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ABSTRACT

Most of the time we see how objects are, but sometimes we see that they are. When we see that some object exists, it seems ra-
tional to ground our judgement that it exists on the basis of this experience. How do we explain these observations? A Lockean
View says that it is possible to represent the property of existence in perceptual experience and that we ground our perceptual
existential judgements on this basis. A Humean View says that it is not possible to represent the property of existence in ex-

perience and that we ground our perceptual existential judgements on perceptual experiences that represent objects as having

some other properties that indicate their existence. In this article, I shall argue that both views face formidable challenges. A

Lockean View faces Hume's Challenge, that is, it seems that there is no property of existence represented in perceptual experi-
ence. A Humean View faces the Epistemic Gap Challenge, that is, it is hard to explain the rationality of perceptual existential
judgements if they are grounded on experiences that do not represent things as having the property of existence.

1 | The Existential Game

Tinvite you to play the existential game. It is very simple. Take any
object and place it in front of you. Then ask yourself what is the
first thing you notice about that object. Write down everything
you observe until you no longer notice anything new.

I often do a slightly different version of the game with my stu-
dents. I usually choose a Magrittean object (to light up students’
ontological sensitivity), like an apple, a Granny Smith. I place it
on the table and ask them to say the first thing they notice about
it (and I point to the apple). The rules are simple: one student
at a time speaks, you cannot repeat what has already been said,
and when nothing new is noticed you must pass on. We continue

as long as someone has something new to say (the exercise can
become long and exhausting, but that is part of the game—bore-
dom is an important ontology-conducive Stimmung?).

This is a representative list of what students might say: “it's an

LI ”

apple”, “it's green”, “you can eat it”, “it's on the table”, “it's a nice

” G LT

apple”, “it has a brown stem”, “round”, “juicy”, “tasty”, “I feel like

” G

eating it”, “it reflects the light”, “you can throw it”, “it is a Granny
Smith”, and so forth.

At some point, usually not before a few minutes, students
begin to exhaust the properties we usually attribute to apples
and start to become more philosophical. They may say things

» o«

like “it is in space”,

»

it is not me”,

s

I see it”, “it is part of my
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experience”, “it is there”, and similar remarks. But they are still
failing to notice what is arguably the most basic thing that can
be noticed about that thing.

At some point, finally someone says: “it exists!” or “it is!”.

To date in no class has the sheer existence of the apple been the
first or among the first things to be noticed. I imagine the same
happened to you: when you placed an object in front of you and
wondered what was the first thing you saw, if you were not led to
become philosophical too quickly because of the particular con-
text of the game, then I suspect you did not immediately notice
the object’s sheer existence.

However, sometimes we notice the existence of the things we
see (or hear, or feel, or smell, etc.) and when we do so it seems
rational to judge, on the basis of this experience, that the object
exists. To a first approximation, we might capture these two ob-
servations as follows:

(Phenomenal contrast): There seems to be a difference between
the beginning of the exercise and its end; at the beginning, one
does not notice that the object exists and this might indicate that
they are not seeing that it does; then, at some point, one notices it
and this might indicate that they are suddenly seeing that it does;
so, there seems to be something like an experience of existence
and it seems that this experience sometimes occurs and some-
times it does not.

(Epistemic grounding,): It is rational to ground the judgement
that some object exists on the basis of the experience in which
one sees that some object exists.

I then ask students to explain these observations. What ex-
plains the difference between the experience you have when
you see that it is an apple and the experience you have when
you see that it exists? And what explains the fact that it seems
rational to judge that the object exists when you see that it ex-
ists? These are the questions that I shall tackle in this article.
I shall discuss two candidate answers. The Lockean View says
that when we see the existence of the apple we see that it has
the property of existence, and our judgement that it exists is
rational because we see that it has that property. The Humean
View says that even if we never experience any property of ex-
istence, still our perceptual existential judgements can be ra-
tional if grounded on the experience that the object has some
other properties that indicate that it exists. As plausible as both
of these explanations might seem, in this article, I shall argue
that they are both wrong.

The plan of the article is as follows. In Sections 2 and 3, I shall
provide more precise characterizations of the starting obser-
vations and of the competing Lockean and Humean views.
In Section 4-6, I shall argue against the Lockean View on the
ground that it faces what I shall call Hume's Challenge, that
is, there seems to be no property of existence in experience.
In Sections 7-10, I shall argue against the Humean View on
the ground that it faces what I shall call the Epistemic Gap
Challenge, the challenge of explaining how an experience that
does not represent the property of existence can be sufficient to

ground an existential judgement. In Section 11, I shall conclude
that we should look for some alternative account.

2 | Phenomenal Contrast,

In order to make the starting phenomenological observation
more precise, I shall frame it within the context of the contem-
porary debate between rich and thin (or liberal and conserva-
tive) theorists of the content of perceptual experience.? Rich and
thin theorists assume that perceptual experiences have repre-
sentational content,® but disagree over which properties can be
represented in experience. Thin theorists hold that only low-
level properties, such as colours and shapes (as far as the visual
field is concerned), can be represented in experience, whereas
rich theorists hold that some high-level properties, such as the
property of being a Granny Smith, can feature in experience.*

Rich theorists usually argue for the claim that some high-level
property features in experience by appealing to phenomenal con-
trasts.” To illustrate, Siegel® argues for the claim that the high-
level property of being a pine tree is represented in experience
by claiming that this view best explains the contrast between the
experience one has of trees when she knows nothing about trees
and the experience one has of trees when she becomes an expert
in recognising pine trees.

Now, at the beginning of the exercise, students do not say that
the object exists, and this might indicate that they are not seeing
that it does. Then at some point they say the object exists and
this might indicate that they are suddenly seeing it. This applies
to students, but the same can be ascertained first-personally:
most of the time I do not notice the sheer existence of objects,
but sometimes I do (when I follow Descartes’ meditations, for
instance) and this might be taken to indicate that most of the
time I do not see the existence of objects. There seems to be some
phenomenal contrast between these moments. In order to ex-
press the contrast in a way that is neutral between rich and thin
explanations I used and shall use (following Siegel) the locution
‘to see’. So, in saying that it seems that students first don't see the
object as existing, and then seem to see the object as existing, I
am saying that there seems to be some difference in the overall
phenomenal character of the initial and final experiences of the
exercise, but I am leaving it open whether the difference should
be explained in terms of the perceptual representation of some
property of existence or otherwise. I shall proceed under the as-
sumption that there is such contrast (I shall discuss below, es-
pecially in Sections 8 and 9, attempts to reject this prima facie
impression). Our question is thus whether it must be explained
by saying that at the end of the game the property of existence
is represented.

A rich/liberal answer explains the contrast by saying that when
one sees that the object exists one is undergoing a perceptual
experience that represents the object as having the property of
existence. This is what I shall call a Lockean phenomenology of
existence (more on why I call it ‘Lockean’ below).

(Lockean Phenomenology of Existence) It is possible to percep-
tually represent the property of existence.
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A thin/conservative answer to our question explains the phe-
nomenal contrast otherwise (just as thin theorists explain the
distinction between novice and expert experiences of pine
trees otherwise than by positing the possibility of perceptu-
ally representing the property of being a pine tree’); crucially,
according to this answer, no property of existence is repre-
sented in experience. This is an Anti-Lockean phenomenology
of existence.

(Anti-Lockean Phenomenology of Existence) It is impossible to
perceptually represent the property of existence.

Anti-Lockeans take different forms depending on their positive
proposals, that is, depending on how they explain the phenom-
enal contrast. A Humean View endorses an Anti-Lockean phe-
nomenology of existence, but there are various ways in which
a Humean can characterise experiences of existence (one way
being to deny that they exist and that there is any phenomenal
contrast).

In what follows (Sections 5 and 6), I shall argue, following Hume
and Heidegger, among others, that the property of existence is
not represented in experience.

3 | Epistemic Grounding,

In order to characterise the initial epistemological observation
in more precise terms, consider first analogous observations in
the context of ordinary perceptual knowledge. This is the kind
of knowledge that students gather at the beginning of the exis-
tential game, when existence is not yet in view, so we can just
take examples from the context of this game.

(Phenomenal contrast): There seems to be a difference between
the moment in which one sees that the object is green, and the
moment in which one sees that it is a Granny Smith.

(Epistemic grounding,): It is rational to ground perceptual
judgements on the basis of these experiences. The experience in
which one sees that the object is green makes it rational (at least
in part) to judge that it is green. Analogously, the experience in
which one sees that the object is a Granny Smith makes it ratio-
nal (at least in part) to judge that it is a Granny Smith.

Let's assume, for the sake of clarifying the Lockean and Humean
view through this discussion, that the property of being green is
represented in perceptual experience (this is a paradigmatic low-
level property), whereas the property of being a Granny Smith is
not represented in perceptual experience (this is a paradigmatic
higher level property). Given these assumptions, how do we ex-
plain Epistemic-Grounding,?

