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ABSTRACT: Analytic philosophers of mind seemingly take the hard problem of consciousness to be the only as-
pect of the mind-body problem that has not been in principle solved. But phenomenal consciousness is not the only
puzzling and mysterious mental phenomena. The capacity of our minds to have contents — to “be about” or “of” ob-
jects, and to represent them — is also puzzling and mysterious. And whilst, from the ‘80s on, it was largely assumed
that mental contents could have been easily naturalized, the repeated and systematic failures of naturalistic theories of
content invite us to search for an alternative approach. This paper aims to introduce one such alternative approach,
which I dub content illusionism. Content illusionism revolves around two main claims. One is an eliminative claim,
according to which mental contents do not exist. The other is the illusion claim, according to which there is an illu-
sion of mental content: contents appear to exist and be “carried around” by our mental states. The paper offers a gen-
eral presentation of content illusionism, explaining its core claims, showing that it is a compelling philosophical view
of content, and defending it from some intuitive objections.

RESUMEN: Los fil6sofos analiticos de la mente parecen dar por sentado que el problema dificil de la conciencia es
el tnico aspecto del problema mente-cuerpo que atn no ha sido resuelto. Sin embargo, la conciencia fenoménica no es
el tnico fenémeno mental desconcertante y misterioso. La capacidad de nuestra mente para tener contenidos —para
«versar sobre» o «ser acerca de» objetos, y para representarlos— resulta igualmente enigmdtica. Y si bien desde los
afios ochenta del siglo xx se dio por hecho que los contenidos mentales podrian naturalizarse sin mayor dificultad, los
fracasos repetidos y sistemdticos de las teorfas naturalistas del contenido nos invitan a buscar un enfoque alternativo. El
presente articulo se propone presentar precisamente uno de esos enfoques alternativos, al que denomino ilusionismo
del contenido. Esta posicidn se articula en torno a dos tesis principales. La primera es de cardcter eliminativista y sos-
tiene que los contenidos mentales, en rigor, no existen. La segunda es la tesis de la ilusion, segun la cual existe una ilusion
de contenido mental: los contenidos parecen existir y ser «transportados» por nuestros estados mentales. El articulo
ofrece una presentacién general del ilusionismo del contenido, explica sus tesis centrales, muestra que s trata de una
posicién filoséficamente atractiva sobre el contenido, y la defiende frente a algunas objeciones de corte intuitivo.

LABURPENA: Dirudienez, gogoaren filosofo analitikoentzat, kontzientziaren auzi zaila da printzipioz konpondu gabe
dagoen gogo-gorputz auziaren alderdi bakarra. Alabaina, kontzientzia fenomenikoa ez da fenomeno mental harrigarri cta
misteriotsu bakarra. Gure gogamenak edukiak izateko —alegia, «objektuei buruz» edo «objektuez aritzeko», eta haiek iru-
dikatzeko— duen gaitasuna ere harrigarri eta misteriotsua da. Eta 1980ko hamarkadatik aurrera neurri handi batean ontzat
eman bazen ere eduki mentalak erraz naturaliza zitezkeela, edukiaren teoria naturalisten porrot errepikatu eta sistematikoek
ikuspcgi alternatibo bat bilatzera bultzatzen gaituzte. Artikulu honetan, halako ikuspcgi alternatibo bat aurkeztu nahi duc,
nik edukiaren ilusionismo izendatu dudana. Edukiaren ilusionismoa bi tesi nagusiren inguruan egituratzen da. Lehenengoak
izaera baztertzailea du, eta, horren arabera, ez dago eduki mental hertsirik. Bigarrena ilusioaren tesia da, eta, horren arabera,
eduki mentalaren ilusio bat dago: badirudi edukiak existitzen direla eta gure egoera mentalek "garraiatzen" dituztela. Arti-
kuluan, edukiaren ilusionismoaren aurkezpen orokorra egiten da; haren tesi nagusiak azaltzen dira, edukiari buruzko ikus-
puntu filosofiko sinesgarria dela erakusten da, eta objekzio intuitibo batzuen aurrean defendatzen da.
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Illusionism as a theory of mental content

1. A manifesto

Most philosophers take the mind-body problem to have been reduced to the hard problem of consciousness — the
problem of explaining why any subjective, experiential feeling accompanies our neural activities. The rest of the mind

has been figured out — at least in principle (Chalmers, 1997).

Yet, phenomenal consciousness is not the only surprising, unique and “weird” feature of the mind. The ability of minds
to have mental contents — their capacity to be about, “directed at”, or represent things — is quite puzzling too. Think
that 2+2=4. How did your mind manage to grasp an abstract mathematical truth, presumably outside time and space?
Look at these words. How can your perceptual state “contain” them, making you aware of them and their meaning? Re-

call any dream of yours: how could such a weird and complex scenario have been shown to your mind’s eye?
allany d fy h Id such d and pl have b h y d’s ey

From the 80’s on, a group of philosophers systematically tackled these questions. Their objective was to naturalize men-
tal content — that is, explaining why mental states carry the contents they carry by resorting only to naturalistically ac-
ceptable, ontologically unsuspicious ingredients (e.g. Millikan, 1984; Fodor, 1987; Dretske, 1988). 40 years later, the
problem is still open. The inability of naturalistic approaches to deal with the problem motivates a novel exploration of
our conceptual landscape, and the search for an alternative approach to content (see Kriegel, 2011; Egan, 2020).

Here, I sketch content illusionism — one such alternative approach. This approach is indebted to Dennett (1991b;
2005) Frankish’s (2016; 2023; 2026) and Kammerer (2021) illusionism about phenomenal consciousness, and revolves
around the idea that content is an illusion: something that merely appears to exist, without really existing. If content il-
lusionism is correct, then, our minds are not “about” nor “represent” anything — our mental states come before the
mind’s eye empty handed, so to speak. Yet, they don’t seemz empty handed. We won’t naturally, naively describe them as
such. On the contrary, they appear to “be about” or “represent” many things, sometimes very complicated ones.

Note that, just like its phenomenal counterpart, content illusionism isn’t a single view, but a family of possible views
with varying degrees of kinship and similarity (Frankish, 2016; 2023). So, in sketching content illusionism, I am sketch-
ing a motif (Raja, 2024): a set of usefully vague and open-ended ideas that guide a specific set of epistemic practices.
Here, I wish to sketch such a morif, introducing it to the literature and showing that it is an attractive position. So, I
won’t articulate a full-fledged philosophical theory, nor offer a direct argument to the effect that content is an illusion.
For such an argument, see (Facchin, 2025).

I shall thus begin by clarifying the terms of the debate, fixing the reference of “mental content” (§2.1); and present-
ing the core claims of content illusionism (§2.2). I shall then motivate content illusionism, showing that it is a compel-
ling alternative to traditional views of content (§3), and deflect some obvious objections it faces (§4). I will then quickly
substantiate the motif; offering a how-possibly explanation of the illusion of content (§5), and then conclude this mani-
festo by indicating some directions for future research (§6).

2. Presenting content illusionism
2.1. On “content” and its features

Content illusionism claims that mental content — henceforth, just “content” — is an illusion. But what is this content
)
that’s supposed to be an illusion? What does “content” mean?!

! Owing to space limitations, and the programmatic nature of the paper, the discussion of these matters will be highly schematic. See Fac-

chin, 2025) for a more in-depth discussion.
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As now customary (e.g. Shea, 2018; Mendelovici, 2018) I fix the reference of “content” by ostension. Looking at para-
digmatic and uncontested? examples of contentful and contentless mental states, it should be possible to identify some
natural and salient property states of the first type all have and states of the second type all lack, which is thus what
“content” designates (cf. Schwitzgebel, 2016; 2024, ch.8).

As a first example of paradigmatic contentful mental states, consider perceptual states such as seeing an apple, hearing
an ambulance passing, or smelling the dinner burning in the oven. Notice how, in all these cases, there is some object?
being perceived — an apple, the passing ambulance, or the dinner turning into charcoal. Other perceptual-like mental
states, such as hallucinations, misperceptions, or bouts of imagings share the same feature too, and are indeed paradig-

matically contentful.

Consider now occurrent thoughts — the kind of sentences we “say aloud” in our heads when we think. Right now, you
are “saying aloud” this very sentence — if you are not distracted. So, there is something that you are “innerly saying
aloud”, something that you are thinking. And the same holds for other explicit acts of thought like judging, deciding,
evaluating, considering and inferring.

Consider lastly propositional attitudes — #he paradigmatic example of contentful mental states (e.g. Fodor, 1987). Be-
lieving that p, desiring that g, predicting that » and intending to ¢ all have some sort of object that is believed, desired,
predicted or intended introduced by the “that” or “to”.

Consider now some paradigmatic contentless states. A first paradigmatic case is offered by non-mental states, like hav-
ing a cavity, a broken bone, or a cold. Whilst one might be conscious of these states in virtue of their symptoms, none of

these states is considered to carry mental content, on account of being non-mental states.

As a second paradigmatic case, consider now some psychophysical states, such as being hungover, being horny, being
thirsty/hungry, being stressed, or being burned out. These states have a rich and complex phenomenology, and are thus
mental states in a prominent and clear sense of the term. Yet they lack any object — when you are perceiving, there is
something perceived. But when you are hungover, there is nothing hungovered, so to speak.

Consider, lastly, moods such as elation, depression, nervousness, or discomfort. These states are clearly mental and are
recognized as such by everyone. They have a rich phenomenology, and a complex impact on our behavior. And yet,
there does not seem to be anything e/ated in elation, depressed in depression or “nervoused” in nervousness; at least, not

in the way anything is perceived in perception, or believed in belief.

What sort of visible and salient property is universally present among contentful states and universally absent among
contentless states? An essential link with an object. All contentful states are partially identified by it. Change the type

Almost uncontested - content eliminativists may disagree (e.g. Rosenberg, 2019). But they too would concede that, if content existent,
these states would be contentful.

3 DI’'m using the term “object” a bit loosely here - the relevant object could be a state of affair, a property, or something else. Still, there is somze-
thing being perceived.

As the reviewers noticed, such a view is not universally held by philosophers, and, popularity-wise, it might even be on the back foot. Crane
(1998), for example, called upon the phenomenological tradition (especially Sartre, 1971) to argue that the intentional object of such
moods is the world. Roughly, just as my (and your) current perceptual state has #his sentence as its object, or my fear of spiders is about spi-
ders, the depression of the depressed person is “about” the world, or has the world as its object. I must confess I don’t really see how depres-
sion “is about” the world, or how it has the world as its object in a way that is identical (or even roughly analogous) to the way perceptual
states and emotions have objects or “are about” objects. So, I must confess that I cannot but regard that claim as false. I also suspect that
the claim is generated by an overextension of a different claim coming from the phenomenological tradition, namely that our emotional
states (moods included) are partially constitutive of our “openness” to the world; that is, of our intentional contact with the world (Heide-
gger, 1962; sce also De Haan, ez a/. 2013 for an updated, “neurophenomenological” rendition of that claim). I find this second claim much
more plausible - and indeed I accept the view that (at least some) emotions appear to be contentful. My fear of spiders is indeed zbout spi-
ders, and has spiders as its objects.
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of link, and you turn a belief into a desire or a perception into a fantasy. Change the object, and you turn a belief that
p into a belief that g, the perception of an orange in a perception of an apple. Nothing of the sort holds for contentless
states. Since there is nothing depressed, there is nothing whose change turns a depression of a into a depression of & —
because depressions are not “of” nor “about”. And since there is no such object, there can be no linkage with it whose
change turns depression into elation, or burnout into hungover.’

Note that, strictly speaking, the examples above are examples of contentful and contentless mental states, rather than
content. So, the above fixes the reference of “contentful” and “contentless” mental states. From these, it is easy to fix the
reference of “having content” — to have content is to have the linkage with an object contentful states paradigmatically
display. But once the reference of “having content” is given, the reference of “content” is too — “content” refers to the

relevant objects contentful mental states are essentially linked to.

