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Hallucinations, and in particular “Auditory Verbal Hallucinations” (AVHs), have 
become a main topic of your recent work (Ratcliffe, 2017a, 2015b; Ratcliffe and 
Wilkinson, 2016). Your interest in psychopathology and the way it interacts with 
philosophy isn’t new, your preceding field of expertise being “depression” (Ratcliffe, 
2015a). However, one might say that there is still a gap between the subject of 
depression and hallucination, since the former is considered an affective disorder 
while the latter is traditionally conceived as a symptom of psychosis. What inspired 
you to study the topic of hallucinations? Is it somehow related to your work on 
depression? 

I don’t think we can (or, at least, should) draw a clear line between affective disorder 
and psychosis. Consistent with this, there is considerable common ground between 
my study of depression-experiences and my more recent work on hallucinations. 
Both reflect a wider interest in the phenomenology of feeling and the structure of 
interpersonal experience. In my 2008 book, Feelings of Being, I offered a detailed 
account of what I call “existential feeling”. Existential feeling is an all-enveloping 
sense of reality and belonging, in the context of which more localized intentional 
experiences arise, such as perceiving p, remembering q, and thinking about r. 
Changes in existential feeling are expressed in a range of ways. For instance, people 
sometimes refer to feelings of familiarity, unfamiliarity, unreality, strangeness, 
detachment, being at home in the world, being estranged from everything, and so 
forth. I have proposed that these feelings consist, most centrally, in a sense of the 
various types of significant possibility offered by the surrounding world, something that 
is constituted by a range of diffuse, felt, bodily dispositions.  

My 2015 book on depression is a more specifically focused case study, which seeks to 
demonstrate the applicability of this account to forms of depression-experience and, 
in the process, to develop the account in much more detail. In particular, my work 



M. Ratcliffe – Verbal Hallucinations, Intentionality, and Interpersonal Experience 
  

 

ALIUS Bulletin n°2 (2018)   aliusresearch.org/bulletin 

96 

on depression emphasizes the centrality of interpersonal possibilities to existential 
feeling, along with how our experiences, thoughts, and activities are shaped and 
regulated by relations with other people. This is also a central theme of my 2017 
book, Real Hallucinations. Consistent with my earlier work on existential feeling, the 
book maintains that seemingly localized experiences, of the kind that are often 
labeled as “hallucinations” and “delusions”, tend to arise in the context of wider-
ranging phenomenological disturbances involving the sense of reality. It builds on 
this earlier work by exploring the anticipatory structure of experience in more detail 
and also showing exactly how this structure is inextricable from the interpersonal.  

 

 

 

 

One of the reasons I ended up focusing on hallucinations and, more specifically, 
“auditory verbal hallucinations” (something of a misnomer, as will become clear) is 
that I became involved in a project called “Hearing the Voice”, based at Durham 
University and funded by the Wellcome Trust. However, I address these experiences 
in order to make points that have much wider application. As with the topic of 
depression, hallucination is employed as a case study, through which I develop a 
more general philosophical account of the structure of human experience and the 
manner in which it depends on interpersonal relations. 

The experiences you describe are presented as “real hallucinations”, in contrast with 
what you call “philosophers’ hallucinations”. In fact, if the concept of hallucination 
plays a crucial role in philosophy of perception, it is mainly understood as a logical 
possibility relying on thought experiments. From this approach, a hallucination is an 
experience which is indistinguishable from a veridical perception, though without 
there being any physical object which is perceived (Macpherson, 2013). Why does 
this definition fail to make sense of what you call “real hallucinations”? 

We can think of philosophers’ hallucinations in two ways: (a) an experience that is 
phenomenologically identical to a perceptual experience of p in one or another 
modality, which occurs in the absence of p; (b) an experience that a person is unable 
to distinguish from a perceptual experience of p, which occurs in the absence of p. 
The latter is more permissive, as two experiences could turn out to be quite different 
in kind, even where the subject is constitutionally incapable of telling them apart.  