Perceptual judgements are judgements based on perceptual ex-
periences. When we find it rational to form perceptual judge-
ments, we normally do so because the phenomenal character of
the perceptual experience indicates that our judgement is true.
Since we are working within a representationalist framework,
we can capture this idea by saying that the rationality of our per-
ceptual judgements is explained (at least in part) in virtue of the
properties that are represented in the experiences on which they

are grounded. It is natural then to say that the perceptual judge-
ment that the object is green is rational (at least in part) because
the perceptual experience on which it is grounded represents the
object as being green. And since we are assuming that the prop-
erty of being a Granny Smith is not represented in experience,
to the extent that our perceptual judgement that some object is
a Granny Smith can be rational, it is so (at least in part) because
it is grounded on a perceptual experience that represents the ob-
jectas having some other property P (or set thereof) that indicates,
more or less conclusively, that it is a Granny Smith.?

It is natural to think that we can extend this explanation of the
rationality of perceptual judgements to the case of existential
perceptual judgements, that is, judgements that say that some-
thing exists and which are grounded on perceptual experience.
To think so is to endorse what I shall call the Commonality
Assumption.

(Commonality Assumption): Existential perceptual knowledge
is fundamentally like any other kind of perceptual knowledge.

Thus, depending on whether we believe that the property of ex-
istence can or cannot be represented in experience, we get the
following two different views of the phenomenology and episte-
mology of existence:

(Lockean View):

« (Lockean Phenomenology of Existence) It is possible to per-
ceptually represent the property of existence.

« (Lockean Epistemology of Existence) Perceptual existen-
tial judgements are rational (at least in part) because they
are grounded on experiences that represent the property of
existence.

(Humean View):

« (Anti-Lockean Phenomenology of Existence) It is not possi-
ble to perceptually represent the property of existence.

« (Humean Epistemology of Existence) Perceptual existential
judgements are rational because they are grounded on expe-
riences that represent some property P (or set thereof) that
is somehow taken by the subject to indicate that some object
exists.

Our quest for an explanation of Epistemic-Grounding; amounts
to the choice between a Lockean or a Humean epistemology of
existence, which in turn is parasitic upon the choice between a
Lockean or Anti-Lockean phenomenology of existence. For this
reason, starting from the next section, I shall begin by discuss-
ing the phenomenology of existence.

The Lockean and the Humean views seem to be our main op-
tions if we endorse the Commonality Assumption and the view
that our perceptual judgements are rational (at least in part) in
virtue of the properties that are represented in the experiences
on which they are based. However, I shall argue that both the
Lockean and the Humean views face formidable challenges. I
shall speak of Hume's Dilemma in order to refer to the dilemma
that asks us to decide between a Lockean or a Humean View. I
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name this dilemma after Hume because, as we shall see in a mo-
ment, he seems to be the first one to note that there is a choice to
be made between a Lockean and a Humean account.

4 | The Lockean View

I think that the Lockean View captures the spirit of what Locke
says in his Essay. According to Locke, our mind is a tabula rasa
that receives all its ideas from experience. Experience divides
into two realms, sensation and reflection, which roughly cor-
respond to outer and inner experience. Ideas divide into simple
and complex: a simple idea has ‘one uniform appearance’ and
‘enter[s] by the senses simple and unmixed’ (Locke 1690/1975,
sect. 2.2.1), whereas a complex idea is made up of several sim-
ple ideas combined together (Locke 1690/1975, sect. 2.12.1).
Existence is a simple idea. He introduces the idea of existence in
a context in which he is also discussing the idea of unity. This is
all he writes about the origin of the idea of existence:

Existence and Unity. — Existence and unity, are two
other Ideas, that are suggested to the Understanding,
by every Object without, and every Idea within.
When Ideas are in our Minds, we consider them as
being actually there, as well as we consider things to
be actually without us; which is, that they exist, or
have Existence: And whether we can consider as one
thing, whether a real Being, or Idea, suggests to the
Understanding, the Idea of Unity (Locke 1690/1975,
sect. 2.7.7)

Now, in this passage one might read Locke as holding the fol-
lowing claim:

(Cheap Phenomenology of Existence): For every experience e
that represents something s as having some property p, e also
somehow contains the information that s exists.’

The expression ‘somehow contains’ is meant to make room for
various specifications of the view, both Lockeans and Anti-
Lockeans. The specific way in which a Lockean would endorse
this view can be captured as follows:

(Cheap Lockean Phenomenology of Existence): For every experi-
ence e that represents something s as having some property p, e
also represents s as having the property of existence.

Although this seems to capture the spirit of Locke's view, I
have attributed to Lockeans a weaker claim, namely that it
is only possible to perceptually represent the property of exis-
tence. This is because a Cheap Phenomenology of Existence,
be that Lockean or Anti-Lockean, is prima facie implausi-
ble. There seems to be some contrast between the moment in
which students see that the object is green, and judge that it
is green on this basis, and the moment in which students see
that the object exists, and judge that it exists on this basis. A
Lockean phenomenology that makes it too easy for existence
to show up in experience will seem to run counter this phe-
nomenological observation.!?

Is the Lockean View committed to the claim that there also exists
one or more properties of existence? A Lockean View, as defined
so far, is the conjunction of a phenomenological and epistemo-
logical claim. The view so understood is compatible with the
claim that there is no property of existence. Compare: we might
perceptually represent the property of being square, say, even if
there are no square objects out there (it is all a dream). Yet, if
there is no property of existence, then a Lockean view faces at
least two big troubles: first, it entails that all existential judge-
ments are false, for they attribute to entities a property that they
do not possess (and thus it is committed to an all pervading error-
theory); second, it seems to be self-stultifying, for it is hard to un-
derstand how the Lockean can argue for her own view without
relying on some existential judgements. Thus, it is natural to add
to the Lockean View a ontological claim, which says that there is
one (or more than one) property of existence.

(Lockean Ontology of Existence): There is one (or more than
one) property of existence.

This view is compatible with monist and pluralist versions,'! de-
pending on whether one thinks that there is only one or many
properties of existence. Moreover, the property of existence (or
set thereof) specified at the ontological level must be the same
that can show up in experience, otherwise the two troubles just
stated (error theory and self-refutation) will still seem to be
threatening the Lockean View.

Now, is there anyone who actually endorses or should endorse
this view? If it is natural to add this ontological claim to the
Lockean View, then we might suppose that all theorists that
countenance the existence of the property of existence might
feel inclined to adopt a Lockean phenomenology and episte-
mology. One way to adopt the claim that the property of ex-
istence exists is to argue that sentences of the form ‘s exists’
should be analysed as sentences in which ‘exists’ functions as
a first-order predicate attributing a first-order property to in-
dividuals. Let's call this the First-Order View of existence.!?
If the property it attributes is the property of existence, then
perhaps it is natural for someone who adopts this analysis to
be a Lockean.

Notice, though, that the First-Order view is not committed to
the Lockean View. To illustrate, someone might believe that the
property of existence never shows up in experience. In order to
avoid the charge of being self-stultifying and of being commit-
ted to an all pervading error-theory, the First-Order theorist will
then have to claim that we can ground our existential percep-
tual judgements on experiences that represent things as having
other properties that indicate that things possess the property of
existence. This is to endorse an anti-Lockean phenomenology
and a Humean epistemology of existence, which is precisely
the Humean View. So, even if it is necessary to countenance
the existence of some property of existence in order to make the
Lockean View tenable, this is not sufficient to be committed to
the Lockean View. In fact, since a Lockean View faces Hume's
Challenge, I suspect that most believers in the existence of the
property of existence will be inclined to adopt the Humean View.
Let us now turn to Hume's Challenge.
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5 | Hume's Challenge

In his Treatise, in the short, dense, and notably obscure sec-
tion that he devotes to the idea of existence,!®> Hume seems to
criticise Lockean phenomenology. He presents a dilemma—
which he regards as ‘the most clear and conclusive that can be
imagin'd’—with these words:

the idea of existence must either be deriv'd from a
distinct impression, conjoin'd with every perception
or object of our thought, or must be the very
same with the idea of the perception or object.
(Hume 1740/2000, sect. 1.2.6)

Although Hume speaks here of a dilemma, he endorses its sec-
ond horn and, crucially, he seems to see no problems in doing
so. Here we shall focus only on the first horn of the dilemma
and on what Hume has to say about it. He describes this horn
as the claim that the idea of existence is derived from a distinct
impression. In the terms of the thin/rich debate, by ‘distinct
impression’ we can understand the high-level property of ex-
istence which, according to Lockeans, can be represented in
experience.

Hume is adamant (and quick) in rejecting the existence of
such a ‘distinct impression’. He writes:

tho' every impression and idea we remember
be consider'd as existent, the idea of existence
is not deriv'd from any particular impression.
(Hume 1740/2000, sect. 1.2.6)

And He Adds

Whoever opposes this [the claim that there is a
difference between thinking about something
and thinking about something as existing], must
necessarily point out that distinct impression,
from which the idea of entity is deriv'd, and must
prove, that this impression is inseparable from
every perception we believe to be existent. This we
may without hesitation conclude to be impossible.
(Hume 1740/2000, sect. 1.2.6)

Although Hume locates his phenomenological observation
in a context in which he makes a variety of other debatable
claims—chief among them the claim that there is no difference
between thinking about something and thinking about some-
thing as existing—still it is clear that Hume thinks that phe-
nomenological observation indicates ‘without hesitation’ that
there is no such thing as a ‘distinct impression” of existence.