Is this usage of “content” idiosyncratic? Quite the contrary. Consider:

“When we introspectively notice intentional states [...] we also notice something we are tempted
to describe as what our mental states are “directed at” or what they “say”; this is their (inten-

tional) content.” (Mendelovici, 2018, p. 8; italics added)

“There is some need for clarification in the literature regarding how we should understand the
term ‘content’ and what a theory of content is about. The term ‘content’ is commonly used to re-
fer to the intentional object of a representation — the thing (or property, abstract entity, etc.) repre-
sented.” (Ramsey, 2023, p. 2 fn 1; italics added)

Mendelovici and Ramsey have very different philosophical affiliations: the former comes from analytic, “armchair” phi-
losophy of mind, and the latter from (post?)analytic, empirically informed, philosophy of cognitive science. Yet they
use “content” identically. Brentano reminds us this usage of “content” is way older than analytic philosophy, and can be
traced at least back to the Scholastics®:

“Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called
the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly
unambiguously, reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be understood
here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity.” (Brentano 2012, p. 88, italics added)

This usage of “content”, then, is common, and hides no sleight of hand. Indeed, it is so common that it “leaked” onto
the discussion of sub-personal representational posits, to designate what these posits are about (e.g. Neander, 2017;
Williams, 2019; Piccinini, 2022).” I won’t challenge this usage here: after all, even subpersonal representational posits
seem to have that kind of essential tie to an object.

Still, this usage of “content” is ambiguous. At times, the world seems to pick up ordinary objects, broadly understood:
mind-independent “middle sized dry goods” (cf. Clark, 2009). For example, when I see an apple, think of the colos-
seum or remember my hotel room in Nuremberg, the content of these states seems to be some ordinary physical object.
Yet, other mental states suggest otherwise. When, for example, one hallucinates the proverbial pink elephant, or mis-
perceives a dog turd as a man® there is no “middle sized dry good” corresponding to what one misperceived. It is natural,
in such cases, to think of content as “mental things” of sort — as sui generis objects “in” the mind and “shown” to the

> Itis however plausible such changes can be executed by changing the relevant phenomenal features of these states.

¢ A reviewer (whom I thank) informed me that it is possible to find even earlier discussions of intentionality, such as in the Nyaya school of
philosophy; see (Das, 2021).

7 Presumably, the relevant sub-personal representations also include neural representations, even if they are supposed to be observables
rather than posits (Thomason & Piccinini, 2018). For further discussion, see (Facchin, 2023; Drayson, 2025).

8  This actually happened; see Clark (2016, p. 8).
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mind’s eye; and indeed our folk conception of content does at times conceive contents in this way (cf. Crane & French,
2021).

So, are contents ordinary objects or not — or, better, given the eliminativistic view the paper will soon introduce: is
“content” supposed to refer to ordinary objects or not? I am inclined to give a negative answer — based on the (hope-
fully uncontested) claim that contents have features very unlike the features of ordinary objects. Thus notice, for exam-
ple, that contents are “satisfiable” (Facchin 2025, p. 206): they are (or “bear”; the literature attests both usages®) condi-
tions of satisfaction. And they likely do so essentially, as indeed in many cases contentful states must be either satisfied
(e.g. accurate, truthful, or fulfilled) or not. Ordinary objects surely are not satisfiable in this way. Contents are also “ap-
parently worldly” (ibidem), in that they present themselves as objects existing over and above the mental state “carrying
them” — and yet, in many cases (especially when the content is not satisfied) they seem to be internal or immanent to
the state itself. Again, ordinary objects don’t seem to possess this feature.

I don’t think that this conclusion is (or, should be) controversial. Most philosophers don’t take contents to be ordinary
objects. This is presumably why philosophers strive to zaturalize them — ordinary objects stand in no need of naturali-
zation. And notice that one doesn’t zeed to buy into some Meinongian theory of non-actual but existent objects to hold
the view that contents are not ordinary objects. Taking contents to be propositions (e.g. Frege, 1918; Fodor, 1987) or
possible worlds (e.g. Wittgenstein, 2001; Lewis, 1973; Kiefer & Howhy, 2018) is enough to take contents 7oz to be or-
dinary objects.

So, “content” designates the objects our contentful mental states (and sub-personal representational states) are essen-
tially linked to, as weird and “non-ordinary” as these objects may be. What does content illusionism say about them?

2.2. The core claims of content illusionism

Content illusionism is a (family of) theory (or theories) of content. But “theory of content” is ambiguous between two
readings (Ramsey, 2023):

Reading (1): Theories of content are meta-semantic theories, detailing the factors in virtue of
which a contentful state carries the content it carries.

Reading (2): Theories of content are metaphysical theories, accounting for the ultimate nature
of contents.

Reading (1) today prevails: mainstream naturalistic theories of content are theories of content in this sense (e.g. Mil-
likan, 1984; Shea, 2018).1° And so are their non-naturalistic alternatives (e.g. Bourget & Mendelovici, 2019). Reading
(2) is, in contrast, very ageé: it calls to mind “Meinong’s object theory” (Meinong, 1960) or James’s view of contents as
physical particulars we bodily relate to (James, 1911).

Shamefully, content illusionism contributes to the confusion concerning the meaning of “theory of content” because it
is not a theory of content in any of these two senses. Indeed, it consists of two main claims, the first of which is that con-
tent should be eliminated — a claim that uneasily sits with both reading (1) and (2).

How should this eliminative claim be understood? Eliminativism comes in two basic variants — entity eliminativism
and discourse eliminativism (Sprevak & Irvine, 2020). Entity eliminativism claims that something does not exist — it

makes a negative existential claim. Discourse eliminativism makes no negative existential claim (or at least, it’s not com-

2 See Zahnoun (2023).
10" This doesn’t, however, mean that such theories are metaphysically agnostic about content. As noticed above, they often take (or end up

taking) contents to be propositions or possible worlds.
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pelled to make any). Rather, it makes a linguistic claim; namely, that we should opt out of certain discursive practices in-
volving the to-be-eliminated word. The eliminative claim advanced by content illusionism should be read as advancing
a form of entity eliminativism:

Eliminative claim: There are no mental contents.

The eliminative claim entails that the reference of “content” is empty (since there are no contents). And because of this,
the eliminative claim enzails (but is zot identical to) a weak form of discourse eliminativism, at least for scientific real-
ists.

This is because contents (and the representational states “carrying” them!!) allegedly play a number of relevant roles in
the modern mind sciences. For instance, they are called upon to explain specific patterns of successes and failures of an
agent (e.g. Godfrey-Smith, 2006; Shea, 2018) and in identifying common, abstract patterns of response or functioning
that are exhibited despite the physical difference of the stimulus or input conditions (e.g. Dennett, 1987; 1991). Now,
if one is a scientific realist, one should also discursively eliminate content from these explanations (Ramsey, 2020). The
reason is simple: realists take these statements to be ontologically committing. But if the eliminative claim is correct,
these commitments are wrongheaded — hence, they shouldn’t be made. So, the linguistic practices making them should

be avoided.

Notice however that the form of discourse eliminativism entailed by the eliminative claim concerns only the scientific
discourse about the mind.!? Other relevant forms of content-invoking talk do not bear the relevant ontological com-
mitments, and thus are left untouched. Thus, it does not affect our use of mental contents for making sense, predicting
and rationalizing the behavior of ourselves and others (e.g. Dennett, 1987; Toon, 2023; Facchin ez 4l., 2025), as these
discursive usages of content are entirely possible even without making any ontological commitment to the reality of
content. For the same reason, it does not affect usages of content in narrative practices — including self-narration, be-
havior shaping practices and narrative practices regulating social coordination (Dennett, 1992; Demeter, 2022; Hutto,
2022). Thus, the form of discourse eliminativism entailed by the eliminative claim is remarkably moderate, far removed
from Churchlandesque fantasies of all-encompassing linguistic reforms.!? Indeed, as I shall explain, certain everyday us-
ages of content cannot be coherently eliminated by the illusionist, on the pain of contradiction. This is because they are
constitutive of the illusion of content (see § 5).

The whar? Well, the illusion of content is what tells apart content illusionism from content eliminativism and fiction-
alism about mental content. Content eliminativists only say that content does not exist'* (e.g. Rosenberg, 2019), leav-
ing unexplained why we zhink it exists and behave as if it does. And fictionalism is primarily a claim concerning how
we should interpret the semantics and/or pragmatics of our content-involving discourse — it’s a piece of philosophy
of language that, whilst of course sympathetic to anti-realism, neither entails nor is entailed by it (Gan, 2024). Strictly
speaking, fictionalism has no ontological strings attached.

In contrast, content illusionism has ontological strings attached, and not merely negative ones. For, the second main

claim of content illusionism is a positive existential claim, the illusion claim:

Illusion claim: There is an illusion of content: whilst there are no mental contents, there seem to
be mental contents “given” before our mind’s eye.!s

Throughout the paper, I shall assume that representational states constitutively involve content. This seems an innocent assumption, given
the notion of content at play.

And only on the assumption that some form of scientific realism is correct. Fictionalists won’t be troubled by this (see Sprevak, 2013).

13 Fantasies that, to be fair to the Churchlands, they now have wisely abandoned (e.g. Churchland, 2012).

Or, more often, that somze contents in some mental states or processes do not exist (e.g. Churchland, 1992; Hutto & Myin, 2013).

Or equivalently: content is seemingly given to our minds.
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What is this illusion, and how should it be characterised? And why is it an illusion, and not just a simple mistake, or an
hallucination?

Let’s start with the second question. Hallucinations and mistakes are subjective and asystematic. They are subjective,
because they are factually not shared by subjects. My hallucinations, my perceptual mistakes are uziguely mine, and it
would be very odd if we were bozh hallucinating a pink elephant, or bozh mistaking an apple for a watermelon. Also, hal-
lucinations and mistakes are asystematic. There is no stimulus that reliably causes me to hallucinate or to misperceive.
In contrast, illusions are intersubjectively concordant and systematic — and that’s what distinguishes them from sim-
ple hallucinations and perceptual errors (Macpherson, 2013; Mandik, 2016). Seeing the two lines of the Miiller-Lyer
makes everyone see two lines of different length. Looking at the complex arrangements invented by Ames makes every-
one see rotating windows as oscillating (the so-called “Ames window” illusion), or people changing size when walking
into a room (the “Ames room”, see Ittelson, 1952).1¢ These illusions are readily produced by “consuming” an appropri-
ate stimulus, and are shared by anyone consuming it.1”

Mental contents display the same intersubjective concordance and systematicity — hence they are aptly called an illu-
sion. At least in normal conditions, when gazing at a perceptual scene, we will all see the same thing - i.e., be in a per-
ceptual state with the same content. Similarly, by hearing the premises V(x) f(x) > g(x) and f(a), we will all conclude
that g(a); that is, we will all formulate a judgement with the same content. By hearing “Napoleon” we will all think of
a French general turned emperor, and so forth. Sure, there are contextual and agential variation: if one does not know
modern formalized logic, reading V(x) f(x) - g(x) and f(a) won’t let them conclude that g(a), and if we are at the weekly
meeting of our Animal Farm reading group, hearing “Napoleon” will make us think of a fictional character. But such
changes are not random — they are lawfully based on the context, knowledge, and ability of the subject. Even mental
contents of states that are 7ot tokened as a direct response to any stimulus are largely identical across subjects: for exam-
ple, we tend to dream anxiety-inducing scenes (Revonsuo, 2000); and subjects affected by schizophrenia tend to hallu-
cinate voices (e.g. Sartorius e 4l., 1986). This uniformity is quite remarkable: of 4// the things we could dream (or hallu-

cinate) we dream (or hallucinate) only a very limited, and intersubjectively concordant, portion.

How, however, should this illusion be conceived? This is a pivotal question to answer. After all, our intuitive concep-
tion of an illusion is that of a state that misrepresents something (e.g. Macpherson, 2013) — that is, we conceive illu-

sions of contentful states. Clearly, if this were the relevant sense of illusion, content illusionism would be incoherent.!8

We can, however, think of illusions in other ways. One such way is bebavioral’® On this view, to be illuded is to be
“pulled” to adopt a certain behavioral pattern by a stimulus. When, for example, one is in the grip of the Miiller-Lyer il-
lusion, one will behave in certain characteristic ways: they will say that one line is longer, indicate the line with inbound
arrowheads as longer, they will show surprise after measuring the two lines, ezc. And, in a way, the subject can’t but be-
have in this way: it is compelled by the stimulus to do s0.2° Similarly, the content illusionist suggests, we can’t but be-
have as if we were constantly shown contents being “carried around” by our mental states. For example, we cannot but
make sincere, but false reports of mental contents, and we cannot but sizcerely — that is, without explicit dissimulation
— treat others (and ourselves) as if their mental states hosted contents. As I shall sometimes say for the sake of simplic-
ity, we fit the behavioral stereotype of a persona believing that mental content is real (cf. Schwitzgebel, 2002; 2013), and

Both illusions are better experienced in video format: see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3t5qQB-FuJg for the Ames room and
hteps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVepIZLepVc for the Ames window.

Including peoples from very different, “non-western” cultures and non-human animals (see Amir & Firestone, 2025).