Turning first to (a), it is pretty clear that real hallucinations are messier than 
philosophers’ hallucinations—they are seldom, if ever, phenomenologically identical 

“ Seemingly localized experiences, of the kind that are 
often labeled as ‘hallucinations’ and ‘delusions’, tend to 
arise in the context of wider-ranging phenomenological 
disturbances involving the sense of reality. 

” 
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to veridical perceptual experiences. However, a more interesting point is that they 
are often quite different in kind. In my 2017 book, I draw a distinction between the 
content of an experience and the sense that one is having an experience of that type. 
For instance, when you look at a cat, your experience has a certain content, “a big, 
white cat asleep on a chair”. Along with this, there is a pre-reflective, ordinarily 
unproblematic sense of its being a perceptual experience (and, more specifically, a 
visual perceptual experience) of a cat, rather than an experience of remembering or 
imagining a cat. The question I begin by addressing is this: in virtue of what do I 
take myself to be perceiving something rather than, say, imagining or remembering 
it?  

You might think that the answer is simple enough: the experience has a content that 
is specific to (visual) perception and is thus, in certain respects at least, distinct from 
an imagined or remembered content. Thus, the sense of being in one or another type 
of intentional state is to be identified with those aspects of experiential content that 
are unique to a state of that type. However, what I demonstrate through a detailed 
study of auditory verbal hallucinations (hereafter, AVHs) is that sense and content 
can come apart. Granted, some of those experiences labeled as AVHs do indeed seem 
to resemble, to some degree, hearing a voice emanating from the external 
environment, but in the absence of a speaker. However, many of them (probably the 
majority) are quite different. Voice-hearers often report that the “voice” is not 
experienced as originating outside of them, that it lacks some or all auditory 
qualities, and that it is different in kind from mundane perceptual experiences, 
auditory or otherwise. What we have here is the sense of perceiving something, 
arising in the absence of the usual sensory perceptual content. This is different from 
a philosopher’s hallucination of type (a), given that the content of the “hallucination” 
is quite unlike that of an auditory perceptual experience.  

In contrast to experiences like this, I maintain that certain other “hallucinations” 
have experiential contents that resemble those of veridical perceptions, while at the 
same time involving no sense of perceiving. Hence some “hallucinations” involve 
“content without sense”; others involve “sense without content”; and others fall 
somewhere between the two poles. Philosophers’ hallucinations of type (a) fail to 
accommodate the relevant distinctions.  

Type (b) philosophers’ hallucinations fare better, insofar as they accommodate the 
possibility of failing to distinguish something from a perception even when the 
relevant experiences are quite different. In other words, one can have a sense of 
perceiving something in the absence of the usual content. But again, the reality is 
much messier. While content and sense are to be distinguished, content does at least 
make some contribution to sense. Consequently, when one has the sense of 
perceiving something, but without the usual perceptual content, that sense is partial, 
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incomplete. In addition, there is often a feeling of incongruity, tension. The relevant 
experience is immediately recognized as unusual, as involving a kind of 
intentionality that stands apart from imagining, perceiving, remembering, thinking 
in inner speech, and so forth.  

We are owed an account of what this sense of being in an intentional state consists 
of, given that it is not exhausted by content. And this is something that I seek to 
provide in the book, by showing how the sense of being in a given type of intentional 
state is constituted largely by a cohesive, affectively-charged pattern of anticipation 
that is specific to a state of that type. I argue that various “hallucinations” arise due 
to localized disruptions of anticipatory patterns, and also that these disruptions 
generally occur in the context of less pronounced but wider-ranging and more 
enduring disturbances of the structure of intentionality. Some such experiences 
involve a sense of perceiving that is associated with a content of imagination, 
memory, or inner speech. Others involve a sense of perceiving that is not tied to an 
experiential content in another intentional modality. Both of these broad types of 
experience are often described in seemingly paradoxical ways, in terms of 
experiencing something as “there” and at the same time “not there”, hearing 
something but not hearing it, and so on. 