Hume's phenomenological claim has been echoed several
times in the subsequent history of philosophy. Here is a more
recent statement of Hume's observation.!*

I That Existence is not observable must be tested
by everyone for himself. If a philosopher may ever

legitimately look and see whether there is a reported
entity, he surely may do so for Beingness, which must
be everywhere if it is anywhere and, hence, must be in
perceptual experience. Now, I respect the person who
stares at a doorknob, for example, which is not doing
anything in particular, and thinks he can see that it
is at any rate existing. I acknowledge for myself that I
hardly know what to look for, and may well lack the
requisite intuition. In spite, however, of a sympathetic
eye for such ontological gems as universals, relations,
and classes, I don't discover any Existence, and I
think that Hume was right on this score. What one
observes is not the existing of the knob but just the
knob. (Williams 1962, 751)

The same point is made in Heidegger's seminars in Zollikon, in
a context in which he is discussing Kant's claim that existence is
not a real predicate.'®

I There are two kinds of phenomena.

a. Perceptible, existing phenomena are ontic phenomena, for
example, the table.

b. Nonsensory, imperceptible phenomena, for example, the
existence of something, are ontological phenomena.

I Two kinds of evidence must be always kept in view.

1. We ‘see’ the existing table. This is ontic evidence.

2. We also ‘see’ [phenomenologically] that existence is not
a quality of the table as a table; nevertheless, existence is
predicated of the table when we say it is. This is ontological
evidence.

We affirm the table's existence, and we simultaneously
deny that existence is one of its qualities. Insofar as
this occurs, we obviously have existence in view.
We “see” it. We “see” it, but not like we “see” the
table. Yet, we are also unable to immediately say
what “existence” means here. “Seeing” has a double
meaning: optical, sensory sight, and “seeing” in the
sense of “insight” [Einsehen]. (Heidegger 2001, 6, 7)

Here, Heidegger is making a negative and a positive claim. The
negative claim is in line with an Anti-Lockean phenomenology
of existence. To put the point in terms of the debate between
rich and thin views of the content of experience, Heidegger here
is claiming that existence is not among the low-level properties
that are represented in experience. He is not then saying that
existence, qua high-level property, cannot be represented in
experience, for this would run counter his endorsement of the
thesis of ontological difference, which is precisely the claim
that the existence or being of an entity is not itself an entity.'®
He is rather saying that existence is not seen in the same sense
in which low-level properties can be seen. This is the negative
part of his claim, and so far, it is consonant with the Humean's
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endorsement of an anti-Lockean phenomenology of experience.
The positive part, though, departs from the spirit of the broadly
empiricist framework that a Humean shares with a Lockean, for
Heidegger claims that we are somehow capable to intuit the ex-
istence of the table. Presumably, since Heidegger endorses the
claim that existence is not a property, this intuition of existence
is not to be understood as the capacity to perceptually represent
some higher level property of existence in experience. Here, we
see one way to reject the Commonality Assumption and to indi-
cate an alternative account of perceptual existential knowledge.
We shall come back to that at the end of the article.

6 | More Against a Lockean Phenomenology of
Existence

Hume and Heidegger simply say that they are unable to find any
distinct impression of existence in their experience. Is there any-
thing more we can say by way of arguing against the Lockean?
I shall list five more reasons to reject Lockean phenomenology.
None of these reasons is a knock-down argument, but taken to-
gether they constitute a powerful challenge against Lockeans.

6.1 | There Is No Property of Existence

We have seen that a Lockean phenomenology and epistemology
of existence will lead to unwelcome results if there is no prop-
erty of existence. One straightforward way to argue against a
Lockean View is thus to argue that there is no such a thing as a
property of existence.

There are many ways in which one can argue for this claim.
Heidegger's discussion of the ontological difference is one place
where to look for such arguments. In analytic philosophy, the
conclusion is often reached by arguing that, appearances not-
withstanding, ‘exists’ is not a first-order predicate and should
be paraphrased away through an existentially committed par-
ticular quantifier. Call this the Second-Order View of Existence.'”
One can take this analysis as suggesting that existence is no
property at all.

Be that as it might, I do not wish here to argue against the
Lockean View via such considerations, which are well known
and widely discussed in past and recent analytic philosophy. My
aim here is rather to bring attention to quandaries related to the
phenomenology and epistemology of existence which can bring
new insights to such debates and more generally to our philo-
sophical reflections on existence.'®

6.2 | Candidate Accounts of the Property
of Existence

Even if we assume that there is a property of existence, we might
try to argue against a Lockean by looking at potential metaphys-
ical accounts of the property of existence and by asking whether
the property of existence, as understood by such accounts, can
satisfy two important conditions for Lockeans: (1) it is a property
that can feature in the content of experience; (2) it is the property

the experience of which usually grounds our existential percep-
tual judgements. If we look at some of the most debated can-
didate characterizations of the property of existence—existence
as a second-order property, existence as a substantive property,
existence as a formal property!*—we seem to find no property
that satisfies both conditions.

6.2.1 | Existence as a Second-Order Property

As noted, the Second-Order View paraphrases away the appar-
ent predicate ‘exists’ in terms of quantification. One natural
way to read this analysis is as suggesting that there is no such
thing as the property of existence. Another way of reading this
analysis, though, is as suggesting that the property of existence
is a second-order property, namely the property that some prop-
erty has of being instantiated by at least one individual object.?®
If this view can be made viable, then perhaps it can assist the
Lockean.

Now, one of the classical objections against such analysis is
that when we say that a given apple exists, we do not seem to
be speaking about the instantiation of the property of being
an apple; rather, we seem to be speaking about the apple itself.
Regardless of the merits of this objection, we must note that
there is a powerful phenomenological counterpart to it: when I
see that the apple exists, I am seeing the apple's own existence,
not that the property of being an apple has the property of having
an instance. The experience of existence just does not seem to be
the experience of some second-order property.

6.2.2 | Existence as a Substantive Property

Among theorists who think that the property of existence exists,
Universalists think that it is possessed by everything,?! whereas
Meinongians think that some things possess the property of
existence and some don't.?? For this reason, Meinongians often
provide substantive accounts of the property of existence. This
might be helpful for Lockeans, because substantive accounts
will perhaps characterise properties that can be represented in
perceptual experience.

To be clear, a Meinongian need not claim that the property of ex-
istence can actually be experienced. But if the Lockean wants to
use Meinongians' accounts of the property of existence in order
to show that it is indeed possible to experience the property
of existence, then she must say that the property of existence
posited by Meinongians is indeed experienced (and that it is by
experiencing that property that we ground our existential per-
ceptual judgements). For this reason, we can briefly explore the
possibility that existential perceptual judgements are grounded
on the experience of the properties of existence that are dis-
cussed by Meinongians.

Simplifying a bit, Meinongians propose two accounts. One that
understands the property of existence as the property of having
spatial or spatio-temporal location,?? the other which, drawing
inspiration from Plato’s Sophist, understands the property of ex-
istence as the property of having causal interactions.?*
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The basic problem for such Meinongian accounts is once again
that the properties they describe do not satisfy the two condi-
tions that they need to satisfy in order to be of any service for
a Lockean. For one thing, it is not uncontroversial whether
the high-level properties of having a spatial location and of
interacting casually do indeed feature in perceptual experi-
ence. And even if they do, when the student sees that the apple
exists she does not seem to see that it is in space or that it
interacts causally. Perhaps she saw that the apple is in space
when she judged that the apple is in space, but this is not to see
existence (if the two experiences were the same, why didn't she
also say that the apple exists when she saw that it is in space?).
Moreover, if, ex hypothesis, it is possible to see that space ex-
ists, then it would be strange to describe this experience as
one in which we see that space is in space. Analogously, if, ex
hypothesis, it is possible to see that causal interactions exist,
it is strange to say that in this experience we see that causal
interactions causally interact. Finally, it seems that we can
see the existence of our own mind (as well as the existence
of its mental states and acts), but it is of course far from clear
whether the mind and its features are seen as having spatial
features. So, these properties do not seem to play a role in our
experiences of existence and in the formation of existential
perceptual knowledge.

6.2.3 | Existence as a Formal Property

Universalists about the property of existence thinks that such
property exists, that it is had by everything, and that it is a for-
mal property. To illustrate, one might think that the property
of existence is the property of being identical with something,
so that when we claim that object exists we are in fact claiming
that there is something which has the property of being iden-
tical with that.?> However, and again, when we see the sheer
existence of the apple, we do not seem to see that some identity
relation holds (between what and what?). Whatever the inde-
pendent merits of these universalists account, they seem to be
of no service for a Lockean phenomenology and epistemology
of existence.