This is a version of the “cognitive collapse” argument against eliminativism (see Baker, 1987; Sprevak, 2013). This is why the cognitive col-
lapse (and related objections) are not addressed in §4.

Another way to think about the illusion will be introduced in §4.

Of course, this shouldn’t be read 00 rigidly - a person who knows about the illusion will typically be able to suppress these behavioral pat-
terns and exhibit different, “not-illusion-oriented” ones. But the pull of “illusory” behavioral patterns remains real - after all, one line really
seems longer then the other!
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thus we believe in a way such that the ascription of such a belief is (given our relevant folk psychological ascriptive prac-
tices) false, but warranted.*!

An example to clarify. John wakes up tired and covered in sweat. As he gets to the kitchen, his partner looks at him and
asks if everything is ok. John confirms that he just had a terrible night. He says something like:

“I dreamed that my high school crush was investigating a murder, and I knew they wanted to
frame you. So, I was driving you away to hide you, but I realized I wasn’t really driving, I was cy-
cling, and when I looked at the road again, I saw I was speeding on a sky-jumping trampoline. So,
I tried to brake but I couldn’t find the brake on the bike, and so I took this enormous jump and
then woke up at 2:45 AM. And I was so upset and anxious I couldn’t fall asleep until about 6:00.”

What are John and his partner doing? John is presumably explaining why he looks awful, and he does so by means of a
strange and incoherent narration. What matters is not if the narration is true or a true report of an experience (the il-
lusionist of course claims that it isn’t, but this isn’t the focus now). What matters is how John and his partner #reat it.
John is presumably aware that the picce of narration is literally false (nothing of that really happened), and of its poor
aesthetic qualities. Yet he is compelled to produce that narration — at least, if he’s a collaborative speaker.?> He can-
not, for example, recount a different event of his life (it would not explain why he looks terrible) or recount a better,
more scary story to justify his lack of sleep (e.g. a passage from Stephen King’s novel /7). Indeed, if his partner noticed
that John is doing something like that, they would assume that John is either abandoning the conversation; or trying
to make a fool of them. Similarly, John’s partner cannot, if they’re being a collaborative speaker, remark on the lack of
aesthetic qualities or coherence of John’s narration. They’re both naturally inclined (and compelled by social norms)
to treat John as if during the night he was the spectator of the “mental film” he recounted — a mental film so realistic,
engaging and anxiety inducing to have disrupted John’s sleep pattern. They both fit the behavioral stereotype of people
believing that John had such and such a dream, and should thus be ascribed the relevant belief (given our folk psycho-
logical practices). Most importantly, John and the partner can’t but fit that stereotype. They can’t but behave as if John
witnessed some sort of contentful “inner movie” while sleeping, justifying the (for the illusionist false) ascription of the
corresponding belief.?

Aren’t John and his partner just pretending, as Toon (2023) recently argued? No. Even if John and his partner behave
only as if John witnessed an “inner movie” while sleeping, their behavior is not pretense — not even if pretense were just
a specific, enculturated behavioral pattern, as Toon (2023, p. 72-75) seems to hold. For, even if pretending to ¢ were
just a behavior, the behavioral profile of pretending to ¢ would differ, no matter subtly, from aczually ing — indeed,
this is what essentially tells apart pretense behavior from non-pretense behavior (see Facchin & Rucinska, 2024). We
can thus always contrast pretending to ¢ with really ¢ing. But, in the case at hand, we have zo such contrast. There is
no “more serious” version of what John and his partner are doing. There is only a “less serious” version — pretending to
have had a nightmare. In that case John’s behavior will be different — if John only pretends to be tired, he won’t, for ex-

2l Won't the identification of behavioral stereotypes presuppose content? After all, behavioral stereotypes are typically identified in terms of

that-clauses (cf. above: “the stereotype of the person believing that content is real”). Not really: we can think of behavioral stereotypes as
“real patterns” (Dennett, 1991) to which our ascriptive practices “latch onto” - and crucially the existence of ascriptive practices does not
entail the existence of the contents ascribed (just like the practice of exorcizing demons does not entail the existence of demons, no matter
how successful that practice seems). Thanks to Erik Myin for this suggestion. See also Hutto & Satne (2015) for a similar idea defended in
more detail.
22 Why that narration rather than any other narration? I don’t know. But that’s not a problem unique to content illusionism. I know of no
theory able to predict and explain why we dream exaczly what we dream, rather than any other thing we could dream.
2 What about any phenomenal state John may have undergone in his sleep? Is the content illusionist forced to deny their existence? Strictly
speaking, the answer is negative. The content illusionist has only to deny that such states carry the content John reported (and any other
mental content). This of course goes against some ways of conceiving of phenomenal states as essentially contentful (e.g. Mendelovici,

2018), but not against the arguably standard characterization of phenomenal states as non-contentful (Dennett, 1988; Chalmers, 1997).
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ample, yawn naturally (though he may prezend to yawn, exaggerating his movements) and his movements won’t be slug-
gish in the way the movements of a tired person are. He may even recount a piece of Stephen King’s /7" without trig-
gering any bad reaction in his partner or stepping away from the relevant discourse commitments. So, John’s ordinary
case can be contrasted with a pretense case, but there is no zon-pretense case with which to contrast iz. Thus, it’s no pre-

tense.24

But how else can we make sense of “behaving as if”, if not in terms of pretense? We can do it in terms of (systematic, in-
tersubjective) mistakes. Consider this analogy. On a remote island, there is a remote tribe. The tribe’s people live mostly
on vegetables, because most of the meat they possess serves to stave off the Great Spirit of the Forest — which, if not ap-
peased, would pillage the tribe’s garden and cause a famine, or even eat the village people. To appease the Great Spirit, a
delegate of the tribe offers it a daily sacrifice. At dusk, she goes near the Sacred Mound near the Forest where the Great
Spirit resides. She leaves the corpse of a butchered animal there, and picks up the bones of the one offered the day be-
fore. There is, of course, no Great Spirit of the Forest, and the Sacred Mound is just a gigantic ant nest. The ants belong
to an undiscovered, nocturnal and mostly carnivorous species. By offering this sacrifice, the tribe is basically ensuring
the ants will be occupied throughout the night, and won’t eat the vegetables from the village garden (or the village peo-
ple). Still, villagers know nothing about these ants: it’s taboo to get to the sacred mound at any other time, the taboo is
strictly observed, and the ants are not yet active at dusk.

What are the tribe’s people doing? Notice, the question is not what they zhink they are doing — the question is what
they are really doing. We can exclude that they are really appeasing the Great Spirit, since there is no Great Spirit to
appease. But notice that they are not just pretending to appease the Great Spirit. They are zof pantomiming the pre-
scribed ritual, but actually carrying it out. They are thus behaving as if there was a Great Spirit — thereby fitting the
relevant behavioral stereotype - even if there is none, simply because they are wrong. Still, their behavior is pragmatically
useful (it really keeps the carnivorous ants at bay) and able to sustain the belief that there really is a Great Spirit: who
else would be devouring the sacrificed animals? In the same way, the illusionist suggests, by treating each other as having

mental contents we are wrong, but in a useful and epistemically self-sustaining way.

Now, by endorsing the eliminative claim and the illusion claim, illusionism re-arranges our explanatory targets. Rather
than explaining content (which does not exist), we should try to explain the illusion of content — which is real, and
whose origins and grip are at present mysterious. The explanation of it could take a number of different forms, depend-
ing on the mechanism called upon to explain the illusion and its grip.?> It’s possible to envisage different forms of con-
tent illusionism based on the kind of mechanism invoked to explain the illusion of content. One option could be that
of invoking a purely cerebral mechanism — the selective pressure to socially coordinate, for example, may have made us
evolve a convenient system to communicate our relevant internal states so as to coordinate with each other. On the op-
posite side of the spectrum, the mechanism may be entirely “external” and “social”, and dependent, for example, on our
narrative practices. And between these two extremes, there is a vast sea of possibilities I cannot explore here. In §5, I will
sketch a minimal mechanism generating the illusion which calls upon both neural and social (really sociocultural) re-
sources. I do believe that such a “hybrid” view is the correct one. However, in line with the programmatic objectives of
the paper, I won’t defend it here. Indeed, in line with these objectives I wish to highlight that the “hybrid” view I will
later sketch is not the only possible one, and that the space of possible mechanisms generating the illusion is quite wide.

Notice that the above means that, szrictly speaking, content illusionism is not a theory of content (in any of the two
senses seen above), but a theory of the illusion of content. Still, theories of content (in any of the two senses) and content
illusionism have an important explanandum in common: our content-invoking introspective reports. For the illusion-
ist, such reports are a constitutive part of the illusion, and should be explained by the relevant mechanism responsible

24 T make this argument at length in a paper currently under review.

2 If this sounds preposterous, keep in mind that philosophers as diverse as Clark (2015), Lee (2019) and Egan (2020) make an analogous

claim about content izself. In comparison, the claim that a mechanism can explain the i//usion of content seems fairly mild.
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for it — indeed, such a mechanism would provide an error zheory accounting for the production of these (false) reports.
For the realist, such reports are genuine, truthful reports (at least in most cases), and their production should be ex-
plained by an appropriate introspective mechanism. Moreover, illusionism and theories of content (in any of the strict
senses seen above) are clearly mutually exclusive, in the sense that the truth of content illusionism implies the falsity of
any theory of content and vice versa. As such, it makes practical sense to continue to talk of content illusionism as an a/-

ternative to realism.

This concludes my general presentation of content illusionism. This is, admittedly, a very impressionistic, general de-
scription of content illusionism. It doesn’t substantiate — or even suggest — any particular illusionistic doctrine. This
is by design: recall that here I wish only to present the general motif of content illusionism, rather than any specific illu-
sionist view. But why should one bother with illusionism?

3. Motivating content illusionism

Here, I wish to give some very general reasons as to why content illusionism is an attractive position, which we should
prefer to the alternatives. But to do so, I must first clarify what the relevant alternatives are. To do so, I follow (Frank-
ish, 2016), and take the relevant alternative to be only realism, either conservative or revolutionary.?¢

Conservative realism, like illusionism, adopts an austere ontology, wherein the only admissible entities and properties
are the ones accepted by our 7ormal (in the sense of Kuhn 1970) natural sciences. Unlike illusionism, however, the ap-
proach is committed to the existence of content — it is a form of realism, after all. Theories of content that identify
contents with regular, mundane objects — such as James’s (1911) account wherein contents are concrete particulars
— are one straightforward example of conservative realism. Yet, conservative realism is nowadays more represented by
a specific, “reductive” reading of naturalistic metasemantic theories, which tries to reduce or even identify content with
the relevant naturalistic features mentioned in the relevant meta-semantic theories (see e.g,, Lee, 2019; 2021 for a mod-

ern articulation of this view).?”

Revolutionary realism retains the realistic commitments of conservative realism, but it doesn’t try to squeeze content
in the mold of normal natural sciences. On the contrary, it argues that content cannot be so squeezed. To account for
content, one must either operate outside of the framework offered by natural sciences; or revolutionize that framework
introducing some novel ontological ingredients. Phenomenologists who doubt that the mind can be naturalized are a
valid representative of the first tendency (Husserl, 1970; Gallagher, 2017), whereas semantic primitivists taking seman-
tic features as a basic ingredient of reality (Burge 2010) are a good example of the second tendency.

Now, why should one prefer content illusionism to these forms of realism?

26 What about all non-realistic views of content? My answer is that, when properly analyzed, these are either not alternatives to illusionism,
or extremely unattractive ones. As seen above, fictionalism in its various incarnations is a theory about the semantics and/or pragmatics
of our content-involving talk. It’s not a theory of how that talk is produced and why we believe in it (i.e., behave as if mental contents are
real). So, illusionism and fictionalism are not alternatives (though they can still clash on the semantics and/or pragmatics of the content-
involving talk). Similar considerations also hold for instrumentalism. Eliminativism about content is a truncated and unconvincing form
of illusionism: it lacks the illusion claim, and so it misses an obvious explanandum, namely the illusion of content. Since I cannot see any
other non-realistic alternative, I conclude that realism, in its various forms, is the only palatable alternative to illusionism.