In your last book (Ratcliffe, 2017a) you often refer to authors such as Louis Sass 
(1994, 2014), Josef Parnas (2013) and Dan Zahavi (2007, 2014, 2017), who adopt 
a phenomenological approach to psychopathology. An assumption that you share 
with them is that localized symptoms, such as hallucinations, cannot be understood 
separately from more profound changes affecting our global experience of the 
world and ourselves. However, you also question this approach by noting that these 
alterations are mainly conceived as a “fragmentation from within”, therefore 
neglecting how our “self” is embedded in interpersonal relations. Why, in your 
opinion, should phenomenological psychopathology not leave aside the 
interpersonal dimension of pathological states? 

As you note, consistent with the spirit of phenomenological psychopathology, I 
maintain that various seemingly localized, anomalous experiences are actually 
symptomatic of wider changes in the structure or form of experience. So the 
disagreement addressed in my 2017 book is more specific in nature. A substantial 
body of recent work on the phenomenology of schizophrenia proposes that the 
various “symptoms” originate in a more fundamental disturbance of what is often 
referred to as “minimal self”. One concern I have about such approaches is that they 
are often insufficiently critical of the schizophrenia construct. There is a tendency 
to insist on qualitative distinctions between experiences that are typical of 
schizophrenia and of other conditions, distinctions that are in many cases 
questionable. However, the main focus of my critique is on the claim that 
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schizophrenia originates in a disturbance of minimal self. There are two aspects to 
this critique.  

First of all, I raise the concern that it is unclear what the relevant sense of “self” 
actually consists of. Proponents of the view maintain that every experience 
essentially has a perspectival structure, a sense of its originating in a singular locus 
of experience. This locus is not to be construed as a separate entity from which 
experiences emanate, as something that experiences presuppose, or as something 
that is recognized reflectively. Rather, it is integral to the structure of experience, 
inseparable from it, and grasped with a kind of phenomenological immediacy. But 
what, exactly, does it consist of—what more can be said? Repeated appeals to me-
ness, mine-ness, what-it-is-like-for-me-ness, and the like do not really tell us very 
much. Thus, one of the things I try to do in the book is formulate a more specific 
and detailed account of what “minimal self” (construed phenomenologically) 
actually is. My proposal is that we identify minimal self with the modal structure of 
intentionality, by which I mean a pre-reflective sense of the various types of 
intentional state as distinct from one another—“perceiving” as distinct from 
“imagining”, “imagining” from “remembering”, etc. I offer various arguments for this 
move. For instance, if one could not distinguish perceiving from remembering and 
anticipating, one would lack any sense of temporal location. And, if one could not 
distinguish perceiving from imagining, one would similarly lack any sense of spatial 
location. Without any sense of spatial or temporal location, it is difficult to see how 
any kind of experiential self or perspectival structure could be retained.  

 

 

 

 

One could argue that the modal structure of intentionality is necessary for minimal 
self or make the stronger claim that it is also sufficient. While I am tempted towards 
the latter, I restrict myself to the claim that modal structure is necessary and also 
central. To further support this position, I argue that the various symptoms of 
“schizophrenia” attributed to self-disorder (such as certain types of AVHs) are best 
understood in terms of localized and wider-ranging changes in the modal structure 
of intentionality. Thus, if we want to attribute such experiences to disturbances of 
minimal self, we should identify minimal self with the modal structure of 
intentionality or at least concede that modal structure is essential to it. If one rejects 
this conclusion and insists that minimal self is something else altogether, perhaps 
something “even more minimal”, then one should stop trying to account for 

“ My proposal is that we identify minimal self with the 
modal structure of intentionality, by which I mean a 
pre-reflective sense of the various types of 
intentional state as distinct from one another. 

” 
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schizophrenia in terms of disordered minimal self. Given that the relevant symptoms 
originate in disturbances of the modal structure of intentionality, any appeal to an 
additional self-disturbance would be explanatorily redundant. 