6.3 | No Experience of Self-Instantiation

Here is another general—and to my mind quite devastating—
trouble for a Lockean phenomenology. If the property of exis-
tence exists (be that a first-order or a second-order property,
a substantial or formal property), and if it shows up in experi-
ence, as the Lockean claims, then presumably we can also see
that the property of existence exists (compare: if the property
of being red exists, and if it shows up in experience, then, given
the Lockean framework, it seems that it is also in principle
possible to see that the property of being red exists). But this
poses a new phenomenological problem. For, how are we to
understand the experience that the property of existence is in-
stantiating the property of existence? It is hard to understand
what experiencing the property of existence amounts to (this
is Hume's Challenge); it is in general difficult to understand
what experiencing self-instantiation amounts to; but it is even
harder to understand what it would be like to experience the

property of existence instantiating itself. And yet the Lockean
view seems to be committed to the possibility of such experi-
ence. The Lockean might reply that it is possible to experience
the property of existence but that it is not possible to experi-
ence that the property of existence exists. This reply, though,
faces at least the following problem: in general, it seems pos-
sible to experience the existence of other properties (such as
the property of being red, say), so a Lockean needs a reason
(which is not ad hoc) to claim that we can't experience the ex-
istence of the property of existence.

6.4 | No Experts of Existence

Most arguments for the claim that some high-level property fea-
tures in experience rely on the distinction between novice and
expert experience. Siegel's pine tree example is a case in point.
It is by becoming an expert about pine trees that I eventually ac-
quire the ability to perceptually represent the property of being
a pine tree. However, it is hard to make sense of the distinction
between novices and experts with respect to the experience of
existence. The student who finally notes that the apple just exists
(or just is) is no expert of existence in any easily recognisable
sense that is analogous to the one that is used by rich theorists.
So, to the extent that most of the high-level properties that are
claimed to be represented in experience are properties available
to experts in the relevant perceptual domain, since there is no
easily recognisable equivalent notion of expertise in the case
of existence, we have some reason to be suspicious of the pros-
pects of succeeding to explain the phenomenal contrast with a
Lockean account.

6.5 | From the Primitiveness of Existence

As many have pointed out,?° the concept of existence seems to
be primitive, that is, it does not seem to be possible to provide a
philosophical analysis or reduction of the concept of existence
through the specification of a necessary and sufficient condition
C, such that an object exists if and only if it satisfies C.

There are a variety of reasons to hold the claim that the con-
cept of existence is primitive. First of all, it is seems that there
must be some undefinable notions, for if we try to define
all notions then we incur in an infinite regress or a circular
definition (and both options will seem to jeopardise the very
project of defining any notion to begin with).?” Moreover, the
concept of existence is so fundamental that it is prima facie
impossible to find more fundamental concepts that can be
used to define it.28

To illustrate the latter point, we can see that it is hard to find
counterexample-free necessary and sufficient conditions for ex-
istence.?” Consider putative necessary conditions first and let's
take as examples Meinongians' views on the property of exis-
tence. It is not hard to conceive of a world (and for all I know I
mightbe living right now in that world) in which there are things
(e.g., the present experience) and yet there are no causal powers.
The same reasoning applies to the other candidate property of
existence which is favoured by Meinongians: I can conceive of a
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world in which there is no space and in which something exists
(e.g., again, the present experience).

Consider now putative sufficient conditions. It seems that for
any property P we might think of, it is always an open ques-
tion whether something that is P also exists. To illustrate, again,
with Meinongians' favoured candidates, there is nothing in
the concept of having a spatial location that allows me to con-
clude a priori that if something is spatially located then it exists.
Meinongians themselves claim that it is in principle possible for
something to be spatially located and yet for it to fail to exist.
The only reason why a Meinongian has the impression that being
spatially located is the property of existence is the fact that what
actually exists happens to be spatially located. For all we know,
though, the world might have been (or might be now) such that
what exists is not spatio-temporally located (again, think of a so-
lipsistic world). Perhaps, as the Meinongian might say, there are
indeed good independent reasons to believe that the property of
existence is indeed the property of having a spatial location; yet
the concept of existence and the concept of being spatially located
are different, and on this much Meinongians themselves can
(and do*) in fact agree. (The same considerations apply, mutatis
mutandis, to the concept of having causal powers).?!

If the concept of existence is indeed primitive, then, as just no-
ticed, in order to know which property (if any) is the property of
existence, the Meinongian should look at what actually exists.
Thus, the Meinongian can know which property is the property
of existence only a posteriori. Now, in order to know which prop-
erty actually can be the property of existence, the Meinongian
should form (a posteriori) existential judgements. But this poses
a significant epistemological trouble for Meinongians if they also
want to be Lockeans (or for Lockeans who want to try to save their
view from Hume's Challenge by adopting a Meinongian view on
the property of existence). The problem is that it is now very hard
to understand how the Meinongian-Lockean can form the sort of
rational existential perceptual judgements that she would need to
form in order to discover which property actually is the property
of existence. For, ex hypothesis, a Lockean should ground existen-
tial perceptual judgements on the experience of the property of
existence; in other words, according to a Lockean epistemology,
it is possible to ground existential perceptual judgements only if
one already knows which property is the property of existence.
To illustrate with the concept of having spatial locations, I can
ground a judgement of the form ‘x exists’ on the experience that
represents X as being spatially located only if I already know that
being spatially located is the property of existence. Yet, since the
concept of existence is primitive, the Lockean can come to know
which property is the property of existence only by first forming
existential perceptual judgements. But then the Meinongian-
Lockean can't explain the very possibility of forming the percep-
tual existential judgements that she uses in order to justify her
claim to know which property is the property of existence, and
so she must abandon a Lockean Epistemology. Thus, appealing
to a Meinongian account won't help the Lockean who wishes to
downplay the force of Hume's challenge.

Let us take stock. I have argued that a Lockean phenomenol-
ogy of existence faces Hume's Challenge, and I have added
some more reasons to think that a Lockean will not succeed in
facing it. This much should be enough at least to motivate the

explorations of an anti-Lockean phenomenology and epistemol-
ogy of existence.

7 | The Epistemic Gap Challenge for Humeans

Motivated by Hume's Challenge, and under the spell of the
Commonality Assumption, we might be led to endorse the
Humean View. On such an account, there is no representation of
the property of existence in experience. Yet, we can ground our
perceptual existential judgements on the perceptual experience
of some other property P (or set thereof) which indicate that the
object exists.

One question for a Humean is whether there is a property
of existence or not. As we saw, the view is compatible with
both ontologies: if there is a property of existence, then the
view says that we are able to track it by perceptually track-
ing other properties. Another question is which property P (or
set thereof) forms the ground for our perceptual existential
judgements. Here we can think of monist and pluralist decli-
nations of the view. Hume himself seemed to think that any
experienceable property is (or at least can be3?) the ground
for perceptual existential judgements. If this interpretation is
correct, he would count as a pluralist Humean of an extreme
kind. On the opposite side of the continuum, we find a monist
account according to which there is only one experienceable
property which can be the ground for perceptual existential
judgements.

Is there anyone (beside Hume) who holds the Humean view?
It is presumably accepted by all theorists who endorse the
Second-Order View. Moreover, I think it is likely that most be-
lievers in the existence of the property of existence will accept
the Humean View precisely because of the force of Hume's
Challenge. Since we seem to perceptually represent no prop-
erty of existence, if we have good independent reasons to be-
lieve that there is such a property (and if we are reasoning
under the commonality assumption), then we should believe
that its existence is tracked via the detection of other repre-
sentable properties. Thus, I think that the view is quite wide-
spread and that perhaps represents the default position at least
in contemporary analytic philosophy.

I shall not discuss here all the candidate accounts of property P
that a Humean theorists might think to indicate existence. This
is because I think that a Humean faces a challenge regardless of
its answers to the question about which experienceable property
(or set thereof) grounds perceptual existential judgements. So I
shall proceed by presenting the challenge in its more abstract
and general form, speaking of property P in order to refer to
the preferred existence-indicating property (or set thereof) for a
Humean epistemology.*?

I have characterised Humean's epistemological claim in such
a way as to make room for two kinds of Humeans: those who
countenance the possibility of immediate (i.e., non-inferential)
justification for existential judgement, and those who regard
all existential knowledge as inferential. But since we do seem
to gain most perceptual existential knowledge non-inferentially,
it is natural to start with a Humean picture in which some
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experience that represents s as being P is taken as the sole
ground for judging that s exists. We can visualise its characteris-
tic transition as follows (where ‘E’ stands for experience and T’
stands for judgements).

I (Non-Inferential Humean)
I (B)sisP

I (JO)sexists

Since a Lockean says that there is no perceptual representation
of the property of existence, the experience that represents s as
being P does not also represent s as existing. But here is the prob-
lem for the Humean. As we noted in the previous section, the
concept of existence seems to be primitive. But then perceptu-
ally representing something s as having some property P does
not seem by itself to say anything about the existence of 5. So the
question is how can a perceptual content that does not seem to
convey any information about existence be the ground for a per-
ceptual existential judgement. There seems to be a gap between
the content of perception and the content of the perceptual ex-
istential judgement. Call this the Epistemic Gap Challenge. The
Challenge for a Humean is to bridge this gap.

Let me clarify the challenge with a couple of examples. Suppose
I see a green apple. Suppose, further, as we are now working
within an anti-Lockean phenomenology (and within a rep-
resentationalist framework), that in this experience I am not
representing the property of existence. I am representing other
properties, like the property of being green, and perhaps the
property of being an apple (and many others). But if the concept
of existence is primitive, then something's being P—in this case
green or an apple—does not entail that something exists. So,
unless the subject already has some reasons to think that being
green (or being an apple) indicates existence, from the subject’s
own point of view there is nothing in the perceptual experience
that makes it rational from her perspective to judge that the ob-
ject exists.

