experiential state can be about states of affairs exter-
nal to the thinking subject, though this does not straightforwardly entail externalism 
about the sub-personal basis. For it remains plausible that the states and processes 
involved in the realisation this experience are wholly internal. However, his criti-
cisms are founded on a misinterpretation of what the enactivist is primarily arguing 
for. Ward (2012) argues that Clark (in his 2009 assessment and dismissal of argu-
ments for conscious externalism) mistakenly reads the enactivist as directly argu-
ing for the existence of external sub-personal ‘vehicles’ of consciousness, when in 
fact, they are arguing for a relational personal-level conception of experience that 
has implications for its sub-personal basis. For if the enactivist’s conception of expe-
rience at the personal-level is correct and experience is a skill-mediated interactive 
engagement with the world, then a thorough inventory of the sub-personal basis of 
phenomenal consciousness cannot be fulfilled by only appealing to the goings-on 
internal to the experiencing subject. On their view, the object of perception and the 
relations obtaining between subject and worldly object are necessary constituents of 
the perceptual state. Here we see the more metaphysical motivations for externalism, 
as the interactive conception of experience promoted by the enactivist is paired with 
the relational conception of experience held by the naïve realist, which will transpire 
to be of significant relevance later.4

What we have seen so far is that there is no a priori reason to limit our search 
for the sub-personal basis of phenomenal consciousness to the inner workings of 
the brain. Sensorimotor enactivism’s personal-level conception of experience as 
essentially an interactive relationship between subject and world has the explanatory 
power to account for certain puzzling phenomena, such as perceptual constancies 
and presence-in-absence, and this relational conception of experience has implica-
tions for its sub-personal underpinnings. Thus, the force of the enactivist’s claim of 
externalism at the sub-personal level depends on the plausibility of their conception 
of experience at the personal level.

In response to Ward, Clark (2012) acknowledges that there is no a priori reason 
to restrict the sub-personal basis of experience to the inner workings of the brain. He 
grants that the correct personal-level conception of experience is relevant to the sub-
personal basis of that experience and agrees that the enactive conception of experi-
ence is along the right lines, in the sense that experience is “directly world-revealing 
and involves a crucial and complex dance between sensory transduction and real-
world action…that determines the contents of the unfolding experience” (Clark, 
2012 p.755), but maintains that externalism about the sub-personal basis simply 
does not follow. For Clark, it is predictive processing that delivers internalism. The 
predictive processing account of perception is primarily a scientific theory of how 
the brain goes about generating rich and stable perceptual states from the barrage 
of indeterminate incoming sensory information (Clark, 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2014, 

4 There are indeed a number of interesting issues to be explored here with regards to the best metaphysi-
cal framework for enactive views of experience. However, prima facie, relational accounts of experience 
still admit of questions about the spatial locations and boundaries of the sub-personal ‘vehicles’ involved.
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2015; Friston, 2005, 2009, 2010; Friston et al. 2012; Hohwy, 2013, 2015, 2016). In 
Clark’s own words:

The key idea is that the brain uses prediction-driven processing routines to 
acquire and deploy hierarchical generative models of the hidden causes (some-
times called latent variables) that best explain the changing patterns of sensory 
input that impinge upon the agent (Clark, 2012, p. 759).

On this account, the brain infers the hidden causes of what we are in sensory 
contact with. The predictive approach takes the internally instantiated generative 
model as creating its own virtual sensory ‘inputs’. These virtual ‘inputs’ are said to 
determine the phenomenological character of everyday perception and explain why 
it is we tend to experience beyond the limits of our sensory contact with the world. 
On this view, the backside of the tomato is to be explained in terms of top-down 
expectations that are generated in response to certain patterns of incoming sensory 
flow. It is these expectations that give the subject a sense of its perceptual presence 
and enable them to experience the tomato as a whole. Prima facie, the predictive 
approach has the resources to explain some of the sensorimotor enactivist’s favoured 
phenomena but does so without the need to appeal to external dynamics as consti-
tutive of the perceptual state. If we conceive of the brain as a Bayesian inference 
machine capable of generating its own ‘inputs’, a further supposed upshot of this 
approach is that one can make sense of the character of offline experiential states, 
such as dreaming and imagining, as sharing phenomenological features with eve-
ryday online perception, despite the absence of actual sensory inputs. Hence, the 
claims that perception is a process of “controlled hallucination” (Clark, 2013a p. 25) 
or an “inferred fantasy about what lies behind the veil of input” (Paton et al. 2013. 
p. 222). Naturally, the question arises, what is the immediate object of perception? 
Is perception directly world-involving, or do we come to perceive the brain’s best 
hypothesis?

