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1.        Much of your research has been concentrated on the Philosophy of Mind 
and Philosophy of Perception, what drew you to this area of Philosophy? 
 
When I went to University I intended to study Maths, Astronomy, and Physics. I was 
interested in the big questions of whether time and space had a beginning or end. At 
the last minute, I changed my mind and took Maths, Astronomy and Philosophy, 
instead. (The Scottish system is great as it you do three subjects in your first two 
years at University which lets you try out a few subjects at that level.) I ended up 
being a single honours student in Philosophy. When I discovered the mind-body 
problem - the question of how our minds are related to the physical matter that our 
bodies are made of, I was blown away by the thought that the biggest mystery was 
not at the edges of space-time, but was, in effect, as local as could be - it was me! I 
was really interested in the nature of consciousness and the study of perception 
seemed to me to be an undeservedly unfashionable one that allowed one to think 
carefully about many aspects of consciousness. Besides, I thought that the study of 
the propositional attitudes seemed very difficult and tied up with issues in the 
philosophy of language that I wasn’t so interested in. I am so glad that philosophy of 
perception has undergone quite a renaissance since then and is receiving the 
attention that it deserves. 
 
 
2.       Has increasing neuro-science research changed the way you approach 
your research? Is it now a multi-disciplinary area? 
 



Because I had a scientific background, and loved finding out about science, I wanted 
to know all about the science relevant to studying the mind and brain. I was 
frustrated that the most of the philosophy that I read as an undergraduate didn’t 
pay enough heed to the science. So right from the start I approached the topic in an 
interdisciplinary way. I was lucky that philosophy of perception became fashionable 
around the time I was finishing my PhD thesis, and that philosophy of mind and 
perception in general were changing and more people were paying attention to the 
science. I think that philosophers and scientists are increasingly finding out about 
each other’s work and using results in each others' fields in their research. However, I 
think that there is still a long way to go in terms of each field understanding each 
other completely for a variety of different reasons, and in terms of being able to work 
closely together to produce work that is equally influenced, informed by, and relevant 
to, each discipline. 
 
3.       In your paper A disjunctive theory of introspection: a reflection on 
zombies and Anton’s syndrome (2010) you argue for the possibility of 
zombies, distinguishing between two types of introspective cases; the good, 
where there is phenomenological content that we can confirm to ourselves by 
thought; and the bad, where there is no such content, but we do not know 
that we are lacking in that content. You argue for what seems to be a 
Cartesian view of the mind, using a method you say is favoured by non-
Cartesians, could you explain that a little more please? Which of the two views 
are you most inclined towards? Do you think physicalism could accommodate 
bad cases of introspection? 
 
I say that I use, "a disjunctivist style of consideration usually favoured by non-
Cartesians about the mind to argue for what is in many respects a fairly traditional, 
Cartesian view of the mind.” Let me unpack that a little more. Some non-Cartesians 
have put forward disjunctive accounts of perceptual experience. I use considerations 
that parallel the claims they make in perception to put forward a disjunctive account 
of introspection. So I use a non-Cartesian consideration to argue for a view of 
introspection that is Cartesian, in the sense that it says that we can have knowledge 
of whether we are in a state with phenomenal character. The more general view of 
perception that I end up with is a Cartesian common-kind view wherein one can have 
the very same type of experience when perceiving and hallucinating. At the same 
time, I am pluralist about the nature of hallucination. I endorse the idea that there 
can also be hallucinations of the sort that the disjunctivist thinks exists. But I 
also think that there can be other forms of hallucination, including the kind where 
one has just the very same type of experience that one has when perceiving. However, 
although I endorse the types of hallucinations that disjunctivists think there are, 
crucially, my pluralist position yields a traditional Cartesian common-kind view of 
perception. So I’m pretty Cartesian about both perception and introspection. It is 
just that I use some considerations often favoured by non-Cartesians to argue for 
those positions. I take it to be a major strength of my view that it is pluralist about 
hallucination in this way. And I think that it yields a substantial challenge to 
disjunctivists about perceptual experience if the type of consideration they use to 
argue for their  position can also be used to argue against it. 
 