I am not sure whether or to what extent my account of minimal self and modal 
structure is shared by those who have written on self-disorder in schizophrenia. Dan 
Zahavi (2017) disagrees with me and wishes to insist that minimal self is something 
even more phenomenologically primitive. As for what others think, I look forward 
to finding out. But, if minimal self is supposed to be something else, then I honestly 
don’t know what it is: appeals to a pre-reflective “what-it-is-like-for-me-ness” that is 
allegedly integral to all experience strike me as obscure. 

So that is the first part of my critique. The second part concerns the relationship 
between minimal and interpersonal self. The literature on schizophrenia and self-
disorder encompasses some subtly different accounts of the relationship between 
self-experience and interpersonal/social experience. Some of these differences need 
to be made clearer and more explicit. Even so, it is at least apparent that all of these 
accounts award self-disturbance some kind of priority over changes in how one 
experiences and relates to other people. For instance, Josef Parnas and several of his 
co-authors maintain that disturbances of intersubjectivity presuppose more 
fundamental forms of self-disturbance. They further suggest that the causes of self-
disorder originate within the individual and are plausibly genetic (e.g., Raballo et 
al., 2009). In contrast, I think it likely that disturbances in the modal structure of 
intentionality have interpersonal/social causes, in many but not all instances. But 
my main point of disagreement concerns constitution rather than causation. In Real 
Hallucinations, I argue at length that the modal structure of intentionality is 
inextricable from interpersonal experience. Neither has priority over the other. 
Thus, regardless of how it might have been caused, a self-disturbance (construed as 
a certain kind of pronounced change in the modal structure of intentionality) is also 
a disturbance of interpersonal experience, and vice versa.  

One might object that young infants plausibly have a basic sense of self before they 
are fully socialized. So, surely, minimal self comes first and the interpersonal comes 
only later. However, my claim is not that the modal structure of intentionality must, 
in all possible cases, depend on the interpersonal. Rather, the type of modal 
structure that we find in typical adult humans does happen to be interpersonally 
dependent. Social development does not involve adding more complicated 
capacities on top of a static, underlying, core sense of self. Rather, it is to be 
construed as a transformative process, a point that applies to development more 
generally. The modal structure of intentionality changes during development; an 
adult does not have the same kinds of intentional experiences as an infant. 
Development of the structure of intentionality is, if you like, entrusted to the social 
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world, such that it can be derailed in one or another way by certain interpersonal 
processes. Moreover, that structure is interpersonally and socially sustained even in 
adulthood. Hence a pronounced shift in how one relates to other people in general 
also amounts to a change in the modal structure of intentionality.  

My overall account of the relationship between modal structure and interpersonal 
experience is lengthy, multi-faceted, and rather complicated. However, I will at least 
try to give a brief summary of some of the central points. I propose that the structure 
of experience centrally involves a kind of bodily, felt anticipation. Drawing on 
Husserl, Jaspers, and the later Wittgenstein, I argue that perceptual experience 
ordinarily incorporates a pervasive sense of confidence, certainty, or trust. As one 
interacts with one’s surroundings, things are anticipated with varying degrees of 
determinacy and, on the whole, experience unfolds in ways that are in line with 
anticipation. This dynamic experience of confident anticipation and fulfilment is 
not localized; it is a cohesive, all-enveloping backdrop against which more localized 
experiences of potential and actual anomalies arise.  

Inspired by themes in Husserl’s later work, I develop an account of how the modal 
structure of intentionality depends on this backdrop of practical, perceptual 
confidence. I maintain that our sense of being rooted in a world, in a realm where 
we perceive p, remember q, and imagine r, and distinguish between experiences of 
these and other types, is constituted by this overarching background of confident, 
cohesive anticipation and fulfilment. Our sense of something as perceived involves its 
integration into the wider temporal structure. And our more general grasp of the 
distinctions between being the case, not the case, and possibly the case originates in 
and continues to depend upon this same aspect of experience.  