The same consideration applies to other properties which
are likely to be considered as existence-indicating by some
Humean. One might think that to see that something is spa-
tially located is enough to ground a perceptual existential
judgement. And this might be true. The problem, though—
this is the Epistemic Gap Challenge—is to explain how rep-
resenting something as spatially located can make it rational
from the subject’s point of view the judgement that the object
exists. For, again, if existence is primitive, and unless the sub-
ject already has some reasons to regard being spatially-located
as existence-indicating, then from the subject's point of view
there appears to be no sufficient ground for judging that the
object exists.

There are at least three ways to solve the problem that imme-
diately comes to mind. First, one can say that in seeing that
something s is P, one is also somehow seeing that s exists with-
out having to ground the judgement that s exists on the per-
ceptual representation of P (for, otherwise this view would no
longer be endorsing an anti-Lockean phenomenology). This

idea can be cashed out in at least two ways, namely by arguing
that perceptual experience has existentially quantified contents
(Section 8) or by saying that the very attitude of perceptual ex-
perience somehow indicates that s exists (Section 9). Finally, as
briefly hinted above in the presentation of the Epistemic Gap
Challenge, one can claim that existential perceptual knowl-
edge is grounded inferentially, via previous knowledge of which
properties actually are existence-indicating (Section 10). Let us
consider the prospects of these views in turn.

8 | Existentially Quantified Contents of Perceptual
Experience

Perhaps the most natural way to try to bridge the epistemic
gap is to argue that perceptual experiences have existentially
quantified contents.?* This is an extension of the Second-
Order View from the content of judgements to the content of
experiences. As we can understand sentences of the form ‘s
exists’ as saying that there is something which has some prop-
erty P (or set thereof), analogously we can understand experi-
ences of existence as having the content that there is something
which has some property P (or set thereof). So, when I see that
this apple exists, the content of my perception should be char-
acterised roughly as follows: ‘“There is something which is an
apple and is in front of me’. In this way, there is no epistemic
gap to be bridged between the experience and the judgement:
the content of experience already features the information
that something exists.

Most critics of such account argue that it fails to capture the
fact that in the experience there is that particular object that
we are seeing, and not some object.?® But there is another re-
lated phenomenological problem: it is just unclear what cor-
responds in experience to the quantifier. The most natural
way to say where existence features in the content of expe-
rience is of course to say that the object seen is represented
as existing. But this would turn the Humean into a Lockean
and would jeopardise the whole point of the analysis that
paraphrases away the appearance that existence can be pred-
icated. Another move could be to capture the phenomeno-
logical counterpart of the quantifier ‘there is’ in terms of the
representation of some second-order property (or set thereof).
But again, as we saw above, it is unclear whether we are able
to experience such second-order property and anyway we do
not ground our existential judgements on the experience of
such property. (The same considerations, as we noted above,
apply to formal properties, such as identity). So, although the
proponent of existential quantified contents might have inde-
pendent reasons to believe that she properly characterises the
content experience, something more should be said to show
which part of the phenomenal character, if any, is supposed
to convey the information that ‘there is something’. This is of
course just another version of Hume's Challenge and this tells
us a general lesson for Humeans: in the attempt to bridge the
Epistemic Gap one tries to enrich the content of perceptual
experience in such a way as to turn it into a content that can
convey the information that something exists, but in trying to
do so one exposes oneself to Hume's Challenge.
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This view also faces another serious problem. On this view any
judgement that attributes some property to an individual can be
understood as an existentially quantified judgement that says
that there is something that has some properties. But if this is
so, we fail to account for the phenomenal contrast between the
moment in which we see that the apple is green and the moment
in which we see that it exists. For, on this view both experiences
ground judgements that have the same content (in terms of their
existential import) for they both say that there is something that
has some properties. And so both experiences also have the
same content (in terms of their existential import). But when we
see that some object is green, its existence is not in view in the
same way in which it is in view when we are struck by its sheer
existence.3®

The same point is made—without, I think, any explicit con-
sciousness of the view it contradicts—in Sartre's novel Nausea
(which is full of insightful descriptions for a phenomenology
of the experience of existence). At some point, the main char-
acter of the novel, Roquentin, lives an epiphany in which he
understands what it takes to see the sheer existence of things.

It left me breathless. Never, until these last few
days, had I understood the meaning of “existence.” I
was like the others, like the ones walking along the
seashore, all dressed in their spring finery. I said,
like them, “The ocean is green; that white speck up
there is a seagull,” but I didn't feel that it existed or
that the seagull was an “existing seagull”; usually
existence hides itself. It is there, around us, in us, it
is us, you can't say two words without mentioning
it, but you can never touch it. When I believed
I was thinking about it, I must believe that I was
thinking nothing, my head was empty, or there
was just one word in my head, the word “to be.” Or
else I was thinking ... how can I explain it? I was
thinking of belonging, I was telling myself that the
sea belonged to the class of green objects, or that
the green was a part of the quality of the sea. Even
when I'looked at things, I was miles from dreaming
that they existed: they looked like scenery to me.
(Sartre 1938, 152-153)

I shall not attempt here an analysis of Sartre's phenomenol-
ogy of existence as it emerges from his novel.?” For our pur-
poses, it is enough to extrapolate a criticism to the extension
of Second-Order View to the content of experiences: when you
see that the ocean is green you are not seeing the existence of
the ocean (or of greenness). Existence might be perhaps some-
how presupposed, or in the background of the experience (in
some phenomenological sense of these expressions that would
have to be characterized). But existence is not in view.

9 | Existence-Revealing Attitudes

Another way to bridge the gap is to think that the informa-
tion that something exists does not come from the content
of perceptual experience but rather from the very attitude of

perceptual experience. Such an account would specify the dif-
ference between the phenomenology of perception, on the one
hand, and the phenomenology of states like imagining and
dreaming, on the other. Call q the quality, if any, that is dis-
tinctive, phenomenologically speaking, of perception.3®

Now, the sheer fact that perception has feature g cannot be
what accounts for the experience of existence and the ground
of perceptual existential judgements. Perceptions always have
this feature, but we rarely see existence. Thus, it should be
the awareness of q itself (however this awareness is construed)
that accounts for experiences of existence and for the grounds
of our perceptual existential judgements.

But then the proposal faces at least two significant problems.
The first is that we do not seem to ground our perceptual ex-
istential judgements on our awareness of q. When the student
sees that the apple exists her gaze is not directed inwardly,
as it were, on the distinctive phenomenal character of per-
ception, but rather on the apple itself. The second problem is
just another version of the Epistemic Gap Challenge. Even if
we concede that quality q is somehow in view when we form
existential judgements, still it is unclear how such awareness
could bridge the epistemic gap. Existence is not definable in
terms of q. So the gap is still there.

A proponent of the view that the ground for our perceptual
existential judgements comes from the attitude of perception,
rather than from its content, might try to resist my objection
as follows. The objection assumes that there is a phenomenal
contrast between moments in which we see that something
exists and moments in which we don't. However, one might
explain the initial purported phenomenological data other-
wise, namely by saying that even if we only rarely notice the
existence of things, we do in fact always see that things exist.
In other words, only sometimes we see the existence of things
explicitly, yet existence is always somehow implicitly seen. In
this way, one can resist the previous line of objections by say-
ing that in the attitude of perception, as contrasted with other
attitudes such as imagining, we are somehow always implicitly
aware of the existence of the things seen, even if we rarely pay
explicit attention to the existence of what is seen.

Perhaps the proposal is correct in saying that the contrast be-
tween the moment in which students notice existence and the
moment in which they don't only concern what the students
are explicitly aware of, and not experience of existence per se,
which is, on the account under discussion, always implicitly
present. However, even if the proposal might be correct on
this much, it still has to face the Epistemic Gap Challenge. For,
what is the feature q which always (implicitly) accompanies
perceptual experience and accounts for the experience of ex-
istence and the ground for perceptual existential judgements?
However we construe such features, if it is not the represen-
tation of the property of existence itself (which is ex hypoth-
esis excluded in the present discussion because it amounts to
the adoption of some version of a Lockean Phenomenology of
Existence), then it must be some other feature which, given
the primitive nature of the concept of existence, does not suf-
fice alone to justify the transition from perceptual experience
to perceptual existential judgement. For something to exist is
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not for perceptual experience to have some phenomenal fea-
ture q. It is conceivable that things exist even if there is no
experience of existence, and it is conceivable that things don't
exist even if there is a phenomenal feature that is distinctive of
perceptual experience. So the gap is still there.

One might try to explain the first-personal rational compelling-
ness of the transition from perceptual experience to perceptual
existential judgement by appealing to some prior belief, on be-
half of the perceiver, that takes feature q as indicative of exis-
tence. This move leads us to the discussion of the next and last
attempt to bridge the Epistemic Gap.

