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ABSTRACT
For A. J. Ayer, the occurrence of delusions confutes the notion that we perceive 
the world directly. He argues instead that perceptions are caused by immaterial 
“sense data” which somehow represent the properties of material things to us 
in our experiences. J. L. Austin systematically rejects Ayer’s claims, arguing 
that the occurrence of delusions does not preclude the possibility of direct 
perception, and that, indeed, our normal perception is direct. I challenge both 
philosophers’ ideas by examining how they deal with the phenomenon of colour.

INTRODUCTION
In “The Argument from Illusion,” A. J. Ayer contends that humans 

have no direct perceptive access to the material world because the 
appearances of things in that world can be delusive and are, to some extent, 
causally dependent on the state of the observer.1 Instead, perceptions 
are caused by immaterial “sense-data,” which somehow represent 
the properties of material things to us in our experiences. J. L. Austin 
systematically rejects Ayer’s arguments, concluding that our normal 
perception of the world is direct.2 I propose to challenge both philosophers’ 
ideas by looking at how they deal with the phenomenon of colour. 
Ultimately, although neither Ayer nor Austin can provide a satisfactory 
explanation of colour, Austin’s theory proves particularly unsatisfactory.

I. AYER AND ILLUSION
Ayer introduces the theory of sense-data in terms of the argument 

from illusion. The argument goes as follows. Sometimes, people have 
experiences of things which do not exist in the external world. For 
example, a mirage is an experience with a definite content (it is of 
something), but it is not caused by a real physical object; there is no 
oasis. Furthermore, the experience of a mirage is the exact same—Ayer 
says “qualitatively indistinguishable”—as the experience of an actual 
oasis off in the distance.3 There is simply no way to tell the difference 
between the two: “[t]he fact is that from the character of a perception 
considered by itself . . . it is not possible tell whether it is veridical or 

1 A. J. Ayer, “The Argument from Illusion,” in Introduction to Philosophy: 
Classical and Contemporary Readings, 2nd ed., ed. John Perry and 
Michael Bratman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 215-18. Ayer 
does not explicitly agree with this argument in the text, but for ease of 
wording I will act like he does. 

2 J. L. Austin, “A Refutation of the Argument from Illusion,” in Introduction to 
Philosophy: Classical and Contemporary Readings, 2nd ed., ed. John Perry 
and Michael Bratman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 219-27. 

3 Ayer, “Argument from Illusion,” 217. Ayer provides other examples of this 
sort, including a straight stick which appears bent underwater and the 
effect whereby seeing yourself in a mirror looks the same as seeing your 
twin somewhere behind it.