Other forms of intentionality involve characteristic deviations from the 
anticipation-fulfilment structure of perception. Imagination, for instance, is 
comparatively unconstrained: a cat can turn into a horse and fly away without the 
same sense of anomaly. Memory is similarly unconstrained in certain respects but 
not in others. For instance, one can move around in time, but unlike when 
imagining, one cannot change the temporal order of events. I claim that these 
distinctive temporal patterns, and an appreciation of whether and how they depart 
from the style of practically engaged perceptual experience, are central to the sense 
of being in one rather than another type of intentional state. 

There is much more to be said here, but the basic point is that the modal structure 
of intentionality depends on what we might call a non-localized style of anticipation. 
The next step in the argument is to show that this style is inextricable from one’s 
anticipated and actual interactions with other people. There are, I show, all sorts of 
ways in which other people serve to sustain, repair, and disrupt the anticipatory style 
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of experience. Consider a world in which other people in general offer only one or 
another form of threat, a world where there is no prospect of felt interpersonal 
connection or of trusting relations. This would impact on a person’s wider 
experience of the surrounding environment in many ways. Anticipated and actual 
interactions with other people more usually shape what is perceptually and 
practically salient to us, as well as the kind of significance that it has. Other people 
also play numerous roles in emotion regulation. In addition, the experienced world 
is shaped by a tapestry of projects and wider commitments, all of which depend for 
their integrity on the anticipation of certain kinds of interactions with other people. 
Without the prospect of such interactions, projects and associated frameworks of 
anticipation would be unsustainable. And, deprived of the more usual system of 
stable, habitual possibilities that draw one in and structure one’s activities, one 
would be more likely to retreat from the social world, becoming increasingly passive. 
With that, there is a diminution of various activities that themselves lend structure 
and coherence to experience.  

Once all of these effects are described in detail and added together, we come to see 
how certain changes in the interpersonal sphere, such as those characterized by 
pronounced social anxiety and loss of basic trust in others, add up to a world that is 
more generally lacking in structure, devoid of a more usual sense of confidence or 
certainty. With this, the modal structure of intentionality is to varying degrees and 
in different ways eroded. For instance, a perceptual world that is lacking in 
structure, riddled with doubt, no longer shaped by long-term projects and associated 
configurations of equipment, and divorced from practical activities, becomes closer 
in structure to certain imaginings. 

 

 

 

Types of experience along these and similar lines are, I suggest, consistent with 
various different psychiatric diagnoses. A global loss of trust in other people and an 
interpersonal world that offers only threat are associated with certain post-
traumatic conditions. However, such phenomenological changes are equally 
consistent with a loss of taken-for-granted reality that phenomenological 
psychopathology regards as central to schizophrenia. I accept that the boundaries 
here are less clear-cut than they are often taken to be. Furthermore, there are no 
grounds for regarding disorders of self as somehow more basic than disorders of 
interpersonal relatedness. The two are inseparable and the relationship is one of 
mutual implication.  

“ Experiences that tend to be associated with the label 
‘schizophrenia’ need to be placed in their interpersonal 
contexts and re-interpreted accordingly. ” 
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Effectively, what I end up doing in the book is steering a middle path between the 
self-disorder approach, which has the virtue of acknowledging how various 
symptoms depend on wider disturbances of experience, and various claims 
associated with the Hearing Voices Movement, to the effect that experiences that 
tend to be associated with the label “schizophrenia” need to be placed in their 
interpersonal contexts and re-interpreted accordingly. 

There is a long-running debate in psychiatric literature concerning the nature of 
what Jules Baillarger named “psychic hallucinations” (Baillarger, 1846) and that we 
now sometimes call “verbal hallucinations”. Often described as voices whose 
content is however similar to thoughts, philosophers as well as psychiatrists have 
repeatedly asked themselves whether these experiences should be classified as 
perceptions or thoughts. You propose another approach to this debate, defending 
that we must acknowledge “a way of experiencing, a kind of intentionality, that does 
not fit into established categories” (Ratcliffe, 2017a). If verbal hallucinations are 
neither full-blown perceptions nor thoughts, then how should we characterize 
them? 