2  II.

Proponents of the predictive approach disagree over the philosophical implica-
tions their framework has on how we should understand the mind-world relation. 
Hohwy (2016) argues that predictive processing “reveals the mind to be inferentially 
secluded from the world” (Hohwy, 2016, p.1) and provides support for an indirect 
theory of perception. To say that we perceive something indirectly is to say we per-
ceive something by virtue of perceiving something else, such as ‘sense-data,’ ‘ideas,’ 
‘impressions,’ or ‘appearances’.5 The immediate objects of perception, according to 
indirect views, are not actual things in the world, but rather, mind-dependent objects. 
In this case, the mind-dependent objects of perception are the internally instanti-
ated generative models. For Hohwy, the predictive processing framework shows us 
that what we come to perceive is the brain’s best hypothesis, not the world itself. 

5 See Jackson (1977); Moore (1953); Russell (1912).
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Naturally, an indirect theory of perception, if true, would demarcate the realm of 
experience from the world and entail internalism at the sub-personal level. For if the 
immediate object of experience is all in the head, then there is simply no sense in 
suggesting that sub-personal basis of phenomenal experience extends beyond it in 
the way claimed by the sensorimotor enactivist. However, Clark wishes to distance 
himself from this radical implication:

[W]e may still reject the bald claim that “what we perceive is the brain’s best 
hypothesis,” Even if our own prediction is indeed (…) doing much of the 
heavy lifting, it remains correct to say that what we perceive is not some inter-
nal representation or hypothesis but (precisely) the world (Clark, 2013b, p. 
199).

Clark rightly notes that an indirect theory is not well equipped to account for the 
phenomenology of perception. However, his attempt to avoid this unpalatable con-
sequence bears a tension. It is clear that Clark wishes to hang onto a watered-down 
version of the enactivist insight, that perception is “directly world-revealing” (Clark, 
2012, p.755). He also suggests that the predictive approach can support the naïve 
realist claim that we are ‘open to the world’ by providing a means by which “beings 
like us are able to achieve genuine access to the causal structure of our environ-
ment’’ (Clark ibid, p.767). However, it is not clear how we could read Clark as offer-
ing support to the naïve realist view that perception is essentially ‘world-involving’ 
whilst in the midst of arguing for internalism. For the naïve realist, perception is 
constitutively a relation to a worldly object and so, the sub-personal basis of per-
ceptual experience must extend to encompass the worldly object and the relations 
obtaining between perceiver and world. In later work, Clark states that’ ‘the implied 
metaphysical perspective may most safely be dubbed ‘not-indirect perception’’’ 
(Clark, 2013a, p. 493). However, this perspective does not seem stable at all. Rather, 
Clark’s position denies what it presupposes. How can perception possibly be both 
a process of controlled hallucination that employs generative models, while at the 
same time provide an open channel to the world itself? It is clear that philosophi-
cally inclined proponents of this approach hold their scientific theory to have a bear-
ing on the directness or indirectness of perception. What is not clear is how are we 
supposed to make sense of these incompatible and often puzzling claims that arise. 
Clark’s position itself is particularly unusual. He wishes to maintain perception is a 
process of ‘controlled hallucination’ that supervenes on internal sub-personal pro-
cesses, whilst in the same breath, purports to offer a mechanism whereby one can be 
genuinely ‘open to the world’ in the sense favoured by the naïve realists. It is at this 
point that we will benefit in borrowing a piece of conceptual apparatus to disentan-
gle these seemingly contradictory claims made about the directness or indirectness 
of perception.

Drayson (2018) reminds us of an important distinction between the ways in 
which perception can be said to be direct or indirect: psychological and meta-
physical. The psychology of visual perception has been largely dominated by 
two competing approaches. Constructivist theories, initially introduced by 
Helmholtz (1878), take perception to necessarily involve an inferential step in 
the determination of its phenomenal character. The inferential processes involved 
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in constructivist theories are thought to suggest that perception is indirect in the 
sense that the incoming sensory flow does not carry with it sufficient informa-
tion as to its causes. Instead, internal processes are necessary to infer the causes 
of this flow, thus our perceptual experience is the product of sophisticated infer-
ential processes. By contrast, Gibson’s (1967) ecological theory was presented 
as a form of direct perception, free from the inferential processes assumed by 
the opposing constructivist theories. Ecological theorists propose that the pat-
terns of information available as the perceiver interacts with their environment 
are sufficient to determine the phenomenal features. They do not deny that certain 
internal processes are necessary for perception. What they deny is that the inter-
nal processes involved are inferential. Among the many other differences between 
these two approaches, the direct/indirect distinction can be seen as resting on the 
commitment or denial of inferential processes. As the predictive approach takes 
the perceptual state to be a product of an inferential process that uses stored infor-
mation to build a hypothesis that best explains the causes of the incoming sensory 
flow, it can safely be categorised as a constructivist theory of perception and thus 
suggestive of perception being indirect in the psychological sense.