27 Notice that in this case the conservative realist would be weakly illusionist, in that they would claim that content exists, but are really dif-
ferent from what they appear (they just are certain relevant naturalistic ingredients called upon by theories of content). For the relation-

ship between reductionism and “weak” forms of illusionism, see Frankish (2016).
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3.1. Motivation #1: Parsimony

A first reason to prefer content illusionism is that (ceteris paribus®®) it’s more ontologically parsimonious than the al-
ternatives — it denies the existence of contents, whereas the alternatives are committed to it. In the case of conserva-
tive realism, the parsimony is only guantitative: both views agree on the kinds of things admissible in our ontology, but
disagree on their number: according to the illusionist, their number does not include contents. According to the con-
servative realist, it does. In the case of revolutionary realism, the parsimony is also gualitative: illusionist and revolution-
ary realist disagree also on the kinds of things our ontology admits. For the revolutionary realist is committed not only
to the kinds that figure in our normal sciences, but also to some other kind pertaining to our revolutionary sciences.
That’s why it’s revolutionary realism, after all.

What about mechanistic (and, relatedly, explanatorily) simplicity? One may worry that the mechanism generating the il-
lusion of content 7ust be pretty complicated, generating pretty complex explanations. This would compare them unfa-
vorably to the mechanisms — and the explanations — at the realist’s avail. After all, the realist could call upon a simple
detection mechanism, which would enable a straightforward explanation of why we bebave as if our minds were popu-
lated by contents (namely, we do so because we detect them). T'll deal with this issue in §5, showing that the mechanisms
responsible for the illusion of content can be remarkably simple, and that a satisfactory realistic explanation of our re-
ports and behavior must be a# least as complex as the illusionist’s one.

Now, if parsimony is a reason to prefer a theory over the alternatives, we have a reason to prefer illusionism over realism.
Yet, parsimony offers such a reason only everything else being equal, and the realist would claim that everything else is
not equal. I agree — I think it’s even better for illusionism; which brings me to the second reason to prefer it.

3.2. Motivation #2: Better fit with the mind sciences

Representations and contents were the central explanatory tools of “classical” cognitive science.?” But, pretty unsurpris-
ingly, the landscape of the mind sciences has changed from the ‘50s — and at present, it’s far from clear that representa-
tions and content play any role within the sciences of the mind (cf. Ramsey, 2007; Favela & Machery, 2024). Sure, the
term “representation” is used, thereby invoking contents. Yet, empirical surveys suggest that the term “representation”
is currently used to refer to any relevant internal state (and “content” anything that caused the tokening of the state),
regardless of whether the state satisfies any definition of representation. Indeed, often the usage of “representation”
outstrips the definitions of the term that practitioners of the mind science accept (Villaroya, 2017; Favela & Machery,
2023).

Examples of this over-liberal usage of representations are not hard to find. For example, Kaplan & Zimmer (2020)
speak of brain-wide representations of current behavior — in spite of the fact that representations are typically taken to
be causally decouplable from what they represent (Haugeland, 1991; Baker ez a/., 2022), unlike brains from current be-
haviors.3® Brette (2019) talks of cell assemblies representing models, where he clearly means implementing models which
(in turn) represent external objects (see also Jakobson, 2013 for a sample of other such cases).?! In the “predictive pro-
cessing” literature it is commonplace to treat brains, and even entire organisms, as models of their niches (e.g., Friston,

28 That is, keeping constant other, independent ontological commitments (e.g. to mathematical entities).

2 Notice, however, that this is something even very “classical” cognitivists deny (Stich, 1983; Chomsky, 1995).

30 Aren’t brain-in-a-vat scenarios proof that brains ca7 in fact be causally decoupled from current behaviors? No, they aren’t. At best, they
prove that the brain can be very wrong about how reality is. As many philosophers have already argued at length (Hurley, 1998, Ch.8;
Thompson & Cosmelli, 2011; Hohwy, 2017), even an envatted brain must be immersed in the causal regularities provided by an active
(i.e., behaving) body. Indeed, the vat is precisely providing that coupling in the absence of an actual behaving body.

31 The difference matters: the expression “MOSAIC” represents a pretty famous model of motor control (see Haruno et 4., 2001). But “MO-
SAIC” does not compute a thing, For that, you need the model implemented, not represented.
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2011) — where “modelling” boils down just to a non-trivial form of matching (e.g, Conant & Ashby, 1970; Clark,
2017). In their Principles of Neural Sciences, Kandell e al. (2012, p. 370) talk of the job of neural sciences being that of
discovering how the brain represents mental states, but they clearly mean something like constitute or realize — and ex-
amples could be easily multiplied.

Now, perhaps this unruly usage of “representation” plays some relevant role in current cognitive science (e.g., it may
play some communicative function, see Favela & Machery, 2024). But, as philosophers of the mind sciences have re-
peatedly argued, it does currently play no referential role — at least, if the term “representation” is supposed to refer to
contentful representations. For, in many — indeed, 7205t — sectors of current cognitive scientific theorizing, the word
“representation” (and its cognates) fails to refer to any genuinely representational posit or observable.’? This point has
been convincingly made for components of cognitive mechanism in general (Kohar, 2023), various neurological struc-
tures (Anderson & Champion, 2022; Facchin, 2023; Krakauer & Ramsey, 2026), different kinds of — currently ex-
tremely popular — “predictive” models of the mind (Orlandi, 2014; 2016; 2018; Facchin, 2021a, b) and, most impor-
tantly, artificial neural networks — from relatively shallow classifiers to deep auto-encoders (Ramsey, 2007; Davies

Barton ez al., 2024). This covers the majority of cognitive models and theories.

This doesn’t (of course) mean that the word “representation” fails to refer altogerher — it is used to refer to many dif-
ferent non-representational posits or observables. It means, however, that the word is misused so that its usage is no
longer diagnostic of any genuine representational commitment. Quite literally 272y other word could do the same job —
even ridiculous ones such as “demon”. Yet, in such a case, “demon” would fail to refer to demons, and so presumably no
one would rely on such a usage of “demon” to argue that the cognitive sciences are ontologically committed to demons,
or in favor of a demonic theory of mind. Indeed, no one invoked the pandemonium model (Selfridge, 1958) to defend
these views, even if it explicitly used the term “demon” and quantified over it!

What about information-carrying states? Surely at times the word “representation” refers to those, and such states have
some sort of affinity with representations. Aren’t they enough to justify the claim that cognitive science is still commit-
ted to representations and content? No, they aren’t. Even leaving aside the — quite substantial — problems concerning
whether cognitive science is really committed physical states “carrying” information (see Hutto & Myin, 2013; Ramsey,
2020; Zahnoun, 2025; Sganzerla ez al., 2025) and whether such a commitment is actually beneficial or warranted (Ni-
zami, 2019; Brette, 2019, 2026), cognitive science remains committed only to a Shannon-inspired®, correlational no-
tion of information; and such a notion of information has no essential tie to representations and contents. At the most
basic level, such a notion of information captures only correlations between states, such that observing that one state is
the case makes the occurrence of the correlated state more likely. Formalizing a bit, a state S carries information about
a state Z just in case p(Z|S) > p(Z) (see Shea 2018, p. 76, see also Dretske, 1998; Hutto & Myin, 2013; Neander, 2017;
Krakauer & Ramsey, 2026). Of course, such a purely correlational notion of information is not semantic, representa-
tional, and contentful in any way.3* The fact that the street is wet raises the probability that it has just rained, but streets
are in no sense contentful representations. The fact that the tide is high raises the probability that the moon is in a cer-
tain position in respect to the body of water, but bodies of water do not represent the moon. Thus, the fact that mod-
ern cognitive science is committed to information-bearing states neither entails nor supports the view that it is commit-
ted to representations.

32 Notice that such claim holds for 7z0s# sectors of current cognitive science. As a reviewer correctly noticed, it may be that in some sectors

of cognitive science (e.g. formal semantics) the notion of content cannot be eliminated. It is worth noticing, however, that even in this
case there are theories that eliminate meanings and contents in the relevant sense. Distributional semantics (Harris 1954) could be an ex-
ample.

3 T say “Shannon-inspired” because Shannon’s original formalism has aspects that are often “glossed over” by neuroscientific practice and re-

lated philosophical discussion. For example, little attention is given to channel conditions (for more on this point, see Martinez, 2025).

3 This is also why it makes a good fit for naturalistic theories of content - that is, theories that try to ground content in natural (non seman-

tic, non mental) factors.
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All'in all, it appears that the current mind sciences are largely doing fine without representations. Hence, we should not
be committed to them — which favors illusionism over realism. But the fit between illusionism and the current mind

sciences goes even deeper.

3.3. Motivation #3: Better explanations of behavior

The fact that the mind sciences have “silently” turned non-representational suggests that eliminating content won’t
hinder their explanatory power. Indeed, as I shall now illustrate, the opposite is true: explicitly eliminating content and
representation puts us 7zore in contact with how the mind works, and afford us bezzer explanations of behavior.

For example, we intuitively tend to think of visual perception as a sort of “mental photo” of our surroundings. Iconic,
depiction-like conceptions of perception are still alive in some sectors of (classical) cognitive psychology.®> But we now
have enough evidence to be sure that perception cannot consist in the creation of such a mental photo — and thus that
research projects aiming to explain perception in these terms are misguided. For, our perceptual system is nothing like
a camera for mental photos — it’s rather a system made to retrieve the relevant environmental information just in time

to guide our online action (see Churchland ez 4/., 1994; O’Regan, 1992; 2011; Noe, 2004).%¢

Wouldn’t recent work on mental imagery (e.g., Nanay, 2023) rescue the “mental photo” view of perception, as a re-
viewer suggests? I don’t think so. Indeed, consider the predictive processing account of perception, which I take to be a
prominent neuroscientific account of the continuity between mental imagery and perception (cf. Clark, 2013; 2014;
2016; see also Van Leeuwen, 2025; Nanay, 2025 for further discussion). Without getting into too much detail on the
account (I did so in, Facchin, 2022) the idea is that the machinery of perception does not passively wait for perceptual
inputs, but rather tries to guess what the perceptual input is. Crucially, such guesses take the form of the endogenous gen-
eration of the incoming input. When it comes to perception, this means that the guessed and the actual input can be eas-
ily compared, generating an error signal that can be used to “revise” the guesses and keep it in contact with reality. The
endogenously generated input, however, can also be used “offline”, and kept free from the control of the error signal,
generating various kinds of imaging phenomena (Clark, 2012; 2016). Perception, then, is just a form of reality-con-
trolled imagery, and consists in the production of a reality-tested “mental image” of the actual visual scene — or so, at
least, predictive processing suggests.

Notice that predictive processing is taken to be a strongly representationalist theory, indeed it may be “as representa-
tional as cognitive scientific theories get” (Gladziejewski, 2016, p. 562), to use the words of a prime defender of the the-
ory’s representational reading. Appealing to it, then, should put significant pressure on my own view.

Yet, the opposite is true. Not only does predictive processing support — and indeed it mandates — an active account
of vision (see Friston ez al., 2012), wherein exploratory movements (such as, for example, saccadic eye movements) are
constantly performed to continuously provide the relevant error signal and keep perception anchored to reality, but the
theory also presupposes mastery of sensorimotor contingency (Seth, 2014; Facchin, 2021a; 2022). The reason is trivial:
to economically generate the right inputs, the brain must be able at least to anticipate how our movements will impact

them. And such a mastery need not have any representational basis, it can simply be realized by direct neuronal connec-

3 See for example Block (2023).
3 Isn’t “retrieving the relevant information” something like operating contentful structures? No, at least not given the sense talk of informa-
tion has for philosophers and cognitive scientists. Information is (as recalled above) understood as just a correlation between types of states
- but surely correlations are not in and by itself contentful. Indeed, this is precisely what makes informational theories of content (e.g.
Dretske, 1988; Usher, 2001; Heemskerk, 2024) naturalistic theories. The correlational nature of information means that talk of “retriev-
ing information” is metaphorical (Hutto & Myin, 2014; Ramsey, 2020). To speak literally, we should - as Orlandi (2014; 2016; 2018) cor-
rectly does - talk about the visual system re-organizing itself in response to environmental perturbations. But that would make the paper a

bit too cumbersome to read.
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tions allowing motor neurons to influence the neurons endogenously generating the incoming input.’” Additionally,
as it has been argued time and time again (Orlandi, 2014; 2016; 2018; Facchin, 2021a,b, 2022; Downey, 2016; 2018;
Ramstead ez al., 2020, Kirchhoff & Robertson, 2019; Robertson & Kirchhoff, 2019; Van Es & Myin, 2020) the ma-
chinery of predictive processing is, upon closer analysis, markedly representation-free. Indeed, predictive processing has
been one important wake up call for philosophers, who noticed — and criticized® — its abuse of representational lan-
guage (e.g., Friston, 2011).

o, looking at predictive processing — to repeat, what is commonly taken to be a strong representationalist theory —
So, looking at predictive p g — to repeat, what ly taken to be a strong rep tationalist theory
and the way it depicts the role of mental imagery in perception does not support a “mental photo” view of perception.

n the contrary, it ends up supporting an active view of perception based on our sensorimotor mastery. Indeed, in the
On th ry. ds up supporting f perception based ry. Indeed, in th
predictive processing view, it is precisely because perception is active (and thus actively generating the relevant feedback
signal) that perception remains controlled and “in touch” with reality.