As I mentioned earlier, the label “AVH” encompasses a range of importantly 
different experiences. Some of these plausibly resemble—to varying degrees—
veridical auditory experiences, but many others do not. What we have in these latter 
cases is a variably complete sense of perceiving something, which arises in the 
absence of the usual sensory perceptual content. The sense of perceiving might 
attach to a content of inner speech, to a memory, or to an imagining. In cases where 
the sense of perceiving attaches to an inner speech content, I suggest that the same 
experience can be described in either or both of two ways: as hearing a voice, or 
experiencing someone else’s thoughts. In other words, a certain type of AVH is to 
be identified with “thought insertion”. Such experiences may be personified to 
varying degrees, something that involves further input from imagination, memory, 
and narrative abilities.  

So, what we have are various different experiences, all of which differ from mundane 
experiences of perceiving, thinking, and so forth. They involve a partial sense of 
being in one type of intentional state, associated with a content more typical of 
another type of intentional state. This adds up to a distinctive kind of experience, a 
way of experiencing that stands out as different from unproblematic instances of 
perceiving, thinking, and so forth. Anomalous experiences of these kinds generally 
occur against a backdrop of wider changes in the structure of intentionality. 
Nothing is experienced as “real” or “there” in quite the way it once was, thus 
rendering the person more susceptible to localized disturbances of intentionality 
that are more extreme in nature. 



M. Ratcliffe – Verbal Hallucinations, Intentionality, and Interpersonal Experience 
  

 

ALIUS Bulletin n°2 (2018)   aliusresearch.org/bulletin 

104 

Beyond your interest in hallucinatory states, you insist on the fact that an analysis 
of these unusual experiences allows us to better understand how our experience of 
the world and ourselves is structured. For this reason, you present your work as a 
first step of a larger philosophical inquiry regarding our different intentional states 
types and the way they interact with one another. Have you planned to investigate 
another type of altered state in the future, or are you going to continue your study 
of hallucinations? 

I continue to work on existential feeling, interpersonal experience, and the modal 
structure of intentionality. In conjunction with this, I still write on the 
phenomenology of depression and I will probably have a bit more to say about 
hallucinations too. I may also end up getting dragged further into debates 
concerning the existence and nature of minimal self. I don’t want to, but it’s proving 
irresistible—like a really nasty itch that you have to scratch, even though you know 
that doing so will only make it worse. 

My next major project is likely to be on the nature of “grief”, something that is 
complicated, multi-faceted, highly variable, poorly understood, and philosophically 
neglected. This will complement my work on depression, as the issue of when and 
how grief should be distinguished from depression remains unresolved. It will 
similarly complement my work on hallucination, given that “bereavement 
hallucinations”, including “voices”, are commonplace but again poorly understood. 
The topic of grief also fits in with my wider interest in emotions, feelings, and 
interpersonal relations.  

 

 

 

 

One of the things I want to do is explore in depth the many ways in which 
experience, thought, and activity are interpersonally regulated, something that is 
rendered particularly salient by bereavement. But what I’m most excited about here 
is the prospect of opening up a new area of social cognition research. To date, work 
on interpersonal experience, understanding, and interaction in philosophy and 
cognitive science has focused exclusively on our relations with the living. Yet, as the 
“continuing bonds” literature has convincingly shown, grief does not simply 
conclude at some point with “letting go” of the deceased, ceasing to relate to her. 
Rather, people retain various different types of connection with the dead, 
connections that can continue to play important roles in their lives. I’d like to widen 

“ Grief does not simply conclude at some point with 
‘letting go’ of the deceased. Rather, people retain 
various different types of connection with the dead 
which continue to play important roles in their lives. 

” 
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social cognition research to accommodate these relations in all their diversity 
(including their cultural diversity), and also to address how our relations with the 
living and the dead interact with each other. After that, I might try to tackle the 
topic of temporal experience, something that I’ve been working towards for a while 
now but still feel thoroughly intimidated by. 
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