However, as we will see, there is no straightforward inference from psychological 
indirectness to the claims about the metaphysics of perception. Metaphysical theo-
ries of perception typically deal with what is often referred to as the problem of per-
ception. The problem is as follows: if the phenomenon of perception is an openness 
to a mind-independent world of objects in the way it appears to us intuitively, how 
is it possible for one to experience in error, in cases such as perceptual illusion and 
hallucination, where no such mind-independent object exists? Indirect metaphysical 
theories of perception claim that we perceive the world in virtue of perceiving some 
mental intermediaries, such as ‘sense-data’ or ‘impressions’. For a sense-datum the-
orist, the immediate objects of perception are mind-dependent sense-data. By con-
trast, naïve realists propose that the mind-independent object is the object of our 
veridical perceptions. Hallucinations and illusions are said to constitute a different 
kind of experience altogether. Naïve realism rejects what has been called the com-
mon kind assumption (See Martin, 2004, 2006). That is the assumption that the kind 
of mental event that occurs when one is veridically perceiving is of the same fun-
damental kind of mental event as would occur when one is hallucinating or having 
an illusory experience. Thus, naïve realism offers a means by which perception can 
be metaphysically direct and genuinely world-involving. The directness or indirect-
ness entailed by representationalism is somewhat of a grey area. Representational-
ists claim that perceptual experience is a product of one’s representing the world as 
being a certain way. It must be made clear that representationalists do not hold that 
what we come to perceive are inner representations, rather, we perceive the world by 
representing it in experience. Thus, representationalists typically take their position 
to entail that perception is metaphysically indirect. On their view, as the same rep-
resentational state can occur in the absence of a worldly object, the worldly object 
cannot be said to constitute the experiential state when one is veridically perceiv-
ing. Although there are further complications here, for the purposes of this paper, 
the above gloss of the various approaches to the problem of perception should aid 
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us in making sense of metaphysical positions held by proponents of the predictive 
approach.6

As we have seen, in his earlier work, Hohwy (2007) suggests that the predic-
tive approach is indicative of a sense-data theory. Although he has since retracted 
this claim, he maintains that ‘‘perception must be at one remove from the world’’ 
(Hohwy, 2013, p. 48) and thus, metaphysically indirect. By contrast, Clark (2012) 
entertains the possibility that his particular predictive story can aid the naïve realist 
in gaining ‘genuine access’ to the world, but later settles for the problematic meta-
physical claim that perception is best conceived of as “not-indirect’’ (Clark, 2013a, 
p. 493). It should be noted that neither authors make explicit how they came by 
these conflicting metaphysical claims. As Drayson (2018) herself points out, we 
must assume that these conclusions have been reached through inference from the 
psychological indirectness entailed by the predictive approach. Arguably, scientific 
theories can be said to influence our thinking of metaphysical problems, but one 
cannot straightforwardly infer metaphysical indirectness from psychological indi-
rectness without further argumentation. Furthermore, there is nothing to suggest that 
psychological indirectness is inconsistent with the naïve realist’s metaphysical claim 
that perception is constitutively a relation to a worldly object. Inferential processes 
involved in perception do not omit the possibility that perception is genuinely world-
involving in the sense required by the naïve realists. As it stands, the predictive 
approach offers a theory of perception that is psychologically indirect, but this has 
no straightforward implications for the kind of metaphysical indirectness implied by 
its proponents and therefore, no clear bearing on the boundaries of sub-personal pro-
cesses involved in phenomenal consciousness. For even if the predictive approach 
is correct, and perception is psychologically indirect, it remains perfectly plausible 
that the object of perception and the relations obtaining between subject and world 
are constitutive of the perceptual state, thus entailing externalism at the sub-personal 
level. However, we should not jump to the conclusion that both authors have simply 
failed to acknowledge this. Instead, there must be an underlying assumption guiding 
this inference. Nowhere does this become more evident than in Clark’s (2012) argu-
ment for internalism from the unity of perception and imagination. The argument is 
as follows:

P1 Imagination is an off-line psychological process that can occur without sig-
nificant world-involvement.
P2 Perception and imagination are states of the same kind.
C World-involvement is not essential for perceptual experience to occur.
Therefore, internalism about the sub-personal basis of phenomenal conscious-
ness is true.