The same holds for other mental states that seem to heavily revolve around the manipulation of content. For example,
insight, imagination and problem solving are not the result of the mingling of mental contents, but rather a product
of an agent’s intelligent and controlled engagements with a number of epistemically supportive environmental props
(Gedenryd, 1998; Van Leuween ez al., 1999; Van Leuween, 2011; Vallée-Tourangeau ez al., 2016; Carvalho & Nolfi,
2016; Pezzulo & Nolfi, 2019; Bocanegra et al., 2019).% Getting away from content, then, bolsters our theories in the
mind sciences, affording us a better grip on our very mental life.4?

But what about folk psychological explanations? Surely these are often content-based explanations. Won’t eliminating
mental content deprive us of them? No, it will not. As said above, content illusionism entails only a very limited form of
discourse eliminativism, limited to our scientific explanations.i! Of course, if one were to think (a la Fodor, 1987) that
folk psychology offers a literal, representational causal-explanatory theory of how our mind works one would have to
eliminate contents from folk psychology too. But I reckon that few, even amongst realists, hold such a view of folk psy-
chology today. After all, we do know that such a view makes hefty, almost certainly false, assumptions about our cogni-
tive architectures (Churchland, 1992; Ramsey ez 4/., 2013; Schwitzgebel, 2026), and that we can use folk psychology to
causally explain our behavior even without making such hefty assumptions (e.g., Schwitzgebel, 2013; Langland-Hassan,
2022). So, I take it that folk psychology remains basically untouched by the elimination of content — which happens

painlessly, without any significant loss of explanatory power.

3.4. Motivation #4: Getting a new, easier explanatory target

Talking of explanatory power, it’s worth noting that endorsing content illusionism allows one to trade away a meta-
physically hard explanatory target (mental content) for a metaphysically easy one (the illusion of content).

Of course, the mechanism explaining the illusion can be very complicated, and will likely mention various features of
our nervous systems as well as the way they interact among them and with our environment (including, quite possibly,
our social environment). Still, there is nothing in principle metaphysically complex in explaining our behaviors recurring

37 See Bovet (2007) for a simple model, Leinweber ez a/. (2017) for analogous neurological findings, and Facchin (2021a) for a
philosophically oriented discussion of them.

38 For such criticism, see for example Van Es (2021), Baltieri ez 4/. (2020). Notice also that such a criticism was shared by philosophers who
defend a representationalist position - such as Clark (2017).

3 1It’s worth noticing that such a reliance on external props to solve complex cognitive tasks seems a quite basic feature of minds - it can be
seen even in fairly “lowly” animal minds, like the minds of wasps and arachnids, which presumably don’t trade in any content whatsoever
(see Facchin & Leonetti 2024, for examples).

40 Anderson (2014) makes the same point concerning the explanation of our brain and its organization.

4 Assuming that some form of scientific realism is correct. See Ramsey (2020) for an argument to this effect tailored to representations.
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to neural and environmental features — cyberneticists do so routinely (Braitenberg, 1986; Brooks, 1999; Nolfi, 2002;
Carvalho & Nolfi, 2016). The same cannot be said for conservative and revolutionary realism. Revolutionary realism
acknowledges that accounting for content from a naturalistic perspective is metaphysically hard, calling for a revolu-
tionary revision of our naturalistic worldview. Conservative realism disagrees, and tries to account for contents in terms
of familiar ingredients taken from our normal natural sciences. Such attempts, however, have thus far only produced
failures, and the whole program seems to be stalling, if not degenerating (for this quite grim verdict, see Kriegel, 2011;
Egan, 2020; Lycan, 2022). This strongly suggests that the problem of content is metaphysically hard — even if perhaps
not as hard as the hard problem of consciousness (cf. Hutto & Myin, 2013; Mendelovici & Bourget, 2023). Thus, aban-
doning realisms in favor of content illusionism is an advantageous trade, one that we should be willing to make. Hence,

we should prefer content illusionism over both forms of realism.

3.5. Motivation #5: Avoiding the problems plaguing realism

Relatedly, content illusionism avoids certain prominent pitfalls and problems that plague realistic approaches. For ex-
ample, conservative realism is plagued by the determinacy problem: no matter how we try to refine our naturalistic
metasemantic theories, such theories fail to ascribe determinate contents to the relevant mental states.*? Another prob-
lem is that these theories overgeneralize: the relevant naturalistic “ingredients” that, according to these theories, ground
contents are almost everywhere — and so too should be content, if these theories were correct. But this result seems
wrong, at least insofar it ascribes mental contents to presumably mindless systems like smoke detectors and rifles (the
examples are from Ramsey, 2007; Orlandi, 2014).#* As for revolutionary realism, it typically insists on the role of i%-
trospection in the study and characterization of mental contents. But this leaves them open to a potent methodological
objection — introspection is an extremely unreliable source of information about our mental life (e.g., Schwitzgebel,
2008). Indeed, even “rigorously trained” introspectors end up disagreeing on the specific structures of their mental con-
tents (as attested by the failure of the introspectionist program in early scientific psychology). Moreover, in many (argu-
ably most) cases our introspective reports are not the result of introspection, but rather confabulation (see Chater 2018,
for a number of examples). And notice that we are unable to discern between introspection and confabulation — in-
deed, it’s often shocking to discover that many of our introspective reports are groundless, and invented “on the spot”.

So revolutionary realism seems methodologically flawed, and thus an unreliable guide to our mental reality.

Content illusionism, of course, avoids these problems. By denying the existence of content, it avoids the problems of in-
determinacy and overgeneralization that plague conservative realism. And, since it claims that there are no contents, it

has an easy time to account for why introspective reports appear to be systematically confabulated on the spot — they

are because there is nothing “inside” to report!*

3.6. Motivation #6: Content illusionism accounts for the features of content better than any form of realism

A last reason to prefer content illusionism is that it accounts for certain salient features of content better than the

realistic alternatives.*> What are these features? I have already mentioned two — systematicity and intersubjective

4 This problems changes in its articulation depending on the theory of content under scrutiny, see Artiga & Sebastidn (2018) for infor-

mational accounts, Cummins (1989) for causal accounts, Fodor (1990) for teleological theories, Segundo-Ortin & Hutto (2021) for ac-
counts based on abstract similarities, and Egan (2020) for a review.

4 Importantly, even some revolutionary realistic theories of content suffer from the same problem (Nes, 2008; Raimondji, 2021).

4  Well, what about the (seemingly) non-confabulatory cases of introspection? I have an account of these too. The important point to notice
is that they are not reports of independently existing mental contents, but ways in which an agent makes sense of themself and his situa-
tion (Facchin et al., 2025).

4 I make this point in full detail in Facchin (2025).
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concordance (§2). Another important feature is that illusions are persistent in the face of opposing evidence. No
matter how many times we measure the two lines of the Miiller-Lyer illusion, they will always look different (Fodor,

1984).

Now, I have argued that content is systematic and intersubjectively concordant above, and I won’t rehearse the point
here. And, to be persuaded that content is persistent, is sufficient to notice that content eliminativists like Rosenberg or
Hutto & Myin never — despite their sincere conviction of the inexistence of content — reported mental content van-
ishing. To the contrary, current content eliminativists clearly voice the persistence of content, by wondering how it is
possible, if the mind really is a non-representational system, that something nevertheless seems to stand in for environ-
mentally absent objects and features (Downey, 2024). So, content quite trivially has these features. But these features
are only weak indicators of illusion. In fact, whilst they discriminate illusions from errors and hallucinations (which are
unsystematic, intersubjectively discordant and, in the case of errors, non-persistent), they do not discriminate between
illusions and reality. After all, the appearance of real objects, properties and events is subjectively concordant, systematic

and persistent too.

Hlusions, however, have other features too, which real objects typically lack. One is that they are bound to a single mode
of access, and trying to access them in other ways, or to sensorily explore or manipulate them, typically reveals their illu-
sory nature. Spectators of illusions, has been noted, are extremely passive (Dennett, 1991b; Hohwy, 2013), as exploring
illusions “spoils the trick”. Many illusions discovered by Ames, for example, force the spectator to look with just one eye
through a peeping hole, minimizing the spectator’s ability to explore the scene (Ittelson, 1952), and the appearance of
diversity in the Miller-Lyer illusion can be dispelled by connecting the edges of segments via parallel lines. Illusions also
show something that fails to fit in the causal order of the world. By looking at the Miiller-Lyer lines, one could have the
impression that the arrowheads caused the lines to take different lengths — something we know can’t be the case. Or,
by looking in the Ames room, one has the impression that moving causes people to grow or shrink in size, something
that we know is not (and cannot) be the case.

Notice, importantly, that these features are highly diagnostic of illusions. Natural objects are typically accessible from
multiple channels and freely explorable. Moreover, they are tightly knit in the causal order of the universe. Compare:
if I were to show you my Ferrari, but force you to see it only from a single point of view and insisting that you cannot
see it from any other angle, or perceptually explore it, you would likely think I really have no Ferrari, but just a Ferrari-
shaped cardboard fagade with which I'm trying to fool you. And this impression would likely be reinforced if my Ferrari
fails to “fit” in the causal order of the world as a Ferrari would (e.g., if it’s impalpable, or cannot be damaged).

Content, however, displays these two features. For one thing, the only direct access we have to our mental con-
tents is by means of introspection. Mental states, after all, are private. Of course, we can indirectly access them and
their contents (for example, through inference from behavioral data®) — but the same holds for illusions: one
can indirectly access the Ames room illusion by reading about it. But to access it directly — that is, for the illusion
to be given — one can only look through the peeping-hole. And the same goes for content — for it to be given, it
must be introspected. Indeed, attempts to access contents from a different perspective — for example, by using
sophisticated techniques of feature visualization, which should make transparent to us the contents represented
by neurocomputational models — do not uncover things that seem even remotely mental contents. Consider, for
example, the features visualized in figure 1:

4 More recently, “mind-reading” techniques have allowed to ascribe contents by inference from zeural data - but such technologies re-

main inferential through and through, requiring sophisticated probabilistic and information theoretic assumption in order to work (e.g.
Kriegeskorte & Douglas, 2019, pp. 169-170).
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Figure 1

Several “mental contents” of a neurocomputational model, respectively labeled as “Tiger Cat” (right) and “Labrador Retriever”
(left). A visual inspection of such things seems sufficient to confirm that states presenting these things would not in fact be pre-
senting any tiger cat or Labrador retriever to any subject. (Reprinted from Olah et al., 2018, reused under CC-BY)

The features visualized are labelled as “beagles” and “tigers”. But they are nothing like the contents of our mental states
representing tigers and beagles. If when you try to think of a Beagle you were to end up thinking these things, you’d
likely see a neurologist. And this is no isolated case — generally the features “visualized” by such techniques don’t even

remotely resemble our mental contents.?”

Content also exhibits apparent causality.® We “see” contents causing our behaviors all the time: my desire for another
beer makes me walk towards the bar, and my belief that drinking and driving is unsafe makes me leave my car keys
home. But we also know that content itself can hardly be the cause of my movements and behaviors. All the causal work
seems to be made by its “vehicle” — the physical (neural) state carrying content around. It is that state, the particular
firing of some of my neurons, that makes me order another beer, or that makes me leave the car keys on the table, back
home. Subtract these physical states from the vignette, and you will subtract my behavior. Subtract the contents, and I
will move just the same. You can, for example, imagine that I have recently died (just before hitting the bar), and that a
mad scientist is using some electrodes in my brain to make me move, Galvani-style.

Notice that the causal inertia of content is an upshot of the fact that (most) philosophers endorse some form of exter-
nalism about content: content, they hold, is grounded in factors that are exterral to the subject and thus extrinsic to the
subject’s state. This leaves the door open to atom-by-atom duplicates of a subject that are nevertheless embedded in an
environment wherein the relevant external factors do not obtain and are thus contentless. Being atom-by-atom dupli-
cates of a normal subject, these duplicates will duplicate any causal relation the normal subject has with the environment:
the subject and the duplicate will behave identically, react in identical ways to identical stimuli, and even produce iden-
tical reports.®® Yet, the duplicate simply has no content, strongly suggesting that content is 7ot at all caunsally involved in
the production of our behavior. Davidson’s (2016) swampman scenario offers the most famous example of such dupli-
cates — and the one that most often lets content realists concede the point (e.g., Millikan, 1993; Dretske, 1988; Shea,
2018). But similar thought experiments could be replicated for orber theories of content, leading to a similar conclu-

sion.>?