As to the question of whether physicalism could accommodate bad cases of 
introspection: my views are Cartesian because I think that we have privileged 
knowledge of our own mental states, and think that the very same type of mental 
state could be had in perception and hallucination. They are not Cartesian because I 
endorse a non-physicalist position. I don’t. I’m agnostic about whether physicalism is 
true.. I think that we don’t know yet whether it is correct.  
 
4.       Relating to bad cases of introspection, or cases of illusion, you’re 
commencing a project investigating sense data, building upon the research 
you have already carried out in the Philosophy of Perception. Do you have an 
initial intuition about whether or not sense data does have a role to play in 
illusory experience? 
 
 
I would very much like to be a sense-data theorist! The view promises to give a good 
account of so many aspects of perception and perceptual experience. Among these, 
it promises a good account of the phenomenology of perceptual experience. 
However, I’m concerned that it can’t accommodate all such phenomenology. For 
example, experiences of impossibilities, would prima facie, have to be 
accommodated by the sense-data theorist as awareness of impossible objects, 
properties or relations. But as impossible things don’t exist, then there are no such 
impossibilities for us to be aware of. So how can there be sense-data that explain the 
phenomenology of these experiences? Investigating whether sense-data theories can 
account for all things that can be experienced is one strand of our research in the 
sense-data project. The other will be to examine whether being a sense-data theorist 
commits one to dualism, as most people suppose. Further details are here: 
www.gla.ac.uk/cspe. 
 
5.       You’ve carried out research at various American, Australian and 
European universities, as well as several within the UK, what advice would you 
give based on your experiences, to undergraduate students looking to pursue 
an academic career in Philosophy? 
 
 
Stick in and work hard. There are times when you may feel daunted by the research - 
and by other people’s intellect or manner - but I think that there are very few people 
who have not experienced that, and not wondered whether they had what it took to 
be a philosopher. I certainly wondered whether I did! I think that ideally one would 
should hope to end up confident in one abilities as a philosopher, while remaining 
very humble in the face of the difficulty of doing philosophy. I think that it is good to 
have experience of a diverse range of institutions in different places. It is helpful to 
know the nature of other institutions and education systems for a whole host of 
reasons. Although, that being said, there ought to be no barrier to doing all your 
research in one institution, not least because not everyone finds themselves in 
personal circumstances where they are able to study at lots of different places. Apart 
from one year abroad I did my undergraduate, masters and PhD in Scotland. And I 
know of successful philosophers who completed all their study at the University of 
Glasgow. 

http://www.gla.ac.uk/cspe


 
6.       If you could have dinner with any three philosophers, past or present, 
who would you choose and why?  
 
 
I dislike hero worship in philosophy. And who knows what character many of the 
greats in history would have? I bet lots of them were stuffy. David Hume was clearly 
not like that though. We know that he loved socialising and a good bevvy. I’d like to 
quiz him about Scotland during the Enlightenment, and his own experiences, and 
philosophical views. I think that I would chose him and Reid and Hutcheson for the 
dinner. I’d quiz them about Scotland in that era, what they thought of each others’ 
work, and on their theories of perception. Reid seems to have been a good bloke, 
though there are, to my knowledge, no stories that show up a particularly fun side. 
He seems to have been a serious Scot and a good presbyterian. In an account of his 
life, Dugald Stewart describes him thus, “In his private life no man ever maintained, 
more eminently or more uniformly, the dignity of philosophy; combining with the 
most amiable modesty and gentleness, the noblest spirit of independence… The 
studies in which he delighted, were little calculated to draw on him the patronage of 
the great; and he was unskilled in the art of courting advancement, by ‘fashioning his 
doctrines to the varying hour’.” So he’d be plain speaking - a quality that I like. 
Hutcheson would be very interesting, I think. Adam Smith described Hutcheson as 
having a magnetic personality and lecturing style. He described him as "the never to 
be forgotten" Hutcheson, a title that in all his writings he applied only to Hutcheson 
and Hume. I think that the four of us would have a fine repast. I’m sure that they 
would all be interested in hearing about the present world too, and the advances in 
philosophy of perception, and the science of out times. 
 
 