However, Clark’s argument here relies on an equivocation in P2 for the internal-
ist conclusion to follow. It is far from clear how we should read Clark’s claim that 

6 Some representationalists claim that veridical perception is metaphysically direct by appealing to a 
form of disjunctivism, whereby they reject that perception is of the same kind of mental event as non-
world-involving experiential states. See McDowell (2013)
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perception and imagination are states of the same kind. As we now know, even if 
perception and imagination are of the same kind of psychological process, it does 
not straightforwardly entail that they are of the same kind in the sense required to 
push back against the more metaphysical arguments from the enactivist concep-
tion of perceptual experience. For the internalist conclusion to follow, there must 
be an underlying assumption here. Although nowhere is this made explicit, Clark 
claims that perception and imagination should not be treated as “radically divergent 
states” (Clark, 2012, p. 764). Clark must have in mind the common kind assump-
tion that we have seen above. Although traditionally applied to veridical perception, 
hallucination, and illusion, when applied to imagination, it is the intuition that the 
kind of mental event that occurs when one is perceiving is of the same fundamental 
kind of event as would occur when one is imagining. This assumption appears to be 
what is working behind the scenes when Clark and Hohwy make their claims that 
perception is a process of ‘controlled hallucination’ that is best conceived of as a 
kind of ‘virtual reality’ or ‘inferred fantasy’, akin to imagination as perception is 
also at “one remove from the world” itself (Hohwy, 2013, p. 48). To my knowledge, 
proponents of the predictive approach offer no arguments for their endorsement of 
the common kind assumption. Rather, it is taken for granted that treating perception 
and imagination as “radically divergent states” (Clark, 2012. p. 764) would incur a 
“well-known cost” (ibid p. 763). Thus, the predictive approach is presented as hav-
ing an “added benefit” (ibid p. 768) or “pleasing property” (ibid p. 766) in its cast-
ing of perception and imagination as of the same kind.

We can now see the reason behind Clark’s inference to metaphysical indirect-
ness from the psychological indirectness suggested by the predictive approach. For 
Clark, the “super tight empirical link” (Clark, 2012, p. 767) suggests that in visually 
imagining, our brains are “deploying many of the very same strategies and resources 
used in ordinary perception” (ibid, p. 764). Thus, perception and imagination are 
conceived of as continuous and overlapping, suggestive of a “deep unity” (Clark, 
2014, p. 39). However, although the approach conceives of these experiential states 
as deeply unified in terms of the underlying psychological mechanisms involved, 
this unity does not necessarily entail that perception and imagination are of the same 
nature in the metaphysical sense. Thus, Clark’s position here relies for its weight 
on an assumption that the predictive approach does not itself provide direct sup-
port for. It is this implicit endorsement of the common kind assumption that leads 
him to his metaphysical position. For Clark wishes to retain the insight that percep-
tion is “directly world-revealing, and involves a crucial and complex dance between 
sensory transduction and real-world action” (Clark, 2012, p.755). However, it is 
his commitment to the common kind assumption that renders his position unsta-
ble. In taking perception and imagination to be of the same fundamental kind of 
mental event, with imagination understood as removed from the world, perception 
is also conceived of as removed from the world itself. This undermines the ‘genuine 
access’ that Clark wishes to hang onto and renders his ‘not-indirect’ take on percep-
tion as unstable. The endorsement of the common kind assumption also provides the 
foundation for his internalist intuitions about the sub-personal basis of phenomenal 
consciousness. For if perception and imagination are of the same fundamental kind 
of experiential state, and imagination can occur in the absence of the world, then the 
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world itself and the relations obtaining between subject and world cannot be said 
to constitute the perceptual state. Thus, Clark’s argument here requires the truth of 
the common kind assumption in its full sense. Which is to say that perception and 
imagination are of the same metaphysical nature. However, as we will see, in con-
flating perception and imagination in this way, it can be argued that one is commit-
ting a number of errors which have been diagnosed and remedied by thinkers from 
both the analytic and phenomenological traditions. In the following chapter, with 
appeal to a few insights offered by Sartre (1940) and Ryle (1949), I will draw atten-
tion to further underlying assumptions that appear to be guiding the predictive pro-
cessing argument for internalism and suggest an alternative conception of the nature 
of perception and imagination. One that treats them as not only distinct in the sense 
required to undermine Clark’s argument but distinct in a sense that supports the 
enactivist conception of perceptual experience as essentially world-involving and in 
turn, their reason to maintain externalism at the sub-personal level.