10 | Inferential Humean

Another way for a Humean to try to bridge the gap between the
existential-less content of experience and the existential content
of judgement is to claim that perceptual existential knowledge
is inferential. Here is the inference (where the step in square
brackets can be added or not to the picture)

I [Inferential Humean)]

I (B)sisP

I JPDsisP

I [(JP2)ifsis P then s exists]

I (JC)sexists

The general problem for such an Inferential Humean is of course
that it seems possible to gain non-inferential perceptual existen-
tial knowledge. But even if we put this problem aside, there are
other troubles. To appreciate them, we must distinguish two
versions of the view (which roughly correspond to the Second-
Order and the First-Order View). According to the former, ‘s is P’
is existentially committed (it says that there is something which
has some property P) whereas the latter says that ‘s is P’ is not
existentially committed. Let's consider each picture in turn.

If (JP1) is existentially committed, then (JP1) presupposes
what is supposed to ground. We are left to wonder what justi-
fies the transition from (E) to (JP1), but this pushes us back to
the problems that beset the non-Inferential Humean. If, on the
other hand, JP1 is not existentially committed, then the prob-
lem is to know how to justify the transition from (JP1) to (JC)
(or, analogously, how to justify (JP2)). It cannot be justified a
posteriori, because this would presuppose that we already have
an explanation of what grounds existential perceptual (i.e., a
posteriori) judgements. But it cannot be a priori either: it is not
through some sort of intuition that we discover what exists; nor
is it through conceptual analysis. Again, the crucial point here is
that existence seems to be a primitive notion, and so it is hard to
understand how the mere intellectual inspection of some prop-
erty P would be enough to discover what exists.

So, I conclude, it is not clear how a Humean can address the
Epistemic Gap Challenge.

11 | Concluding Remarks

Let us take stock. We began by observing two facts about the
phenomenology and epistemology of existence: sometimes we
see the existence of things, and sometimes we don't (Phenomenal
Contrastp); it is rational to ground our judgements about the ex-
istence of things on the experience we have when we see the
existence of things (Epistemic Groundingg). Both observations
need an explanation. If we think that existential perceptual
knowledge is like any other kind of perceptual knowledge (the
Commonality Assumption), then it is natural to think that one
of these two pictures should be right: either we can experience
the property of existence, and we ground our perceptual exis-
tential judgements on such experience (the Lockean View) or
we don't experience any property of existence, and we ground
our perceptual existential judgements on experiences that rep-
resent objects as having some other properties (the Humean
View). Since we have to choose between them, and since both
views face challenges, we face a dilemma: the Lockean View
faces Hume's Challenge, the challenge to find the property of
existence in experience; the Humean view faces the Epistemic
Gap Challenge, the challenge to explain how some property P
can justify our perceptual existential judgements.

Facing Hume's Dilemma, different reactions are possible. One
is to try to defend the Lockean or the Humean Views. I have
shown some ways of trying to do so and I have argued that they
fail. Another reaction is to be sceptical about perceptual existen-
tial knowledge, but this should be our last move and, anyway, for
what is worth, I think this view is obviously false (I know that
the present experience exists with certainty, for one thing®). I
have not tried to argue, in a sceptical vein, that perceptual exis-
tential knowledge is impossible. Rather, I have assumed that it is
indeed possible, but I have tried to show that it is especially hard
to explain its possibility.

Another reaction—my reaction—to the Dilemma is rather to
reject the Commonality Assumption and explore an account of
the rationality of perceptual existential judgements which does
not ground them on the properties that are represented in expe-
rience. If we call empiricist the view that grounds the rationality
of perceptual judgements on what is represented in perceptual
experience, we might call rationalist the view that explains the
rationality of perceptual existential judgements otherwise.*’ The
passage quoted above from Heidegger hints at such an account,
when he says that existence is not experienced in the same way
in which we experience colours and shapes, but is rather intu-
ited. The challenge for such an account would be to explain our
initial observations—the phenomenal contrast, and the fact that
existential judgements can be grounded on experience—without
positing the representation of some property of existence and
without appealing to some Humean epistemology of existence. I
think the challenge can be met—and I think that important clues
for meeting it indeed come from Heidegger's work and the phe-
nomenological traditions—but this is the task for another article.
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Endnotes
1 Or so notably Heidegger claims (Heidegger 1995).
2 For a survey of the debate see Helton (2016).

3 Arguments for the content view of experience can be found
in Byrne (2009), Pautz (2010), Siegel (2010a, 2010b), and
Schellenberg (2018). Although I shall proceed under the assumption
that a representationalist view of perceptual experience is correct, I
think that the discussion can be extended mutatis mutandis to rela-
tionalist views of perceptual experience. For defences of relationalist
views of perceptual experience see Campbell (2002), Martin (2002),
Travis (2004), and Brewer (2011).

4 Rich theorists include: Siewert (1998), Cullison (2010), Siegel (2006,
2009, 2010b), Butterfill (2009, 2015), Bayne (2009, 2011),
Masrour (2011), Nanay (2011), Fish (2013), Wisnewski (2015),
Toribio (2015), Di Bona (2017), Helton (2018). Thin theorists in-
clude: Tye (1995, 2000), Pautz (2008), Byrne (2009), Price (2009),
Brogaard (2013), Prinz (2013), and Reiland (2014).

5 Helton (2016, see sect. 3 and 4).
6 Siegel (2010a, 2010, ch. 4).

7 See Siegel (2010a, 2010b, ch. 4), and Helton (2016), see sect. 4 for dis-
cussion of alternative thin strategies to explain phenomenal contrasts
without positing the representability of high level properties.

8 These explanations are compatible with a variety of accounts of per-
ceptual justification and knowledge. In particular, they leave it open
how to understand the epistemic grounding relation, whether per-
ceptual judgements can or can't enjoy immediate justification (this
is captured by the qualification ‘at least in part’), and how to char-
acterise the relationship between the content of judgement and the
content of experience. For discussions of such issues, as they relate to
the framework sketched in these introductory sections, see Siegel and
Silins (2015, see sect. 2-6), on which the articulation of this frame-
work is largely based.

9 Compare with Billon (2022)'s discussion of the ‘Universal necessity of
existence awareness’.

10 Billon (2022) discusses the phenomenology of existence by drawing
on reports of experiences involved in depersonalization disorder
(DPD). If these reports indeed concern a lack of the sense of existence,
they might be another base for arguing that there are phenomenal
contrasts regarding existence.

1 Whether ontological pluralists—for example, Turner (2010) and
McDaniel (2017)—endorse or should endorse a Lockean ontology of
existence depends on whether ways of being are properties of exis-
tence and on whether they countenance, beyond the many ways of
being, a single generic property of existence (as in Simmons 2022).

12 Defenders of this view include, among others, Moore (1936);
Mackie (1976); Anscombe (1987, 8-12), Vallicella (2002, ch. IV), Fine

(2009), Kripke (2013, 34-36), Berto (2013), and van Inwagen (2022,
117).

13 For discussions on how to interpret this section see Cummins (1991),
Bricke (1991), Wilson (1991), Tweyman (1992), and Jiang (2018).

14 As far as I can tell, this is the most recent statement of this observa-
tion: ‘If I try to discover the features of my perceptual experience in
virtue of which the sparrow I am watching seems real to me, I may
be disappointed. My experience seems to tell me how the sparrow is,
not that it is real. In this respect, existence awareness seems to be
quite unlike colour awareness or shape awareness. There does not
seem to be a specific experiential feature associated with existence’
(Billon 2022, 1808-1809).

15 Although Kant does not seem to explicitly make the phenomeno-
logical claim that existence does not make any contribution in our
experience of objects, he (like Hume) does explicitly and notoriously
make the claim that existence does not make any contribution in our
thought about objects: “‘When I think a thing, through whichever and
however many predicates I like (even in its thoroughgoing determi-
nation), not the least bit gets added to the thing when I posit in ad-
dition that this thing is. (Kant 1781/1787, A600/B628)’. Kant's claim
that existence is not a real predicate is then naturally coupled with an
anti-Lockean phenomenology of existence (and might in fact be taken
as a reason for holding it). On Kant on existence see, among others,
Bennett (1974), Wiggins (1995) and, more recently, Kannisto (2018).

16 The claim finds various expressions throughout Heidegger's writings.
To illustrate, in the ‘Postscript to “What is Metaphysics?”, he writes:
‘Being...is not an existing quality found in [entities]’ (Heidegger
1998, 306). For more on Heidegger's ontological difference see
Carman (2003, 200), Mulhall (1996, 9-10), Olafson (1987, 135-136),
and Casati (2022, ch. 2). For a recent defence of the unorthodox inter-
pretative view according to which Heidegger believes (or at least can
believe) that existence/being is a property, see Tepley (2014).

7 This view is often attributed to Frege and Russell, and before them to
Hume and Kant. For a comprehensive exposition of such a received
view see Williams (1981) and, more recently, Berto (2013, chs. 1 and

2).

18 Phenomenological and epistemological considerations are absent
in most contemporary debates on existence in mainstream analytic
philosophy. As a symptom of this state of affairs, there is no discus-
sion of such issues in the entries entitled ‘Existence’ in the Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Nelson 2022) and in the Internet
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Casati and Fujikawa 2021). This is not
an objection to such entries, as they faithfully reflect the state of art.
This is partly due, I think, to the idea that anything that can be said,
phenomenologically and epistemologically, about other phenomena,
can be extended mutatis mutandis to existence. This is one expres-
sion of what I have called Commonality Assumption. One of the aims
of this article is precisely to suggest that this assumption might be
wrong and that there might be something special about existence.