Realists, whether conservative or revolutionary, have a hard time accounting for these features of content. Conservative
realists take contents to be regular parts of the natural world. But such parts are typically accessible from a number of
different perspectives, and causally efficacious. Why shouldn’t content be? Conservative realists, as far as I can see, have

47 For another example, see https://ai.googleblog.com/2015/06/inceptionism-going-deeper-into-neural. heml.

48 In the efficient sense of causality. Content may still be causal in some other sense.

% Such a duplicate would thus be, in a way, an intentional zombie - the analog of a philosophical zombie in regards to mental content (rather
than phenomenal consciousness).
50 If at all needed: many theories of content nowadays are some sort of variation on teleosemantic themes (e.g. Neander, 2017; Shea, 2018;

Heemskerk, 2024), and are thus vulnerable to the Swampman counterexample.
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never offered a successful answer to this question. Revolutionary realists could, in principle, sidestep these problems by
positing novel, special objects (contents) that are accessible only through introspection and that are causally insulated
from the rest of the world. But I take that most revolutionary realists would like not to. After all, semantic primitivists
such as Burge (2010) give contents a role in the mind sciences, and thus in the causal explanation of our behavior. Pre-
sumably, such a role would contrast with content lacking any causal powers. Similarly, phenomenologists seem to take
our most basic experiences to be grounded in our bodily interactions with the world (e.g., Husserl, 1970; Heidegger,
1926/1962; Merleau-Ponty, 1963), which suggests that our mental contents are causally influenced by bodily goings
on — a view that, again, clashes with the causal insulation of content. In contrast, content illusionists have a straight-
forward time in accounting for them. After all, the illusionist claims that contents are illusions. The fact that continents
have the prototypical feature of illusions, then, should be quite expected.

3.7. Summing up

To recap, I have offered six general reasons to prefer content illusionism over realism. Content illusionism (1) is more
parsimonious than realism, it (2) better fits with the mind sciences, (3) affords better explanations of our behavior, (4)
allows us to trade away a metaphysically hard explanatory target for an casier one, (5) avoids the puzzles and pitfalls of
realism, and (6) better accounts for certain relevant features of content. Taken individually, no such reason is powerful
enough to motivate the adoption of content illusionism. Nor are they intended to. Even taking them together, I don’t
want to suggest that these six reasons offer a knockdown argument against realism — they clearly don’t. Still, together,
these six considerations indicate that content illusionism has significant attraction over realism, and should thus be pre-
ferred to it.

4. Defending content illusionism

I shall now try to defend content illusionism from some of the most obvious objections to it. I will here consider three
objections.

4.1. Objection #1: Content illusionism denies the data

The first objection contends that content illusionism denies the data. According to the objector, mental contents are
simply and undeniably given to our awareness. Any denial of this is extremely implausible, and methodologically un-
wise. Surely our first-personal, introspective knowledge of our mind is an important — if not primary — source of data

concerning our mind.>!

The illusionist’s reply is threefold: (i) it is false that content illusionism denies the data; (ii) even if contents were given,
the objection would fail; (iii) no methodologically pernicious move is being made. Let me expand.

(i) Content illusionism does not deny any data, if “data” means what it usually means: the result of third-personal,
public and repeatable observation or measurement of something. In the case at hand, the data are introspective reports
concerning mental contents, and seemingly content-involving behaviors (see Dennett, 1991b), whose existence the il-
lusionist does not deny.>? To the contrary, they are central to the illusionist — for they are a constitutive part of the il-

51 This objection is inspired by an analogous one leveled against illusionism about phenomenal consciousness (e.g. Searle, 1992, 1995; Straw-
son, 2004).
52 What if by “data” one means something else — like a private apprehension of something mental (cf. Searle 1995)? Well, these are not data

in the common, unproblematic sense of the term. On the contrary, these “data” are highly contentious entities whose existence is explicitly
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lusion of content, which is the illusionist explanatory target. Of course, the illusionist denies zhe truthfulness of these
reports, as it entails the existence of content (which the illusionist negates). But to deny this is not to deny the data.
Compare: no one would claim that the humanist Lorenzo Valla denied the data when he exposed Constantine’s Dona-
tion as a forgery. He only accounted for the data in a different way.

(ii) Allow — only for the sake of discussion — essentially private data to be relevant in the discussion. What does it
mean that these data are given? More precisely, should “being given” be read as a success (factive) term? This is a yes/no
question that admits only two answers — none of which puts the desired pressure on illusionism.

If the answer is no, then “being given” works roughly like “being believed”: something can be given, or be believed, with-
out being real. But then the fact that contents are given (in this sense) poses no challenge to illusionism. Indeed, the il-
lusionist could reasonably say that the illusion of content consists in contents seemingly being given to awareness with-
out these contents being real!

If the answer is yes, then “being given” works roughly like “being known”: something can be given, or be known, only
if that thing is real. That’s why from the knowledge of p we can infer that p is the case. So, knowing p presupposes that
p- Hence, were content given in this factive sense, its existence would be presupposed. But to presuppose the exist-
ence of content just is to presuppose the falsity of content illusionism. Hence, were “being given” factive, the objection

would be circular.>?

(iii) It is also false that our “first-person” knowledge of our mind is an important, or even primary, source of data in the
study of the mind. Psychological enterprises relying on such knowledge historically fziled, and the study of the mind has
progressed mainly through third-personal, indirect measures of mental activity. This holds even for the subjective phe-
nomenon par excellence, namely phenomenal consciousness (see Seth, 2021).

So, content illusionism does not deny the data — it only accounts for them in a different way. At this point, it is easy to im-
agine that the realist would still argue that a problem persists: the realist can immediately (and seemingly unproblemati-
cally) call for an abductive inference to the best explanation to infer the existence of content — what else could explain the
production of the relevant report? Surely the illusionist must concoct some sort of complex, highly ad-hoc account to ex-
plain it. And such a complex explanation can’t be better than the simpler realist one.>* But it can, as I will argue in §5.

4.2. Objection #2: The “no appearance/reality distinction” objection

The second objection argues that content illusionism is wrong because, just like phenomenal consciousness, content
leaves no room for the appearance/reality distinction. If it seems to me that I am thinking of a green apple, then I'm re-
ally thinking of a green apple. Of course, I may be wrong — the apple I was thinking about turned out to be the tiniest
of watermelons. But even in this case, my thought would be wrong only because its content was apple rather than water-
melon. So, if it seems to one that one is thinking about x, one is really, infallibly and eo ipso thinking about x. There sim-
ply is no room for error.>

I must confess I'm really baffled by this line of reasoning. It’s quite easy to imagine a case of error in regards to con-

tent.>® Imagine, for example, a super-neurosurgeon, able to mess with a person’s introspective mechanism in the follow-

denied by illusionism. The objection, then, would be a re-statement of the eliminative claim (§2.2), and so it would not be an objection at
all - at least, not until an independent argument for the existence of these “data” is provided.
53 Identical considerations, it seems to me, hold if “givenness” is substituted with “acquaintance” (e.g. Balog, 2023) - or any other “direct, un-

mediated” epistemic relation.

54 Thanks to a reviewer for pressing this point.

55 For an analog point concerning phenomenal consciousness, see for example Kripke (1980).

¢ And phenomenal consciousness: see Dennett’s (1988) “alternative neurosurgery” scenario, from which I'm loosely drawing here.
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ing way: whenever the person is in a state whose content is related to apples, the mechanism introspects a state whose
content is related to oranges, and vice versa. So, when a person who underwent this surgery will think about apfelstru-
del, she will token a state whose content is a particular apple pie typical of the alpine region — but this person will in-
trospect (and report) that they are thinking about an orange pie. And when this person sees a glass of orange juice, the
person will introspect seeing a glass of apple juice — and so forth. Of course, such fine-grained interventions are (cur-
rently) not real — but they obviously are physically possible. It’s thus quite easy to imagine a case where a person intro-
spects one content when they actually have another. There is a space for the appearance/reality distinction.

The realist may reply that the illusionist is not entitled to use such a scenario to defend their position, as the scenario
seems to presuppose the existence of certain contents, including the contents of introspective states. The point is well
taken, but not fatal to the illusionist, for at least two reasons. First, when articulating the point, the illusionist can sim-
ply grant the existence of content for the sake of discussion — and then proceed to show that the realist is not entitled
to the objection, given that they must allow for an appearance/reality distinction given their own theoretical commit-
ments. Secondly, it’s relatively easy to modify the scenario sketched above in a way that does not presuppose the exist-
ence of any content. Indeed, it is sufficient to change what the introspective mechanism monitors (and does) to make
the scenario compatible with content illusionism. Thus, imagine that rather than detecting contentful mental states,
the introspective mechanism is sensible to the — surely enormously complex — dispositions to behave towards apples
and oranges.’” Imagine further that the introspective mechanism does not produce contentful states, but “reroutes”
the agent behavior; that is, when the introspective mechanism tracks the activation of apple-related behavioral disposi-
tions (including the disposition to report apple-related contents) it deactivates those and activates orange-related dispo-
sitions (and vice versa). Thus, the mechanism sketched above can easily be made compatible with content illusionism,
and so there’s nothing problematic in the illusionist appealing to it.

4.3. Objection #3: Content illusionism entails semantic nihilism

The third objection argues that content illusionism cannot be #7ue, because, if the world were like content illusionism
describes there would be no content, and thus nothing that can be true or false. After all, it seems that the meaning —
and thus the truth — of what I am writing hinges upon our (shared) interpretation of these signs; that is, it seems to
hinge on (presumably contentful) mental acts of interpretation. Eliminate those, and eliminate the meaning from the
writing — and thus, the potential truth or falsity — of what I am writing,

The content illusionist can react to this challenge by noticing that it hinges on a common, but fairly substantial, presup-
position — namely, that mental content is (directly or indirectly) the source of all content, meaning, and every seman-
tic evaluable property (e.g., Grice, 1989; Aizawa & Adams, 2005; Mendelovici, 2026).

Yet, this assumption should not be granted — at least, not without argument. On the one hand, the assumption pre-
supposes a specific, typically conservative realist (see references above) view of mental content as the ultimate ground
for all content. But, as noticed above, conservative realism is not in good health, and so it cannot offer us a reason to es-
pouse this assumption. Nor does the assumption seem particularly “natural” or “obvious” to make — the question of
whether certain (non-mental) states have intrinsic, mind-independent content is fairly old and admits a variety of so-
lutions (e.g., Plato, 1997). And, as weird as it may sound, some terms almost universally seem to be “natural names” for
certain things, as attested by the kiki/bouba effect (see Cwick ez al., 2022). But even without resurrecting an (admit-
tedly quite cryptic) Cratylean view of “natural significance”, the content illusionist can allow for semantic properties

7 Wouldn’t these dispositions be so multifaceted and unruly to make necessary for the introspection mechanism to transduce them into
some sort of inner representational medium (for this point, see Clark & Toribio, 1994)? Not at all. Ordinary, non-representational devices
can unproblematically yield the same output in response to a multifaceted and unruly input class. See (Ramsey, 2007, pp. 219-220; Fac-
chin, 2026) for examples.
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not grounded in mental content in at least two ways. Illusionism, in and by itself, is neutral in respect to both (it doesn’t

compel or favor one over the other).

First, the illusionist can join a broadly pragmatist tradition which takes semantic properties to originate from specific
social, cultural practices (e.g., Wittgenstein, 2009; Haugeland, 1990; Brandom, 1994; Hutto & Satne, 2015). The illu-
sionist can simply help themselves with one such account, and dodge the objection. And notice that, even on the quite
dubious assumption that such an account is an account of the origins of contents in the relevant sense discussed here
(i.e. content as “something” carried around by contentful states, see Myin & van den Herik, 2021), the account itself
does not confer content to our mental states. After all, our cultural practices do not typically revolve around the neu-

ronal states that should carry the relevant contents, and so would not assign contents to them.

The fact that the content illusionist has such a move to their avail has one important consequence I wish to highlight
here: it allows the illusionist to also block a different intuitive realistic objection. The objection, roughly, contends that
content illusionism cannot be coherently formulated, for illusions are misrepresentations (e.g., Macpherson, 2013): they
are representations whose content gets things wrong. If this were the case, then, the illusion claim (i.e. mental content is
an illusion) would presuppose exactly what the eliminative claim (i.e. there is no mental content) denies. Hence con-
tent illusionism would be internally inconsistent.