3  III.

In the opening chapter of his earlier work L’Imaginaire (1940), Jean-Paul Sartre sets 
out to demystify the nature of the imagination through careful phenomenological 
description of the mental image and expose the illusion of immanence. That is, the 
temptation among thinkers to conceive of the image as in the mind. Later that dec-
ade, Gilbert Ryle in The Concept of Mind (1949) attempted to put to bed any lin-
gering hopes for Cartesian substance dualism and took on traditional doctrines that 
can be thought of as haunted by the pervasive idea of a ghost in the machine. In his 
chapter on the imagination, Ryle criticises Hume’s attempt to distinguish between 
ideas (visual imagery) and impressions (perceptions) by famously claiming that the 
latter are simply more lively and vivid. Sartre also finds Hume’s doctrine to best 
articulate what he calls the illusion of immanence:

The perceptions, which enter with the most force and violence, we may name 
impressions… By ideas I mean faint images of these in thinking and reason-
ing.
Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1739.

According to both authors, the primary conceptual mistake here is to conceive 
of the image as the object of the imaginative activity. This is the illusion of imma-
nence.7 However, by my count, Sartre and Ryle draw our attention to at least three 
further problematic assumptions that can emerge from this way of thinking:

7 It should be noted that the kinds of representationalism that Sartre and Ryle are engaging with are dif-
ferent from the kinds of representationalism we find in predictive processing. This would require further 
clarification if representationalism itself were the object of my criticism. However, my contention here 
with the idea that the kinds of psychological-level representationalism we find in predictive processing 
accounts of cognition straightforwardly entails representationalism as a view of the metaphysics of the 
psychological processes we are explaining.
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i) As the image is taken to be the object of the imaginative activity, imagining is 
thus construed as a special kind of seeing of a mental image.

ii) It is assumed that the mental image that is ‘seen’ stands in as a poor replica for 
the perceived worldly object. The image is considered as faint and less lively than 
the perception of the worldly object.

iii) Conceiving of the imagination as primarily involving a special kind of viewing of 
mental images is to posit the existence of what is ‘seen’ in imagination as some 
thing that can be ‘seen’. Owing to the temptation to think in spatial terms, this 
positing of the existence of images warrants an inquiry as to the location of the 
things ‘seen’. As we can be quite certain they do not exist in the world before us, 
we are then forced to attribute them to a private inner realm.

At this point, I should note that I do not wish to charge proponents of the pre-
dictive approach to following Hume’s doctrine. Rather, my claim is that the temp-
tation to commit such conceptual errors exists in the background of the minds of 
modern thinkers when considering the philosophical implications that are to fol-
low from their scientific theories. As we have seen, in his earlier works, Hohwy 
was tempted towards a sense-datum theory of perception. The ancillary theory 
being that in imagining, one is simply ‘seeing’ reproductions of sense-data. 
Although he has since renounced this claim, he maintains that perception, under 
the predictive approach, is to be conceived of as akin to imagination as it is “like 
a fantasy or virtual reality” (Hohwy, 2013, p 137). Imagination is a kind of ‘see-
ing’ in ‘the mind’s eye’ which is of the same kind as perception, for what is seen 
in perception is, for Hohwy, at one remove from the world itself. We can thus 
read Hohwy as falling for the illusion of immanence. For he takes what is ‘seen’ 
in the imagination as some thing that exists to be witnessed. Clark treads more 
cautiously in considering the philosophical implications that are said to follow 
from his particular predictive view and rightly begins by rejecting the Cartesian 
conception of the mind as the seat of pure subjectivity. However, in arguing for 
the unity of perception and imagination, he makes room for there to be a differ-
ence in degree.

For nothing in this view requires that the system, when simply cycling, in 
the sleep or imagining state, in the absence of ongoing driving external 
inputs, will typically support the very same kinds of stability and richness 
of experienced detail that daily sensory engagements offer (Clark, 2012, 
p.765, emphasis added).

We may read Clark here as harbouring a Humean view of the image as a ‘faint’ 
reconstruction of a worldly object in its absence, whereby the mental image can 
be less ‘vivid’ or even impoverished relative to perception. This is another per-
vasive assumption adopted by many theorists whose reasoning may be argued as 
clouded by the illusion of immanence. As the image is assumed to be the object 
of the imaginative activity, it is taken that the relation between the image and that 
which it represents is the same as the relation between a portrait and its subject 
matter. But, as we will see, it is not clear that we are correct in thinking that one 
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can compare the perceived object with the visual image in this way. In the fol-
lowing subchapters, I will show that despite the temptation to conceive of the 
image as the object of the imaginative activity, no such objects are necessary. 
With this in mind, we are free to move towards an alternative understanding of 
the relationship between perception and imagination. In doing so we will see that 
there is good reason to suspect that imagination is metaphysically distinct from 
perception.