19 For a discussion of these three properties of existence, and for a view
which countenance the existence of all of them see Voltolini (2012).

20 This view is often attributed to Frege (and Kant). For discussions
of Frege's view on existence see Sluga (1980), Williams (1981),
Wiggins (1995), Mendelsohn (2005), Priest (2009), Berto (2013). I
don't think, though, that Frege actually regarded his analysis as sug-
gesting that existence is a second-order property in any robust meta-
physical sense of the term ‘property’. On this see Priest (2005/2016,
331).

21 Evans (1982), Salmon (1987), Williamson (2002), van Inwagen (2022),
and Kripke (2013).

22 Berto (2013, ch. 4) and Crane (2012, sect. 2.3).
23 See Lambert (1983, 13) and Zalta (1988, 21).

24 See Alexander (1920, 8), Castaneda (1989), Priest (2005/2016, xxviii),
and Berto (2013, 61).
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25 For reasons to hold this view, see Mackie (1976, 253); Salmon (1987,
64), Wiggins (1995, 2003, 486-487), and Berto (2013, sect. 3.1).

26 For example, Fine (2009), 175, Berto (2013), see sect. 4.1, and
Textor (2017, 3-4, 12-13).

27 See Fine (2009, 175) and Berto (2013, see sect. 4.1).
28 See Berto (2013, see sect. 4.1).

291 shall here concentrate on attempts to define existence in terms of
those concepts that are used by Meinongians to articulate their sub-
stantial accounts of the property of existence. For a discussion of the
impossibility to define existence in terms of concepts referring to
formal properties (e.g., identity; see Textor 2017. 3-4, 12-13).

30 And this claim is accepted by Meinongians themselves, precisely for
the reason that the concept of existence seems to be primitive. See
Berto (2013, see sect. 4.1).

31 Similar considerations apply also to attempt to reduce the concept
of existence via concepts of formal properties, such as the concept of
identity. If something exists then it is self-identical, but something can
be self-identical yet fail to exist. See Textor (2017. 3-4, 12-13).

32 Billon (2022), following Bricke (1991), interprets Hume as hold-
ing some version of what I have called Cheap Phenomenology of
Existence.

33 But see Billon (2022) for discussion of some specific accounts of the
existence-indicating property P.

34 Lewis (1980), McGinn (1982), Searle (1983), Millar (1991),
Davies (1992), Chalmers (2003).

35 Burge (1991), Soteriou (2000), Campbell (2002 ch. 6),and Martin (2002).

36 This observation can of course be used as an argument against the
Second-Order View.

37 Though it is important to stress that for Sartre, at least in Nausea,
existence is not a property, nor an experienceable distinct impression,
nor an activity (compare with van Inwagen 2022, ch. 1, which targets
Sartre's remarks in Being and Nothingness, but not what I regard as
his best ontological treatise, namely Nausea).

3 For accounts of the distinctive quality q see Pryor (2000),
Huemer (2001), and Kriegel (2023). Note that these accounts have not
been discussed in order to explain the rationality of perceptual existen-
tial judgements in particular, so it is unclear whether their proponents
would extend them in order to solve the Epistemic Gap Challenge.

391 haven't discussed explicitly existential judgements about the exis-
tence of experiences (or oneself). Contemporary acquaintance the-
orists—see for an overview Duncan (2021)—hold that we can gain
certainty (or anyway the highest epistemic status) for a variety of
existential propositions about experience. Most accounts focus on
knowledge of the existence of phenomenal properties, that is, knowl-
edge of propositions such as This phenomenal property is instantiated
(in me, now) or, equivantly, This property (in me, now) exists. Hume's
Dilemma applies mutatis mutandis to them as well. Although we
might know what acquaintance with this phenomenal property is, we
must also explain how we could be acquainted with the property of
existence itself (but this faces Hume's Challenge) or how we could
ground our existential judgements on the acquaintance of other phe-
nomenal properties (but this faces the Epistemic Gap challenge).

40 For more discussion of the prospects of abandoning an empiricist
account, see Billon (2022), who introduces the empiricist/rationalist
distinction, attributes the rationalist view to Kant, and criticises it.

References
Alexander, D. 1920. Space, Time and Deity. London: Macmillan.

Anscombe, G. E. M. 1987. “Existence and Truth.” Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society 88: 1-12.

Bayne, T. 2009. “Experience and Content.” Philosophical Quarterly 59,
no. 236: 429-451.

Bayne, T. 2011. “The Sense of Agency.” In The Senses: Classic and
Contemporary Philosophical Perspectives, edited by F. Macpherson,
355-374. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bennett, J. 1974. Kant's Dialectic. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Berto, F. 2013. Existence as a Real Property. Dordrecht: Springer.

Billon, A. 2022. The Sense of Existence. Ergo: An Open Access Journal
of Philosophy.

Brewer, B. 2011. Perception and Its Objects. Oxford, GB: Oxford
University Press.

Bricke, J. 1991. “Hume's Argument Concerning the Idea of Existence.”
Hume Studies 17, no. 2: 161-166.

Brogaard, B. 2013. “Do We Perceive Natural Kind Properties?”
Philosophical Studies 162, no. 1: 35-42.

Burge, T. 1991. “Vision and Intentional Content.” In John Searle and
His Critics, edited by E. Lepore and R. Gulick. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Butterfill, S. 2009. “Seeing Causings and Hearing Gestures.”
Philosophical Quarterly 59, no. 236: 405-428.

Butterfill, S. 2015. “Perceiving Expressions of Emotion: What Evidence
Could Bear on Questions About Perceptual Experience of Mental
States?” Consciousness and Cognition 36: 438-451.

Byrne, A. 2009. “Experience and Content.” Philosophical Quarterly 59,
no. 236: 429-451.

Campbell, J. 2002. Reference and Consciousness. Oxford, GB: Oxford
University Press.

Carman, T. 2003. Heidegger's Analytic: Interpretation, Discourse, and
Authenticity in Being and Time. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Casati, F. 2022. Heidegger and the Contradiction of Being. New York:
Routledge.

Casati, F., and N. Fujikawa. 2021. Existence. Internet Encyclopedia of
Philosophy. https://iep.utm.edu/.

Castaneda, H.-N. 1989. Thinking, Language, and Experience.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Chalmers, D. 2003. “The Content and Epistemology of Phenomenal
Belief.” In Consciousness: New Philosophical Perspectives, edited by Q.
Smith and A. Jokic. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Crane, T. 2012. “What Is the Problem of Non-Existence?” Philosophia
40:417-434.

Cullison, A. 2010. “Moral perception.” European Journal of Philosophy
18, no. 2: 159-175.

Cummins, P. D. 1991. “Hume on the Idea of Existence.” Hume Studies
17, no. 1: 61-82.

Davies, M. 1992. “Perceptual Content and Local Supervenience.”
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 92: 21-45.

Di Bona, E. 2017. “Towards a Rich View of Auditory Experience.”
Philosophical Studies 174, no. 11: 2629-2643.

Duncan, M. 2021. “Acquaintance.” Philosophy Compass 16, no. 3: 1-19.
Evans, G. 1982. The Varieties of Reference. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Fine, K. 2009. “The Question of Ontology.” In Metametaphysics. New
Essays on the Foundations of Ontology, edited by D. Chalmers, D. Manley,
and R. Wasserman, 157-177. Clarendon: Oxford University Press.

Fish, W. 2013. “High-Level Properties and Visual Experience.”
Philosophical Studies 162: 43-55.

13 0of 15

85U80|7 SUOWIWOD A1) 3ol dde ayy Aq peusenoh ae sspife VO ‘8sn Jo sa|n. 10} ArIqiT8uljuO A8|IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUB-SWLBI W0 A8 | 1M AeIq Ul U0//:SANY) SUOIIPUOD pue Swia | 8u1 88S *[5202/80/20] Uo AriqiTauliuo A8|im 204 3 Medid IWeKsIS Baly A 68GZT 0aUY/TTTT OT/I0P/L00 A8 |1 ARelq1jeuljuo//Sdny Wouy pepeojumod ‘€ ‘SZ0Z ‘L9G25S.LT


https://iep.utm.edu/

Heidegger, M. 1995. The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World,
Finitude. Solitude: Indiana University Press.

Heidegger, M. 1998. Pathmarks, edited by W. McNeill. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Heidegger, M. 2001. Zollikon Seminars: Protocols — Conversations -
Letters. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

Helton, G. 2016. “Recent Issues in High-Level Perception.” Philosophy
Compass 2016, no. 11: 851-862.

Helton, G. 2018. “Visually Perceiving the Intentions of Others.”
Philosophical Quarterly 68, no. 271: 243-264.

Huemer, M. 2001. Skepticism and the Veil of Perception. Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield.

Hume, D. 1740/2000. A Treatise of Human Nature, edited by D. F.
Norton and M. J. Norton. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Jiang, A. 2018. “Conceiving Existence: On Hume's Argument Against
the Distinctness of the Idea of Existence.” British Journal for the History
of Philosophy 26, no. 2: 297-316.