I already dealt with this objection in §2.2 when I elucidated the illusion of content in behavioral terms: to be under the
spell of the illusion of content is to behave so as to satisfy the stereotype of the believer that one’s mental contents are
thus-and-so. Some may find these terms objectionable — for example, because they hold that the identification of such
a behavioral stereotype still presupposes content. Such a burden (if at all present) can now be discharged by character-
izing the illusion of content in terms of public representations (see Toon, 2023 for a similar idea). To be under the illu-
sion of having some visual content, for example, is t0 behave as if one has an “inner picture” of the external world. To be
under the illusion of having a mnemonic content is to behave as if one was able to retrieve knowledge from a sort of “inner
notebook”. To be under the illusion of having a contentful imaginative state is like painting a mental painting. Dreams
are like inner movies, and to think is like talking to oneself Such metaphors offer the familiar basis through which we un-
derstand our own contentful mental states, and can aptly characterize the illusion of content in a way that does not pre-
suppose mental content.>

Going back to semantic nihilims, there is a second move the illusionist can try to identify semantic, or at least proto-
semantic, notions. After all, even in the absence of content, there can still be functional success and/or failure condi-
tions that can be treated as at least proto-semantic under a broadly correspondence notion of semantics. A world inhab-
ited only by paramecia would (most likely) be a world with no mental content, but the organelles inside the paramecia
would still have functions, which they can still fail or succeed to perform. For example, ribosomes would still have the
function of producing proteins by “reading” RNA sequences, and RNA bases would still have the function of “copying”
DNA sequences. And these forms of functioning seem to presuppose a form of structural matching which can be use-
fully treated as a semantic or proto-semantic, natural form of “picturing” (see Sachs, 2019) — even if we are in no way
tempted to think that RNA sequences somehow carry a “content” (a sort of special, sui generis object somehow repre-
senting or replicating the protein to be produced).

I have here defended content illusionism by three of the most obvious, most direct objections against it. At this point,
content illusionism may appear as a genuine contender when it comes to dealing with mental content and its philo-
sophical problems. Or, maybe, it would appear as a genuine contender if I had provided a positive story about illusion-
ism — concerning, for example, how the illusion is generated. But, thus far, T haven’t.

Time, then, to fill in this gap.

8 Won’t this characterization of the illusion clash with the behavioral one? I don’t think so. To fit the behavioral stereotype is, in many

cases, to behave as if one is guided by a number of mental analogs of external representations.
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S. The illusion of content: Sketching an explanation

The aim of this section is to sketch an explanation to the illusion of content (an “error theory”, as some philosophers
might prefer to call it). As is common in the illusionist literature (see Dennett, 1991b, Frankish, 2026), the explanation
will take the form of a mechanism.> The functioning of such a mechanism will, as I shall show, cause us to adopt the
relevant behavioral stereotype of a person believing that they have mental contents thus-and-so.

Owing to space limitations and the programmatic character of the paper, I will be light on empirical details. For this
reason, [ will also try to sketch the simplest possible mechanism generating the illusion. As said above (§ 2.2) it is possible
to call upon other, different and more complex mechanisms. For now, however, this simple one must do.

Notice that whilst here I aim at providing the simple possible mechanism, I don’t think my explanation is a how-possi-
bly explanation. Whilst surely simplified, the mechanism I am sketching is made up of two components that are actually
present in our cognitive architecture. Let me introduce them.

S.1. Component #1: An internal controller

Some devices exhibit a behavior which is entirely controlled by environmental variables. So called “passive walkers”, for

example, are simple robots whose walking behavior is guided by the slope they are placed upon (McGeer, 1990).
P p g gu y pe they are p 1%

Most animals are not devices of this kind. Whilst they remain open to environmental influences, they also have an in-
ner controller enabling them to flexibly interact (and partially decouple from) environmental variables: the brain. More
in detail, what such a controller must minimally do is to keep rrack of the organism’s bodily variables (i.c. the organ-
ism’s bodily state — think of it as the set of receptors and actuators “wired” to the brain), and keep them within precise
bounds of viability. And notice that this “keep track” can simply take the form of detecting — and correcting for — de-
viations from a “default” state (Aikins, 1996; Bruineberg ez al., 2018). For example, if the appropriate receptors notice
a deviation from the desired bodily temperature of 36.7°, the brain can correct for it inducing rhythmic muscle spasm
(trembling), which will, in some circumstances, raise the temperature. Or, in the case of a more sophisticated control
system, the correction can happen by operating on one’s central heating system. The predictive processing theory of
perception mentioned above (§3) offers a modern — and importantly representation-free® — rendition of this idea (see
Clark, 2013, 2016; Facchin, 2021a,b; Seth, 2014b; Williams, 2018a,b; Bruineberg ez al., 2018). But the idea that the
brain is such a control system predates it (e.g., Powers 1973; Ashby, 2013; Clark, 1997; Anderson, 2014) and seems to
be certain beyond any reasonable doubt.! What is relevant to my purpose here is that a controller of this kind must ex-
ist (else animals would have a hard time keeping themselves alive) and that it must constantly keep track of the organ-
ism’s physiological states: its bodily variables and the state of receptors and actuators.®?

5.2. Component #2: Agent-detectable manipulative social signalling

Most animals must coordinate with other animals (of same or different species) to some end. This need for coordina-

tion gives rise to “signaling games” (Skyrms, 2010). Descriptively, the point is very familiar: green vervets emit specific

59 Really at the level of generality I will operate, it is a mechanistic sketch (Piccinini & Craver, 2011).

6 See references given in §3. The “modeling” talk that abounds in the predictive processing literature uses a sense of model that comes from

the “good regulator theorem” (Conant & Ashby, 1970) and which is markedly non-representational. See Thobani (2024).
61 Of course this is not to claim that the brain performs only that role as a controller - a claim that runs into a vast number of psychological
(Sun & Firestone, 2020) and neurological (Facchin & Viola, 2025) counterexamples.
62 Such architectures are also importantly entangled with illusionism about phenomenal consciousness, see (Dennett, 2013; Clark e 4/,

2019; Frankish, 2026).
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calls to “invite” other vervets to run away from specific predators (Seyfarath ez al., 1980); bees “dance” to signal to other
bees the location of flowers to “harvest” (Von Frisch, 1993), homo sapiens emits sound waves to coordinate with each

other in a range of situations, and so forth.®>

Signalling games are at least at times open to manipulation: a participant of the game may emit a signal when the exter-
nal circumstances do not call for its production, thereby forcing other participants to act inappropriately — which typi-
cally results in some (perhaps short-term) advantage for the signaler. A smart vervet may emit a predator call when no
such predator is in sight, to force other vervets to run and stop a losing fight.®* Humans lie. Some fireflies mimic the
mating signals emitted by other species of fireflies — thereby luring their prey (Lloyd, 1965).65

Crucially, in at least some cases, such manipulations are agent-detectable: they have physiological markers the agent
emitting them (or, its control system) can keep track of, and act upon. This makes good sense. Consider the vervet case
above: the vervet emitting the call does so to “force” the fight to end, to regain energy and perhaps “steal” the good over
which the vervets were fighting as other vervets run to hide. If that vervet were to run too, they would be very poorly
served by their attempted manipulation! In the human case, such markers are many, and range from physiological

changes in skin conductance to particular patterns of neural activity (Godert ez al., 2001, Meijer ez al., 2014; Mandal,
2014).56

S.3. The mechanism at work

To see how these two components interact to generate the illusion, consider the following — no doubt rather simplis-
tic — scenario. Let S, and S, be two humans engaged in a common activity. We can imagine them being prehistoric hu-
mans hunting for a bison — this will help us keep their mind and signaling games simple, and keep S, and S, as cultur-
ally unsophisticated as a human can be. Thus, imagine that, with some reliability, S, spots bisons, signals their presence
to S,, and then the two proceed to hunt their prey.

Let me now vary their routine. Imagine that, by some accident (which accident is not very important), S, enters in the
physical states of action readiness that follow the spotting of a bison when no bison is actually around (and so no bison
can have been spotted). S,’s brain is therefore preparing and “launching” all the relevant bison-related (motoric and
non-motoric) responses: S, is thus emitting the relevant signal (e.g., turning towards S, saying “Bison!”) and starting the
hunting routine (which includes a number of bodily movements and physiological changes, such as the release of adren-
alin). Yet no bison is there. Thus S ’s internal state and behavior will fail to evolve in the usual way, and S, (or its brain)
will register the fact. Roughly put, there is no bison-related sensory stimulus incoming, and S ’s brain will arrest the rel-
evant motor routine and physiological changes just launched.

S, would, at this point, be quite perplexed. S, sees now that there is no bison out there: his brain is not tracking the
presence of bison-related states at the sensory periphery, if you wish. Nor has his brain tracked any bison-moving-away
related sensorimotor state — so S, knows the bison has not run away. So, S’s behavior fits the stereotype of the believer
that there is no bison out there (and indeed, S| is not trying to track the bison, to run away from it, to surprise it in an

6 Aren’t such signals contentful? Perhaps. But these signals would at best be external (non-mental, public) representations, which the illu-

sionist can allow for (§4). Do signaling games presuppose mental contents - for example, communicative intentions, or representations of
communicative goals? Arguably, no. Bacteria take part in - sometimes very complex - signaling games (Diggle ez al., 2007; Hasrem & Van
Impe, 2022), and presumably bacteria do not mentally represent a thing.

¢ Anecdortically attested in Cheney & Seyfarth (1990, pp. 213-216).

¢ Again, fireflies do so presumably without having to internally represent anything, so again manipulative signaling does not presuppose
content.

¢  Can elements outside the nervous system of an agent be components of the mechanisms responsible for the agent’s mentality? The short

answer is: yes (Kaplan, 2012). Components of mechanisms need not be spatially contiguous, or part of the same anatomically defined sys-

tem.
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ambush, etc.). But S, will also fit the stereotype of the believer that they saw a bison — their brain didn’t register any of
the markers of manipulative signaling. Thus, if asked, S, would defend the claim that they really saw a bison, that the
signal they omitted was no joke, that they themself was ready to attack the bison, and so forth. More simply put: S’s be-
havior is such that we are licensed to say that S, believes that a bison was seen, but there is no bison out there.

The obvious conclusion — that is, the behavioral stereotype S, is forced towards by the behaviors above — is that zhe
seen bison must have been “in here”, in S ‘s mind. Thus, S, will say that they saw a bison that nevertheless wasn’t out
there (but really seemed out there), that S, wasn’t able to see such bison, and that when they looked at the spot again the
bison simply wasn’t there anymore. It’s easy to see how a little bit of cultural evolution could lead S, to say he had a sort
of “private mental picture” of the bison — and this is roughly our folk conception of perceptual content (Fischer ez al.,
2026).¢7 But even without such cultural scaffolds®, it is clear that S, is now pushed towards the belief that there are cer-
tain mental “objects” that are not “out there” but rather inhabit our minds. That is, S, is pushed towards the behavio-
ral stereotype of a believer in such objects: S, will talk about them, say that they are present — perhaps even given — to

their mind, produce genuine introspective reports about those, and so forth.

I could add bells and whistles to this mechanism sketch. For example, adopting a “predictive processing” view and its
idea of precision may explain why we are particularly certain that mental contents exist (cf. Clark ez 4/, 2019). Calling
upon a specific socio-material embedding may explain why the illusion has, for us, the specific features it has (why, for
example, we take perception to be some sort of picture, cf. Draisma, 2000; Toon, 2023). But these are, in an important
sense, bells and whistles. The core of the mechanism consists in the non-manipulative production of signals that falsely
express and report what’s going on in our mind.’

5.4. Illusionism as the best explanation

In §3.1 I argued that illusionism is quantitatively and qualitatively more parsimonious than realism. I also asserted
(without much of an argument) that it is also more mechanistically (and thus, explanatorily) parsimonious. Moreover,
in §4.1 I mentioned that the realist could uphold their belief in content on the abductive grounds provided by an in-
ference to the best explanation. And while above I anticipated something in the way of an answer, my points were left
largely unsubstantiated. Effectively, I took an argumentative loan for the sake of exposition. It is now time to start pay-
ing that loan back.

Let me then start with the shape of the realist’s alternative. In a nutshell, the realist’s alternative is a simple dezec-
tion mechanism. The mechanism has some part that immediately detects the relevant content, and an output channel
whereby the detector mechanism can influence the production of the subject’s reports concerning their mental con-
tents. Such a mechanism surely seems simpler than the one I sketched above, and so allows us also to offer a better —

simpler and more direct — explanation of our reports.