3.1  3.1)

Ordinary language does, at times, have a habit of misleading us. We often say that 
in imagining an oak tree, one is ‘seeing’ an oak tree in the ‘mind’s eye’. At times, 
I express annoyance when I can’t get that song ‘out of my head’. We speak as if 
there is an image of an oak tree in the ‘mind’s eye’ or as if there is the sound of Jef-
ferson Airplane ‘running through one’s head’. We unwittingly reify what is ‘seen’ 
or ‘heard’ as something that is in some sense witnessed or listened to. We take the 
image to be the object of our imaginings and then posit it as some thing that exists 
for one, and one only, to experience from within a private inner realm. But are such 
mental objects necessary to imagine things in the way that we do?

In short, no. For instance, in looking out onto my garden towards the pond, I can 
imagine my dog Huxley there, pestering the fish, but what I imagine to be pestering 
the fish is my dog Huxley. It is precisely the same dog who is currently sat at my 
feet. In perceiving Huxley sat at my feet, and imagining Huxley out by the pond, the 
objects are one and the same. There is no need for there to be an image in the mind’s 
eye that I am ‘seeing’. As Sartre would say, Huxley is “directly reached” (Sartre, 
2004, p.7). To imagine an object, one must aim at the worldly object that they are 
fancying themselves as ‘seeing’. One’s attention does not appear to be directed at 
a replica, for if it were so, the object would be experienced as just that, a replica. 
Rather, in imagination it seems that one’s attention is directed at the worldly object 
itself. For if this were not the case, then I could not say I imagine Huxley at all. As 
Ryle notes: “Much as stage-murders do not have victims and are not murders, so 
seeing things in one’s mind’s eye does not involve either the existence of things seen 
or the occurrence of acts of seeing.” (Ryle, 2009, p.232).

Conceiving of the image as the object of the imaginative activity breeds further 
confusion. The image is innocently thought of as in the mind, standing in as a sort of 
copy or replica. When we imagine the face of a dear friend, we do of course speak 
of ‘picturing’, ‘visualising’, or ‘having an image’ of a dear friend, though there is a 
temptation to go further and think of what is pictured as a kind of image that stands 
in as a reconstruction or representation of the absent friend. The temptation then 
arises to distinguish the image from the perceived object in claiming there is a dif-
ference in degree. The image is thought of as a less vivid and lively. But this seems 
to be misguided. One can compare the likeness of a portrait against its flesh and 
blood subject, but not the other way around. Should we take ‘vivid’ to mean lifelike, 
of course, a painting of a friend can be described as lifelike but the friend cannot be 
described as lifelike at all. However, if ‘vivid’ here is taken to mean intense or rich 
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rather than lifelike, a different problem ensues. While we can compare perceptions 
or sensations with others as being more or less vivid, intense, or rich, we cannot eas-
ily compare them with imaginings. If the difference between perceptions and imag-
inings were simply a difference in degrees of intensity or richness, then barely heard 
faint whispers would be auditory ‘ideas’ in one’s head and the rich piercing screech 
of tyres before an imagined car crash would be an auditory sensation. As Ryle notes, 
“An imagined shriek…is neither louder not fainter than a heard murmur. It neither 
drowns it nor is drowned by it” (Ryle ibid, p. 237). Contrary to Clark’s claim, we 
cannot so easily account for the phenomenological differences between perception 
and imagination in terms of degrees of “stability and richness” to be explained by 
the presence or “absence of ongoing driving external inputs” (Clark, 2012 p.765). 
The tune running ‘through one’s head’ is every bit as stable as the heard tune. That 
is, provided one knows how the tune goes. This is not to say that they cannot be 
confused. Rather, it is to say that there is good reason to think that they should not 
be thought of as comparable in this manner. For there need not exist an image in the 
‘mind’s eye’ or a tune running ‘through one’s head’ as the object of the imaginative 
activity.

Recognition of the fact that perception and imagination can be conceived of as 
incomparable in this way assists us in our realisation that the image need not be the 
object of the imaginative activity. Indeed, no such images are necessary. This is not 
to deny the existence of visual imagery. For such a claim would be instantly contra-
dicted by introspection. It is, however, to say that there need not be an object in the 
mind for one to ‘see’. Rather, one is visually imagining an experience of a worldly 
object. Imagining is one of many means by which the intentional object can be given 
to us. We do not need to be ‘seeing’ a visual image of a dear friend, rather, we can 
be visually imagining seeing a dear friend. The content remains unchanged and the 
syntax more faithful to the phenomenology. Just as we do not say that an object is 
in my perception, we should not say that an object is in my imagination. No such 
images are required as the objects of the imaginative activity.

3.2  3.2)

Hitherto, I have said very little on the distinction between imagination and percep-
tion. If anything, I have set them on a par in saying that perception and imagina-
tion are both means by which one can reach a worldly object. However, as we have 
absolved the imagination of the necessity of harbouring images as its objects and 
conceived of it another means by which a worldly object can be given, we are free to 
scrutinise the precise ways in which the object is given.