Kannisto, T. 2018. “Kant and Frege on Existence.” Synthese 195:
34073432.

Kant, 1. 1781/1787. “Kritique der Reinen Vernunft.” English transla-
tion: In Critique of Pure Reason, the Cambridge Edition of the Works of
Immanuel Kant, edited by R. Guyer and A. W. Wood (trans and eds,
1998). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kriegel, U. 2023. “The Structure of Phenomenal Justification.”
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 101, no. 2: 282-297.

Kripke, S. 2013. Reference and Existence: The John Locke Lectures.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lambert, K. 1983. Meinong and the Principle of Independence: Its Place
in Meinong's Theory of Objects and Its Significance in Contemporary
Philosophical Logic. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lewis, D. 1980. “Veridical Hallucination and Prosthetic Vision.”
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 58: 239-249.

Locke, J. 1690/1975. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed-
ited by P. Nidditch. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Mackie, J. L. 1976. “The Riddle of Existence.” Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society, Supplementary 50: 247-267.

Martin, M. G. F. 2002. “The Transparency of Experience.” Mind &
Language 17, no. 4: 376-425.

Masrour, F. 2011. “Is Perceptual Phenomenology Thin?” Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 83, no. 2: 366-397.

McDaniel, K. 2017. The Fragmentation of Being. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

McGinn, C. 1982. The Character of Mind. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Mendelsohn, R. 2005. The Philosophy of Gottlob Frege. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Millar, A. 1991. Reasons and Experiences. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Moore, G. E. 1936. “Is Existence a Predicate?” Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volumes 15: 175-188.

Mulhall, S. 1996. Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Heidegger and
Being and Time. London: Routledge.

Nanay, B. 2011. “Do We See Apples as Edible?” Pacific Philosophical
Quarterly 92, no. 3: 305-322.

Nelson, M. 2022. “Existence.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Winter 2022 Edition), edited by E. N. Zalta and U. Nodelman. https://
plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2022/entries/existence/.

Olafson, F. A. 1987. Heidegger and the Philosophy of Mind, 1987. Yale:
Yale University Press.

Pautz, A. 2008. “What Are the Contents of Experiences?” Philosophical
Quarterly 59, no. 236: 483-507.

Pautz, A. 2010. “Why Explain Visual Experience in Terms of Content?”
In Perceiving the World, edited by B. Nanay, 254-309. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Price, R. 2009. “Aspect-Switching and Visual Phenomenal Character.”
Philosophical Quarterly 59, no. 236: 508-518.

Priest, G. 2005/2016. Towards Non-Being: The Logic and Metaphysics of
Intentionality. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Priest, G. 2009. “Not to be.” In The Routledge Companion to Metaphysics,
edited by R. Le Poidevin, P. Simons, A. McGonigal, and R. Cameron,
234-245. London: Routledge.

Prinz, J. 2013. “Siegel's get rich quick scheme.” Philosophical Studies
163:1-9.

Pryor, J. 2000. “The Skeptic and the Dogmatist.” Noils 34: 517-549.

Reiland, I. 2014. “On Experiencing High-Level Properties.” American
Philosophical Quarterly 51, no. 3: 177-187.

Salmon, N. 1987. “Existence.” Philosophical Perspectives 1: 49-108.

Sartre, J.-P. 1938. La Nausée: Roman. Paris: Gallimard. Translated as
Nausea, Robert Baldick (Trans.), Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965.

Schellenberg, S. 2018. The Unity of Perception. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Searle, J. 1983. Intentionality. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Siegel, S. 2006. “Which Properties Are Represented in Perception?”
In Perceptual Experience, edited by T. S. Gendler and J. Hawthorne.
Oxford: OUP.

Siegel, S. 2009. “The Visual Experience of Causation.” Philosophical
Quarterly 59, no. 236: 519-540.

Siegel, S. 2010a. “Do Experiences Have Contents?” In Perceiving the
World, edited by B. Nanay, 333-368. New York: Oxford University Press.

Siegel, S. 2010b. The Contents of Visual Experience. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Siegel, S., and N. Silins. 2015. “The Epistemology of Perception.” In
Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Perception, edited by M. Matthen.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Siewert, C. 1998. The Significance of Consciousness. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Simmons, B. 2022. “Ontological Pluralism and the Generic Conception
of Being.” Erkenntnis 87, no. 3: 1275-1293.

Sluga, H. 1980. Gottlob Frege. London: Routledge.

Soteriou, M. 2000. “The Particularity of Visual Perception.” European
Journal of Philosophy 8: 173-189.

Tepley, J. 2014. “Properties of Being in Heidegger's Being and Time.”
International Journal of Philosophical Studies 22, no. 3: 461-481.

Textor, M. 2017. “Towards a Neo-Brentanian Theory of Existence.”
Philosophers’ Imprint 17: 1-20.

Toribio, J. 2015. “Visual Experience: Rich but Impenetrable.” Synthese
195, no. 8: 1-18.

Travis, C. 2004. “The Silence of the Senses.” Mind 113, no. 449: 57-94.

Turner, J. 2010. “Ontological pluralism.” Journal of Philosophy 107, no.
1: 5-34.

Tweyman, S. 1992. “Some Reflections on Hume on Existence.” Hume
Studies 18, no. 2: 137-149.

14 of 15

Theoria, 2025

85U80|7 SUOWIWOD A1) 3ol dde ayy Aq peusenoh ae sspife VO ‘8sn Jo sa|n. 10} ArIqiT8uljuO A8|IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUB-SWLBI W0 A8 | 1M AeIq Ul U0//:SANY) SUOIIPUOD pue Swia | 8u1 88S *[5202/80/20] Uo AriqiTauliuo A8|im 204 3 Medid IWeKsIS Baly A 68GZT 0aUY/TTTT OT/I0P/L00 A8 |1 ARelq1jeuljuo//Sdny Wouy pepeojumod ‘€ ‘SZ0Z ‘L9G25S.LT


https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2022/entries/existence/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2022/entries/existence/

Tye, M. 1995. Ten Problems of Consciousness. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

Tye, M. 2000. Consciousness, Color and Content. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.

Vallicella, W. F. 2002. A Paradigm Theory of Existence: Onto-Theology
Vindicated. Dordrecht/Boston/London: Kluwer.

van Inwagen, P. 2022. Being: A Study in Ontology. Oxford, GB: Oxford
University Press.

Voltolini, A. 2012. “All the Existences That There Are.” Disputatio 4,
no. 32: 361-383.

Wiggins, D. 1995. “The Kant-Frege-Russell View of Existence.” In
Modality, Morality, and Belief: Essays in Honor of Ruth Barcan Marcus,
edited by W. Sinnott-Armstrong, 93-113. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Wiggins, D. 2003. “Existence and Contingency: A Note.” Philosophy 78,
no. 4: 483-494.

Williams, C. J. F. 1981. What Is Existence? Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Williams, D. C. 1962. “Dispensing With Existence.” Journal of
Philosophy 59, no. 23: 748-763.

Williamson, T. 2002. “Necessary Existents.” In Logic, Thought and
Language, edited by A. O’ Hear, 233-251. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Wilson, F. 1991. “Hume on the Abstract Idea of Existence: Comments
on Cummins' "Hume on the Idea of Existence".” Hume Studies 17, no.
2:167-201.

Wisnewski, J. J. 2015. “The Case for Moral Perception.” Phenomenology
and the Cognitive Sciences 14, no. 1: 129-148.

Zalta, E. N. 1988. Intensional Logic and the Metaphysics of Intentionality.
Cambridge: MIT Press.

150f 15

85U80|7 SUOWIWOD A1) 3ol dde ayy Aq peusenoh ae sspife VO ‘8sn Jo sa|n. 10} ArIqiT8uljuO A8|IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUB-SWLBI W0 A8 | 1M AeIq Ul U0//:SANY) SUOIIPUOD pue Swia | 8u1 88S *[5202/80/20] Uo AriqiTauliuo A8|im 204 3 Medid IWeKsIS Baly A 68GZT 0aUY/TTTT OT/I0P/L00 A8 |1 ARelq1jeuljuo//Sdny Wouy pepeojumod ‘€ ‘SZ0Z ‘L9G25S.LT



	The Phenomenology and Epistemology of Existence
	ABSTRACT
	1   |   The Existential Game
	2   |   Phenomenal ContrastE
	3   |   Epistemic GroundingE
	4   |   The Lockean View
	5   |   Hume's Challenge
	6   |   More Against a Lockean Phenomenology of Existence
	6.1   |   There Is No Property of Existence
	6.2   |   Candidate Accounts of the Property of Existence
	6.2.1   |   Existence as a Second-Order Property
	6.2.2   |   Existence as a Substantive Property
	6.2.3   |   Existence as a Formal Property

	6.3   |   No Experience of Self-Instantiation
	6.4   |   No Experts of Existence
	6.5   |   From the Primitiveness of Existence

	7   |   The Epistemic Gap Challenge for Humeans
	8   |   Existentially Quantified Contents of Perceptual Experience
	9   |   Existence-Revealing Attitudes
	10   |   Inferential Humean
	11   |   Concluding Remarks
	Acknowledgements
	Conflicts of Interest
	Endnotes
	References