Isn’t such a simple detection mechanism obviously mechanically simpler than the mechanism I sketched above? How
can the illusionist argue that this mechanism is more mechanistically complicated than the one I sketched? I cannot deny
that the simple detection mechanism looks simpler than the one I sketched. Once we try to think about the mecha-
nism’s details, however, the apparent simplicity rapidly disappears.

7 Indeed, the picture is so popular that it’s also shared by the non-folk. For example, Chris Frith is a neuroscientist having a sophisticated

and complex theory of our minds, and yet still he subscribes to that picture of content (Frith, 2007, p.135).
6 Their mention is suggestive of an “extended mind” (Clark, 2008) picture of the illusion, where the illusion is at least in part constituted
by our external representational practices and our reflection on them (cf. Dennett, 2000). This is a fascinating theme I must pass under si-
lence for the sake of brevity.

@ This is also what John was doing in the example above (§2.2).
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The first, and most obvious problem we run into is that the realist 7ust commit to all the components of my story too.
These components are so simple, undemanding — and I dare to say obviously real — that to deny their existence seems
if not impossible, at least a super-herculean task. To deny that brains track and monitor bodily states, or that there are
manipulative signals in signaling games one must have a pretty revolutionary theory of brains and communicative be-
haviors. And to motivate the adoption of such a theory is o7 them.

Noticing this is already sufficient to “cash in” the previous point concerning mechanistic simplicity. The realist is prima
facie committed to the existence of all the components I have pointed out above, to which they add a commitment to
the simple detection mechanism I outlined above.”® The realist, then, puts more mechanisms in our head, giving us a
more mechanistically complicated picture of our cognitive architecture.

And, once we think about how the simple detection mechanism gets “wired” to the ordinary circuitry of the brain, the
complexity becomes quite dazzling. For, the simple detection mechanism is something like a “Cartesian theatre” (Den-
nett, 1991b): a mechanism isolated from the ordinary mechanism of the brain, to which all contents converge and are
shown for our benefit. Contents must thus be forwarded to the detection mechanism (or the detection mechanism
must be able to move around the brain), complexifying the (already quite complex) connection architecture of our
brain — to the point that such a centralized detection mechanism may be biologically impossible (Mesulam, 2008).
And notice that making such a mechanism a “virtual” mechanism, or part of the brain “software”, does not solve the
problem. According to all physical theories of computation (Piccinini, 2025) there must be an isomorphism between
computational states and the substrate implementing them. Thus, were such a “virtual mechanism” implemented in the
brain, something in the brain should go through the relevant state changes of the virtual mechanism. There would still
be a piece of the brain wherein all content must be forwarded. Thus, the realist actually complexifies the overall picture
of mental mechanisms, adding a component. In contrast, the illusionist does not call upon ad hoc mechanisms, and ex-
plains the illusion with “the regular” mechanisms of the mind and brain (cf. Dennett, 1991b, 2025; Frankish, 2026).”!

But the above is only the first problem (or, to be more precise, set of problems) the realist must face. A second prob-
lem (or set thereof) concerns content detection. The realist must in fact offer an account of it, and yet it is very hard to
see how such an account could go. Normally, detection happens in virtue of the fact that the detected state causally in-
fluences the detector. Some examples to clarify: litmus papers detect the Ph. of a substance because the substance Ph.
causes them to change color. (Bulb) thermometers detect temperature because the temperature causes the fluid in the
thermometer to expand or contract, going “up” and “down”. Optic smoke detectors detect smoke (and thus, fires), be-
cause the smoke enters the inner chamber of the detector, causing the beam of light inside it to scatter (which causes the
detector’s photosensitive cell to ring the alarm).

As argued above, however, content seems to lack the causal powers needed to causally influence anything. This means that
the realist either lets go of the idea that contents are detected — which would of course force us to reject the simple model
sketched above — or comes up with some 7o7-causal story about detection. I don’t see what form such a model may take,
and more generally this seems a significant complication on the simple story the detection mechanism allegedly affords.

Thirdly and lastly, the simple detection mechanism can’t be the whole story about our introspective reports. It is well
known that some introspective reports are confabulations, and thus they report contents that have not (indeed, can-
not) have been detected. Some of the most famous cases include neurotypical subjects making up on the spot some “in-

70 This inflation of commitments is of course also made more acute by the realist’s commitment to the existence of content.

71 These problems are also compounded by the fact that this mechanism also must interface and communicate with all other neural and cog-
nitive mechanisms, in a way that can generate all sorts of conflicts between them. Consider again the “bison” example sketched above.
Why hasn’t the simple introspective mechanism vetoed the utterance of “bison”, given that no corresponding visual content was intro-
spectable (notice that, by construction of the case, S1 enters in the states that follow the perception of a bison, so no “visual” bison content
can be introspected)? These kinds of conflicts are a problem for the realist to solve - and their solution is guaranteed to further complicate

the realist’s story. Dennett’s (1991b) discussion of Orwellian and Stalinesque models offers a vivid illustration of (some) such problems.
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trospected preferences” to justify their choices (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977), and the case of split brain patients confabu-
lating a reasons for their actions when the stimulus motivating them was given to the right cerebral hemisphere, which
g g g g p

is unable to produce verbal reports (Gazzaniga, 1995).72

Indeed, introspective reports are likely produced by many different mechanisms (Schwitzgebel, 2012), generating a
multiplicity of reports and a variety of introspective practices. Some reports are confabulations, invented “on the spot”
to justify our behaviors (Chater, 2018). Other reports conform to our socially shared narrative practices (Hutto, 2012),
allowing us to partake in a social community.”> Other reports are free acts of self-exploration, whereby we strive to in-
terpret and make sense of how we physiologically feel (Facchin e al., 2025). Other reports are optimistically biased to
make us self-confident and keep us going, no matter how objectively bleak the situation is (e.g., Sharot, 2011). Reports
may simply express how we feel and what is going on inside our minds (e.g., Wittgenstein, 2008), or the upshot of our
decisions (Moran, 2001), or even be an attempt to mold us and our behavior into a form we find more congenial to us
(Hutto, 2016; 2022). Our introspection, and the rich mental life it purportedly shows, is manifestly 7oz just the effect
of a mechanism that detects what’s currently going on in our mind.

Sure, to acknowledge such a complexity — and such a variety of introspective practices — does force me to complexify
the mechanism I sketched above too. But notice how such a complexification is not really damaging for the illusionist.

On the one hand, the basic story I sketched about the illusion can be replicated. Regardless of the introspective practice
and the specific mechanism generating them, if'the participant produces a genuine (non-manipulative, in the sense seen
above) report, then the participant will end up fitting the behavioral stereotype of the believer that their mental content
is thus-and-so. And, if there is no such content (as I have argued here), then the participant is under the illusion. The il-
lusionist, then, can simply (roughly) repeat the same explanatory story for each and every introspective practice. The re-
alist cannot. They need to posit different, additional mechanisms. As a result, their explanation will also be way less uni-
fied and homogeneous.

On the other hand, whilst such a plurality of mechanisms and introspective practices is surely compatible with realism
(cf. Schwitzgebel, 2012), it is not really predicted by most realist accounts. Realists tend to have a monistic view of intro-
spection, where introspection is the output of a single mechanism. This is indeed the basis of the various “-isms” com-
peting to offer accounts of introspection. For example: expressivism explains introspection in terms of the expression
of mental states (e.g., Finkelstein, 2008), whereas inferentialists explain introspection calling upon inferential mecha-
nisms, perhaps operating on a theory of mind or folk psychology (e.g., Gopnik, 1993). Illusionists, in contrast, have his-
torically expected such a plurality of mechanisms. Dennett’s (2005, pp. 72-76) tuned deck story colorfully conveys the
point. The story’s protagonist is the conjurer Ralph Hull, apparently able to play a “tuned deck” trick no other conjurer
was able to replicate, or even understand. Later, Hull revealed the trick: there simply was no “tuned deck” trick! Hull
had at his avail a plurality of (already well known) different moves yielding the same output (e.g., guessing the card a
member of the public chose, or whatever). When Hull announced he was going to perform the “tuned deck” trick, he
simply performed one of those tricks — cycling through the moves made between each iteration of the “trick”, which
made the tuned deck trick impossible to track: when another conjurer were looking for a move A, Hull made a move B;
when a conjurer were controlling for a move B, Hull performed a move C — and so forth.

By analogy, illusionists expect the illusion to be the product of multiple different mechanisms — which make the illu-
sion hard to disciple, as there is no single mechanism always responsible for it we can always call upon to explain con-

tent away.

72 See also Chater (2018) for several other cases. Also notice that such confabulations are not things that subjects willingly make up. They in-

deed reflect the subject’s “honest” view of reality (see Schneider, 2003).
73 Mesquita (2022 pp. 200-203) offers a striking example with the case of Ramla, a Muslim girl that, in virtue of his Muslim upbringing (and
the emphasis on mutual social obligations such upbringing placed on her) reported fecling ashamed in many instances wherein a westerner

would have rather felt sad.
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The above, I take, makes a case for illusionism being /ess mechanistically complex than realism. The very same consider-
ations help the illusionist respond to a different realist’s counterargument; namely that the existence of contents can be
abductively inferred by the best explanation of their apparent givenness.

The first step in this direction is that of noticing that the existence of contents isn’t in and by itself sufficient to explain
their apparent givenness.”* Hence, appealing only to the existence of content does not explain (let alone best explains)
their apparent givenness. To see why this is the case, imagine an agent having only non-introspectively detectable con-
tentful states (for example, an agent having only “neural”, sub-personal representational states). Were such an agent to
exist, content would (by construction of the case) exist. And yet, the mere existence of content would not explain why
content appears to be given to the agent. Indeed, in the scenario described, these constants wouldn’t be given (appar-
ently or not) to the agent az a// — for the agent has no way to access them (again, by construction of the case).

So, in and by itself, the existence of contents does not explain their apparent givenness. The existence of content can of
course be part of the explanation of why content seems given only if it is joined by something else; namely a mechanism
that allows the agent to access their own content. And the detection mechanism I sketched above is the simplest mech-
anism at the realists’ avail. And, as I argued above comparing it to its illusionistic alternative, that mechanism does not
offer a better explanation of the apparent givenness of content.

The realist could of course reply that the simple detection mechanism I have put forth and examined is 00 simple, and
that some more complex and realistic mechanism would indeed provide a better explanation. Indeed, the space of possi-
ble introspective mechanisms is quite large (see Kammerer & Frankish, 2023) — and whilst space limitations forbid its
exploration here, I must confess I have no straightforward argument to deny that there is no simpler mechanism able to
satisfy the realist.

Perhaps, then, it is convenient to put the point as a challenge to the realist: the realist has to provide a mechanism that is
(a) simpler than the one I sketched, and (b) able to overcome the problems I have highlighted. I have a hard time imag-
ining how the realist could do that — and it is on the realist to prove that 'm wrong.

6. Conclusions

I have introduced content illusionism to the literature. I have motivated it, defended against some obvious objections,
and sketched a mechanism responsible for the illusion. Of course, this is just the first step. In an important sense, the
real work to develop and defend content illusionism begins now — after the more programmatic points have been
made.

In particular, it is necessary to:

(i) provide a fuller, more detailed mechanistic sketch of the mechanisms responsible for the illusion of content.

(ii) elaborate a richer and clearer picture of what the illusion of content amounts to and its origins, both developmen-
tally (are we born with it or we acquire it?) and phylogenetically (presumably, it is not coextensive with life and it
has “popped up” on some branch of the tree of life).

(iii) gauge the epistemological implications of such a view. If there are no contents, how should we understand belief
and knowledge? How should we understand rationality and inference?

7% Of course, were the realist able to demonstrate that contents exist, they would prove that illusionism is wrong. But, in the objection I'm
considering, the realist is inferring (abductively) to the existence of content based on the fact that it best explains their apparent givenness.

And I'm contesting that the existence of content alone offers such an explanation.
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(iv) explore the relations between content illusionism and illusionism about phenomenal consciousness. It is intuitive
to think that the two views must be coherent and mutually supportive — and yet illusionists about phenomenal

consciousness heavily rely on representations in their explanatory practices (e.g., Kammerer, 2021).

There is, then, plenty of work for illusionists to do. I hope the present paper has persuaded you this is valuable work,

and enticed you in developing your view of content in an illusionist direction (especially if you are a radical enactivist).
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