We can indeed see why imagination is often considered to be closely tied to per-
ception. This is of course due to the fact that visually imagining an object carries 
an experience that shares many features with perception. In both cases, the object is 
given from a certain perspective. It appears to us as from a particular point of view, 
as situated somewhere in egocentric space, standing out as a figure on a background. 
As these are indubitable features of visual imaginings, imagination is thus distinct 
from simply supposing or thinking of an object, as thought does not require for the 
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object to be experienced in this way. Of course, visually imagining how the unfin-
ished cathedral will look may assist the architect’s train of thought whilst explaining 
the plans to his co-workers, but it is certainly not essential. For this reason, imagina-
tion is commonly considered to be on the side of perception, for they share a phe-
nomenological resemblance in the way in which the object is given.

How then is the object given in thought? When one thinks of an object, the object 
is given in its entirety, in a single act. There is no need for exploration to confirm its 
identity, for the object is thought of as a ‘concrete concept’. As Sartre writes, when 
“I think of a cube by a concrete concept, I think of its six sides and its eight angles 
at the same time; I think that its angles are right angles, its sides squares. I am at 
the centre if my idea, I apprehend its entirety in one glance” (Sartre, 2004, p. 8). In 
thinking of a cube, there is no room for doubt. No uncertainty calling for investiga-
tion. The object is fulfilled by the act that captures its concrete essence and leaves 
nothing to be learned.

The temptation, as we have seen, is to place imagination on the side of percep-
tion. For visual imagery shares perception’s sensible quality. The structure of 
imaginings is such that the imagined object is given as spatio-temporally ‘real’, as 
presented as from a certain perspective. In order to visually imagine a cube, it is 
necessary to imagine a cube as it would appear to you in perception. For otherwise, 
one would not be able to visually imagine a cube at all. But, the imagined object 
is given as a certainty. One can, of course, imaginatively manipulate the imagined 
object to ‘reveal’ its possible ways of appearing, but in the act of imagining, there 
is no such revelation. Knowledge of its identity is immediate. The imagined object 
does not call for exploration, for there is nothing to be learned.

It is this certainty that marks the clearest distinction between imagination and 
perception, for there exists an essential ambiguity in the latter case. The perceived 
object, as it is explored, reveals itself one appearance at a time but can never be 
observed in its entirety. That is to say, upon reflection, there is an ever-present 
uncertainty based on appearance alone. Despite this, the object is experienced as 
whole. As this is so, it must then be the case that, due to our limited sensory contact, 
the wholeness of the object is a result of some kind of synthesis of all the possible 
appearances. As Sartre would say, in perception, in order to know objects, one must 
‘learn objects’. What is seen in perception is a "unity of a multiplicity of appear-
ances, which slowly serves its apprenticeship” (Sartre p. 9). This is precisely the 
insight appealed to by the sensorimotor enactivists, for whom, despite our limited 
sensory contact, the object is experienced as whole in virtue of our perceptual rela-
tion to the worldly object coupled with our sensorimotor understanding of the possi-
ble relations obtaining between sensory input and movement. Of course, as we have 
seen, the predictive approach arguably has the resources to accommodate the fact 
that we experience objects as whole. However, maintaining internalism at this point 
becomes more difficult. For although one can appeal to internal inferential processes 
as an explanation of how we come to experience more than we are in direct sensory 
contact with, this leaves unaccounted the infinity of possible appearances which 
constitutes the essence of the object and the resulting ambiguity that is character-
istic of perception. When we encounter a worldly object, the object lends itself to 
a necessary exploration required to secure its identity as a true worldly object. The 
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ambiguity is constitutive of the very essence of the perceived object, for there is 
always necessarily more that can be learned of it. It is this phenomenological feature 
of perception that seems to me to demand an explanation in terms of one’s interac-
tive relationship with the world. Explicating this position is beyond the scope of 
this paper. For our present purposes it is sufficient to have shown that whether the 
heavy lifting required for the success of this synthesis is owing to internal inferential 
processes favoured by the predictive approach or one’s sensorimotor understanding 
as claimed by the enactivist, it remains correct to say that in perception, the worldly 
object is encountered. It is given by itself and so there is always more that can be 
learned from this encounter.

When framed in this way we can now see that what is imagined is closer to 
thought than it is to perception. Perception is an encounter with worldly objects. 
Imagination is the coupling of one’s concrete knowledge of an object to sensible ele-
ments representative of that object. Despite its perspectival appearances, the imag-
ined object is given as a certainty and so belongs to the realm of knowledge. That 
is to say, to imagine an object is to think an experience of an object. Thus, on this 
conception, perception and imagination are nontrivially distinct. For perception is 
constitutively a relation to a worldly object. The object’s true existence secured by 
its essential ambiguity and demand for exploration.

It should also be made clear that as visually imagining an object is to be under-
stood as visually imagining an experience of seeing an object, it follows that visual 
imagination necessarily shares many phenomenological features with perception. 
For it aims at the sensible elements representative of an experience of a worldly 
object in an attempt to grasp the object as it would appear to one in perception. 
This not only helps us make sense of the phenomenological similarities across these 
experiential states. It also anticipates the ‘deep unity’ of perception and imagination 
proposed by the predictive approach and makes sense of the supposed overlap of 
internal mechanisms. For imagination is an act whereby one attempts to capture the 
worldly object as if it were experienced.

What I hope to have shown in this chapter is as follows: To visually imagine, one 
need not ‘see’ anything at all. Rather, it can be understood that, in imagination, one 
is visually imagining an experience of perceiving an object and thus, the imagina-
tive experience necessarily shares sensible features with perception. The distinction 
between perception and imagination is not best captured in its so-called differing 
degrees of intensity or richness. The clearest distinction lies in the way in which the 
object is given. The imagined object can be conceived of as a product of knowledge. 
It is given to us as a certainty, for there is nothing that can be learned. In perception, 
one encounters worldly objects, thus there exists a kind of uncertainty, for there is 
always more that one could learn from exploration. The phenomenological character 
of perceptual experience possesses an essential ambiguity, for there is an infinite 
number of possible ways in which the world itself can be seen. It is this multiplic-
ity of possible relations to the worldly object that constitutes the very nature of the 
object and the persistent uncertainty confirms the authenticity of the world itself. 
On this conception of the relationship between perception and imagination, they are 
not of the same kind required to deliver the internalist conclusion from Clark’s argu-
ment. For there exists a plausible metaphysical distinction between perceiving and 
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imagining in the way in which the object is given. This distinction not only rejects 
Clark’s argument for internalism from the unity of perception and imagination but 
lends support to the enactivist conception of experience as essentially interactive 
and world-involving, and thus, their reason for maintaining externalism at the sub-
personal level.

4  IV.

My objective in this paper has been to draw attention to the metaphysical pressure 
that a relational conception of experience at the personal-level places on those wish-
ing to deny the extended consciousness thesis on the basis of predictive process-
ing. In doing so, I hope to have contributed in extending the extended consciousness 
debate. For if perception is metaphysically direct, the worldly object and the rela-
tions obtaining between subject and world must constitute the experiential state. If 
true, then externalism about the sub-personal basis would follow. I have shown that 
although proponents of predictive processing may be correct in their claim that per-
ception is psychologically indirect, they cannot straightforwardly infer metaphysical 
indirectness from their psychological theory of perception without further argumen-
tation. Rather, metaphysical directness is perfectly compatible with their psycho-
logically indirect theory. I have argued that the temptation to make this inference 
rests on an underlying assumption that is not supported by their framework. That is 
the implicit endorsement of the common kind assumption; whereby perception and 
imagination are said to be of the same fundamental kind of mental event. Further, I 
have shown that the truth of this assumption is required for the internalist conclu-
sion to follow from Clark’s argument from the psychological unity of perception 
and imagination. I have argued that conflating perception and imagination in this 
way can be seen as committing a number of conceptual errors. The primary error 
is to conceive of the imagined object as the object of the imaginative activity. It is 
in making this common assumption that theorists can be drawn into thinking that 
imagination is a special form of ‘seeing’ of objects in ‘the mind’s eye’. Once we 
remove the image as the object of the imaginative activity, we are free to understand 
the imagination as another means by which a worldly object can be given. Con-
ceived in this way, we can see that there are good reasons to suppose that perception 
and imagination may be different in kind. I do not claim to have shown that this is 
the correct way of conceiving of the relationship between perception and imagina-
tion. Nor do I claim to have shown extended consciousness to be true. Rather, I 
have argued that there exists an alternative conception of the relationship between 
perception and imagination. One that has the resources to accommodate predic-
tive processing’s psychological claims but does so without their endorsement of the 
common kind assumption. On this view, these experiential states are distinct in the 
metaphysical sense required to undermine their argument from the psychological 
unity of perception and imagination to internalism. That is, without further argu-
mentation for their particular conception of the relationship between these experi-
ential states. To my knowledge, no such argument has been put forward. Therefore, 
this paper may be read as a call for proponents of the predictive approach to clarify 
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their understanding of this relation. As in the absence of such clarification, it is not 
at all obvious that the psychological considerations put forward by proponents of the 
predictive approach have any bearing on the metaphysical debate surrounding the 
boundaries of the sub-personal basis of phenomenal consciousness.
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